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Foreword

The global rise in armed conflicts and political upheavals, together
with the increasing frequency of natural disasters, has established
the problems of cross-border humanitarian aid as one of the
key topics of recent national and international political debates.
Cross-border humanitarian aid touches on many sensitive and
controversial issues, such as national sovereignty, if this help
is provided against the wishes of governments or regimes. The
tension between felt moral obligations to intervene with aid and the
social and economic limits on doing so effectively frequently results
in major political controversies at national as well as international
level. The effectiveness of humanitarian aid is also debated in
contexts such as its tendency to create new dependencies, or to
feed corruption rather than hungry children.

This timely volume discusses many aspects of these problems
and ambiguities of humanitarian aid in a global perspective. It
also highlights a specific interest the German Historical Institute
London takes in all aspects of Solidarity and Care, one of the
Institute’s three main research areas. It examines the various forms
and models of support as well as different actors in this field—
states, organizations, individuals. The GHIL research group also
engages actively with debates and methodologies in conceptual
and discourse history. It is interesting, for example, to observe that
the term ‘care’, which used to stand for more paternalistic aid
structures, has gained increasing prominence over recent years,
also in the discourse of international aid.

The volume results from a conference which was organized by
Johannes Paulmann at the German Historical Institute London
in , when he was the first Gerda Henkel Visiting Professor, a
position jointly offered by the German Historical Institute London
and the London School of Economics. Our combined and very
special thanks go to the Gerda Henkel Foundation, whose generous
support for this wonderful and prestigious programme has made
all this possible. The conference and Johannes Paulmann’s work in
the context of his Visiting Professorship have both enhanced the



vi 

German Historical Institute’s research and resulted in continuing
co-operation. I am very grateful to Johannes Paulmann for his
continuing interest in and support of the Institute’s research
agenda.

An edited volume such as this depends on the co-operation
and help of many people. I would like to thank all the authors
for their wonderful papers and their co-operation and patience
in the process of turning conference results into a book, and
Johannes Paulmann for his careful work as the volume’s editor. At
Oxford University Press I should like to thank Sarah Holmes and
the Delegates for accepting the volume for publication, and the
anonymous reviewers for their careful reading of the manuscript
and valuable comments and suggestions. Finally, special thanks
also go to two members of the German Historical Institute staff.
The organizational skills of Carole Sterckx ensured the smooth
running of the conference, and Angela Davies took great care
in editing the texts and preparing this volume for publication.
The main credit for conceiving and preparing the conference and
editing the volume must, however, go to Johannes Paulman. I
should like to take this opportunity to express my thanks to him.

Andreas Gestrich
London
October 
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The Dilemmas of Humanitarian Aid:
Historical Perspectives

J P

The Crisis of Crisis Relief

Contemporary analysts and pundits see humanitarianism in crisis.1

To some, humanitarian aid has become part of the problem and
is no longer part of the solution for people in need: for victims
of famine and for refugees, for example, relief creates a culture
of dependency. In theory, camps are regarded as safe and neutral
humanitarian spaces in which basic needs such as shelter, food, and
medical care are provided temporarily. But in practice, anthropolo-
gists have shown, living in a refugee camp, often for years, produces
new (psychological) suffering and violence within a camp society
which is highly gendered and far from apolitical.2 Furthermore, in
war situations, critics contend, aid organizations provide indirect
support for warlords, thereby prolonging military conflicts. Aid, it is
claimed, has even become a permanent feature of military strategy.3

1 David Rieff, A Bed for the Night: Humanitarianism in Crisis (London, ); a seminal
article in the contemporary debate has been African Rights, Humanitarianism Unbound?
Current Dilemmas Facing Multi-Mandate Relief Operations in Political Emergencies, Discussion
Paper No.  (London, ); see also Alain Destexhe, L’Humanitaire impossible, ou Deux
siècles d’ambiguïté (Paris, ); Rony Brauman, Humanitaire: le dilemme, interview with
Philippe Petit (Paris, ); Mary B. Anderson, Do No Harm: How Aid Can Support
Peace—or War (Boulder, Colo., ); David Kennedy, The Dark Side of Virtue: Reassessing
International Humanitarianism (Princeton, ).

2 Liisa H. Malkki, ‘Speechless Emissaries: Refugees, Humanitarianism, and De-
historicization’, Cultural Anthropology, / (), –; Fiona Terry, Condemned to
Repeat? The Paradox of Humanitarian Action (Ithaca, NY, ).; Michel Agier, Aux bords du
monde: les réfugiés (Paris, ); Michel Agier, Gérer les indésirables: des camps de réfugiés au
gouvernement humanitaire (Paris, ); Ilana Feldman, ‘The Humanitarian Circuit: Relief
Work, Development Assistance, and CARE in Gaza, –’, in Erica Bornstein
and Peter Redfield (eds.), Forces of Compassion: Humanitarianism between Ethics and Politics
(Santa Fe, N. Mex., ), –; Miriam Ticktin, ‘Transnational Humanitarianism’,
Annual Review of Anthropology,  (), –, at –.

3 See Linda Polman, War Games: The Story of Aid and War in Modern Times (London,
); more nuanced analysis is provided by Terry, Condemned to Repeat?



  

In particular, in the ‘War against Terror’ from  humanitarian
action was endorsed by the American forces, while humanitarian
organizations themselves subscribed to the military effort; humani-
tarian aid instrumentalized in this manner may be seen as the apex
of what has been called ‘humanitarian government’.4

Besides these negative effects of aid, which have been portrayed
either as side effects or as essential characteristics of recent re-
lief efforts, the politics and morals of the humanitarian agencies
themselves have been questioned. As aid organizations have grown
in number and size, humanitarianism is said to have become a
business. Academics have accordingly analysed the field in terms
of market behaviour and speak of ‘the disaster relief industry’.5

Humanitarian agencies are seen to compete amongst each other for
public attention and, ultimately, money, with the larger ones hand-
ling vast funds. Critics contend that mainline agencies have become
dependent on donor governments, almost acting as subcontractors
for national governments or UN agencies, while at the same time
abandoning the notion of humanitarianism-against-politics for the
‘politics of humanitarianism’.6 Lobbying for political commitment
and even military action is deemed by some too high a price for
humanitarianism, which, they contend, ‘at its core’, should ‘remain
the vocation of helping people when they most desperately need
help’.7

Recently, it has even been suggested that humanitarians have built
an ‘Empire of Humanity’ as humanitarian organizations have not
only become businesses but also acquired state-like functions, with
their own interests inmind rather than the interests of those in need.8

An international élite of relief agency staff, academics, consultants,
specialist journalists, lobbyists, and human rights workers exercise
powers for which they lack the legitimacy of participation by those
they claim to serve.9 From this perspective, claims of urgency and
necessity often trump democratic principles. Put in terms of imperi-

4 Cf. Didier Fassin, Humanitarian Reason: A Moral History of the Present (Berkeley, ).
5 Thomas G. Weiss, Humanitarian Business (Cambridge, ); Alex De Waal, Famine

Crimes: Politics and the Disaster Relief Industry in Africa (Oxford, ); cf. for a historical
study using an institutional economics approach Gabriele Lingelbach, Spenden und
Sammeln: Der westdeutsche Spendenmarkt bis in die er Jahre (Göttingen, ).

6 Rieff, Bed for the Night , , quotation at .
7 Ibid. .
8 Michael Barnett, Empire of Humanity: A History of Humanitarianism (Ithaca, NY,

).
9 De Waal, Famine Crimes, .



       

alism, the recipients of humanitarian aid equal colonial subjects.
Anthropological research seems to confirm this perspective. The
practice of administering relief itself silences the beneficiaries by
depoliticizing, for example, the refugee category and constructing
an ahistorical, universal humanitarian subject in need.10

The crisis of crisis relief is usually framed as a post-ColdWar story.
The assumption is that international conditions for aid changed
fundamentally with the breakdown of the existing world order in
–. In a now unstable environment, the new kind of warfare
in particular is said to have made humanitarian work more difficult.
Civil wars, which are entangled with ethnic and religious strife and
fed by economic exploitation of local resources and illegal interna-
tional trade, do not know clear front lines; along with weak state
authority, this appears to diminish the regard for humanitarian law.
The result has been rising civilian casualties, population displace-
ments, even attacks on UN forces and Red Cross workers. The new
challenges have been described as ‘complex emergencies’, but the
changes are perhaps better viewed from a different perspective: that
is, by recognizing that it is the international humanitarian response
itself that may have become more ‘complex’ as numbers and types
of actors in the field have proliferated and become more directly
involved in the dynamics of conflicts.11

From a historical perspective this is, perhaps not surprisingly, a
very short-term analysis. We need to look further back to better
understand these so-called complexities. The studies of the history
of humanitarian aid in this volume show that some of the dilemmas
of modern humanitarianism have been inherent in humanitarian
practice formore than a century; and that themultilevel, polycentric
structure of the field is not new, but was established during specific
conjunctures in the twentieth century.12

10 Malkki, ‘Speechless Emissaries’; for a historical example of the effects of
universalization see Lasse Heerten, ‘Biafra und die Universalisierung des Holocaust’,
Zeithistorische Forschungen, / (), –, republished in a revised English version
in Heide Fehrenbach and Davide Rodogno (eds.), Humanitarian Photography: A History
(Cambridge, ), –.

11 Terry, Condemned to Repeat?, –, who is critical of the term ‘complex emergency’;
cf. David Keen, Complex Emergencies (Cambridge, ).

12 See Johannes Paulmann, ‘Conjunctures in the History of International Huma-
nitarian Aid during the Twentieth Century’, Humanity, / (), –; cf. the
overview by Silvia Salvatici, Nel nome degli altri: storia dell’ umanitarismo internazionale
(Bologna, ).



  

The Blurred Boundaries of Humanitarian Aid

First we need to take a look at the terms and concepts used.
The crisis-of-crisis-relief analysis is not merely about the practical
difficulties of supporting people in need, it is also a debate on what
constitutes humanitarian aid. The notion of ‘complex’ emergencies
and the ‘complexity’ of humanitarian aid, I contend, is a recent,
post-Cold War phenomenon. The present-day diagnosis of a crisis
contrasts with the previous understanding of humanitarian aid,
which was itself current for a specific period, viz. during the Cold
War, decolonization, and post-colonial decades. If we take an even
longer-term view, including nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
ideas and practices, we may recognize essential historical features
which are, in some respects, still effective today.

To most readers certain delimitations will be familiar. We usu-
ally distinguish between humanitarian relief, development policy,
human rights, and humanitarian intervention. The last term, huma-
nitarian intervention, refers to diplomatic and military actions by
outside forces in conflicts where the sovereign state is considered to
be incapable of guaranteeing its people’s security.13 Human rights
are about politics and justice; they stand for attempts to rectify vio-
lations of basic rights by recourse to law and the judicial system.14

Development aid is seen as contributing to the economic welfare of
a country through long-term investments in infrastructure, indus-
tries, and agriculture. The alternative usage, ‘foreign’ aid, refers to
similar activities but highlights the foreign-policy interests inherent
in governmental development projects.15

13 Fabian Klose (ed.), The Emergence of Humanitarian Intervention: Ideas and Practice from
the Nineteenth Century to the Present (Cambridge, ); Brendan Simms and D. J. B. Trim
(eds.), Humanitarian Intervention: A History (Cambridge, ); Davide Rodogno, Against
Massacre: Humanitarian Interventions in the Ottoman Empire, – (Princeton, );
Carole Fink, Defending the Rights of Others: The Great Powers, the Jews, and International
Minority Protection, – (Cambridge, ).

14 For recent studies of human rights as history see Samuel Moyn, The Last Utopia:
Human Rights in History (Cambridge, Mass., ); Stefan-Ludwig Hoffmann (ed.),
Human Rights in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, ); Fabian Klose, Human Rights in
the Shadow of Colonial Violence: The Wars of Independence in Kenya and Algeria (Philadelphia,
); Jan Eckel, Die Ambivalenz des Guten: Menschenrechte in der internationalen Politik seit
den ern (Göttingen, ).

15 Carol Lancaster, Foreign Aid: Diplomacy, Development, Domestic Politics (Chicago,
); Roger C. Riddell, Does Foreign Aid Really Work? (Oxford, ); for a critical
historical assessment of ‘development’ and ‘post-development’ see Frederick Cooper,



       

In contrast to the assumed long-term goals of development,
humanitarian aid is understood as the ‘assistance given to people in
immediate need resulting from natural or man-made disaster’.16 As
clear-cut as this definition appears, it contains assumptions which
merit closer inspection. ‘Immediate’ unduly neglects the fact that
many people who provide aid do, indeed, reflect onmedium or long-
term causes and effects. The adjective disregards the practical and
organizational extensions of relief into development assistance and
ignores the fact that giving immediate help often implies ‘witnessing’
suffering and thereby keeping it present in public debates in the long
run.17 The very term ‘emergency’ also has strong connotations. It
suggests that need arises suddenly and unpredictably, while locating
the situation in a specific place. The disaster is thereby somehow
disconnected from global interactions. Its causes are attributed to
forces of nature or the evil nature of man so that the disaster
becomes ‘naturalized’ and appears to stem merely from local ‘root
problems’. Craig Calhoun accordingly speaks of ‘the emergency
imaginary’, arguing that in the recent past the emergencies we have
learnt about have been regarded as local exceptions to an imaginary
norm of global order, however frequently they occur.18 Emergencies
have thus become a sort of normal incident to distant observers.
Responding to them by quickly delivering assistance worldwide
has become one of the modalities of globalization carrying moral
imperatives for immediate actions.

Some scholars have argued that the distinction between aid and
development stems from models of humanitarianism which are dif-
ferent in principle. The political scientist Michael Barnett speaks of
‘emergency humanitarianism’ and ‘alchemical humanitarianism’;
practitioners of the latter seek to remove the causes of suffering,
engage with state politics, and base their ideas about how to make

‘Modernizing Bureaucrats, Backward Africans, and the Development Concept’, in id.
and Randall Packard (eds.), International Development and the Social Sciences: Essays on the
History and Politics of Knowledge (Berkeley, ), –.

16 Jonathan Benthall, ‘Relief ’, in Akira Iriye and Pierre-Yves Saunier (eds.), The
Palgrave Dictionary of Transnational History (New York, ), –.

17 See Michal Givoni’s contribution in the present volume.
18 Craig Calhoun, ‘The Imperative to Reduce Suffering: Charity, Progress, and

Emergencies in the Field of Humanitarian Action’, in Michael Barnett and Thomas
G. Weiss (eds.), Humanitarianism in Question: Politics, Power, Ethics (Ithaca, NY, ),
–, at –; see also Craig Calhoun, ‘A World of Emergencies: Fear, Intervention,
and the Limits of Cosmopolitan Order’, Canadian Review of Sociology and Anthropology,
/ (), –.



  

the world a better place on empirically grounded research, while
the former are concerned with immediate relief and attempt to stay
clear of politics.19 His distinction relies on a blend of proclaimed
aims and the assumed chances of realizing them. More historically
minded (and influenced by his politics and his own experience as
president of Médecins sans Frontières), Rony Brauman dates the
distinction back to the nineteenth century; he contrasts the Red
Cross paradigm (that is, saying no to politics and moral judgement)
to that of colonial health services (that is, initiating health projects
and thereby also control over colonial populations).20 Although
Brauman rightly points out two essential historical contexts for the
evolution of humanitarian aid, namely, war and empire, his distinc-
tion is based less on the historical study of humanitarian aid than,
to some extent, on the Cold War and decolonization context of his
own times.

The familiar distinctions, especially that between emergency re-
lief and development, have arisen since the middle of the twentieth
century out of the politics of humanitarianism, the evolution of
humanitarian organizations, and the writings of scholars who, as
experts, have often beenpractitioners in the field of humanitarian ac-
tion. The notion of development emerged during the s from late
colonial attempts to transform imperial rule (thus coping with the
political conflicts and labour unrest of the late s) by using imper-
ial relations for economic improvement and recovery.21 The attempt
to depoliticize imperial conflicts by means of technical and financial
policies, and thereby to relegitimize empire, ultimately did not work
in political terms. But the development schemes drawn up by colo-
nial bureaucrats for supposedly backward subjects laid the ground
for the linked concepts of development and modernization.22 It also

19 Barnett, Empire of Humanity, –.
20 Rony Brauman, Penser dans l’urgence: parcours critique d’un humanitaire (Paris, ),

–; id., La Médecine humanitaire (Paris, ), –.
21 Frederick Cooper, ‘Writing the History of Development’, Journal of Modern European

History,  (), –; id., ‘Reconstructing Empire in British and French Africa’, Past
and Present , , suppl.  (), –; cf. Peo Hansen and Stefan Jonsson, Eurafrica:
The Untold Story of European Integration and Colonialism (London, ).

22 Cooper, ‘Modernizing Bureaucrats’; see also Corinna Unger, Andreas Eckert, and
Stephan Malinowski (eds.), ‘Modernizing Missions: Approaches to “Developing” the
Non-Western World after ’, Journal of Modern European History, / (), –;
Corinna Unger, ‘Histories of Development and Modernization: Findings, Reflections,
Future Research’, H-Soz-u-Kult ,  Dec.  〈http://hsozkult.geschichte.hu-berlin.de/
forum/--〉 [accessed  May ].



       

enabled colonial elites to make economic and political claims which,
after independence, turned into supplications by post-colonial go-
vernments, which also acted as gatekeepers with regard to who
would receive what kind of aid.23 The subsequent establishment
of development as an international discourse and practice which
involved governments in the First, Second, and Third Worlds was
promoted by the creation of international institutions to manage
particular projects as well as overall directions, such as the Inter-
national Bank for Reconstruction and Development, aka the World
Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the International Trade
Organization, and United Nations organizations and programmes
such as the Food andAgriculturalOrganization (FAO),WordHealth
Organization (WHO), United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO), and United Nations Children’s
Fund (UNICEF).

The policies rested on existing and new organizations imple-
menting projects and involved experts not only on the ground, but
also, so to speak, at the secondary level of evaluation and (scho-
larly) reflection. Making funds available for development purposes
and debating aims, instruments, and outcomes require theoretical
conceptualizations; this is part of the reason why, by the late s
and s, a distinction was drawn between long-term structural
development and emergency relief. There is no space here to de-
scribe the intricate link between changing developmental policies
and how they affected concepts of humanitarian relief in the s
and s.24 It seems that the clear-cut distinction with which we are
familiar is partly a result of the political economy of development
policy during these decades, and its shortcomings, especially since
the crisis of the s.

The conception of humanitarian aid, however, cannot be written
merely as a function of political economy. Another part of the expla-
nation is to be found in the history of humanitarian organizations.
These did not see the light of day as specific types—that is, relief, de-
velopment, or rights organizations—and the people involved cannot
be categorized simply as relief workers, human rights activists, or
development agents. Apart from two nineteenth-century organiza-

23 Cooper, ‘Writing the History’, , –.
24 For a brief outline see Paulmann, ‘Conjunctures’, –; this needs to be brought

together with the heterodoxy of development thinking as emphasized by Cooper,
‘Writing the History’, .



  

tions which have survived,25 the secular humanitarian organizations
we know today were all founded in the twentieth century. In most
cases the establishment was instigated by a particular event or crisis,
such as the plight of refugee populations (the dominant inter-war
challenge continuing to the present day), or other man-made and
natural disasters resulting in famine and sickness; public revelations
about physical abuse, especially of children and women, also led
to an institutional commitment. In addition to new organizations,
existing church institutions, which had often long been concerned
with the spiritual and physical well-being of people thought to be
in danger or in need of uplifting, continued their work, specializing
in distant strangers in need. In practical terms they relied, like the
newly founded agencies, on female efforts as their mainstay. Not
only specific crises but also perceived deficiencies, such as sustained
poverty and its consequences for health and education, were the
declared causes for action.

The humanitarian organizations (whether newly founded or
based on missionary and church establishments) evolved over time.
Once the immediate reason for a relief initiative was gone, acti-
vists and agencies often sought out further instances of suffering
elsewhere in order to continue their work, developing their orga-
nizations accordingly in terms of headquarters, fund-raising, and
on-the-spot action; or realizing that to improve the lot of sufferers
permanently, structural changes were necessary.26 From the per-
spective of those actively involved, this logic of institutionalization
offered, at the same time, professional opportunities, especially for
women, who could combine work with a moral cause, thereby
avoiding the open transgression of existing gender norms. Yet,
higher echelons usually remained dominated by men. Some or-
ganizations turned into expert think-tanks or advocacy groups,
working with national governments and international institutions.27

Missions and churches challenged by secularization and a colonial
25 These are, first, the  Society for the Mitigation and Gradual Abolition of

Slavery throughout the British Dominions, its  successor, the British and Foreign
Anti-Slavery Society, merging in  with the Aborigines’ Protection Society of 
to form the Anti-Slavery and Aborigines’ Protection Society, and continued since 
in the Anti-Slavery International; and second, the  International Committee of
the Red Cross (ICRC) and many national Red Cross societies.

26 The history of Oxfam exemplifies such a transition over time from famine relief
to programmes addressing structural causes of poverty and injustice; see Maggie Black,
A Cause for our Times: Oxfam, the First  Years (Oxford, ).

27 See the contributions in this volume by Joëlle Droux on the Save the Children



       

past turned to humanitarian aid to legitimize themselves;28 some
shed denominational fronts in order to reach beyond formal church
congregations in their efforts to secure support and funding.29 The
ecumenical movement was particularly active in relation to global
humanitarian issues.

Despite the trend towards professionalization, secularization, and
internationalization described by political scientists,30 humanitar-
ian aid remains a dynamic variable field. It cannot adequately be
understood if we focus merely on these trends, or on established,
large organizations: humanitarian entrepreneurs and agencies suc-
cessfully enter the field without any knowledge or professional
background (witness the celebrity aid staged by rock or pop musi-
cians such as Bob Geldof and Bono since the s);31 some may
acquire expertise as time passes. Religious motivation and orga-
nizations have not disappeared; on the contrary, some believe.32

Local voluntary initiatives, national forms of organization, and the
national character of aid have remained essential to much of the
humanitarian effort.

The evolving nature of humanitarian organizations and the
dynamics of a competitive environment explain why there was an
apparent need to delimit boundaries, especially since the emergence
of new social movements in the s. Organizations had to define
their purpose initially as well as when they changed; funding, to the
extent that it came from governments, required the definition of
tasks; and academics attempted to categorize the rather unwieldy
sphere. The strong political agenda of development contributed to
the apparently clear-cut categories. Certain humanitarian agencies

International Union and by Heide Fehrenbach on agencies concerned with international
adoption.

28 See e.g. Ruth Compton Brower, ‘When Missions became Development: Ironies
of “NGOization” in Mainstream Canadian Churches in the s’, in Hilde Nielssen,
Inger Marie Okkenhaug, and Karina Hestad Skeie (eds.), Protestant Missions and Local
Encounters in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries: Unto the Ends of the World (Leiden,
), –.

29 With regard to changes of charity laws in West Germany cf. Lingelbach, Spenden
und Sammeln, –.

30 Barnett, Empire of Humanity, –, –; for a brief critical review of organiza-
tional histories see Paulmann, ‘Conjunctures’, –.

31 See Andrew F. Cooper, Celebrity Diplomacy (Boulder, Colo., ); cf. also Lilie
Chouliaraki, The Iconic Spectator: Solidarity in the Age of Post-Humanitarianism (Malden,
Mass., ).

32 Michael Barnett and Janice Gross Stein (eds.), Sacred Aid: Faith and Humanitarianism
(Oxford, ).



  

in particular, such as the ICRC, MSF, or faith-based organiza-
tions, regarded politics as a threat to their mission and insisted on a
constitutive difference frompolitical interests. Themore recent post-
Cold War notion of ‘complex’ emergencies and the ‘complexity’ of
humanitarian aid therefore also has to do with the governments
of industrialized countries withdrawing from responsibility for eco-
nomic development elsewhere, and with the continued proliferation
of aid organizations, their non-political self-perception, and the
prominence of scholar practitioners. In this context, a review of an-
thropological studies of humanitarianism also emphasizes a recent
blurring of boundaries—that is, an overlap between humanitarian
relief, human rights, development, and humanitarian intervention.
Its author claims that the delimitations have been breaking down
only in recent decades.33

The above observations, which can serve only as an introduction
to the history of the terms and concepts used in humanitarian aid,
indicate that this blurring followed a rather short period of two
or three decades when attempts were made to mark differences.
However, blurred boundaries per se and the debate about them
constitute a characteristic feature of humanitarian aid. A thorough
investigation of the historical usage of relevant terms would have
to include an analysis of the strategic usage of language by aid
agencies, governments, recipients of aid, and academics because
appeals and claims to humanitarianism served, and continue to
serve, specific goals in specific situations.34 The power of the ac-
tors in this discourse depended on their resources, authority, and
media access. How things were labelled affected, for example, the
kind of humanitarian policies that could be implemented at a
particular time and who, in terms of gender, was encouraged to
engage. Terms used, or not used for that matter,35 could place the
humanitarian action in political contexts or keep it out of poli-
tics. Such a historical investigation needs to take into account the
political in and around humanitarianism, but also the changing

33 Ticktin, ‘Transnational Humanitarianism’, –.
34 See Daniel Laqua, ‘Inside the Humanitarian Cloud: Causes and Motivations to

Help Friends and Strangers’, Journal of Modern European History, / (), –; cf.
also Geoff Wood (ed.), Labelling in Development Policy: Essays in Honour of Bernard Schaffer
(London, ), esp. –.

35 For the deliberate avoidance of the humanitarian argument see e.g. Isabella
Löhr, ‘Solidarity and the Academic Community: The Support Networks for Refugee
Scholars in the s’, Journal of Modern European History, / (), –.



       

epistemology of scholarship on humanitarianism, and the way both
interact.

Multiple Foundations of International Humanitarianism36

In the practice of humanitarian aid, the boundaries have been
blurred since the beginnings of modern humanitarianism. Its
modern European version combines different threads with strong
links to empire, religion, and warfare.37 In the eighteenth century,
ideas about humanity were transformed by a conjunction of a
‘sentimental revolution’, religious reform movements, enlightened
cosmopolitanism, and social and economic changes. The new con-
ceptualization of humanity was closely linked to the colonial experi-
ence and led to the broadening of the scope of care for others.38

From the middle of the century onwards, a new kind of empathy
with suffering human beings arose.39 From this emerged not only
the political idea of human rights, but also a drive for action di-
rected at needy people at home and abroad. Domestic social reform
in European states thus provided a platform and springboard for
humanitarian missions overseas with regard to temperance, child
welfare, and missions more broadly. Through these specific social
and moral causes, women were drawn into imperial affairs. In Bri-
tain, humanitarianism based on the new sensibility coincided with a
religious urge for individual and collective atonement inspired by a
concern for the morality of society in general and the slave-holding
BritishWest Indies in particular.40 The extension of a newmoral res-
ponsibility into the imperial sphere was embedded in the exchange
of capital, labour, commodities, and information, relying on the

36 Footnotes have been limited in the following sections; see the essays in this volume
for further information and references.

37 For a different tradition in Japan, not based on religion, enlightenment, and
imperialism, see Sho Konishi, ‘The Emergence of an International Humanitarian
Organization in Japan: The Tokugawa Origins of the Japanese Red Cross’, American
Historical Review, / (), –.

38 For the links between colonialism and humanitarian practices see the overview
covering the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries by Johannes Paulmann, ‘Humanitar-
ianism and Empire’, in John M. MacKenzie (ed.), The Encyclopedia of Empire (Oxford,
forthcoming ); see also Rob Skinner and Alan Lester, ‘Humanitarianism and
Empire: New Research Agendas’, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, /
(), –.

39 Lynn Hunt, Inventing Human Rights: A History (New York, ).
40 Christopher Leslie Brown, Moral Capital: Foundations of British Abolitionism (Chapel

Hill, NC, ).



  

global infrastructure of empire and its means of communication.41

The anti-slavery movement was the first expression of humanitarian
advocacy in a global framework stretching through the s and
beyond into the inter-war period, and covering all empires from
the British to the Portuguese.42 It provided a model and rhetorical
concepts for other campaigns, usually targeting not so much imper-
ial rule per se as its abuses. ‘Atrocity campaigns’ and the ‘language
of scandal’ featured prominently in the nineteenth century, for ex-
ample, in the fight against white (female) slavery or the outcry over
foot-binding in China, and reached well into the twentieth, often
acquiring a gendered character regarding the issues at hand as well
as the activists involved.43

At the turn of the century, the Congo Reform movement high-
lighted this kind of long-lasting imperial humanitarianism, which
evolved at the intersection of government, business, humanitarian
campaigns, and missions.44 This movement assembled various in-
terests and ideologies, which all claimed to act in the name of
humanity: protection of indigenous populations from the evils of
European expansion, missionary work and evangelical proselytiz-
ing, secular concerns about justice and rights, and international
trade interests in the Congo Free State. The case illustrates not only
the vitality of religious humanitarianism, which after  brought
mass support through missionaries’ networks, but also the necessary
(even if not immediate) willingness of governments to intervene, and
therefore the importance of the self-image of virtuous imperialism,
especially in its British form, backed up by diplomatic power in a
global colonial sphere. The reformist character of humanitarianism
was not anti-colonial, but it was inspired by the idea of spread-
ing European Christian civilization by ruling over non-European

41 Cf. Thomas L. Haskell, ‘Capitalism and the Origins of the Humanitarian
Sensibility’, American Historical Review, / (), –, and / (), –.

42 Andrew Porter, ‘Trusteeship, Anti-Slavery, and Humanitarianism’, in The Oxford
History of the British Empire, iii. The Nineteenth Century, ed. Andrew Porter (Oxford,
), –; Kevin Grant, A Civilised Savagery: Britain and the New Slaveries in
Africa, – (London, ); Daniel Laqua, ‘The Tensions of Internationalism:
Transnational Anti-Slavery in the s and s’, International History Review, /
(), –.

43 Laqua, ‘Humanitarian Cloud’, –.
44 Andrew Porter, ‘Sir Roger Casement and the International Humanitarian

Movement’, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, / (), –; see also
Dean Pavlakis, ‘The Development of British Overseas Humanitarianism and the
Congo Reform Campaign’, Journal of Colonialism and Colonial History, / (),
online; Grant, Civilised Savagery, –.



       

peoples. It blended evangelical Christianity with more secular or
radical humanitarianism.

The Congo Reform campaign also shaped the use of imagery.45

The scandal was spread in Christian communities by including pho-
tographs of mutilated bodies in missionary lantern lectures. This
use of modern visual strategies helped to mobilize mass support.
Photographic images of suffering bodies had already been circulat-
ing in the context of Indian famine relief meetings; moral outrage
had been raised against the Bulgarian horrors of the s. It was
during the Congo Reform campaign that mutilated bodies, atrocit-
ies and morality were effectively linked.46 The carefully arranged
pictures taken by Alice Harris, a missionary’s wife, bridged distance
technologically. The selection actually shown at meetings depended
on whether a mixed or single-sex audience was expected to attend.
Besides the gender distinction during displays, the images them-
selves generally emphasized the gap between the ‘white’ observer
and the mutilated ‘black’ bodies. A precondition for empathy, media
representation thus reinforced gender differences as well as cultural
and racial asymmetries between those in need of moral support and
the imperial benefactors.

In addition to imperial humanitarianism, the second essential
humanitarian tradition that affected the twentieth century was the
Red Cross movement. Matthias Schulz in his essay explains how
it had made the call for humanity at times of war its core fea-
ture since the s. Empathy for the suffering of human beings,
Realpolitik, and new forms of internationalism all contributed to
its peculiar nature. Schulz emphasizes the crucial role of govern-
ments. He contends that neither utilitarian arguments for getting
wounded soldiers back into battle nor the ideas of reciprocity and
humanitarian commitment were decisive. Indeed, the adoption of
humanitarian norms took hold in each European country under
specific circumstances and for particular reasons. National associ-
ations strengthened patriotism and contributed to the militarization
of civil society, including women,47 while the International Commit-
tee of the Red Cross advanced the development of the international

45 For the use of photography see Heide Fehrenbach and Davide Rodogno (eds.),
Humanitarian Photography: A History (Cambridge, ).

46 Christina Twomey, ‘Framing Atrocity: Photography and Humanitarianism’,
History of Photography, / (), –.

47 See Cynthia Enloe, Manœuvres: The International Politics of Militarizing Women’s Lives
(Berkeley, ).



  

humanitarian law of war. Schulz recognizes a major limitation in
the deliberate decision by the ICRC to restrict itself to aid at times
of war, rather than to expand into peacetime activities during civil
emergencies. At the national level, however, it has to be said that the
Red Cross associations were active before the First World War and
during the inter-war period in establishing nursing schools and set-
ting up hospitals, which furthered the professionalization of female
nursing and opened a door for women doctors. As a consequence
the Red Cross did not become a source of transnational solidarity
for a long time. It was only in the aftermath of the First World War
and in co-operation with private voluntary organizations and the
League of Nations that the Red Cross movement slowly extended
its reach internationally beyond the care of soldiers.

Apart from imperialism andwar, religious organizations provided
a third tradition of humanitarianism. Among them, the Society of
Friends played a prominent part in internationalizing humanitar-
ianism. Daniel Maul analyses the period from  to the end of the
First World War, when the Quakers’ relief work among victims of
war and natural disasters became more professional. The tradition
of experiencing and worshipping God through ‘testimonies’ offers
only a partial explanation. By highlighting tensions inherent in
their motives and comparing British and American Friends, Maul
identifies specific national and international factors which drove this
development. A broader engagement in foreign relief emerged from
the Young Friends’ Movement towards the end of the nineteenth
century. The younger Friends shared a zeal for reform with other
youth movements of the time. They also responded to the challenge
posed by growing evangelical movements in the Christian world.
The First World War confronted the Friends with the problem of
how to reconcile their belief in peace with patriotic duties. For
men, non-combatant service units offered an answer during the
war. Afterwards, large-scale relief operations were regarded as ne-
cessary works of reconciliation and education for peace. Women
were involved beside men in the activities but, as with the Red Cross
societies, had no significant share in institutional leadership. Ge-
nerational impetus and war-related issues were common problems
on both sides of the Atlantic. Differences in other areas illustrate that
transnational relief networks were also firmly embedded in national
cultures.While foreign aidwas quickly established among all Friends
in Britain, young American Quakers active in this field remained an



       

independent group outside official religious structures because no
overall consensus existed on its desirability for the Society. Ameri-
cans therefore had a greater need to emphasize professionalism, and
they showed more caution in regard to co-operation with others.

Humanitarianism in the Shadow of Colonialism and World Wars

In the wake of the First World War, humanitarianism faced new
challenges posed by the breakdown of empires within Europe rather
than only by the reform and upkeep of imperial rule overseas. The
break-up of theGerman, Austro-Hungarian, Russian, andOttoman
empires led to continued civil and international warfare into the
early s, large numbers of refugees, hunger and poverty, and
the creation of minorities. Building on relief efforts during the war,
humanitarian activities flourished. In Russia, the American Red
Cross had already become involved in child welfare programmes
towards the end of the war, with the ulterior motive of keeping the
country in the war by stabilizing the provisional government.48 Dur-
ing the Allied intervention in – continued relief operations
served to reinforce military efforts against the Bolshevik govern-
ment. The political overtones were also part of the famine relief
provided to the Soviet Union in  by the American Relief Admi-
nistration, headed by Herbert Hoover.49 Official support for these
privately run relief efforts served propaganda efforts so that huma-
nitarian aid was also diplomacy by other means, while at the same
time seeking to open up markets for American farmers. Russian
famine relief led to the parallel establishment of an International
Committee for Russian Relief by several European relief organiza-
tions, set up by the International Committee of the Red Cross and
headed by Fridtjof Nansen, the Norwegian representative at the
League of Nations and later the League’s High Commissioner for
Refugees. The crisis thus also saw the first activities around the new
international body in Geneva, which from then on served as a public

48 See Julia F. Irwin, Making the World Safe: The American Red Cross and a Nation’s
Humanitarian Awakening (New York, ).

49 See Benjamin M. Weissmann, Herbert Hoover and Famine Relief to Soviet Russia:
– (Stanford, Calif., ); Bertrand M. Patenaude, The Big Show in Bololand:
The American Relief Expedition to Soviet Russia in the Famine of  (Stanford, Calif., );
Daniel Maul, ‘Appell an das Gewissen: Fridtjof Nansen und die Russische Hungerhilfe
–’, in Themenportal Europäische Geschichte () 〈http://www.europa.clio-online.
de//Article=〉 [accessed  Dec. ].



  

arena, although not as an effective actor in practice. Its reach was
limited by the interests of national governments and the willingness
of national private organizations to co-operate with the League and
each other.50

Colonial rule elsewhere continued to frame humanitarian aid
between thewars. The violent conflict in northernMorocco between
the Berber population and the Spanish colonial army in the early
s gave rise to civilian casualties, mass killings, guerrilla tactics,
air and gas warfare, hostage-taking, and famine. Francisco Javier
Martínez-Antonio in his essay analyses the asymmetrical capabili-
ties of the parties in colonial wars to mobilize aid in the face of
competing national powers and restricted internationalism. Each
of the parties involved—Spanish, French, and Moroccan—sought
to raise funds and, at the same time, to prevent others from inter-
vening on humanitarian grounds. International aid was obstructed,
especially the activities of the International Committee of the Red
Cross. The ICRC was limited first by its dependence on national
Red Cross societies and the principle of sovereignty embedded in
its norms. The Spanish government, by framing the conflict in
terms of ‘police operations’ against ‘rebels’, was able to prevent the
Rifians from establishing a Red Cross Society. It also effectively
stopped the French Red Cross from acting as the agent of neutral
humanitarian intervention. The Rifian belligerents, as the weakest
player, hoped to obtain international recognition indirectly by in-
volving the ICRC for their own political purposes. Their leader,
Abd el-Krim, manipulated international opinion by exaggerating
the suffering of the civilian population and showing foreign jour-
nalists around. The Rifian army, indeed, kept some of the food
deliveries for their soldiers instead of distributing them to the needy.
In conclusion,Martínez-Antonio emphasizes the restrictions placed
on international activities in a military conflict overshadowed by co-
lonial rule, thereby demonstrating how strong a factor the interests
of nation-states were in international humanitarian actions of the
period.

Asymmetries also had a role in other parts of the world. The
antagonism between China and the Western powers over the ques-

50 For the failed attempt to establish an emergency relief scheme under the League’s
roof see John F. Hutchinson, ‘Disasters and the International Order: Earthquakes,
Humanitarians, and the Ciraolo Project’, International History Review, / (),
–, id., ‘Disasters and the International Order: The International Relief Union’,
International History Review, / (), –.



       

tion of China’s ability to govern itself after the First World War
was played out not only in diplomatic circles but also in the field
of humanitarian relief. Caroline Reeves illustrates an American
‘humanitarian imperialism’ in her analysis of a prominent incident
in . A luxury train carrying wealthy foreign andChinese passen-
gers was hijacked by bandits, who took the passengers hostage for
five weeks. The widely publicized incident instigated relief efforts
by the Chinese Red Cross and the American Red Cross (ARC),
with the latter’s China Central Committee running operations. The
presence of the ARC’s China Committee was in clear breach of
international Red Cross policy not to establish or maintain RC
societies in foreign countries. It reflected the ARC’s expansive cam-
paign in China and, indeed, undermined the position of the existing
Chinese Red Cross. The ARC field representatives sought to furnish
the Chinese with ‘amodel of proper and effective RedCross activity’
by taking a ‘businesslike’ understanding of humanitarianism to its
Chinese counterpart, which, contrary to evidence, was deemed in
need of such development aid. This kind of civilizing mission in
humanitarian disguise, Reeves contends, seriously undermined the
considerable efforts that had been made since – to develop
Chinese philanthropy along Western lines. Building on established
charitable traditions in the country, the Chinese Red Cross styled it-
self amodern innovation. It established international ties, advertised
its national scope and the use of modern technology, and displayed a
military image. The Lincheng incident of  highlighted the con-
tradictory nature of American humanitarian involvement abroad,
and robbed the Chinese Red Cross of stature in the international
community and the local arena.

Foreign activities inGreece andAsiaMinor during the early s
illustrate the consequences for humanitarian aid in the context of
emergencies in which an immediate crisis is linked by armed
conflicts to a partial breakdown of societal coping mechanisms and
state authority. Relief quickly ran into dilemmas, solutions to which
were contested between and within the various non-governmental
and state actors. Davide Rodogno investigates the thin line between
short-term relief and medium-term rehabilitation. After the defeat
of the Greek army in Asia Minor, the city of Smyrna became the
centre of a refugee crisis in . A division over long-term aims
existed amongdiplomatic agents, relief administrators,missionaries,
and merchants. Some favoured the ethnic and religious diversity of



  

the former Ottoman Empire and for reasons of economic vitality
preferred solutions for the Greek refugees within Turkey. Others
regarded Turkey as a victim of the European powers and blamed the
Greek government for its alignment with British interests. They saw
the Greek population as an obstacle to Turkish development and
therefore favoured its departure to the European continent. With
the outbreak of fire in Smyrna in September  the question was
resolved in an emergency by the men and women on the spot, who
favoured massive evacuation. The local ‘solution’ in Asia Minor led
to a local ‘dilemma’ elsewhere, once the refugees arrived in Greece.
The ICRC delegate in Greece, Rudolph de Reding, quickly sought
to expand international activities beyond the traditional sphere.
He developed the idea of colonisation agricole for the refugees on
uncultivated land in Macedonia. The Geneva headquarters viewed
this ‘solution’with suspicion.DeReding, however personally crossed
the line from relief to rehabilitation. When, in , he became one
of the League of Nations’ experts on the ‘exchange of populations’,
the League’s Refugee Resettlement Commission opened a new
phase in humanitarian relief.

International humanitarian agents co-operated regularly, but
rivalries were just as common, even between familial organizations.
Daniel Palmieri and Irène Herrmann describe the intense struggle
within the Red Cross movement between the Swedish and Swiss
Red Cross Societies and the ICRC during operations in Greece
between  and . From the outset, the apparent co-operation
was riddled by Swiss and Swedish tensions, which stemmed in part
from a decision taken by the British government. After agreeing
to lift its blockade for relief operations, it insisted that practical
implementation should be in the hands of a neutral third party.
London opted for the Swedish Red Cross to become the responsible
agent because it considered the ICRC to be on ‘too good terms
with the occupying powers’. Tensions gained additional force from
the national interests pursued by Sweden through its humanitarian
commitment. The involvement was seen as a means of enhancing
its standing in relation to Britain and was also motivated by the
prospect of opening market outlets for Swedish business in the post-
war future.Nor, on the other hand, was the ICRCapurely charitable
organization. The close personal ties between its members, the
Swiss Red Cross, and the Swiss government allowed motives of
self-interest to enter its dealings. Palmieri and Herrmann conclude



       

that the neutral governments attempted to regain and strengthen
their international standing through activities in humanitarian
relief as they had been criticized by the Allies for their economic
arrangements with the Axis powers.

Originally providing crisis relief to children in countries suffering
from war and its aftermath, the Save the Children International
Union (SCIU), founded in , developed into an expert interna-
tional organization concerned with long-term welfare for children.
This is one example inwhichwomen played a leading role, especially
the founders of the Save the Children Fund in Britain, Eglantyne
Jebb and her sister Dorothy Buxton. The case demonstrates how the
supposedly ‘natural’ task of taking care of children would eventually
allow women to go well beyond the traditional boundaries of a
female sphere. The SCIU exemplifies the transition a humanitar-
ian organization went through when facing the question of what
to do when the initial cause for their foundation disappeared, or
circumstances changed. Joëlle Droux explores the ways in which
the Union adapted its aims and practices, especially during and
after the Second World War. The transformation was a difficult
process in which the International Union faced challenges in terms
of its organizational structure, competition with other agencies, and
clarification of its aims. By the mid-s, the SCIU had already
claimed two different mandates: one for co-ordinating emergency
relief in humanitarian crises, the other as an expert body for child
welfare. The Second World War severely disrupted the mechanisms
of transnational co-ordination used by the SCIU, that is, the circula-
tion of information, people, and material, with the result that it was
endangered by lack of funds, connections, and purpose. Between
 and  the International Union finally turned from its role as
a relief agency for children into an international centre of expertise
for the protection of children and young people, becoming part
of a network of medical, educational, and judicial experts. And it
established closer links with non-European partners, partly leaving
its European origins behind. In the process, SCIU had to drop its
universal ambitions and become a more focused and specialized
agency.

Heide Fehrenbach also locates the origins of international adop-
tion in international humanitarian social work after the First World
War, here directed at refugee and migrant families. In the decades
up to  two strands of transformation took place, leading to



  

distinct cultures of inter-country adoption. One was characterized
by professionalization and an attempt to set international standards
for procedures which aimed to make the welfare of the child para-
mount while preserving the rights of birth parents. This formed
part of the emergence of international organizations and gover-
nance structures. The principal agents here were the International
Social Service (ISS) and later the United Nations. ISS was a non-
governmental organization initiated by female social workers in
, targeting refugee emergencies in the aftermath of the war. As
a response to the problems in several countries with war orphans
and illegitimate or fatherless children after , the principal fo-
cus began to change from reuniting separated families to ‘creating’
new families through inter-country adoption. The ISS became
the primary non-sectarian organization for handling international
adoption in the United States, Western Europe, and East Asia.

A different mode of adoption grew out of interrelated strands
in the media, military occupation, and Christian works. While the
ISS was an expert organization with few links to the media, this
second, less formal pattern was closely linked with visual media
images, creating moral communities among viewers. In the United
States two specific groups took up the cause of suffering children
abroad. First, the African American press focused on institutional
racism in Germany, directed against the children fathered by black
American soldiers. Adoption by American families seemed to offer
a good solution to the matter of civil rights and assumed individual
needs. The creation of new families by inter-country adoption also
guided the hands-on Christian humanitarian activism practised by
evangelical Christians. This kind of ‘moral witnessing’ increasingly
focused on Asia during the late s and s, advocating the
adoption of children from China and Korea. Evangelicals, celebri-
ties, and military personnel lobbied to liberalize immigration law
in order to help suffering children find new homes and families
in the United States. Thus, Fehrenbach concludes, two distinct
approaches emerged: an expert culture of international social work
and governance by international organizations; and a humanitarian
commitment by various religious, ethnic, and social groups relying
on emotional appeal and the media for its purposes.

The United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration
(UNRRA) has often been described as a crucial step in professional-
izing global humanitarianism. Silvia Salvatici proposes amore com-



       

plex evaluation. The main task of UNRRA’s ‘gigantic humanitarian
crusade’ between  and  was the relief and rehabilitation of
Displaced Persons (DPs) in Austria, Italy, and, above all, Germany.
Its welfare work in the camps covered a wide range of activities
from housing, feeding, and clothing to education, training, em-
ployment, recreation, and entertainment. Rehabilitation entailed
a definition of the refugees’ needs in both general and specific
terms—for example, for mothers, children, or the sick. Salvatici
argues that conceptualizing DPs as people in need labelled them
as recipients; it mirrored the self-perception of UNRRA officers as
rescuers who were thereby constructing their own collective iden-
tity. The description by UNRRA workers of the ‘beneficiaries’ as
‘apathetic’, or, in the case of mothers, as ‘lacking a sense of maternal
feeling’, reflected their ideal of an active person. As welfare officers
thought they knew better than the DPs, conflicts often erupted. The
very idea of ‘helping the people help themselves’, which UNRRA
described as its principle, can thus be seen very much in terms
of constructing needs, despite existing coping mechanisms on the
part of those receiving aid. Salvatici concludes that, if the aftermath
of the Second World War was indeed a founding moment of con-
temporary humanitarianism, its techniques drew strongly on the
humanitarianism of the inter-war period. It had entailed dilemmas
of varying standards, contradictory practices, and the inadequate
construction of identities both of relief workers and of persons in
need.

Humanitarianism at the Intersection of Cold War and Decolonization

Humanitarianism after  developed at the intersection of de-
colonization and the Cold War impacting on each other.51 With
decolonization, the relationship between humanitarianism and em-
pires went through a process of transformation which was not linear
(from imperial to international humanitarianism). Nor did it com-
pletely sever the links between former metropoles and colonies.
Certain dimensions were brought to the fore: first, the profes-
sionalization of aid agencies, the increasing role of international
governmental and non-governmental organizations, among which

51 Cf., with a focus on the Cold War in Europe and humanitarianism, Gerard
Daniel Cohen, In War’s Wake: Europe’s Displaced Persons in the Postwar Order (Oxford,
).



  

were several owing their existence to the humanitarian crises of the
Second World War and its aftermath, and the more secular motives
of those involved; secondly, the distinction between longer-term de-
velopment and relief, which acted as a catalyst for vocal criticism of
Western industrial policies towards the so-called Third World in the
s; thirdly, the evolving issue of universal human rights, which,
depending on political contexts and strategic use, converged and
competed with humanitarianism.52 Yet humanitarianism retained
imperial strands which have not yet been fully researched; it is useful
to distinguish between the use of humanitarianism by imperial states
to preserve influence after independence, and cultural reflexes of
non-governmental aid agencies deriving from colonial paternalism
and persisting connectionswith spheres such as the francophone and
anglophone, or from Western orientation and sources of funding.53

Shobana Shankar explains how, by the end of the s, African
children had become the object of humanitarian intervention by
UNICEF. She demonstrates that this was a process of transition
from one kind of international actor, Christian missions, to another
secular one, UNICEF, accompanied by the construction of African
‘problems’. Practices and discourses pioneered by missionaries
were overlaid with new justifications and activities, particularly of
a technical and scientific nature. UNICEF’s work relied on the
existing structures of Christian orphanages, schools, and hospitals
and on informal networks of co-operation. It also built on the
previous construction of needs. By  UNICEF began to give
priority to fighting disease, shifting away from its earlier focus on
nutrition. Shankar regards the principal means by which UNICEF
established itself in Africa as the construction of Africa as a continent
of disease, which built on previous leprosymissions, and its emphasis
on medical science. The late s and the s proved a major
turning-point in humanitarian relief before the formal end of
colonialism.

In the wider context of international relations in the s

52 Andrew Thompson, ‘Humanitarian Interventions, Past and Present’, in Fabian
Klose (ed.), The Emergence of Humanitarian Intervention: Ideas and Practice from the Nineteenth
Century to the Present (Cambridge, ), –.

53 Paulmann, ‘Humanitarianism and Empire’; for an example of the movement
of individuals between missionary medicine, late colonial politics, and international
organizations see Guillaume Lachenal and Betrand Taithe, ‘Une généalogie missionaire
et coloniale de l’humanitaire: le cas Aujoulat au Cameroun, –’, Le Mouvement
Social ,  (), –; see also Barnett, Empire of Humanity, –.



       

and s, the example of the Franco-Algerian war exemplifies
the emergence of an international humanitarian regime at the
intersection between the Cold War and decolonization. Young-sun
Hong argues that the architecture of the post-war humanitarian
regime was determined by the domestic and geopolitical needs of
the Western powers.54 The  Geneva Conventions, the  UN
Refugee Convention, and cultural and racial beliefs in Western
superiority and continued civilizing mission buffered structural
blindness to the humanitarian dimensions of decolonization. A case
in point is the struggle over assistance during the Franco-Algerian
war (–). Hong compares the debate about aid for refugees
in Northern Africa with the assistance given to Hungarians fleeing
the Soviet invasion in  and the disregard for international
law during the Suez crisis. Ideologically determined inequalities
and the instrumental use of humanitarian aid for other purposes
by the French authorities in Algeria thus became apparent. This
was mirrored by another less than selfless practical commitment to
solidarity with the Algerian National Liberation Front (FLN) on the
part of the Soviet Union and its allies. The conflict waged in terms
of aid was made more complicated by divergent aims within both
blocs and among Third World countries, and by the interactive
process in which, over the years, ‘donors’ competed with each other,
often disappointing the ‘beneficiaries’. As a result, expected political
benefits were often not achieved.

The Nigerian–Biafran War has long been regarded as a key event
in the history of humanitarian aid. KonradKuhn analyses its impact
along with the protests against the building of the Cabora Bassa dam
in colonial Mozambique a few years later. He regards the discussion
of both incidents as part of a general search for new forms of politics
in the late s. Protests and activities in the global North were
closely linked with events and perceptions of the global South. The
famine in the secessionist province of Biafra stirred public opinion in
manyWestern countries when images of starving children were used
in a deliberate propaganda effort byBiafra’s almost defeatedmilitary
leadership. Amultitude of action groups emerged, especially among
students, doctors, and the churches. The appeal in the West was
based on general humanitarian grounds but also on the fact that the
Biafran Ibos were Christian, while the government was dominated

54 See also Young-sun Hong, Cold War Germany, the Third World and the Global
Humanitarian Regime (Cambridge, ).



  

by the Muslim Hausa. Support for Biafra was rarely explicitly poli-
tical. By contrast, protests against the building of the Cabora Bassa
dam were political from the start. The hydro-electric plant was
part of a larger development plan to bolster Portuguese colonial
rule in Mozambique. Protest movements emerged in several Euro-
pean countries, especially in –. Declaring solidarity with the
liberation movement FRELIMO, the Western groups denounced
governments for their co-operation in granting export loans and
guarantees, and banks and large engineering corporations such as
Siemens for upholding late colonialism. Information spread among
Western initiatives, and between FRELIMO and its European sup-
porters, thus opening an avenue of communication that had not
been available before. In a way, the dam project thus also proved
a valuable propaganda object for its opponents. The two cases of
Biafra and Cabora Bassa illustrate the different ways in which social
movements in Europe and North America analysed, constructed,
and contested humanitarianism in the context of a global North
and South.

While Biafra created lasting images of starvation inAfrica,Cabora
Bassa politicized economic and political relations with the ‘Third
World’ and was seen as a concrete example of imperialism and
dependency theory. Florian Hannig explains how relief measures
could themselves become politicized. A cyclone hit the shores of East
Pakistan in November ; shortly thereafter, tensions between
East and West Pakistan culminated in a civil war and the eastern
part declared its independence as Bangladesh. By the end of the
year  million people had fled to India while another  million
were displaced within Bangladesh. Despite international pressure,
Islamabad declared the war an internal matter and refused ac-
cess to humanitarian groups. Omega, a radical non-governmental
group of men and women, undercut this by deliberately blur-
ring the distinction between humanitarianism and politics which
other organizations accepted. Their urge to act was based on a
reduction of the complexities—a general pattern of humanitar-
ian mobilization—and an interpretation of the crisis in terms of
a ‘David v. Goliath’ narrative. This perception rested on lessons
which members of the group thought they had learnt from the
Nigerian–Biafran War. Operation Omega combined traditional
relief measures with symbolic politics. One team was sent across
the border to distribute aid, while a second team, equipped with



       

token relief supplies, staged a sit-in inside Bangladesh, and had
itself arrested in August . Foreign governments and media had
been informed in advance.Humanitarian reliefmissions themselves,
Hannig argues, thus became a means of political communication.
The small operation undertaken by Omega may therefore be seen
as one example of new forms of political participation in the s
which aimed to change the public agenda by using media events to
mobilize protest against traditional patterns of politics in the name
of wider, fundamental aims.

The refugee crisis of the late s and s in South-East Asia
led to confrontations between established and new forms of humani-
tarian aid, which were played out between competing organizations.
Michael Vössing looks at relations between the West German Red
Cross Society and the Committee Cap Anamur, founded in 
by the journalist Rupert Neudeck, inspired by Bernard Kouch-
ner, André Glucksmann, and the French rescue ship Île de Lumière.
The leading figures of the Red Cross and Cap Anamur clashed
at home. Both organizations created a public image of themselves
by thrashing the other. This appeared to be a conflict between
an established, neutral organization close to state and government,
and a committed, flexible newcomer based on civic support. The
clash can be explained by the competition, first, for government
support—diplomatic, organizational, and partly financial—and,
secondly, for funding through public campaigns. The West Ger-
man public, however, seems to have been concerned less about the
organizational struggle than about the question of whether ‘Asian’
refugees should be brought into Germany. The Secretary-General
of the Red Cross published several newspaper articles in –
demanding strict limits on immigration through the ‘humanitarian’
back door. Vössing shows that a remarkable number of people felt
impelled to protest in writing against Red Cross collections because
they opposed immigration, notwithstanding that the Red Cross,
unlike Cap Anamur, did not ship Vietnamese refugees to West
Germany, but provided aid on the spot in Asia. The West German
conflicts in general illustrate that the dividing line between old and
new, state and non-state actors was not clear-cut and less important
than governance between several agents.



  

Dilemmas of Global Humanitarianism

Internationally, Médecins sans Frontières (MSF), officially founded
in , is generally regarded as the hallmark of a new paradigm
of global humanitarianism.55 Set against the dominance of the
‘conservative’ Red Cross, it has been portrayed as more engaged,
more outspoken, and more willing to use the media and public
opinion for its humanitarian purposes. The foundation myth relates
to the experience of the Biafran War when a group of committed
doctors brokewith the ICRCpolicy of confidentiality and discretion.
The act of ‘witnessing’ (témoignage) therefore became a key feature.
Looking at neglected aspects of the origins of MSF, Michal Givoni
reinvestigates the advent of the ‘expert witness’ and the role of
ethical reflexivity in humanitarian governance up to the s. In
addition to the ‘Biafra doctors’, a second group of physicians was
involved in the foundation of MSF. At the core of their initiative
was medical ethical responsibility, which they saw as endangered
by an increasingly bureaucratic, commercialized, and technical
approach to medicine. Givoni argues that relief missions in the
Third World offered an opportunity for a genuine re-enchantment
of the profession. Accordingly, in its first years MSF served as
a placement agency, matching development and humanitarian
organizations with French doctors willing to spend some time in the
ThirdWorld.Témoignage, for themost part, remained a personal act;
only with the MSF protest against the misuse of humanitarian aid in
Ethiopia in , and its withdrawal for similar reasons from Hutu
refugee camps after the Rwanda genocide in , did témoignage
become reflexive and transform the cultivation of subjectivity by
individual experts into a mode of mobilizing private experts as a
prime resource for the deployment of efficient political power on
a global scale. Témoignage was a mechanism for translating moral
claims into political action and vice versa. It changed relations
between the humanitarian and the political, bringing them closer
together while still keeping them apart.

The history of humanitarian aid has focused on Western donor

55 But for the inspiration MSF drew from the Catholic tradition of colonial
humanitarianism see Bertrand Taithe, ‘Reinventing (French) Universalism: Religion,
Humanitarianism and the “French doctors” ’, Modern and Contemporary France, /
(), –.



       

countries. In recent decades, however, several Asian countries have
changed their position from aid recipients to aid providers. Alain
Guilloux, a former board member of MSF France and CEO of
MSF Hong Kong, asks why most Asian countries were reluctant to
endorse the post-SecondWorldWar humanitarian order. He argues
that this was the legacy of colonialism, theWestern dominance of the
United Nations Organization, the Cold War, interventionism, and,
finally, the distribution and balance of power between the middle
powers and frustrated great powers in Asia. Another crucial period
in the history of humanitarian governance began with the end of the
ColdWar. This period has been characterized by reduced protection
for internal refugees and war victims. Further, the regional security
arrangements of the Cold War have not been replaced by new ones,
and no adequate regional institutions have been developed in Asia to
respond to either natural or man-made disasters. Guilloux contends
that this apparent reluctance may well be broken down in future
by democratization and economic development in Asian countries.
If countries such as China see their trade interests endangered by
instability caused by humanitarian disasters such as that in theHorn
of Africa, giving aid in some form may be a rational option.

Historical research on humanitarian aid has focused on orga-
nizations, politics, and discourses. The anthropologist Eva Spies
changes the perspective by looking at the intercultural configuration
in which European development workers find themselves on the
spot. She analyses the situation in terms of intercultural encoun-
ters. The resulting dilemmas can be described using the notion
of ‘participating development’. In practice, a ‘participatory’ mode
results in a conundrum for those who try to follow it because it
contains conflicting demands. ‘Participation’ proves to be an am-
biguous concept; differences need to be accepted and used as an
asset for sustained development, while it also appears necessary to
minimize them in order to facilitate the process. Men and women
on the spot cope with the dilemma in several different ways. One is
to seek a consensus with locals. Despite the best intentions, this often
results in disputes because local counterparts appear not to accept
the ‘Western’ mode of establishing a consensus. Instead, they adopt
a mode of situational negotiation of interests, trying not to let the
opposite partner gain advantage over them. Other ways of coping
with the participatory dilemma are to withdraw from contact or
reduce it to a necessary minimum,muddling through, and cynicism.



  

The pitfalls of ‘participatory development’ illustrate that everyday
problems of interpersonal and intercultural interaction help in the
understanding of general problems of development aid. In emer-
gencies, similar issues arise from intercultural encounters, but they
are even more pressing compared with those in development. The
case of Islam illustrates the difficulty of adapting the training of relief
workers and humanitarian response tools to a particular religious or
cultural system.

Essential Dilemmas

Overall, the contributions to this volume explore the history of
humanitarian aid in a polycentric, multilayered manner from the
point of view of Europe and the West and of the colonies and the
Third World, revealing uneven developments and contingencies of
change. Emphasis is put on the coming together of different forces,
events, and structures at particular times, explaining the dilemmas
faced up to the present day.

In conclusion, several essential dilemmas can be identified as be-
ing inherent in the idea and practice of international humanitarian
aid. They have shaped the field since the beginning of the twentieth
century, if not earlier. () Spectatorship and agency: the distance
of those who suffer carried inherent tensions. It determined the
capacity to help of those who watched others suffer, and it opened
a fundamental gap between spectatorship and agency. () Media
intervention: distance resulted in the construction of similarities
and/or otherness. There was a need to translate between abstract
universalism and local peculiarities, and between transnational and
national settings. Media intervention has therefore always been a
basic feature of humanitarian action, although relations with aid
agencies varied. The focus of the media on disaster could be at odds
with the particular needs for which aid organizations sought to cater
while media at the same time generated relief funds. () The poli-
tics of empathy: narratives of suffering and relief often focused on
events and actions. As a consequence of an alarmist and dramatized
picture which was regularly gendered by a focus on women and
children, the political or structural causes of suffering were often left
out. Human empathy appeared in the foreground and was used by
some of the political actors in disasters, so that we can speak of the
politics of empathy. () Humanitarian aid as politics: humanitarian



       

aid was often used as an instrument to achieve other ends. In foreign
aid it became an instrument of foreign policy. It was also part of
some governments’ economic policy because aid products such as
food helped their own producers. Domestic politics in donor and
receiving countries determined the size, timing, and geography of
aid, while international relations affected who helped, to what ex-
tent, and for how long. Humanitarian aid as politics also touched on
the fundamental question of the relationship between civil society,
the state, and the military. () The politics of aid: as a result of
proliferation and competition, aid organizations pursued their own
politics. One basic feature was the relationship between the inter-
national dimension of aid and the national aid structures in donor
countries. Multilayered systems of humanitarian aid existed and we
need to ask how the aid polity developed over time nationally and
internationally—for example, through the League of Nations and
the United Nations Organization. Another factor was the competi-
tion between NGOs over funds, access, and publicity. () Outside
intervention and local coping mechanisms: a final dilemma per-
tained to the relationship between donors and beneficiaries. What
were the effects of moral, economic, political, military, or cultural
interventions on the existing coping mechanisms of societies struck
by disaster? Negative results were, for example, the prolongation of
war and support for authoritarian regimes. Humanitarian aid, on
the other hand, also strengthened the agency of the beneficiaries
individually and, in some cases, collectively.

Taking a historical perspective, it is not so much the crisis of
crisis relief which strikes the present observer but the fundamental
ambiguities and paradoxes of humanitarian aid; they deserve our
attention. One long-standing ambiguity relates to the role of women
in humanitarian aid. Although humanitarian narratives put espe-
cially women’s objects of care—that is, other women, children, and
the family—at the centre of attention, active engagement offered
opportunities for work and professional careers which allowed indi-
viduals to go beyond traditional boundaries of voluntary work. Yet,
in terms of organization leadership the ceiling for them remained
low. Another long-term ambiguity of the care for distant suffer-
ers was that these remained basically ‘strangers’, even when the
appeal for help was based, say, on a common humanity or Chris-
tian brother- and sisterhood. Humanitarian aid tended to reinforce
existing racial, ethnic, and cultural differences. It did so through



  

‘victimization’, which denied agency to those in need, and by ex-
plaining their plight in terms of local causes, which appeared to be
rooted in a lack of civilization or modernity. At a more general level,
the changing and blurred boundaries of humanitarianism account
for the dynamism in the field. They also make its study so rewarding,
as the humanitarian cuts across the local, national, or international
perspectives of historians and others. Finally, the humane quality
of understanding the suffering of others and the urge to improve
their condition challenges scholarly critique. What is our role when
we write, for example, about the ‘humanitarian aid industry’; the
negative consequences of living in refugee camps; the self-interest
of those humanitarians who outwardly engage in ‘saving’ others but
also serve themselves; or the implications for humanitarianism of
its involvement with other forces, such as government domination
over ethnic minorities, military activities, or economic interests? As
scholars, we cannot stop being critical but we should, perhaps, also
reflect on the positions we are thereby occupying.

* * *

The present volume is based on selected contributions to a con-
ference held in , the organization of which formed part of the
duties of the Gerda Henkel Visiting Professorship established at the
German Historical Institute London and the International History
Department of the London School of Economics. I had the honour
and great pleasure to be the first scholar holding this position. My
sincere thanks are due to the Gerda Henkel Stiftung for generously
financing the conference and the leave from my then home uni-
versity of Mannheim. I am grateful to colleagues and students at
LSE and the GHI who made the academic year / a highly
stimulating experience. My special thanks go to Andreas Gestrich,
the GHI Director, who, along with Kate Tranter, made the time
also personally rewarding for me, my wifeMelitta, and our daughter
Vera. The volume went through the final stages of editing while
I was the / Richard von Weizsäcker Fellow at St Antony’s
College, Oxford; the introductory essay is based on the Richard
von Weizsäcker Lecture I delivered at the European Studies Centre
during Michaelmas term. Many thanks are due to the Robert Bosch
Stiftung, the Fritz Thyssen Stiftung, and the Volkswagen Stiftung,
who fund this fellowship. Paul Betts, my host at the Centre, and his
colleagues provided a welcoming and exciting atmosphere in which



       

to exchange ideas on the subject at hand. Finally, I particularly wish
to thank Angela Davies at the GHI. It is not for the first time that I
experience her meticulous editing of scholarly articles, but it is again
wonderful to observe how she spots mistakes behind which often
lurk imprecisions not always easy to resolve. All contributors to the
volume know how much they have benefited from her admirable
professionalism, not least the editor.
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Dilemmas of ‘Geneva’ Humanitarian
Internationalism: The International
Committee of the Red Cross and

the Red Cross Movement, –

M S

Humanitarianism as epitomized by the first transnational actor in
the field, the Red Cross movement,1 was the product of opposite
intellectual trends: internationalism as promoted by progressive
civil society, and Realpolitik. The term ‘Realpolitik’, coined by
the publicist and National Liberal Ludwig A. von Rochau in
a pamphlet of ,2 captured the contemporary resurgence of
ambitious monarchical policies enhanced by nationalism. This
translated into a new era of risk-prone foreign policy and gradually
overshadowed the norms of moderation and monarchical solidarity
which had characterized international relations since the Vienna
Congress.3 Co-operative practices did not disappear altogether, but
the revolutions of – made the violent resolution of conflict
more palatable to some powers, great and small. The Crimean War,
provoked byRussia, and the ItalianWar of Unification ushered in an
era of insecurity.4 Roughly , soldiers died in the name of the
‘balance of power’ in the Crimea from  to . The American
Civil War (–) and the Polish Uprising of  heightened
public concerns about an increasing risk of war and the changing
nature of warfare. Against this background, civil society, along with
practitioners of Realpolitik, launched the transnational Red Cross
movement in –.

1 There were earlier humanitarian actors, e.g. the Order of St John ( Johanniterorden),
but this was primarily a religious organization, and humanitarianism in war was not
its primary raison d’être.

2 Ludwig August von Rochau, Grundsätze der Realpolitik (Heidelberg, ).
3 See Matthias Schulz, Normen und Praxis: Das Europäische Konzert der Großmächte als

Sicherheitsrat, – (Munich, ), esp.  ff.
4 See ibid. –, –.



  

Civil society’s appearance on the stage of international rela-
tions began with the communications revolutions of the early and
mid-nineteenth century, which facilitated cross-border interaction.
Like the abolitionist movement, religious and legal pacifism, free
trade liberalism, and technical internationalism promoting postal
and telegraphic co-operation, for example,5 the Red Cross move-
ment emphasized international co-operation and network-building.
It shared with pacifism a concern for the suffering caused by
modern war. Yet it also had distinct features which set it apart.6

First, more than pacifism and most other transnational movements,
the Red Cross organized the large-scale involvement of women
in international civil society. Second, the Red Cross advocated
civilian international co-operation for the benefit of the victims of
belligerents, whereas other internationalist movements advocated
co-operation in peacetime, and peace as such. While radical paci-
fists wanted to ban war altogether as inconsistent with humanity,
the Red Cross presented war as an unavoidable evil which had
to be ‘humanized’ to remain compatible with civilization. Third,
unlike other internationalist movements which for long had lob-
bied in vain for international codification,7 at its inception the Red
Cross movement succeeded in setting up an international treaty
framework, the Geneva Convention of , for improving the lot
of sick and wounded soldiers, the first ever multilateral treaty of
the humanitarian law of war. Numerous states supported the Red
Cross from the start, and by  the movement was almost uni-
versal. Hence the Red Cross had a closer relationship with states
than other transnational movements. The difference, though, was
only one of degree. Whereas the pacifist transnational movements
tried, with limited success, to change state behaviour by advocating
arbitration, disarmament, and the suppression of the ius ad bellum,
the Red Cross, also with limited success, advocated the regulation

5 See Martin H. Geyer and Johannes Paulmann (eds.), The Mechanics of Internationalism:
Culture, Society, and Politics from the s to the First World War (Oxford, ).

6 For an analysis of the relationship between Red Cross humanitarianism and
pacifism see Matthias Schulz, ‘Amoindrir les maux de la guerre, est-ce la favoriser?
Regards croisés sur Dunant, Moynier, la Croix Rouge et le pacifisme’, in François
Bugnion et al. (eds.), Henri Dunant et Gustave Moynier: vies parallèles, destins croisés (Geneva,
forthcoming ).

7 The signatories of the Vienna treaties of  paid lip service to the abolition of
the transatlantic slave trade demanded by a British government under pressure from
the abolitionist movement. Yet a multilateral treaty did not outlaw the slave trade until
, after slavery had been abolished in the Americas.
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of the ius in bello. In the end, its success always depended on the
consent of states.

This essay shifts the focus from the ‘philanthropic’ history of
the Red Cross movement to its more mundane role in the history
of international relations. It poses three questions with a view to
understanding the dilemmas of Red Cross humanitarianism up to
the First World War. First, why did states adhere to a convention
regulating their conduct when, in times of war, all they wanted
was to win, by whatever means? In contrast to earlier research
on the origins of the Red Cross, which focused largely on the
movement’s founding fathers (widely ignoring the role of women),8

made little or no use of state and national Red Cross archives,9

and had no access to the ICRC’s archives, which were closed until
, this essay takes into account the ICRC’s internal documents
and archival documents of the only Great Power signatories of the
original Geneva Convention, France and Prussia.

Second, how were the values and principles underlying the Con-
vention, which were concocted in Republican Geneva, transferred
into monarchical recipient cultures? It may be supposed that inter-
national regimes based on law are ‘translated’ in the sameway in any
national context. But as we shall see, the transfer of principles and
ideas (for example, civilian self-organization, international solidar-
ity, neutrality) underlying the Convention was far from linear; some
ideas got ‘lost in translation’. In the same context, yet on another
level, the transfer of humanitarian principles into practice also hides
an ambiguous gender dimension which has rarely been invoked.10

Third, historians of international relations have too long neg-

8 See n.  below for a list of biographies of Henry Dunant. Concerning other
founders, the most instructive biography is by Jean de Senarclens, Gustave Moynier: le
bâtisseur (Geneva, ). The role of e.g. Augusta, Queen of Prussia and later German
Empress, is hardly mentioned in the Geneva-centred histories of the origins.

9 The following studies are chiefly based on ICRC Bulletins and annual reports
destined for governments and the general public: Pierre Boissier, Histoire du Comité
international de la Croix-Rouge: de Solférino à Tsoushima (Paris, ); Caroline Moorehead,
Dunant’s Dream: War, Switzerland and the History of the Red Cross (London, ); Dieter
Riesenberger, Für Humanität in Krieg und Frieden: Das Internationale Rote Kreuz –
 (Göttingen, ). Analyses using national Red Cross documents include Dieter
Riesenberger’s study of the German Red Cross, Das Deutsche Rote Kreuz: Eine Geschichte
– (Paderborn, ); and John Hutchinson, Champions of Charity: War and the
Rise of the Red Cross (Boulder, Colo., ). Hutchinson used British and US Red Cross
archives, yet neither the UK nor the USA was among the original signatories of the
Geneva Convention.

10 But see Riesenberger, Das Deutsche Rote Kreuz, –.



  

lected the compliance–enforcement dilemma and the question of
whether normative ideas and international law change states’ beha-
viour. Were the legal norms enshrined in the Geneva Convention
internalized and complied with by state actors?11 If not, what means
and strategies did the ICRC, as the movement’s central, yet weak,
body, develop to respond to the shortcomings and side effects of
the Geneva Convention? How did it try to assert its authority,
formally non-existent at the outset, and react to the dynamics of the
movement? Finally, did the Red Cross movement make societies
more concerned about war and thus more peaceful, or did it, on the
contrary, contribute to mobilizing and organizing forms of militarist
patriotism and nationalism, including female militarist patriotism,12

or both? While any response to this set of questions has to scrutinize
the perspective of the actors involved, the rise of imperialism in late
nineteenth-century political culture provides a powerful structural
variable that must be accounted for. The recently edited protocols
of the ICRC, although containing significant gaps,13 and some of
the late writings of Henry Dunant provide insights into contempor-
ary perceptions of these problems, and highlight some initiatives
launched by the Red Cross movement to address them, as well as
failures to perceive them.

Charity and Realpolitik14

When Henry Dunant’s book A Memoir from Solferino appeared in
, it was received by an audience sensitized to the sufferings of
war by press coverage of the battles in the Crimea, during the Italian
campaigns, and in the American Civil War. Dunant’s book, which
provided the decisive impulse for the founding of the Red Cross

11 For the ICRC’s changing legal environment see François Bugnion, Le Comité
international de la Croix Rouge et la protection des victimes de la guerre, nd edn. (Geneva,
).

12 Riesenberger, Für Humanität in Krieg und Frieden, esp. –; id., Das Deutsche Rote
Kreuz, –; Cynthia Enloe, Maneuvers: The International Politics of Militarizing Womens’
Lives (Berkeley, ), –.

13 Jean-François Pitteloud (ed.), Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international de la
Croix Rouge, – (Geneva, ). Protocols are lacking for the period from April
 to August .

14 This section on the origins of the Red Cross draws on Matthias Schulz, ‘Staaten,
Zivilgesellschaft und humanitärer Internationalismus: Ihr Zusammenwirken bei der
Entstehung der Genfer Konvention für den Schutz von Kriegsverwundeten ()’,
in Wolfgang U. Eckart and Philipp Osten (eds.), Schlachtenschrecken — Konventionen: Das
Rote Kreuz und die Erfindung der Menschlichkeit im Kriege (Freiburg i.Br., ), –.
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movement, is a well-researched account of the battle of Solferino on
 June , one of the bloodiest days in military history, resulting
in up to , casualties,15 followed by a tale of spontaneous
humanitarian action by ordinary people from nearby Castiglione.
When the Geneva-born entrepreneur arrived in that village on the
evening of the battle, he was traumatized by what he saw. Thousands
of corpses and wounded soldiers covered the battlefield, the medical
services of Piedmont and France were completely inadequate, and
Austrian medical staff were either imprisoned or had left with
their defeated army. Dunant and local volunteers helped for several
days to carry the wounded from the battlefield into private houses,
churches, squares, and the streets of Castiglione, where they were
cared for regardless of nationality, in line with the idea of universal
brotherhood (tutti fratelli). Dunant’s book closes with an appeal to
establish, in peacetime, voluntary organizations to help wounded
soldiers in times of war to make up for the inadequacies of the
military medical service. In addition, he called for an international
treaty to protectmedical staff, voluntary helpers, and thewounded.16

Within three years, Dunant’s book had gone through five editions
in French, one in Italian, one in Dutch, and four in German.17

Dunant’s devotion to philanthropy, inherited from his mother, and
his Calvinist upbringing emphasizing man’s predestination, along
with a certain fatalism which saw wars as disasters resulting from
the fallibility of man, struck a chord in the Realpolitik culture of the

15 After Dunant received the first Nobel Prize for Peace (), he was called
‘creator of the Red Cross’, ‘example of charity’, ‘genius of humanity’, and ‘hero
without arms’ (my translations). See Martin Gumpert, Dunant: Der Roman des Roten
Kreuzes (Stockholm, ); Fernand Gigon, Henri Dunant, der Schöpfer des Roten Kreuzes:
Ein Vorbild der Nächstenliebe. Ein Lebensbild nach bisher unveröffentlichten Quellen (Zurich,
); Kurt Vethake, Henry Dunant: Ein Leben für die Barmherzigkeit (Gütersloh, );
Roland Krug von Nidda, Henry Dunant: Genie der Menschlichkeit (Tübingen, ); Pierre
Boissier, Henry Dunant (Geneva, ); Felix Christ, Henry Dunant: Leben und Glauben
des Rotkreuzgründers (Fribourg, ); Willy Heudtlass with the co-operation of Walter
Gruber, J. Henry Dunant: Gründer des Roten Kreuzes, Urheber der Genfer Konvention. Eine
Biographie in Dokumenten und Bildern (Stuttgart, ); Marc Descombes, Henry Dunant,
Finanzmann — Phantast: Gründer des Roten Kreuzes. Eine Bildbiographie (Zurich, );
Dagmar C. Schnelle, ‘“Tutti Fratelli — Wir sind alle Brüder!” Henri Dunant und
die Gründung des Roten Kreuzes’, in Horst Gründer (ed.), Geschichte und Humanität
(Münster, ), –; Bernard Gagnebin, ‘Les Archives Henri Dunant’, Revue
internationale de la Croix-Rouge, / (), –.

16 J. Henry Dunant, Eine Erinnerung an Solferino (Zurich, ), –.
17 See Helveticat, the catalogue of the Swiss national library, and other national

library catalogues. An English translation was apparently not published until just
before the First World War; the first American translation appeared in .



  

period. In February , touched by this book written by one of its
members, Geneva’s philanthropic network, the Société genevoise
de l’utilité publique, set up an all-male committee of five members,
includingDunant, to seewhether and howhis ideas could be put into
practice—as recommended by Dunant, largely by women nurses.
In the same year, it transformed itself into the Comité international
de secours aux militaires blessés, before rebaptizing itself Comité
international de la Croix-Rouge (International Committee of the
Red Cross) in .

However, to create national organizations and an international
treaty for the legal protection of wounded soldiers, broad societal
and governmental support was necessary. By stressing that the
movement was ‘charitable, obedient, and free of charge’,18 Dunant
could hardly have described its characteristics more accommod-
atingly. Tellingly, he achieved a first breakthrough while visiting
the Prussian court, where the military surgeon Dr Löffler opened
doors for him and his project. The courts of The Hague, Dresden,
Munich, and Karlsruhe followed suit, and later also Paris.19 Be-
cause of the Prussian court’s encouragement, Dunant added the
‘neutralization’ of the wounded, medical services, and hospitals to
his list of proposals. This principle, initially rejected by the Geneva
committee as too bold, embodied the logical and internationalist
core of the Convention since it was adopted because it obliged the
medical services to give wounded enemy soldiers equal treatment,
and correspondingly, the armies to respect the adversary’s medical
personnel and treatment areas.20

TheUSdelegationmade an important contribution to the success
of the first conference of medical and military experts, which took
place in Geneva in October  at the invitation of the Swiss
government. It reported on the US Sanitary Commission, which
organized voluntarymedical aid during the ongoing American Civil
War. In fact, it is estimated that ‘, women provided nursing
services’ during the American Civil War, usually without pay.21 The
US experience suggested that voluntary work in wartime was not
only possible, but also a valuable resource for the military. It also

18 ‘Charité, obédience, gratuité’: Dunant in the protocol of the session of the
Commission spéciale de la Société d’utilité publique pour le secours aux militaires
blessés des armées,  Mar. , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international , .

19 Riesenberger, Für Humanität in Krieg und Frieden, .
20 Riesenberger, Das Deutsche Rote Kreuz, .
21 Enloe, Maneuvers, .
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made known to theEuropeans the (Francis) ‘LieberCode’ of conduct
for the Union’s soldiers,22 decreed by President Lincoln in April
, which contained prescriptions for the protection of medical
staff and wounded enemy soldiers. Thus encouraged, the expert
conference approved five main elements as a basis for diplomatic
negotiations: the founding of voluntary societies to aid wounded
soldiers; the ‘neutralization’ of the wounded, who had to be cared
for regardless of nationality; the legal protection of medical staff and
hospitals from attack; the identification of medical personnel and
sites by a red cross;23 and the co-operation of national governments
and national delegates of Red Cross societies in international con-
ferences to co-ordinate the movement. Ten states accepted the
Geneva Convention at the subsequent diplomatic conference in
, and two more followed in . Although the limitations and
contradictions of the Convention soon became apparent, a small
Geneva committee and the Swiss government had succeeded in
introducing a new form of multilateral diplomacy and a new regime
into the international system. Before this, making rules had mainly
been the prerogative of European Great Powers. In this respect, the
Geneva Convention represents a major turning-point.

Governments, however, accepted no obligation to establish na-
tional Red Cross societies. Nor did they give the self-appointed
Geneva-based Committee any specific role; because of state op-
position it was not even mentioned in the Convention. It had to
acquire moral authority and justify its existence through service, ex-
pertise, and perseverance. The Convention applied neither to civil
wars nor to wars outside Europe, as the Committee had decided
pre-emptively that it was better not to go beyond what European
governments were likely to find acceptable.24 To focus on what was
doable was pragmatic, yet it implied that governments had a free

22 Among the partipants were  military surgeons,  representatives of primarily
Swiss philanthropic societies,  medical doctors,  officers,  clerics,  consuls, and a
military supervisor. The conference was held in public, another novelty: Dr Loeffler,
Bericht über die internationale Conferenz zur Prüfung der Mittel, der Unzulänglichkeit
des Sanitätsdienstes im Kriege abzuhelfen,  Nov. , GstA PK, III. HA, .../I.,
Nr. , –, at .

23 The conference documents provide no clue to the origins of the RedCross symbol. It
is possible that one of the German delegates suggested a red cross on a white background.
TheGermanOrder of St John,whichhad engaged in humanitarian action during thewars
againstNapoleon, had awhite cross on a red background as its symbol.

24 Séance de la commission spéciale de la Société d’utilité publique pour le Secours
aux Militaires blessés des armées,  Mar. , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité
international , .



  

hand to crush rebellions, as Russia did in Poland in , and to
wage colonial wars with the utmost brutality, corresponding to the
Western ‘standard of civilization’, which at that time excluded the
Asian and African ‘Other’.25

States’ Motives and Intercultural Transfer

The adoption of legal principles regulating the conduct of war by
a monarchical system of states raises questions about governments’
motives. The utilitarian and ‘realist’ hypothesis that governments
supported voluntary associations so that wounded soldiers would
receive better medical treatment because they wanted to send them
back to the battlefield quickly has been discounted. The bullets
used in the s often led to amputations and did too much harm
to soldiers for them to be expected ever to fight again. As Martha
Finnemore argues, this changed only when Louis Pasteur invented a
method to sterilize wounds in the early s.26 Nor is reciprocity—
the principle that a party to the convention is bound by its rules only
when the adversary also adheres—a valid argument because it is
not mentioned in the Convention and, in practice, several unilateral
applications occurred. On the other hand, Finnemore’s idealistic
thesis that it really was humanitarianism that made governments
sign up to the Convention leaves unacknowledged the disjunction
between the confidential discourse within governments, which she
does not examine, and that of Dunant and his followers. Therefore,
the initiative’s reception by governments and its transfer into the
political culture of monarchies require examination.

From  on expectations in the international system became
highly volatile. The Italian War of Unification provided an example
for other stateless nationalities to rise against pre-national empires.
The American Civil War, the Serbian and Polish uprisings, and
the German–Danish dispute over Schleswig gave further reason to
expect military conflict. Against this background, the support for
voluntary medical services can be understood as a precautionary
measure. Yet a closer look at governments’ motivations reveals the
more complex origins of the Geneva Convention.

25 See Gerrit W. Gong, The Standard of ‘Civilization’ in International Society (Oxford, ).
26 Martha Finnemore, ‘Rules of War and Wars of Rules: The International Red

Cross and the Restraint of State Violence’, in John Boli and George M. Thomas
(eds.), Constructing World Culture: International Non-Governmental Organizations since 
(Stanford, ), –, at –; and cf. Schulz, ‘Staaten, Zivilgesellschaft’.
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In Prussia, the debate about military reforms in – culmi-
nated in a budgetary and constitutional conflict between king and
parliament and led to the appointment as minister-president of Otto
von Bismarck, who ruthlessly supported the monarch’s prerogative.
The minister of war, Albrecht Graf von Roon, whose task was
‘to free the Prussian army from liberal influences’,27 was the first
decision-maker to signal his support to Dunant.28 Aministry memo-
randum of October  emphasized positive experiences with the
Order of St John and women’s associations during the Napoleonic
Wars, and the fact that voluntary associations were free of charge.29

In addition, to bring medical services up to the level required would
cause further ‘considerable expense’, the memorandum went on,
which would aggravate the budget conflict.30 Raison d’état also shines
through the Prussian delegate’s report from the first Geneva confer-
ence. Dr Löffler claims to have frustrated the Geneva committee’s
attempts to bring ‘all these associations’ under the authority of a
central, international agency.31 Instead, future associations would
remain under governmental control.32 After the conference, von
Roon assured Bismarck that Dunant’s ideas had been brought down
from the utopian level to serve a practical purpose in line with the
interests of the Prussian army.33 He also pointed to the probability
of war with Denmark.34

27 Ernst Engelberg, Bismarck: Urpreuße und Reichsgründer (Berlin, ), ; for the
general context see Thomas Nipperdey, Deutsche Geschichte –: Bürgerwelt und
starker Staat (Munich, ), –.

28 Henri Dunant, ‘Les Débuts de la Croix-Rouge en France: extraits de ses mémoires
(Bibliographie)’, Bulletin International des Sociétés de la Croix-Rouge, / ( July ),
–.

29 Promemoria zum Immediat-Vortrage über die Eingabe des Herrn Henry Dunant
aus Genf, die Bildung von Privat-Hülfsvereinen für verwundete Krieger betreffend, 
Oct. , v. Gliscyinski, v. Bose (Allgemeines Kriegs-Departement), Hering, Kriener
(Militair-Oekonomie-Departement), GstA PK, III. HA, .../I., Nr. , fos. –.
As recent research has shown, as many as  philanthropic associations, mostly female,
some mixed, and a few all-male, had been founded during the Wars of Liberation in
what became the Prussian provinces, often on the initiative of local princesses and
centralized under male leadership: Riesenberger, Das Deutsche Rote Kreuz, –, esp. .

30 Promemoria zum Immediat-Vortrage über die Eingabe des Herrn Henry Dunant
aus Genf, die Bildung von Privat-Hülfsvereinen für verwundete Krieger betreffend, 
Oct. , v. Gliscyinski, v. Bose (Allgemeines Kriegs-Departement), Hering, Kriener
(Militair-Oekonomie-Departement), GstA PK, III. HA, .../I., Nr. , fos. –.

31 Promemoria,  Oct. , GstA PK, III. HA, .../I., Nr. , fo. .
32 Ibid., fos. –.
33 Roon to Bismarck,  Dec. , GstA PK, III. HA, .../I., Nr. , fos.

–; Promemoria,  Oct. , GstA PK, III. HA, .../I., Nr. , fo. .
34 Roon to Bismarck,  Dec. , GstA PK, III. HA, .../I., Nr. , fo. . On



  

Von Roon also foresaw that this humanitarian initiative could
serve to improve the public image of the monarchy, which faced
strong domestic opposition.35 Once the war was over, KingWilhelm
and Queen Augusta became patrons of the Prussian Red Cross, and
the queen’s philanthropic commitment was an important theme in
the official press, which promoted the image of a dynasty interested
in the well-being of its subjects.36

The transfer of the norms of the Convention into the Prussian
public realm also reveals a dilemma.While the first appeal published
by the Prussian association for sick andwounded soldiers underlined
the principles of neutrality and equal treatment for enemy soldiers,
the appeals that followed stressed the patriotic duty of those not
under arms to enrol in the national Red Cross to help those defend-
ing the fatherland. The ‘internationalist’ content was put aside and
replaced by a decidedly patriotic appeal.37 Prussia-Germany’s chief
proponent of the movement, Queen Augusta, who had founded the
Patriotic Women’s Association in  and explicitly associated it
with theRedCross, exhorted doctors and nurses during theGerman
War to give the same care to enemy soldiers as to Prussian ones.
When she repeated this gesture in the war of –, her public
image in Prussia suffered. Her nationalist biographer-historian ac-
cused her of being driven not by the higher ‘national idea’, but only
by ‘general human motives’ and the ‘internationalist’ character of
the Red Cross endeavour. Her ideas, he lamented, ‘transgressed the
German framework’.38 As this contemporary male voice suggests,
patriotism required men to kill for the fatherland, and women to
sacrifice themselves by caring for the wounded.

The Geneva committee, on the other hand, was full of praise for

 Nov.  the Danish government submitted to the Danish Riksdag a constitution
unilaterally abrogating Slesvig’s formal autonomy, thereby transgressing the rights it
had acquired under the London Protocol of .

35 Roon to Bismarck,  Dec. , GstA PK, III. HA, .../I., Nr. .
36 The semi-official Provinzial-Correspondenz repeatedly reported on the queen’s

commitment, and focused on the Red Cross conference held under her auspices in 
in Berlin: ‘Der internationale Kongreß für die Pflege der im Felde verwundeten und
erkrankten Krieger’, Provinzial-Correspondenz, / ( Apr. ) 〈http://amtspresse.
staatsbibliothek-berlin.de/vollanzeige.php?file=//--.xml〉
[accessed  May ].

37 See press clippings of the first appeals to join the movement published by the
Prussian association, GstA PK, III. HA, .../I., Nr. .

38 Hermann von Petersdorff, ‘Augusta, Queen of Prussia, German Empress’, in
Allgemeine Deutsche Biographie, xlvi (), –, esp. –, at , .
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Prussian humanitarian efforts, which were unique in their time.39

The rapid establishment of a vast Prussian and, from , Ger-
man Red Cross organization with thousands of local and a dozen
regional societies actively contributed to the war-preparedness, and
thusmilitarization, of German society, bothmale and female, before
the First World War.40 In addition, and following Riesenberger, the
Prussian royal couple’s patronage of the German society rendered
credible the monarchy’s claim that it cared for its subjects,41 and
stabilized the roles of the monarchy and the aristocracy (serving the
state), the grand bourgeoisie (providing funds and national ideo-
logy), and the lower bourgeoisie and working class, who provided
the manpower needed for war and the ‘womanpower’ in the Red
Cross organization. The military demand for enhanced medical
services thus conveniently coincided with a growing desire of bour-
geois women to claim an occupational and even a public role. Once
concerns of propriety and respectability were resolved by the inven-
tion of rules of recruitment designed to ‘protect’ young women from
compromising their respectability, female leaders and a growing
number of women were eager to join Red Cross associations as they
provided opportunities to acquire a degree of liberty and gain social
recognition.42

In the French case, managing public opinion by generating
a benevolent self-image for the monarchy played a central role
in the decision by Napoleon III’s government to adhere to the
Convention.43 For Souvenir de Solferino actually criticized the short-
comings of the French medical services. By associating himself with
the Red Cross, Napoleon covered up its origins and reversed the
emphasis. France’s desire to bring the whole movement under its
own control was another reason, and also explains why the Interna-
tional Committee was not even mentioned at the Convention. The
intercultural transfer of the Convention’s norms into the French
public sphere had to await the war of . Until then, the French
central committee did almost nothing to organize local and regional
affiliations. Soldiers were not informed about their rights and obli-
gations arising out of the Geneva Convention until after that war
had begun.

39 Gustave Moynier, Das Rothe Kreuz, seine Vergangenheit und Zukunft (Minden, ), .
40 Riesenberger, Für Humanität in Krieg und Frieden, –, . 41 Ibid. .
42 Riesenberger, Das Deutsche Rote Kreuz, –; Enloe, Maneuvers, .
43 Schulz, ‘Staaten, Zivilgesellschaft’.



  

Hence a variety of motives made governments adhere to the
Geneva Convention. Some members of royal families and govern-
ments truly embraced the humanitarian impulse. Yet war fright, the
expectation of or active preparation for war, budgetary calculations,
and considerations of public opinion and the image of patriarchal
monarchies in an age of increasing liberty of the press were the main
reasons why monarchical states adhered to the Geneva Conven-
tion. It provided an excellent platform for pretending that, despite
its changing nature, war remained a legitimate means of pursuing
political ambitions.War conducted according to theConvention fol-
lowed the universal principles of mankind, the laws of ‘civilization’.
Conversely, a state violating the Convention would earn reproaches
from public opinion and other governments.44 Thus respecting the
ius in bello retrospectively reinvigorated the ius ad bellum and the
‘just war’ doctrine. In addition, it gratuitously gave rulers a clear
conscience.

Dilemmas of Red Cross Humanitarian Action in a Changing State System

Reflecting governments’ Realpolitik motives for supporting the
Red Cross, the movement and the humanitarian law of war also
produced ambiguous outcomes. In all states the national Red Cross
organization was tightly controlled by the government. In the
Netherlands, for example, General Van Mulken, director of the
Red Cross organization, also held the office of minister of war.
In most monarchies the ruling dynasty cultivated its image by
accepting patronage of the national branch. Republican societies
did not differ much in this respect. Those in power enhanced their
legitimacy by associating themselves closely with and patronizing
the benevolent works of others.

Yet surprisingly, despite the patriotic sentiment which prevailed in
national RedCross societies, the humanitarian, internationalist core
of the movement, namely, the obligation to treat wounded enemy
soldiers by the same medical standards as nationals, by and large
survived in times of conflict. National Red Cross societies organized
aid for wounded soldiers in every European war from  on, and
saved the lives of thousands of soldiers who would have perished
had there been no volunteer network. Women were designated to
play the major practical role, whereas (male) military control over

44 Gustave Moynier, La Croix-Rouge, son passé et son avenir (Paris, ), .
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the volunteer organizations was continuously strengthened.45 Thus
schools for female nursing were set up initially under the auspices
of the German Patriotic Women’s Association, and by  nursing
schools became an integral part of the German Red Cross orga-
nization, which itself was, from the beginning, tightly controlled by
the military.46 In  Prussia adopted legislation on the training of
nurses; otherGerman states followed.At least , professionalRed
Cross sisters worked inGermanRedCross hospitals by . Several
thousand nurse aides, several thousand female voluntary helpers,
male medical services and volunteers, mixed voluntary associations,
and the patriotic women’s associations completed the German Red
Cross organization, which totalled more than ,, members
before the First World War.47 Similarly, Britain’s Army Nursing Ser-
vice was founded as a semi-independent, professional organization
in , and ‘female nurses served in colonial wars in South Africa,
Sudan, and Egypt. In the Boer War alone, , British women
served as army nurses’,48 and by that time the female nursing corps
was already under full military control. Since  the French army
medical service had systematically recruited women from the Red
Cross network, and their engagement in colonial and semi-colonial
conflicts prepared them for their work during the First World War.
In the United States, Congress decided to recruit white female
nurses for pay during the war with Spain in .49 Black women,
dependent on the setting up of separate black nursing schools and
eager to seize opportunities for social and economic advancement,
were allowed to join the army only after the First World War.

On several occasions the ICRC provided help for prisoners of
war, while in peacetime it encouraged lively exchange between
experts through its Bulletin and conferences, and promoted progress
in medical infrastructure and military surgery. It mobilized élites
and masses through its regular participation in world exhibitions,
became universal in its reach, and made public opinion more
aware of the changing character of modern war. Thus it may have
contributed to the relatively peaceful era from  to .

Themost difficult part for the ICRCwas to address deficiencies in
the Geneva Convention and problems of non-compliance, for it had
no official status in international law. Despite this lack of legitimacy,

45 Enloe, Maneuvers,  ff.
46 Riesenberger, Das Deutsche Rote Kreuz, esp. –. 47 Ibid. .
48 Enloe, Maneuvers, . 49 Ibid. .



  

the ICRC became amoral authority on the humanitarian law of war
under its presidents Gustave Moynier (lawyer and philanthropist,
–) and Gustave Ador (Swiss politician, –), and
gradually acquired a mandate to speak on behalf of wounded
soldiers and increasingly also other victims of war. It moved from
the margins to a more important place in the system of states,
not only as the initiator of the Geneva Convention, but also as its
defender and a promoter of humanitarianism in war.

In the age of cabinet wars, moderation and a common civili-
zational background prevented most belligerents from deliberately
committing acts of violence against civilians or mistreating POWs,
permitting the Red Cross movement to soothe the effects of war.
The German War of  still took place in such a setting. Although
Austria had not yet become a party to the Convention, several Ger-
man states applied it unilaterally, including Prussia, which polished
its image by excelling in humanitarian action. While Moynier took
pains not to appear partial, he praised both the organization set
up under the auspices of the Prussian Red Cross, including fixed
and mobile hospitals, hospital trains, and refreshment stations for
wounded soldiers along transport routes, and the number and devo-
tion of trained volunteers.Whereas the ICRC’s annual budget at the
time amounted to roughly CHF ,, the Italian central committee
of the Red Cross had CHF , at its disposal for the war of
, Austria’s voluntary organizations contributedmore thanCHF
,,, and the Prussian Red Cross and related voluntary asso-
ciations disposed over more than CHF ,,.50 The Prussian
organization also gained the reputation of providing good care for
wounded enemy soldiers, which it took in large numbers because
of the rapid advance of the Prussian forces.51 Prussian humanitar-
ian action was excellent propaganda and facilitated reconciliation
between the adversaries after the war.

The problem was, however, that the age of Realpolitik and the
new quality of warfare soon gave rise to ethnic nationalism, the
effects of which were difficult to control within the Convention’s
framework. With the help of the daily press and conscript armies,
the ruling élites used nationalism to foster the loyalty of citizens
to the state. The ideological mobilization of the masses trans-
formed erstwhile cabinet wars into ‘inter-national’ confrontations,

50 Figures from Moynier, La Croix-Rouge, –; contemporary values.
51 See Moynier, La Croix-Rouge, .
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in which hatred and national prejudice replaced indifference or
ignorance.

These ominous trends emerged during the Franco-German War
of –, which was a major test case for the movement, first
because of its duration, and secondly because all belligerents were
parties to the Convention. From Moynier’s perspective it largely
succeeded.52 The Convention, he wrote, ‘will have a lasting impact
on the history of the development of humanity. The dynamics of
private charity it unleashed furnished governments with a valuable
auxiliary force in the army medical service.’53 Respect for the
Geneva Convention played a major role in the press, and this
made the authorities of the belligerents responsive.54 The Prussian-
German war machinery, in particular, counted on a powerful
German Red Cross organization, which had been federated since
. Enthusiastic about the scale and efficiency of the German
Red Cross, which at this time had collected the fabulous amount of
CHF ,,, Moynier presented it as a model to be emulated
by other countries.55

Action by the International Committee was also perceived as
successful. According to the mandate which the  and 
conferences of Red Cross organizations had given it,56 the Com-
mittee set up an agency to mediate between the national Red Cross
societies, transmit messages, make enquiries regarding the fate of
wounded and missing soldiers, and, most importantly, forward
medical supplies and other necessities for their benefit. Donations
from the families concerned and from neutral countries poured
in, amounting to CHF ,,.57 The International Committee
established an agency to collect and distribute information concern-
ing soldiers in captivity, and arranged for the exchange of wounded

52 Bugnion, Le Comité international , –.
53 Exposé des motifs à l’appui du projet de révision de la Convention de Genève,

Geneva, Feb. , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international , –, at .
54 In – the London Times printed no fewer than  articles referring to

the Geneva Convention. The series ‘Aid to the Sick and Wounded’ addressed an
empathetic male and female audience as well as experts, and reported in detail on
equipment, medical services, and the British and other neutral Red Cross societies:
‘Aid to the Sick and Wounded in War’, The Times,  Aug. ; ‘Aid to the Sick and
Wounded’, The Times,  Aug. .

55 Moynier, La Croix-Rouge, –: numbers in contemporary values, .
56 Meeting of  July , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international , .
57 This is the contemporary value (Bugnion, Le Comité international ,  n. ).

According to Bugnion, it must be multiplied by twenty to indicate the purchasing
power it would have in .



  

soldiers unable to return to the battlefield.58 Following the break-
down of postal services, it set up a service to forward letters and
packages between POWs and their families. Through the mediation
of the Swiss Federal Council, it persuaded Prussia and France to
accept, for the duration of the conflict, the draft convention for
maritime war () which, in this form, never came into force
thereafter. The Convention was so respected that while anticipating
the siege of Paris by German forces, the French authorities decided
to leave all wounded soldiers in the area the adversary would oc-
cupy, recognizing ‘that the Prussian Army will respect them and
that the wounded soldiers incur no additional risk by being left in
the midst of the enemy’s army’.59

The success of the movement was, however, in a sense, precisely
its dilemma. The state’s capacity to cope with the consequences of
war increased with the growth, efficiency, and professionalization
of the Red Cross affiliations, and this in turn may have prolonged
the war. The two main belligerents, Prussia and France, mobilized
their resources to the maximum and used ideology to engage not
just professional soldiers and recruits in combat, but also citizens
(levée en masse in France), foreshadowing the total wars of the
twentieth century. Moynier did not recognize that the Red Cross
had contributed to this mobilization. On the contrary, he saw the
‘arms of charity’ as opposed to the arms of war.60

Taking a closer look at the war also reveals some of the parties’
shortcomings, gaps in the Convention, and the effects of nationalism
on its application. A minor issue during the Franco-German War
was that it was difficult for volunteers from neutral countries to be
accepted as active helpers. The idea that volunteer organizations
in the belligerent states and from neutral states were to help care
for the wounded of whatever origin had been part of the original
concept of the Red Cross movement. Yet volunteers from the
neutral states were often regarded with suspicion, sometimes justly
so.61 International co-operation in the aid effort was thus very
limited during the Franco-German War (and during the Russo-

58 Meeting of  July , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international , .
59 Cited according to meeting of  Sept. , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité

international , .
60 Quotation, ‘les armes de la charité’, translated from Moynier, La Croix-Rouge, .
61 In one instance, a foreign correspondent sought accreditation from the ICRC to

obtain privileged access to the battlefield. Cf. meetings of  Aug. and  Aug. ,
Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international , , .
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Ottoman War of  it collapsed completely). The belligerents
preferred their own national associations to assist the medical
corps. The admission of Red Cross members from neutral countries
and the ICRC as observers emerged as a kind of compromise. Their
presence reassured the adversaries that wounded soldiers captured
by the other side would be treated according to the Convention,
and potentially improved compliance on both sides.62

A more serious shortcoming was that, according to reports which
neutral Red Cross organizations sent to the ICRC, the French
Red Cross was inadequate at the beginning of hostilities.63 French
authorities had failed to set up local organizations and an efficient
co-ordinating body, and lacked finance, equipment, infrastructure,
and clear procedures—for example, for issuing Red Cross arm-
bands. French soldiers, and even more so French civilians, initially
ignored the Convention, which led to many violations of Red Cross
neutrality and caused the ICRC to send a confidential appeal to the
French government, published only after the war.64 In response, the
Prussian authorities distributed the text of the Convention in both
German and French,65 in part to reassure French wounded soldiers
being treated in German hospitals, but primarily to enable Prus-
sian soldiers to claim their rights when they fell into enemy hands.
They complained to the ICRC about French transgressions.66 The
ICRC also sent a secret appeal to the German Central Committee
demanding that French wounded soldiers who had recovered would
be sent back, but the Prussian government refused unless the soldiers
were unfit to resume fighting.

Numerous other violations occurred. Initially the French govern-
ment had failed to provide medical workers with armbands, yet
later it distributed them so widely that the abuse of the emblem
became obvious.67 Mobile hospitals were attacked, and France pro-
tested against the temporary imprisonment by Prussian forces of
medical doctor Renouard de Bussière, who had provided care for
 wounded soldiers near Strasburg.68 Some alleged transgressions

62 See Moynier, Das Rothe Kreuz, ; and the series ‘Aid to the Sick and Wounded’
in The Times (–).

63 Meetings of  Dec.  and  Aug. , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité
international , . 64 Bugnion, Le Comité international , , .

65 Meeting of  Aug. , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international , –.
66 e.g. meeting of  Sept. , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international , .
67 Bugnion, Le Comité international , .
68 Meeting of  Aug. , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international , .



  

were the result of gaps or lack of clarity in the Convention. For
example, hospitals were theoretically neutral, but when in occupied
territory the rules of war applied, so that the occupiers could seize
equipment and make medical staff work under their authority.

It was in the final phase of the war, during the levée en masse
and the siege of Paris, that the assault of nationalism on humani-
tarian action and law became most drastic. The Prussians decided
to use artillery while beleaguering Paris, where the enemy forces
had retreated. Yet if humanitarian law protected wounded soldiers,
how could it permit the shelling of a town populated by civilians?
Nationalist hatred attained a new pitch and foreshadowed the limits
of the humanitarian law of war. Real and alleged violations of
the Convention became a propaganda issue. To deal with these
problems—ignorance, non-compliance, new methods of warfare,
propaganda, and nationalism—the ICRC began to develop initia-
tives for improving the regulatory framework.

The ICRC and the Compliance–Enforcement Conundrum

The ICRC pursued different courses of action in order to make its
voice heard among governments. As the movement’s secretariat, it
quickly developed a customary ‘right of initiative’. Starting with the
Danish War of , it sent delegates to encourage both sides to
uphold the principles proposed in , even before the Convention
was adopted. The ICRC aspired to a ‘central position’ within the
movement,69 even though in reality the few members of the Geneva
committee exercised no control whatsoever over the activities and
policies of the national societies once their membership had been
accepted, especially those national societies which were huge or-
ganizations. A first attempt to extend the Convention from land
war to maritime war in – failed, mainly because of changes
demanded by France, Russia, and Austria.70 The ICRC learnt the
lesson that broadmultilateralism gave smaller states a voice, but also
made adapting the law more difficult, as a multilateral treaty can be
improved or amended only by the consent of all parties.

By the time of the Franco-German War, Moynier recognized
69 Exposé des motifs à l’appui du projet de révision de la Convention de Genève,

Geneva, Feb. , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international , –, at .
70 Meetings of  and  June , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international ,

, .
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that the lack both of punishments for violations and of means of
redressing them without reprisals posed a problem, but still believed
that fear of dishonour would keep violations to a minimum.71 Yet
after the war the problem of non-compliance hit the ICRC heavily
when the French Red Cross complained about the ICRC’s lack
of support against German transgressions. Moynier became con-
cerned. As long as there was no judicial mechanism or sanction, he
admitted, there would be violations.72 Thus was born the idea of
an ‘international juridical institution’ to help prevent, or punish, in-
fractions. Moynier’s suggestion was sent to the national associations
for consideration with theBulletin international of , and presented
by Moynier to the French Red Cross. Yet it encountered immediate
hostility.73 According to responses from the imperial government in
Vienna and the French Red Cross, an international court would vio-
late national sovereignty and was, therefore, out of the question.74

Moynier did not give up immediately. Instead, he turned to the
emerging scholarly community of international lawyers and tried
to win over Gustave Rolin-Jaequemyns, editor of the Revue du droit
international , whom he knew through his philanthropic network.75

Rolin-Jaequemyns took up Moynier’s proposal in a circular letter
addressed to other legal scholars.76

Yet the ICRC did not formally back Moynier’s idea because
it seemed impracticable both to establish an ‘international penal
code’ listing violations and punishments for infractions and the
non-application of the Convention’s stipulations,77 and to identify
the range of people in the military hierarchy who were to be
held responsible for acts committed with or without their consent
or knowledge, yet under their formal command. And, finally, it
seemed impossible for the ICRC to establish a binding procedure
for establishing the facts—usually each belligerent would accuse the
other of violations—let alone for establishing rules of international

71 Gustave Moynier, Étude sur la Convention de Genève pour l’amélioration du sort des
militaires blessés dans les armées en campagne (Paris, ); cf. de Senarclens, Gustave
Moynier , –.

72 See Moynier’s ‘Note sur la création d’une institution judiciaire internationale
propre à prévenir et à réprimer les infractions à la Convention de Genève’,  Jan.
, signé par le Général Dufour et accompagnant une lettre circulaire, Bulletin
international , / (Apr. ), –.

73 De Senarclens, Gustave Moynier , –.
74 Ibid.  and . 75 Ibid. –. 76 Ibid. –.
77 Exposé des motifs à l’appui du projet de révision de la Convention de Genève,

Geneva, Feb. , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international , –, at .



  

jurisdiction. Should jurisdiction follow the principle of territorial
control, whichwould allow an occupying army to sentence an enemy
soldier captured after violating the Convention, or the principle of
citizenship and status of the person accused, meaning that soldiers
would be judged only by their nationals, according to their own
laws, and perhaps with a national bias? If the ICRC was, in theory,
in favour of penal sanctions against violators, it was aware that there
were toomany questions that could not be resolved to the satisfaction
of all parties in a modified Convention. Eventually, Moynier’s idea
was transformed by Rolin-Jaequemyns, Francis Lieber, Caspar
Bluntschli, and others into the Institute of International Law, a
private institution set up in Ghent by prominent international
lawyers dedicated to promoting legal scholarship, arbitration, and
codification. More than a hundred years later, an international
criminal court would be established (Rome Statute of ) but
without the participation of the United States, Russia, and China.

Nonetheless, these first attempts to revise the Geneva Convention
contributed, indirectly, to the  Brussels conference on the law
of war, which resulted only in a non-binding declaration. And
when, at the end of , the German empress announced an essay
contest for the best ways to improve the Geneva Convention, the
International Committee thought it had better not wait for pro-
posals made by others, and instead put forward its own.78 Drawing
on lessons from the Franco-German War, the ICRC proposed that
the national Red Cross societies be explicitly mentioned in the
Convention, alongside themilitarymedical corps, as beneficiaries of
the neutrality accorded by belligerent states.79 Medical staff were to
carry identity papers in order to stop the apparently frequent abuse
of the Red Cross emblem by the armed forces.80 The ICRC also
put forward new regulations governing the supervision of hospital
equipment and staff in occupied areas. Although both were legally
protected from enemy fire, under the Convention the equipment
could be seized by whoever occupied the territory. The legality of
seizure was to be conditional upon the requirement that medical
staff could continue to treat patients, and that staff working under
enemy supervision would receive their salaries in advance: rules
which would have been difficult to implement during war.81 Further,

78 Exposé des motifs à l’appui du projet de révision de la Convention de Genève,
Geneva, Feb. , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international , –, at .

79 Ibid. , . 80 Ibid. . 81 Ibid. –.



‘ ’       

medical staff constrained to work under enemy occupation should
not be subject to legal action for treason, but allowed to return
to their native armies once the occupation had ended, or when
their services were no longer needed. Similarly, in order to reassure
civilian inhabitants of occupied territories and prevent mass flight,
the ICRC suggested that they should be protected from requisitions
in proportion to their willingness to open up their houses for the
treatment of wounded soldiers.82 On the other hand, ICRC warned
that wounded POWs should not be exchanged under circumstances
that would endanger their lives and recovery. POWs who were a
heavy burden for the medical corps had been exchanged in –,
although their condition prohibited transport over long distances.83

Finally, in order to counter widespread ignorance, the ICRC
wanted to oblige governments to keep their civilian populations
adequately informed about the rights and obligations resulting from
the Convention.84 These proposals did not resonate in the public
sphere as tensions between France and Germany still ran high; Red
Cross societies were not yet ready to resume their conferences.

The non-compliance dilemma was even more pronounced dur-
ing the Great Oriental Crisis of –, which took place in a legal
sphere where European states acted as imperialist powers on the
assumption of their own civilizational superiority.85 Although the
Ottoman Empire had been partly integrated into the European
system of states by the Treaty of Paris (), as far as the Red
Cross movement was concerned, the Orient remained a ‘grey area’
until the s. The ICRC encouraged the founding of a national
medical organization in theOttomanEmpire after Constantinople’s
ratification of the Convention in , but the Red Cross emblem
posed obvious obstacles. No Ottoman organization was operational
until the mid-s, and the autonomous Balkan principalities that
were under the suzerainty of the Ottoman Empire had no Red
Cross societies either. Therefore when hostilities started between
the principalities and the Porte, the ICRC encouraged the rapid
establishment of Red Cross societies not only in Turkey proper,
but also in Serbia and Montenegro, against strong protests by the

82 Ibid. . 83 Ibid. –.
84 Ibid. –.
85 On the Oriental Crisis see Matthias Schulz, ‘The Guarantees of Humanity: The

Concert of Europe and the Origins of the Russo-Ottoman War of ’, in Brendan
Simms and D. J. B. Trim (eds.), Humanitarian Intervention: A History (Cambridge, ),
–.



  

Porte.86 Constantinople finally set up a national organization, but
replaced the Red Cross with a Red Crescent, because using an
emblem alluding to Christianity on the battlefield ‘would offend
the susceptibilities of the Muslim soldier’.87 The Porte demanded
recognition of the new emblem by the Federal Council of Switzer-
land as the representative of the ICRC host country and diplomatic
counterpart to the Porte, and the Council forwarded the demand.88

The ICRC hesitated, and, when war broke out between Russia and
Turkey in April , it declared that it was for the Russian govern-
ment to decide whether or not it would recognize the Red Crescent.
More than two months into the war, after multiple violations of the
Geneva Convention by both sides, the Tsarist government realized
that victory would not be easy and acquiesced. This, however, did
not resolve the compliance problem.

The Balkan wars of – can be read as an antithesis to the
hopes enshrined in the Geneva Convention. In the spring of 
Ottoman irregulars, led by officers of the regular army, massacred
tens of thousands of Bulgarians, including women, children, and
old people.89 The ensuing war pitting Serbia and Montenegro
against the Ottomans produced more barbarous warfare, in which
enemy medical services were attacked. Later Moynier wrote, as if
to apologize, that the  conference had chosen the Red Cross
on a white background, an inversion of the Swiss flag, in homage
to the country which had initiated the movement, and not to evoke
repugnance among non-Christians. Yet the emblem was not the
cause of hatred; it was just a symbol onto which the Turkish soldier
or irregular could project his animus. Ottoman élites’ anger at
being subjected to European standards,90 the inadequacy of the
belligerents’ medical services, the ignorance of ordinary Ottoman
soldiers and officers about the Convention, and Ottoman recourse
to irregulars all contributed to the massive violence.91 These factors
were compounded by the clash of two military cultures with a
long tradition of imperialist rivalry, and by a reciprocal religious
defiance on the part of warrior élites who each believed in their own
civilizational superiority.

86 Bugnion, Le Comité international , .
87 Moynier, La Croix-Rouge, .
88 Meeting of  Dec. , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international , .
89 See Schulz, ‘Guarantees of Humanity’, –. 90 Ibid. –.
91 Bugnion, Le Comité international , .
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At first the ICRC worked only behind the scenes to make Turkey,
the chief culprit, cease its violation of the Convention. But after de-
mands by Russia and several vain confidential appeals,92 it began to
circulate mutual recriminations and eyewitness reports of violations
by Turkish troops in an annex to a circular message sent to all Red
Cross Societies.93 According to Bugnion, this had the opposite of
a calming effect.94 As atrocities between the Russian and Turkish
armies continued, Moynier again sought a legal response to non-
compliance. He rallied support among his network of lawyers at the
Institute for International Law, which on  May , following
a report drafted by Moynier, published a manifesto entitled Les
Lois de la guerre: appel aux belligérants et à la presse.95 Referring to the
Convention and to recent declarations and resolutions, such as the
Petersburg declaration prohibiting the use of explosive projectiles,
the additional as yet unratified Geneva protocol of  on war on
the high seas, and the non-binding Brussels declaration on the law
of war as expressions of the standard of ‘civilization’, the appeal
tried to make states commit themselves to prosecuting and punish-
ing violations of the customs and laws of war.96 This call was not
without consequences in the long term, but state institutions could
not be expected to act disinterestedly against members of their own
armies as the age of total war approached.

In other cross-cultural contexts, outcomes varied. Intent on
demonstrating their fulfilment of the ‘standard of civilization’ and
their superiority over the Chinese, the Japanese unilaterally applied
the Geneva Convention during the war of –. During the
Russo-Japanese War both sides upheld the Convention and also
exchanged lists of prisoners of war and their letters without the
ICRC as intermediary.97 But when the ICRC encouraged the
formation of Red Cross societies in the Transvaal and the Orange
Free State during the BoerWar (–), the British government
protested, in vain, against their admission to theGenevaConvention

92 Meeting of  Sept. , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international , ; and
cf. Bugnion, Le Comité international , .

93 Les destinées de la Convention de Genève pendant la guerre de Serbie, annexe
au e Circulaire aux Comités centraux,  Sept. , Bulletin international ,  (Oct.
); cf. Bugnion, Le Comité international , cited according to de Senarclens, Gustave
Moynier , . 94 Bugnion, Le Comité international , .

95 Annuaire de l’Institut du droit international ,  (), –.
96 De Senarclens, Gustave Moynier , –.
97 See the relevant chapter in Pierre Boissier, De Solferino à Tsoushima: histoire du

Comité international de la Croix Rouge, vol. i (Paris, ).



  

on the grounds that these territories were not sovereign.98 The
British government did not formally contest the applicability of the
Geneva Convention, but refused to apply the Hague Conventions
on the rules of war adopted in . As well as declining the help
proffered by neutral Red Cross societies,99 while the Boers, on
the contrary, accepted it, for example, from the German and the
Belgian Red Cross,100 the British government rejected the presence
of neutral Red Cross observers and foiled the ICRC’s plan for the
Portuguese Red Cross branch to set up a local agency to organize
an aid effort.101 British forces also captured the president of the
Orange Red Cross, a medical doctor, and his ambulance, and
transported him to the Cape Colony against his will.102 Apparently
the British government considered the Boer War to be none of the
ICRC’s business and outside the realm of the ius publicum Europaeum.
Imperialism, coupled with the illusion of civilizational superiority
and racism, and the ICRC’s attempts to make the humanitarian law
of war universal followed opposite trajectories.

Moynier’s struggle to improve and consolidate the Geneva Con-
vention continued after the Great Oriental Crisis. According to one
biographer, Moynier was the chief author of the Oxford Manual of
the Law of War on Land , which proposed ‘civilized’ rules of war and
was adopted in  by the Institute for International Law, before
strongly influencing the Hague Conventions on the rules of war
adopted in  and revised in –.103 In  he also published
La Croix-Rouge, son passé et son avenir , a historical analysis and legal
counsel on improving the Geneva Convention. Essentially it elabor-
ated the points already discussed in the ICRC’s  circular.104 Yet
Moynier’s struggle did nothing to humanize the nature of war, as
destructive capacities increased dramatically.

During the First World War, Geneva’s ICRC transformed itself

98 Bugnion, Le Comité international , –; meeting of  Jan. , Procès-verbaux des
séances du Comité international , .

99 Meeting of  Nov. , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international , –,
at .

100 See meeting of  Mar. , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international , 
and passim.

101 Meeting of  Jan. , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international , .
102 Meeting of  Jan. , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international , –.
103 De Senarclens, Gustave Moynier , . For the Hague conferences see Jost Dülffer,

Regeln gegen den Krieg? Die Haager Friedenskonferenzen von  und  in der internationalen
Politik (Berlin, ).

104 Cf. Moynier, La Croix-Rouge,  ff.
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into a modern humanitarian actor. At the Red Cross Conference
in Washington in  it had accepted the task of providing aid to
POWs, who were protected under the fourth Hague Convention
of .105 Because of the sheer magnitude of the task, the ICRC’s
organization, which had comprised ninemembers and one secretary
in , grew to more than , mostly female helpers, chiefly
volunteers, who worked under a male-dominated leadership during
the war. In addition to providing logistical aid, running a search
service to find missing soldiers, and despatching observers to POW
camps,106 the ICRC resumed its practice of appealing discreetly to
the belligerents when problems of non-compliance occurred. The
first appeal tried to ensure minimum standards for the treatment of
POWs, including nutrition, health care, clothing, pay, and labour.
The ICRC’s concern with POWs and the neutral information it
provided about their treatment prevented an escalation of reprisals.
However, this did not resolve the problems triggered by the Allied
blockade, which from  on resulted in food shortages and famine
in the Central Powers, also affecting POWs. The second appeal
called on governments not to use poison gas, prohibited under
the Hague Conventions, but had little effect until the end of
hostilities, except that the belligerents replied, thereby formally
recognizing the ICRC as defender of the humanitarian law of war.
The answers, however, were evasive, as each party, the Entente
powers and Germany, blamed the other for having started using
gas, and claimed to be ready to stop using it if the other one
did. The war ended before negotiations began. After the war, the
ICRC succeeded in obtaining the legal prohibition of poison gas
(Convention of ), and in consolidating the protection of POWs
by a newGeneva Convention (). These improvements on paper,
however, prevented neither Germany’s use of gas during the Shoah
nor the reciprocal non-application of the  Convention by the
Soviet Union and Nazi Germany regarding their respective POWs,
with terrible consequences for both Soviet and German POWs.
A third initiative, the Tokyo project () for the protection of
civilians in occupied territories, failed because of governmental
opposition.

105 For a detailed analysis see Bugnion, Le Comité international , –.
106 The Danish Red Cross set up an agency providing parallel services for the

Eastern Front.



  

A Missed Opportunity: Humanitarianism in Peacetime

If the ICRC’s attempts to confront the dilemmas of humanitarian
action in wartime were laudable, the major mistake made by the
movement and, in particular, the ICRC’s first president, Gustave
Moynier, was the tacit refusal to emphasize mutual aid in peacetime.
The queen of Prussia tried in , during the Red Cross move-
ment’s Berlin conference, to include activities such as responding
to natural catastrophes and epidemics in the Red Cross network’s
mandate. The conference adopted a resolution permitting such acti-
vities, but the ICRC missed the opportunity actively to recommend
and co-ordinate them.Moynier’s preferred role was for the ICRC to
be a guardian of the Geneva Convention.107 He was concerned that
the movement would collapse because of non-compliance, and that
support from military circles could falter if the movement diluted its
resources and tried to do too many things.108 Moynier’s anxiety was
to some extent justified, as it turned out to be a Sisyphean task to
uphold what he perceived as the standard of civilization in an age of
nationalism and imperialism. Nonetheless, by confining the ICRC
to the role of a secretariat for voluntary organizations dedicated to
the provision of aid in wartime, he severely limited the movement’s
potential as a harbinger of transnational solidarity. Without an in-
ternational co-ordinating body for peacetime humanitarian action,
such action necessarily remained sporadic.

Moynier changed his views too slowly. In  he admitted that
peacetime activities of national branches constituted a field in which
talents could be developed.109 His greatest defeat triggered a more
profound change of attitude. In HenryDunant (with the pacifist
Frédéric Passy), and, to Moynier’s great regret, not the ICRC, won
the first Nobel Prize for Peace. At that time he became aware that the
American Red Cross, which also engaged in peacetime activities,
had fulfilled its wartime role perfectly during the war with Spain. In
Russia the Red Cross engaged in activities against famines, and the
Italian Red Cross fought efficiently against malaria. He therefore
argued that it was important to raise awareness that peacetime

107 De Senarclens, Gustave Moynier ,  for the quotation. For the context see ibid.
.

108 Meeting of  Apr. , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international , –.
109 See de Senarclens, Gustave Moynier , –.
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activities were not disruptive for the organization, and that the
Committee should now recommend them.110 Hence Moynier was
a late convert to the cause of peacetime activity. His mistake was
fundamentally corrected in  when the American Red Cross
proposed to create a League of National Red Cross Societies,
predecessor of today’s Federation, to reorient the entire movement.
Since the Great War had been fought to end all wars, the Red
Cross’s traditional orientation was supposed to become obsolete.
This was a fallacy, but financial constraints and competition with
the new League forced the ICRC to reconsider its role and act
more flexibly by permitting orphans, refugees, and the victims of
epidemics to benefit from its aid and know-how. From then on, acts
of peacetime solidarity could foster the idea of a single humanity.

* * *

While the Geneva and Hague conventions and their application
transmit the self-image of a European civilization conscious of its
humanitarian superiority even in the dire times of war, national-
ist hatred, technological advances in warfare, mass mobilization,
and the insistence on sovereignty and concomitant resistance to
any admission of an independent international authority shattered
the ability of societies to render war more humane. In addition,
the ICRC initially failed to recognize the full potential of the Red
Cross movement for fostering international peace by acts of soli-
darity in connection with peacetime catastrophes. Nonetheless, if
we narrow the focus, the ICRC’s record in the age of nationalism
and imperialism, far from demonstrating timidity or subservience
to the states, features some bold initiatives. It made remarkable
efforts to be recognized as an authority in, and promoter of, the
humanitarian law of war. Developing humanitarian international
law; sending neutral observers to ensure that the Convention was
respected; making discreet and public appeals against flagrant cases
of non-compliance, thereby meddling in issues of sovereignty; and
Moynier’s proposal of an international penal court for the prose-
cution of violations of the law of war: these were all revolutionary
initiatives and potentially undermined the sole authority of the state
in international relations. If the recruitment of women for RedCross
practical work initially seemed to foster traditional gender roles by
building upon women’s allegedly ‘natural’ propensity to care and

110 Meeting of  Nov. , Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international , –.



  

serve, it also militarized women’s public engagement, and opened
up opportunities for female professionalization both as nurses and,
since around the turn of the century, as medical doctors. In the end
this development enhanced the social recognition of women and
supported the progressives’ claim to female suffrage, contrary to the
initial intentions of the patriarchal Red Cross leadership throughout
the world. Early on the ICRC addressed dilemmas of war—the fate
of POWs, of civilians in occupied territories, new weapons—and
proposed new practices and prohibitions which were enshrined in
the  and the four  Geneva Conventions. Despite its initially
limited success, the ICRC provided the basis for a more effective
regulation of state behaviour, and eventually contributed to raising
humanity’s awareness that war must be shunned.
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American Quakers, the Emergence
of International Humanitarianism,

and the Foundation of the American
Friends Service Committee, –

D R M

The Religious Society of Friends, or Quakers, as they are usu-
ally referred to, occupies an important position in the history of
humanitarianism. The disproportionate influence of Friends within
the field, considering their relatively small numbers, is expressed
in multiple ways. It is apparent in humanitarians with a Quaker
background, including Jane Addams, Philip Noel Baker, and Her-
bert Hoover, as well as in movements and organizations in which
Friends occupied key positions, from the Anti-Slavery Movement
to Save the Children, Oxfam, and CARE, to name only the most
prominent.

Within the history of humanitarian aid, the Quakers appear
as the quintessential ‘alchemists’, to use Michael Barnett’s words.
Barnett uses the term to differentiate a humanitarian ‘emergency
branch’, with the Red Cross movement as its prime example, from
humanitarians who try to merge the ‘spiritual’ and ‘physical’ worlds
and aim to go beyond the alleviation of immediate suffering in
order to tackle the root causes of humanitarian emergencies.1 For
theQuakers, rendering aid to victims of war, deportation, famine, or
natural disasters always had a broader meaning and was connected
with ideas of peace and reconciliation, the core elements of what
the anthropologist Ilana Feldman has described as ‘Quaker ethics’.2

The following essay departs from the observation that the study
of Quakers as a specific group of humanitarian agents can offer

1 Michael Barnett,Empire ofHumanity: AHistory ofHumanitarianism (Ithaca,NY, ).
2 Ilana Feldman, ‘The Quaker Way: Ethical Labor and Humanitarian Relief ’,

American Ethnologist , / (), –.



   

a more general perspective on the history of humanitarian aid
during the last  years and beyond.3 My contention is that
many of the major developments and problems in the history of
humanitarian aid become visible when evaluated through a ‘Quaker
lens’—in particular, processes of professionalization of aid, growing
interactionwith themedia, and the ambivalent relationship between
donors and recipients of aid.4 By the same token, such an analysis
may also contribute to current debates on the complex relationship
between secular and religious strands of humanitarianism in the
twentieth century.5

Taking a bird’s-eye view, two significant tensions inherent in the
Quakers’ approach to relief are of particular interest in the context
of this book. The first emerged from the fact that the Quakers
seldom acted alone. From the Anti-Slavery Movement and early
relief activities to the big operations in the context of two world
wars, the Quakers were more often than not functcioning as part of
a broader group of humanitarian actors. While this interaction with
‘the world’ formed an integral part of their humanitarian approach,
the Quakers still felt it was important to define their own profile.
They tried to keep it distinct from the multitude of other agents
in the field, ranging from national committees and other Christian
groups to the Red Cross movement and the League of Nations.
In order to achieve this, a core set of features—most prominently,
a commitment to a radical religiously grounded pacifism—was a
vital yet often conflict-ridden part of the Quakers’ interaction with
the outside world. Similarly, it was important to keep the specifics
of the Quakers’ approach to humanitarianism visible in order to
maintain the group’s internal coherence. This was expressed in the
development among Quaker relief activists of ever more elaborate
techniques of self-reflection by which they tried to measure the
degree to which ‘Quaker ethics’ were still at the core of their
actions.

The second tension relates to the argument that the development
of international humanitarianism at the end of the nineteenth

3 The observation is a key element of the author’s broader research project, ‘Global
Aid: American NGOs and International Relief –’ 〈http://www.globale-hilfe.eu〉
[accessed  Sept. ].

4 Bertrand Taithe, ‘Horror, Abjection and Compassion: From Dunant to Compassion
Fatigue’, New Formations,  (), –.

5 For a discussion see the contributions in Michael Barnett and Janice Gross Stein
(eds.), Sacred Aid: Faith and Humanitarianism (Oxford, ).



  

century can be understood both as an indicator of the emergence
of ‘global community’,6 based on the values of ‘civilization’ and
‘progress’, and as part of the accelerated processes of nation-
building in the countries of Europe and North America. These
countries increasingly began to measure their success as nations
by the degree to which they were able to render humanitarian
aid to other parts of the world. In addition, nation-states began
to ‘discover’ humanitarianism as a tool to further their national
interests both politically and economically. Of particular interest
here is the tension that derived from the universalist ethos of
a transnationally connected and internationally active religious
group whose individual parts were, in turn, closely integrated
into, and largely dependent on, a national framework consisting
of governments, the media, and national audiences (of donors and
supporters) that had to be addressed in order to achieve their
goals.7

In this essay I will trace the history of efforts by American Friends
in the field of international relief throughout what can be described
as the formative period of American humanitarianism8 beyond
national borders, roughly from  to . I will explore how, and
to what degree, these tensions played out within Quaker activism
during this period, after which Americans, in Emily Rosenberg’s
words, would ‘never again [be] without a foreign crisis to relieve’.9

My focal point is the foundation in  of the American Friends
Service Committee (AFSC) and the first years of its existence.10 The
AFSC was to become one of the most important and influential
private agencies for the distribution of American foreign relief
throughout the twentieth century.

6 Sebastian Conrad and Dominic Sachsenmaier (eds.), Competing Visions of World
Order: Global Moments and Movements, – (New York, ); Martin H. Geyer and
Johannes Paulmann (eds.), The Mechanics of Internationalism: Culture, Society, and Politics
from the s to the First World War (Oxford, ).

7 This tension has also been observed by Heather Jones, ‘International or Transna-
tional? Humanitarian Action during the First World War’, European Review of History,
/ (), –; Annette Becker, Oubliés de la Grande Guerre: humanitaire et culture de
guerre, – (Paris, ).

8 Apart from Barnett, Empire of Humanity, which focuses mainly on the American
scene, the classic work on American humanitarianism is still Merle Curti, American
Philanthropy Abroad (New Brunswick, NJ, ).

9 Emily S. Rosenberg, Spreading the American Dream: American Cultural and Economic
Expansion – (New York, ).

10 J. William Frost, ‘“Our deeds carry our message”: The Early History of the
American Friends Service Committee’, Quaker History, / (), –.



   

The Beginnings of Quaker Humanitarianism

The Religious Society of Friends traces its origins back to a group of
Protestant Puritan dissenters that split from the Church of England
in seventeenth-century Britain under the leadership of George
Fox (–). Some of them stayed in England, but a significant
proportion of Quakers fled the initial persecution and went to the
New World. Most prominent among those who left Britain was
the wealthy merchant William Penn (–), who founded and
developed the colony of Pennsylvania as a kind of Quaker utopia.
While there have always been Quaker communities outside Britain
(and its empire) and the USA, these two countries accounted for the
vast majority of congregations until well into the second half of the
twentieth century.11

Throughout their history Quakers across the world tried to keep
some sense of unity, but there were also significant differences
that separated Friends on both sides of the Atlantic. During the
nineteenth century both British and American Friends developed
strong quasi-independent branches of liberal, conservative, and
evangelical leanings which, in turn, built up their own separate
transnational networks. While British Quakers kept their formal
unity and all these groups remained part of the London Yearly
Meeting (YM),12 American Quakers in turn went through a series
of schisms. These translated into a geographical divide between
the East Coast Quaker establishment and other sections centred in
parts of the Midwest that leaned more towards either conservatism
or evangelicalism. Through all geographical and theological splits, a
small core of common convictions remained among all Quakers, the
most important of which were the priesthood of all men as closely
related to the ‘inner light’ or ‘that of God’ in every man, and the
worship of God through ‘testimonies’. Other, more outward attri-
butes, such as plain dress, abstinence from intoxicating substances,
and a ban on dancing and singing, were permanently contested,
adapted, and redefined by the different branches. The same largely
held true when it came to some of the basic convictions attached to

11 Today African Quakers form a majority. At the time of writing there are
approximately , practising Quakers worldwide.

12 The Yearly Meetings are the highest level of organization within the Quaker
organizational framework.



  

Quakerism, such as radical pacifism (the ‘peace testimony’) and the
refusal to swear oaths to authorities. Here the exact interpretation
and the degree of rigidity with which these principles were put into
practice were objects of permanent dispute and change.13

In sharp contrast, a feature that seemed to unite Friends on both
sides of the Atlantic, going beyond all diversity, was their strong
basis in the history of philanthropic and humanitarian activities
at all levels from the local to the international. Widely recognized
is the key position that the Friends occupied within the Anti-
Slavery Movement, to which they lent some of their protagonists
as well as networks.14 Anti-slavery, however, was not the only way
in which Quakers became involved in humanitarian efforts. Their
engagement can be traced in prisons,15 educational reforms, the
temperance movement, and the fight against torture, white slavery
(human trafficking), and the opium trade. Friends were key actors in
both the emerging peace movement16 and the struggle for women’s
rights.17 In the USA, Quakers also filled the ranks of organizations
that promoted the rights and welfare of freed slaves and Native
Americans. Finally, and against the backdrop of industrialization,
they became increasingly involved in social reform.18

In many of these areas transnational ties connected American
with BritishQuakers, particularly in the Anti-SlaveryMovement. In
the field of relief, the British Quakers’ humanitarianism was initially
far more internationally minded. The Society of Friends in Britain
became active as early as the Napoleonic Wars. It set up committees
to help victims of the Greek war of independence during the s,
the great Irish famine of the s, and the Franco-German War

13 For a concise overview of the development of Quakerism on both sides of the
Atlantic see John Punshon, Portrait in Grey: A Short History of the Quakers (London, );
Howard Brinton, Friends for  Years: Beliefs and Practice of the Society of Friends since
George Fox Started the Quaker Movement (London, ).

14 See e.g. the contributions to the volume by Thomas Bender (ed.), The Anti-Slavery
Debate: Capitalism and Abolitionism as a Problem in Historical Interpretation (Berkeley, ).

15 Gil Skidmore, Elizabeth Fry: A Quaker Life (Walnut Creek, Calif., ).
16 See e.g. David Cortright, Peace: A History of Movements and Ideas (Cambridge, );

Charles Chatfield, The American Peace Movement: Ideals and Activism (New York, ).
17 Margaret Hope Bacon, Mothers of Feminism: The Story of Quaker Women in America

(Philadelphia, ); it is another striking fact that of the roughly  British women
humanitarians Sybil Oldfield presents for the period  to , around a fifth
were Quakers: Sybil Oldfield, Doers of the Word: British Women Humanitarians –
(London, ).

18 Jane Addams, the founder of Chicago’s Hull House, was born a Quaker but was
non-practising.



   

in . If American Quakers took part in these early endeavours
at all, they did so individually and as part of wider committees of a
non-denominational kind, as was the case in Greece and Ireland.19

During the s, however, American Quakers, especially on the
East Coast, slowly but surely began to catch up, and in some
cases their contributions became more recognizable as a distinctive
Quaker effort. During the first of several significant humanitarian
crises that caught the American public’s attention throughout the
s, the great famine that haunted the Russian Empire in –,
their activities bore a clear Quaker profile.20 In the case of the
Armenian massacres of – in the Ottoman Empire, a number
of individual Quakers became involved through their connections
with American Protestant Missions in the Near East. During the
Cuban war of independence in the wake of the Spanish–American
war of , however, many Quakers hesitated to get involved. The
jingoistic and imperialistic overtones that entered the debate around
‘humanitarian intervention’ and the American Empire in general
were criticized by the Society of Friends. While it is fair to say that
the majority of the reform initiatives American Friends engaged
in still took place at national level, international humanitarian aid
occupied an increasingly important place on their agenda, although
less than among their British co-religionists. Within the next two
decades this was to change.

Before examining the immediate reasons for this shift, I shall
look at the historiographical explanations for the expansion of
international humanitarianism during the nineteenth century in
order to evaluate them against the Quaker experience and vice
versa.

The History of Humanitarianism and the Quaker Experience

One strand within the area of ‘new cultural history’ which deals
with the origins of modern humanitarianism has identified En-
lightenment thinking, in particular a new sentimental regime and
a heightened ‘sensibility’ for human suffering, as the driving force
behind the emergence of humanitarian activities.21 Others have

19 Curti, American Philanthropy Abroad .
20 Existing connections with a group of Russian dissenters, the Dukhobors, whom

the Friends regarded as part of the wider Quaker family, and the circle around the
writer Lev Tolstoy may have played a part in this.

21 Lynn Hunt, Inventing Human Rights: A History (New York, ). For an overview



  

attributed the expansion of aid to ‘distant sufferers’—for example,
with regard to the Anti-Slavery Movement—to the manifestations
of a new capitalist mindset that furthered a sense of responsibility
linked to the experience of the causality of one’s actions. This ar-
gument states that the more people began to believe that their own
behaviour influenced others far away, in a positive or negative way,
the further they were pushed over the ‘humanitarian threshold’.22

To draw a line from the development of capitalist economies to the
emergence ofQuaker humanitarianism seems particularly tempting
considering that Quakers were, or became, economically successful
as merchants and industrialists at the same time as they started to
become protagonists of the Anti-Slavery Movement. In fact, many
studies have pointed to this connection, mostly in a critical man-
ner. Quaker anti-slavery appears in some studies as a smokescreen
behind whichQuakers tried to hide exploitative practices at home.23

Another set of literature links the emergence of international
humanitarianism to the rise of evangelicalism. Humanitarian aid
across national borders is discussed here as an immediate con-
sequence of the evangelical revival and the missionary movement
it triggered. The universalizing undertones of evangelicalism laid
the groundwork on which local charity could develop into a poten-
tiallyworldwide humanitarian approach.24The connection between
evangelicalismand the emergence of international humanitarianism
is emphasized by more recent research.25 Ian Tyrrell, for example,

see Richard Ashby Wilson and Richard D. Brown, ‘Introduction’, in eid. (eds.),
Humanitarianism and Suffering: The Mobilization of Empathy (Cambridge, ), –;
Thomas Laqueur, ‘Bodies, Details, and the Humanitarian Narrative’, in Lynn Hunt
(ed.), The New Cultural History (Los Angeles ), –; Thomas W. Laqueur,
‘Mourning, Pity, and the Work of Narrative in the Making of “Humanity”’, in Wilson
and Brown (eds.), Humanitarianism and Suffering , –.

22 Thomas L. Haskell, ‘Capitalism and the Origins of Humanitarian Sensibility’,
pt. , American Historical Review, / (), –, pt. , ibid. / (), –.

23 See e.g. David Brion Davis, ‘The Quaker Ethic and the Anti-Slavery International’,
in Thomas Bender (ed.), The Anti-Slavery Debate: Capitalism and Abolitionism as a Problem
in Historical Interpretation (Berkeley, ); Jean Soderlund, Quakers and Slavery: A Divided
Spirit (Princeton, ); James Walvin, The Quakers: Money and Morals (London, ),
–. Others argue that the engagement with ‘distant sufferers’ within the Anti-Slavery
Movement was to avoid conflicts at home: see Margaret Abruzzo, Polemical Pain: Slavery,
Cruelty, and the Rise of Humanitarianism (Baltimore, ).

24 For the American case see Amanda Porterfield, ‘Protestant Missionaries: Pioneers
of American Philanthropy’, in Lawrence J. Friedman and Mark D. McGarvie (eds.),
Charity, Philanthropy, and Civility in American History (Cambridge, ), –.

25 An evangelical impulse can be traced e.g. in the origins of the Red Cross
Movement: see John F. Hutchinson, ‘Rethinking the Origins of the Red Cross’,



   

has clearly demonstrated the close personal and ideological ties that,
in the last decades of the nineteenth century, connected evangelical
moral reformers to the missionary movement and the emergence
of a potentially globally oriented humanitarianism in the United
States.26 The Quakers, however, do not fit easily into this picture.
There are strong indicators that the origin of Quaker humanitar-
ianism across national borders in early nineteenth-century England
was closely related to the influence of evangelicalism.27 Yet while
Quakers established their own missionary societies in Britain and
the USA in the later part of the nineteenth century and many be-
came missionaries, the missionary movement itself was never a fully
accepted part of the Society of Friends on either side of the Atlantic.
Although individual Quaker missionaries played an important part
in some humanitarian efforts,28 the attitude of official Quakerism re-
mained hesitant and even hostile.29 As will be shown later, Quaker
humanitarianism largely developed separately from, and even in
opposition to, evangelicalism and the missionary movement.

There is yet another significant body of literature that focuses
on the reasons for Western societies’ growing awareness of, and
readiness to alleviate, distant suffering throughout the nineteenth
century. Within this strand, there is a strong tendency to relate the
new consciousness to the emergence of an essentially imperialist
‘discourse of responsibility’ that carried ideas of a ‘civilizingmission’
and ultimately served as a legitimizing vehicle for the promotion of
imperial policies.30 For the USA, there are some studies that explore
this perspective and point to the role played by private actors in the
context of the country’s rise to world power. Philanthropists appear

Bulletin for the History of Medicine, / (), –. In a broader context, see
Bertrand Taithe, ‘Horror, Abjection and Compassion: From Dunant to Compassion
Fatigue’, New Formations,  (), –. The case of the Salvation Army is well
documented by Harald Fischer-Tiné, ‘Global Civil Society and the Forces of Empire:
The Salvation Army, British Imperialism and the “Pre-History” of NGOs (ca.–
)’, in Sebastian Conrad and Dominic Sachsenmaier (eds.), Competing Visions of
World Order: Global Moments and Movements, s–s (New York, ), –.

26 Ian Tyrell, Reforming the World: The Creation of America’s Moral Empire (Princeton,
), –.

27 John Ormerod Greenwood, Quaker Encounters,  vols. (York, –). i. Friends and
Relief (), –.

28 Michelle Tusan, ‘The Business of Relief Work: A Victorian Quaker in Con-
stantinople and her Circle’, Victorian Studies, / (), –.

29 Greenwood, Quaker Encounters, ii. Vines on the Mountains ().
30 Boris Barth and Jürgen Osterhammel (eds.), Zivilisierungsmissionen: Imperiale Welt-

verbesserung seit dem . Jahrhundert (Constance, ).



  

as the benign face of American hegemony that opened doors for US
diplomatic and economic interests abroad, and at the same time
softened up Americans at home for interventionist foreign policies.
This view opens up a broad debate in that it touches on a number
of highly controversial questions about the role of humanitarianism
as a ‘chosen instrument’ in a cultural diplomacy setting.31

Until now, this perspective has hardly ever been linked to ap-
proaches that ask about individual or group-specific motivations
for humanitarian action. The Quakers in particular provide an
excellent field of study here. The degree to which the Quaker case
fits the ‘social history paradigm’ that explains philanthropic action
in terms of its social functions for élites vis-à-vis their peer groups
could be examined.32 This approach takes inspiration from some of
the classical anthropological and philosophical studies of the social
function of the gift, from Marcel Mauss to Jean Starobinski,33 and
seems especially appropriate for looking at groups on the margins
of the political élite, most prominently Jewish philanthropists.

While this approach has mostly been used to explain philan-
thropy at the national level, it can also be used to explore the
forms that crossed national borders.34 While philanthropy attained
national significance globally, and could be identified abroad as
being ‘American’ or ‘British’ or ‘French’, the donors who gave to
people in distress in foreign countries were equally able to raise their
status among their peers at home. This was particularly relevant to
the Quakers, less because of their exclusion from the inner circle of
political power by law or convention35 than on account of their ge-
neral pacifist attitude and the critical positions adopted on occasion
by some of their prominent members with regard to foreign-policy

31 Tyrrell, Reforming the World ; Rosenberg, Spreading the American Dream; some of the
contributions in Brendan Simms and D. J. B. Drim (eds.), Humanitarian Intervention: A
History (Cambridge, ), point in the same direction.

32 Alan J. Kidd, ‘Philanthropy and the “Social History Paradigm”’, Social History,
/ (), –.

33 See e.g. the classic works by Marcel Mauss, The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange
in Archaic Societies (Miami, ); and Jean Starobinski, Largesse (Chicago, ).

34 Abigail Green, ‘Rethinking Sir Moses Montefiore: Religion, Nationhood, and
International Philanthropy in the Nineteenth Century’, American Historical Review,
/ (), –.

35 In the nineteenth century American Quakers in general cannot be regarded
as outsiders, but mostly as part of the Protestant Establishment, especially on the
East Coast. In Britain, their status as outsiders vis-à-vis the Church of England
Establishment also slowly disappeared in the nineteenth century, but was nevertheless
more relevant than in the USA.



   

questions. The majority of American Quakers, for example, took
a firmly anti-imperialist and anti-interventionist position in the
Spanish–American war of , while their British co-religionists
were highly critical of Britain’s conduct of the Boer Wars. As can
be shown, rendering humanitarian aid to foreigners ‘in the name
of the American (or British) people’ could, on occasion, expose
the Quakers to allegations of being unpatriotic. I would like to go
further and argue that in the case of the USA, by becoming part
of American humanitarianism abroad, Quakers actively took part
in both the process of American global expansion and the internal
debates on the definition of what constituted the American nation
even if, or precisely because, they were highly critical of some of the
major aspects of these processes.

Against the background of the meta-history of Quaker humani-
tarianism, the next section will examine the two most important
concrete developments that placed Quakers at the centre of the
newly emerging field of international humanitarian aid. These were
related to each other, one coming from within and the other from
outside the Religious Society of Friends. The first was the reform of
Quaker theology under the heading of ‘modernism’, promoted by
a group of young Friends. The other was triggered by the outbreak
of the First World War, which threw many young Quakers and
the Society as a whole into a grave conflict about how to reconcile
their pacifist convictions with patriotic service to their respective
countries at war.

Modernist Quakerism and the Young Friends Movement

The Young Friends Movement (YFM) began around the mid-s
as a challenge to what many young Quakers experienced as the
utterly conservative and passive nature of official Quakerism.36 It
tried to inject new life into a religious community that they saw
as on the brink of becoming more and more marginalized and,
ultimately, in danger of extinction in the face of a vigorous drive
towards evangelicalism and a growing missionary zeal within other
Protestant denominations. The YFM to a large degree represented
a broader Zeitgeist and can be seen as the young Quakers’ response
to common trends in and outside Christianity in the last decades of

36 Greenwood, Friends and Relief , –. For Britain see Thomas C. Kennedy, British
Quakerism –: The Transformation of a Religious Community. (Oxford, ).



  

the nineteenth century. It drew its inspiration from other Christian
groups, such as the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA),
Christian Endeavour, or the Student Volunteer Union (SVU), which
aimed to organize young men and women for the renewal of the
official Protestant religion through evangelicalism and missionary
activities. These were movements not for youth but by youth, a
feature they shared with the more secular German Jugendbewegung ,
which influenced young Quakers in many respects. It was related
to the rise of the Holiness movement, the drive towards internal
and external missionary activities by groups such as the YMCA and
the SVU, which aimed at the ‘evangelization of the world in this
generation’. Many younger Quakers felt attracted to evangelicalism
and some answered the call of the SVU, pledging themselves
to become missionaries. Some future leaders of Quaker relief
organizations in the USA, especially those with a Midwestern
background such as Clarence Pickett, the future executive secretary
of the AFSC, had at some point in their lives felt a strong urge
to become missionaries themselves.37 After all, ideas of ‘muscular
Christianity’ and a ‘living religion’, a sense of purpose, and a spirit
of adventure were all enshrined in the missionary movement and
held a strong appeal for all who aimed to escape the narrow limits
of provincial parish life.38

They lessened only when a group of younger Friends, in England
and the USA, began to channel the zeal for renewal felt by many
into a different direction. While in Britain the initiative was taken
by a group around John Wilhelm Rowntree (–), of the
chocolate dynasty, in the USA it was mostly young teachers at
Quaker colleges such as Haverford, Swarthmore, and Earlham who
led the movement. Central among them was Rufus Jones (–
), the ‘new prophet’ who had become editor of the monthly
American Friend in , a forum that he used to promote the
renewal and unity of Quakerism under a new ‘modernist’ drive.39

The ideas shared by Rowntree and Jones (who kept in close and
friendly contact with each other) boiled down to a revitalization of

37 Lawrence McK. Miller, Witness for Humanity: A Biography of Clarence E. Pickett
(Wallingford, Pa., ), –.

38 On the ‘modernist’ revival of Quakerism see Punshon, Portrait in Grey, –;
Greenwood, Vines on the Mountains, –; id., Quaker Encounters, iii. Whispers of Truth
(), –.

39 Stephen Allott, John Wilhelm Rowntree (–) (York, ); Claus Bernet,
Rufus Jones (–) (Frankfurt a.M., ).



   

Quakerism through mysticism, an emphasis on personal religious
experience, and, above all, social awareness. They reinterpreted
the idea of the ‘inner light’ as a call for activism across narrow
denominational or societal boundaries. Theirs was a religion of
‘deeds not words’. Despite evangelicalism’s increasing engagement
in the social field under the heading of ‘moral reform’ at the end
of the nineteenth century, the main distinction was that modernist
Quakers refused evangelicalism’s emphasis on salvation and the
spreading of the gospel through internal and external missionary
activities. In the context of a history of humanitarianism, the most
important feature was the centrality of the concept of ‘service’
within the new modernist theology. Quakers were to confront the
evils of the world through ‘a fellowship of service’. As JohnOrmerod
Greenwood has put it: ‘The new gospel was social: a social gospel
not of individual but of social sin, and the way to salvation was
through a fellowship of service.’40 The YFM stood for a worldly
religion, and the best way to worship God was to cure the suffering
of the world. Rufus Jones addressed an audience of British Friends
in  in this vein: ‘We have to make this terrestrial paradise before
we get any celestial city. The great task we are about to devote
ourselves to is to be not so much personal salvation as the broad
mission of social righteousness . . . the task of carrying holiness into
the very structure of human society.’ He went on: ‘No one can be
a follower of the Lord Jesus Christ if he stops at the salvation of his
own soul. It makes religion into a fine kind of selfishness. The power
of religion is measured not by what God has done for us, as by what
God is doing through us.’ JohnWilhelmRowntree made it clear that
this understanding of service knew no national boundaries either.
At a conference in Manchester his concluding prayer in the name
of the YFM was programmatic: ‘Lay upon us the burden of the
world’s suffering.’41

Before the First World War, however, it was at national level
that this call to ‘service’ brought Friends into close contact with a
variety of reform agendas and revitalized their engagement with
social and other reform issues. While the Society of Friends as a
whole was still rather conservative in character, this public image
was slowly being transformed by a modernist drive. Because of
their ever more visible connections with a wide range of reform
agendas, Quakers were increasingly regarded as forming a sort of

40 Greenwood, Friends and Relief , . 41 Ibid. .



  

radical left wing among Protestant denominations. From the start,
the YFM was a transnational movement. The leaders knew each
other well and it was common for young Friends to have crossed the
Atlantic. They used long-established networks among Quakers and
also built new ones. They met each other at summer schools and
camps (yet another feature that demonstrates their closeness to the
Jugendbewegung ) in England and the USA.42 That said, modernist
claims to renewal did play out quite differently in Britain and in
the USA because of the different degrees of centralization of their
Quaker branches. While the modernist movement in Britain slowly
made inroads into the Society of Friends and ‘marched through the
institutions’, the road was much bumpier for modernist Friends in
the USA, who had to deal with a great variety of Quaker life and
organizations. This, in turn, gave another meaning to the YFM
in the USA. Against the backdrop of the deep rifts that separated
the different groups of Quakers, it created some sense of unity and
offered opportunities for exchange and co-operation among young
Quakers across all divides.43 This would prove to be a foundation
to build upon when the Society of Friends in the USA was faced
with their country’s entry into the First World War. It was, as will
be shown, the precondition for the Quakers becoming a central
player in the field of international humanitarian relief from 
onwards.

The First World War and the Challenge of Conscription

The YFM had also helped to reinvigorate and radicalize the
Quakers’ commitment to pacifism. Right from the start, the ‘peace
testimony’ and, to use a modern term, the principle of non-violence
formed an important part of the Quaker identity. It comes as no sur-
prise that, asDavidCortright has pointed out, ‘Quakers have been at
the forefront of nearly every major peace movement in modern US
and British history’.44 However, pacifism is by no means a clear-cut
concept. There have beenmany variations, ranging from ‘absolutist’
or ‘idealist’ positions that reject violence under all circumstances to
more ‘practical’ or ‘realist’ ones that accept violence as a given fact
of international life and regard peace more as an aim than a means.
In the nineteenth century many Friends leaned towards the latter

42 Ibid.
43 Frost, ‘“Our deeds carry our message”’. 44 Cortright, Peace, .



   

position, and the exact consequences and requirements of the ‘peace
testimony’ were far from clearly defined or uncontested within the
Society. It was only in the immediate wake of the First World War
that the pendulum swung towards a purer and more radical form of
pacifism, and the YFM took the major part in this process. ‘Let us
have done with an easy religion’, one of the Australian delegates to
an All-Quaker conference in Swanwick proclaimed in , setting
the tone for a group of Young Friends to call for a commitment to
absolute pacifism.45 Their success can be measured by the fact that
when the First World War broke out, the Society of Friends on both
sides of the Atlantic became the driving force behind the foundation
of peace societies such as the Fellowship of Reconciliation, which
opted for uncompromising and outspoken pacifism.46 Nevertheless,
what the exact requirements of the peace testimony were remained
a highly controversial question, especially after the war had started.
British and American Quakers now felt a sense of urgency to find
ways for young Friends to reconcile their faith, especially with regard
to the peace testimony, with patriotic service to their country at
war. The most virulent questions concerned the threat of universal
conscription and, accordingly, ways to secure recognition of the
status of conscientious objectors for those who did not want to join
the forces.47

British Friends were the first to face the problem of how to adjust
their relief work institutionally to the situation of a war in which their
own government and army were involved. They, in turn, could draw
on the experience ofQuakers in the Commonwealth, fromAustralia
and New Zealand in particular, where universal conscription had
been introduced as part of the anti-Japanese imperial defence plan
of –. Some young Friends had suffered severe punishment
for refusing to follow the call of duty, and many of those who got
involved later on became key figures in one of the newly founded
Quaker relief organizations within the British Empire.48

When war finally broke out, British Friends and the Society of
Friends as a whole reacted to it in a variety of ways. The spectrum

45 Greenwood, Friends and Relief , .
46 For the British case see Thomas C. Kennedy, ‘Fighting about Peace: The

No-Conscription Fellowship and the British Friends Service Committee, –’,
Quaker History, / (), –.

47 In the summer of  Quakers already had a wealth of experience in this area,
going back a century to the first introduction of conscript armies.

48 Greenwood, Friends and Relief , –.



  

of individual reactions extended from those who volunteered for
the army and went into combat to those who refused any kind of
service related to the war effort and went to prison. To the latter
and all other conscientious objectors, the Society of Friends offered
legal counsel. A majority of Quakers facing conscription, however,
went to war. There were two choices for those who opted for
conscientious objection. Some engaged in non-combatant service
within the military structure in the Friends Ambulance Unit (FAU);
others joined the FriendsWarVictimRelief Committee (FWVRC).49

This engaged in reconstruction work behind the front lines, while
the FAU operated closer to the war operations themselves. More
than anything, the distinction pointed to the fact that the Society
of Friends was far from having found a common position on the
question of how to deal with the war and the degree to which
Friends should get involved in it. While the FWVRC represented
the official pacifist line and operated within the structure of the
Society of Friends, the FAU was only loosely affiliated. According
to the historian of British Quakerism John Ormerod Greenwood,
the two units represented the ‘utopian’ and the ‘practical’ branches
of Quaker humanitarianism.50

These two units consisted mainly of young men and women, but
there was a third way in which members of the Society of Friends of
all ages became involved. Through the Emergency Committee for
the Assistance of Germans, Austrians and Hungarians in Distress
they took aid to ‘enemy aliens’ who, for one reason or another, found
themselves in the territory of the British Empire after hostilities
started in . Of all the Quakers’ humanitarian activities during
the war, this was by far the most unpopular with the general public
(‘Hun coddling’) and attracted severe criticism for its perceived
‘unpatriotic’ nature, even though it was officially endorsed by the
War Charities Act of . The Emergency Committee, however,
was an important instrument linking the Society of Friends to the
broader peace movement, and it was also an important point of
departure from which the Quakers would start their efforts for
reconciliation once the war had ended.51

49 Tammy M. Proctor, Civilians in a World at War, – (New York, ),
–.

50 Greenwood, Friends and Relief , .
51 Proctor, Civilians, –.



   

The Foundation of the American Friends Service Committee

American Friends could in many ways build on the experiences
of their British counterparts. There was broad coverage of British
war relief activities in Quaker publications in the USA. Generally,
American Quakers followed the work of the FAU and the FWVRC
closely and donated money; some young Friends even volunteered
for service in the FAU.

When the USA eventually entered the war in April , Ameri-
can Friends faced pretty much the same situation as their British
co-religionists in , with some significant differences. The most
important one was the very fact that the BritishQuakers had already
gone through it and could now offer a wealth of experience and
valuable insights into what to expect from the government, the
military, and a hostile general public overtaken by a wave of patriotic
fervour. As a consequence, on  April , three weeks after the
US entry into the war, delegates of all the different branches of
American Quakers met in Philadelphia to find a common denomi-
nator, especially regarding the problems young Friends would now
inevitably face. Out of this meeting evolved the American Friends
Service Committee. The most urgent task the Committee saw for
itself was to offer young Quakers an alternative to military service.
The immediate problem, however, was less about conscription—as
a religious group, the Quakers in the USA could generally expect to
be accepted as conscientious objectors—than about the need felt by
many to prevent young Friends from volunteering for the military
solely because of a lack of real alternatives. The patriotic undertones
of the AFSC’s first statements were therefore directed in equal
parts at the non-Quaker public and its own younger members. The
AFSC’s first press release reflected this dual thrust: ‘We are united in
expressing our love for our country and our desire to serve her loyally.
We offer our services to the government of the United States in any
constructivework inwhichwe can conscientiously serve humanity.’52

The AFSC’s first task was to bridge the divisions that ran through
the Society of Friends in the USA. It needed the support of all
branches of Quakerism, both financially and for the pending nego-
tiations with the administration and the military authorities. Given

52 Friends Emergency Committee,  Apr. , first session, General File ,
AFSC archives, Philadelphia.



  

the great diversity, this was no easy task. That the initiative was
overtaken by the Young Friends Movement, whose male mem-
bers were directly threatened by a future draft, also seemed like a
disadvantage. Rufus Jones, the AFSC’s first chairman, and Vincent
Nicholson, an attorney from Indiana, were both firmly rootedwithin
the YFM. The YFM, however, was associated with modernism and,
equally problematically, with the most radical interpretation of the
peace testimony, which complicated co-operation with orthodox
and evangelical Friends. On the other hand, when the AFSC was
founded, the YFMwas the only section of AmericanQuakerism that
crossed the schisms and the only place where Friends of all different
branches would come together regularly. It was thus predestined
to provide a forum for co-operation in an emergency situation. In
turn, the AFSC’s work for conscientious objectors appealed to all
sections. While a majority of Quakers were, in fact, in favour of the
war, everyone seemed able to unite behind the principle of offer-
ing a choice for those who would not fight and compromise their
religious convictions. After all, for all Quakers, regardless of their
individual attitude towards the war, conscientious objection was a
matter of freedom of religion. The AFSC leadership’s emphasis on
‘constructive service’ as an alternative both tomilitary service and to
outright pacifist absolutism provided a common denominator that
the vast majority of Quakers could agree on.

In the long run the AFSC proved to be a unifying force within
American Quakerism in a much broader sense, but this was far from
certain at the time of its foundation. In  the co-operation of
such diverse forces had immediate consequences for how the AFSC
worked. From the start, the use of ‘Quaker rhetoric’ was toned
down and all political and religious language avoided wherever
possible. Instead, the AFSC tried to transmit a ‘deeds not words’
approach and emphasized the predominantly technical and pro-
fessional character of its work. Later, when Quaker relief workers
were eventually allowed into the war zone, there were other factors
that further strengthened this approach. Behind the front lines,
where the Quakers were in close contact with the military, even
the slightest suspicion of missionary activities would have put the
whole enterprise into jeopardy. As long as the war lasted, religious
controversies, such as the debate about the exact meaning of the
peace testimony, were therefore put completely aside.53

53 There was constant warning against such activities in the correspondence between



   

Of course, this emphasis on the technical nature of the Quakers’
relief work also contained a message to the outside world, because
even though relations with political and military officials and the
public were altogether less tense than in Britain, they were by
no means without difficulties. Although some members of the
administration and the military, including the President and the
Secretary ofWar, were sympathetic towards the Quakers in general,
conscientious objection remained a delicate issue, even more so
since the Society of Friends offered support and legal counsel to
conscientious objectors outside their own religious group. Starting
with the other ‘historical peace churches’, such as the Mennonites
and Brethren, it also extended to others who objected to military
service for different reasons, as long as they could be considered
conscientious objectors. Another set of problems arose from the fact
that the AFSC never fully cut its ties to the wider peace community,
including labour unions and groups from the political far left, even
though it avoided being too closely associated with them. The
administration’s and military’s dual aim was not to let conscientious
objection turn into something ‘subversive’ that threatened the war
effort, and to channel the activities of conscientious objectors so
that they either helped the war effort or at least did not damage
it. In their view, the best way to achieve their goals would be to
treat the Quakers as a special group. However, since the Quakers
categorically refused to accept privileged treatment as a group,
this led to a perpetual conflict that could not be resolved easily.
For much the same reasons, the Quakers were regularly attacked
as unpatriotic by some sections of the press. These circumstances
explain why public relations played such an important role in the
AFSC organizational setup right from the start.54 ‘To disprove the
accusation of disloyalty to our country’, the AFSC Bulletin read in
May , ‘we must show, as nearly as possible, a readiness for
the quality of sacrifice others are rendering.’ Suspicion had to be
countered by ‘positive service’, service that was equally appropriate
‘for expressing our love for our country, humanity at large and the
Kingdom of God’.55

Despite constant lobbying, Congress and the military both ini-

AFSC headquarters in Philadelphia and the field, as well as in the periodicals aimed
at the wider Quaker public, such as the AFSC Bulletin.

54 Frost, ‘“Our deeds carry our message”’.
55 AFSC Bulletin,  (Apr. ).



  

tially hesitated to allow conscientious objectors into the war zone
as relief workers. In the end, the AFSC succeeded for two main
reasons. First, it offered to send its workers directly to the front line
in France, close to American troops, which made the Quaker relief
appear as an ally in the American war effort. Secondly, American
Quakers had the support of the leadership of the American Red
Cross (ARC), which the Quakers had worked with at national level
on several occasions before the war in dealing with natural disasters.
Since the President had given the ARC exclusive responsibility for
all war-related medical services and the co-ordination of relief ac-
tivities in general, it served as a door-opener for Quaker relief in
the war zone. In return, the AFSC had to accept working under an
organization that de facto acted as part of the American military.
From mid- the AFSC began to train relief workers, and in
November of the same year the first left for Europe.

American Quakers in Action

In the meantime, the AFSC started its practical work at home
under the double heading of patriotism and professionalism. While
the beginnings were rather chaotic, Quaker businessmen gradually
began to take over organizational tasks. In the first year the AFSC
expanded significantly in terms of personnel and activities. After
one year its staff comprised two permanent officials and four sec-
retaries. In addition, the AFSC established a publicity department
that sent out press releases to around  newspapers across the
nation. Prominent Quakers such as Rufus Jones, Henry Cadbury,
and Wilbur Thomas, executive secretary of the AFSC, toured the
USA on speaking assignments directed to Quaker and non-Quaker
audiences. It raised funds of around $,, mostly within the
Society of Friends, during the first year, helped to establish local
service committees, and successfully involved Quaker congrega-
tions in providing clothing and other essential goods for the relief
effort. The AFSC used the Quaker colleges as a major field of
recruitment, which gave the organization a further push towards
professionalization. Doctors, engineers, and public relations experts
from Haverford and other places staffed the AFSC’s ranks both at
home and abroad and managed the logistics of aid. Some brought
to their jobs practical experience that they had gathered at local
level as social workers. In the autumn of  some began working as



   

instructors for the first  or so young men who were preparing to
become relief workers in France at the newly established Haverford
camp.56

Only a minority of these young relief workers (mostly men but
also a couple of women) were, in fact, conscientious objectors.
The majority were attracted by the promise of ‘constructive work’
held out by the AFSC. Most were Quakers or members of the
other ‘peace churches’, including all branches of the Society of
Friends. The courses were entirely practical. Essential medical and
construction training formed the bulk of the classes, supplemented
by tuition in French and ‘political education’, with very few religious
elements. Interestingly enough, the Haverford camp, by dress, ap-
pearance, and routines, tried to convey the image of a quasi-military
training camp to the outside world. This was yet another example
of the AFSC’s efforts to display patriotism and professionalism as
a message to the outside world. It also expressed the fact that the
AFSC was applying the standard set by the American Red Cross, as
the ‘official’ American relief agency, as its yardstick. As Julia Irwin
has shown, the ARC used it status to establish humanitarian aid
as both a patriotic obligation and part of the American national
identity. By the same token, it had ‘invented’ a new humanitarian
‘style’—rational, efficient, and based on scientific concepts.57

Beyond this, it was part of the ARC’s strategy to strip humani-
tarian work of its feminine connotations and to promote it as an
essentially masculine activity and career path appropriate for men
andwomen alike.58 In this regard, thewar context and its orientation
by the example of the ARC also had implications for the role women
occupied in the framework of the AFSC’s relief work. While wo-
men had long occupied important and responsible positions within
Quaker relief, the AFSC as an organization was male-dominated.
Most of the time its executive board was overwhelmingly male and
only one of its subcommittees, that on Women’s Work, was led by
a woman. The situation in the field was no better. The AFSC’s
male bias became even more pronounced when compared with the
situation in Britain, where medical doctors such as Edith Pye and
Hilda Clark occupied leading positions. The AFSC’s policy thus
mirrored the ARC’s ambivalent position vis-à-vis the role of women:

56 Ibid.
57 See in particular Julia Irwin, Making the World Safe: The American Red Cross and a

Nation’s Humanitarian Awakening (New York, ) 58 Ibid.



  

while it offered women unique opportunities to follow professional
careers as social workers or doctors, it was extremely restrictive
in affording them opportunities to occupy leading positions within
the organization. After its early attempts to give women a more
prominent role in the field were frustrated by the ARC, the AFSC
followed the ARC’s example and insisted on male relief workers.59

It is hard to tell in this context to what extent the AFSC’s policy
of filling leadership positions, both at home and abroad, with male
personnel was exclusively due to pressure exerted on it by the ARC.
Regarding post-war developments, the picture remains ambivalent.
While in later Quaker relief operations—for example, in Russia or
Germany—women did, in fact, occupy leading positions (in most
cases it was the only relief organization in the field to permit this),
the AFSC’s headquarters remained heavily male-dominated until
well into the s.

A similar observation on the increasingly ‘gendered’ character of
the Friends’ relief work could be made concerning the home front.
With regard to the , American Quakers and, in particular,
the women among them, the AFSC was clearly fulfilling its part in
the American government’s overall strategy, pursued through the
ARC and other humanitarian agencies, of integrating the civilian
population into the war effort. In its publications and leaflets the
AFSC repeatedly appealed to Friends all over the USA to display
engagement ‘comparable to the sacrifice of others’.60 These appeals
were addressed especially to women, who were encouraged to
organize sewing, knitting, and canning clubs to serve their country
and the Society of Friends.61 Their work was promoted by the
AFSC as being of national importance, for example, when clothes
that sewing clubs produced were promoted as ‘our representatives
in France’, a ‘silent army of representatives’ that carried an image of
the USA abroad. ‘A test of a person, a Society or a nation, is the way
they give to the needy’, the article continued, and thus the question
to be asked of every single item produced by Quaker women had
to be: ‘Is it worthy of America?’62 The AFSC thus served as a tool
for integrating Quaker women into the wider effort to win the war,

59 The AFSC first decided to train male and female relief workers in Haverford, and
it continued to do so even after the ARC had made it clear that it would not accept
them in the field, although with ‘very little public statement until the prospects of
sending women were brighter’ (AFSC minutes of the General Meeting,  June ).

60 AFSC Bulletin,  (May ). 61 AFSC Bulletin,  (May ).
62 ‘Our Representatives in France’, AFSC Bulletin, a (Feb. ).



   

or, as an early chronicler of the Committee’s humanitarian work
would have it, Quaker women were serving their country by sending
clothing to destitute civilians abroad ‘as other women sewed and
knitted for the boys in Khaki’.63

When the first American Quakers went to Europe, it was clear
that they would build on the wealth of experience their British
counterparts had already gathered. At first sight, it was only natural
that the Americans joined the ranks of existing Quaker units and
formed a united headquarters in Paris. After all, there were people
on both sides, especially among the leaders, who had travelled back
and forth between the USA and Britain as part of the YFM and
knew each other well. At second glance, however, co-operation was
not at all easy. Largely through their connection with the ARC, the
American Quakers’ loyalties were split, which led to conflict.64

This was certainly not the only source of disagreement. In
fact, major differences in ‘national and theological temperament’
emerged. To the newcomers, the British, who at this point had
worked behind the line of fire in a war of unprecedented brutality
andmass killing for almost three years, seemed cynical and detached
from any higher sense of religious idealism. To the British, the
Americans in turn seemedwet behind the ears and naïve. In addition
the British, generally speaking, had started their involvement in
the war from a much more radical point of view with regard to
pacifism. Most if not all had been conscientious objectors, while the
percentage of conscientious objectors among the Americans was
rather small. Their mainmotivation for joining wasmore ‘patriotic’,
at least at the start. There were other differences. While the mostly
Midwestern Americans came from a background where drinking
and smoking were regarded as ‘of the devil’, the British were more
permissive on both counts. More importantly, the Americans were,
in general, politically conservative while many of their British co-
workers leaned towards the left, were socialists, or even sympathized
with the Russian Revolution. Finally, the Americans thought the
British an inefficient, uncoordinated bunch, while someBritish relief
workers complained about the newcomers’ utterly businesslike and
‘un-Quaker’ approaches.65

63 Lester M. Jones, Quakers in Actioin: Recent Humanitarian and Reform Activities of the
American Quakers (New York, ), . 64 AFSC Bulletin,  (Oct. ).

65 Greenwood, Friends and Relief , . A summary of the differences can be found
in a letter from the AFSC to the American Head of the FWVRC Unit in France:



  

Given all these differences, it is remarkable that they were even-
tually put aside and that a modus vivendi was found which allowed
the two groups to work together quite successfully until the hosti-
lities ended. All of these conflicts, however, would reappear in the
major relief operations of the inter-war years in which Quakers
worked together: in Germany, Soviet Russia, and Spain. Apart
from all Quaker-specific differences, these conflicts to a certain de-
gree demonstrated the evolution of nationally based humanitarian
identities.66

When the war ended in  some in the AFSC considered that
it had fulfilled its task and prepared for its dissolution. However,
 was less the end than the end of a beginning. Within a year,
the AFSC had joined the British Quakers and become involved in
the relief of the former enemies in Germany and Austria, who were
suffering from the ongoing blockade by Allied forces. This was not
lifted completely until after the Paris peace treaties had been signed.
In June  the Quakers were already feeding around a million
children in , improvised kitchens in Germany alone.67 They
also went to Austria, Poland, and other parts of central Europe.
Only two years later, the Quakers were part of one of the biggest
relief operations of all time in Soviet Russia, where, at the height of
the operation, they helped to feed around  million people.68

The dilemmas the AFSC faced against this backdrop were much
the same as those it had faced during the war. In both cases the
AFSC worked closely with the American Relief Administration led
by Herbert Hoover, a semi-official agency funded by Congress.
Hoover’s ARA had a clear political agenda. Its aim was to use ‘food
as a weapon’ to stem the tide of a socialist revolution in Europe
and, more generally, to act in America’s presumed political and
economic interests. In both cases the ARA asked the Quakers to
join them (in Germany, exclusively; and in Soviet Russia, side by
side with Jewish, Catholic, Protestant, and some secular agencies).

Vincent Nicholson to FWVCR (France),  Aug. , in AFSCA, Minutes of the
General Meeting .

66 Irwin Making the World Safe, has highlighted this process in her study of the
American Red Cross during the First World War. See also some of the contributions in
Humanitarianism in the Era of the First World War , special issue of First World War Studies,
/ ().

67 See Frost, ‘“Our deeds carry our message”’.
68 Carl Emil Vogt, ‘Fridtjof Nansen and European Food Aid to Russia and the

Ukraine –’, The Twentieth Century/Dvacáte století ,  (), –, at .



   

The precondition under which the AFSC gained access to ARA
money, which far exceeded anything the Quakers themselves would
have been able to raise, was that the distribution of aid wore an
‘American face’: that is, it had to make clear to recipients that they
were receiving aid from the USA. This requirement obviously put
any co-operation with the British Quakers in question.

Interestingly enough, even where American and British Quakers
found ways of acting together despite these hurdles, the same
differences that had already characterized part of their wartime co-
operation came to the fore.69 The differences had not disappeared,
but nor had a willingness to co-operate and find common ground
for aQuaker-specific form of humanitarian service. This willingness
was expressed in the establishment of joint ‘Quaker embassies’ all
over Europe and in the establishment of permanent institutions for
exchange and co-operation. In all later relief activities that saw
Quaker relief in the European and Asian wars, for persecuted Jews
in Nazi Germany, victims of the Spanish Civil War,70 and, most of
all, during the Second World War, the work remained essentially
transatlantic. In  the AFSC and its British counterpart, the
Friends Service Council (FSC, established in ), were jointly
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. Once again, the immediate prelude
to the acceptance of the prize offered another case in point for an
ongoing struggle between universal ethics and national particulari-
ties. The British at first argued against acceptance, on the grounds
that it was not right for a religious community to accept a prize for
fulfilling its religious duties. The Americans protested. While they
agreed with the underlying principle, they argued that the prize
could serve them well in current debates surrounding the looming
Cold War at national level. They won the day.71

In conclusion, the story of Quaker humanitarianism, in all its
particularity, adds an illuminating chapter to a more general story.
It highlights the complex and multilayered relationship between the
religious and the secular that forms the roots of modern humani-
tarianism. Clearly a faith-based organization (FBO) right from the
start, to use a more modern term, organized Quaker humanitar-

69 For the Russian case see Bertrand M. Patenaude, The Big Show in Bololand: The
American Relief Expedition to Soviet Russia in the Famine of  (Stanford, Calif., ).

70 Farah Mendlesohn, Quaker Relief Work in the Spanish Civil War (New York, ).
71 Irwin Abrams, ‘The Quaker Peace Testimony and the Nobel Peace Prize’, in

Harvey L. Dyck (ed.), The Pacifist Impulse in Historical Perspective (Toronto, ),
–.



  

ianism took inspiration from evangelicalism as much as from the
more secular social forces of the time. For the YFM activists there
was no contradiction in this. Quite the contrary, their idea of fel-
lowship and service to the world was deeply wedded to Quakerism’s
aspiration towards spiritual renewal. When the First World War
put the pacifist commitments of many Friends to the test, Quaker
humanitarianism’s answer once again displayed the same complex-
ity. While Quakers tried to stay faithful to their religious principles,
they took an active part in the process by which many humanitarian
organizations—religious or secular—became an integral part of
their countries’ war efforts and in the clear definition of national
humanitarian styles that would far outlast the end of hostilities.
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Weak Nation-States and the Limits
of Humanitarian Aid: The Case
of Morocco’s Rif War, –

F  J  Mí -A

Introduction

During the inter-war period, nation-states continued to be the
crucial vectors of the international system of humanitarian aid,
despite serious moves to overcome the perceived function of official
charities such as the Red Cross ‘as outlets for the patriotism of
noncombatants’.1 Only the onset of the now dominant ‘new huma-
nitarianism’ from the early s finally succeeded in displacing the
nation as the pivotal element in conceiving, organizing, launching,
and receiving relief.2 Over these last decades international orga-
nizations and multinational NGOs have substantially increased in
relevance as actors in the humanitarian sphere, while subnational
communities, marginalized social groups, and oppressed ethnicities
have become preferential aid recipients. And, as Fiona Fox has put it,
human rights groups and aid agencies have welcomed ‘the willing-
ness of Western powers to reject national sovereignty as an obstacle
to humanitarian interventions’.3 Like all historical transformations,

CIDEHUS, Universidade de Évora, Portugal. This essay was written within the frame
of the UID/HIS// (POCI---FEDER-)—FCT, COMPETE,
FEDER, Portugal, and also with the support of an Investigator contract of the
Fundação para a Ciência e a Tecnologia (FCT) of Portugal, FCT project IF//
CP/CT.

1 John Hutchinson, Champions of Charity: War and the Rise of the Red Cross (Boulder,
Colo., ), ; id., ‘“Custodians of the Sacred Fire”: The ICRC and the Postwar
Reorganization of the International Red Cross’, in Paul Weindling (ed.), International
Health Organizations and Movements, – (Cambridge, ), –.

2 Michael Barnett, Empire of Humanity: A History of Humanitarianism (Ithaca, NY,
), –.

3 Fiona Fox, ‘Conditioning the Right to Humanitarian Aid? Human Rights and the
“New Humanitarianism”’, in David Chandler (ed.), Rethinking Human Rights: Critical
Approaches to International Politics (Basingstoke, ), –, at .
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this one has opened up new possibilities and brought new risks, as
critics of the ‘new humanitarianism’ and the introduction to this
volume remind us.4

This essay proposes to take a look back at a time when national-
ism was still the shining star in the firmament of humanitarianism.
My contention, though, is that its centrality was often seen more
clearly in unconventional conflicts (civil wars, separatist rebellions,
colonial uprisings, social revolutions). In them, the non-recognized,
non-existent, or fractured nature of the nation-state in one or several
warring parties posed serious and sometimes insurmountable prob-
lems for humanitarian action as it had generally been conceived
and displayed in Europe since the mid-nineteenth century. I shall
explore the particular case of the Rif War of – in Morocco,
one of the main unconventional conflicts of the inter-war period.
I start by analysing the singular, complex nature of that conflict,
and then attempt to show how shaky nation-state realities stood
behind the relief shortcomings of the main warring parties and the
troubled course of international aid operations. Because of its close
but incomplete similarity to humanitarian displays in European
conflicts, the case of the Rif War will highlight the centrality of
the nation-state in the humanitarian system of the early twentieth
century.

The Rif War: Colonial Campaign or International Conflict?

The vast majority of historians dealing with Morocco’s Rif War
have defined it as an anti-colonial uprising of the Rifian5 population
against the Spanish Protectorate established in .6 Although
this is the dominant interpretation, it has important limitations

4 Chris Stout (ed.), The New Humanitarians: Inspiration, Innovations and Blueprints for
Visionaries (Westport, Conn., ).

5 The Rifians are the Berber/Amazigh population of northern Morocco. They are
named after the Rif mountain range, which stretches along the Mediterranean coast,
roughly between the cities of Tangier and Melilla. The Rifians do not inhabit the
whole Rif range, however, but just its eastern half.

6 Rupert Furneaux, Abdelkrim: Emir of the Rif (London, ); David Woolman, Rebels
in the Rif: Abd el Krim and the Rif Rebellion (Stanford, Calif., ); David M. Hart, The
Ait-Waryaghar of the Moroccan Rif (Tucson, Ariz., ); Germain Ayache, Les Origines
de la guerre du Rif (Rabat-Paris, ); Charles R. Pennell, A Country with a Government
and a Flag: The Rif War in Morocco, – (Wisbech, ); Daniel Rivet, Lyautey et
l’institution du protectorat français, – (Paris, ); Susana Sueiro-Seoane, España
en el Mediterráneo: Primo de Rivera y la cuestión marroquí, – (Madrid, ); Juan
Pando, Historia secreta de Annual (Madrid, ); Sebastian Balfour, Abrazo mortal: de la
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that have been pointed out by certain scholars, whose work has
so far had little impact because it is too challenging or too recent.
Some of them have questioned the colonial nature of the conflict.
Thus the French sociologist Jean-Paul Charnay regarded the Rif
War as a ‘transitional’ case between a colonial uprising and a
national revolutionary war because the Rifians’ aim was less to
resist European conquest than to create an independent nation-
state amongst the ruins of a crumbling empire (as Atatürk was doing
in Turkey at precisely this time).7 In his opinion, the Rifians strove
not to become but to remain independent, their part of Moroccan
territory being not yet occupied in . Claiming their right over
it obliged them to reject the sultan’s sovereignty and propose a new
political regime. The RifWar had a distinctive ‘European flavour’ in
military terms too because of the size of the armies (Spain: ,
troops; France: ,; Rifians: , regulars plus thousands of
irregulars); the large number of casualties (tens of thousands dead
and injured); the extensive use of trenches and artillery (by all sides);
and the air raids and use of chemical weapons by the Spanish and
French.8

Other authors have shown how the Rif conflict involved France
almost as much as Spain. A recent study by Vincent Courcelle-
Labrousse and Nicolas Marmié has demonstrated that involvement
in detail.9 Well before the Rifian offensive against the French Pro-
tectorate in the spring of  the High Commissioner, Marshal
Hubert Lyautey, had closely followed and subtly influenced events
in the Spanish zone. Later, between April and July , the Rifians
dislodged dozens of French military posts; captured hundreds of

guerra colonial a la guerra civil en España y Marruecos, – (Barcelona, ); María
Rosa de Madariaga, En el Barranco del Lobo: las guerras de Marruecos (Madrid, );
María Rosa de Madariaga, Abdelkrim el Jatabi: la lucha por la independencia (Madrid,
).

7 Jean-Paul Charnay, Technique et geosociologie: la guerre du Rif, le nucléaire en Orient
(Paris, ), .

8 On the Spanish use of chemical weapons see Carlos Lázaro Ávila, ‘La forja de
la aeronáutica militar en Marruecos (–)’, in Antonio Carrasco García and
Roberto Muñoz Bolaños (eds.), Las campañas de Marruecos, – (Madrid, ),
–; Balfour, Abrazo mortal; María Rosa de Madariaga and Carlos Lázaro Ávila,
‘Guerra química en el Rif (–)’, Historia  ,  (), –, . On the
alleged French use of gas bombing see SIPRI, The Problem of Chemical and Biological
Warfare, i. The Rise of CB Weapons (Stockholm, ), ; Michel Veuthey, Guerrilla et
droit humanitaire (Geneva, ), .

9 Vincent Courcelle-Labrousse and Nicolas Marmié, La Guerre du Rif, –
(Paris, ).
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French, North African, and Senegalese soldiers; seized large quan-
tities of field guns and ammunition; reoccupied kabyles recently
ceded to the French; and came close to cutting the Rabat–Oran
railway line and besieging the cities of Wazzan, Taza, and Fez.
The Rifian leader, Muhammad ibn-Abdelkrim al-Khattabi (here-
after Abdelkrim), planned to enter Fez during the Aid el-Kebir,
the Islamic Feast of the Sacrifice, in order to gain both political
and religious legitimacy in his bid to become the leader of a fully
independent Morocco. The French government forced Lyautey to
hand over control of military operations to the Verdun heroMarshal
Philippe Pétain, who could count on around , soldiers, tens
of air squadrons, and hundreds of pieces of mountain artillery. The
human and economic cost of military operations in the Rif was
so great that it sparked tensions in France, where the Communist
Party, intellectuals, and artists openly sided with the Rifians, and
put pressure on the government to abandon Morocco by means of
labour strikes and pro-desertion propaganda.10

Finally, the German historian Dirk Sasse has further enlarged the
Rif War’s scope.11 Beyond Spanish and French involvement, Sasse’s
work reveals the extent to which other European and non-European
countries and groups took part in the conflict,12 giving it a relevant
international dimension. Sasse also shows how Abdelkrim made
several attempts to obtain international recognition for the ‘Rif
Republic’ during the war. On the one hand, British sympathizers
who acted as delegates of the Rifian government appealed to
the League of Nations and several national governments.13 They
circulatedAbdelkrim’s ‘Declaration of State andProclamation toAll
Nations’ of July , but failed to get any official response. On the
other hand, several Rifian missions travelled to France and Britain
to try to obtain recognition there either of their independence or of
their status as belligerents, with an equal lack of success.

In my opinion, the work of these scholars challenges our tradi-
10 David H. Slavin, ‘The French Left and the Rif War, –: Racism and the

Limits of Internationalism’, Journal of Contemporary History, / (), –; David
Drake, ‘The PCF, the Surrealists, Clarté and the Rif War’, French Cultural Studies, /
(), –.

11 Dirk Sasse, Franzosen, Briten und Deutsche im Rifkrieg –: Spekulanten und
Sympathisanten, Deserteure und Hasardeure im Dienste Abdelkrims (Munich, ).

12 European: Britain, Germany, Italy; non-European: Egypt, Turkey, British Indian
Muslims.

13 See also Pablo La Porte, ‘Rien à ajouter: The League of Nations and the Rif War,
–’, European History Quarterly Journal , / (), –.
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tional understanding of the Rif War and is closer to the British
and American articles and military reports of the s, which usu-
ally referred to the conflict as a ‘little war’ without colonial tags.14

Following this line, the American military historian Andrew Birtle
has recently affirmed that ‘of all the small war operations of the
interwar years, those conducted by France and Spain against the
Berber tribesmen of the Moroccan Rif attracted the most interest
in U.S. military circles’.15 The somewhat vague concept of a ‘small
war’ actually comes from the field of military history and has been
applied to conflicts ‘falling somewhere in the middle bit of the con-
tinuum between feisty diplomatic words and global thermonuclear
war’.16 Despite this definition, American authors have shown an
excessive tendency to equate the concept with counter-insurgency
operations. By contrast, I prefer to subscribe to a concept of ‘small
war’ that focuses on its intermediate character. In other words, I
take it to designate any contemporary armed conflict of significant
duration and size, but whose number of casualties did not attain the
level ofmajor nineteenth- and twentieth-century international wars,
owing to the debilitated, peripheral national status of the various
parties involved. The Rif War can be seen as a small war featuring
Spain, France, and Rifian/Moroccan nationalists as main actors. In
my opinion, this view helps to capture the ‘transitional’ nature of
a conflict placed somewhere between an anti-colonial uprising and
an international war. It also reflects the national/state weakness of
those actors more deeply involved (Spaniards and Rifians) and the
limited or indirect intervention of the others.17 As a small war, the
Rifian conflict entailed significant but, at the same time, troubled
and atypical displays of humanitarianism, as I shall try to show in
the following sections.

14 See e.g. Manchester Guardian,  May,  July, and  Aug. ; Illustrated London
News,  Oct. ; Times of India,  Oct. ; Daily Telegraph,  May .

15 Andrew J. Birtle, U.S. Army Counterinsurgency and Contingency Operations Doctrine
– (Washington, ), .

16 Definition taken from the website of the Small Wars Journal 〈http://
smallwarsjournal.com/content/about〉 [accessed  Sept. ].

17 France’s involvement was limited, while Britain, Germany, Italy, Egypt, and
Turkey participated only indirectly.
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The Atypical Mobilization of Humanitarian
Relief by Spain and the Rifians

The Rif War apparently provided the ideal occasion for the Spanish
Red Cross (SRC) to consolidate its structure, institutions, and per-
sonnel once and for all. Despite the impact of the Third Carlist War
(–) and theCuban and Philippine wars of independence (–
), and early attempts to create a Red Cross Society in Morocco
under Spanish control, in  the SRC still lacked a permanent basis
on both sides of the Strait of Gibraltar.18 Its few hospitals and dis-
pensaries were usually housed in provisional, inadequate premises.
Physicians worked on a voluntary basis, as did nurses, who had to
wait for the opening of Schools of Professional Nurses in the Red
Cross Hospital ofMadrid in  and theUniversityHospital of Bar-
celona in  before they were able to receive specialized training.19

SRC funds were scarce because of the reduced number of associates
and the meagre contributions of the Spanish government. In the
Spanish Protectorate of Morocco set up in , SRC activities were
geographically fractured, their effectiveness hindered by amismatch
betweenprojects’ goals,models of organization, and legal regimes.20

By contrast, during the Rif War new legal statutes were passed
(in  and ), and the SRC budget was substantially increased
by government provision, lottery profits, nationwide fundraising
campaigns, and even the proceeds of bullfights.21 By May  the
number of SRC peninsular hospitals had already risen from six
to twenty, having treated more than , war-related cases.22

Manywere transformed into permanent institutions installed in new
buildings, as was the case in Barcelona, Seville, and San Sebastián.23

Dispensaries were also opened—for example, in Ferrol, Córdoba,
Madrid, and Irún.24 In Spanish Morocco and adjacent locations,

18 On the early SRC initiatives in Morocco see Francisco Javier Martínez-Antonio,
‘Resilient Modernization: The Red Cross and Moroccan Agency from Hassan I to the
Rif Republic (–)’, Asclepio, / (), –.

19 Josep Carles Clemente, Historia de la Cruz Roja Española (Madrid, ), ;
Francisco Javier Martínez-Antonio, ‘La Cruz Roja en la guerra del Rif (–):
ensayo bibliográfico’, Revista de Estudios Internacionales Mediterráneos,  (), –, at .

20 Martínez-Antonio, ‘Resilient Modernization’.
21 Josep Carles Clemente and Juan Francisco Polo, La prensa humanitaria en la España

contemporánea – (Madrid, ), . 22 Ibid. . 23 Ibid. .
24 Ibid.; José Luis Blanco, La Cruz Roja de Ferrol en la monarquía de Alfonso XIII

(Madrid, ), .
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the development of the SRC was even more impressive.25 At the end
of the war three permanent hospitals, three temporary hospitals,
one emergency clinic, four dispensaries, two milk stations, one
hospital train, several field ambulances, and four hospital ships
were in operation.26 The staff comprised dozens of army medical
officers and professional Red Cross nurses, while a network of local
committees organized activities to raise funds on their behalf, and
for the annual Aguinaldo del Soldado (Soldier’s Christmas Box), a
present of cigars and food given to every officer and soldier of the
Spanish army in Morocco.27 For all these reasons, the Rif War is still
regarded by official SRC accounts as ‘the origin of the institution’s
present-day hospital network and its nursing corps’.28

However, this impressive SRC development was not the product
of a vigorous Spanish nationality, but rather the expression of its
ever-increasing shortcomings. On the one hand, it was linked to
a sustained process of militarization of the country that reached a
peak with General Miguel Primo de Rivera’s dictatorship (–
). Since , the SRC had ceased to be a royal foundation
and was directly attached to the Ministry of War. Similarly, its
central and local boards were progressively made dependent on
military authorities, and its relief activities increasingly placed under
the supervision of the Army Medical Service.29 In the following
years, and especially during Primo’s regime, the SRC became a
sort of extension of the army: military officers and their wives
presided over many local committees; military physicians directed
the SRC medical services and staffed its hospitals, clinics, and
dispensaries, which mostly provided care for officers and soldiers;
and so on. Such militarization did not, it is true, disconnect the
SRC from civil society. In fact, it was officially assigned growing
public health tasks to complement Spain’s defective preventative
and medical care schemes: the opening of clinics, dispensaries,

25 Clemente, Cruz Roja Española, –; Ignacio Angolotti, La Duquesa de la Victoria
(Madrid, ).

26 Francisco Javier Martínez-Antonio, ‘State of Need: The Spanish Red Cross in
Morocco (–)’, Història, Ciências, Saúde: Manguinhos, forthcoming..

27 Cruz Roja Española, Memoria de la distribución del ‘Aguinaldo del Soldado’ efectuada
por la Cruz Roja Española en nuestra zona de protectorado en África el año – (Madrid,
).

28 Clemente and Polo, La prensa humanitaria, .
29 ‘Bases para la reorganización de la Sección de la Cruz Roja Española: Real

Decreto del Ministerio de la Guerra de  de enero de ’, Gaceta de Madrid ,  (
Jan. ), .
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and milk stations; the promotion of hygiene and the protection of
children and the disabled; collaboration with anti-tuberculosis and
anti-alcohol leagues. But this meant only that the SRC was used
by the Army Medical Service to extend its intervention in civilian
society, not the other way round.

On the other hand, the SRC owed its development to its restruc-
turing along authoritarian lines. Primo de Rivera’s dictatorship
enforced executive centralization and the social, territorial, and
functional standardization of SRC structures aimed to create a
‘Cruz Roja nacional’, although there had been previous moves in
that direction. In the preface to the new  regulations, Primo
claimed that the charity association had reached a stage of such
‘extraordinary development’ that it had become necessary to avoid
‘dulling and sterilizing duplicities’ through implementation of ‘an
intimate and permanent co-ordination among its various elements,
which can be obtained only through an absolute unity of com-
mand, direction, and criteria and through a rational, methodical
assemblage of services not based on empirical and whimsical dis-
tinctions that practice rejects because of their inefficiency’.30

This led, in the first place, to the end of the division between male
and female branches of the SRC. The new regulations enforced sup-
pression of the two gendered Asambleas Centrales (central boards),
turning the Asamblea Suprema into the only higher executive or-
gan. Similarly, male Comisiones Locales and female Juntas Locales
were united in mixed Asambleas Locales (local boards).31 Secondly,
the  regulations attempted to homogenize the functions of SRC
local boards, which varied greatly depending on their territorial
location. For example, in Las Palmas (Canary Islands) the local
board created in  had soon focused on health care and preven-
tion in order to compensate for the lack of an adequate municipal
health scheme.32 In the case of Ferrol (Galicia), the SRC directed
its early efforts towards the creation of an anti-tuberculosis dis-
pensary to complement the nearby anti-tuberculosis sanatorium at
Oza (Coruña).33 In the North African enclave of Melilla, the local

30 ‘Estatutos por que ha de regirse la Cruz Roja Española: Real Decreto de la
Presidencia del Directorio Militar de  de abril de ’, Gaceta de Madrid ,  (
Apr. ), –, at –.

31 Ibid. .
32 Javier Lahuerta, La Cruz Roja en Canarias:  años de labor humanitaria –

(Santa Cruz de Tenerife, ), –.
33 Blanco, La Cruz Roja de Ferrol , –.
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board had always been closely connected with the army.34 The 
regulations did not intend to root out local strengths but to lay down
a set of common functions (social, sanitary, humanitarian, patriotic)
that every local board would have to guarantee. Finally, the reform
was meant to curtail the large degree of independence from the
Asamblea Suprema that some local boards enjoyed.

But it was perhaps another feature which most clearly revealed
that the SRC’s development was fuelled by a failing Spanish nation-
state: the half-occupied,meagre, , km²Moroccan Protectorate
and its immediate surroundings (Tangier, Ceuta, Melilla, south-east
coast of Spain) concentrated a disproportionate part of the SRC’s
human andmaterial resources, in sharp contrast to other peninsular
areas. This was partly a consequence of Primo’s dictatorship sur-
reptitiously treating the territory of Spanish Morocco as an almost
direct extension of peninsular Spain for all purposes, including Red
Cross activities. Primo was fighting against the fact that, from its
very beginning, the Spanish Protectorate was often regarded in
the international sphere as legally subordinate to the French (it
was sometimes alluded to as a ‘sub-Protectorate’). For Red Cross
matters this meant, for example, that the French could theoretically
decide to stop SRC activities in Morocco at any given moment in
favour of the French Red Cross (FRC).35 Primo decided to pursue
annexation in order to avoid the risk of undesired French interven-
tion, but instead of being taken as proof of aggressive colonialism,
this strategy only served to reveal a fragile nationalism: the centre
of gravity of the SRC was displaced to the margins of a sort of
trans-Mediterranean Spain. Finally, this local SRC development,
however atypical, contrasted with Spain’s failure to mobilize huma-
nitarian aid from outside the country. Of course, Spain lacked a
substantial empire in whose different colonial settings funds could be
raised. The tiny Spanish Protectorate inMorocco was the only loca-
tion available. The other Spanish African possessions—Equatorial
Guinea, Ifni, and Sahara—had not even been completely occupied
by the s, although their limits had been fixed since the French–
Spanish treaty of .36 The only foreign relief came from Spanish

34 Francisco Saro, ‘Centenario de la Cruz Roja en Melilla’, El Periódico Melillense,
 〈http://www.melillense.net/paginas/historia/saro/cruzroja/paginas/
cruzroja.html〉 [accessed  July ].

35 Martínez-Antonio, ‘State of Need’.
36 Alejandro Díez Torre (ed.), Ciencia y memoria de África (Alcalá de Henares, ),

–.
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communities in locations historically related to Spain but no longer
under Spanish rule. One was the city of Oran in French Algeria, a
Spanish possession from  to  and again from  to .
After , tens of thousands of Spaniards had moved to the Oran
region to work on the country farms of French settlers.37 Many had
preserved their nationality, and from time to time Spanish govern-
ments tried to use their expertise in colonial plans for Morocco and
Guinea. During the Rif War soldiers were recruited in Oran for
the Spanish army and an SRC delegation existed in the city, which
raised funds among the Spanish community.38

Substantial aid also came from Cuba, a Spanish territory for
almost four centuries until its loss in . Tens of thousands of
Spaniards had decided to stay in Cuba after independence and
more than a hundred thousand migrated to the island in the first
two decades of the twentieth century, looking for jobs they could not
find at home.39 As a result, significant Spanish communities existed
in the main cities of the newly established republic, among which
the Spanish government sought help. In April , three months
before the Rif War started, the SRC had sent a ‘special delegate’
to Havana.40 The new delegation managed to collect money and
goods from Spaniards living in Havana and soon received donations
from Spanish communities in Gibara, Morón, Aguacate, Mayarí,
Fomento, and other cities.41 From October  to April , the
SRC delegation sent the Asamblea Suprema in Madrid  bundles
containing , cigars, , packets of cigarettes,  barrels of
rum,  sacks of sugar,  pounds of guava fudge, and  cans of
condensed milk, plus , pesetas in cash.42 Later, from June 
to May , five shipments with cigars, cigarettes, canned sweets,
hospital clothes, and drugs were sent to the SRC board in Melilla.43

The Cuban Red Cross gave the SRC delegation permission to
organize balls and parties to raise additional funds, and itself made
a donation of  pesos.44 Tobacco and canned fruit sent by the

37 On the history of Spaniards in French Algeria see Juan Bautista Vilar, Los españoles
en la Argelia francesa, – (Murcia, ).

38 La Vanguardia,  May .
39 César Yáñez, La emigración española a América: siglos XIX y XX (Gijón, ).
40 Cruz Roja Española, ‘Delegación General en la República de Cuba’, in Informe

elevado a la Asamblea Suprema recopilando los hechos más importantes realizados por esta comisión,
durante el periodo comprendido desde junio  de  hasta marzo  de  (Habana, ),
–. 41 Ibid. .

42 Ibid. 43 Ibid. .
44 Ibid. .



’      , – 

SRC delegation in Cuba were included in the Soldier’s Christmas
Box from  to .45

In sum, the SRC mobilized relief for the Rif War quite atypically.
It combined a local, distorted, Morocco-oriented overdevelopment
with a lack of appeals for solidarity outside the country, the exception
being not current but past overseas territories. As the weakest party
in the conflict, their nation-state only embryonic, the Rifians were
even more unconventional than Spain in their mobilization of
humanitarian relief. The gap in quantitative terms was, however,
less substantial thanmight have been expected, the main differences
being the predominantly foreign origin and the lack of official status
of aid received by the Rifians. For example, early and crucial
support was provided to Abdelkrim’s insurrection by caid Haddu
ben-Hammu, a Rifian whose family had been exiled to Oran at
the end of the nineteenth century.46 With the tolerance of French
authorities in Algeria and Morocco, Haddu managed to supply the
Rifians with all kinds of equipment, from drugs to aeroplanes.47

Between  and  he succeeded in smuggling into the Rif a
number of Algerian and French doctors and nurses, who performed
surgical operations, launched campaigns for smallpox vaccination,
and took measures to prevent the spread of typhus.48 A second
atypical initiative consisted of obliging captive Spanish army doctors
to care for Rifians,49 and of seizing a part of the SRC relief convoys
sent to Spanish prisoners held in the Rif for their own use.50 The
Spanish newspaper ABC reported in June  that when the
Spanish troops entered Abdelkrim’s residence in Axdir they found
a quantity of ‘those drugs that used to be sent to prisoners’.51

The French magazine Le Correspondant reported that the French
had found among Abdelkrim’s possessions ‘a batch of boxes and
packets; on a small case it was still possible to read “medicamentos
por [sic] los prisioneros”: it contains a bottle of alcohol º’.52

Other relief initiatives in favour of Rifians were undertaken in and

45 Ibid. .
46 Madariaga, Abdelkrim el Jatabi, –; Sasse, Franzosen, Briten und Deutsche, .
47 Sasse, Franzosen, Briten und Deutsche, , . 48 Ibid. –.
49 Francisco Javier Martínez-Antonio, ‘Entre la diplomacia médica y la política

sanitaria: médicos militares en el protectorado español en Marruecos’, Revista de
Historia Militar , suppl.  (), –.

50 See Francisco Basallo, Memorias del cautiverio (Madrid, ).
51 ABC ,  June .
52 ‘La Fin d’Abdelkrim’, Le Correspondant ,  ( Aug. ), –, at .
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from Tangier, taking advantage of the city’s international regime.
Only a few were launched by Moroccans. For example, the mendub
(representative of the sultan in Tangier) funded several Muslim
charitable institutions that were used by some of the thousands of
refugees cramming the city in .53 He also took charge of a
daily distribution of , to , francs’ worth of bread for these
refugees, plus  loaves for people sleeping in night shelters.54

The three sons of the mendub entered the Rif in  to join
Abdelkrim’s uprising, one of them, Hassan al-Tazi, devoting most
of his efforts to working as ‘volunteer nurse’ in a field hospital
‘for the wounded in the Rif ’s holy war’.55 This hospital, located in
the Alhucemas bay area, was actually the result of a sort of pan-
Islamic relief initiative. In December  Prince Omar Tousson of
Egypt contacted the Egyptian Red Crescent (ERC) for the purpose
of aiding the Rifians.56 Tousson, a Coptic Christian member of
the royal family, had already created a Comité du secours aux
sinistrés rifains in Cairo in ,57 and had been chartering boats
loaded with guns for Abdelkrim since December .58 At the
end of January  the ERC decided to send a ‘medical mission
comprising five physicians, a chemist, and forty nurses’.59 Its leader
would be the Syrian Mohammed Said el-Din el-Djibaoui, an agent
sent by Abdelkrim to the Middle East and British India, and the
physicians would be students from the Damascus Medical School.60

Although the mission seems eventually to have been sent to the
Hejaz, Tousson managed to gather equipment and send it to the
Rif, where it was used to set up the above-mentioned field hospital.61

In addition, Tousson acted as a go-between in sending £
collected by the Khilafat Committees of British India to a private
London-based pro-Muslim charity called the British Red Crescent
(BRC).62 The BRC, which despite its name had no connection with
the Red Cross movement, had been attempting to send its own
medical mission to the Rif since mid-, but had failed on several
occasions to obtain the official backing of the British government.63

The BRC used the money collected in Britain and the sums sent
53 Henri Mentha, ‘Mission à Tanger’, Revue Internationale de la Croix-Rouge (RICR),

 (Dec. ), –, at . 54 Ibid.
55 Ibid. 56 Service Historique de l’Armée de Terre (SHAT), H, .
57 Sasse, Franzosen, Briten und Deutsche, .
58 The National Archives (NA), Foreign Office, –. 59 SHAT, H, .
60 Ibid. 61 Sasse, Franzosen, Briten und Deutsche, .
62 Ibid. . 63 Sasse, Franzosen, Briten und Deutsche, –.
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by Tousson to buy drugs and medical supplies, which it sent to
the Rifians through its delegate in Tangier.64 Medical staff were
also hired to work for Abdelkrim and smuggled into the Rif with
the help of pro-Rifian British individuals in Tangier. A German-
born masseur called Walter Hutyens worked as surgeon in the
Spanish army hospital seized by the Rifians in Chefchaouen.65 The
other practitioner was Mahbub al-Mahmud, supposedly a ‘black
pharmacist or druggist’ but actually a physician trained in modern,
European-style medicine in the School of Medicine in Algiers.66 Al-
Mahmud had worked for over fifteen years in Casablanca, Tangier,
and Wazzan, first attached to Moroccan army units, later in the
French Hospital of Tangier as assistant to Dr Paul Fumey, and
finally in Wazzan in the personal service of the renowned Shariff.
Al-Mahmud became Abdelkrim’s personal physician, took charge
of the Alhucemas bay field hospital, and proceeded to organize a
modern medical service for the Rifian army.67

Therewere various other atypical foreign sources of humanitarian
aid for Rifians. First, there were the above-mentioned Khilafat
Committees. TheseMuslim associations had been created in British
India to defend the institution of the Caliphate, at risk of dissolution
after the Ottoman defeat during the First World War, although
they continued to exist after Kemal Atatürk suppressed it in .68

The Khilafat Committees backed BRC projects by raising money
and sending it via Prince Tousson in April ; another sum was
sent in November , this time for the benefit of Rifians and
Syrians.69 Second, there were several initiatives by American and
British missionaries. For example, the Society of Friends (Quakers)
sent delegates to Tangier in  to help with the distribution of
food to refugees, amounting to , kilos of flour twice a week.70

Dr Liley of the North Africa Mission Hope House Hospital assisted
Moroccan patients gratis without asking how andwhy they had been
injured.71 Finally, the Russian (Soviet) Red Cross sent , roubles

64 Ibid. . 65 Ibid. –.
66 Ibid. –; Archive du Ministère des Affaires Étrangères de France (AMAEF),
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to help refugees in Tangier.72 Many other individual and collective
relief initiatives in favour of Rifians were undertaken during the
conflict.

Failed Initiatives of the International
Committee of the Red Cross in the Rif War

If the weakness of Spain and the Rif Republic stood behind the
modest, unorthodox, humanitarian mobilization outlined above,
it also explains the troubles experienced by international relief
organizations such as the International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC). The Committee’s involvement in the Rif War did not begin
until the second half of , when the conflict began to transform
itself into the ‘small war’ referred to earlier. On  July the ICRC
was for the first time asked for information about its humanitarian
activities in the war by the British Near andMiddle East Association
(NMEA), another London-based group, many of whose members
were also affiliated to the BRC. Abdelkrim ben Jillali, one of
Abdelkrim’s agents in Tangier, had triggered this démarche by
asking Captain Robert Gordon-Canning, a BRC associate, to get
in touch with his ‘British’ friends and ‘seek every means possible to
persuade them to extend their hand to us in politics, also specially
in our Red Cross which is in so much need’.73 Gordon-Canning
contacted Dr Ernst H. Griffin, another BRC associate and secretary
of the NMEA, who promoted the latter association’s request to the
ICRC. Griffin lamented the great suffering of Rifians: ‘owing to
the lack of funds the work of the Red Crescent (or Red Cross) is
severely hampered . . . so that the wounded and dying have perforce
to be left to endure the utmost suffering’.74 He feared that ‘reports
of wide-spread suffering among the Moslems of the Rif are likely
to be only too well founded’.75 He thus asked the ICRC whether
any mission had been sent to the Rif, and if not, urged that such a
mission should be organized ‘with the utmost speed’.76

The Vice-President of the Committee, Paul des Gouttes, replied
some days later that no demand for intervention had hitherto been
received and, as a consequence, no enquiry had been made. He

72 AMAEF, Sous-fonds Maroc –, ; ACICR, CR  Rifains, I, .
73 ACICR, CR  Rifains, I, .
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reminded him that the ICRC could not intervene unless one of
the warring parties or Red Cross/Red Crescent societies involved
had made a formal request. Regarding assistance to the Rifian and
Spanish diseased and injured of both parties, nothing could be done
without ‘the demand or the formal consent’ of the SRC.77 Despite
this negative reply, des Gouttes immediately forwarded Griffin’s
letter to the SRC president, the marquis of Hoyos, and asked
him whether an international relief mission would be accepted.78

Hoyos replied on  August that the entire population of the Spanish
Protectorate was duly assisted ‘by the Spanish government, the
Makhzen [Moroccan government supported by Spain] and the
SRC’.79 He bolstered his refusal by confirming that

the SRC, in agreement with the Spanish government and the Makhzen, does
not consider appropriate the aid of an international commission for relieving
the sufferings of Rifians on the occasion of the police operations required
for restoring the order altered by the rebels, not belligerents, who despise
the legal authority of the Makhzen, protected by the Spanish government in
accordance with international treaties.80

The Rifians then tried to force the ICRC’s involvement indirectly
by pressing the British government either to support a BRC/NMEA
medical mission to the Rif, or to intervene in the Rif question for
political or humanitarian reasons. A press campaign was started in
October  with a letter sent to The Times in which the BRC de-
nounced the suffering of the Rifians and their lack of doctors, drugs,
and medical equipment.81 Letters were later sent to other newspa-
pers, such as one to the Manchester Guardian in November, alleging
gas bombings by Spanish aeroplanes.82 The British government,
however, refused to support a BRC/NMEA medical mission. As the
Tangier correspondent of The Times, Walter Harris, put it:

no matter how discreetly a British medical mission might carry out its duties,
the fact of its nationality would undoubtedly be politically exploited by the
Rifi [sic] tribesmen, and would thus render more distant than ever the solution
of this difficult problem and any understanding between Spain and her
enemy. Should such a mission be internationalized its political aspect would
disappear.83

77 Ibid. . 78 Ibid. .
79 Ibid. . 80 Ibid.
81 The Times,  Oct. . 82 Manchester Guardian,  Nov. .
83 The Times,  Oct. .
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In any case, the Rifian tactic had an impact on the ICRC. After
the press campaign had started, the Committee decided to appoint
a special delegate for the Rif ’s conflict, Raymond Schlemmer.84

In October  Schlemmer held unofficial meetings in Paris with
a representative of the BRC/NMEA, Mrs L. Cobham, the chief
of Lyautey’s political cabinet, and the French Minister of Foreign
Affairs, Aristide Briand.85 He then travelled to Madrid in the first
days of November in a second attempt to persuade the Spanish
government to accept an ICRC or BRC medical mission that would
look after the Rifian wounded and Spanish prisoners.

Schlemmer met the marquis of Hoyos and the chief of Primo
de Rivera’s political cabinet. Both rejected Schlemmer’s proposals
on the following grounds. () Only the Spanish government was
entitled to ask for relief. () If the Rif War was considered a civil
war between the Makhzen and the Rifians, either of the two parties
should ask for help. () Humanitarian relief risked prolonging the
suffering by recognizing theRifians as belligerents. () Therewere no
Rifian civilian victims, and Spanish prisoners had not been relieved
because Rifians were unable to use or appreciate modern medicine.
() Sending drugs and medical supplies was useless because Spain
had already tried this and they had been dispersed or destroyed by
Rifians. () Finally, several Spanish medical missions had entered
Abdelkrim’s territory and had found it impossible to act according
to the rules of humanity; an international mission should not expect
to be permitted to enter.86 Some of these arguments rested on false
premisses. For example: no SRC doctor, delegate, or mission had
ever been allowed to enter the Rif; there were many Rifian civilian
victims; the Rifians valued modern science; and medical relief had
been of some use to Spanish prisoners.

Abdelkrim and his agents must nevertheless have realized that
the BRC’s unofficial status was as much an impediment to ICRC
involvement as the SRC’s false allegations, so a new tactic was
devised. In January  a letter signed by oneDrLucien Jacquinwas
received by the Red Cross societies of Switzerland, the Netherlands,
and Sweden, as well as the Turkish Red Crescent (TRC).87 The
letter regretted that there still existed in the twentieth century a

84 Schlemmer, a pioneer of the Scout movement in France and its colonies, had
previously been involved in the negotiations on behalf of the League of Nations for
exchanging Greek and Turkish prisoners in –: Official Journal of the League of
Nations (Geneva, ), . 85 ACICR, CR  Rifains, I, , .

86 Ibid. 87 ACICR, CR  Rifains, I, .
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place in the world ‘where fighting men, when injured, die without
receiving any assistance’.88 That place was the Rif, and those men
were the Rifians fighting against Spain. The author was persuaded
that pointing out to ‘yourRedCross society this great sufferingwould
lead you to get in touchwith theRedCross societies of other countries
so that a medical mission of relief is sent there’.89 Dr Jacquin was
actually a former physician of the French Troupes Coloniales who
had served in New Caledonia and Morocco.90 He had witnessed
the ‘Fez events’ of April , namely, the mutiny of Moroccan
soldiers against their French instructors and the subsequent siege of
the city by surrounding Berber/Amazigh kabyles.91 We do not know
how Jacquin was contacted and by whom, but he lived in Paris and
Abdelkrim’s foreign agents were frequently present in the French
capital. Jacquin’s letter had a real impact. The Swedish Red Cross
(SwRC) became the first Red Cross society officially to ask the ICRC
for information on the Rif War;92 the Dutch Red Cross declined to
take any action but forwarded the letter to the ICRC and the League
of Nations;93 Dr Akil Muhtar Özen of the TRC sent the ICRC a
telegram informing it about Jacquin’s letter and reminding it that
several ‘Turkish and Muslim countries’ had previously demanded
that aRedCrossmedicalmission should be sent to theRif.94Pressure
from these national societies led the ICRC to prepare a first report
on its démarches regarding the Rif War, which was published in the
February  issue of the Revue Internationale de la Croix-Rouge.95

The humanitarian emergency in the Rif was thus given a semi-
official character, though the ICRC made no further move towards
intervention on the legal grounds that it ‘had never received a direct
appeal from the Rifians themselves, and the Central Committees
of the aforementioned national societies seem to be in the same
position’.96 The SRC’s stance did not change either. The ICRC
contacted the Spanish branch for the third time, but the marquis
of Hoyos rejected its suggestions, responding that the SRC itself

88 Ibid. 89 Ibid.
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would take charge of sending a medical mission.97 So time went
by and no international intervention seemed close to materializing
despite a recrudescence of the conflict in the first months of .
The BRC sent the ICRC news clips documenting the gunning down
of civilians while trying to reach Tangier for food; the capture of
Spanishprisoners inAndjera,whowere then taken to theRif; and the
plight of villagers, ‘particularlywomen and children . . . victims of the
high explosive and gas bombs which are being used’.98 An alarmed
ICRC asked the SRC about the latter issue, but accepted Hoyos’s
unequivocal (and untrue) reply: ‘I have had to gather information
from my government before giving a response. My government
informs me that our army does not use asphyxiating gases.’99

InMay  Gordon-Canning sent a letter to des Gouttes denying
allegations that theRifianshadnot appealed to the ICRCfor relief.100

They had actually asked for ‘the aid of the Red Cross’ eighteenth
months earlier and he had then proceeded to inform the BRC/
NMEA, which, in turn, had got in touch with the ICRC. To make
things clear, Gordon-Canning now told the ICRC that the Rifians’
need for RedCross relief was ‘more necessary than ever before’ (they
had launched their offensive against French Morocco just a month
earlier).101 He argued in favour of the international recognition of
Rifians as belligerents, something he had ‘written a lot about but had
failed to achieve’.102 In his opinion, there were three main reasons
for this: () the Rif had remained unconquered for , years;
() the Rif had always been considered by the Sultans as bled es-siba
(rebellious territory); () half of the Rif had never been occupied by
the Spanish army and thus the Rifian uprising was legally backed by
international law, which stated that ‘The population of a territory
which has not been occupied who, on the approach of the enemy,
spontaneously take up arms to resist the invading troops shall be
regarded as belligerents if they carry arms openly and respect the
laws and customs of war.’103

97 ACICR, CR  Rifains, I, .
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Most of the points made by Gordon-Canning were not true. The
Rif had long been integrated into Morocco, however incompletely.
The Rifian uprising had not been a spontaneous movement because
local militia forces (harkas) had been organized by Abdelkrim well
before July . Finally, the Rifians had not fully respected the laws
and customs of war. As The Times correspondent Walter Harris put
it: ‘the darkest page of all this war has been the barbaric treatment of
the surrendered Spanish garrisons and the inhumanity with which
the Spanish prisoners taken at Annual were treated in ’.104

Despite all, Gordon-Canning’s letter should have helped the Rifians
to comply with the obligation to ask for help required by the ICRC
and the SRC. But the fact that it was not Abdelkrim personally who
made the request was a legal pretext that allowed the Committee to
postpone a commitment. After France’s involvement in the conflict,
the ICRC was conscious that any careless action would be likely
to spur tensions between European countries that had barely been
defused in the aftermath of the First World War.

The war raged on in the summer of , and denunciations of
humanitarian emergencies were then related to the main fighting
between the French and theRifians, although they closely resembled
those previously publicizedduring the clashes betweenSpain and the
Rifians. For example, the international press reported on the alleged
use of chemical weapons by the French, despite official denials.105

A correspondent for the Chicago Tribune in Morocco, Henry Wales,
affirmed that aeroplanes and gas had nevertheless proved to be
‘fiascos’ in the French campaign:

Despite the fact that the enemy did not possess gas masks to protect himself
from the deadly fumes and had no aviation nor anti-aircraft guns to combat
bombing planes, the French discovered that these two arms were practically
useless and they had to rely on infantry and artillery, with a little cavalry. . . .
The French tried gas shooting against some Riffian columns but this was
ineffective because they were not able to obtain sufficient concentration to
give deadly intensity to the gas.106

Another correspondent for the same newspaper, Larry Rue, tran-
104 The Times,  Oct. .
105 On  July  the French government issued the following statement:

‘Some foreign newspapers have repeatedly reported that the French army has used
asphyxiating gases in the Moroccan war. Such reports are completely unfounded’ (La
Libertad ,  July ).

106 Chicago Tribune,  May .
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scribed a tense conversation with Abdelkrim after being allowed to
meet him in the Rif:

I told the emir that the French say they are fighting for humanity. ‘No one
fights for humanity by bombing villages and killing noncombatant women
and children’, he replied. I asked the emir about atrocities, saying that bodies
of French soldiers had been mutilated. ‘Never has a single one of my soldiers
mutilated a body’ he retorted emphatically.107

The full involvement of France in the Rif War had a paradoxical
effect on humanitarian action. On the one hand, it seemed to make
the prospect of an international relief mission less likely than ever.
France sidedwith Spain in opposing any ICRCattempts to intervene
in the Rif. For example, in September , in parallel with the
sixth Assembly of the League of Nations that was held in Geneva,
the ICRC president Gustav Ador pleaded with Aristide Briand
for France to allow an ICRC medical mission to enter the Rif,
while Raymond Schlemmer proposed the same thing to the Spanish
ambassador in Paris and delegate to the League, José Quiñones de
León.108 The French rejected the proposal on  October. Ador
then asked the French for evidence that they had really managed to
assist their prisoners in theRif with Abdelkrim’s consent. French and
Spanish officials confessed no agreement had been reached with the
Rifians and no evidence existed as to whether humanitarian aid had
reached their prisoners.109 Despite this, the French again blocked
Ador’s initiatives by telling him on  November that

the French and Spanish governments act together so that their prisoners
find acceptable and improve their condition and fortunes as a result of a
tacit agreement with the Rifians, and that both governments fear that any
official initiative undertaken by international organizations does nothing but
complicate this situation and deprives us, to the detriment of our prisoners,
of the means of communication and supply which stand as only warranty [for
the prisoners’ survival] despite their precariousness.110

On the other hand, the involvement of a strong nation such as
France in the Rif War made international intervention seem closer
than ever. New, unexpected actors felt legitimized to try to help the
Rifians in their sustained attempt to involve the ICRC in the conflict

107 Ibid.,  June .
108 André Durand, From Sarajevo to Hiroshima: History of the International Committee of

the Red Cross (Geneva, ), . 109 Ibid.
110 ACICR, CR  Rifains, I, .
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and obtain international recognition for their cause. For example,
after the big Franco-Spanish offensive launched in September ,
a public debate began in Swedish newspapers on the humanitarian
crisis in Morocco.111 An article by Sven Hedin, world-famous ex-
plorer of Central Asia, published in Stockholm’s Svenska Dagbladet
in October, had a large impact in Sweden, Germany, Norway, and
other European countries.Hedin denounced the passivity of theRed
Cross while Rifian villages were being bombarded and no doctors,
hospitals, or drugs were available.112 As a result, the Swedish Red
Cross officially addressed the ICRC for the second time on the Rif ’s
situation, while publicizing its own past démarches in relation to the
conflict.113 The French ambassador in Stockholm protested against
Hedin’s ‘Francophobe’ tendencies, informingParis about a supposed
entente between him and the Swedish Red Cross secretary, Baron
Stjernstedt.114

These new pressures from national societies made the ICRC de-
cide to send amedical mission to the Rif, with or without permission
from France and Spain. At the end of October it announced its
plan to both governments, but the mission was finally cancelled.
Nevertheless, a new report on the ICRC’s démarches was published
in November and at the end of that month the Committee sent a
delegate, Dr Henri Mentha, to the international city of Tangier to
report on the situation of refugees. Mentha estimated the total num-
ber at , and described the various relief initiatives undertaken
to tackle the problem in a detailed report published in theDecember
issue of the Revue.115 The ICRC publicly deplored Franco-Spanish
opposition to its planned mission, insisting that ‘a humanitarian ac-
tion, practical, accomplished on its own, for relieving the victims of
hostilities would not confer onRifians the status of belligerents which
governments refuse to grant them’.116 But, surprisingly, it insisted
again that ‘it is remarkable that no appeal has been addressed to any
national Red Cross or Red Crescent society, nor to the International
Committee, by Abdelkrim or by any of his subordinates; and it might
be wondered whether the Rifians want and would willingly accept
a foreign medical mission’.117

111 ‘Comité International: La Croix-Rouge et le Rif ’, BISCR, / (Nov. ),
–, at . 112 Svenska Dagbladet ,  Oct. .

113 Ibid.,  Oct. . 114 AMAEF, Sous-fonds Maroc –, .
115 Henri Mentha, ‘Mission à Tanger’, RICR, / (Dec. ), –.
116 ‘Comité International: La Croix-Rouge et le Rif ’, RICR, / (Nov. ), .
117 Ibid.
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In sum, the more the Rif War resembled an international mul-
tilateral conflict, the more likely the ICRC was to intervene in it.
Stronger opposition from France and the FRC was balanced by
mounting support from other European and Islamic countries and
Red Cross societies. Another initiative conceived in Sweden would,
in fact, put the ICRC on the brink of direct action in the Rif. Follow-
ing continuing press debates, Sven Hedin sent letters personally to
the ICRC in December urging its intervention and suggesting that
the absence of a direct appeal for help by Abdelkrim was probably
due to his ignorance of ‘the Committee’s will to provide relief; that
is why it would be desirable for him to be informed on this issue’.118

Hedin would go beyond words. Although we still do not know how,
it seems that he was instrumental in the despatch of Hans Alexander
Langlet, a journalist for Stockholm’sDagens Nyheter , to the Rif as war
correspondent from December  to March . Langlet wrote
many articles for his newspaper that were also published in other
Swedish and international journals. He often referred to the lack
of doctors and hospitals in the Rif and hinted at the use of chem-
ical weapons.119 A fellow countryman in Tangier, Waldemar Lanke,
also published a short article in Stockholm’s Aftonbladet in which he
accused France and Spain of mounting ‘gas attacks against villages
and marketplaces’.120 French and Spanish diplomats in Stockholm
immediately denied this in official statements summarized by the
press.121

But Langlet also managed to obtain, at last, a personal letter from
Abdelkrim inwhich theRifian leader appealed to the president of the
SwRC, Prince Carl of Sweden, for ‘some assistance to our wounded,
untended and having no other remedy but patience’.122 Abdelkrim
acknowledged that the Red Cross had ‘given us great help. But the
enemies of humanity have greatly baulked it; they have prevented us
from receiving what had been sent for our assistance.’123 This letter,
dated  March , was sent by Langlet to Stockholm and then
translated intoFrenchand forwardedbyPrinceCarl toGustaveAdor
on  April. In Sweden’s opinion, the ICRC should proceed to send
a medical mission because the eleventh International Red Cross
Conference in  had given the Committee a mandate to take

118 ACICR, CR  Rifains, I, .
119 Dagens Nyheter ,  Apr.,  May,  May,  June .
120 Aftonbladet,  May . 121 Ibid.,  May .
122 ACICR, CR  Rifains, I, . 123 Ibid.
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decisions on ‘Red Cross intervention in civil war situations’.124 The
ICRC, which had had to ‘bow down to the opposition of the Spanish
and French governments’, considered that now all requirements had
been fulfilled and a medical mission could be sent.125

Raymond Schlemmer travelled to Rabat on  May and French
Morocco’s authorities proposed to attach the ICRC mission to a
Franco-Spanish medical mission already under way. Their main
goal would be to provide assistance to Rifian wounded and Euro-
pean prisoners, and the only condition was that the ICRC ‘would
not act in the territory of the French Red Cross’.126 Schlemmer tra-
velled toMadrid on May andmet General Gómez-Jordana, head
of the Morocco Bureau, whom he assured that the Committee had
‘sought to reconcile its humanitarian duty with the diplomatic pre-
cautions required not to cause disturbance to the powers involved
in the war’.127 Spanish consent was obtained for everything that
had been previously discussed and agreed between France and the
ICRC.128 The Committee decided to appoint as its delegate Dr Al-
bert Reverdin, who had previously worked for the ICRC in the First
BalkanWar of –, in theUpper Silesia crisis of , and during
the Ruhr occupation in .129 The German, Dutch, and Swedish
Red Cross societies, as well as the TRC, were asked to send aid for
Reverdin’s mission.130 On  May the president of the FRC sent a
carefully worded letter to Gustave Ador in which he stated that

the installation of a Franco-Spanish medical mission in the territory occupied
by Abdelkrim, agreed in the Oujda negotiations [of April ], provided the
opportunity to use the channel of the Protective powers themselves to send an
agreed mission of the International Committee which, led by a doctor of the
International Committee and joining the Franco-Spanish mission, would not
act in any way as a diplomatic delegation, but would be purely technical in
nature.131

Final Considerations

The ICRC had finally found a way to act in the Rif. Abdelkrim’s
letter to the SwRC helped to overcome the sterility of unofficial
British initiatives, the timid démarches of several national societies,

124 Ibid. 125 Ibid. .
126 Ibid. . 127 Ibid. .
128 Ibid. 129 Bernard Bouvier, ‘Albert Reverdin’, RICR,  (Feb. ), –.
130 ACICR, CR  Rifains, I, . 131 Ibid. .
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and Franco-Spanish opposition to international intervention.
However, Dr Reverdin never travelled to Morocco. On  May
 Abdelkrim surrendered and the Rif Republic was dismantled,
though the fighting against some minor leaders dragged on for
another year. The ICRC decided to cancel its mission.132 France
had successfully neutralized the unavoidable risk inherent in
any ICRC intervention—that of international recognition for
Rifians—through its own medical mission (Spanish participation
was prevented at the last moment by obscure means). The French
mission entered the Rif in advance of Reverdin’s planned trip and
actually helped to obtain Abdelkrim’s surrender to the French army.
But the failure of the ICRC against French manœuvres cannot hide
the fact that it was precisely the involvement of a strong nation such
as France in the Rif War that was about to trigger an international
humanitarian intervention.When the conflict had been restricted to
Spain and theRifians, both unable tomobilize enough relief for their
own humanitarian needs in conventional ways, such intervention
had seemedhighly unlikely.

In sum, I have tried to show how, during the inter-war period,
humanitarian relief initiatives presented atypical features and ex-
perienced serious problems if the warring parties were weak nation-
states. International organizations such as the ICRC took such
weakness either as an argument for non-intervention or as a justifi-
cation for excessive precautions, often on the grounds of technical
and legal issues. The ICRC moved with difficulty in the parti-
cular context of diplomatic obstruction, manipulation tactics, and
self-delusion, which seemed to repeat itself in other major uncon-
ventional conflicts of the period, such as the Ethiopian War of
– and the Spanish Civil War of –, and would continue
to do so in later decades, in the Nigerian–Biafran War of –
and Pakistan’s civil war of –.

132 Ibid. .
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Red Cross, Blue Express: Chinese Local
Relief in an Age of Humanitarian

Imperialism, Shandong 

C R

In the early morning of May , Chinese bandits swooped down
from the hills of Shandong overlooking the Tianjin–Nanjing train
line and derailed the elegant and opulent Blue Express, a luxury train
carrying foreigners and Chinese between Nanjing and points north.
The bandits kidnapped twenty-six foreigners, killing one, and took
more than a hundred Chinese passengers captive.

As the first reports of the incident slipped out, the international
press exploded. Outrage in China! The Worst Insult to the Civilized
Powers since the Boxers!1 The Lincheng Outrage (as it came to be
called in the Western press) burst onto the world stage. In a matter
of days the name ‘Lincheng’, previously no more than a remote
way station on the Tianjin–Nanjing railway line, was on the lips of
the world. The story dominated local and international newspapers
for weeks. It riveted Chinese and non-Chinese alike with details
of foreigners (including women) held captive by a band of Chinese
outlaws.2 The media frenzy did not begin to subside until  June,

An earlier version of this essay was first published as Caroline Reeves, ‘Holding
Hostages in China, Holding China Hostage: Sovereignty, Philanthropy, and the 
“Lincheng Outrage”’, Twentieth-Century China, / (Nov. ), –, copyright
© Twentieth-Century China. Reprinted by permission of Taylor & Francis Ltd.
www.tandfonline.com on behalf of Twentieth-Century China. Many thanks to Jay Carter
at Twentieth-Century China (previously Republican China).

1 Comparisons with the events of the  Boxer Uprising were frequent. See e.g.
North China Herald ,  May , cited in John Fitzgerald, Awakening China: Politics,
Culture, and Class in the Nationalist Revolution (Stanford, Calif., ), ; also Sir Ronald
Macleay, British Minister in Peking to Marquess Curzon of Kedleston, Secretary of
State for Foreign Affairs, no. , conf.,  June , FO /, cited in Chan Lau
Kit-ching, ‘The Lincheng Incident: A Case Study of British Policy in China between
the Washington Conference and the First Nationalist Revolution’, Journal of Oriental
Studies, / (), – n. .

2 Newspapers covering the event within China included the China Press, Peking



   

when, after lengthy and acrimonious negotiations, at last all foreign
prisoners had been released. Less pivotal to world politics, the
Chinese prisoners remained hostage for yet another two weeks
before they, too, were freed.

The Lincheng Incident brought to a head the antagonism build-
ing through the post-First World War period between China and
the Western powers on precisely the subject most sensitive to both
sides: China’s ability to govern itself.3 Extraterritoriality, the judi-
cial system denying native jurisdiction over non-Chinese, had been
well entrenched in China since the Opium Wars, supported by the
Great Powers’ superior armaments as well as by their firm belief
that China lacked the degree of ‘civilization’ to be entrusted with
the care of foreign nationals (or, frankly, of the Chinese people
themselves).4 To the foreign community, the Outrage proved quite
simply that China’s increasingly strident calls for the repeal of the
unequal treaties were irrational and premature. China could not
safeguard its own railway lines, never mind guarantee the well-being
of foreigners and their property in China.5

For the Chinese, for whom the events of , the betrayal of the
Versailles Treaty, and the disappointments of the  Washington
Conference still festered ominously, the Westerners’ intervention
in the resolution of the affair highlighted the degree of meddling
to which the colonial powers felt entitled on China’s soil. It also

Leader , Peking Daily News, Peking and Tientsin Times, China Weekly Review, North China
Daily News, and North China Herald ; in the Chinese press, Shenbao, Xinwen Bao, Shuntian
Shibao, and Dongfang Zazhi [Eastern Miscellany]. International coverage was found in
the New York Times, the New York Evening Post , The Times (London), and the Manchester
Guardian, among others.

3 Xu Guoqi covers this period in part  of his book China and the Great War: China’s
Pursuit of a New National Identity and Internationalization (Cambridge, ).

4 For a comprehensive look at the system of extraterritoriality in China and Japan see
Par Cassel, Grounds of Judgment: Extraterritoriality and Imperial Power in Nineteenth-Century
China and Japan (Oxford, ). The recent literature on issues raised by the existence
of American military bases abroad highlights many similar issues and provides an
interesting contemporary comparison. On the concept of civilization in the early
twentieth century see Gerrit W. Gong, The Standard of ‘Civilization’ in International
Society (Oxford, ); Tongchai Winichakul, ‘The Quest for “Siwilai”: A Geographical
Discourse of Civilizational Thinking in Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth-Century
Siam’, Journal of Asian Studies, / (), –; and Prasenjit Duara, ‘The Discourse
of Civilization and Pan-Asianism’, Journal of World History, / (), –.

5 Schurman to Secretary of State,  June , United States Department of State,
Decimal Files, Record Group , National Archives, Washington, DC (hereafter RG),
.; see also Memorandum, Secretary of State to Italian Chargé d’Affaires, 
July , ibid.
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emphasized the insecurity and indignity to which China was sub-
jected at the hands of foreign powers. Yet at the same time, as John
Fitzgerald points out in his analysis of the event, ‘this was a tale of
captivity with a difference: it was not China that was held against
its will, but uninvited Westerners. . . . [A] distinct sound of cheering
could be heard emanating from the Chinese quarter.’6 The potential
for ‘China’, writ large, to stand up to foreign interlopers was a subtle
yet powerful subtext of the affair. These issues played out not only
in diplomatic circles, but among the relief community as well. A
closer look at this discrete area of action will highlight the attitudes
of both sides towards China’s international position.

As William Kirby has written, foreign relations in the Republican
era were ‘quite simply, all penetrating, all permeating, all prevail-
ing . . . ultimately forcing their way into every part of Chinese
society’.7 Worthy in its own right, and indeed the subject of books,
articles, and films,8 the Lincheng story exposes this penetration of
everyday society by foreign relations. It reveals the all-pervasive
impact of the humiliation of compromised sovereignty, so over-
whelming in this period of China’s history. Earlier English- and
Chinese-language scholarly literature focuses on the diplomatic
impact of the affair, concentrating for the most part on the negoti-
ations between theChinese government and the offended powers for
reparations and future guarantees.9 However, the fact of extraterrit-
oriality and the lack of sovereignty were felt not only in diplomatic

6 Fitzgerald, Awakening China, .
7 William C. Kirby, ‘The Internationalization of China: Foreign Relations at Home

and Abroad in the Republican Era’, China Quarterly,  (), –, at .
8 English-language literature on the event includes books such as the contemporary

account by John B. Powell, My Twenty-Five Years in China (New York, ), and the
more recent study by Michael J. Nozinski, Outrage at Lincheng: China Enters the Twentieth
Century (Macomb, Ill., ). This event also spawned a whole genre of books written
by released victims, including Harvey J. Howard, Ten Weeks with Chinese Bandits (New
York, ). More scholarly works include Phil Billingsley, Bandits in Republican China
(Stanford, Calif., ), which, however, bases much of its information on Japanese
sources and makes numerous factual errors about the event. Along with contemporary
articles filling the daily newspapers, more substantial pieces were also produced from
the incident, including Lucy Truman Aldrich, ‘A Week-End with Chinese Bandits’,
Atlantic Monthly (), –, a wonderfully revealing and entertaining essay. Scholarly
English-language articles include Chan Lau Kit-ching, ‘The Lincheng Incident’. Films
loosely based on the affair were Shanghai Express (), starring Greta Garbo, and its
sequel, Peking Express ().

9 In Chinese, see e.g. Chen Wuwo, Lincheng Jieche An Jishi [The Lincheng Train
Highjacking Case] (Changsha, ), and documents included in the PRC’s Number Two
Archives’ collection Zhonghuaminguoshi Danganziliao Huibian [Compilation of Archival



   

circles but in all spheres of Chinese life. The philanthropic realm
was no exception. Thus this story captures my attention not only for
the very real drama of the attack and kidnapping, but also for the less
known but equally revealing story of the humanitarian responses the
Incident inspired among the non-official, non-diplomatic Chinese
and foreign communities in China. The sensational nature of the
case and the prominence of the foreign captives made the situ-
ation especially vulnerable to grandstanding, and thus a particularly
revealing moment to analyse the underlying assumptions of the
involved parties.

My specific interest in the case lies with two relief operations
mounted to send aid to the kidnapped passengers: the first under
the aegis of the American Red Cross Society (ARC) in China, and
the second organized by the Chinese Red Cross Society. The ma-
nagement of these two operations reveals much about the state of
humanitarian activity in China, including the disjuncture between
the Western perception of China’s ability to conduct humanitarian
relief and China’s actual activities. In its second decade of exis-
tence, China’s Red Cross Society was already an internationally
recognized and functioning entity, participating in the International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and involved in national, re-
gional, and international relief activities. Yet, in keeping with the
prevailing attitudes of the day, the members of the American Red
Cross Society working in China and, indeed, many other members
of the foreign community refused to acknowledge the functionality
and accomplishments of the group.10 Instead, they insisted that
Chinese humanitarian relief (and Chinese Red Cross relief in par-
ticular) was still desperately inferior to Western practice. They felt
its organizers were still in dire need of Western tutelage in order
to raise Chinese philanthropy to world standards (by which they
clearly meant their own). In fact, in yet another blow to Chinese
sovereignty, the Americans insisted on maintaining their own Red
Cross organization on Chinese soil, a clear violation of international
Red Cross policy.11

Material on the History of Republican China] (Nanjing: Jiangsu Guji Chubanshe,
), iii, pt. , waijiao, –.

10 For a quintessential, unflinching summary of these attitudes see Rodney Gilbert,
What’s Wrong with China? (London, ).

11 For a discussion of the short-lived American Red Cross Overseas Division see
Caroline Reeves, ‘American Red Cross as Agent of US Expansion’, in Chris J. Magoc
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Although well under way by , the internationalization of
Chinese philanthropy was thus studiously ignored by many West-
erners in China, particularly Americans, who felt that the Chinese
would only succeed in reaching acceptable standards of charitable
activity when they had established ‘an American-style, progres-
sive reform organization’ mirroring American social priorities.12

Although just one battle in the overall struggle for Chinese sover-
eignty, the Lincheng Episode reveals many Western attitudes about
the internationalization of China, including the role of more ‘ad-
vanced’ countries in bringing China into (and into line with) the
world community.13

Lincheng

The capture in May  of the Blue Express was no ordinary
kidnapping. Apart from the fact that Chinese bandits were daring
to attack foreigners, these were no ordinary foreigners. In the words
of Lucy Truman Aldrich, daughter of Senator Nelson Aldrich and
sister-in-law of John D. Rockefeller, Jr., who herself was kidnapped,
this train was ‘much the most luxurious . . . ever seen in the East,
quite the last thing in modern sleeping-cars, more like the Twentieth
Century Limited than Chinese’.14 Accordingly, the foreign passengers
were mostly wealthy and well-known citizens, ‘accustomed to rather
soft and luxurious lives’.15 The list of the captured included, besides
Miss Aldrich: Giuseppe Musso, a rich and influential Italian lawyer
based in Shanghai’s international settlement; two American army
majors, Robert Allen and Roland Pinger, and their families; John
B. Powell, American journalist and publisher of the China Weekly
Review; and a wealthy Mexican couple, the Vereas, on a world

and David Bernstein (eds.), Imperialism and Expansionism in American History: A Social,
Political, and Cultural Encyclopedia and Document Collection,  vols. (Santa Barbara, Calif.,
), iii. –.

12 Karen Brewer, ‘From Philanthropy to Reform: The American Red Cross in
China, –’ (Ph.D. thesis, Case Western Reserve University, Cleveland, ),
.

13 For an earlier incident once again connecting the Red Cross organization with
Chinese sovereignty see Caroline Reeves, ‘Sovereignty and the Chinese Red Cross
Society: The Case of Longkou, Shandong, ’, Journal of the History of International
Law/Revue d’histoire du droit international , / (), –.

14 Aldrich, ‘A Week-End with Chinese Bandits’, .
15 Crow to Bassett,  July , Box , DR-, NA,  (hereafter ‘Crow Report’).



   

tour celebrating their first wedding anniversary.16 The attack and
kidnap of such prominent citizens created a titillating story. The
victims’ high profiles also meant that the pressure for their release
felt by their governments and, in turn, by China’s government was
considerable.With no immediate prospect of freeing the passengers,
whether through Western military intervention (as was suggested
by many non-Chinese)17 or otherwise, the situation demanded that
these captives be cared for in the most delicate manner possible.
On the other hand, the Chinese victims, who were also relatively
privileged, were mostly ignored.18

On  May, six days after the derailing of the Blue Express, Carl
Crow, American journalist, entrepreneur, and general man-about-
town,19 arrived in Zaozhuang, a coal-mining depot near Lincheng
and the closest rail juncture to the bandits’ mountain stronghold
where the captives were being held. Crow had come to arrange
aid for the hostages, and his access to the area was facilitated and
safeguarded by all the Chinese authorities involved in the Inci-
dent, including the military governor of Shandong, Tian Zhongyu;
inspector-general and Zhili military clique leader Cao Kun;20 and
even President Li Yuanhong himself, who personally offered to
ransom the foreign captives.21 The American Chamber of Com-
merce in Shanghai sponsored Crow financially,22 and Crow acted
on behalf of the American Red Cross China Central Committee
(CCC), onwhose board of directors he served. TheAmericanMinis-
ter to China, Jacob Gould Schurman, himself honorary chairman
of the CCC, had arranged for Crow’s presence on the scene and his

16 Details of the attack and lists of the captives were widely published in the Chinese
newspapers (e.g. Shenbao,  May  and following days; Shuntian Shibao,  May 
and following days), although many of the foreign names are listed incorrectly. The
Shenbao also published numerous photographs of the foreign captives once they were
released; see e.g. Shenbao,  June .

17 Schurman to Secretary of State,  (?) May , cited in Nozinski, Outrage at
Lincheng , .

18 The Chinese passengers had to be relatively wealthy to be travelling on this train.
See Yin Zhizhong, ‘Hongdong Guoji de Lincheng Dajieche An’ [‘An International
Sensation: The Lincheng Train Hijacking Case’], Shandong Wenxian, / (), 
(Shandong Documentary).

19 Paul French, best-selling author, has written a biography of Crow in his usual
engaging manner, Carl Crow—A Tough Old China Hand: The Life, Times, and Adventures
of an American in Shanghai (Hong Kong, ), which covers the incident from Crow’s
perspective on pp. –.

20 Who’s Who in China, rd edn. (Shanghai, ), –.
21 Nozinski, Outrage at Lincheng , .
22 Schurman to Secretary of State,  June , RG: ..
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activities on behalf of the foreign captives.23 Schurman’s oversight
of Crow’s work gave it a distinctly semi-governmental status.24

The Chinese central government, at this point represented by
CaoKun (acting on behalf of President Li Yuanhong, whose position
he would usurp by October)25 and by V. K. Wellington Koo, foreign
minister designate,26 recognized the delicacy of the situation in
which the bandits had placed them. Immediately responsive to
the Westerners’ crescendo of explosive rhetoric, these officials were
most eager to accommodate as many wishes of the foreign legations
as possible, especially since the main desideratum, the immediate
release of the captives without the use of Chinese force, seemed
hopelessly out of reach.27 Given the gravity of the situation, the
publicity it received, and the importance and number of captives,
it would have seemed a perfect opportunity for Chinese relief
organizations to move quickly to the scene and assume the high-
profile task of providing aid to the captives—at least to the Chinese
victims.

But only the American Red Cross appeared in Lincheng. Where
were the Chinese? To answer that question, we need to go back
into the history of both the Chinese Red Cross Society and the
American Red Cross effort in China after the First World War.

The Red Cross Society of China28

The Chinese Red Cross Society, with headquarters in Shanghai
and branches in Shandong Province, was well established and well

23 Powell, My Twenty-Five Years in China, .
24 Julia Irwin discusses how the ARC intentionally promoted this conflation of the

two bureaucracies in the First World War and post-First World War period, resulting
in the fact that ‘ARC workers represented not only the [Red Cross] organization but
indeed the entire United States’ ( Julia Irwin, Making the World Safe: The American Red
Cross and a Nation’s Humanitarian Awakening (Oxford, ), ).

25 See Edward Dreyer, China at War, – (New York, ), –, for Cao
Kun’s trajectory to president. 26 Who’s Who in China, –.

27 Dongfang Zazhi, / (), –, captures the tension of the Chinese situation
well; for the American position see Schurman to Secretary of State,  May ,
RG: ..

28 This section is based on my unpublished Ph.D. thesis, ‘The Power of Mercy: The
Chinese Red Cross Society, –’ (Harvard University, ). For a briefer, more
recent piece see Caroline Reeves, ‘The Red Cross Society of China: Past, Present
and Future’, in Jennifer Ryan and Lincoln Chen (eds.), Philanthropy for Health in China
(Indianapolis, ), –. This topic has garnered much attention in China in the
past decade, spawning an enormous Chinese-language literature, much of it extremely
derivative.



   

equipped to handle a crisis such as the Lincheng Incident. ByMay of
 the Chinese Red Cross had existed for almost twenty years, and
had acquired a significant record as an internationally recognized
organization. Founded in  during the Russo-Japanese War,
the Chinese Red Cross Society had a well-regarded history of
providing aid and co-ordinating relief activities during natural and
man-made catastrophes in China. The creation of the Society had
been the brainchild of cosmopolitan Shanghai entrepreneur and
modernizer Shen Dunhe, who had studied international law at
Cambridge University in England and was also a high-ranking
Qing official.29 In  the Russo-Japanese War, fought on Qing
territory in Manchuria, had brought devastation to the Chinese
residents of the area. But unlike non-Chinese residents, evacuated
by their governments at the beginning of the hostilities, Chinese
civilians were trapped in the war zone. Qing officials30 sent ships
to bring the Chinese nationals out, but the Russians blockaded the
ports and refused to allow the ships to enter. The Qing government,
worried about being drawn into the hostilities, would not challenge
the blockade.31

Shen Dunhe, with his background in international law, turned to
the Red Cross organization, well known to international jurists and
immensely popular at the turn of the twentieth century. Founder
of the Red Cross movement Henri Dunant had received the Nobel
Peace Prize for his work just three years earlier.32 Shen broadcast
widely his view that this organization would offer exactly what the
Chinese needed in this situation: a well-publicized political neut-
rality, which would allow the Chinese access to their own territory
to help their besieged compatriots.33 Working in concert with other
concerned Shanghai élites, Shenmoved quickly to create such aRed
Cross group. But his cosmopolitan shrewdness did not stop there.
Anticipating the probable reaction of the Japanese and the Russians

29 Tiao Shui Waishi (pseud.), Shen Dunhe (Shanghai, ).
30 Yuan Shikai, then viceroy of Zhili, and Yang Shixiang, then governor of Shandong.
31 Zhongguo Hongshizihui ershi zhounian jiniance [The Twentieth Anniversary Commemorative

Volume of the Red Cross Society of China] (Shanghai, ) (hereafter ZHEJ ), dashi gangmu
section ; Zhongguo Hongshizihui Zazhi [Chinese Red Cross Society Magazine],  (), ;
Shenbao,  Apr. ,  and  (and passim throughout late March and April).

32 Caroline Moorehead, Dunant’s Dream: War, Switzerland, and the History of the Red
Cross (New York, ), .

33 Articles in the Shenbao written by Shen prominently proclaim the Red Cross’s
intrinsic neutrality; for example, he provides a translation of the Red Cross treaty,
which specifically discusses neutrality, in Shenbao,  Mar. , .
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to a newly created Chinese organization, Shen crafted an interna-
tional Red Cross group to represent China, composed of prominent
foreigners living in Shanghai who were nationals of neutral West-
ern countries (Britain, France, Germany, the Netherlands, and the
United States), as well as Chinese. He called his new organization
‘The International Red Cross of Shanghai’.34 Using the foreigners’
influence to the Society’s best advantage, Shen was able not only
to persuade the Japanese and Russian armies to recognize the new
Red Cross group and allow it access to the previously closed war
zone, but also to recruit Western medical doctors to work on behalf
of the Chinese refugees trapped by the fighting. Thus China’s first
indigenous Red Cross group was born, a masterful feat of transna-
tional engineering. By the close of the Russo-Japanese War, the new
group had evacuated over , refugees from Manchuria and
co-ordinated more than twenty relief centres and hospitals across
the area, ultimately aidingmore than a quarter of a million people.35

Building on its initial successes, instead of shutting down its
operations after the war, the new Red Cross organization continued
to grow, funded and manned primarily by the Chinese themselves.
The Revolution of  once more brought the Red Cross Society
into the public eye in China. Active on and off the battlefields, the
Chinese Red Cross Society took its place as an important national
philanthropic organization and symbol, trumpeted by the press and
widely recognized across the country. At the same time, China’s
Red Cross also became a symbol of the increasing autonomy,
international recognition, and adherence to Western standards of
China’s philanthropic endeavours.

Until the founding of the Chinese Red Cross, Chinese philan-
thropy was considered by many foreign observers of the period to
be inward-looking, meant only to help one’s own family or clan.36

The scope of the new organization helped change that perception.
In  the Qing adopted the international Geneva Conventions,

34 K. Chimin Wong and Wu Lien-Teh, History of Chinese Medicine, nd edn. (Taiwan;
repr. Taipei, ), ; also Timothy Richard, Forty-Five Years in China (New York,
), , and Shenbao,  Mar.  and passim throughout late March and April.

35 Shanghai International Red Cross News Bulletin (), .
36 See ‘Crow Report’, , for a succinct summary of this attitude. Recent scholarship,

such as Kathryn Edgerton-Tarpley, Tears from Iron: Cultural Responses to Famine in
Nineteenth-Century China (Oakland, Calif., ), and the classic work by Mary Rankin,
Elite Activism and Political Transformation in China (Stanford, Calif., ), has shown this
notion to be false.



   

laws of war also known as the Red Cross Treaty, paving the way for
international recognition of China’s Red Cross group.37 After ,
with the help of Japanese jurist and adviser to President Yuan Shikai
Dr Ariga Nagao, a new constitution and by-laws were drawn up for
the Society, based on the regulations of other countries’ Societies.38

With a letter of introduction from the Japanese Red Cross Society,
China’s Red Cross was officially recognized by the International
Committee of the Red Cross in Switzerland in , and became
a full member of that group.39 The underlying mission, the form
of the association (a national headquarters co-ordinating a network
of mutually supporting local chapters), the governing structure, the
Western-style bio-medicine dispensed in Chinese Red Cross hospi-
tals, and the name itself all linked the Chinese Red Cross to the
international organization.

In fact, the Chinese Society was indeed quite involved with
the international Red Cross organization and with other national
Societies around the world, particularly in areas where there were
large Chinese communities. From its inception, the Chinese Red
Cross donated significant funds to Red Cross disaster relief in
other countries—for example, after earthquakes in San Francisco
in , in Kagoshima in , and in Tokyo and Yokohama in
. The Chinese Society also worked to help overseas Chinese
outside the Red Cross network. For example, in  the Society put
forward $, to repatriate Chinese workers whowere stranded in
Germany and Austria-Hungary after the First World War. In turn,
China’s Red Cross was a recipient of internationally co-ordinated
Red Cross aid.40 In , for example, during record-breaking floods
in Zhili, Japan’s Red Cross sent the Chinese Society a donation of
, yen.41

China’s Red Cross Society was engaged in a conscious campaign
to raise both its own international prestige and China’s, and partici-
pated in many international and regional Red Cross conferences in
order to build connections and its reputation. The Chinese Society

37 Bulletin International des Sociétés de la Croix-Rouge,  (), . For documents
on China’s participation in the early Geneva Conventions see the Academia Sinica’s
Waiwubu Archives, section -, Baohehui, Hongshizihui [The Hague Conventions
and Red Cross Society], Academia Sinica, Nangang, Taiwan.

38 Linshi Zhengfu Gongbao [Bulletin of the Provisional Government],  Feb. , in Luo
Jialun (ed.), Linshi Zhengfu Gongbao (Taipei: Dangshi shiliao bian weiyuanhui, ), .

39 Bulletin International des Sociétés de la Croix-Rouge,  (), –.
40 ZHEJ , –. 41 Ibid.
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sent delegates to all international conferences, despite the financial
hardship that such trips involved. These conferences provided an
invaluable forum for international networking. In  the Soci-
ety sent four representatives to the Ninth International Red Cross
Conference in Washington, DC.42 In  Dr B. Y. Wong was sent
to represent China in Geneva at the  International Red Cross
Conference.43 In , when the first regional Red Cross confer-
ence for Oriental Societies was held in Siam, China’s Society sent
a six-man delegation to Bangkok. The reports sent home by the
delegates after each of these events stress the cordial welcome the
Chinese delegates received, the willingness of the other Societies
to work with the Chinese Society, and the interest and respect the
Chinese Society’s activities aroused.44

The success of China’s Red Cross association could be measured
not only by its national growth (by  boasting over ,
members and  chapters)45 and the international recognition it
commanded, but also by its influence on other philanthropic groups
within China. The Red Cross was so widely appreciated that it
inspired the formation of other international charitable groups in
China. For example, the Red Swastika Association (Hongwanzi
Hui) was explicitly modelled on the Red Cross pattern, but took
a Buddhist symbol as its namesake, adopting the syncretic Dao
Yuan (Society of the Way) ideology as its creed. This association,
founded in October  and still extant today, initially established
its international headquarters in China.46 In  another ‘knock-
off’ was created, the International Red ‘Fo’ (Buddha) Society, also
intended to become a worldwide charitable network.47 Thus the
international RedCrossmovement not only became a success within

42 Conference report of Dr John C. Ferguson to Lu Haihuan,  Sept. , Number
Two Archives (Dier lishi danganguan), Nanjing, PRC (hereafter Number Two Archives)
quanzong ()..

43 ZHEJ , –, ; B. Y. Wong to Vice President, Red Cross Society of China, 
Jan. , Number Two Archives, quanzong ..

44 ‘The Oriental Red Cross Conference’, World’s Health, / (), –.
45 ZHEJ , ; Hongshizihui Lishiziliao Xuanpian, – [Selected Historical Materials

of the Red Cross Society, –] (Nanjing, ), .
46 Thomas David DuBois, ‘The Salvation of Religion? Public Charity and the New

Religions of the Early Republic’, Minsuquyi,  ( June ), –; also Rebecca
Nedostup, Superstitious Regimes (Cambridge, Mass., ), –. Documents on the Red
Swastika Society are available in the Number Two Archives, quanzong .

47 Shenbao,  Mar. ; also Hongshizihui Yuekan [Chinese Red Cross Monthly],  (),
–.



   

China, but also inspired other Chinese philanthropic associations
to branch out internationally.

Undertaken in the early Republican period, these activities were
an index of the growth of China’s national philanthropic net-
work and its increasingly optimistic international position. By the
early twentieth century the Red Cross movement was ‘flourishing
mightily, and the meaning of the Red Cross was well understood
throughout the European–American dominated world. The Na-
tional Societies . . . had become natural features of the landscape
of modern civilization.’48 By being an active participant in the
international Red Cross movement, China established a degree of
credibility as a functional, international state that countries without
these trappings of civilization could not hope to claim.49 Further-
more, the increasing penetration of Chinese consciousness by the
Red Cross organization infused a new internationalism into what
was once considered one of China’s most parochial spheres: phil-
anthropy. By almost all accounts, China’s Red Cross philanthropy
had risen to world-class status.

The American Red Cross in China

One of the Chinese Red Cross Society’s strengths was its ability to
work with other charitable groups, including international agencies,
and to co-ordinate with them to maximize the impact of its limited
resources. From its very inception, the Chinese Society worked with
the China International Famine Relief Commission, international
public health officials, and foreign doctors and hospitals within
China to ameliorate the overload of suffering that constantly ravaged
China and its citizens. The Chinese Red Cross also worked with
the American Red Cross in China, until  in an amicable
relationship.50

Before the First World War the relationship between the Ameri-
48 Geoffrey Best, Humanity in Warfare (New York, ), .
49 The lack of an internationally recognized national Red Cross Society is still

regarded as a tell-tale sign of a certain international precariousness; consider, for
example, the recent cases of Israel and Taiwan. Conversely, groups and states that
do not recognize the sanctity of the Red Cross symbol are dismissed as ‘barbaric’ or
‘rogue states’; see e.g. Michael Ignatieff, The Warrior’s Honor: Ethnic War and the Modern
Conscience (New York, ), esp. –.

50 Irwin discusses this early period from the ARC perspective, particularly President
Taft’s interest in the role voluntary humanitarian aid could play in creating an
internationalist society in an American mould (Irwin, Making the World Safe, –).
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can Red Cross Society and the Chinese Society was a workable
one. The American Red Cross bankrolled and organized a number
of large-scale relief projects in China, smiled upon by the Chinese
Red Cross and much appreciated by victims of flood and famine
as well as by concerned Chinese philanthropists. In  the ARC
raised $, to send to China during famine in Jiangsu and
Anhui;51 in  and  two more national appeals were made
by the ARC in the USA, soliciting aid for China during terrible
famines.52 All these appeals were met with tremendous enthusiasm
by the American people, and contributions to China were unre-
mittingly generous. After , however, the ARC embarked on
a new venture in China, an aggressively expansive campaign that
seriously compromised China’s control of its own relief activities.
The operations of the American Red Cross in China after the
First World War reflected the dual nature of American foreign
policy of the s. While the United States ostensibly trumpeted
its support of national independence and the Open Door in a
worldwide nation-state system, the drive to shape the world in the
American image was equally compelling to Americans, especially
Americans abroad, faced with what they viewed as the inferior
civilizations of the world. The American Red Cross organization
suffered from this same contradiction, and nowhere more clearly
than in China.

During the First World War the overseas American community
had been particularly anxious to make its national patriotism and
predilections felt. In response, the American Red Cross called for
the creation of foreign chapters to help in the war effort under
the aegis of the ARC’s Territorial, Foreign, and Insular Division
(the ‘Fourteenth Division’).53 The rationale extended beyond the
war, however, as Henry Davison, American Red Cross War Council
chairman, explained. ‘One result [of the creation of these new
chapters] will be to stamp a new Americanism upon the world,’
he predicted. This effort, he continued, would have ‘an undying
effect’ around the globe.54 In China, the call to charity was eagerly
answered by American communities scattered across the country,

51 Brewer, ‘From Philanthropy to Reform’, .
52 Ibid. , .
53 Reeves, ‘American Red Cross as an Agent of Expansionism’, and Brewer, ‘From

Philanthropy to Reform’, –.
54 Brewer, .



   

and fourteen chapters and six branches of the American Red
Cross in China were quickly formed by American men and women
anxious to be a part of the American war effort.55 Bandages were
rolled, parades organized, cookbooks produced,56 and ‘home-made’
clothes, often stitched by hired Chinese seamstresses, were sent from
China to the war zones.57 JuleanArnold, former commercial attaché
from the American legation, was appointed China’s American Red
Cross field representative, and his vision for the ARC in China came
to dominate the American Red Cross presence there.58

Arnold was devoted to the idea of reaching all Americans in
China with the Red Cross mission, but even more, he had a larger
dream—to bring the Chinese themselves to an understanding of
the American way of humanitarian activity:

I doubt very much [if the Washington ARC Headquarters] realizes the strength
of our position with the Chinese, the true significance of our friendly relations
with these people and the potentialities of American Red Cross work among
the Chinese population. It probably does not realize the ineffectiveness and
the unbusiness-like administration of the Chinese Red Cross, and the extent
to which the Chinese organization has been abused. Americans in China now
have a magnificent opportunity to furnish to the Chinese a model of proper
and effective Red Cross activity. . . . Furthermore, the reflex action of all this
on the Chinese people would be most wholesome.59

Arnold’s position, especially his emphasis on inspiring an ‘effective’
and ‘business-like’ administration for theChineseRedCross Society,
reflected the attitudes ofmany other Americans in China at the time,
especially businessmen. The linkage of proper American business
practice and the improvement of the Chinese people had become an
American formula during the Republican period. As Michael Hunt
explains, the ‘U.S. economic enterprise occupied an important,
arguably even the central, role as a force for progressive change in

55 Brewer, ‘From Philanthropy to Reform’, ; The American Red Cross: China Central
Committee Bulletin, / ( Feb. ), , lists  chapters and  branches by early .
American National Red Cross Archives, National Archives, Washington, DC. China
Central Committee, ARC in China (hereafter CCC, ARC/NA), Box : ..

56 e.g. the American Red Cross Book of Recipes for the Use of Chinese Foodstuffs, prepared
by the Committee on War Time Economy for the Household of the Nanking Chapter,
American Red Cross in China (Shanghai, ).

57 Brewer, ‘From Philanthropy to Reform’, .
58 Arnold to American Consuls in China,  Mar. , Box : ., CCC,

ARC/NA.
59 Ibid.



    ,   

China’.60Arnoldbrought his backgroundand fervour as commercial
attaché with him to his new position.

In fact, Arnold’s dream was at odds with the policy of the Inter-
national Red Cross and, ironically, with that of the American Red
Cross as well. The International Committee of the Red Cross had
stringent guidelines for the creation of Red Cross groups, guidelines
that the ARC was clearly bending with its newly expanded Four-
teenth Division. In fact, more than two decades earlier, the ICRC
had already specifically ruled on non-Chinese Red Cross groups
establishing themselves on Chinese territory. During the –
Sino-Japanese War a group of well-meaning Western missionaries
conducting medical relief work in Manchuria under an unofficial
Red Cross aegis had applied to the Geneva-based International Red
Cross to recognize their group. Gustav Moynier, head of the inter-
national organization, had replied: ‘We can only recognize a single
Society per state, and this Society must have a national character;
yours, however, being composed exclusively of foreigners, would
not fulfil this essential condition.’61 The American Red Cross itself
forbade the establishment or maintenance of agencies representing
any other national RedCross Society at home in theUnited States;62

this charter was directly contradicted by their own post- policy
of encouraging American overseas chapters.

Yet despite these apparent restrictions, the Americans in China
were anxious to engage in American Red Cross work on Chinese
soil and in so doing to bring their civilizing force with them. And as
Julean Arnold pointed out, what better way to inculcate those values
in the Chinese than by bringing them explicitly into the American
Red Cross fold, especially as paying members? Thus, not only did
Arnold hope to get ‘everyAmericanman, woman and child inChina
enlisted in the AmericanRedCross’, but he also wanted ‘several tens
of thousands of [China’s] people’ to join the American Red Cross
in China.63 This plan ignored the fact that parallel membership

60 Michael H. Hunt, The Making of a Special Relationship: The United States and China
to  (New York, ), .

61 Pierre Boissier, Histoire du Comité International de la Croix-Rouge de Solferino à
Tsoushima (Paris, ), ; the translation of Moynier’s letter is mine.

62 The American National Red Cross Annual Report for the Year Ending June , , 
(Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies Archives, Geneva, Switzerland,
China Box; hereafter Federation Archives).

63 Arnold to American Consuls in China,  Mar. , Box : ., CCC,
ARC/NA.



   

drives among the Chinese could only undermine the legitimacy of
the already existing, indigenous national Chinese RedCross Society.

The Chinese were aware of the resources the ARC commanded,
and were grateful for the many, often massive, relief projects the
ARC sponsored and managed. Yet even Shen Dunhe, founder and
committed internationalist, baulked when Arnold started his major
membership drive for the American Red Cross in China in ,
soliciting over , Chinese members for American chapters in
China.64 Shen wrote both to Arnold and directly to US President
Taft in Washington to protest against what he saw as a breach of
sovereignty.65 Although Shen’s protests were legitimate according
to international Red Cross strictures, his protests brought only op-
probrium from the CCC upon the Chinese Red Cross. Accusations
against the Chinese Society and against Shen himself, of every-
thing from corruption to abuse of the Red Cross symbol, flew back
and forth from Shanghai to Washington, until finally minister Paul
Reinsch himself was called on to investigate the affair.66

The semi-governmental position of the ARC was taken very seri-
ously in China, and the importance of the American relationship
with China proved to be an overriding concern for China’s national
government.WhenChina’s central government officials learnt of the
American accusations against Shen, immediate actionwas taken.Al-
though ostensibly democratically elected to his office, Shen Dunhe
was fired from his posts as vice-president and director of the Chinese
Red Cross in April .67 Shen was quickly replaced by someone
more agreeable to the Americans. The new director was former
chairman of the Tariff Revision Commission Admiral Cai Tinggan,
sent to school in America from  to  as a member of the
Yong Wing educational mission, and a good friend of the foreign
community in Peking.68 As the secretary of the CCC observed in
reporting the personnel change to Charles Forster: ‘it is interesting
to note [the apparent coincidence] that our Mr. Julean Arnold is
Chairman of the American Delegation of the China Tariff Revision

64 Arnold to Cutler,  Aug. , Box : , CCC, ARC/NA.
65 Shen to Taft,  Aug. , includes a copy of his letter to Arnold,  Aug. .

Box : , CCC, ARC/NA.
66 For Reinsch’s report and the documents he collected pertaining to the situation

see report dated  Apr. , Box : , CCC, ARC/NA.
67 ZHEJ , ; see also Shenbao,  July ;  July ;  Aug. ;  Aug. ;

also Julean Arnold to W. A. B. Nichols,  May , Box : , CCC, ARC/NA.
68 Who’s Who in China, –.
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Commission [and Cai served as Chinese Chair].’69 Cai immediately
ingratiated himself with the Americans, condemning the Society
as ‘reeking with corruption’ and vowing to extirpate the ‘Chinese
nature’ of the organization.70 The CCC of the American Red Cross
was very pleased with the personnel change, and saw a new future
for the Red Cross in China—a future, no doubt, that looked very
American.

Despite the positive response in China, in  Charles H. Forster,
managing director of the Fourteenth Division, wrote to clarify the
inherently contradictory American Red Cross platform in China,
and particularly to put an end to the project of soliciting Chinese
members for the American Red Cross chapters.

It is not the business of the American Red Cross to decide the character of any
National Red Cross anywhere—even in semi-civilized countries; nor is it our
business, especially in peacetime, to enlist other nationals to such a procedure.
The American Red Cross, being, in a way, a semi-governmental organization,
should guard against any move that might cause unpleasant relations.71

But his words were to have little effect on the CCC. Although
Washington Headquarters was able to curtail some of the more
exceptional projects of the China Central Committee, it could not
dampen the zeal of these Americans in China for the potential
impact they could have on the benighted Chinese. Although not the
only country playing host to American Red Cross chapters, China,
‘vast, populous, and teetering between renovation and collapse—
[holding] out boundless opportunity to the American impulse in all
its guises’,72 ultimately proved to be the most fertile ground for the
Fourteenth Division. By , the final year the Fourteenth Division
operated ARC chapters overseas, fifteen out of twenty-nine overseas
ARC chapters were located in China, more than  per cent of all
such chapters.

In clearer moments, representatives of the ARC in China realized
their unusual position vis-à-vis the local Red Cross group. In a
speech delivered in the United States by a representative of the
ChinaCentral Committee of the ARC in the early s, the speaker
admitted the singularity of the American position:

69 Harris to Forster,  July , Box : , CCC, ARC/NA.
70 Arnold to Bassett,  June , Box : , CCC, ARC/NA; also Y. S. Tsao,

‘The Red Cross Society in China’, China Quarterly (), –, for a similar Chinese
point of view. 71 Brewer, ‘From Philanthropy to Reform’, .

72 Hunt, The Making of a Special Relationship, .



   

China is unique in many ways and this is one of them, for what other country
will you find agreeable to allow a foreign Red Cross to step in and take
command of its relief situations to the extent we have done? Most of them
would not permit it no matter how badly their own Red Cross was organized.73

Despite moments of clarity such as these, when disaster struck, as it
did in Lincheng, theChinaCentral Committee of the AmericanRed
Cross moved swiftly and without hesitation to ‘take command’ of the
relief situation, without letting any considerations of engendering
‘unpleasant relations’ stand in its way.

Lincheng: Americans to the Rescue

In May , with the confidence of five years of calling the
shots in China, the ARC’s China Central Committee and their
representative Carl Crow did not hesitate to move swiftly when the
news of the Lincheng Disaster reached Shanghai. By  May ,
five days after the attack, Crow was in Zaozhuang, summoned by
American Minister to China Jacob Gould Schurman, settling in
at the Zhongxing Coal Mines, which would serve as emergency
headquarters for the next six weeks. To overcome the lack of
adequate housing and facilities, the Tianjin–Pukou railway line
brought in luxury train cars to serve as offices, sleeping quarters,
and eventually a Red Cross hospital for the foreign relief team. At
no point did Crow contact the Chinese Red Cross. Only Luella
DeLamarter, the Shanghai-based secretary of the CCC, thought to
write to the Chinese Society, asking them about their plans for relief
at the disaster site.74

Crow immediately took charge of the relief operations for the
foreign captives, procuring extensive supplies and setting up elabor-
ate systems to send them to the prisoners in the bandit stronghold.
Crow’s understanding of his relief mission extended far beyond
providing for the foreign victims’ subsistence needs. Before he ar-
rived, Chinese officials had brought food and clothing for the foreign
captives: ‘brandy, sardines, and soda biscuit’.75 These provisions,
according toCrow, were completely inadequate.He explained: ‘The
food and clothing provided by the Chinese officials, while quite suit-

73 Speech delivered in the USA, probably , Box : ., CCC, ARC/NA.
74 Forster to DeLamarter,  June , Box : , CCC, ARC/NA. The

correspondence suggests that she acted on her own initiative, rather than being
deputized by other CCC members. 75 ‘Crow Report’, .
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able for Chinese captives, did not meet the needs of the foreigners,
who were, of course, unaccustomed to a coarse Chinese diet. The
clothing was in all cases too small for use by foreigners.’76 Crow’s
task of providing properly for the captives was made considerably
more difficult by the fact that Zaozhuang was, as he wrote in his
report of the relief operations, ‘the last outpost of civilization in the
bandit country. The land . . . is the poorest I have seen in China,
and the people the poorest and most ignorant. They are almost
without exception poorly clad and exist on a diet much inferior to
that enjoyed by the average coolie laborer in Shanghai.’ Thus Crow
had to rely on the British American Tobacco Company, which had
offered him their services, to relay the appropriate supplies from
Xuzhou, or even from Shanghai or Nanjing, in order to supply the
captives in the manner to which they were accustomed.77

These supplies included, along with bottled water, tinned meat,
butter, jam, and vegetables, a daily delivery of ‘one bottle brandy, 
tubes toothpaste,  bars laundry soap,  tablets toilet soap,  bottles
kerosene,  sterno tins,  package toilet paper,  boxes cheap cigars,
 box good cigars,  cigarettes,  envelopes,  small tins of
milk,  boxes matches,  tin coffee,  tin cocoa,  tin tea,  tin sweet
biscuit . . . magazines and other reading matter’, and a large variety
of other items, including a one-time delivery of beds for each of the
foreign captives and other bedding and clothing supplies.78 This
daily delivery was accomplished by a force of coolies eventually
numbering forty men, each of whom carried a daily load of –
pounds of materials between twelve and eighteenmiles to the bandit
stronghold in a ten-hour day.79 The bandits, who also shared this
bounty, allowed these shipments to the foreign captives to arrive
unhindered, and Crow noted with pride that ‘with the exception of
the theft of a lantern, a bar of soap, and a pair of socks by one of
the bandit outposts, nothing was lost in transportation except, of
course, the last day’s supplies, which reached the bandit camp after
the captives were released’.80

While this largesse was travelling daily to supply the sixteen
foreign captives and their nine impromptu Chinese interpreters,

76 Ibid. . 77 Ibid. .
78 Peking and Tsientsin Times,  May .
79 See also Carl Crow, The Chinese are Like That (New York, ), .
80 ‘Crow Report’, ; also Crow, The Chinese are Like That , , and French, Carl Crow,
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Crow chose not to make any provision for the more than a hundred
Chinese captives taken from the Blue Express. According to Crow,
‘From the beginning, I made no attempt to take care of the relief
of the Chinese captives, feeling that this was a problem which the
Chinese authorities and organizations were well able to take care
of.’81 Although Crow felt this way, he also complained that for
the most part, the Chinese captives were not being taken care of.
Nonetheless, by his own admission, at no point did he offer his
already established supply lines to his Chinese counterparts, nor
did he offer to continue relief services after the foreign captives
were released, despite the dire conditions the Chinese prisoners still
faced. This contradictory position was further evident in Crow’s
description of the conditions of the Chinese captives, particularly
the children. ‘If the spectacle of a group of little children in a semi-
starved and diseased condition at the top of a bandit stronghold
dying one by one does not arouse human compassion, then nothing
will.’82 This censure was reserved for the Chinese, however, and
did not apply to his own operations, which continued to ignore the
Chinese captives, little children and adults alike, for the duration of
the crisis.

The Chinese Red Cross in Lincheng

The principals of the Chinese Red Cross were undoubtedly equally
aware of theLinchengCrisis as soon as the news reachedShanghai.83

The international sensitivity of the Incident, however, meant that it
was not immediately clear who would be responsible for managing
the crisis, nor even who would be able to gain admittance to the site.
The first humanitarian intervention from the Chinese side came
directly from the Chinese government. Chinese officials from the
Ministry of Communications sent food and clothing via Zaozhuang,
particularly for the foreigners, using local messengers to reach the
bandit camp.84 Later, Military Governor Tian of Shandong also
sent food for the Chinese captives.85 But these officials were quick
to defer to Carl Crow and his operatives as soon as they appeared
on the scene. Chinese relief was no one’s first priority, and even the
admission of Chinese relief workers into the area was disallowed,

81 ‘Crow Report’, . 82 Ibid. .
83 Shenbao,  May .
84 Schurman to Secretary of State,  May , RG: .; also ‘Crow

Report’, . 85 ‘Crow Report’, .
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given the urgency of catering to the foreigners’ needs. Within the
first week of the Incident, Luella DeLamarter of the ARC in China
had contacted and received word from the Chinese Red Cross
headquarters that they had deputized a Shandong chapter of the
Red Cross to lead relief operations for the Chinese. DeLamarter
was apparently the one American Red Cross member to think of
contacting the ARC’s Chinese counterpart.86

Although there are few details of what happened to the Shandong
Red Cross mission, it seems that the Shandong chapter was denied
access to the crisis site.87 Only the Chinese Red Cross Headquarters
was allowed in. Given the international attention the Incident
commanded, first priority was given to permitting foreign officials
and representatives to enter the area, rather than any Chinese
group. The Chinese Society had none of the clout of the American
Red Cross, and certainly none of their overt military backing
(American troops in China were standing ready to attack the bandit
camp, in case a military evacuation of the hostages was deemed
necessary).88 What was clearly most important to almost everyone
involved (except, of course, to the Chinese captives themselves,
their friends and their families) was the safety and well-being of the
foreigners.

In fact, when the headquarters of the Chinese Red Cross first
applied for permission to send a relief squad to Zaozhuang, its
personnel, too, had difficulty in securing government approval to
proceed to the area. Only repeated telegrams to the military go-
vernors of Shandong and Jiangsu, as well as to the Ministry of
Communications over a number of days, brought favourable replies
to the team’s request for official co-operation and protection on
their journey to Zaozhuang.89 With the area already overrun by go-
vernment representatives from all the involved nations (plus Japan),
by friends and relatives of the captives trying to negotiate indivi-
dual releases,90 and by hangers-on of all varieties,91 the Chinese

86 Forster to DeLamarter,  June , Box : , CCC, ARC/NA. DeLamarter
probably acted on her own here; see n. .

87 It is possible, however, that the food supplies provided by Governor Tian of
Shandong somehow involved the Shandong Red Cross.

88 Dongfang Zazhi, / (), –, for rumours of Western, especially American,
military preparations; also Schurman to Secretary of State,  (?) May , cited in
Nozinski, Outrage at Lincheng , .

89 Zhongguo hongshizihui yuekan,  (), –.
90 Peking and Tientsin Times,  May .
91 Nozinski, Outrage at Lincheng , –.



   

Red Cross was actually denied space for their operations by the
officials of the Zhongxing Colliery, who notified the Society that
although they would like to welcome them in the most suitable
way, all their space had already been taken by ‘other guests’.92

Eventually the Chinese team members were housed in two specially
designated train cars.93 Despite its parallel mission, the Chinese Red
Cross received none of the special treatment afforded the American
Society.

The Chinese Red Cross was finally able to secure the requisite
permissions and obtain passes for their team to travel to Zaozhuang.
Because of the privilege of extraterritoriality, these formalities had
not been required of Carl Crow’s operations. The Ministry of Com-
munications finally gave its blessing to the Chinese relief mission
on  May, stressing the ‘special nature’ of the Incident in its tele-
gram and advising caution.94 A team of eleven people, a mixed
group of Red Cross doctors, members of the Chamber of Com-
merce, and members of the All-Shanghai Sojourners Association
(lu Hu geshengqu Tongxianghui),95 prepared to make their way
to Zaozhuang.96 Accompanied by eleven cases of medicines and
supplies, the group took off from the Shanghai railway station.
The occasion was a festive one, and the send-off impressive. There
to see them off were members of the Fujian Tongxianghui, the
Ningbo and Shaoxing Tongxianghui, the Yinzhou Tongxianghui,
the Guang-Zhao Gongsuo, representatives of the Federated Com-
mercial Associations of each street (gelu shangjie zonglianhehui),97

as well as the Chinese Red Cross Society’s own staff. ‘The train
whistle blew, and the spectators waved their hats and cheered. The
bystanders felt moved and inspired.’98 The Shanghai daily Shenbao
also prominently covered the event, featuring a large photograph
showing Red Cross ambulances with insets of relief team members
dressed in elaborate RedCross uniforms, captioned: ‘TheRedCross

92 Zhongguo hongshizihui yuekan,  (), . 93 Ibid. .
94 Ibid. ; also Shenbao,  May , .
95 See Bryna Goodman, Native Place, City, and Nation (Berkeley, ), for a discussion

of these groups’ philanthropic roles.
96 This group was called the Quanguo Gongtuan Zaozhuang Linshi Lianhehui

[The Zaozhuang All-China Temporary Federation of Public Associations]. Zhongguo
hongshizihui yuekan,  (), ; Zhonghuaminguo Shishijiyao [Summary of Current Events in
Republican China], ; Dongfang Zazhi, / (), .

97 See Henrietta Harrison, The Making of the Republican Citizen (Oxford, ), for
an interesting discussion of ‘jie’, –.

98 Zhongguo hongshizihui yuekan,  (), ; also Shenbao,  May , .
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relief team sets off.’ The accompanying article identifies the Shenbao
as a sponsor of the supplies carried by the team, and notes sternly:

The Lincheng Bandit Affair has already lasted a fortnight, and still remains
unresolved. The foreigners who were kidnapped have already received the
utmost in aid from international consular bodies [lingshituan] and from the
Chinese government; they are not lacking in the least for food or clothing. Only
the Chinese captives are suffering in difficult and unusual living conditions in
the mountains. Now the weather is getting hotter and the victims are held
prisoner in a wild mountain area. Food and water are lacking; their clothing is
inadequate. As the duration of their captivity lengthens, it is likely that there
will be outbreaks of disease. The situation is urgent.

This contrast between the treatment of the foreign and the Chinese
captives was beginning to be noticed widely by both the Chinese
and the Western press, as well as by the captives themselves. Reports
on the disparity between the relative luxury enjoyed by the foreign
captives and the abject conditions of the Chinese prisoners were
confirmed by Mr Yang, son-in-law of late president Yuan Shikai,
who was also taken captive on the Blue Express. Yang was released
to negotiate for the bandits, and gave this report on  May: ‘The
foreigners receive fairly good treatment; they have plenty of food
to eat and sleep on straw mattresses over three feet in thickness.
They can move about freely. . . . The Chinese captives, however,
are suffering tremendously, and sickness is increasing daily among
them.’99 His report was further corroborated by a letter from Mr
C. Chang, a Chinese captive acting as an interpreter for the for-
eigners, who commented, ‘I am one of the lucky Chinese who is
allowed to share [food] with [the foreigners]. The rest of the Chinese
captives are struggling along without proper provisions and cloth-
ing. . . . The little food they send in every now and then was [sic]
stolen by the bandits, so these poor Chinese prisoners get nothing
at all.’100

The interpretations given to this disparity, however, varied widely.
The Chinese public and concerned philanthropists focused on the
fact that they were not given access to the area to help the captives,
whereas the Westerners frequently blamed the Chinese, including
the victims themselves, for their perceived apathy in face of the crisis.
John Powell, the American journalist held by the bandits, wrote a

99 Diplomatic circular , Lincheng Incident, Peking,  May ; RG: ..
100 Peking and Tientsin Times,  May .



   

letter published in the Peking and Tientsin Times of  May reporting
that:

It has been very interesting to note the difference between the foreigners and
Chinese camps in adapting themselves to conditions. In the ‘white’ camp . . .
as soon as we are dumped into a new camp we immediately get organized . . .
and proceed to make ourselves comfortable. The Chinese prisoners, on the
other hand, drop where they are dumped and do absolutely nothing to provide
themselves with either food or comforts. They simply give up, and accept
what is given to them, whether it is blows or food. It also seems surprising to
us that the Chinese on the outside have done nothing to send in either food
or clothing for the Chinese captives who are suffering severely for both.

Powell fails to note that the Chinese were not actually given any-
thing to ‘get comfortable’ with, and that what is headlined as their
‘fatalistic’ attitude might stem in large part from that deprivation.

Given these reports, the arrival of the Chinese Red Cross delega-
tion must have been much appreciated by the Chinese captives. Yet
the foreign press was much less enthusiastic about the arrival of the
Chinese team in Zaozhuang than the Chinese press, which covered
it with great fanfare, for example in the Shenbao. On  June the Pek-
ing and Tientsin Times included a small column under the heading
‘Chinese Red Cross Arrives’:

The Chinese Red Cross Unit has announced its intention to look after the
Chinese captives. They arrived here a day or two ago from Shanghai, and are
resplendent in new uniforms, freely emblazoned with the Red Cross. They are
very proud of the fact that it took them only three days to get their equipment
and uniforms ready after they were asked to come.

Given the juxtaposition of this article (entitled ‘Chinese Prisoners are
Fatalists’) with one directly above it, entitled ‘Mr. Crow’s Invaluable
Work’, the belittling tone of the news clipping is clear. The article
on Crow praises the American Red Cross representative highly,
commenting that ‘there can be no doubt that [the foreign captives’]
continued optimism is due in no small measure to the successful
issue of his determination that they should always have proper and
sufficient food’.

Crow himself dismisses the arrival of the Chinese Red Cross team
as useless, despite his stated desire to see the Chinese captives taken
care of. ‘On May th the first representatives of the Chinese Red
Cross arrived inTsaoChuang,’ hewrites in his report of the Incident.
‘I met them on their arrival and learned that they had no definite
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programme and had brought only medical supplies. Indeed, the
expedition was not only very late in arriving, but appeared to me
as being very ill-advised, as it was all designed for the purpose of
giving medical relief and was not needed.’101 Crow’s assessment of
the team, here frankly inaccurate, also reveals his unwillingness to
work with the Chinese Red Cross or to cede any authority to them.
His stated desire to see the Chinese authorities take over their own
rescue operations was not reflected in his attitude when the Chinese
team actually arrived.

Once they arrived, the Chinese Red Cross Society representa-
tives were outspoken in voicing the Chinese position on how relief
should have been handled. They made their views explicitly known
through an interview given to the English-language newspaper the
Chinese Press [Dalu Bao] on  May and reprinted in Xinwen Bao on
 June. Interviewed in Zaozhuang, one Chinese Red Cross spokes-
man, probably medical head DrWay Sung New (Niu Hui-sheng),102

was quoted as saying that having ‘the foreigners send food into the
mountains to relieve the captives damages China’s face [shang Zhong-
guo yanmian]; we [the Chinese, and explicitly China’s Red Cross]
want to take care of this issue ourselves.’103

Crow had also heard of this interview, which he dismisses in his
report on the Incident. The Chinese Red Cross was interested in
assisting the captives for ‘purely political reasons’, and ‘the amount
of trumpet-blowing’ accompanying their relief efforts was proof of
this fact, according to Crow.104 Crow finishes his comments on the
Chinese Red Cross group by concluding that a Chinese Red Cross
Society was no ‘more than an opportunity for soft jobs for a fewmen
and a pawn in the political game’.105 In fact, given the parochial and
clannishnature of theChinese in general, he adds, itwas unlikely that
the lofty ideals of the Red Cross movement would ever be realized
by the Chinese themselves.

Success at Last

Despite the high spirits and hopes for success with which the
Chinese team set off, the relief team’s arrival in Zaozhuang only

101 ‘Crow Report’, . 102 Who’s Who in China, –.
103 Cited in Zhongguo hongshizihui yuekan,  (), . 104 ‘Crow Report’, .
105 Ibid. .



   

heralded further delays in reaching the captives.106 The team set
up a temporary hospital with the co-operation of the Zhongxing
Colliery, but could administer their aid only to those already in
the Zaozhuang camp. By  June, however, their supplies began to
reach the Chinese prisoners. These supplies were significantly more
modest than those provided for the foreigners. The first shipment
included eight towels, fifty pairs of shoes, thirty-two cans of tinned
vegetables, forty pairs of trousers, and one large case of biscuits.107

The great desire of the Chinese Red Cross team was to visit the
Chinese captives and provide them with medical attention. Dysen-
tery and malaria were rife.108 Their wish, however, was not to be
granted by the Chinese authorities until after the foreign prisoners
were released on  June.109 Once the foreign prisoners were set
free, the foreign relief and negotiation operations were immediately
disbanded. Finally, the Chinese relief squad was allowed into the
mountains to care for the remaining captives—all Chinese. Their
work continued for the next two weeks until all these prisoners were
freed on  June .110

After the relief operations were concluded, the diplomatic ne-
gotiations which the kidnapping of the foreign passengers had
precipitated continued through the summer and autumn. The Dip-
lomatic Corps, represented by a committee formed in early June
and made up of the foreign ministers of America, Belgium, Britain,
France, Holland, Italy, and Japan, had presented three demands to
the Chinese government: () compensation for the victims; () safe-
guards and guarantees for the future protection of foreigners and
foreign interests in China; and () sanctions, primarily punishments
for Chinese officials involved in the affair. A tense summer ensued,
with the threat of military intervention, especially by the British,
looming large. Crippled by Li Yuanhong’s departure in mid-June,
the Chinese central government did not even reply to the demands
until the end of September.111

Divided among themselves, the foreign ministers ultimately had
to accept the watered-down terms to which the new government of

106 Dongfang Zazhi, / (), .
107 Zhongguo hongshizihui yuekan,  (), .
108 French, .
109 Zhongguo hongshizihui yuekan,  (), ; also Shenbao,  May , , for the

denial of access; also Crow, The Chinese Are Like That , .
110 Zhongguo hongshizihui yuekan,  (), .
111 Chan, ‘The Lincheng Incident’, .
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Cao Kun finally agreed. The inflamed rhetoric gave way to less than
lukewarm results. This outcome was particularly disappointing for
the British, whose Foreign Office ‘recognized gloomily that the
Lincheng incident had resulted in a “bad rebuff ” for the powers,
especially Britain’.112 Although all but forgotten today, the Lincheng
Affair made a powerful impact on both the Chinese and theWestern
powers at the time, and discussion of the event remained current
for years afterwards.

Conclusion

The events of the Lincheng Incident highlight the contradictory
nature of the American Red Cross’s involvement in China and,
in fact, the contradictory nature of extraterritoriality in general.
Although the Americans involved in the ARC’s activities in China
insisted that they were working to bring the Red Cross mission
to China and to raise the standard of humanitarianism there to
acceptable world levels, in fact their work in China served primarily
to undermine already considerable indigenous efforts to develop
Chinese philanthropy along international lines. As the Lincheng
Episode reveals, the prerogatives of extraterritoriality robbed the
Chinese in all walks of life of the opportunity to be masters of
their own crises, and put foreigners in charge where the rights of
sovereignty would normally demand local control of events. Both
the Chinese Red Cross and the American Red Cross were ready
to provide relief aid in the Lincheng Crisis; yet by dint of the
foreigners’ special position within China, it was the American Red
Cross that was first granted access to the kidnapping site, and which
thus first provided aid. By robbing Chinese philanthropists of the
opportunity to manage these relief activities on their own territory,
the ARC also robbed the Chinese Red Cross of stature in the eyes
of the international community and of its local constituents.

By operating their own chapters on Chinese territory and step-
ping in during crises such as the Lincheng Incident, the ARC’s
China Central Committee ostensibly intended to demonstrate in-
ternational standards and American procedures to the Chinese Red
Cross Society. But this model and these standards were available to
theChinese Society’s directors inmany other venues, all atmuch less
cost to the Chinese: through participation in international meetings,

112 Ibid. .



   

through exchanges of information andmaterials with other national
Societies, and through direct observations gleaned while Chinese
delegations were visiting abroad. Thus despite the Chinese Red
Cross’s active attempts to become an internationally respected phil-
anthropic organization, purportedly the same goal that the ARC
desired for the Chinese Society, the ARC in China consistently
undermined those efforts.

Although much of the ARC’s work in China was done with
the sincere intention of helping the Chinese people, and indeed
many of its projects were important and successful in so doing, by
usurping the Chinese Society’s initiative in high-profile situations,
the ARC did more harm than good to the cause of promoting a
functioning, national Red Cross in China. Moreover, the actions of
the American Red Cross in China during the Lincheng Incident
compromised the greater mission of international humanitarianism
promoted by the International Red Cross organization. By insisting
on conducting relief operations unilaterally, ignoring the Chinese
captives, and refusing to co-operate with the Chinese Red Cross
organization, the American Red Cross actually hindered the cause
of globally internationalizing philanthropy, instead insisting on a
parochial definition of humanitarianism and taking a hegemonic
stance on the conduct of relief efforts.

But this fact begs the question of the true intent of the ARC’s
China Central Committee. Literature on Sino-American relations
during this period, particularly on America’s philanthropic involve-
ment in China,113 often focuses on the Americans’ reformist impulse
in China. Taking contemporary writings at face value, many scho-
lars have stressed the Americans’ stated goal of providing a model
for China to emulate, of educating China by example, of raising
China up—up to God, up to civilization, up to efficient, rational,
‘business-like’ behaviour. But events such as the Lincheng Episode
belie this interpretation, and unmask the rhetoric.

Carl Crow’s attitudes regarding the Chinese Red Cross Society,
which, presumably, the American Red Cross was in China to assist,
reveal a darker side of the ‘reformist’ intent of the supporters of
extraterritoriality. Beneath the rhetoric lurked the conviction that

113 e.g. Karen Brewer and Andrew Nathan, A History of the China International Famine
Relief Commission (Cambridge, ), as well as Mary Bullock, The Oil Prince’s Legacy:
Rockefeller Philanthropy in China (Stanford, Calif., ), which briefly covers the Lincheng
Incident and completely ignores its implications for the Chinese.
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the West could not really reform China; China simply needed to be
mastered. Although American treaty-port philanthropists (together
with businessmen andmissionaries) may well have believed that they
were working towards a reformed China—an international, not
colonized China—these platitudes frequently disguised underlying
beliefs more similar to those of Rodney Gilbert, author of the
‘confidently racist’114 What’s Wrong with China? Gilbert mocks his
countrymen’s reformist attitude: ‘It is thought abroad’, he writes,
‘that the Chinese . . . are in all humility trying to pattern themselves
after us because of the ostensible superiority of our ways.’115 This is
not true, Gilbert asserts, and any Westerner acting on this impulse is
fooling himself. The deeper message that Crow imparts in his report
on the Lincheng Crisis, and which Gilbert resoundingly echoes in
his work, is that the Chinese, despite anyone’s best efforts, could not
really be changed for the better.

These attitudes of the American Red Cross members in China,
as well as of many newspapermen and other foreign nationals
living and writing there during the Republican era, leave a tangible
legacy that provides a dangerous snare for the historian working on
subjects such as philanthropy in China. Because English-language
sources almost (but not quite) unanimously omit, downplay, or
distort Chinese accomplishments in the realm of charitable relief
activity, it is easy for historians working on the period to succumb
to this same distorted picture of Chinese philanthropy during the
Republican era that many Westerners in China, particularly long-
term treaty-port residents, subscribed to themselves, and thus to
ignore the very real achievements of the Chinese. For example, it
is quite possible to read about the Lincheng Episode and never to
know that the Chinese Red Cross came to the scene to help the
captives, despite the local importance of their arrival there.

This attitude, prevalent among many of the foreign men and
women providing charitable aid in China at that time, became
increasingly obvious and intolerable to the Chinese throughout the
Republican period. Voices of private citizens such as Shen Dunhe in
 and Dr New in Lincheng in  helped create the atmosphere
that finally led to the abrogation of the legal system buttressing
those attitudes.

114 Fitzgerald, Awakening China, .
115 Gilbert, What’s Wrong with China?, .



   

Epilogue

Just a few years later Shen Dunhe would be vindicated at last, when,
on  April , the Washington Headquarters of the American
Red Cross voted to abolish the foreign chapters of the Fourteenth
Division for precisely the reasons Shen had suggested:

Notwithstanding the admirable record of [the foreign] Chapters, it has been
deemed wise to discontinue them for the following reasons: During the last
few years, and particularly since the close of the late war, many new National
Red Cross Societies have been created and many of the older societies which
had theretofore been comparatively inactive have been revivified and have
placed themselves in a position to take a leading part in the relief of important
emergencies arising from calamities within their own countries. With the
growth in number and power of these societies, there has arisen a steadily
increasing possibility that the presence of American Red Cross Chapters
in foreign territory might lead to confusion or possibly to competition or
friction.116

True to form, the China Central Committee of the American Red
Cross resisted this action, appealing against the decision by pleading
‘what it considered the unique circumstances of China: the im-
portance of their aid to the Chinese Red Cross, the need for an
American relief agency to protect Americans who, because of extra-
territoriality, would therefore not be cared for by the Chinese Red
Cross, and the importance of China experience to validate claims
for disaster relief need in the various districts of China’.117 Julean
Arnold, writing on behalf of the CCC, tried every justification to
maintain the American group in China, including promises that
when the Chinese Red Cross Society became ‘so organized as to be
able effectively to handle the situation [of being the sole Red Cross
in China]’, the CCC would cease to function.118 These protests and
blandishments continued through August of , but finally the
American headquarters put its foot down. ‘It was the feeling here,
aftermature consideration, that nothing remained for theRedCross
to do but to absolutelywipe off the slate all its foreign operations, thus
once and for all removing the embarrassing question from the field

116 The American National Red Cross Annual Report for the Year Ending June , , 
(Federation Archives).

117 Brewer, ‘From Philanthropy to Reform’, .
118 Arnold to Schurman,  June , Box : ., CCC, ARC/NA.
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of discussion.’119 Just one year too late for the Lincheng Episode, the
ruling would have made all the difference to the manner in which
the affair was handled.

119 Bicknell to Dollar,  Sept. , Box : ., CCC, ARC/NA.
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The League of Nations Mission
in Western Thrace: Relief and

Rehabilitation Operations (–)
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in collaboration with
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I can conceive of no more real and lasting form of relief than that
given under a reconstructive policy and the credit redounding
to organisations granting such relief and the satisfaction of all
concerned should make any effort well worth while.1

This essay investigates the work carried out by the League of Na-
tions in Greece during the evacuation of thousands of Ottoman
Christians, from September  to the end of , when the
Greek Refugee Settlement Commission (RSC) became operational.
It focuses more specifically on the ‘constructive work’ pursued by
the League in Western Thrace from late October . We wish to
demonstrate why the mission went beyond short-term relief, which
provides refugees with food, medical help, accommodation, and
clothing, and encompassed a wide range of operations aimed at
the social, political, economic, and moral rehabilitation of refugees.
Reference to relief and rehabilitation in the title of this paper is
deliberate. It is intended to remind the reader of the United Na-
tions Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA), an Allied
organization that operated during and shortly after the Second
World War. The point is to draw the reader’s attention to often
overlooked continuities between the inter-war, war, and post-

This research is part of a broader project entitled ‘From Relief to Rehabilitation: The
History of Humanitarian Programmes on Behalf of Civilian Populations during the
Interwar Period’.

1 Archives of the League of Nations (hereafter ALoN), C, folder , George
Treloar to Johnson,  July .
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periods. Relief and rehabilitation point to the interconnectedness,
rather than the separateness, of humanitarian programmes for the
relief of distressed populations by providing short-term alleviation of
suffering (that is, shelter, food, and medical aid), and rehabilitation
and/or reconstruction programmes intended to address the root
causes of distress. Since the s, reconstruction programmes have
revolved around the same three pillars of post- international
development aid programmes: food and agriculture, education, and
public health.

The mission in Western Thrace has received little attention
from historians.2 This essay examines the general development of
the League’s political and humanitarian activities, sketching the
work that the organization, through Fridtjof Nansen, undertook.
We intend to shed light on the discrepancy between the League’s
mandate and its achievements, and on the rivalry among the various
organizations operating in Greece. We wish to highlight how the
League attempted to enhance its recognition and legitimacy as
an indispensable actor in post-war settlements in the burgeoning
field of humanitarian and refugee affairs. The essay also looks at
the role of individuals such as Colonel George Treloar. Entrusted
with the mission from the beginning of the operations, Treloar
had a specific vision of the way in which humanitarian operations
should be carried out, including co-operation with humanitarian
organizations and Greek civilian andmilitary authorities. The focus
on a single individual is intended to show the fragmentation of views
and humanitarian practices within Western humanitarianism, and
within a single organization, the League, at a time of unprecedented
humanitarian activities, programmes, and investments by non-
governmental and governmental institutions.

The League of Nations Humanitarian Politics

The League of Nations was officially created on  January .
According to the intentions of its founders, its main purpose was to
guarantee the peace among nations and prevent other conflicts from
breaking out. TheGreco-TurkishWar of – demonstrated that

2 Claudena M. Skran, Refugees in Inter-War Europe: The Emergence of a Regime (Oxford,
), –. It is mentioned neither by Michael R. Marrus, The Unwanted: European
Refugees in the Twentieth Century (Oxford, ), nor by Onur Yıldırım, Diplomacy and
Displacement: Reconsidering the Turco-Greek Exchange of Populations, – (New York,
).



         

the League lacked the necessary resources to end conflicts; it played
a role only in the peace negotiations which took place in Lausanne
(–) and merely formalized a fait accompli by authorizing
further exchanges of Christian and Muslim populations between
the two countries. As far as the humanitarian side of the story is
concerned, other organizations, such as the American Red Cross
(ARC), the Near East Relief (NER),3 and Western governments,
played a more significant role than the League. The League did
not define itself as a humanitarian actor—peace was its main
purpose. However, to achieve peace, the League was involved
in a number of activities, including humanitarian, which were
intended to improve the political, economic, and social conditions
of individuals, communities, and entire nations. A century after its
creation, the League’s objectives look naïve and delusional, but they
are largely explained by the traumas of the First World War, and
the burning desire to achieve peace and avoid what contemporaries
believed to be the mistakes that had led to the war. War, however,
was not over in , and in south-east Europe and the Near East it
continued until .

In September  the Turkish army led the final attack against
the Greek occupiers, and approximately , Ottoman Christi-
ans from Asia Minor were evacuated to mainland Greece and some
Greek islands. In addition, because of the defeat, approximately
, Ottoman Christians were forced to leave Eastern Thrace
and were partially resettled in Western Thrace, the region under
scrutiny in this essay. Overwhelmed by the situation, the League,
initially at least, was only able to expand the activities of its existing
Constantinople (Istanbul) office. Although the needs of the civilians
were similar in both Greece and Turkey, Greece, as the vanquished
power, sought all possible help from Western governments and
international organizations; the government of Athens willingly co-
operated with international institutions to enhance the settlement of
refugees. The Turkish authorities, by contrast, saw the victory as an

3 The NER was a hybrid secular and faith-based organization born out of the merger
of several aid committees created in the USA to relieve civilian populations, mainly
Christian and Jewish, who had been mistreated by Ottoman authorities or were victims
of the war. From  the NER, like the American Relief Administration, became
a chartered organization, recognized by the American Congress, and increasingly
operated on the fringes of what would become the newly independent state of Turkey, i.e.
the Caucasus, Lebanon, Syria, Palestine, and Greece. See Davide Rodogno, ‘Beyond
Relief: A Sketch of the Near East Relief ’s Humanitarian Operations, –’,
Monde(s), / (), –.
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opportunity to rid themselves of the European powers’ interference
in their internal affairs.

In September  the League’s humanitarian politics and
strategies were far from established. Article  of the Covenant
referred vaguely to co-operation with ‘duly authorised voluntary
national Red Cross organisations having as purposes the improve-
ment of health, the prevention of disease and the mitigation of
suffering throughout the world’. It did not establish the parameters
of the work to be carried out by the League in this regard. Moreover,
the League had no funds and depended on contributions by mem-
ber states that did not necessarily agree on humanitarian policies
and priorities, and were experiencing hard economic times. There
was no consensual definition of humanitarianism and humanitarian
practices. Moreover, League member states (as well as the USA,
which did not ratify the Covenant of the League of Nations but
played a significant role in international humanitarian emergencies)
had no intention of setting up a permanent humanitarian organiza-
tion. League officials and member states therefore responded to
post-conflict humanitarian emergencies, such as the organized ex-
change of prisoners of war (PoWs) between the ex-enemy countries
and Russia, and Russian and Armenian refugees,4 by establishing
ad hoc operations.

A specific instance was PoWs in , when Fridtjof Nansen,
Norwegian explorer and chief of the Norwegian delegation to the
League, was appointed League High Commissioner with the task
of repatriating them to their countries. While he was still dealing
with operations on behalf of PoWs, on  September  Nansen
also took up office as High Commissioner for Russian refugees
(HC). This was one of the major ‘humanitarian crises’ of the day
and the League believed its involvement was necessary. Given that
the organization did not have officers or volunteers to undertake
relief operations, Nansen set up a small group of collaborators who
worked from Geneva and in the various field missions of Central,
Eastern, and South-Eastern Europe and Constantinople, where
thousands of Russian refugees lived in appalling conditions. The
League’s mandate encompassed only the co-ordination of humani-
tarian operations carried out by other international organizations

4 Francesca Piana, ‘Towards the International Refugee Regime: Humanitarianism
in the Wake of the First World War’ (Ph.D. thesis, Graduate Institute of International
and Development Studies, Geneva, ).



         

and governments. The International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC) fully supported Nansen, and its delegates, who were already
in the countries where Russian refugees were concentrated, worked
for the HC.

On  September  the League Assembly voted to extend
Nansen’s mandate to the relief of refugees in Asia Minor.5 The
mandate was vague and Nansen did not have access to the human
and financial resources required to assist these refugees. It was not
clear what theHCcould do to rescue an ill-defined group of civilians.
Its presence in Constantinople was what made it possible for the
HC to expand its mandate to Ottoman Christians crowding into the
ex-Ottoman capital from the Pontus, Anatolia, and other regions.
Again, it seems that improvisation prevailed over careful planning,
contradicting the epic narratives, mythologies, and hagiographical
accounts of international organizations and NGOs. Finally, it is
worth mentioning that when negotiations started in Lausanne it
was clear to all stakeholders that the return of the refugees to
their villages and home towns was very unlikely. Consensus was
reached among the participants on the permanent resettlement of
refugees, possibly in Macedonia and Western Thrace, two areas
of mainland Greece from where Muslim minorities would in turn
be transferred to Turkey. Nansen and his staff, including Philip-
Noel Baker, the British official in charge of the refugee question at
the League Secretariat who travelled with the HC in Greece and
Constantinople in October , agreed and fully supported such
an idea. However, to provide assistance and relief to Asia Minor
refugees the HC had at his disposal the meagre amount of £,,
half of which had been donated by Britain. Proper resettlement of
over a million refugees would cost a great deal more.

In fact, as we shall see, the discrepancy between the League’s
ambitions and its means determined the gradual sidelining of that
organization.Moreover, for political and practical reasons, it turned
out to be very difficult for Nansen to co-ordinate relief operations.
The League Assembly’s attempt to gain legitimacy and visibility
by involvement in a humanitarian operation was ultimately unsuc-
cessful. While on paper all humanitarian organizations, including
the ARC and the ICRC, were in favour of co-ordination and the
efficient division of labour, in fact they were content with the setting

5 ALoN, R, ‘L’Œuvre du Dr Nansen’. This is an internal League of Nations
memorandum,  Nov. , ...
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up of a mere clearing house, and contested Nansen’s plans and
his leadership. Nansen’s ultimate failure shows the importance of
some non-state actors (or quasi-state actors, such as the ARC) in the
aftermath of the FirstWorldWar and their determination to oversee
and be in full control of their operations. They avoided lengthy and
unpredictable intergovernmental decisions and stubbornly refused
any external control on their operations.

The High Commissioner in Greece

In November  the HC established a temporary satellite site
in Western Thrace. The mission in Western Thrace acted within
the HC’s mandate and under the control of the Constantinople
office, which had previously been created to deal with Russian
refugees and was headed by Colonel James Procter.6 The Australian
Colonel George Treloar was in charge of the mission in Western
Thrace and hired a dozen members of staff.7 The geographical area
covered by the mission was small because of the League’s limited
financial and logistical resources. It was discontinued in February
, when the Refugee Settlement Commission (RSC) took over
the work previously done by Treloar and the HC. The RSC
was a joint venture between the Greek government, the League,
and European and American donors. It had to be chaired by an
American—the first was Henry Morgenthau—and it represented
American relief organizations active in Greece. The RSC was not
a substitute for humanitarian organizations, and was expected to
execute a long-term project. The Greek government agreed to
adjust the country’s internal laws to ensure that the RSC had the
necessary capacity and power, and assigned it , hectares of
land as its absolute property for the purpose of establishing the
refugees. An International Financial Commission ensured that a
loan which the Greek government gave to the RSC was serviced.

6 Procter (sometimes spelt Proctor) had been the Director General of the Imperial
Ottoman Bank. When the ARC terminated its operation in Constantinople in October
, Procter set up the Constantinople Relief Fund for Russian Refugees in charge
of distributing food, accommodation, and clothing. This experience explains why the
British government and British relief organizations trusted him.

7 George Devine Treloar was born on  Apr.  in Ballarat and died on 
Nov. , at the age of . He was a soldier and broadcaster, and attained the rank
of Lieutenant Colonel in the First World War. His experience in Russia made him a
suitable candidate for the League’s Constantinople office.



         

As for the League’s specific responsibility, the RSC undertook to
submit quarterly reports to the League’s Council, which in turn
had the right to consider them and take any action or conduct any
enquiries that it believed necessary. On paper, the League was to
co-ordinate the RSC’s actions but did not provide the funds, which
in turn explains why the League did not call the shots or determine
the RSC’s activities.8

Before examining the history of the HC’s mission in Western
Thrace, it is necessary to introduce two elements to allow a better
understanding of the actions and limits of the HC’s mission there.
First, the majority of Nansen’s collaborators, including the ICRC
delegates, were military men. Treloar ran the office in a military
manner and maintained a close watch over any activity undertaken
by his staff.9 The mission was to be efficient and accountable, and
his men had to be ‘practical and energetic’.10 Treloar demonstrated
a ‘civilizational’ stance reminiscent of Bentham and J. S. Mill,
claiming that ‘adopting an attitude of benevolent autocracy’ was
the best way to help the refugees.11 We believe that historians have
not adequately considered the role of the military, or the specific
nature of its paternalism, in humanitarian operations. From the
documents it seems that these military men perceived themselves
as heralds of ‘modernity’, using the most ‘efficient’ and ‘scientific’
working methods and forms of administration. In this respect, how
they interpreted their work, or ‘mission’, as they called it, is not
completely different from the way in which a number of other
humanitarian organizations interpreted theirs. American organiza-
tions, secular and faith-based, and, to a lesser extent, European
organizations such as the ICRC or Save the Children, believed in
the scientific administration of relief. They were utterly opposed
to traditional forms of charity, and wanted the recipient of aid to
become self-reliant as quickly as possible (because they did not have
resources to prolong their aid programmes ad infinitum). They saw
themselves as the indispensable heralds helping the refugees to help

8 Dimitri Pentzopoulos, The Balkan Exchange of Minorities and its Impact on Greece (Paris,
); Louis P. Cassimatis, American Influence in Greece – (Kent, Ohio, );
and, more recently, Elisabeth Kontogiorgi, Population Exchange in Greek Macedonia: The
Rural Settlement of Refugees – (Oxford, ).

9 ALoN, C, folder , Instructions for representatives, weekly reports, by Treloar.
10 ALoN, C, folder , Instructions for the representatives and staff in general, 

Feb. .
11 ALoN, C, folder , Instructions for representatives and staff in general, weekly

reports, by Treloar.
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themselves. The needy could not discuss or deviate from the path
the saviour had set out for them. A further characteristic of Treloar’s
mission was that it consisted predominantly of British officers, as
did the office of the HC. There are many reasons for Britian’s in-
volvement (and the relative disengagement of France), among them
economic and political interests, the USA’s increasingly threatening
commercial presence, and, perhaps, the responsibility of having
contributed to Greece’s military defeat by Turkey that had led to
this unprecedented refugee crisis. Not surprisingly, the office’s staff
prioritized collaboration with British rather than American huma-
nitarian organizations. However, relations between the HC and
British humanitarian organizations were not always good. Going
beyond the tensions among humanitarians from different nations,
the encounter between these military and secular or religious volun-
teers, even if they came from Britain, resulted in competition and
eventually clashes between different humanitarian practices and
visions. This, in turn, might explain why Treloar, who regarded the
Greek military and civilian authorities with contempt, often sought
collaboration.

Second, the Western Thrace mission was maintained only be-
cause of the massive relief operation undertaken by the ARC in
Greece.12 As a result of their efforts, the HC was able to focus
on a pioneering relief cum rehabilitation/construction programme
based on two intertwined sets of activities: a six-month feeding and
medical programme for , refugees; and the construction of
houses and the gradual integration of refugees into Greek society
through agricultural and trade work. The ARC’s decision to discon-
tinue its operations would significantly affect the Western Thrace
mission. On  March  American Secretary of State Charles
Evans Hughes formally announced that the ARC operations would
end the following summer. By then, the ARC would have spent the
budget at its disposal for operations in Greece, and would be enter-
ing a new phase of its activities with a considerably reduced budget.
Hughes and the ARC argued that the early warning was intended
to provide the Greek government with sufficient time to take over
the relief work. At the same time, Hughes sent a note to the major

12 Dimitra Giannuli, ‘American Philanthropy in the Near East: Relief to the Ottoman
Greek Refugees, –’ (Ph.D. thesis, Kent State University Graduate College, );
ead., ‘American Philanthropy in Action: the American Red Cross in Greece, –’,
East European Politics and Societies,  (), –.



         

European powers urging them to work out an international plan of
assistance for the refugees in Greece. The Greek government and
many foreign humanitarian organizations, the League included,
attempted in vain to persuade the ARC to postpone its withdrawal,
arguing that the emergency was not yet over. The ARC turned a
deaf ear to these criticisms, which threw theWestern Thracemission
projects into disarray and eventually accelerated the setting up of the
RSC. Here, again, we can hint at competing humanitarian visions
and practices; we will expand on this in the following sections.

The League of Nations Mission in Western Thrace:
From Short-Term Relief to Rehabilitation Programmes

Treloar described the conditions of the refugees in a report. ‘After
ten to fifteen days’ journey, the scantiest supply of food and water,
with little or no sleep and no shelter whatever during the severe
weather of November, with thousands of suffering children, the
dreadful hardship endured by mothers and babies, burdened with
the sick and aged’, he wrote, the refugees arrived in a town where
there was no hospital and an acute shortage of food, and which was
already overcrowded by the army and disorganized by thousands
of demobilized soldiers waiting to be transported to Old Greece.13

The HC Western Thrace’s objective was to help the Christian
inhabitants of Eastern Thrace to leave the country before the entry
of the Turkish army.14 From the beginning, Treloar counted on the
indispensable collaboration of the British Principal Naval Transport
Officer, who placed six ships and a number of men at the mission’s
disposal.15 It was equally indispensable for the HC’s office to co-
operate with international organizations and the Greek authorities,
because it lacked the manpower and resources to act on its own.
The Greek authorities willingly delegated important prerogatives
of state sovereignty to Treloar because of the institutional, political,
and economic crises which their country was facing.16 A few days
after Treloar’s arrival, the Greek military authorities handed over
control of organizing the transfer of refugees at Rodosto’s port to the

13 ALoN R, Report of Treloar to Johnson,  Apr. , ...
14 ALoN, C, folder , Treloar to Johnson, strictly confidential, undated.
15 ALoN, C, folder , Captain Basilewitch to Treloar, Rodosto,  Oct. .
16 ALoN, C, CF, NOR, Gumuldjina office, no. , General reports, Col. Treloar,

St Gregoriou to Colonel Treloar, Alexandrople, Dedegatch, / Oct. .
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League’s mission. Consequently, , refugees were despatched
to various Greek ports (mainly Volo and Salonika) while a fraction
stayed in Western Thrace.

Dedegatch, the mission’s first headquarters, was the crossroads
through which refugees arrived by ship, train, caravan, and on foot,
resulting in ‘confusion worse confounded’ (Treloar quoting Milton,
Paradise Lost ).17 The mission’s advance guard set up relief depots
with food supplies in Dedegatch. As far as relief operations are
concerned, Treolar’s staff had sufficient rations for , people
for three months, which in turn explains the , quota for which
the mission was ready to take on responsibility. Rations, supplies,
and equipment were supposed to last until the end of March ,
when feeding operations would be taken over by the two British
organizations with which the League had signed an agreement: the
Imperial War Relief Fund (IWRF) and the Save the Children Fund
(SCF). These were to supply relief for an additional three months.18

Since the beginning of the mission, Treloar had requested military
help from the Greek army in the management of logistics. The
army provided the mission with lorries and a party of soldiers to
move a number of refugees ( tents and , people) to a camp
hastily set up a kilometre out of Dedegatch.19 In addition to the
camp at Dedegatch, a second feeding station was established at the
railway station, where an average of  children were fed daily.
The League’s mission rapidly diversified and adapted its activities
to the needs of the refugees. For medical aid, Treloar counted
on the Lady Rumbold Hospital at Palasli (named after the wife
of the British High Commissioner in Constantinople, Sir Horace
Rumbold, who helped to raise the funds) and the co-operation of the
British Red Cross.20 More than , patients were treated during
the six months that the hospital was in operation.21

From the outset, Treloar made it clear that its intention was to
go beyond short-term relief and start ‘constructive work’, which
would have rehabilitated the refugees. For instance, one of the dis-

17 ALoN, C, Miscellaneous, Report by Treloar, undated, presumably early .
18 ALoN, C, folder , Letter to Procter, Lausanne,  Dec. .
19 ALoN, C, Miscellaneous, Report by Treloar, undated, presumably early .
20 ALoN R, British Red Cross, Near East Section, Athens, Notes by Mr Patrick

Heheir on the work of Lady Rumbold’s Hospital at Palazli and medical work among
Greek refugees in Gumulgina (Gumuldjine) district,  Apr. , ... See
also ALoN, C, Gumuldjina Office, folder , British Red Cross Society.

21 ALoN, R, Childs to Johnson,  May , ...



         

tinguishing features of the Dedegatch camp was the establishment
of a Labour Bureau which helped to supply and transport refugee
labourers from the camps to employers in the town. On behalf of
the League, the Russian baron J. Kahma Kaufman supervised the
industrial and agricultural programmes in and around Dedegatch
camp. He divided the refugees into groups according to their occu-
pations and tried to persuade the Greek authorities that the refugee
problem would be solved by ensuring that they were settled on the
land as quickly as possible and supplied with the means to produce.
The municipality, prefecture, and army accepted Kaufman’s sug-
gestions and eventually hired tradesmen and carters. The refugees
also participated in unloading the mission’s stores from the camp,
which saved the mission – per cent of its expenses. Although
similar operations had previously been carried out on behalf of Rus-
sian refugees and in collaboration with the International Labour
Office, Treloar claimed that this was an absolute innovation.

It is worth noting that Treloar’s plan for rehabilitation also in-
cluded the ‘militarization of the refugees’.His plan provided detailed
instructions for the camp commander to act in an authoritarian way.
The commander worked as a powerful administrator, for example,
by fixing prices and levying a small tax on wages, which provided
a modest fund that was used to provide small stoves for heating
the tents. He organized charcoal-burning and wood-gathering. The
semi-dictatorial or quasi-colonial method of running trade activities
within the context of a humanitarian emergency sheds some light
on an unexplored connection between two universes—the huma-
nitarian, and the military and colonial—which tend to be studied
separately.

The next step imagined by Treloar was the resettlement of the
refugees. Although land was available, the mission lacked money
to buy items of fundamental importance, such as food to feed
the refugees, as well as tents, fodder, and seed grain. Early on,
Treloar’s mission created a Labour Bureau, which had been in
operation since  January .22 It started by identifying labour
categories potentially applicable to the refugees, such as reed-
working, charcoal-burning, brick-making, laundry, carpet-making,
embroidery, fishing, and woodcutting. In order to overcome the
financial difficulties, the mission initially used the tax of  per cent
levied on all payments to camp labour, which brought in ,

22 ALoN, C, folder , Weekly report  Jan.– Feb.  by Kaufman.
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drachmas (equivalent to about £) a month. With this money,
the Labour Bureau started a small charcoal-burning industry. The
initial cost of establishing the refugees in this work was covered
by the administration funds, which were recredited later from the
industry’s profits. The surplus was spent on further relief work.
The plan proved so successful from an economic point of view
that the mayor of Salonika asked the mission to organize charcoal-
burning industries to supply the various charity and municipal
refugee institutions with fuel. The HC reports do not analyse the
long-term consequences of these industrial policies, nor do they
seriously consider the social consequences of the ‘absorption’ of
the refugees in Western Thrace. They ignored the wishes of the
recipients of aid as well as those of local populations and over-
emphasized the fact that the Western Thrace mission provided
work for refugees.23 In assuming its ‘superiority’ with respect to
other humanitarian programmes, the HC mission proved unable
critically to examine all the consequences of its rehabilitative prac-
tices. In this respect too, there appears to be a clear similarity to
Western colonial experiences. Furthermore, historians tend not to
connect social welfare experiments undertaken in the USA, Bri-
tain, and the Commonwealth. Poor policies, the establishment of
asylums, the rise of public health regulated by the state, educational
policies, the improvement of London’s and New York’s slums were
the essence of progressivism in America, and of scientific char-
ity, Taylorism, and rationalization movements in Europe. These
projects, often funded by charities, wealthy individuals, or philan-
thropic foundations, were part of a large movement, domestic and
transnational, national and colonial, that represents the roots from
which the League’s projects blossomed and, often, failed. They
were part of the same instinct common to all those who wished
to avoid social chaos by ensuring and maintaining peace. If histor-
ians connected the League with other organizations, they would
find that the League’s social engineering experiences were far from
unique.

In Geneva, Procter emphasized that the guiding principle of the
Western Thrace mission was not ‘indiscriminate charity’, which
would have led to the ‘degeneration of the refugees’. Its objective
was to push refugees to become self-supporting as soon as possible.24

23 ALoN, R, Treloar to Johnson,  Apr. , ...
24 Procter reported to Nansen, who presented his considerations to the League



         

Procter’s discourse and that of the majority of relief organizations,
American and European alike, were very similar: ‘helping peoples
to help themselves’. Like other organizations, Treloar and Procter
insisted that relief and rehabilitation were essential components of
the same project. In Treloar’s view, it was imperative to go beyond
a mere feeding policy since he underlined that ‘constructive help
must go hand in hand with rations’.25 He believed that uncon-
ditional relief ‘ruined’ the character of the refugees because they
became ‘utterly worthless citizens, truculent, arbitrary and firmly
convinced of their divine right to receive food for nothing and flatly
refusing to accept work offered’.26 It should be noted that Treloar
repeated these ideas because he knew that his programme required
massive financial support, which in  was far from guaranteed.
In fact, writing retrospectively about the beginning of the mission,
the Australian officer argued that the word ‘constructive’ in con-
nection with general relief work was almost unheard of, and that
no other organization in Greece was engaged in practical construc-
tive work.27 It is difficult to believe, however, that Treloar was not
aware that other international associations, such as the NER, envi-
saged integrated relief–rehabilitation projects, especially on behalf
of orphaned children.28

In the end, ‘constructive work’ was not mere propaganda. Treloar
immediately set up settlement plans. He negotiated with the chief
of the local department of agriculture and other local authorities of
Gumuldjina. Treloar’s initial plan was to settle the , refugees
under his responsibility in existing villages and new settlements.29

Refugees were to be located in tents close to the sites of the new
villages. As a result of collaboration with the Greek government
and the participation of refugees, houses were to be erected in the
shortest possible time. Once completed, tents were to be moved to
continue the building process elsewhere. The plan persuaded local
authorities to engage with the League’s programmes. Accordingly,
a commission elected by the villagers with the participation of

Council in April : ALoN, C, folder , Near East refugees, Western Thrace
refugees settlement, Report by Dr Nansen, Geneva,  Apr. , C...

25 ALoN, R, Report by Treloar to Johnson,  Apr. , ...
26 Ibid.
27 ALoN, C, AFRO correspondence in Report on the work of the refugee village

co-operative society.
28 Rodogno, ‘Beyond Relief ’.
29 ALoN, C, Miscellaneous, Report by Treloar, undated, presumably early .
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a government official was created to distribute land among the
settlers.30

By February  the Western Thrace scheme had laid the
foundations of new villages and provided accommodation for ap-
proximately , people (that is, a fifth of the people for whom
Treloar was responsible). Treloar often complained to the office of
the HC that shortage of funds prevented the mission’s work from
being carried out on a grander scale. Tensions between the men in
Western Thrace and the offices of the HC in Constantinople and
Geneva were palpable in this regard.

Treloar often emphasized the merits of the mission in Western
Thrace, not mentioning the role of the Greek government and
criticizing the ARC’s relief programme. He did so more frequently
afterMarch ,when theARCannounced its decision towithdraw
from Greece. Treloar argued that the unconditional feeding of the
refugees had disastrous effects because ‘the peasant or labourer
whose mental equipment is limited can hardly be induced to leave
the comparative flesh pots of the town for the stern reality of the
country’.31 He was highly critical of the idea of first feeding refugees
and then suddenly reducing rations (as would have happened when
the ARC withdrew) as a means of inducing people to find work.
According to him, this was a ‘short sighted, frequently inhuman
policy’.32 He argued that under those circumstances, refugees would
end up creating a surplus of labour on the market, or finding that
there was no local demand for their particular trade. By contrast,
the Western Thrace scheme he ran provided opportunities for
refugees to start businesses of their own, which would ‘fit them
into the economic machinery’.33 Treloar argued that it was better
to feed a smaller number of people, as his mission did, than to
feed a larger number and, after the discontinuation of the aid
programme, leave them in the same position as they had been
in before. He did not admit that without the ARC hundreds of
thousands of refugees would have starved and that the Western
Thrace programme of rehabilitation and construction would have
been useless. Treolar never acknowledged that the ARC’s work
allowed the rehabilitation and construction experiments in Thrace

30 ALoN, C, folder , Near East refugees, Western Thrace refugee settlement,
report by Dr Nansen, Geneva,  Apr. , C...

31 ALoN, R, Report by Treloar to Johnson,  Apr. , ...
32 Ibid. 33 Ibid.



         

to be undertaken. He reluctantly admitted that, in the end, the
WesternThrace scheme applied to a group of , (, families),
fewer than  per cent of all refugees in Greece in early .
Nonetheless, he argued that the purpose of the entire operation had
been to inspire other international organizations, departmental
officials, and members of the Greek ministries. He believed that his
mission should have provided the model for more ambitious (and
better-funded) operations.

From the Western Thrace ‘successful miniature’
to the Refugee Settlement Commission

S. L. Childs, Nansen’s Deputy Assistant at Constantinople, went on
an inspection trip in Western Thrace and reported to the League
Council on  April .34 He argued that it was ‘impossible not to
deduce from this successful miniature the ultimate solution of the
whole Greek refugee problem’.35 He was confident that with the
replication of theWestern Thrace scheme elsewhere, three-quarters
of the refugees could be saved while the other quarter ‘would
probably die or migrate in any case’.36 In a further document,
Childs wrote that Treloar’s work ‘shows up extremely favourably,
when compared with the sketchy and uncontrolled administration
of the American rations’.37

The political importance of Childs’s reports was twofold. First,
in a document circulated at the highest levels within the League
and in every ministry of foreign affairs of the member states, the
ARC relief system was openly criticized. Second, at a time when
the later international loan plan had not yet been floated, Childs’s
report aimed to persuade states and potential stakeholders (that
is, the League member states, especially the British government,
and the US government) that the League should be in charge and
handle the loan money following the allegedly successful example
of the Western Thrace scheme. Childs also explained that the loan
should not encompass food relief because the Americans should
continue their aid for a ‘further limited period, till crops come in,

34 ALoN, R, Childs to Nansen,  Apr. , ...
35 ALoN, R, Childs to Nansen,  Apr. , ... 36 Ibid.
37 ALoN, R, Childs to Johnson,  May , ... ‘The America’s is

of course an enormous show, but [the Governor General] said, that ours was infinitely
more valuable.’
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and the naturalmoment arrives for withdrawal without disorder and
consequent loss of prestige’. Childs failed to make any suggestions
as to how the loan should be controlled and expanded, and did not
admit that he wanted the ARC to continue the food programme
because it had the know-how, the personnel, and the financial
resources to do so. Nor did he admit that no American government
or organization would have undertaken a food programme under a
broader scheme run by the LoN and the European powers.

The flotation of an international loan to saveGreece led directly to
the creation of theRSC, the Euro-American institution that oversaw
the management of resources and the resettlement process, and
eventually resulted in the removal of the HC. Repeated attempts by
Nansen and his officials to convince the League member states that
the work in Western Thrace should become the RSC’s prototype
operation failed. On  April  Nansen presented the settlement
project inWestern Thrace to the th Session of the League Council
as an unprecedented success story, which should be ‘intensified’.
He argued in favour of a loan for Greece and suggested that the
HC could run the resettlement of the refugees. Nikolaos Politis, the
Greek plenipotentiary at the League, who evidently had a vested
interest in the flotation of the loan, also argued that the work
carried out in Western Thrace had great potential to transform a
demoralized and apathetic community into a useful and productive
one.38 However, the US and European governments did not want
Nansen or Treloar to be in charge of the new institution. They
preferred to keep tight control and directly oversee the work of
the resettlement commission.39 Moreover, as we shall see below,
the RSC’s mandate did not encompass the feeding of refugees who
had not yet, or had only recently, been resettled, and assumed that
the problem was either non-existent or irrelevant. The League,
especially the men on the spot such as Treloar, and British charities,
who argued that hundreds of thousands of civilians needed food
and medical aid to survive, went unheard.40 Here, too, the tension

38 ALoN R, XXIVe Session du Conseil, Geneva, Apr. , Minutes, ..
.

39 ALoN R, Miscellaneous correspondence with Colonel Procter; Memorandum
of the Greek Refugee Problem . . .,  July , ...

40 ALoN, R, LON Council draft resolution, Geneva,  Sept. , C...
‘Les revenues et les fonds de l’Office autonome d’établissement des réfugiés ne devront
pas être employés au soulagement de misères ou d’autres œuvres charitables qui ne
viseraient pas à procurer une occupation productive aux personnes assistées’ (Protocole



         

between competing humanitarian visions, politics, and practices is
clearly visible.

In the end, the newly created RSC adopted the idea of not
undertaking food relief operations because crops had come in
and the food emergency was allegedly over. League reports of the
summer of , arguing that hundreds of thousands of refugees
were still in need of food, shelter, and medical aid, were completely
ignored. Feeding programmes were undertaken, in the midst of
growing financial difficulties and on a smaller scale, by a number
of Greek, European, and American relief organizations. When
the RSC was created, one of the first decisions of its chairman,
US ambassador Henry Morgenthau, was to declare that Western
Thrace was of no interest to the RSC. In a typical institutional
reinvention of the wheel, the RSC decided that it would supervise
the resettlement programme in its own way,41 and in February 
the Western Thrace mission was discontinued, leaving it without
financial and political support.42

In his last report, written in full knowledge of the RSC’s takeover,
Treloar indicated the ‘correct method to adopt in dealing with the
problem of settling the agricultural refugees’. He reiterated his top-
down authoritarian views on the management of the rehabilitation
programme of refugees. Every sentence of this report was politically
calculated. When he wrote it, Treloar was fully aware that the issues
he was elaborating on were outside the RSC’s scope. He was also
aware of the League’s intention to establish an office in Salonika.
He therefore pointed out the necessity of creating a liaison bureau
to co-ordinate the efforts of the Greek government and all the
commissions and relief organizations. The HC was back to square
one: the only thing it could do was to set up co-ordination bureaux
and clearing houses. With that objective in mind, Treloar and
Kaufman convened a preparatory meeting in October  with
several international associations, such as the American Women’s
Hospital (Dr Ruth Parmelee), SCF (I. H. Milward), NER (F. Welch),
the American Mission (D. K. Getchell), the American Refugee
Village Cooperative Society, the League Epidemic Commission,

signé par le gouvernement grec le  septembre  et modifié le  septembre ),
...

41 ALoN, R, Treloar to Gorvin, Salonika,  Nov.  and Campbell to
Johnson,  Nov. , ...

42 ALoN, R, Campbell to Johnson, Athens,  Feb. , ...
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and the Danish Industries Schools. The outcome was the creation
of the Association of Foreign Relief Organizations (AFRO). Treloar
also suggested that the Greek philanthropic organizations establish
a similar centre. Together they would act as a clearing house
to inform Greek and foreign organizations as well as the Greek
local and central authorities. When he was eventually transferred
to Salonika, Treloar devoted the bulk of his work to facilitating
the work of AFRO members. He obtained special facilities for
the benefit of the relief work undertaken by members of this
Association, such as an exemption from custom duties for goods
destined for refugee relief and the provision of free transport for
refugee purposes.43

A second institution, called the Central Coordination Committee
for International Relief (CCCIR), was created in Salonika in 
under the auspices of the League HC office. No fewer than fifty
foreign relief organizations, Greek public departments, and local
charities participated. The Committee facilitated the process of
settling agriculturalists away from urban centres by centralizing all
administrative procedures in a single office. This was an attempt
to maximize and rationalize the distribution of relief, and to avoid
wasting or duplicating efforts. Through the CCCIR’s publicity and
statistics bureaux, the League aimed to reach potential donors
inside and outside Greece.44 The CCCIR’s strategy was to use
photographs to illustrate how the refugees were living. They would
be published in magazines and daily newspapers, which, it was
hoped, would increase donations.45 After  April , all the
activities of the office of the HC in Greece were discontinued.
Childs was appointed delegate of the HC in the Balkans and would
liaise with the Greek government and the RSC.

The activities of AFRO and CCCIR were an innovative and
meaningful response to the RSC’s preclusion from devoting any
part of the sums at its disposal to relief purposes. They were also a
response to the RSC’s claiming the lion’s share in the resettlement

43 ALoN, R, Preparation of the report to the th Session of the League of
Nations Council, June , on Greek Refugees, Childs to Johnson,  May , .
..

44 ALoN, C, CF, Rapport de la Délégation du Haut Commissariat pour les
Réfugiés de la Société des Nations pour l’Année Septembre  à Septembre .

45 ALoN, R, Kaufman to the office of the HC,  May , ...
ALoN, R, RAM, registry Minutes of the Meeting held at the Offices of HC in
Salonica,  Feb. , G. Treloar, ... The SCF sent a film operator to
Greece to take photographs of the work done in order to enlighten the English public.



         

programme and a way of keeping their legitimacy as humani-
tarian actors. The HC and international charities marginalized
since the creation of the RSC and, for obvious reasons, various
Greek authorities drew attention to the mass of refugees who still
needed emergency relief and were not yet ready to benefit from
the RSC scheme, granted only ‘upon a productive basis’. Hundreds
of thousands were starving and could not ‘produce’ unless they
were properly fed. Despite increased attention to publicity and the
creation of ad hoc propaganda departments whose purpose was to
raise awareness among potential donors and public opinion, after
the loan and the creation of the RSC it became increasingly difficult
to raise funds. The German economic crisis of  and the donors’
fatigue explain why the League and international organizations
were not able to raise the necessary funds to aid the mass of needy
refugees. Curiously, so far at least, in the archives of the League and
organizations such as the SCF, we have not found any documents
reporting this failure. From these sources it is hard to say what
happened to the starving refugees.

Conclusion

This analysis of the League’s Western Thrace mission reveals the
ambitions, achievements, and disillusionments that the organization
faced in Greece. The essay has shown why and under what circum-
stances the office of the HC tried to adapt to local situations and
co-operated with local authorities, the Greek army, governments,
and foreign humanitarian agencies. It has demonstrated what the
men in charge of refugee work at the League meant by humani-
tarian programmes and how they attempted to carry them out.
Here the reference to men is gendered on purpose. There were no
female relief workers, either in the League of Nations mission in
Western Thrace or in the office of the HC at the League of Nations’
headquarters in Geneva. However, the absence of women in this
specific mission seems to be an exception rather than a rule in the
emerging ‘new’ inter-war humanitarianism. Indeed, an increasing
number of female professionals, especially doctors and nurses, had
begun to have access to traditionally male-dominated fields since
the two last decades of the nineteenth century. After the First World
War, women also played an increasing role in the decision-making
processes of many contemporary NGOs, such as the American
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Women’s Hospitals, the SCF, the Union Internationale de Secours
aux Enfants, and the British Society of Friends.46

In the period under consideration, the League lacked the neces-
sary political and financial weight to lead humanitarian operations
in Greece. The idea of co-ordinating humanitarian aid was not a
planned decision, but a consequence of the lack of resources avail-
able to the organization. Moreover, Western Thrace staff and other
League officers assumed that they possessed expertise, whereas in
fact they had none. The HC’s military staff might have had clear
ideas about how to combine relief and rehabilitation. Their mili-
tary background shaped the management of refugee camps and
their logistics, an important and often overlooked dimension of any
humanitarian enterprise. These men knew how and where to build
houses, and how to recruit and despatch men and women to the
relevant factories. The urgency of the situation and the struggle for
power, however, even within the allegedly apolitical humanitarian
area, inhibited these men from taking the social and economic
consequences of their policies into consideration. They assumed
they would have been successful in the long term and were as
arrogant as other organizations when claiming that the Western
Thrace programmes should become the model for the resettlement
of over a million refugees. The refugees had to build houses, find
jobs, and integrate into Greek society under the benevolent and
paternalistic supervision of Colonel George Treloar. Ultimately,
the purpose of this ‘mission’ was to transform refugees into more
‘civilized’ individuals.

This essay has also made an indirect reference to the ‘new’
humanitarianism, the kind that goes beyond short-term relief opera-
tions and encompasses a wide range of programmes from develop-
ment to human rights, from state-building to social and economic
assistance.47 Our intention was to emphasize that such ideas did
not appear out of the blue during the late twentieth century. In

46 With a few exceptions, so far the lives and careers of female humanitarians have
been marginalized in international history. Francesca Piana is conducting a project
entitled ‘“Parallel Lives”: Women, Imperialism, and Humanitarianism, c.–’,
in which she studies the biographies of three women involved in international
humanitarianism.

47 David Chandler, ‘The Road to Military Humanitarianism: How the Human
Rights NGOs Shaped a New Humanitarian Agenda’, Human Rights Quarterly, /
(), –; Fiona Fox, ‘A New Humanitarianism: A New Morality for the
Twenty-First Century?’, Disasters,  (), –.



         

our view they had coexisted, at least since the beginning of the
twentieth century, with what some scholars refer to as the ‘old’
humanitarianism embodied by the ICRC and older forms of reli-
gious and secular charity and philanthropy. The s and s
were a time when, as historian Keith Watenpaugh puts it, interna-
tional (Western) humanitarianism changed.48 While it shared some
elements with its predecessors, inter-war international humanitar-
ianism, as embodied by the League of Nations, non-governmental
organizations, international associations, and philanthropic foun-
dations, was envisioned as a permanent, transnational, institutional,
and secular regime (though largely imbued with Christian pre-
cepts and morals) for understanding and addressing the roots of
human suffering. Inter-war humanitarianism, in Western Europe
and the USA, paralleled the evolution of philanthropy, but was
distinctive in its reliance on social scientific knowledge-based ap-
proaches to the management of humanitarian problems, hugely
expanding late nineteenth-century notions of scientific charity and
welfare.

Inter-war Western relief workers understood humanitarianism as
a doctrine of ‘universal’ validity which did not reflect its religious/
missionary cum colonial, social, and political origins. Inter-war
humanitarians understood their ‘mission’ as encompassing a ‘duty’
to find and address the root causes of human suffering and injustice,
anticipating the development projects of the post- era. This kind
of humanitarianism took sides, was biased and selective, though it
claimed not to discriminate and to be universalist. Paternalism was
as inherent in the early to mid-twentieth century as the impulse to
dictate practice in a manner and to an extent that, as in the case of
colonial domination, was not shared by the wider society in which
these alleged causes of suffering and injustice had taken root. In fact,
in the reports of these humanitarians, refugees have no agency, and
their only character trait seems to be passivity and apathy. Passivity
and apathy could be ‘cured’ by the intervention of enlightened
humanitarians, who would relieve and rehabilitate ‘worthy’ indivi-
duals or entire communities. Themost appropriate terms to describe
their humanitarian vision are ‘relief ’ and ‘rehabilitation’ because, as
in colonial contexts, these humanitarians assumed that the rescued

48 Keith David Watenpaugh, ‘The League of Nations’ Rescue of Armenian Genocide
Survivors and the Making of Modern Humanitarianism, –’, American Historical
Review, / (), –.
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had to accept—passively and apathetically, for once—the decisions
taken on their behalf by those who had knowledge (and power).

Like post- relief workers, their predecessors strove for ‘effi-
ciency’. They might have disagreed on many things, but they were
persuaded of the ‘superiority’ of Western civilization, which they
believed they fully embodied. Hence they claimed to know how to
relieve, aid, and helpmillions of distressed peoples ‘efficiently’. From
their point of view, any interference in Greece, Eastern Europe,
or the Middle East was as generous and disinterested as it was
legitimate. Inter-war humanitarian workers saw themselves as pro-
fessionals; they carried out their jobs using ‘scientific’ and ‘modern’
methods. They wished to export modern Western social reform to
Greece and elsewhere in the Middle East. After all, in this view,
Ottoman Christian refugees had been ‘corrupted’ by centuries of
intimate contact with the ‘barbarous infidel’; it was time to rescue
and fully expose them to Western ‘civilization’.

Watenpaugh writes that in the unique case of the Ottoman
Empire and the greater Middle East this connection between in-
tention and action was predicated on the outcome of the war and
the occupation of the region because of the reduction of Ottoman
sovereignty, and he is certainly right. One could, however, be less
geographically exclusive and include areas such as the Balkans,
including Greece, as well as the newly independent states of Central
Europe and Poland. Not surprisingly, perhaps, in many respects
these were regarded as borderlands of Western civilization.49 Fur-
thermore, in all these regions organizations such as the American
Relief Administration, the American Red Cross, the ICRC, and
indeed the League of Nations played a relevant part through their
humanitarian programmes. Ironically,Watenpaughwrites, themost
internationalist dimension of the League’s larger efforts took place
in the shadow of inter-war colonialism. The mandate system’s liber-
alizing and tutelary agenda created an unprecedented opportunity
for implementing the League’s initiatives and was less restrained by
questions of national sovereignty because sovereignty itself was held
in trust by a colonial power and member state. We argue that, to
some extent, as the League of Nations minority regime illustrates,
sovereignty issues were at stake also in Eastern and Central Europe,
and certainly in Greece, whose sovereign prerogatives were in a kind

49 Rebecca Gill, ‘The Rational Administration of Compassion: The Origins of
British Relief in War’, Le Mouvement Social ,  (), –.



         

of limbo, especially from  to , the period covered in this
essay. The case of the League of Nations programme in the Greek
region of Western Thrace has shown that relief projects turned into
more ambitious rehabilitation plans whenever national sovereignty
was fragile or in crisis because of internal or external factors. In
countries facing such a crisis, a plethora of non-state actors, Euro-
pean and American, intervened to rescue needy populations or
specific categories of individuals—refugees, women, children—and
to build nations and states. They attempted to do so by the social,
political, economic, and moral (re)habilitation of rescued humanity.
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Two Crosses for the Same Aim?
Swiss and Swedish Charitable Activities
in Greece during the Second World War

D P   I H

During the Second World War, Greece, under occupation by the
Axis powers, suffered one of the last major famines in Europe.
According to Red Cross sources,1 more than , people starved
to death between summer  and summer . It was impossible
for humanitarian actors, and in particular the RedCross movement,
to remain indifferent for long to the dire distress into which the
Greek civilian population had been plunged. By August  Robert
Brunel, chief of the International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC) delegation in Athens, had realized that the situation was
disastrous and, along with the Greek authorities and the Italian
and German Red Cross societies, set up a facility for assisting
Greek civilians.2 After negotiating with the belligerents and the
donor countries, the ICRC managed to provide food supplies
for Greece from October . This relief was only a meagre
supplement to the paltry rations available to the Greek population.
In the course of  more extensive international co-operation
was gradually organized under the Red Cross emblem in a Joint
Relief Commission, in which the Swedish and Swiss Red Cross
societies took part alongside the ICRC. Thanks to this humanitarian
intervention the disaster was contained, and thousands of lives were

1 Ravitaillement de la Grèce pendant l’occupation – et pendant les premiers cinq mois
après la libération: rapport final de la Commission de Gestion pour les Secours en Grèce sous les
auspices du Comité International de la Croix-Rouge (Athens, ), .

2 This facility underwent several name changes between  and : ICRC
Joint Relief Commission (Commission de gestion des envois de vivres du CICR)
August –September ; Joint Commission of the ICRC Delegation in Greece
(Commission de gestion de la délégation du CICR en Grèce), September –March
; Joint Relief Commission in Greece under the auspices of the ICRC (Commission
de gestion pour les secours en Grèce sous les auspices du CICR), from March .



      

saved by the distribution of hundreds of tons of food between 
and .3

International co-operation of this sort was bound to cause prob-
lems among the members of the Relief Commission. Yet this aspect
does not seem to have interested the researchers who subsequently
worked on the famine in Greece. Although they do not omit to
mention the difficulties encountered in these international relief
operations, they place them in the preliminary stages, that is, during
the discussions held among the belligerents on the modus operandi
of the relief operations.4 Only very few, such as Violetta Hionidou,
mention the rivalry among the neutral humanitarian actors in
charge of managing food aid for Greece, and even then only in
passing.5 Yet it is not a trivial issue. Hionidou writes, for instance,
that the ICRC’s dissatisfaction with the Swedes, which arose as soon
as they arrived on the scene, subsequently grew and that the ICRC
‘continued to be extremely dissatisfied with the Swedish delegation
up to the last minute’.6 What were the reasons for this dissatisfaction,
and what do they teach us about international co-operation in the
field of humanitarian action?This essay will show that humanitarian
aid was densely entangled with national interests, not only on the
side of belligerents—that is, Britain and Germany—but also among
those offering relief. The original initiative for the relief operation
in Greece had been driven by suspicion about certain interests. The
actual organization was riddled with mutual suspicion at all levels
between Swiss and Swedish members of the Red Cross movement.
While Sweden’s national interests linked to their international en-
gagement were not very well hidden beneath the humanitarian
surface, the links between the ICRC, the Swiss Red Cross, and
the Swiss Confederation were less obvious but no less real. Our
analysis will show the organizational and political consequences of
the dilemma faced by relief organizations caught between pursuing
humanitarian aims and national interests.

3 To be precise, , tons, according to André Durand, Histoire du Comité
international de la Croix-Rouge: de Sarajevo à Hiroshima (Geneva, ), . Durand quotes
Ravitaillement de la Grèce, .

4 Mark Mazower, Dans la Grèce d’Hitler, – (Paris, ), , originally
published in English as Inside Hitler’s Greece: The Experience of Occupation, – (New
Haven, ); Marie Mauzy, ‘Inter Arma Caritas: The Swedish Red Cross in Greece
in the s’, in Richard Clogg (ed.), Bearing Gifts to Greeks: Humanitarian Aid to Greece
in the s (London, ), –, at .

5 Violetta Hionidou, Famine and Death in Occupied Greece, – (Cambridge,
). 6 Ibid. .



             

Humanitarian Rivalry

The problems started at the very beginning of the co-operation
between the Swiss and the Swedish humanitarian actors. In Septem-
ber , even before the Joint Relief Commission officially took
office, the head of the ICRC delegation in Greece had already com-
plained about the behaviour of his future Scandinavian colleagues.
According to Brunel, although they knew nothing about the reality
of the situation in the country, ‘the Swedes [were going to] come and
strut around’ and ‘take all the praise’,7 letting the ICRC delegates
do the work for them.

The tension between the two groups subsequently grew. In the
autumn of  the ICRC noted that, although co-operation had
officially started, neither Brunel nor Paul Mohn, who was head of
the Swedish delegation and also chaired the Joint Commission, had
‘yet agreed on how their work should be organized’.8 The ICRC
noted that the Swede’s policy ‘consisted from the outset of setting
aside everything that had existed before him’ and then excluding
the Swiss representatives from all political negotiations with the
Greek or occupation authorities.9 The same accusations came from
the Swiss Red Cross, which judged that Mohn’s behaviour was
improper.10 Nor were the difficulties smoothed out when officers
on either side changed. Emil Sandström, new president of the Joint
Commission (who replaced Paul Mohn in March ),11 was also
soon accused by the Swiss officers of the ICRC of ‘lording it’12 and
behaving like a ‘dictator’.13 For Geneva, the president of the Joint
Commission seemed quite simply to ‘ignore the presence of the

7 ICRC Archives (hereafter ACICR), B G /c, Robert Brunel, ICRC delegate in
Athens, to Carl Jakob Burckhardt, ICRC member,  Aug. .

8 Ibid., Marcel Junod, ICRC general delegate, to Max Huber, CICR president, 
Oct. .

9 ACICR, A PV, Commission mixte de secours: procès-verbal de la ème séance du
Conseil,  June .

10 ACICR, O CMS D , Dr Friedrich de Fischer, chief of the Swiss Red Cross
medical mission in Greece, to Paul Mohn,  Jan. .

11 See e.g. ACICR, B SG II, Résumé de la conversation avec M. de Fischer, chef
de la mission de la Croix-Rouge suisse et délégué du Comité international,  Dec.
.

12 ACICR, B G /c, Charles-Édouard de Bavier, Swiss consul in Athens, to Carl
Jakob Burckhardt,  Aug. .

13 Ibid., Schéma de rapport général sur l’activité de la délégation en Grèce,  Aug.
.



      

ICRC delegate as regards all of the major issues’.14 Far from being a
quarrel just amongbosses, the same friction occurred at a lower level,
between ordinary Swiss and Swedish staff members, the former
complaining of the unprofessionalism of their Nordic colleagues,
who were not exerting themselves15 although they enjoyed quite
substantial financial benefits.16 The Swiss also criticized the Swedes
(who had been hiredmainly because of their knowledge of theGreek
language) for their lack of experience in social and humanitarian
matters.

The leading élites in the humanitarian organizations displayed
the same unwillingness to understand each other’s points of view.
The ICRCwas behind the first operation to provide aid for theGreek
population, which had been launched, albeit on a modest scale, in
the summer of , following negotiations with the German,
Italian, British, and Turkish authorities in Ankara.17 In December
 ICRC members went to London to speak in defence of
the Greek civilian population and ask the British government to
lift its blockade in the Mediterranean in order to provide food
for Greece.18 Having heard that Sweden wanted to launch an
independent relief operation to assist Greece, but that Italy was
opposing this move, which was thus unlikely to be successful, the
ICRC then suggested including Swedish representatives in its own
relief facility.19 Although it was morally and politically in charge
of the aid operation, the ICRC was nevertheless prepared to co-
operate closely with the Swedish Red Cross,20 provided that it
complied with the obligations discussed in bilateral negotiations.
It was thus decided that the Swedish members would work under
ICRC contracts. Several weeks after the Joint Commission had
been put in place, however, the Nordic representatives had still not

14 Ibid.
15 Ibid., excerpts from Émile Wenger, ICRC deputy delegate in Salonika, to Dr

René Burckhardt, ICRC delegate in Salonika,  July .
16 Ibid., Jean d’Amman, acting chief of the ICRC delegation in Greece, to Beat de

Glutz, ICRC delegate in Geneva,  June .
17 ACICR, B G /, Marcel Junod to Lucie Odier, ICRC member,  Sept. ;

ACICR, B G /a, Robert Brunel to Max Huber, ICRC president, and annexes, 
Nov. .

18 ACICR, A PV, Commission mixte de secours: procès-verbal résumé de la ème

séance du Conseil, tenu le  juin , à h.
19 Ibid., procès-verbal de la ème séance du Conseil, tenue le  mai  à h.
20 Ibid., procès-verbal de la ème séance du Conseil, tenue le  juin , à h;

see also ACICR, B G .., Rapport du Dr Junod sur sa mission à Stockholm et à
Berlin du  au  juin .



             

formalized this agreement. The ICRC expressed its concern about
the matter to Prince Carl, president of the Swedish Red Cross.
He replied that he had given the Swedish delegates precise and
detailed instructions before their departure, and that there was no
longer any need for the ICRC contracts since these instructions
‘now made them redundant’.21 Geneva followed up the issue, but
met with a polite but clear refusal on the part of Prince Carl.22

De facto, the Swedish members of the Relief Commission were
working independently, thus losing some of the privileges that
ICRC contracts could have provided, especially in dealing with
local authorities in Greece.23 And when the Swedish president of
the Commission was replaced, the ICRC heard the news through
the Swedish press, since it was informed neither by the national Red
Cross nor by the government in Stockholm.24

The political authorities, not least the British government, no
doubt played a leading part in these tensions between the Swiss and
the Swedes. Urged by public opinion at home and its American
ally abroad, both perturbed by the plight of the Greek people,25

Britain decided, nolens volens, to make a gesture and authorize the
free passage of relief for Greece, despite Britain’s economic blockade
of Europe. In order to save face, however, the British government
insisted that the credit for this initiative and its practical imple-
mentation be given to a neutral third party rather than to the
Allied governments. Although the ICRC had been cited as a pos-
sibility for this task, Britain opted for Sweden. London distrusted
the ICRC delegation in Greece, considering that it was ‘on too
good terms with the occupying powers’,26 and wanted to make
the new relief facility ‘much more neutral’.27 The authorities in

21 ACICR, B SG./S, Prince Carl to CICR,  Sept. .
22 ‘Vous avez donné aux représentants suisses à la Commission de gestion des

instructions, nous en avons donné, de notre côté, après nous être concertés avec
des personnes qualifiées, aux représentants suédois’ (ibid., Prince Carl to Carl Jakob
Burckhardt and Jacques Chenevière, ICRC member,  Nov. ).

23 ACICR, B SG , CICR to the Secretary-General of the Swedish Red Cross, 
Jan. . The loss of the ICRC identity card, which had been temporarily granted to
the Swedish staff, created some tensions: ACICR, B G /c, Jean d’Amman to Carl
Jakob Burckhardt,  Apr. .

24 ACICR, A PV, Délégations: séance des délégations du mercredi  février ,
à h.

25 George Kazamias, ‘The Politics of Famine Relief for Occupied Greece’, in Clogg
(ed.), Bearing Gifts to Greeks, –, at .

26 ACICR, B G /c, Robert Brunel to Carl Jakob Burckhardt,  Aug. .
27 ACICR, A PV, Commission mixte de secours: procès-verbal de la ème séance du



      

Stockholm thus took over the project, conducting difficult negoti-
ations with the parties concerned.28 Italy was, in fact, unwilling to
allow Sweden too much involvement in this operation. For Rome,
Sweden’s presence frustrated the interests of the ICRC (‘non gio-
vevole agli interessi del CICR’), as well as Italy (‘gl’interessi del
CICR corrispondono esattamente ai nostri’), as the Italian Red
Cross representative in Greece suggested.29 The ICRC, naturally,
was not informed about the background to these discussions when
reorganizing its relief work with the Swedes. These kept a low
profile, but also played a double game during the initial discussions
with Geneva.

While playing down the importance of the Swedish contribution
in future humanitarian operations,30 the Swedish government was
still explaining to the ICRC that it had been obliged to take part, as
it were, ‘under the constant pressure of Anglo-Saxon distrust’.31 Yet
some days after Paul Mohn’s arrival, the government in Stockholm
also sent its minister serving in Sofia, Sven Allard, to Athens as the
Swedish government’s ‘observer’. As the ICRCwas soon to discover,
‘Mr Allard . . . [was] actually the chief of all Swedish activity [and
had been given] the direct mission by the Swedish government
to monitor compliance with the commitments undertaken by the
two belligerent camps’.32 Minister Allard was the direct superior of
Mohn, the Swedish president of the Joint Commission, who was not
authorized to send his reports direct to the Swedish government,33

but had to transmit them via Mr Allard. The minister annotated
and commented on Mohn’s documents before sending them to
the Swedish foreign office. The Swedish Red Cross finally received

Conseil, tenue le  juin , à h. See also Hionidou, Famine and Death in Occupied
Greece, .

28 Alexandros K. Kyrou, ‘The Greek-American Community and the Famine in
Axis-Occupied Greece’, in Clogg (ed.), Bearing Gifts to Greeks, –.

29 ACICR, B G /c, Guglielmo Arno to Luigi Cortese, Italian Consul-General in
Geneva,  Oct. .

30 ACICR, A PV, Commission mixte de secours: procès-verbal de la ème séance du
Conseil de la Commission mixte de secours de la Croix-Rouge internationale, tenue
le  juin  à h.

31 ACICR, B Sg /II, Zenon Przybyszewski Westrup, Swedish minister in Switzer-
land, to Max Huber,  Aug. .

32 ACICR, B G /a, Rapport du Dr Junod (n° ) sur la situation et l’activité de
la Délégation du CICR depuis l’arrivée de la nouvelle Commission de Gestion,  Nov.
.

33 The ICRC sometimes exceptionally granted him this right. See ACICR, B Sg ,
Max Huber to the Swedish Red Cross,  Aug. .



             

the reports directly from this authority.34 In short, the neutral and
independent relief work that was to be carried out under the auspices
of the RedCross was turning out to be a ‘primarily Swedish’ affair, as
desired by the Allies, who were informed about the Greek situation
on a daily basis by Allard and Mohn.35

Swedish government control of relief operations in Greece in-
creased further after Stockholm decided early in  to renegotiate
the agreement that had been reached with the ICRC the previous
year. The distribution of food supplies was, in effect, placed under
the supervision of Minister Allard.36 Once again, the Stockholm go-
vernment explained that it had had to take the decision in view of its
commitments to the Allied governments,37 which wanted to remove
the ICRC from any involvement in the management of the relief
operations.38 The ICRCdecided to withdraw from themanagement
of the relief operation it had launched in Greece.39 It considered
that neither the organization’s tradition nor its statutes would allow
it to subordinate its humanitarian work to any government. Under
pressure and after the negotiation, in March , of a new working
Protocol under the auspices of the Italian government,40 however, it
agreed to continue co-operating with Sweden in practical matters so
as not to prejudice the humanitarian activities under way. Shortly
before, the British Foreign Office had confirmed that the initia-
tive to change the set-up had come solely from Sweden.41 London
welcomed the changes, as it was more inclined to trust a national
government than an international humanitarian organization.42

34 ACICR, B G /a, Rapport du Dr Junod (n° ).
35 ACICR, B G /c, Marcel Junod to Max Huber,  Oct. .
36 ACICR, B SG , Projet d’un arrangement entre le représentant du Gouvernement

suédois, M. le Chargé d’Affaires Allard, et le CICR,  Feb. .
37 Ibid., Christian Günther, Swedish Minister of Foreign Affairs, to Max Huber, 

Feb. .
38 ACICR, B G /c, Note de Jean d’Amman pour Carl Jakob Burckhardt, 

May .
39 Ibid., Max Huber to Christian Günther, Swedish Minister of Foreign Affairs, 

Feb. .
40 ACICR, B SG , Rapport concernant le ravitaillement de la population civile

grecque et notamment les envois expédiés d’outre-mer par les bateaux suédois,  Mar.
.

41 ACICR, A PV, Commission de coordination: séance du mercredi  février 
à h.

42 ACICR, B SG , Procès-verbal de la séance concernant la délégation du CICR à
Athènes, le  février , à h; see also ACICR, A PV, Commission de coordination:
séance du mercredi  février , à h.



      

International Relief Operations and National Interests

Were the difficulties the ICRC encountered with the Swedes and the
ensuing mutual dissension43 due solely to this asymmetry between
trust in a nation-state and in an international body? The difference
in political weight between the International Committee and the
Swedish government certainly played a part, tipping the balance
in the latter’s favour. Above all, it confronted the ICRC with two
dilemmas. The first was how to manage relief operations which
the ICRC perceived as international in terms of means and as
universal in terms of purpose—that is to say, operations to assist
suffering humanity—when it believed its partner was exploiting
them and reducing them to an aspect of purely domestic policy. The
ICRC delegation in Stockholm, in fact, had on several occasions
observed the importance the national press attached to Sweden’s
relief work in Greece,44 while generally omitting to mention the
other humanitarian actors involved. The Swedish Red Cross, which
normally should have shared the ICRC’s charitable and universalist
vision, followed the general trend and also regarded these assistance
operations as ‘a matter of essential national interest’.45 For this
reason, according to the ICRC delegate in Stockholm (Georg
Hoffmann), the Swedish Red Cross was inclined to overemphasize
the work of the Swedish team in Greece while minimizing that of
its partners.46

This first dilemma gave rise to a second: how were victims to
be assisted when the interests of the humanitarian organizations
involved differed? As far as the ICRC was concerned, there was no
longer any doubt that the Swedish delegates were working more
for the benefit of their country than for Red Cross ideals. The
ICRC president reckoned that the Swedes were ‘doing business’
with their boats,47 which were supposed to be shipping food for

43 Sweden also complained about the attitude of the Swiss staff; see ACICR, B CL
.., Zenon Przybyszewski Westrup to Baron Gustave de Geer,  May .

44 ACICR, B G /a, Bericht a: Zur Griechenlandhilfe,  Feb. .
45 ACICR, A PV, Bureau: extrait PV provisoire n°  du Bureau, séance du  juin

.
46 ‘Die Tendenz zur Ueberwucherung des schwedischen Elementes vorhanden und

die Tendenz zur Bagatellisierung der Bedeutung des Partners’, ACICR, B G /a,
Bericht e: Zusammenarbeit mit den Schweden in Griechenland,  Apr. .

47 ACICR, A PV, Commission de coordination: séance du mercredi  février ,
à h.



             

the Red Cross, by allowing them, for example, to provide trans-
port for Swedish trade missions abroad.48 In Athens, the ICRC
opposed the Swedish president of the Joint Commission when he
wanted to use the ICRC emblem in conducting a private sur-
vey on post-war reconstruction in Greece, at Sweden’s request.49

It came to the point where some people in Geneva began to re-
assess Sweden’s entire humanitarian involvement during the Second
World War as having been motivated by the sole aim of seeking
market outlets.50

In the end, the ICRC had no alternative but to express to the
Swedish foreign office its great concern that, despite the ICRC staff’s
efforts, the Joint Relief Commission did not seem able to assist all
the needy areas in Greece.51 The ICRC expected the whole Greek
affair to end in a scandal owing to the devious intentions of the
Swedish government,52 which ‘was aiming primarily to strengthen
its position in relation to the British government for the post-war
period’, and was thus indifferent to the success or failure of the relief
operations in Greece.53

At least on occasions, the work of the Swedish Red Cross in
Greece and the political and economic ambitions of the Swedish
government coincided. After all, were the Swiss partners (ICRC and
Red Cross) not also defending the interests of their country in one
way or another? This, at least, was how the ICRC’s Swedish con-
tacts saw it. They were therefore surprised when the organization
explained that not only was ‘the Swiss Red Cross independent of the
ICRC’,54 but that ‘the Committee [was] an international, and not
a Swiss, organization’, and that it had never, since its foundation,
‘conducted its activities as the subordinate or under the control of

48 ACICR, B Sg , Carl Jakob Burckhardt to Minister Westrup,  Feb. .
49 ACICR, B G /c, Beat de Glutz to Professeur Alexandre Beck, ICRC adviser,

 Aug. .
50 ACICR, A PV, Secrétariat central: résumé de la séance du Secrétariat général du

 février . As twice pointed out in a booklet published in November  by the
Joint Relief Commission under the title ‘L’Aide de la Suède aux pays ravagés par la
guerre’, Sweden hoped automatically to benefit from a resumption of trade with these
beneficiary countries by furnishing humanitarian assistance, but also financial credits,
raw materials (wood, iron, steel), and equipment (such as machine tools), to countries
affected by war: ACICR, O CMS C-, ‘L’Aide de la Suède aux pays ravagés par la
guerre’, , .

51 ACICR, B Sg , Max Huber to Christian de Gunther,  Mar. .
52 Hionidou, Famine and Death in Occupied Greece, .
53 ACICR, B G /c, Dr de Fischer to CICR,  Feb. .
54 ACICR, B G /, Rapport n° a) Swedish Red Cross,  Dec. .



      

any state—either Switzerland or any other country’.55 Despite these
explanations, the ICRC was, of course, in close contact with both
the Swiss authorities and the Swiss Red Cross. The head of the
Swiss Legation in Greece, Charles-Édouard de Bavier, who was in
fact related to several members of the ICRC, kept the organization
informed confidentially about the Swedes’ movements.56 The ICRC
returned the favour by discussing relations between Switzerland and
Sweden with the Swiss authorities,57 calling on them in particular
to improve their political position in relation to their Scandinavian
rival. The ICRC entertained the same special relationship with the
Swiss Red Cross Mission in Athens. Robert Brunel, for instance, in
addition to his role as ICRC delegate, also worked on behalf of the
Swiss Red Cross Mission to ensure that it played ‘a role that was
bound to win favour with the [Greek] population and would thus
be of great advantage for our country’.58 In short, the Swedish Red
Cross and the ICRC were pursuing similar goals, although one was
acting more openly than the other: they were working to restore
the prestige of their respective countries on the international scene.
This strategy was directed primarily towards the countries fighting
Nazi Germany.

Regaining National Reputation through International Relief

Despite their proclaimed neutrality, Sweden and Switzerland had
both been criticized by the Allies for their pronounced economic
connections with the Axis powers,59 and their policy of arrangement
with them.60 It was thus essential for Switzerland and Sweden to
restore their reputations on the international scene. Humanitarian

55 ACICR, B Sg , Procès-verbal de la séance concernant la délégation du CICR
à Athènes, le  février , à h.

56 See e.g. ACICR, B G /c, Charles-Édouard de Bavier to Carl Jakob Burckhardt,
 Aug. .

57 ACICR, B Sg /, Carl Jakob Burckhardt to Marcel Pilet-Golaz, Swiss Minister
of Foreign Affairs,  July . Burckhardt suggested that Greece could be supplied
by the Swiss commercial fleet instead of Swedish boats. For Burckhardt, this policy
would improve not only Switzerland’s position on the international scene, but also the
ICRC’s inside the Joint Relief Commission: ibid., Aide-Mémoire zur Besprechung von
Herrn Bundespräsident Stampli mit Herrn Carl J. Burckhardt, vom . Juli , 
July .

58 ACICR, O CMS D , Robert Brunel to Max Huber,  Jan. .
59 This was asserted by the ICRC delegate in London, Rodolphe Haccius: ACICR

A CL .., Rodolphe Haccius to Jacques Chenevière,  Nov. .
60 Paul A. Levine, ‘Swedish Neutrality during the Second World War: Tactical



             

action seemed to provide an effective means of achieving this.
Switzerland had two major assets in these reinstatement efforts. As
the cradle of the Red Cross and the host of the ICRC on its territory,
it had been perceived as a humanitarian nation since the end of the
nineteenth century. And to this the Swiss Confederation had added
a second advantage since the end of the First World War: that of
being a power that protected the interests of belligerent countries.61

The Swiss Confederation therefore seemed better equipped than
Sweden to rise to the challenges of the post-war period.62For all these
reasons, Sweden appeared to be ill-disposed towards Switzerland,
and even ‘jealous’ of it.63 As it happened, thanks to a concurrence
of events more favourable to Stockholm than to Berne,64 Sweden
had been helped back into the saddle by the Allies. It had thus
succeeded in boosting its role on the humanitarian scene during
the Second World War and hence in strengthening its reputation.
As a former member of the British secret services ironically noted:
‘Swedish humanitarian action during and after the war did much
to erase the ignominy the country had suffered from the gymnastics
of its neutrality policy.’65

There was similar rivalry between the Swedish Red Cross and the
ICRC, which liked to point out that ‘the Swedish Red Cross [had]
always regarded itself as a sort of equivalent of the Committee’.66

Since the First World War, the Swedish Red Cross, again moved by
‘jealousy’,67 seemed to have constantly wanted to take over activities

Success or Moral Compromise?’, in Neville Wylie (ed.), European Neutrals and Non-
Belligerents during the Second World War (Cambridge, ), –; Neville Wylie,
‘Switzerland: A Neutral of Distinction?’, ibid. –.

61 During the First World War the Swiss Government had received  mandates to
defend the political interests of belligerent states in enemy countries.

62 See e.g. Johannes Schneider, ‘“Un moyen précieux de maintenir de bonnes
liaisons”: la Suisse, puissance protectrice de l’Italie au cours d’une décennie tourmentée
(–)’, Relations internationales,  (), –.

63 ACICR, B Sg , Rapport sur des entretiens à Stockholm,  July .
64 Levine, ‘Swedish Neutrality during the Second World War’, , ; Wylie,

‘Switzerland: A Neutral of Distinction?’, ; Jean-Pierre Mousson-Lestang, ‘La
neutralité de la Suède pendant la Deuxième Guerre mondiale’, Guerres mondiales
et conflits contemporains,  (), –, at –; Neville Wylie, ‘Une évaluation
du parcours de la Suisse en tant que puissance protectrice à “double mandat”
pour le Royaume-Uni et l’Allemagne durant la Seconde Guerre mondiale’, Relations
internationales,  (), –, at .

65 Peter Tennant, Touchlines of War (Hull, ), .
66 ACICR, A PV, Bureau: séance du mercredi  avril  à h. These words

are from Max Huber, the ICRC president.
67 ACICR, A PV, Commission des secours: ème séance vendredi  janvier 



      

devolving upon the ICRC, especially those connected with prisoners
of war.68 The Second World War and the strong support that the
Swedish national society enjoyed from its government, which in
this way seemed to compensate for its weakness as a protecting
power,69 exacerbated the tensions that already existed with the
ICRC, since the latter, given the independence and neutrality it
proclaimed, could not officially claim the same support from the
Swiss government.

But these tensions might perhaps have been less marked had it not
been for a third dilemma: how could a humanitarian organization
fail to respond to the suffering of the victims? Directly confronted
with the Greek population’s distress, ICRC delegate Robert Brunel,
who in the summer of  was the only neutral humanitarian
actor on the spot, had realized that rapid action was essential if
disaster was to be avoided. The motive for his action was purely
charitable; he was acting in an emergency without any political
considerations and, indeed, without even consulting his superiors in
Geneva. Brunel seized opportunities and mobilized support locally,
irrespective of nationality. The irony of history was that his action
had been caused in part by the British, who, just before the first
relief supplies arrived, had launched a propaganda campaign on
the BBC announcing that food was to be distributed to the Greek
population. And this had awakened purely mercantile desires. It was
in order to counteract any misappropriation of food for purposes
of speculation that Brunel had been obliged to set up a relief
structure involving those who could help him—that is, the Greek
and occupation force authorities.70 London subsequently accused
the ICRC, and thus also Switzerland, of ‘collaborating with the

à h. According to Bent Blüdnikov, Sweden’s animosity towards the ICRC was
linked to the fact that this institution had entrusted the Danish Red Cross, instead of
its Swedish counterpart, with responsibility for setting up an office for PoWs on the
Eastern Front during the First World War: Bent Blüdnikov, ‘Denmark during the First
World War’, Journal of Contemporary History, / (), –, at .

68 See e.g. ACICR C G A -, Conférence des Croix-Rouges russe, austro-
hongroise et allemandes tenue à Stockholm en novembre  sous le patronage de la
Croix-Rouge suédoise; see also ACICR, A PV, Bureau: séance du mercredi  janvier
 à h. On the question of a possible Swedish Red Cross action on behalf of
prisoners of war in the USSR see ACICR, A CL --, Camps de prisonniers
de guerre en URSS, .

69 ACICR, A PV, Bureau: séance du mercredi  avril  à h.
70 ACICR, B G /a, Rapport de Mr Robert Brunel, délégué du CICR,  Oct.

.



             

enemy’. This accusation prompted the British government to turn
to another ‘neutral’ government, which was in fact no more neutral
than that of Switzerland, in order to reorganize aid distribution in
Greece. Once again, the concept of international co-operation was
outweighed by purely national interests.

During the Second World War, the sometimes heightened com-
petition between Switzerland and Sweden to relieve suffering
Greece—through their respective ‘Allies’ on the ground, namely,
the ICRCand the SwedishRedCross—shows that humanitarianism
may achieve other ends than humanitarian ones,71 and also provide
an instrument for neutral countries to prove their usefulness on the
international scene, and, by doing so, defend their national integrity.
In this sense, if humanitarian competition exists, it is because the
utility of each actor shows itself to the detriment of the others. The
true question, however, is how far this competition was of benefit
to the victims. In the Greek case, because of a lack of information
coming from the beneficiaries themselves, it is difficult to know
whether the rivalry between Swiss and Swedish humanitarian ac-
tors helped to improve the way in which assistance was delivered or,
on the contrary, resulted in a ‘decrease of energy’ in terms of time,
means, and inventiveness, which was thus harmful to the victims.
An examination of the documents left by the humanitarian actors
suggests that the second possibility, paradoxically, is the more likely.

71 See Johannes Paulmann’s contribution to the present volume.
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Life during Wartime: The Save the
Children International Union and the
Dilemmas of Warfare Relief, –

J D

Humanitarian history is such a recent field of research that, ac-
cording to expert historians, ‘much of the history of humanitarian
activism is largely or wholly unwritten’.1 The flourishing of huma-
nitarian activism is a challenge to historians willing to map out this
field, and underlines the importance of undertaking more case stu-
dies in order to historicize its successive configurations, as recently
outlined by P. Y. Saunier.2 The Save the Children International
Union (SCIU), a non-governmental organization founded in 
to assist foreign child victims of war, is especially relevant in this
context. This is first because, like other NGOs, it illustrates the
complexity andmultidimensional nature of circulatory phenomena.
Now seen by historians as mediators of intercultural dialogue and
facilitators of contacts between nations, NGOs are studied as pre-
cursors of contemporary processes of globalization.3Even if previous
authors have demonstrated the role of the SCIU in the international
diffusion of universal norms of children’s rights,4 there is still much

A shorter version of this paper was submitted to the  ENIUGH Congress, London,
, and published in Journal of Modern European History, / (), –.

1 Brendan Simms and D. J. B. Trim, ‘Towards a History of Humanitarian
Intervention’, in eid. (eds.), Humanitarian Intervention: A History (Cambridge, ), –.

2 Pierre-Yves Saunier, ‘La Secrétaire générale, l’ambassadeur et le docteur: un conte
en trois épisodes pour les historiens du “monde des causes” à l’époque contemporaine,
–’, Monde(s): Histoire, Espaces, Relations, / (), –.

3 John Boli and Georges M. Thomas (eds.), Constructing World Culture: International
Nongovernmental Organizations since  (Stanford, Calif., ); see also Sandrine Kott,
‘Les Organisations internationales, terrains d’étude de la globalisation: jalons pour
une approche socio-historique’, Critique Internationale,  (), –, at –.

4 Dominique Marshall, ‘Dimensions transnationales et locales de l’histoire des droits
de l’enfant: la Société des Nations et les cultures politiques canadiennes’, Genèses, 
(), –.



  

to be done to understand its influence on the circulation of private
and public policy models aimed at the younger age groups during
the twentieth century. Second, the SCIU is noteworthy because
of its structure. Unlike other NGOs, which are mostly run by
national actors (such as the Red Cross International Committee),
the organization of the SCIU was internationalized from the start,
making it an original case whose functioning announced the further
development of a globalized humanitarian activism.

Finally, the SCIU was also unique for its longevity, since it lasted
through much of the century, from  to . Surprisingly, most
of the historical work on its evolution focuses on the first decade of its
existence. Often taking a hagiographical perspective, these studies
tend to concentrate on the SCIU’s founder, Eglantyne Jebb, while
givingminimal consideration to other grass-roots activists in the long
run, or to the organization’s inner workings. Still unresearched are
its links with existing networks (either humanitarian or reformist),
or the successive transformations of the cause of the child for which
it campaigned.5 All of these issues need to be addressed for a full
understanding of how an international organization such as the
SCIU emerges in a given temporality, then develops or evolves in
changing contexts, with uneven resources and moving constituency.

It is these phenomena, conducive to the SCIU’s longevity and
adaptability, that will be explored here. The focus will be on the
Second World War, which represents a real turning-point for the
SCIU. Unlike the historiography of NGOs, which presents the idea
of a strong discontinuity between the system created around the
League of Nations and the one established after ,6 the SCIU’s
history provides a much more complex view of the periods of
humanitarian action, the challenges they faced, and the methods
they developed to survive the global chaos.

By looking at the case of the SCIU, this essay will address
these historiographical issues while also examining the various
circumstances that confronted it during the conflict. First, it will
provide a narrative of the SCIU’s foundation in  and its
aborted evolution, during the inter-war period, towards becoming

5 Clare Mulley, The Woman Who Saved the Children: A Biography of Eglantyne Jebb
(Oxford, ); Linda Mahood, Feminism and Voluntary Action: Eglantyne Jebb and Save the
Children – (Basingstoke, ).

6 See Philippe Ryfman, Une histoire de l’humanitaire (Paris, ); Bob Reinalda,
Routledge History of International Organizations from  to the Present Day (London, );
Relief in the Aftermath of War , special issue of Journal of Contemporary History,  ().



       

an expert network advocating child protection. The second part
will look at the entirely new pressures that were unleashed on
the SCIU’s modes of governance with the outbreak of war in
, threatening its very existence. Paradoxically, however, the war
offered the SCIU’s leaders the chance to introduce a long-awaited
change.Taking advantage of the disappearance andmarginalization
of other networks in the field of child welfare, the SCIU’s leaders
strove to transform it into one of the most representative universal
NGOs specializing in the field of youth welfare.

From Humanitarian Activism to Advocacy Network
(–): Sailing through the Twenty-Year Crisis

The SCIU was founded in the aftermath of the First World War
by a network of activists convinced that the Continent could only
be rebuilt on the basis of pacifism and international solidarity.
The founding of the British Save the Children Fund (SCF), an
international movement, led to the creation of a new organization
in December : the Save the Children International Union
(Union Internationale de Secours aux Enfants), based in Geneva.7

The choice to concentrate on childhood was dictated by the fact that
children were presented as innocent victims, representing neutral,
sacred, and universal issues most likely to transcend international
resentments and enmities. Active solidarity around childhood thus
became an integral part of the process of ‘demobilizing the mind’,
one of the few open roads that might lead to the resumption
of dialogue between former enemies.8 In this regard, the SCIU’s
endeavours differed significantly from other kinds of humanitarian
actions during the war, which had been developed on the basis of
national or identity-forming preferences.9

From its creation, the SCIU encouraged national committees to
affiliate with it and to design their own publicity in order to attract
funds. The money raised was collected by the SCIU’s management

7 Archives d’État de Genève, Archives de l’Union Internationale de Protection de
l’Enfance (hereafter AEG, AUIPE), AP ..: Sociétés affiliées, Dec. .

8 See John Horne, ‘Demobilizing the Mind: France and the Legacy of the Great
War –’, French History and Civilization,  (), –; Emily Baughan, ‘“Every
Citizen of Empire Implored to Save the Children!” Empire, Internationalism and the Save
the Children Fund in Inter-War Britain’, Historical Research,  (), –.

9 Peter Gatrell, ‘Refugees and Forced Migrants during the First World War’,
Immigrants and Minorities,  (), –.



  

in Geneva and spent on a wide range of humanitarian operations,
priority being given to theCentral European countriesmost affected
by war and famine. In this regard, the SCIU was one of the first
organizations to give equal representation to both defeated and
victorious countries.

The form which this assistance took was partly built on pre-
existing models—in particular, on the International Committee
of the Red Cross’s ethics (neutrality) and decentralized organiza-
tion. The SCIU was, indeed, a federation of independent na-
tional committees, united around the child as its one and only
target. The network’s coherence was maintained by a collegiate
administration in Geneva, in the form of an executive committee,
some of whose members were appointed by national committees.10

In reality, this administration was dominated by local individu-
als (ICRC members, diplomatic officials), delegates of the Save
the Children Fund, and especially by a small team of employees
headed by a secretary-general. It was this handful of people who
laid down the organization’s purpose, distributed donations, de-
signed publicity material, and managed the relationship between
the SCIU and other organizations.11 Under their dedicated guid-
ance, the SCIU rapidly met with great success. No fewer than
seventeen national committees were affiliated in , scattered all
around Europe and actively working for the global diffusion of
the SCIU’s ethics and peace-building efforts.12 The aim of provid-
ing relief to foreign child victims of war proved highly effective
for mobilizing a wide range of actors, from feminist networks
to Red Cross societies and movements such as the League of
Nations,13 and finally, even if it was difficult to quantify, a broad
general public, which generously contributed to the SCIU’s pro-
grammes from the start. People were concerned by the severe
humanitarian crises (epidemics, famine) of – in Eastern Eur-
ope, which strongly reactivated the initial momentum of solidarity.

10 This committee was composed of thirty members, elected for a three-year term,
and the membership of one-third of the committee was renewable each year.

11 Joëlle Droux, ‘L’internationalisation de la protection de l’enfance: acteurs,
concurrences et projets transnationaux (–)’, Critique Internationale,  (),
–.

12 AEG, AUIPE, IVe Conseil Général, – Feb. .
13 A number of SCIU members were recruited from League of Nations societies.

On its British section see Helen McCarthy, The British People and the League of Nations:
Democracy, Citizenship and Internationalism, c.– (Manchester, ).



       

The SCIU collected, transferred, and redistributed some SwF m.
throughout Europe.14 With the end of the health crises from 
on, however, the SCIU soon registered a significant decrease in
its income (SwF .m. collected in ). Its leaders thus de-
cided to relaunch the movement in order to recycle the organiza-
tion’s international prestige and credit towards new humanitarian
tasks.

Urgent aid for children in the event of disasters was fast becoming
a secondary purpose behind the SCIU’s new ambition to become
a platform or clearing house for information and the international
dissemination of best practice on child protection (regarding health,
education, youth employment, and assistance). The call to promote
a development policy15 avant la lettre was directed especially towards
‘backward’ countries in Central and Eastern Europe, where the
SCIU had first developed its humanitarian work as soon as the war
ended. Embodying this development angle, the Declaration of the
Rights of the Child was drafted by the SCIU in ,16 underlining
the sense of moral superiority that was a direct reincarnation of Eur-
ope’s nineteenth-century ‘civilizing mission’, a current that flowed
freely through many other humanitarian engagements at the time,
in particular towards the European peripheries.17 Building on its
network of national committees (notably in Hungary, Poland, Bul-
garia, and Yugoslavia), the SCIU from then on helped to construct
a network of health and social institutions modelled on Western
structures of philanthropy. Along with other foreign charities, US
foundations, and international NGOs, the SCIU helped to set up
this network’s financing, recruitment, and training policy.18

14 AEG, AUIPE, Ve Conseil Général, – Feb. .
15 On the application of this concept see Marc Frey and Sönke Kunkel, ‘Writing

the History of Development: A Review of Recent Literature’, Contemporary European
History,  (), –. 16 Droux, ‘L’Internationalisation’.

17 Davide Rodogno, Against Massacres: Humanitarian Intervention in the Ottoman Empire
– (Princeton, ); Jane Cooper, Embroidering History: An Englishwoman’s
Experience as a Humanitarian Aid Volunteer in Post-War Poland, – (Croydon,
); Keith D. Watenpaugh, ‘The League of Nations’ Rescue of Armenian Genocide
Survivors and the Making of Modern Humanitarianism, –’, American Historical
Review,  (), –.

18 AEG, AUIPE, AP...: e conseil général de l’UISE, – Sept. . On the
involvement of foreign NGOs in Central and Eastern Europe see Barbara Brush and
Joan E. Lynaugh (eds.), Nurses of All Nations: A History of the International Council of
Nurses – (Philadelphia, ); Ludovic Tournès, ‘La Fondation Rockefeller et
la naissance de l’universalisme philanthropique américain’, Critique Internationale, 
(), –.



  

The SCIU thus took on a new dimension which allowed it to
develop its collaboration with the Geneva group of international
organizations. Putting forward its field experience in helping to
set up progressive networks of child welfare institutions, the SCIU
engaged deeply in international debates and enquiries focused
on childhood and youth, either with the International Labour
Organization (ILO) or with the Child Protection Committee of the
League of Nations (LoN, created in ).19 Its influence within
these forums, however, proved to be limited, first because the
efficiency of international organizations largely depended on their
ability to attract experts, information, and support networks from
national terrain.20 In this regard, the SCIU remained marginal by
comparison with major actors such as the League of Red Cross
Societies or the Health Section of the League of Nations. These
were in a much better position to secure the collaboration of
skilled national experts thanks to their privileged relationships with
American foundations.21

Second, the Union’s mandate as an expert advocacy network
aroused mixed feelings within the executive committee, with some
leading members strongly voicing their attachment to the organiza-
tion’s purely humanitarian raison d’être.22 The crises of the s
fuelled these tensions by giving child relief activities a new urgency.
Recurrent natural disasters, social, economic, and political crises,
and, finally, military conflicts all pushed the SCIU’s committees
towards emergency relief again (famines in China in  and in
Bessarabia in –; earthquakes in Bulgaria and Greece in ;
the events of  in Vienna; wars in Ethiopia and Spain; actions in
support of German and Czech Jews).23

19 Dominique Marshall, ‘The Rise of Coordinated Action for Children in War and
Peace: Experts at the League of Nations, –’, in Davide Rodogno, Bernhard
Struck, and Jakob Vogel (eds.), Shaping the Transnational Sphere: Experts, Networks and
Issues from the s to the s (New York, ), –; Joëlle Droux, ‘From
Inter-Agency Concurrences to Transnational Collaborations: The ILO Contribution
to Child Welfare Issues during the Interwar Years’, in Sandrine Kott and Joëlle
Droux (eds.), Globalizing Social Rights: The International Labour Organization and Beyond
(Basingstoke, ).

20 See Sandrine Kott, ‘Dynamiques de l’internationalisation: l’Allemagne et
“l’Organisation Internationale du Travail (–)” ’, Critique Internationale, 
(), –.

21 See Iris Borowy, Coming to Terms with World Health: The League of Nations Health
Organization, – (Frankfurt a.M., ); Tournès, ‘La Fondation Rockefeller’.

22 AEG, AUIPE, AP ..: Comité exécutif,  Apr. .
23 AEG, AUIPE, AP ..: Comité exécutif (–).



       

In spite of this revived commitment to the cause of international
child relief, the s also deeply threatened the SCIU’s working
order and internal relations. The emergence of authoritarian and
stridently nationalistic regimes directly provoked a haemorrhage
of defections: between  and  several national committees
(Austrian, Czech, German, and Soviet) left the SCIU, abandoning
its ethics of international solidarity. This considerably weakened
the SCIU financially, as national committees made a crucial con-
tribution to its budget. Even more worrying was the question of
its representativeness within the group of international networks
still working around the ILO and the LoN. The SCIU, which was
prompt to publicize its membership consisting of thirty-three na-
tional sections in , rapidly shrank to a mere twenty-five less than
two years later. The loss of national expert resources from these
territories meant a cut in the vital flow of information which was
the real backbone of the SCIU’s position within the LoN-related in-
ternational forum, thus crucially affecting its utility and legitimacy.
In order to regain some of this fast disappearing credibility, the
SCIU leaders proposed different projects aimed at developing child
protection in the event of war. Several meetings were held in con-
junction with Red Cross representations, advocating the creation of
international neutral zones, to be enshrined in specific treaties in
order to address the issue of new types of conflict in which civilian
populations were fast becoming a central military target. These pro-
jects, however, were met with scepticism by the SCIU’s members.24

Preparing for a close and inevitable conflict was a far cry from the
SCIU’s pacific ideals.

At the end of the s, the SCIU was thus undoubtedly un-
dergoing an identity crisis fed by the rising power of belligerent
nationalism. This crisis soon triggered another no less vital one one
in its governance. Between  and  the SCIU lost half of
its budget and most of its permanent staff. Reduced to a mere two
full-time employees with an additional part-time member of staff,
the organization could only look back to the period of its former
glory and prestige, when its advice was widely solicited by both
national committees and related networks.25 After twenty years de-

24 AEG, AUIPE, AP ..: Commission administrative,  Nov. .
25 Joëlle Droux and Damiano Matasci, ‘La jeunesse en crise: acteurs et projets

transnationaux face au problème du chômage des jeunes durant l’entre-deux-guerres’,
Revue d’Histoire de la Protection Sociale,  (), –.



  

dicated to the cause of childhood, campaigning for the international
dissemination of best practice in child welfare and for the universal
norms of children’s rights to be recognized as a basis for reconstruct-
ing international dialogue, the SCIU was now fighting for its very
existence in an international context of military violence, mutual
estrangement, and nationalism. If the SCIU’s ideals and actions
were unable to survive in an atmosphere of mounting nationalist
pressures, how would it cope once total war had been unleashed?

From Circulation to Confinement (–): Surviving Total War

From the beginning of the conflict in the autumn of , the
Swiss government forced the SCIU to review the composition of its
executive committee in order to ensure its neutrality, and to create
an administrative commission whose members were recruited from
citizens of neutral countries (essentially from the French Swiss
region, such as its new secretary-general, Georges Thélin, former
employee of the ILO).26 The SCIU was thus able to remain a non-
governmental international federation. Communication between
national committees and the administration in Geneva, however,
was significantly reduced, because the war made it much more
difficult to maintain links between European countries, so much
so that during the General Council of May , only fourteen
national committees were represented.27 The SCIU’s overall federal
organization broke down.

Since its foundation, the SCIU had been predicated on the pos-
sibility of rapid cross-border circulation of information, personnel,
and funds. The war deeply affected each of these factors, vital for
the SCIU as for all Swiss humanitarian assistance.28 Within a few
weeks, communication was reduced to aminimum, and information
on material needs and the conditions for shipment or distribution
dried up, especially from occupied areas. Delegates sent by the
SCIU to obtain information were unable to compensate for this gap
as they were not allowed to enter the more sensitive combat zones.29

26 Georges Thélin (–); after graduating in sociology and law, Thélin joined
the ILO in  before resigning to become the secretary-general of the UISE
(–). 27 AEG, AUIPE, AP ..: e Conseil Général,  May .

28 See Joëlle Droux and Mariama Kaba, ‘L’Aide suisse à l’enfance française en
danger’, in Isabelle von Bueltzingsloewen (ed.), ‘Morts d’inanition’: famine et exclusions en
France sous l’occupation (Rennes, ), –.

29 AEG, AUIPE, AP ..: Commission administrative (–).



       

The national committees, disrupted by population movements, the
relocation of command centres, or military occupation, were not
in a position to provide more accurate information. Thus from the
autumn of , the SCIU faced an unprecedented situation with
regard to the extent of needs in occupied countries (but also in
Britain and Hungary, where evacuee and refugee camps were set
up) and the difficulty of quantifying them.

While the Western Front finally stabilized in France and Belgium,
uncertainty still prevailed, notably in the relationship between the
administration in Geneva and the national sections. The adminis-
tration repeatedly had to be reorganized, for example, when France
was split into a free zone in Marseille and an occupied zone in Paris,
or as a result of the mobilization of staff, or successive purges.30

Many factors and constraints forced the SCIU constantly to change
its interlocutors and mediators,31 in order to obtain the necessary
authorizations for the possible transfer of funds or material. To be
sure, delegates were sent to maintain contact with these successive
interlocutors, but as the war went on, travelling became more dif-
ficult and thus less frequent. There were times when all contacts
between Geneva and national sections or members were abruptly
severed, such as when the occupier forced the dissolution of some
SCIU committees, as happened, for example, in Poland and the
Baltic countries in . Gradually, and more clearly from –
on, the flow of information between the SCIU’s headquarters and
the rest of the world slowed to a trickle, when it was not indeed
completely interrupted.

These communication difficulties naturally affected the orga-
nization of relief, already hampered by mounting financial barriers.
Indeed, the SCIU committees, whose contributions kept the or-
ganization alive, not only no longer contributed, but some of the
best organized now requested contributions, as in the striking case
of France. With its displaced populations, refugee camps, bombed
cities, and families broken up by deportations, the country rapidly
became dependent on foreign humanitarian relief. The president
of the Child Relief French Committee, well-known feminist and
pacifist Geneviève Malaterre-Sellier (–), was keenly aware

30 AEG, AUIPE, AP ..: Comité Français de Secours aux Enfants (–).
31 AEG, AUIPE, AP ..: Assistance aux enfants européens (failure of the

transactions between the UISE, the Swedish committee, and Germany to obtain
authorization to assist children in Belgium from  to ).



  

of this spectacular downturn which suddenly put France and French
activists on the receiving end of foreign philanthropy: ‘It is very
painful to admit that after trying to do our best to help children
all over the world, it is our turn—those of us who sit on the French
committee—to envisage that we may need help and assistance from
our foreign friends, in particular from the International Union.’32

This shift in the flowof humanitarian assistancewas all themore dra-
matic since the national committees of Central and Eastern Europe,
still attached to the SCIU,were in noposition to fill its coffers.

Nor did they have any intention of doing so. Almost everywhere,
national interest now prevailed when dealing with humanitarian
strategies. The funds collected by the SCIU’s committees for child
relief were totally absorbed by assistance for local populations. The
international organization’s finances and its potential to help by
exporting food parcels via neighbouring regions or territories were
paralysed. Even if the SCIU retained minimal material resources—
the British SCF, for example, never stopped its own contributions
to the Geneva headquarters—it was unable to transfer these funds.
Increasing and more exacting exchange controls gradually made
it impossible to transfer funds easily, as the SCIU had done in the
past, even to neighbouring countries.33 At some point, therefore, the
SCIU was virtually powerless to meet even the gravest need. Such
was the case when the SCIU delegation sent to Hungary impotently
witnessed the inflow of refugees from occupied Poland, but lacked
any financial means to organize their reception.34 The circulation
of merchandise was equally difficult, since every European country
limited its exports in order to protect itself against a shortage of
food or the threat of it. From their headquarters in Switzerland, the
SCIU and the ICRC were able to send their few shipments of food
and clothes only by complex and excruciatingly slow routes.35

Facing the disintegration of its assistance network, from  the
SCIUgradually turned to newpartners. Building on its relationships
with the SCF and the Red Cross, the SCIU established contacts

32 AEG, AUIPE, AP ..: Comité Français de Secours aux Enfants,  Sept.
.

33 AEG, AUIPE, AP ..: Comité Français de Secours aux Enfants,  Aug. .
34 Bulletin de l’UISE et Revue Internationale de l’Enfant , July–Sept. .
35 In  the shipments received by the SCIU delegation in South America had to

transit via Algeria before arriving in Italy (Bulletin de l’UISE , , ).



       

with several philanthropic organizations abroad.36 It sent delega-
tions to South America, the USA, and Canada to solicit members’
donations, albeit not without difficulty. For example, since the SCIU
had not entertained close relationships with these regions during the
s, it was hard for delegates to know whom to ask for help in nav-
igating the jungle of American charities.37 Links were successfully
developed, however, and theGeneva SCIU headquarters succeeded
in raising funds to finance its child relief work. Nonetheless, seen as a
latecomer in humanitarian action by its US interlocutors, the SCIU
remained a minor agency as far as the major overseas organizations
active in the European humanitarian field (such as the American
Red Cross and the Quakers) were concerned.38

Moreover, the political and strategic alliance established between
the British and US governments, on military grounds and relat-
ing to future reconstruction, made it easier for British and US
agencies to work together rather than confiding in a powerless
Swiss organization. This marginalization of the SCIU in the in-
ternational humanitarian field was all the more striking because
it affected the nature of its internal organization. Because of the
difficulties of communicating with Switzerland, the Swedish andUS
committees developed their own humanitarian commitments quite
independently of the Geneva centre, adopting national preferences
to direct their assistance. The SCIU’s secretary-general deplored
this weakening of its neutrality ethics as early as the spring of :
‘In a number of countries, increasing efforts are being made on a
national basis and the few organizations that are still able to par-
ticipate in actions in other countries are doing so directly.’39 Thus
relief offered by the Save the Children Federation of America went
almost exclusively to the London SCF ($, a month as against
$, a month sent to SCIU headquarters).40

All of the organization’s actions were more or less affected by this
shift in its humanitarian practice. This was the case in the individual

36 The SCIU had had a permanent delegation in South America since , and
another in the USA since .

37 The SCIU had only one committee in North America from  (the Save the
Children Federation of America).

38 AEG, AUIPE, AP ..: Comité Français de Secours aux Enfants,  Dec.
; on the development of humanitarian organizations in the USA during this period
see Akira Iriye, Global Community:The Role of International Organizations in the Making of
the Contemporary World (Berkeley, ), –.

39 AEG, AUIPE, AP ..: Comité Français de Secours aux Enfants,  Aug.
. 40 AEG, AUIPE, AP ..: Commission administrative, winter –.



  

sponsorship scheme based on photocards created by the association
in , which allowed a donor symbolically to adopt a child
for a monthly payment. Although marginal during the inter-war
period (only , children in seventeen countries benefited from this
assistance in ), it became a central issue for the SCIU from .
More than , children received direct assistance in this form
from the SCIU’s Geneva centre in . By  the figure had risen
to ,, and at the end of  it was ,. The whole photocard
scheme, adopted by several national committees, benefited around
, children in .41 This kind of assistance, however, was
pitiful in comparison to the need.42 It required a great deal of
administrative work—sponsors had to be found, lists of recipients
drawn up, and the relationship between them fostered—and was
unsuited to emergency relief actions or to any form of planning.
From  the SCIU amended the scheme, now favouring collective
sponsorships which would allow a group of children (a foster-care
shelter, orphanage, or school) to be symbolically adopted.43 But
the ethical dimension of neutrality was also strongly undermined
in this case—for example, when the Swedish committee limited its
assistance almost exclusively to Scandinavian children (, of the
, sponsorships made in  concerned Swedish children,
, involved Finnish or Dutch children, and only , related to
children in other countries).44 The Swiss Red Cross’s Secours aux
Enfants (the SCIU committee for Switzerland) was more eclectic,
but continued to concentrate on France. Of the , sponsorships
registered between  and , half were for French children
(although many of them were of Swiss origin).45

This ‘unilateralization’ of humanitarian actions not only
weakened the SCIU by marginalizing its Geneva headquarters:
the politics of humanitarian preference and partiality (national,
cultural, and ethnic) followed by various SCIU national committees
was a radical breach of the neutrality principle on which the
SCIU had initially built its legitimacy. Faced with a number of

41 Bulletin de l’UISE , , .
42 In April  the Union’s , sponsorships benefited  children in France,

 in Finland,  in Belgium,  in Poland,  in Israel, and  in Holland (AEG,
AUIPE, AP ..: Commission administrative,  May ).

43 AEG, AUIPE, AP ..: Comité Français de Secours aux Enfants,  Dec.
.

44 Bulletin de l’UISE , , ; the Save the Children Federation of America sponsored
only children living on British territory. 45 Bulletin de l’UISE , , .



       

difficulties resulting from the conflict, the international charities
thus went through a double movement of decentralization and
renationalization which, in the long term, risked making the SCIU
totally obsolete as a body co-ordinating humanitarian assistance.

This risk no doubt explains why the SCIU decided to regain
some visibility and legitimacy by taking part in other humanitarian
actions, such as supporting convoys of children. The most striking
example of this partnership was the system of railway convoys
for child victims of war suffering from malnutrition or trauma
set up between France (and, in smaller numbers, Belgium) and
Switzerland, with a view to providing temporary shelter with host
families.46 This kind of assistance had already been offered at the
end of the First World War, but the SCIU had rapidly abandoned
it during the s, arguing that it was much better not to separate
families when offering humanitarian assistance. This scheme would
be reactivated during the Spanish Civil War by a number of
humanitarian associations at a time when setting up humanitarian
institutions seemed a rather less efficient way of helping children
than simply removing them from ravaged areas and savage bombing.
As soon as the conflict reached France and Belgium, the scheme
was revived and broadly implemented by a Swiss humanitarian
federation. The SCIU willingly joined in, all the more so as it
allowed it to overcome the difficulties related to the export of funds
and material by bringing the beneficiaries to the relief, rather than
the other way round.When these convoys were interrupted between
November  and the summer of  with the occupation of the
south of France,47 however, the SCIU’s assessment was not overly
enthusiastic.

Its organization marginalized, the SCIU never managed to gain
any control over the identity of the children benefiting from its
assistance. Recipients were chosen on the basis of racial and national
criteria that had been meticulously negotiated between the Swiss
Red Cross, the federal authorities, and the German occupier,
with the result that Jewish children were excluded. Once again,
humanitarian action in time of war, where it was even possible,
required ideals and practices to be twisted to such an extent that
they starkly contradicted the SCIU’s ethical basis as publicized
in the famous  Children’s Charter, which emphasized ethnic
neutrality as a priority of the organization’s actions. This is not

46 Droux and Kaba, ‘L’Aide suisse’. 47 Bulletin de l’UISE , .



  

to say that the SCIU was inactive with regard to Jewish children
who were hunted and stigmatized. In order to provide relief to
those children and families that were subjected to mortal danger,
the SCIU’s leaders worked on clandestine actions,48 or offered
indirect assistance. Most notably in France, the SCIU also financed
foster homes for foreign or stateless children. These actions allowed
the SCIU to perpetuate its universal ideals and the practices of
international solidarity which embodied them,49 but the discretion
that they required meant that public opinion could not be kept
informed about them.

The war thus directly and almost fatally challenged the SCIU’s
functioning. Disconnected from its international partners, limited in
its forms of action, marginalized in the field by its own local commit-
tees, the SCIU seemed doomed to disappear from the humanitarian
scene. And the same applied to the ideals and principles that it saw
as its brand, since the conflict spared neither civilians nor children.
Powerless against the obvious loss of the sense of their cause during
this worldwide war, seeing clearly its impact on all European net-
works active in the field, the SCIU’s leaders attempted to build a
new credo and find a new niche for their organization.

Preparing for a Global Post-War World (–):
The Promises and Limits of Reconstruction

The leaders of the SCIU very early became aware of the threats
to their organization created by the constraints of war. The huge
humanitarian needs and the SCIU’s inability to help mitigate them
triggered the risk that donors and donations would shift towards
other humanitarian actions.

Since the beginning of the conflict, a discussion had begun
about the SCIU’s role and future. Two options were contemplated:
following a humanitarian calling to provide immediate relief; or
setting up an advocacy network to provide expertise and advice.
Several members of the SCIU’s management stated that the time

48 AEG, AUIPE, AP ..: Comité Français de Secours aux Enfants,  Nov.
. The French committee sent Geneva encrypted lists of children to be sponsored,
allowing them to indicate which were Jewish.

49 AEG, AUIPE, AP ..: Comité Français de Secours aux Enfants,  Mar.
. In  the French committee managed four foster homes in the south of France.
In December  they received , francs from the Swedish committee, via the
SCIU in Geneva.



       

was ripe to revive the restructuring process initiated before the
war: ‘The SCIU’s future certainly lies in a different direction:
that of an international centre for child protection.’50 The context
did seem particularly favourable for such an evolution towards an
expert organization advocating the protection and development of
children and young people rather than promising immediate relief.
Indeed, since the beginning of the conflict, an increasing demand
for information on different social challenges had emerged, largely
related to the impact of the war on young people. Families torn
apart, mobilizations, the weakening of education systems, and a
rise in juvenile delinquency linked to black market activities raised
overall fears that young people in danger would, sooner rather
than later, become dangerous young people. Facing this growing
challenge, public authorities multiplied measures and interventions
in this field.51 The issue of managing young people seemed likely to
replace the cause of child relief as the hub of reconstruction, raising
cross-border discussions and debates.

However, the pre-war networks which had centralized and dis-
seminated information about these issues were no longer active.
Most notably, the work of the Association Internationale de Protec-
tion de l’Enfance and its sister agency, Association Internationale
des Juges pour Enfants, with their respective head offices in Brussels,
had been harshly interrupted by military operations.52 Intergovern-
mental organizations, whose responsibilities also included the issue
of the social integration of young people, were similarly disorga-
nized; the ILO was forced to move from Geneva to Montreal, and
the employees of the LoN’s technical sections (the Child Protection
Committee and the Health Section) were rapidly dispersed, leaving
behind only a number of idle international civil servants.53

The new secretary-general of the SCIU, Georges Thélin, a
former ILO civil servant, was quick to propose that the Union
address this gap by profiling itself as an international platform with

50 AEG, AUIPE, AP .., Commission administrative,  Aug. .
51 For France see Sarah Fishman, The Battle for Children: World War II, Youth Crime

and Juvenile Justice in Twentieth-Century France (Cambridge Mass., ); for the USA see
Kriste Lindenmeyer, ‘A Right to Childhood’: The US Children’s Bureau and Child Welfare,
– (Urbana, Ill., ), –.

52 AEG, AUIPE, AP ..: Œuvre Nationale de l’Enfance en Belgique,  May
; id., AP  T..: Association Internationale des Magistrats de la Jeunesse
(–).

53 On the Health Section of the League of Nations see Marta A. Balinska, Une vie
pour l’humanitaire: Ludwik Rajchman – (Paris, ), –.



  

expertise in child policies. He had indeed constantly advocated such
a change during the pre-war period, and he now strove to relaunch
it, taking advantage of the conditions resulting from war. His first
steps focused on the SCIU’s governance: the weakening of relations
between national committees and the SCIU’s management resulted
in a relative empowerment of the latter since the general council no
longer played a role in the democratic debate within the organiza-
tion. Reduced to a small group of decision-makers, including several
members of international networks who held influential positions in
this field, the SCIU’s leaders were called by the secretary-general to
re-establish the movement. During internal discussions in Decem-
ber  to January , Thélin presented a lucid analysis of the
SCIU’smarginalization in the field of humanitarian relief, proposing
to profile the Union more assertively as an expert organization with
international status and clout, ‘putting it entirely within the net-
work of big, essential, international humanitarian organizations’.54

Abandoning the humanitarian mandate in favour of expertise was
clearly depicted as a prerequisite for the SCIU’s survival, but also
as a new source of legitimacy in order to re-establish its authority
over the centrifugal tendencies within national committees and to
prepare for a future role within the international organizations to be
reformed at the end of the conflict (in Geneva, as the SCIU wrongly
assumed at that time).55

Thus at the end of  the SCIU’s leaders unilaterally decided,
without consulting the affiliated committees, partially to transform
the SCIU’s mandate and turn it into a federation of expert com-
mittees. Immediately acting upon this path-breaking decision, the
general secretariat created specialized sections within the Geneva
headquarters (information, relief, medical, and social, the latter
including the sectors of law and care institutions for endangered
children), underlining the SCIU’s willingness to develop contacts
outside the sphere where the SCIU had initially drawn support. By
building on local contacts which allowed it to establish strong links
with scientific networks,56 the SCIU was able to create solid con-
nections with the medical education sector (judges in juvenile cases,

54 AEG, AUIPE, AP ..: Commission administrative, Dec. –Jan. .
55 AEG, AUIPE, AP . .: Comité suédois, autumn .
56 In particular, l’Institut J. J. Rousseau des sciences de l’éducation. On this institution

see Rita Hofstetter, Bernard Schneuwly, and Marc Ratcliff, Cent ans de vie: la Faculté
de psychologie et des sciences de l’éducation, héritière de l’Institut Rousseau et de l’ère piagétienne
(Geneva, ).



       

schools for specialized education, and correctional institutions).57

These connections allowed the SCIU to provide information to
different enquiries, whose results, published in its journal, con-
tributed to validating its status as an international think-tank on
public policies for youth. This strategy of conquering professional
networks was coupled with a willingness to build firm foundations.
From – the general secretariat fought for the grouping of
child welfare agencies on each national scene.58 By means of this
centralization, it attempted to create a symbiosis between different
scientific communities within the SCIU’s committees, which would
help them become pools of legal, scientific, and technical skills for
the SCIU’s further enquiries or congresses.

The change sometimes produced mixed results, as in Sweden,
where the national committee continued to prioritize the humani-
tarian relief activities which its neutral status allowed it to undertake
more or less freely and independently.59 But in general, the changes
initiated by the Geneva management did result in the reorientation
of the committees towards expert knowlege on child protection
and legislation. Conversely, committees which did not fulfil the re-
quirements were ruthlessly excluded. Such was the case with some
respectable ladies’ committees, subjected to administrative investi-
gation by SCIU delegates and found to be lacking either scientific
credentials or international voluntarism. They were disaffiliated
from the professionalized SCIU and left to act by themselves in
the old way and within their old horizons, as the secretary-general
confided: ‘I am certainly no misogynist, but I do not believe it is in
the interests of the SCIU to carry on the old tradition of charity
committees.’60

An effective strategy as far as the SCIU’s credibility was con-
cerned, this shift attracted associations previously affiliated to other
networks, most notably the surviving members of the Association
Internationale de Protection de l’Enfance in France, Switzerland,
and Belgium.61 The SCIU absorbed the latter in , changing the
association’s name to International Union for Child Protection, the

57 AEG, AUIPE, AP. ..: Commission administrative, Mar.–Dec. .
58 Bulletin de l’UISE , , .
59 AEG, AUIPE, AP .. and AP ..: Comité suédois, –.
60 AEG, AUIPE, AP ..: Comité suédois,  Nov. . In  eight committees

were disaffiliated.
61 AEG, AUIPE, AP . .: Commission administrative,  Mar. .



  

definitive abandonment of the term ‘relief ’ clearly emphasizing the
SCIU’s new ambitions.62

Eventually the process of changes initiated at the beginning of the
conflict, when the SCIU’s original humanitarian project had come
under pressure, seemed to turn to the organization’s advantage. In
 the SCIU was composed of  committees spread through 
countries; in  it counted no fewer than  committees in 
countries; by , it had member organizations in  countries.63

This increase, however, concealed a breakdown in the pre-war
situation: Central and Eastern Europe were now represented by
only a handful of committees, clearly positioning the SCIU within
the sphere of influence of Western democracies. Despite the SCIU’s
intention to gain the status of a universal organization, it more than
ever embodied the European setting of child protection: of the 
member organizations of the SCIU in ,  were in Europe,  in
North America,  in Central and South America, and  in Asia. The
SCIU was represented in  countries,  of which were European.

Yet the internal evolution of the SCIU towards true internatio-
nalization helped it to achieve its function as a global clearing house
of information. At the end of  the Geneva secretariat of the
SCIU had ten employees, a figure which had doubled by the end of
. Recruited from a pool of young graduates of different natio-
nalities, this secretariat possessed the necessary human resources to
collect and process data provided by experts from local and national
committees. Replacing the organizations related to the LoN, the
SCIU was one of the first international agencies to publish surveys
and statistics about post-war European youth.64

Nonetheless, the final results of this restructuringwere less striking
than expected, even if the SCIU survived the difficulties of war
by profiling itself as the ‘authorized voice of worldwide public
opinion’ in child protection matters, based on ‘in-depth case studies
carried out by the most qualified experts and stating with complete
independence the multiple and ever changing challenges of child
and youth protection on all continents’.65 But in this area, the
Union’s leaders had to lower their sights and take note of their

62 Bulletin de l’UISE , .
63 Bulletin de l’UISE , –.
64 Bulletin de l’UISE , : ‘Les enfants et les adolescents dans le monde’; other case

studies on juvenile delinquency and statelessness among children followed.
65 Bulletin de l’UISE , .



       

marginalization in relation to new international organizations that
were being created overseas, headed by Allied states which took
the place previously occupied by private networks of associations.
The SCIU’s new status as a federation of national charities for
child protection undeniably allowed it to be represented within
these associations, but once there, it remained a minor partner.66

Moreover, the fact that the SCIU was established on European
territory was detrimental to its universal ambitions because the
structural weakness of its relationship with theUSAwas left virtually
unchanged, despite frequent missions conducted after  by its
secretary-general.67

In fact, the United Nations head offices were finally established
not in Geneva, as expected by SCIU pundits, but at Lake Success.
The SCIU could have followed the advice of some of its North
American partners to set up its management in the USA in order to
gain credibility and visibility, but the organization’s leaders refused
to do so,more anxious tomaintain their linkswith the networks it had
federated, and in line with its past glory and prestige.68 As a result,
its links with the new United Nations agencies remained tenuous:
the SCIU’s publications were not read there, and its influence was
so limited that it obtained only temporary consultative status.69 ‘We
are proselytes standing at the door, with no power whatsoever,’ the
SCIU’s secretary-general noted bitterly in relation to the United
Nations, ‘we have no say in the way anything is organized.’70 The
SCIU was doomed to remain ‘on the periphery, or even outside’71

of the debates that took place within the Social and Economic
Committee or, even more strikingly, within its own field of child
protection when faced with the Fonds International pour le Secours
à l’Enfance (UNICEF).

Yet logically, the SCIU’s performance looked a little better as
regards its collaborations with international organizations estab-
lished in Europe. Benefiting from previous contacts established

66 Bulletin de l’UISE , , on relations with the Office of Foreign Relief and
Rehabilitation Operations in Washington, and the Interallied Committe on Postwar
Need and UNRRA in London.

67 AEG, AUIPE, AP ..: Mission du secrétaire général en Amérique du Nord,
Jan.–June .

68 AEG, AUIPE, AP ..: Compte-rendu d’un entretien entre le SCF et G.
Thélin,  Feb. . 69 Bulletin de l’UISE , .

70 AEG, AUIPE, N..: ONU, Division des activités sociales,  Mar. .
71 AEG, AUIPE, N..: Conseil économique et social de l’ONU,  Mar. .



  

by its national correspondents (most of those acting in Europe
were long-standing allies of the Union), the SCIU participated in
UNESCO enquiries from ,72 and in the Food and Agriculture
Organization’s education on nutrition programmes. But it was es-
pecially within the Consultative Commission on Delinquent and
Socially Unsuitable Childhood, created in  to bring together
different professionals involved with the system of juvenile justice,
that the SCIU appeared prominently as an expert organization
in this field. This permanent specialist commission was regularly
consulted by international and regional organizations.73 The SCIU
thus contributed to the major developments in penitentiary systems
and juvenile criminal courts during the post-war period (the training
of educators, the dissemination of juvenile courts, and the medical
and educational observation of young delinquents). In the area of
monitoring youth at risk, the SCIU thus actively contributed to the
regional convergence of approaches and methods at the European
level.

Conclusion

The SCIU is frequently cited as one of the organizations symbolic
of the new age of humanitarian assistance, which began after the
First World War. Although many studies have examined its creation
in , the great figures who initiated the movement, and its
founding principles (including the first Declaration of the Rights of
the Child, drafted in ), its subsequent development is clearly
much familiar. These subsequent episodes are not less interesting,
however, since they reveal the constraints and opportunities that
this type of organization faced when the humanitarian needs on
which its work was based radically changed.

Founded in the aftermath of the Treaty of Versailles to help
children affected by war and famine in Central and Eastern Europe,
the Union was first established in response to the urgency of this
chaotic situation. Very quickly, however, a second motive was
grafted onto this base: to work towards international reconciliation
by focusing on international relief to children, bringing together
nations that had previously been rivals. On this basis, the SCIU
acquired prestige and gained support from public opinion and the

72 AEG, AUIPE, AP .., Relations de l’UIPE avec sa consultante à l’ONU.
73 AEG, AUIPE, N..: Conseil économique et social de l’ONU, .



       

national élites, which helped it to become associated with a wide
range of private and publicly funded child welfare institutions at
the beginning of the s. But from  the SCIU’s founders
faced a first dilemma: what were they to do when the reasons for
their work threatened to become obsolete? This is what happened
in the s, as efforts for international reconciliation now went
through the official channel of the League of Nations, and health
and social conditions were progressively normalized throughout
Europe. Wishing to retain their constituency’s confidence and to
contribute their experience and close networks of collaboration at
the grass-roots level, the SCIU’s leaders then tried to transform their
organization into an international agency specializing in promoting
the cause of childhood internationally, based on its expertise in the
implementation and local maintenance of child welfare institutions
in various European states. This development, although it allowed
the Union to gain recognition in international organizations, did
not generate much enthusiasm from its constituency, revealing yet
another dilemma of contemporary humanitarianism: the difficulty
of balancing public opinion in favour of a cause (whichmeant crucial
financial support for survival) with the bureaucratic constraints tied
to an expert role in international organizations (which, in turn, was
essential for establishing its legitimacy in order to gain access to
the humanitarian field). Before the war, the Union failed to resolve
this dilemma and attempted, with mixed results, to reconcile the
need for the public to express its solidarity with child victims of
war or disaster through specific humanitarian actions with the
need to participate in international think-tanks in order to establish
universal child welfare standards.

With the SecondWorldWar, the Union found itself propelled into
a context that, in many ways, prefigured the ‘crisis of crisis relief ’
of the late twentieth century. In a highly unstable military and
diplomatic environment, the Union faced a series of unprecedented
health and humanitarian crises on a massive scale, with no way of
coping with them, whatever the wealth of experience, relationships,
and practices it had accumulated since its inception. Faced with this
dilemma (of how to balance the spectator position and the agency
requirement, in the words of Johannes Paulmann),74 the SCIU’s
leaders chose to leave their humanitarian legacy behind, and to
transform the Union into an international expert agency for child

74 See the essay by Johannes Paulmann in this volume.



  

and youth welfare. They hoped that this metamorphosis would help
them to position their agency as one of the future organizations
serving as a think-tank to inspire public policies called for by
post-war societies. The crucial dilemma of the inter-war period
was thus resolved, and allowed the organization to profit from
wartime disorganization and the disruption of rival associations to
reformulate its priorities, gain membership, and recruit professional
experts.

The success of this radical reform, however, was not as great
as they had hoped. Indeed, the aftermath of war brought about a
radical reconfiguration of internationalism with the advent of the
United Nations and the outbreak of the Cold War, reshuffling the
diplomatic and geopolitical maps, but also those of humanitarian
action. The Union and its most prominent members, however, as
Europeans, quickly found themselves marginalized within the new
UN structures.

Muchmorework is needed to understand how the new constraints
of humanitarian action in the post-war periodwere negotiated by the
growing diversity of agencies active in this field. The requirements
of development policies, which weighed heavily on their actions
in the post-war context,75 deserve particular attention, revealing
renewed forms of contemporary humanitarian dilemmas related to
a variety of decolonization contexts. In any event, this case study
of the SCIU, which survived throughout the greater part of the
twentieth century, offers a relevant vantage-point for observing the
long-term evolution of humanitarian aid and the continuities and
changes that affected its principles, practices, and audience in the
light of recurring dilemmas and crises.

75 See the contributions in this volume.
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From Aid to Intimacy:
The Humanitarian Origins and

Media Culture of International Adoption

H F

One morning in May , the front page of my New York Times
featured the photograph of a married couple from Michigan with
downcast faces, seated on their living room sofa and holding up to
the camera snapshots of ‘Jamyson’, a Guatemalan baby boy they
had planned, but failed, to adopt. ‘I’d honestly rather get stabbed
in the stomach than have to go through that again,’ the husband
remarked. ‘I considered Jamyson my son.’1

This was, in fact, just one of many similar images of disappointed
couples that appeared in the American news media that spring. The
United States had finally signed the  Hague Convention on In-
tercountry Adoption, joining more than seventy countries already
party to the accord. The Convention aims to discourage child traf-
ficking through increased oversight of the global adoption business,
the creation of legally binding professional standards and ethical
norms, and improved co-operation and communication between
sending and receiving states. At its centre are the governing prin-
ciples that intercountry adoption be pursued in the ‘best interests of
the child’ and only after in-country placement has failed.2

Once the Convention came into effect in the USA, there was
1 Dan Frosch, ‘New Rules and Economy Strain Adoption Agencies’, New York Times,

 May  〈http://www.nytimes.hskip sp com////us/adopt.html?_r=&
pagewanted=all〉 [accessed  Aug. ].

2 The drafting committee included representatives from West Germany, Venezuela,
the Philippines, Finland, Lebanon, Uruguay, Ireland, China, Belgium, and the USA.
Thirty-three member states, twenty non-member states, and numerous NGO and
intergovernmental organizations participated. For a list of participants see G. Parra-
Aranguren, Explanatory Report on the Convention on Protection of Children and Co-operation
in Respect of Intercountry Adoption 〈www.hcch.net/upload/exple.pdf〉 [accessed  Aug.
],  n. . For full text of the Convention see 〈www.hcch.net/index_en.php?act=
text.display&tid=〉 [accessed  Oct. ].



   

a procedural tightening that threatened to cut off adoptions from
abroad—in particular, from the most dependable recent sources,
China and Guatemala. While American press reports generally
lauded the spirit of the Convention and the increased protection it
affords children and birth parents, media coverage also highlighted
the domestic drama the Convention unleashed, namely, the confu-
sion, anxiety, and heartbreak among prospective American parents
who had already chosen their desired foreign child for adoption and
completed applications, preparations, and payments, only to be told
that they would never be able to welcome the child into their home,
family, and country.3

This sense of loss, made palpable by sympathetic media cover-
age, was dwarfed by the almost simultaneous news of a major
earthquake in China that claimed over , lives, including an
estimated , schoolchildren. Over the next few weeks, US press
coverage turned away from the disappointed hopes of American
couples to focus on the losses and public protests of thousands of
Chinese parents, whose only children had died in the collapse of
shoddily built schools in Sichuan province.4 Both sets of parents—
American and Chinese, prospective and actual—mourned children
and families, future and past: those that might have been, and those
that had been, but were now forever and irretrievably gone. While
the triggering events, political contexts, and experience of mourning
of the American and Chinese couples were distinct, media images
nonetheless suggested a comparability of form and emotional ad-
dress. Both sets of photographs sought to elicit viewer identification
with, and empathy for, the parents; both were structured around
the child’s absence.

Viewed comparatively, the grief of the Chinese parents may
strike the viewer as more profound and authentic than that of
the American couple because of their biological and affective

3 Mireya Navarro, ‘To Adopt, Please Press Hold’, New York Times,  June , ; see
also Kirk Semple, ‘An Adoption Overseas, Now on Hold’, New York Times,  June ,
A; ‘International Adoption Becomes Difficult amid Treaties, Regulation’, online
transcript of PBS Newshour, broadcast of  July  〈www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/
social_issues/july-dec/adoptionabroad_-.html〉 [accessed  Sept. ]; Jane
Gross and Will Connors, ‘In Ethiopia, Open Door for Foreign Adoptions’, New York
Times,  June , ; Jane Gross, ‘A Taste of Family Life in U.S., but Adoption is in
Limbo’, New York Times,  Jan. , , .

4 For death counts and the political fallout regarding the shoddily constructed
schools see Edward Wang, ‘China Concedes Possible Flaws in Schools that Collapsed
in May Earthquake’, New York Times,  Sept. , A.



    

ties to the children, their life experiences with them, and the
violence, suddenness, and finality of their loss. Their situation is
unambiguously tragic. The Chinese parents’ personal anguish is
etched on their faces: they directly confront the camera, displaying
their children’s photographs, which conjure up the dead children
and serve as a memento mori. Their collective stance within the
frame, set against the backdrop of rubble, indicates the broader
social dimension of their suffering as they protest against the man-
made, rather than natural, causes of their loss. In contrast, the grief
of the American couple, contained within the privacy of their living
room, strikes us as individualized and perhaps less authentic or, at
least, less traumatic. This is because of their anticipatory, rather than
actual, ties with the child; their consumerist (and fertility-free) rather
than biological (and therefore ‘natural’) strategies of reproduction;
and the unequal economic and power relations involved in the
transaction.5 Indeed, this assessment of international adoption as
boutique-style family construction by privileged white Westerners
conforms to the main interpretative trends in the growing critical
scholarship on international adoption.6

My point in raising this contrast is not to ridicule or denounce
the emotional display of these prospective adoptive parents, but to
historicize it. Although too many of the world’s children are still
subjected to violence, poverty, and abuse, one striking feature of the
twentieth century has been the global emergence of the ‘priceless
child’ in social conception, media representation, and emotional
response.7 Here I explore the confluence of historical circumstances
that produced the innovation of intercountry adoption. At a basic
level, the story revolves round the ideological construction of ‘the

5 Laura Briggs and Diana Marre describe intercountry adoption as a ‘stratified form
of assisted reproduction’, invoking anthropologist Shellee Cholen’s notion of ‘stratified
reproduction’ (Laura Briggs and Diana Marre, ‘Introduction: The Circulation of
Children’, in eaed. (eds.), International Adoption: Global Inequities and the Circulation of
Children (New York, ), , ).

6 e.g. Laura Briggs, ‘Mother, Child, Race, Nation: The Visual Iconography of
Rescue and the Politics of Transnational and Transracial Adoption’, Gender and History,
/ (), –; Rita J. Simon and Howard Altstein, Adoption across Borders:
Serving the Children in Transracial and Intercountry Adoptions (Lanham, Md., ); Jane
Jeong Trenka, Julia Chinyere Oparah, and Sun Yung Shin, Outsiders Within: Writing
on Transracial Adoption (Cambridge, Mass., ); Sara Dorow, Transnational Adoption: A
Cultural Economy of Race, Gender, and Kinship (New York, ); Briggs and Marre (eds.),
International Adoption; Karen Dubinsky, Babies without Borders (New York, ).

7 The term is from Vivian Zelizer, Pricing the Priceless Child: The Changing Social Value
of Children (New York, ).



   

child’ as a vulnerable figure and a focus of humanitarian activism.8

It concerns the questions of how, when, and why children of
various ethnicities and nationalities became highly valued and were
transformed into kin by unrelated adults abroad.

This essay is organized around two interpretative strands. The
first is grounded in institutional and social history and considers the
historical emergence of international humanitarian aid, via interna-
tional social welfare work, on behalf of children and families. The
second raises the question of the role that visual representation has
played in advocacy on their behalf. The discussion will not explore
the use and classification of ‘head shots’ of adoptive children, some-
thing that has been investigated for the contemporary international
adoption business.9 Rather, it considers some larger shifts in visual
and media culture during and after the Second World War that
helped prepare the way for international adoption. In particular, I
am interested in how photographic representationworks to establish
and reinforce particular narratives and the potential of these nar-
ratives to affect social practice and policy.10 How, historically, did
humanitarian aid for children turn into something more intimate,
namely, an intensely empathetic, emotionally charged commitment
to transnational child adoption and even transracial parenting by
American couples? What accounts for this shift from aid to intimacy
and imagined consanguinity? When and why did certain children,
who were initially considered vulnerable and in need of humanitar-
ian assistance, come to be seen as adoptable, assimilable, and in need
of personal nurture and parenting? And what role did photography
and photojournalism play in the process? This last question is one I
have only begun to explore, so the discussion here is speculative and
focused on identifying areas requiring further research.11

8 See the discussion by Laura Suski, ‘Children, Suffering, and the Humanitarian
Appeal’, in Richard Ashby Wilson and Richard D. Brown (eds.), Humanitarianism and
Suffering: The Mobilization of Empathy (New York, ), –. Also Heide Fehrenbach,
‘Children and Other Civilians: Photography and the Politics of Humanitarian Image-
Making’, in ead. and Davide Rodogno (eds.), Humanitarian Photography: A History (New
York, ), –.

9 Lisa Cartwright, ‘Photographs of “Waiting Children”: The Transnational Adoption
Market’, Social Text , / (), –.

10 Arthur Kleinman and Joan Kleinman, ‘The Appeal of Experience: The Dismay of
Images:CulturalAppropriations of Suffering in ourTimes’,Daedalus, / (), –.

11 On the role of photography in humanitarian campaigns see Fehrenbach and
Rodogno (eds.), Humanitarian Photography.



    

International Child Welfare Work after the First World War

The ethical and emotional resonance of intercountry adoption can
be understood only if we rethink its historical origins and genea-
logy. Over the past decade or so, the scholarly trend has been
to identify the Korean War as the triggering event for intercoun-
try adoption and to highlight the adoption of Korean orphans
by American citizens. Sociologist Sara Dorow has argued, for ex-
ample, that Americans are deceiving themselves if they think that
intercountry adoption originated in expressions of compassionate
humanitarianism, when it was so clearly the symptomatic expres-
sion of a ‘globalizingwhite humanism’ stimulated byAmericanCold
War ambitions in Third World countries in general, and Asia in
particular.12 In contrast, this essay argues that the origins of inter-
country adoption are more properly found in international social
work and humanitarian initiatives directed at European andMiddle
Eastern refugee and migrant families after the First World War. It
emphasizes the historical connection between international huma-
nitarian assistance provided to refugees and migrants on the one
hand, and the emergence of international adoption on the other.
While the histories of humanitarianism, refugees, migration, and
international adoption are typically treated in isolation from each
other, they should not be, as they are intimately related in terms of
personnel, policy, and practice.

The four decades between the s and s witnessed a shift in
international social work from a commitment to the principle of ‘in-
violable families’, via the practice of family reunion across national
borders, to the legal innovation of intercountry adoption and the
creation of new transnational families. Evidence for this shift comes
from the work of the International Social Service (ISS, formerly
the International Migration Service, –) and the progressive
international activity of its staff of female social workers in Britain,
Europe, and the United States, who began working collaboratively
across national borders to address the destructive consequences of
war, displacement, and migration for children and families after
. Initially affiliated with the Young Women’s Christian Asso-
ciation (YWCA), these women claimed to be motivated by a ‘new

12 Dorow, Transnational Adoption, ; Christina Klein, Cold War Orientalism: Asia in the
Middlebrow Imagination (Berkeley, ); Briggs, ‘Mother, Child, Race, Nation’.



   

insight’: that migration, whether forced or free, produced a ‘newly
recognized form of human suffering: namely, family ties broken by
distance’.13

During the early s, ISS social workers targeted the ‘emer-
gency situations’ developing in Europe, and particularly in France.14

Thousands of destitute refugees poured in monthly, seeking relief
and international passage to Canada, the United States, Mexico,
and increasingly to South America once the USA passed restrictive
immigration laws. For example, the ISS assisted a Greek refugee in
England attempting to locate and reunite with his young daughter
still in Greece; an elderly Armenian woman stranded in Athens,
trying to reach her grown-up son in Abyssinia; and a refugee Rus-
sian aristocrat living in poverty in Crete seeking physical custody
of her -year-old orphaned grandchild who remained in Russia.15

The ISS repeatedly confronted difficult cases involving children,
such as that of a -year-old Syrian boy who made two transatlantic
crossings from France to New York, only to be turned back both
times by the authorities at Ellis Island since the American quota for
Syrian immigration (only  per year) had been filled just before
his arrival. As a result, the ISS began arranging temporary care
in France for refugee and migrant children from Syria, Persia, and
Armenia.16

In  the ISS brokewith theYWCA to become an ‘independent,
13 While affiliated with the YWCA, the international migration committee has

offices in Antwerp, Athens, Constantinople, Cherbourg, Le Havre, Marseille, Paris,
Prague, and Warsaw. This discussion is based on the Papers of the International Social
Service, American Branch (hereafter SW) deposited at the University of Minnesota
Libraries, Social Welfare History Archives, Minneapolis, USA. It draws upon Ruth
Larned, ‘International Social Service: A History, –’ (unpublished typescript),
with a foreword by Mary E. Hurlbutt, from that collection. Ruth Larned published
a more schematic history of the ISS entitled The Story of the International Social Service
(New York, ); see Larned, ‘International Social Service’ (typescript), pp. iii, .

14 By  the French ISS Branch was processing refugees of ‘twenty-three known
nationalities’ who were assembling in several French cities. Most prevalent were Syrians
and Armenians in Marseille; Czechs, Yugoslavs, and Austrians in Le Havre; and Polish
Jews in Cherbourg (Larned, ‘International Social Service’, ).

15 Larned, ‘International Social Service’, , , –.
16 Ibid. –. They also arranged care for sick refugees and migrants, whether

children or adults. For recent discussions of post-war internationalist humanitarianism
and the focus on children see Dominique Marshall, ‘The Construction of Children
as an Object of International Relations: The Declaration of Children’s Rights and
the Child Welfare Committee of the League of Nations, –’, International
Journal of Children’s Rights,  (), –; Keith David Watenpaugh, ‘The League
of Nations’ Rescue of Armenian Genocide Survivors and the Making of Modern
Humanitarianism, –’, American Historical Review, / (), –; and



    

non-denominational, non-political’ organization serving those in
need ‘without discrimination’ as to nationality, race, religion, or
political affiliation. Its charter called for the ‘subordination of
purely national interests’ in favour of the ‘practice of thinking
internationally’. Its personnel were to be ‘selected not alone on the
basis of appropriate experience, nationality and requisite languages
but [also] a disposition to appreciate and respect—and not merely
tolerate—cultural and religious differences’.17

During the s the ISS established its headquarters in Geneva,
the seat of inter-war internationalism, and branch offices staffed
with local workers, in Britain, Czechoslovakia, France, Germany,
Greece, Poland, Switzerland, and the United States. Its aim was to
create a ‘new type of social work’, grounded in intense international
collaboration, to address the serious family-related problems arising
among growing numbers of refugees, stateless persons, and labour
migrants who were trying to negotiate conflicting laws of two or
more countries in order to locate loved ones, reunite families, or
transport dependants across national borders, resolve ambiguities
in citizenship, or send or claim child support at a time when there
was no protective international law.18

Given its international scope, ISS founders asserted the need for
‘common ground’ to unite the efforts of its international staff. This
would take the form of ‘modern casework method’, a ‘technique’
developed by professionalized social workers in the USA which
rigorously documented and investigated individuals on the basis
of social and familial circumstances, psychological and emotional
considerations, and the like. Adapted for international application,
it would come to constitute the common professional practice of ISS
workers worldwide. The founding American members informally
dubbed themselves ‘the Committee on the Universe’. Although
used in a jocular way, this appellation nonetheless indicated both
their global ambitions for the organization and the centrality of
American contributions. The ISS’s initial start-up funds, in fact,
came from US philanthropic sources.19

Bruno Cabanes, The Great War and the Origins of Humanitarianism, – (New York,
).

17 Larned, ‘International Social Service’, respectively pp. , iii, .
18 All but Germany had representatives on the original executive council.
19 Initial funding came from the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial Foundation,

which was under the new leadership of Beardsley Ruml. Ruml transformed the



   

From its beginnings the ISS generated important empirical re-
search on the conditions and legal situation of refugees andmigrants
in Europe, the United States, and Brazil. In the early s the or-
ganization conducted studies on refugees in Turkey and French port
cities, as well as on the ‘welfare of migrants’ and the migration
process in various Western and Central European countries; it also
monitored conditions for refugees and migrants in Italy, Yugoslavia,
Syria, and the Baltic and Scandinavian states. By the mid-s
ISS staff increasingly focused on child welfare issues, producing
studies on ‘Social Problems ofMigrating Children’ (), ‘Children
in Transit’ (), ‘Separated Families’ (), ‘The Desertion and
Repatriation of Children’ (), and ‘Maintenance Support for
Dependents in a Foreign Country’ (). All were submitted to the
League of Nations with an eye towards reforming national policies,
administrative procedures, and laws governing migration since, the
ISS maintained, these had been drafted at bird’s-eye level, ‘without
adequate knowledge of their effects on individual and family life’.20

The ISS has not been the subject of thorough-going historical
study. For our purposes, three points regarding its impact and reach
will suffice. First, since the s the ISS, through individual case-
work, empirical studies, and policy recommendations, pioneered
national and international policy to protect refugee, migrating, and
abandoned women and children whose legal status, material sup-
port, and/or nationality were ambiguous, contested, or nullified
when they, or their male breadwinners, crossed national borders.
From the start the ISS lobbied and liaised with national lawmakers
and international bodies such as the International Labour Organi-
zation (ILO), the League of Nations, and later the United Nations,
to make the ‘inviolability of the family’ a ‘basic consideration in
framing migration policies’. The goal was to protect the most vul-
nerable in war and in peacetime and to get policymakers to think

Foundation from an ‘almsgiving’ organization into a ‘major social science founding
agency’ and poured tens of millions of Rockefeller dollars into cultivating ‘objective’
scientific research, methods, professional standards, and experts at American universities
and social and child welfare organizations. See Oliver Zunz, Why the American Century?
(Chicago, ), ; Martin and Joan Bulmer, ‘Philanthropy and Social Science’,
Minerva,  (), –.

20 Larned, ‘International Social Service’, Appendix I-, and . In addition, the
ILO requested that the ISS open branches in Brazil and Argentina once the USA
had severely restricted immigration. On developments in the UN see UN Department
of Economic and Social Affairs, ‘UN Programme for Family and Child Welfare’,
International Social Science Review,  (Jan. ), –.



    

in terms of the individual and the family as interdependent social
units.21 In this sense, ISS goals ninety years ago anticipated our
contemporary critical analysis of human rights discourse. For in
addition to ‘the individual’, which has been the privileged subject of
two centuries’ worth of political and social theorizing, the women
of the ISS insisted that governments and legal codes attend to what
is now called ‘social embeddedness’, that is, the social context in
which the individual is created, nurtured, nationalized, and, one
might add, gendered. In political terms, this meant establishing a
basis on which to extend legal and material protection and aid to
the female and minor dependants of male refugees and migrants.22

Second, from the s to the s the involvement of ISS staff in
child relief and rescue work established their credentials as experts
in both international child welfare and the civil law codes and legal
procedures of numerous European, American, and (by the s)
Asian countries. During the s the ISS helped to professionalize
international social work by convening special ‘institutes’ designed
to devise, standardize, and train social workers in modern casework
methods and their intercountry application. Held in Paris in the
s, these were seminars sponsored by theRedCross and attended
by students from Brazil and across Europe, including Yugoslavia,
Romania, Lithuania, Norway, and Denmark.23

Third, the eugenic and genocidal policies of the Nazi regime in
wartime Europe gave an important impetus to the expansion of
international child welfare work and, ultimately, the emergence of
intercountry adoption.24 A growing historical literature now indi-

21 Larned, ‘International Social Service’, . These problems were exacerbated by
US immigration law, which became increasingly restrictive after the two world wars:
first in , and again in  with the passage of the McCarran–Walter Act, which
repealed the ban on Asians but permitted only low annual quotas of  each for Far
Eastern nations. In addition, the US government and military, along with the other
victorious Allies of , initially blocked, and a little later made merely difficult, the
immigration of the foreign wives and children of soldiers serving abroad in Europe
and Asia. As a result, official immigration and hence ‘family reunion’ policy after 
was fluid.

22 For a discussion of the individualist versus ‘social embeddedness’ approach to
human rights see Barbara Bennett Woodhouse, Hidden in Plain Sight: The Tragedy of
Children’s Rights from Ben Franklin to Lionel Tate (Princeton, ).

23 Larned, ‘International Social Service’, –. Funding was provided by the Paris
headquarters of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace in the form of
scholarships for attendees.

24 The rise of the Nazi state caused the ISS officially to sever its relations with the
German branch since it could no longer comply with the mandate to provide service



   

cates how fundamentally the Nazi war of aggression in Europe was
also a ‘war against children’. Nazi aggression laid bare the glaring
inability of fathers, families, and nations to protect their members,
especially the most vulnerable among them.25 Nazi violence was
met by international wartime efforts on the part of sectarian orga-
nizations and Allied nations to rescue specific groups of European
children, either by transporting them abroad (via Kindertransports,
Youth Aliyah, or US Care for European Children) or by hiding
them ‘on site’ with Gentile families or in Christian orphanages and
convents. Although not sufficiently comprehensive or effective—in
, for example, the American branch of the ISS was involved in
a failed mission to Germany to remove Jewish children to foster care
in the United States26—such activism did save tens of thousands
of European children. It represented a crucial step in intensifying
international commitment to, and co-operation in, child welfare,
child protection, and children’s rights. Child rescue efforts gave
practical content to the League of Nations’  Declaration of the
Right of the Child. In fact, they modified it by suggesting that if
states could not or would not protect their own children, non-state
actors would strive to do so.

Wartime child rescue work had a profound effect: it reinvi-
gorated, intensified, and ultimately transformed the co-operative
international humanitarian work in child welfare begun after the
First World War. What is more, it exposed a pressing need for the
creation of international law in order to negotiate the conflicting
jumble of national legislation governing the migration of minors
from one country to another. Intercountry adoption as a legal and
social practice was a direct descendant of inter-war and wartime

on a non-political, non-discriminatory basis. Informal contacts apparently continued
between some members of the inter-war German, American, and French ISS staff.

25 Heide Fehrenbach, ‘War Orphans and Postfascist Families: Kinship and Belonging
after ’, in Frank Biess and Robert G. Moeller (eds.), Histories of the Aftermath: The
Legacies of the Second World War in Europe (New York, ), –; also Tara Zahra, The
Lost Children: Reconstructing Europe’s Family after World War II (Cambridge, Mass., ).
On German orphans see Michelle Mouton, ‘Missing, Lost, and Displaced Children
in Postwar Germany: The Great Struggle to Provide for the War’s Youngest Victims’,
Central European History,  (), –.

26 Larned, ‘International Social Service’, . The declaration of war doomed the
ISS’s rescue attempt. Three years earlier, in , when consulting with the League’s
Social Section Special Committee regarding a convention for ‘assistance to Indigent
Aliens’, the ISS ‘pressed unsuccessfully’ to have a clause guaranteeing physical and
legal protection for transplanted children all the way to their final destination, and not
just to the border of the country they were departing (ibid. ).



    

experience. Its successes and failures represent the globalization
of child welfare and migration work forged during world war,
decolonization, and the Cold War.27

The ISS was deeply involved in this wartime and early post-war
work. The organization helped administer the US Committee for
the Care of European Children programme, which placed children
fromwar-torn Britain into American foster homes. After the Second
World War, ISS staff worked with all of the leading international
relief and refugee organizations—the UN Relief and Rehabilitation
Administration (UNRRA), the International Refugee Organiza-
tion (IRO), the International Committee for European Migration
(ICEM), and the UN Office of High Commission for Refugees
(UNHCR)—and consulted on national and international refugee
migration policy, including, for example, the  US Refugee Re-
lief Act.28 In the early s, when in relatively rapid succession the
US Displaced Persons Commission, the US Committee on the Care
of European Children, and the IRO terminated their operations,
the ISS, in each case, took on the unresolved casework of children
who had not yet been permanently placed or repatriated.29

Following the mass death and population displacements of the
Second World War, the ISS articulated its primary goals as ‘re-
kindling’ kinship ties, ‘preserving’ and ‘reuniting families’, or, if this
proved impossible, reconstituting them among surviving refugees

27 Susan T. Pettiss, ‘Effect of Adoption of Foreign Children on U.S. Adoption
Standards and Practices’, Child Welfare,  (), –, offprint found in SW, Box
, folder ; also Larned, ‘International Social Service’, –.

28 At the war’s end, ISS staff from the USA, Greece, France, and Switzerland
worked for the Intergovernmental Committee for Refugees, UNRRA, and its successor
organization, IRO. In  the ISS also ran training seminars for IRO workers posted to
Germany. The Swiss director of the ISS worked for the Intergovernmental Committee
for Refugees before joining the IRO programme in Germany. The American Director
of the ISS served as consultant to the US State Department’s Office of Foreign Relief
and Rehabilitation, UNRRA, and the IRO. Reciprocally, Susan Pettiss, an American
social worker who worked in Europe for UNRRA and later the IRO on refugee relief
and the problem of ‘unaccompanied children’, became the assistant director of the
ISS American Branch. ISS workers in France, Greece, and Switzerland all for a time
worked for the IRO. Pettiss published a memoir of her time in Europe with UNRRA
and the IRO shortly before her death: Susan T. Pettiss and Lynne Taylor, After the
Shooting Stopped: The Story of an UNRRA Welfare Worker in Germany, – (Victoria,
BC, ); see also Larned, ‘International Social Service’, –.

29 Larned, ‘International Social Service’, –; also Mrs William Burns [sic], ‘Four
Thousand Orphans: A Paper Prepared for . . . the Saturday Morning Club, New
Haven, Conn., March ’, SW, Box , folder . In September  Allied officials
handed authority over these non-German children in Germany to the West German
federal government.



   

and displaced persons.30 Re-establishing and reconstituting families
was a prominent focus of international humanitarian activities after
. It emerged as one of the most uniformly endorsed answers
to the central problem of post-war reconstruction, namely, how to
build stability, not just economically and politically, but also socially,
psychologically, and emotionally.

Intercountry adoption emerged as one innovative means of fos-
tering post-war stability by providing war orphans with permanent
membership in families. Born of the SecondWorldWar, its post-war
practice was marked by this traumatic birth. It grew out of sympathy
for suffering European children and the earlier relief work done on
their behalf. It began, that is to say, as an intra-First World practice.
Until the s, adoptions from Europe to the United States far
outpaced those from Asia, accounting for nearly  per cent of
intercountry adoptions between  and ; the top sending
countries were Germany, Greece, Italy, and Austria.31

Intercountry adoption was a response to the exigencies of the
immediate post-war period and initially took the form of the legal
adoption of ‘known’ war orphans from Europe in the United States
by related family members. A legal precondition for such adoptions
was the US Displaced Persons Act, special legislation passed by the
US Congress in  that permitted for the first time the non-quota
immigration of European children to the United States.

An early case handled by the ISS involved two orphaned sis-
ters, Ellen, aged , born in Romania, and Nelly, aged , born
in France, who were living in a convent in Versailles at the end
of the war. Their father, an expatriate American and long-time

30 ‘War Emergency Project’, SW, Box , file  ( Aug. ). On post-war
humanitarian work for DPs see G. Daniel Cohen, In War’s Wake: Europe’s Displaced
Persons in the Postwar Order (New York, ).

31 A total of , ‘orphans’ of foreign birth entered the USA between  and
 on special non-quota visas. Of these,  per cent were of European,  per cent
of Japanese, and  per cent of Korean birth. These numbers do not include orphans
who entered the USA under the quota system, which inflated the number of European
children but did little to increase the number of Asian children, since quotas were set
at  individuals per Asian country annually after the  McCarran–Walter Act.
Non-quota special legislation for immigrant orphans began with the Displaced Persons
Act of  and continued until the Act of  July  (which allowed the entry of
Japanese orphans for the first time), the Refugee Relief Act of , the Emergency
Parole Protocol of  Oct. , and the Act of  Sept. ; Gertrude D. Krichefsky,
‘Immigrant Orphans’, J&M Reporter (), –, SW, Box , folder . Not until
– did Korean adoptions constitute a majority (estimated at  per cent for the
entire period): Simon and Altstein, Adoption across Borders, .



    

resident in Europe, had returned to the United States in  in
a futile attempt to secure visas for his family and treatment for his
tuberculosis. He died in Chicago within weeks of arrival. His wife, a
Romanian citizen of Jewish origin, remained stranded in Paris with
their two young daughters. In  mother and daughters converted
to Catholicism, and the mother placed Ellen and Nelly in a Ca-
tholic children’s home for their protection. In  the mother was
transported to an unidentified death camp, where she was killed.
After the war the mother’s aunt, who lived in New York, contacted
a Jewish agency to enquire about the girls’ fates and whereabouts.
The Jewish agency found Ellen and Nelly and attempted to place
them in a Jewish children’s home to prepare them for emigration
to Palestine. When the girls declined, the ISS got involved and
undertook extensive casework—interviewing and counselling, con-
ducting home studies and psychological assessments—to ascertain
whether the aunt could offer a good home and whether she could be
understanding of the girls’ traumatic experience and open-minded
about their fervent Catholicism. After about eighteen months of
painstaking technical, legal, and psychological preparations, the
girls joined the great aunt, her husband, and her grown daughter
in New York. Follow-up interviews suggested the placement was
a good one: the girls were continuing their education, acquiring
English and friends at a rapid pace, and had developed a close
relationship with their great aunt, uncle, and cousin. The case was
deemed a success by the ISS, and their bulky file on the girls became
a teaching tool at Columbia University’s School of Social Work
to train social workers in casework methods for international child
welfare work.32

As the case of Ellen and Nelly suggests, intercountry adoption
initially privileged the principle of ‘blood ties’. In fact, ISS workers
considered intercountry adoption a temporary response to the war-
time destruction of families—a kind of social triage—and expected it
to fade away as normal conditions returned.33 Instead, intercountry
adoption persisted and spread beyond the professionalized circles of
the ISS as the humanitarian crisis expanded beyond surviving ‘war
orphans’, narrowly defined, to include an unexpectedly large and

32 ‘Casework Record Restricted’, SW, ISS, Box , file , no. --.
33 Larned, ‘International Social Service’; Eugenie Hochfeld, ‘Across National

Boundaries: Problems in the Handling of International Adoptions, Dependency, and
Custody Cases’, Juvenile Court Judges Journal , / (), –.



   

growing population of abandoned or unwanted children in Europe
and East Asia fathered by Allied soldiers of the post-war military
occupations.

In the immediate post- period, child adoption was one
response to national problems of war orphans, illegitimacy, and
fatherlessness. As aBritish commentator observed at the time, ‘adop-
tion as we know it is something new . . . it is the product of a new kind
of consciousness’.34 In much of Europe and Asia, moreover, child
adoption and intercountry adoption appeared simultaneously.35

Initially, in many affected war-torn countries (with the notable
exceptions of Britain and France), there was more enthusiasm and
support for intercountry adoption than for in-country adoption.

After , there was a perceptible push (as well as a pull) in the
international flow of children from Europe, and later Asia, to the
United States. For children to be adopted by families abroad, those
who were not stateless refugees had to be ‘produced and released
as adoptable’ by their state of origin, as anthropologist Barbara
Yngvesson has noted.36 Intercountry adoption cannot be explained
without reference to the role and interests of the sending states
and the perceived or actual benefits they received. The historical
emergence of intercountry adoption after  must be understood
in the context of the reproductive and population policies of the
sending states on the one hand, and of their quest for post-war
recovery and reconstruction on the other. Intercountry adoption
was used by sending states (such as Germany, Austria, Italy, Greece,
and only later Japan and South Korea) to get children off the streets
or out of state-run orphanages and underfunded child welfare
systems, to the extent that there were any. In this sense, intercountry
adoption was a form of economic assistance to the ailing economies
of defeated or weakened war-torn states.37

34 Margaret Kornitzer, Child Adoption in the Modern World (New York, ), .
35 Child adoption appeared first in mid-nineteenth-century Massachusetts and was

popularized in the s and s in the USA. Its legal appearance elsewhere was
comparatively late: after the First World War in Britain, France, Denmark, Germany,
and Switzerland, and after the Second World War in Southern and Eastern Europe,
Ireland, and Asia.

36 Barbara Yngvesson, ‘Placing the “Gift Child” in Transnational Adoption’, Law
and Society Review, Special Issue on Nonbiological Parenting, / (), –,
at .

37 ISS papers; Heide Fehrenbach, Race after Hitler: Black Occupation Children in Postwar
Germany and America (Princeton, ); Roger Goodman, Children of the Japanese State:
The Changing Role of Child Protection Institutions in Contemporary Japan (New York, );



    

The ISS became the primary non-sectarian organization for
handling intercountry adoptions in the United States, much of
Western Europe, and by mid- to late decade, East Asia as well (as the
ISS expanded into Japan, Hong Kong, and South Korea). This was
because of its unsurpassed international experience in intercountry
family and child welfare issues in inter-war, wartime, and post-
war Europe; its vast institutional knowledge of the international
implications of national civil and family law and kinship practices;
the careful training it provided in casework methods; and a rapidly
globalizing network of social workers working to solve transnational
problems.38 It is worth emphasizing that international adoption
emerged from international social work networks and not from the
already popular child sponsorship programmes launched in the
inter-war period by the Save the Children Fund.

ISS staff had to find ways to reconcile the sometimes divergent
laws of the sending and receiving states, all the while ensuring that
themigrating child was protected and constantly under an adequate
form of legal guardianship, that the adoption would be formally
recognized by the sending and the receiving states, and that the
child would obtain a secure home, legal name, and nationality
when the process was complete. This was a highly complex set of
legal, social, and psychological processes, some of which took place
beyond or between state jurisdictions. International communication
and oversight was essential, and it was provided by the ISS.

During the late s and s, as the ISS strove to develop
and refine protocol, a more unruly development of unregulated and
under-regulated international adoptions emerged. These sprang

Lloyd B. Graham, ‘The Adoption of Children from Japan by American Families,
–’ (Ph.D. thesis, School of Social Work, University of Toronto, ).

38 In the s the US government recognized only two major national agencies
for international adoption in the USA: the Catholic Committee for Refugees of the
National Catholic Welfare Conference and the ISS. Under the terms of an agreement
with the Protestant agency Church World Service, the ISS handled Protestant
intercountry adoptions. The United Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society provided a service
for Jewish children, but according to ISS leaders, ‘the almost complete unavailability
of Jewish children for adoption makes the need for this service practically non-existent’
(Pettiss, ‘Effect of Adoption of Foreign Children’, offprint (as in n. ), ); see also
Larned, ‘International Social Service’, –; separate ‘country files’ in SW.
On Catholic international social welfare work see Martha Rose Norris, ‘Adoption of
Children from Overseas: A Study of the Process Involved in Intercountry Adoption
Placement of  Children Conducted under the Auspices of the Catholic Committee
for Refugees, National Catholic Welfare Conference, –’ (Ph.D. thesis in social
work, Catholic University, Washington, DC, ).



   

from three interrelated strands in the post-war media, military oc-
cupations, and Christian missions. All three employed photography
to construct compelling narratives about the Second World War
and its destructive consequences around the figure of the innocent,
endangered, and putatively orphaned child. They also produced
more hopeful narratives of post-war recovery and reconstruction
focused on the recovery and rehabilitation of victimized children
and their integration into secure and loving families (or, failing
that, well-run institutions or group homes).39 Such narratives were
fundamentally mass-mediated and visual, and played an important
role in advocacy on behalf of foreign children in former war zones.
In the USA after , such advocacy increasingly encouraged and
attracted couples—white, black, and Asian American—to adopt
foreign children for a variety of reasons.

From Humanitarianism to Intimacy: Envisioned Problems and Solutions

During and after the Second World War, photographic images and
their narrative framing offered a general analysis of the social impact
of the war as well as more specific, even targeted, claims regarding
the ethics of social parenting. This section will suggest, in broad,
schematic strokes, how an emotional ‘pull’ towards international
adoption was mediated through developments in the national and
international press as well as subnational and sectarian media
outlets, resulting in a shift from aid to intimacy.

The war years coincided with the ‘golden age’ of photojournalism
(s to the late s), the genre of the photo-essay, and the
professionalization of photographers. The names of Robert Capa,
David Seymour (Chim), and Werner Bischof—male photographers
of Central and Eastern European origin who built their reputations
during the Spanish Civil War and the Second World War before
establishing Magnum, a highly successful photographers’ collective
in post-war New York City—are well known. The name and work of
Thérèse Bonney are less so. Bonneywas a female photographer from
Syracuse, New York, who studied at the University of California,
Berkeley, before becoming an American expat in Paris in the s
and founding her own photographic agency there. In the s
and s she made her name in fashion photography and with

39 For a discussion of group homes as a post-war model see Zahra, The Lost Children;
Fehrenbach, ‘War Orphans and Postfascist Families’.



    

a well-received book on the Vatican. With the outbreak of war in
, she began to document civilian wartime experience through
the lens of children’s suffering. Her wartime work appeared in
prominent newspapers and magazines in the United States and
Europe; it was also featured in one of the first exhibits devoted
to photography at the Museum of Modern Art in New York. In
 Bonney’s self-published book, Europe’s Children:  to ,
became an overnight success and media sensation. The first print
run sold out immediately, the book was reprinted by a commercial
press, and its photographs were turned into an exhibit that toured
forty American cities.40

Bonney’s book disseminated a shockingly intimate view of the
ravages of war, capturing how it broke the bonds of family and
destroyed the reassuring predictabilities of daily life.41 The full-
page photographs were offered with minimal commentary, yet
had a distinct narrative sweep, chronicling the destruction of the
patterns and protections of ‘normal’ childhood—school, home,
family life, mealtime, bedtime. Terrified and exhausted children
cling to traumatized mothers on the road during the invasion of
France or are separated from parents by death, illness, or flight. A
young boywith bare legs on a chilly day, slumped over from fatigue at
the side of a road; two young, solemn girls, probably sisters, peering
through the barbed wire of an unnamed concentration camp;
Finnish toddlers on a child transport to Sweden in search of safety; a
premature newbornwrapped in paper rather than blankets; starving
children and infants with bony limbs and distended stomachs,
staring blankly at the camera. All vulnerable, some on the verge
of extinction, each an iconic child-in-need, silently pleading for
care, nurture, rescue, and a compassionate maternal or paternal
response.42

Bonney disavowed the distancing lens of ethnic or national
distinctiveness. Her photographs are intimate, mostly individual,
portraits of suffering that encouraged viewers to respond to these

40 Bonney took the photographs in England, Finland, France, Spain, and Sweden
between  and . The book was republished by Rhode Publishing (New York)
and Plantin Press (Los Angeles) over the course of the next year and distributed in
Europe; letter from Bonney to Jane Lawson at Alfred A. Knopf,  Oct.  (in my
possession); excerpt from Publisher’s Weekly,  Oct. , –.

41 This section draws on the analysis in Fehrenbach, ‘War Orphans and Postfascist
Families’.

42 Thérèse Bonney’s book can be viewed online through the Hathi Trust Digital
Library: 〈http://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/〉 [accessed  Oct. ].



   

children-in-need viscerally and on the basis of shared humanity,
even kinship.43 Bonney drew upon the visual vocabulary of social
documentary photography that had been developed in the United
States by photographers such as Jacob Riis and Lewis Hine around
the turn of the twentieth century in an effort to expose and reform
domestic problems such as immigrant and urban poverty and child
labour. Like Riis and Hine, she focused on individual children to
clarify and interpret social experience. Unlike those photographers,
however, Bonney visually narrated the dissolution of community and
family. She depicted children released into a wartime world: she
showed them as vulnerable, dislocated, disconnected from family,
orphaned, in jeopardy. Through its narrative progression, her book
constitutes a form of ‘moral witnessing’, an ethical and emotional
appeal for humanitarian action abroad.Her book helped to develop,
and popularize, a particular moral vision. That moral vision, when
fixed on a foreign subject and articulated through the figure of
the vulnerable child, created an interpretative lens through which
Western viewers could both apprehend social problems ‘out there’
and begin to conceive of involving themselves in the solution to those
problems. Bonney’s photo story was self-consciously humanitarian
in its narrative ethos. It was a visual strategy aimed at spurring
humanitarian response. Only decades later would the ubiquity of
this visual strategy lead to the onset of ‘empathy fatigue’. In the
s and s it was seen as fresh and even shocking.44

43 The children depicted were European and white; this was also true of other
books. The popular press published more books on war orphans and, in some cases,
their adoption by US citizens between  and the early s. See, in particular,
Otto Zoff, They Shall Inherit the Earth (New York, ); Anne Barley, Patrick Calls Me
Mother (New York, ); Irena Wasilewska, Suffer Little Children (New York, ); John
P. Carroll-Abbing, A Chance to Live: The Story of the Lost Children of the War (New York,
); Robert Colis, The Lost and Found: The Story of Eva and Laszlo, Two Children of
War-Torn Europe, intro. by Margaret Mead (New York, ); and Donald Lowrie, The
Hunted Children (New York, ). On the absence of US press interest in Jewish ‘child
refugees’ after  see Edith J. T. Baumel, ‘The Rescue and Resettlement of the
Jewish Refugee Children from Europe in the United States, –’ (Ph.D. thesis,
Bar-Ilan University, Israel, ), esp. –.

44 Bonney Collection, Bancroft Library, UC Berkeley, published reviews. This visual
strategy did not guarantee humanitarian action. More research needs to be done on
the demographics and psychology of affect and effect: how, why, when, and among
whom visual appeal elicited action. For a discussion of this problematic in relation
to photography see Fehrenbach and Rodogno (eds.), Humanitarian Photography. For an
attempt to survey the emergence of ‘the child’ as quintessential innocent civilian in
the photographic culture of humanitarianism see Fehrenbach, ‘Children and Other
Civilians’.



    

After , such social documentary internationalism was taken
up and more widely disseminated by celebrated male photograph-
ers Robert Capa, Chim, and Werner Bischof, among others, in
commercial publications such as the prestigious pictorial magazines
Life, Picture Post , and the Swiss monthly Du, and became the basis of
explicit humanitarian appeals by UNESCO and other international
organizations.45 Their photography also appeared in trade books on
the wartime and post-war suffering of European children through
the s.46 Together, these photographs helped to international-
ize ‘the morality of vision’ that informed the social documentary
approach embodied in Bonney’s war children.

The photographs were powerful, and for a number of reasons
the United States was fertile ground for the reception of images
of suffering children and activism on their behalf.47 First, the US
mainland had escaped the widespread destruction and destitution
of the war zones and therefore had the economic and emotional
wherewithal to raise foreign children. Second, child adoption had
existed in parts of the USA for nearly a century, and by the s
had become increasingly accepted as a social practice. Third, the
United States had a multi-ethnic population, a growing evangelical
Christian movement, and a globalizing military with occupation
forces in Europe and East Asia.

Some of the political and ethical features of the shift from aid
to intimacy via intercountry adoption are suggested by media re-
presentations of and about three groups of Americans: African
Americans, evangelical Christians, and American overseas mili-
tary personnel. All three took up and interpreted Bonney’s ‘social
problem of suffering children abroad’. In essence, they used their

45 See e.g. the UNESCO publication Children of Europe (Paris, ), with photographs
by David Seymour, which is available on the UNESCO website: 〈http://unesdoc.unesco.
org/images///eb.pdf〉 [accessed  Oct. ].

46 See Peter Gattrell, Free World? The Campaign to Save the World’s Refugees, –
(New York, ); Reuel Golden, Photojournalism:  to the Present (New York, ),
–.

47 This was not just an expression of the form or content of the photographs, but the
meanings imputed to them. Julia Thomas’s work on post-war Japan suggests that social
documentary photography was not a recognized genre in post- Japan. Although
Japanese photographers took and published pictures of street children which appear
similar to portraits of children-in-need by Bonney (and others), the photographers’
intentions in creating the photographs were different from those of European and
American photojournalists, as was the contemporary critical reception. See Julia
Thomas, ‘Power Made Visible: Photography and Postwar Japan’s Elusive Reality’,
Journal of Asian Studies, / (), –.



   

experience to challenge the humanitarian universalism of Bonney’s
photographs of suffering children by asking ‘which children’? In
doing so, they exposed and called into question the formal and
informal exclusions—in particular, against Asian children and chil-
dren of colour—contained in the  US Refugee Relief Act,
which authorized the immigration only of ‘eligible’ war orphans to
the United States.

Although their analysis of the humanitarian problem differed,
all three groups ultimately responded in similar fashion to find a
solution for suffering children abroad: they moved from advocating
economic aid (via specialized subscription ‘adoptions’ à la Save the
Children or the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society) to embracing legal
international adoptions into American families and homes. In the
process they produced and disseminated a new visual and narrative
trope in response to the ‘problem’ photographs created by Thérèse
Bonney and her more famous male counterparts: the celebratory
‘nurturing parent’ and family ‘reunion’. Three brief illustrations
follow.

African Americans and Occupied Germany

As early as , the African American press began to publicize
the ‘plight’ of black occupation children of American paternity, the
so-called ‘brown babies’, in post-Fascist Germany (and later, Japan)
and to urge action. One early report in the Pittsburgh Courier alleged
that ‘brown babies’ were being turned into sideshow attractions in
local German circuses and that some had been killed. At the turn
of the s, a correspondent for the Baltimore Afro-American, Mabel
Grammer, arrived in Mannheim as the wife of a US warrant officer.
Noting the children’s miserable social circumstances and lowly
status, she threw her energies into solving the ‘brown baby problem’
in Germany. She worked through the African American press and
churches to awaken interest in the children. At first she published the
names and addresses of ‘brown babies’ and their German mothers,
requesting that black American families commit to supporting them
with monthly CARE packages or payments. Then she began to
work closely with local West German youth offices and orphanages
to locate children and match them with African American military
couples in Germany and civilian couples in the USA. She and her
husband adopted twelve of these children themselves.



    

Mabel Grammer decried the exclusive focus of the mainstream
American media on the suffering of white European children. Her
activism on behalf of international adoption was cast in explicitly
humanitarian and political terms. It was based on a perception
of racial and national kinship with the children (through their
black American paternity), and on a shared experience of sub-
jection to institutional and informal racism in Germany and the
USA. Following her lead, black American advocates, including the
US National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP), emphasized that the illegitimate children of German
mothers were suffering abroad because US military policy had
abandoned them there as the result of officially sanctioned anti-
miscegenist commitments in America that kept black soldiers from
marrying their German girlfriends and bringing them home to the
USA. From their perspective, intercountry adoption was an im-
passioned collectivist call for race rescue and civil rights, and was
played out in the black American media. In , for example, the
Chicago Defender newspaper and Ebony magazine featured articles
on Chicago schoolteacher Mrs Ethel Butler, who travelled to West
Germany to adopt two young children after reading about the plight
of black German children. One photograph showed a smiling Mrs
Butler, arms extended, as she reached to embrace her prospective
-year-old daughter in a German orphanage. Other photographs,
depicting bathtime and bedtime under Mrs Butler’s watchful eye,
focused on the children’s happy integration into their new home in
the USA.48

American Evangelicals in Asia

During and immediately after the war, moral witnessing trained
its lens on Europe and, by the late s, had increasingly spread
to Asia. In  an evangelical Christian named Bob Pierce began
to work in China with the organization Youth for Christ (which
had ties with Billy Graham). Pierce rapidly threw his energies into
international relief work for Chinese children, building orphanages
and fund-raising on their behalf; within a few years he had expanded

48 ‘German War Babies: Red Tape Balks Adoption of Orphans by Teacher’, Ebony,
Jan. , –; ‘“Hansel” and “Gretel” Find New Home in America: Teacher Adopts
Two War Orphans’, Chicago Defender ,  Oct. , ; also ‘International Red Tape
Ties up Woman Who Wants War Babies’, Chicago Defender ,  Sept. , . For a
detailed discussion of this history, see Fehrenbach, Race after Hitler , –.



   

his efforts to SouthKorea. Pierce publicly credited his work on behalf
of suffering and destitute children to an emotional encounter with
a Chinese orphan and an orphanage director who had challenged
him by asking: ‘What will you do?’

In  Pierce founded World Vision, which is today ‘the largest
U.S.-based international relief and development organization’.49

Following the Second World War, Pierce pioneered Christian docu-
mentary film-making, developing the genre of ‘evangelical social
action film’ that showcased social problems abroad. Starting in
China in –, on a trip with Youth for Christ International,
and moving on to Korea as a correspondent, he produced photo-
graphs and films that preached Christian responsibility and urged a
hands-on internationalist Christian humanitarian activism. On his
return to the United States after each trip abroad, he toured the
country, giving popular slide-show lectures to Protestant congrega-
tions. By the early s he was screening his film Other Sheep on
South Korean orphanages, raising tens of thousands of dollars. At
first, in the late s, his fund-raising efforts focused on raising
subscriptions to sponsor individual children. In the early s he
began advocating the legal adoption of children, and his film lecture
inspired an Oregon rancher and businessman, Harry Holt, and his
wife Bertha to travel to South Korea and adopt eight Korean chil-
dren. They established orphanages there as well as their own Holt
Adoption Agency, which worked through Protestant congregations
and newsletters and, increasingly, the local and national press, to
advertise the problem of endangered Korean orphans, locate pro-
spective Christian parents, and facilitate mass proxy adoptions of
Korean children in the USA, starting in the mid-s.50

During the s celebrities also took up the cause and, around
the same time, Pulitzer Prize-winning author and Nobel Laureate
Pearl Buck founded her own organization, Welcome Home, to aid
the adoption of Korean and Japanese children in the USA. She
sought, and received, press attention, gave numerous interviews,
and disseminated photographs of her visits to Asian orphanages,
as well as personal family photographs of her and her own mixed-

49 Nicholas D. Kristof, ‘Learning from the Sin of Sodom’, New York Times,  Feb.
, op-ed page.

50 John R. Hamilton, ‘A Historical Study of Bob Pierce and World Vision’s
Development of the Evangelical Social Action Film’ (Ph.D. thesis, University of
Southern California, ); World Vision’s History 〈www.worldvison.org〉 [accessed 
Mar. ].



    

race adoptive children from Germany, Japan, and India. Unlike
the evangelicals, Buck explicitly promoted a secular version of
colour-blind racial liberalism. She co-operated with Miki Sawada,
Mitsubishi heiress and a practising Methodist, who established
orphanages for ‘children of Japanese and American parentage’ in
a former family villa in Oiso in  and undertook a fund-raising
tour to the USA in .51

The American Military Media

Photographs and feature stories on war and occupation children
also appeared in the Stars and Stripes, the newspaper of the US armed
forces. Shortly after the end of the Second World War, American
military units sponsored orphanages, threw holiday parties, and
launched ‘subscription adoptions’ (financial support for orphans) in
Europe, Japan, and South Korea. In East Asia, beginning in ,
the Stars and Stripes Pacific edition warned American servicemen
and their families not to become too attached to orphans in Japan,
as restrictive US immigration law did not permit them to be brought
home. By  similar warnings were issued forKorean orphans who
had been unofficially cared for by American troops in Korea. Stars
and Stripes reported the official warnings, but also the servicemen’s
determination and courage in fighting red tape, obtaining legal
counsel, and finding ways to skirt restrictive US laws barring Asian
immigration in order to bring home the orphans they had become
attached to. In December , for example, the Pacific edition
of Stars and Stripes ran a medium close-up shot of a smiling young
couple, Mr and Mrs Raymond Hill of Missouri, flanking their two
young children in a snug family embrace. Raymond is on the left,
cuddling his -year-old son So Young Chong (soon to be renamed
Jimmy Hill), whom he befriended while serving in Korea. The boy
gazes at his father, arm flung around his neck. Leaning in, to the
right, is his new -year-old sister Vickie, holding tight to her brother
and mother, bringing her head into line with theirs. Vickie’s shiny
blond hair is styled similarly to that of her mother, who bends in,
touching her head to Vickie’s, to complete the intimate grouping.52

51 Elizabeth Anne Hemphill, The Least of These: Miki Sawada and Her Children (New
York, ); Yukiko Koshiro, Trans-Pacific Racisms and the American Occupation of Japan
(New York, ); Graham, ‘The Adoption of Children’.

52 This discussion is based on a sampling of Stars and Stripes (Pacific) issues published



   

Initially such media reports focused on native Japanese and
Korean orphans; within a year or two coverage turned to occupation
children of American paternity. By the mid-s more and more
attention was devoted to biracial children of American paternity. In
addition, American military personnel lobbied on behalf of the 
US Refugee Relief Act, which broadened the definition of ‘orphan’
and further liberalized US immigration, although only temporarily.

All three groups of activists—African Americans, American mis-
sionaries, and the American military—employed their own media
outlets to craft and disseminate a ‘solution’ to the social problem of
war children, whose images had circulated in increasing numbers
in American magazines and newspapers since the late years of the
war. In essence, the visual trope of homeless, orphaned, suffer-
ing, or vulnerable children popularized during the war by Thérèse
Bonney (and others) had articulated the problem. This problem
was visually ‘answered’ by the pictorial solution of loving Ameri-
can families of various ethnicities, convictions, and political and
religious stripes. Joyous ‘reunion photographs’, depicting orphans
embraced by beaming couples or perched snugly on their laps, be-
came a common visual trope, first in the sectarian media and then
in the national press. Such media representation cast international
adoption in the visual language of humanitarian aid and rescue.
It cultivated a sense of common humanity or ethnicity, as well as
a social stance of similarity, intimacy, and a mandate for social
parenting across national and, in some cases, racial lines.

Activism around intercountry adoption that emerged in the im-
mediate post- period was motivated, in part, by angry recogni-
tion that certain childrenwere tragically undervalued by comparison
with others. America’s expanding military presence abroad during
and after the Second World War aided this comparison because
of the thousands of illegitimate children left behind, and produced
self-conscious demands for transvaluation. Voices were raised to
insist on the vulnerability, and therefore the value, of children who
were not afforded the protection and privileges of their white Euro-
pean counterparts. Activism around intercountry adoption had a
significant liberalizing impact on American immigration policy. It
was a post-war plea for, and test of, American democratic values
and civil and human rights in a period of globalizing American

between  and  〈starsandstripesnewspaperarchive.com〉 [accessed  July ].
The photograph of the Hill family appears in the Dec.  issue.



    

power, decolonization, and the Cold War contest to win hearts and
minds abroad.53

Such political, religious, and racial activism around intercountry
adoption proved to be highly effective, to the great consternation of
organizations such as the ISS. In particular, American ISS leaders
bemoaned media coverage of intercountry adoption in the national
press since it tended to misrepresent the nature of foreign children’s
need and the numbers available for adoption, while often centring
on the dramatic ‘rescue’ efforts of ‘heroic’ individuals such as Harry
Holt, Mabel Grammar, and Pearl Buck. Afterwards, ISS offices
were inundated with letters from the public clamouring to help
by becoming adoptive parents. Each time Pearl Buck appeared in
a newspaper or magazine article giving her assessment of Asian
children’s suffering abroad, one ISS staff member complained, ‘it
sets our work back months’.54

* * *

By the mid-s the ISS was working through the UN to reduce
the number of intercountry adoptions and allow birth parents to
preserve their rights and retain their children. In two interna-
tional summits, the ISS led a concerted effort to clamp down on
renegade, unregulated, and proxy adoptions.55 They condemned
the ‘hasty placements’ and ‘unwarranted adoptions’ that resulted

53 The  US Displaced Persons Act offered non-quota immigration to eligible
European orphans but left the racial exclusion of Asians untouched. The American
Joint Committee for Japanese-American orphans sought to gain the support of
influential Americans in addressing this legal barrier. Within six months Eleanor
Roosevelt, James Michener, Pearl Buck, and the Rockefeller Foundation had signed up.
By , public pressure and lobbying by a diverse group of Jewish Americans, African
Americans, military families, businessmen, political figures, writers, and entertainers
(including Jane Russell and Josephine Baker) had led Congress, in consultation with
the ISS, to pass the Refugee Relief Act, which authorized, for the first time, the
entry of eligible Asian children into the USA. It also broadened the definition of ‘war
orphans’ so that occupation children of American paternity, regardless of race, would
be included in its purview. See Graham, ‘The Adoption of Children’; Kathryn Close,
Transplanted Children: A History (New York, ).

54 SW, Box , file , on Pearl Buck and Welcome House.
55 The UN statement endorsed permanent membership of a family as the desired

goal for parentless children: ‘Adoption is the best substitute for the natural family . . .
Although [it] does not replace the biological relation which exists between the child
and its natural parents, it does reconstitute a stable family through the enduring ties it
creates’ (UN Technical Assistance Office, Special European Social Welfare Programme,
European Seminar on Inter-Country Adoption, Leysin, Switzerland, – May ,
typescript, , ).



   

‘especially . . . in periods of great stress and times of emergency,
when the importance of individuals is apt to be lost sight of ’. Poverty
and social considerations, they asserted, were not valid grounds for
intercountry adoption.56 What emerged were UN-sponsored agree-
ments (, ) that laid down an internationally endorsed set
of ‘fundamental principles’ and standardized procedures to govern
intercountry adoption.57 Beginning with the assertion that the ‘wel-
fare of the child must be paramount’, the international summit
advocated that intercountry adoption be seen as a last resort: to be
pursued, and then very carefully, with much counselling, oversight,
and individual casework only if an adequate situation could not be
made to exist for the child with its own parent(s), in its extended
family, or in a family situation in its own country.58 Efforts should
be made to develop and strengthen child welfare services in sending
countries and to foster in-country adoption of parentless children.59

These global principles and prescriptions were directed against
unregulated and proxy intercountry adoptions and sought to banish
them. Those who adopted outside professionalized channels did
so because they abhorred the ‘bureaucratic red tape’ and ‘over-
psychologized’ approach that they felt characterized the professional
practice advocated by the ISS.This professionalization, they argued,
slowed adoptions, even those that were authorized, to a glacial pace.
Adoptive parents who opted for proxy adoption or went through
adoption mediators such as Mabel Grammar felt a sense of urgency
to ‘rescue’ a child, and were often responding to heart-rending

56 Ibid. , –.
57 The agreement sought to standardize procedures and safeguards in carrying

out intercountry adoptions, such as home studies, medical and psychological tests,
matching of adoptive child and parents, trial periods for living together, guardianship
of the child, securing the child’s legal status in the sending and receiving country, and
the like: European Seminar on Inter-Country Adoption, typescript, , ; also Pettiss,
‘Effect of Adoption of Foreign Children on U.S. Adoption Standards and Practices’,
offprint (as in n. ); Eugenie Hochfeld, ‘Across National Boundaries: Problems in the
Handling of International Adoptions, Dependency, and Custody Cases’, Juvenile Court
Judges Journal , / (), –; Lauren Hyde and Virginia P. Hyde, A Study of Proxy
Adoptions, Child Welfare League of America, ISS, American Branch (). There is a
large correspondence on this issue in the ISS papers, SW.

58 The principles established that the child’s birth parent(s) ‘regardless of social
and legal status, should have the opportunity for full consideration of what is
involved, including legal and psychological consequences, before a decision is made
that adoption is the best plan for the child; that concepts of modern child and
family welfare should prevail over economic and social factors’ (European Seminar on
Inter-Country Adoption, typescript, –, at ).

59 Ibid. –.



    

appeals by religious and missionary groups, or mass-mediated
coverage of the need for ‘race rescue’, race blindness (à la Pearl Buck),
or appeals to reverse restrictive and racist US immigration law.

The first decade of intercountry adoption after  thus pro-
duced two distinctive cultures: an emotionally charged media-
saturated one on the one hand, and a self-consciously professional-
ized one on the other, which belatedly tried, but could never quite
manage, to attract sustained media coverage. The former claimed
to be ‘rescuing’ or ‘saving’ children; the latter to be ‘protecting’
them and forging global norms, most recently in the  Hague
Convention on ICA, in an attempt to do so.

The press photograph of the Michigan couple with which this
essay opened needs to be understood in relation to the social
and institutional history of intercountry adoption as well as its
cultural, media, and representational history. In a sense, the couple’s
vision of their happy future was scripted historically by two visual
tropes: the ‘problem’ photographs initiated by Bonney during the
Second World War and taken up in the humanitarian campaigns
by UNESCO and other international organizations after the war,
and the ‘solution’ photographs of family unions prevalent in the
sectarian and national media of the s, s, and beyond.

In his book Empire of Humanity Michael Barnett challenges us to
reflect on ‘how the global moment shapes what humanitarianism
is’ at any given time. This essay has explored how the extended
‘global moment’ of the two world wars produced humanitarian
initiatives focused on displaced families and children, mostly of
European origin, and ultimately gave rise to the legal innovation
of international adoption. International adoption retains the aura
of its humanitarian roots for prospective parents, if not scholars:
couples in the USA and Europe continue to consider international
adoption an ethical and personal choice. Little critical attention has
been devoted to asking how the media and photographic imagery
shape the humanitarian impulse: ‘what is imaginable, desirable, and
possible’.60 I have tried to suggest that this, too, is a crucial object
of scholarly concern if we hope to understand the links between
emotional appeal and social action.

60 Michael Barnett, Empire of Humanity: A History of Humanitarianism (Ithaca, NY,
), , .
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Professionals of Humanitarianism:
UNRRA Relief Officers in Post-War Europe

S  S  

‘In what is probably the only school of its kind in the world, a
group of carefully selected men and women have returned to the
classroom for a concentrated eight weeks’ program dealing with
the salvaging of human lives.’ With these words Benjamin Fine,
well-known education editor of the New York Times, began his report
about the training centre operated by the United Nations Relief
and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA), which was located
on the campus of the University of Maryland.1 As Fine explained
in the article published in May , the training centre had just
opened and it was not ‘an academic institution in the accepted
sense of the term’. Trainees were referred to as ‘members’ rather
than ‘students’, and all were employees of UNRRA. They had
been recruited for the Balkan Mission, the organization’s first field
operation, which got under way in the spring of  and was
devoted to relieving refugees who had fled to the Middle East
from Nazi-occupied South-Eastern Europe.2 Upon completion of
their training most of UNRRA’s ‘members’ headed for Cairo, but
Fine pointed out that ‘when the time [was] ripe they [would] take
their posts in Greece, in Yugoslavia, and wherever else they [might
be] needed’. In fact, the organization had been in existence for
only a few months: the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation
Administration was established in November  by an agreement

1 Benjamin Fine, ‘UNRAA [sic] School is Training Workers for the Grim Job of
Relief in War-Stricken Countries’, New York Times,  May , E. In the same year
Fine’s article on the teaching of American history in high schools and colleges won the
Pulitzer Prize for journalism.

2 Refugee camps for which UNRRA assumed direct responsibility were located
in Egypt, Palestine, and Syria; they sheltered mainly Greeks, Dodecanesians, and
Yugoslavs. See George Woodbridge, UNRRA: The History of the United Nations Relief and
Rehabilitation Administration,  vols. (New York, ), ii. .



      

signed in Washington by forty-four countries, and it was presented
to the world as the ‘humanitarian side’ of theGreat Alliance that was
going to defeat the Axis Powers. In the words of President Franklin
Delano Roosevelt, UNRRA’s job was to provide ‘relief and help in
rehabilitation for the victims of German and Japanese barbarism’.3

In accomplishing this mission, the new organization aimed to
bring about a sea change in the way aid had been traditionally
conceived and administered. It sought to assume control of rescue
operations, thanks to its privileged relationship with the Allied
Army in the liberated countries. Military authorities appointed
UNRRA as the agency in charge of rescuing civilians, and it was
engaged in food distribution, medical care, tracing missing people,
and administering refugee camps.4 In its four years of activity the
organization allocated most of its resources to Europe.5

In his description of the UNRRA school programme, Fine high-
lighted the features mentioned at the beginning of this essay: the
novelty and uniqueness of the organization’s undertaking, the strict
selection of trainees according to their qualifications, and the par-
ticular kind of instruction they needed to accomplish their mission
of ‘salvaging . . . human lives’. Clearly Fine had grasped the main
points of the UNRRA agenda, which aimed to shape the first in-
ternational corps for humanitarianism. The emphasis on careful
recruitment and training of personnel was part of a wider project to
modernize the process of international relief. According toUNRRA
planners, shifting away from the ‘old’ to the ‘new’ approach to
international aid meant that three changes had to be made. First,
rescue and assistance for civilians was now the primary task of
a genuine intergovernmental body, as distinct from the national
programmes that had been implemented after the First World War,
such as the American Relief Administration (ARA) under Herbert
Hoover, which had assisted twenty-three European nations between
 and . Second, UNRRA was to be a cornerstone in the

3 ‘Address of the President of the United States’, United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation
Organization: Journal ,  ( Nov.– Dec. ), –, at .

4 Ben Shephard, The Long Road Home: The Aftermath of the Second World War (New
York, ), –. UNRRA was conceived as a temporary agency and discontinued
its activities in , when part of the organization’s programmes were turned over
to the International Refugee Organization (IRO), the World Health Organization
(WHO), and the United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF).
On the relief project pursed by UNRRA see Jessica Reinisch, ‘Auntie UNRRA at the
Crossroad’, Past and Present , suppl.  (), –.

5 See the appendix ‘Operating Expenses’, Woodbridge, UNRRA, iii. .



       

institutionalization of humanitarianism and in minimizing the role
of private philanthropy: many voluntary agencies were going to be
in the field, but it was UNRRA’s job to co-ordinate and supervise
them. Finally, the creation of a new international body was intended
to turn the practice of humanitarian assistance into a professional
calling, and the traditional Lady Bountiful was eventually to be
replaced by a qualified relief officer.6

UNRRA staff and, in particular, the officers deployed in the
field were supposed to embody the changes that the organization
aimed to bring about. Personnel wearing the uniform of the United
Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration had to be ‘inter-
national’ in both composition and spirit—in  the Displaced
Persons Operation in Germany boasted thirty-two different natio-
nalities among its officers.7 Their performance was supposed to be
professional and they were expected to be inspired by the agency’s
values and principles. From this point of view, the recruitment pro-
cedures and training programme appeared to be of vital importance
in transforming relief policies and humanitarian assistance. When
she first heard about the UN agency in  at a Fabian conference
on post-war Europe, British Quaker Francesca Wilson, who had a
remarkable career assisting refugees and organizing relief around
the world, was struck by the statement: ‘UNRRAwill be a new thing
in history.’8 By – she was working on its behalf in occupied
Europe. At its peak in  the UNRRA staff in European countries
numbered some , men and , women.

The objectives and principles shared by the majority of UNRRA
planners at the Headquarters in Washington proved difficult to
translate into standard practices, methods, and policies that were to
be carried out in the wide theatre of UNRRA operations. This essay
examines both the ambitions and the inconsistencies in UNRRA’s
project, particularly with regard to the plans to shape a professional
corps in the spirit of a new humanitarianism. It focuses on the
discrepancies between guidelines and practice in the selection of

6 The novelty of UNRRA is examined in Elizabeth Borgwardt, A New Deal for
the World: America’s Vision for Human Rights (Cambridge, Mass., ), –, and
Daniel G. Cohen, ‘Between Relief and Politics: Refugee Humanitarianism in Occupied
Germany –’, Journal of Contemporary History,  (), –.

7 United Nations Archive (hereafter UNA), UNRRA, S---, ‘A Statistical
Analysis of Class I Employees in the D.P. Operation, Germany’,  Aug. .

8 Francesca M. Wilson, Aftermath: France, Germany, Austria, Yugoslavia  and 
(West Drayton, ), .



      

personnel seen in the light of various factors: the changing needs
from the field; how the organization’s mandate was interpreted at
local level; and the complicated relationship with existing voluntary
agencies. It also considers the challenges and shortcomings of the
UNRRA training programme, which was meant to provide relief
officers with the knowledge they would need to face the war’s
moral and material ravages, but also to instil in them the necessary
sense of belonging to a new international organization. No training
course given in the United Sates or liberated Europe, however,
could prepare relief officers for the unprecedented devastation
caused by the war, and their feelings of despair contributed to
disaffection with UNRRA. This essay suggests that we need to
reconsider the idea that UNRRA as an organization firmly pursued
the process of professionalizing relief, and it sheds light on the
connections between national welfare policies and international
humanitarianism. In developing these points I have drawn on
UNRRA’s archival material, relief workers’ oral testimonies, and
published or unpublished memoirs.

‘The best possible personnel’

In November , some months after UNRRA had concluded
its activities, the Office of the Historian, entrusted with the task
of writing the agency’s official history, sketched out a plan for
a monograph which was to be devoted to personnel. According
to this outline, the chapter on the history of UNRRA employees
was first of all supposed to explain the ‘special importance of the
selection of the best possible personnel to staff a vast, widespread
and variegated temporary organization that had to grow quickly’.9

In the organization’s view, precise assumptions and criteria needed
to be adopted in order to select ‘the best possible personnel’.

‘Selection on merit’ was the key phrase of ‘UNRRA’s philosophy’
of recruitment. As stated in the guidelines that Headquarters pre-
pared for use in reviewing candidates, ‘merit’ depended mainly on
‘paper qualifications’.10 Practical experience was not disregarded;
however, it was now considered a requirement but not sufficient in

9 UNA, UNRRA, S---, ‘Outline for the First Draft Monograph on
Personnel’,  Nov. .

10 UNA, UNRRA, S---, ‘Recruitment of US Nationals’, .



       

itself.11 The new agency valued notions learnt through the proper
education pattern, and the knowledge gained on the spot made
sense only as the completion of paper qualifications.

Given these premisses, a crucial question followed: what kind of
educationwas adequate to accomplishUNRRA’smission?Whowas
properly qualified to ‘deal with the salvaging of human lives’? The
professional social worker was believed to be ideally suited to the
role of international relief worker. This conviction was particularly
strong among the American executive staff, who drew on their own
national experience of theNewDeal. In the s social workers had
entered the field of public welfare in large numbers and education
had acquired amajor role in guaranteeing their professional status.12

Theproliferation of social work schools had significantly contributed
to speeding up the professionalization process, which had already
started in the previous decade.13 It has been convincingly argued
thatAmericans plannedUNRRA’s humanitarian assistance as a sort
of global New Deal,14 and we can safely say that they sketched out
recruitment policy along the same lines. However, the emphasis on
recruiting professional social workers and the faith in educational
qualifications backed by practice induced American planners to
downplay the circumstances involved in performing post-war relief
operations, and the specific profile of recipients. Nobody ventured
to compare the devastated Europe of the mid-s to the United
States during the Depression, but indirectly the victims of war
violence were likened to the victims of the economic crisis, since
it was believed that the same professional skills were needed to
rehabilitate both. The status of ‘people in need’ was somehow
assumed to be a timeless and universal category, and one result
of the attempt to professionalize relief was the construction of

11 Ibid. According to the minimum requirements set out by the director of the
Welfare Division, Mary McGeachy, a welfare officer should have a university degree in
a field of social welfare and at least two years of practical experience: Mary Kinnear,
Woman of the World: Mary McGeachy and International Cooperation (Toronto, ), .

12 See, among others, John H. Ehrenreich, The Altruistic Imagination: A History of
Social Work and Social Policy in the United States (Ithaca, NY, ); Daniel J. Walkowitz,
Working with Class: Social Workers and the Politics of Middle-Class Identity (Chapel Hill, NC,
).

13 Walter I. Trattner, From Poor Law to Welfare State: A History of Social Welfare in
America (New York, ), –; see also the detailed case study on Michigan by
Susan Stein-Roggenbuck, Negotiating Relief: The Development of Social Welfare Programs in
Depression-Era Michigan, – (Columbus, Ohio, ).

14 Borgwardt, A New Deal for the World , –.



      

an essentialized, ahistorical recipient of humanitarianism.15 At the
same time, the forms of assistance that had been designed for the
specific case of impoverished Americans inspired the methods and
practices of the emerging ‘new humanitarianism’.

The idea of professional social workers as the best type of
relief officer oriented the recruitment procedures, which were first
adopted by the Headquarters in Washington and then by the
European Regional Office (ERO) in London. The rather complex
recruitment system set up in the United States for finding and
selecting personnel16 was focused on people, most of themwomen,17

already working in the sector of public welfare. For example, Aleta
Brownlee was a consultant for the US Children’s Bureau when she
was given the opportunity to work in liberated Europe. She began
her memoirs by describing how she had been recruited, stressing
both UNRRA’s determination to offer her the job and her initial
reluctance to accept it:

One day in spring ’, she wrote, ‘I received a wire from the United Nations
Relief and Rehabilitation Administration, asking if I would be interested in
a job in child welfare overseas ‘if needed’. Having always had the opinion
that social work is grounded in the life of a people and a country and a most
vague idea of how I, an American whose European experience was nil, could
be useful, I did not answer until urged by a second telegram. Thereupon I
decided that if UNRRA thought it needed American social workers it should
know, so I replied that I would be willing to go if necessary.18

Although she wondered how professional qualifications and experi-
ence acquired in the United States would ensure that she performed
adequately in post-war Europe, Aleta Brownlee left for Cairo. Many
other social workers did likewise, and they constituted the core of
the personnel who were shipped overseas after being selected in the

15 On the construction of recipient as ahistorical and universal see Liisa H. Malkki’s
path-breaking research into the perception and description of refugees, in particular
her article ‘Speechless Emissaries: Refugees, Humanitarianism, and Dehistoricization’,
Cultural Anthropology,  (), –.

16 Recruitment was handled in Washington by personnel officers along with the
representatives of all UNRRA Divisions; further, in nine major cities representatives
of the US Civil Service Commission screened applicants from their areas, who
where eventually interviewed at the Headquarters: UNA, UNRRA, S---
‘Recruitment of US Nationals’, –.

17 In the s,  per cent of American social workers were female: Walkowitz,
Working with Class, .

18 Hoover Archive (hereafter HA), Aleta Brownlee Papers, Box , ‘Whose Chil-
dren?’, .



       

United States.19 Furthermore, several social workers’ professional
organizations supported UNRRA’s programmes,20 strengthening
the approach which saw international relief as the mere expansion
of national welfare.

The extension of recruitment beyond the boundaries of theUnited
States, which was supposed to usher in the creation of a genuinely
international staff,meant that a process of selection onmerit became
harder to achieve. The main problem was the lack of ‘an interna-
tional common denominator in qualification standards’.21 In fact,
the idea of focusing the search for field officers among social workers
was broadly shared by member states, but the same employee pro-
file meant different things—in terms of field experience, training,
and approach to relief—in different countries. In one of the final
evaluations about personnel the issue is summarized as follows:

A ‘social worker’ in the United States usually has had graduate training in wel-
fare administration and progressively responsible experience in professionally
accredited welfare organizations. In the great majority if not all the countries
from which UNRRA was recruiting welfare personnel such work was regarded
as volunteer non-professional activity.22

The report was drafted in Washington and its author, Mary Sue
Whitman of the Personnel Division, was not, of course, neutral. On
the contrary, in pointing out the scarce professional advancement
of humanitarianism in other regions of the world, she seemed to ad-
vocate the policy of many American UNRRA planners, who strove
to impose their own standards as international ones. Britain was the
first target of their polemics because of the different ways social work
had evolved in the two countries: experts on welfare from theUnited
States criticized the British for their charitable approach to relief,
and their insufficient professionalism.23 In spite of the Americans’
efforts to impose their view, the lack of consensus over required

19 See e.g. the autobiography of Susan Pettiss, After the Shooting Stopped: The Story of
an UNRRA Welfare Worker in Germany (Victoria, BC, ). For one more testimony of
an American social worker employed by UNRRA see the letters of Paul Weber Jacobs
from occupied Germany to his family, United States Holocaust Memorial Museum
(hereafter USHMM), Paul Weber Jacobs collection, RG-..

20 Leslie Leighninger, Social Work: Search for Identity (New York, ), . See
also the letters addressed to several associations ‘requesting assistance in obtaining as
soon as possible well-qualified applicants’, UNA, UNRRA, S--, file Germany
Mission General—Personnel Miscellaneous.

21 UNA, UNRRA, S---, ‘Recruitment of Non US Nationals’, .
22 Ibid.
23 See, among many examples, UNA, UNRRA, S---, ‘Interview with



      

qualificationsanddutiespersisted.ThusWhitman’s remarks indicate
the presence of rifts and inconsistencies inUNRRA’s plan to create a
professional corps for humanitarianism. ‘Selection onmerit’ was not
carried out according to standardized and internationally acknow-
ledged criteria, and UNRRA staff embodied a variety of national
traditions of relief. The outcome was the tense coexistence of con-
flicting methods and practices which the officers in the field so often
deplored as a major cause of the organization’s ineffectiveness.24

Flash at Sleeve, Badge on the Breast

According to Mary Sue Whitman’s report mentioned above, the
Administration might have achieved the goal of selection on merit,
despite the lack of international qualification standards, had it been
possible to administer a standardized test, ‘but this was clearly out
of the question in a short-run emergency operation’.25 The ideal
scheme of recruitment also fell through because of the dire need
for personnel that UNRRA was totally unprepared to meet. The
problem had emerged as soon as operations were launched, but
became particularly acute between the winter of  and spring
, when the liberation of Europe was completed.

In order to respond to massive recruiting needs without com-
promising on the qualification and (if possible) experience of the
workers, the Headquarters and ERO looked to voluntary agencies
as potential partners in staffing the organization. UNRRA had a
rather ambiguous position with regard to voluntary organizations.
On the one hand, the Administration was quite determined to take
centre stage in post-war relief operations, driving all charitable orga-
nizations into the background—and thus reflecting its government
and war related origins. Although UNRRA representatives insisted

Harry Greenstein’,  May . According to Ronald G. Walton, Women in Social Work
(London, ), : ‘unlike American social workers, British social workers had never
passed through a phase when voluntary workers had been denigrated because of the
professional aspirations of paid workers’.

24 Among many examples see the report from the field by N. P. Dodge, which
suggests reconsidering the policy of staffing UNRRA with people of mixed nationalities:
UNA, UNRRA, S--, file Germany Field Returnees Reports, ‘Summary—Field
Experiences’,  Apr. . The varied backgrounds of relief workers affected their
performance in the field, as argued in Silvia Salvatici, ‘“Help the People to Save
Themselves”: UNRRA Relief Workers and European Displaced Persons’, Journal of
Refugee Studies,  (), –.

25 UNA, UNRRA, S---, ‘Recruitment of Non US Nationals’, .



       

on this point, it was not just a matter of taking over the co-ordination
of international aid programmes in order to rationalize the distribu-
tion of supplies and services.26 UNRRA policy was meant mainly
to place international relief on a different footing, drawing a line
between private philanthropy, largely inspired by faith, and the
new agency which united more than forty governments around a
global, secular agenda.27 At the same time, UNRRA sought the
co-operation of voluntary agencies because it badly needed quali-
fied staff. In June  the Welfare Division admitted that ‘many
voluntary agencies very generously put personnel at the Adminis-
tration’s disposal’, and ‘UNRRA [was] very grateful for the help it
has received in starting its own operations’.28 Drawing on voluntary
societies’ staff was apparently just a practical solution, but it had im-
portant implications. First, by including in its ranks the personnel of
charitable societies, UNRRA tacitly acknowledged their expertise,
in spite of its own proclaimed new direction that ‘professional relief
work’ was supposed to take. Second, although the newly founded
body in charge of relief was supposed to leave behind the tradition
of private philanthropy, the inclusion of so many ‘humanitarians’
formerly affiliated to voluntary societies influenced the way the or-
ganization performed. Finally, voluntary agencies did not passively
accept the Administration’s approach, and how they defined their
role influenced the structure and composition of UNRRA staff.

In Washington, the Headquarters negotiated to obtain the co-
operation of the American Council of Voluntary Agencies, and in
July  seventeen out of its forty-eight members had presented
their candidates to be interviewed byUNRRA, including theAmeri-
can Friends, the American Jewish Joint Distribution, and the Young
Men’s Christian Association (YMCA). Shortly after the training in
Maryland, most of the applicants who had been selected left for
Europe.29 The author of the report drafted at this early stage was
quite cautious in predicting future developments of the scheme.

26 Among many examples see the memorandum ‘Foreign Voluntary Relief Work in
Europe’, UNA, UNRRA, S---.

27 See the analysis of UNRRA’s principles and functions in Philipp Weintraub,
‘Unrra: An Experiment in International Welfare Planning’, Journal of Politics,  (),
–.

28 UNA, UNRRA, S--, file Voluntary Agencies—General –, ‘Wel-
fare Division Bulletin’, June , .

29 See e.g. the case of Lore Weinberg Kaplan, who belonged to the American Jewish
Joint Distribution and worked on behalf of UNRRA in Germany: USHMM, Acc.
..



      

He noticed that voluntary agencies were looking forward to ‘op-
erat[ing] their own distinctive programs’, and concluded: ‘Further,
the machinery for cooperative action by the Voluntary Agencies
in this country is new and still creaking—rather badly in certain
parts.’30 The creaking was even more noticeable overseas. British
charitable bodies, many of them under the umbrella of the Council
of British Societies for Relief Abroad (CBSRA), founded in ,
resisted the idea that co-operation with UNRRA should end up with
the ‘absorption’ of their own personnel into the regular staff of the
new international organization. They retained their own training
courses, asked to have their officers grouped in separate Welfare
or Health Teams, and were quite unwilling to let them wear the
UNRRA uniform or even a flash indicating their association with
UNRRA.31 In August , ten of twenty-two societies affiliated
with the CBSRA, such as the Friends’ Ambulance Unit and Save
the Children, had provided workers for the Balkan Mission,32 but
the relationship between them and UNRRA remained tense.

In fact, the voluntary personnel seconded toUNRRAmaintained
a peculiar status. They were ‘at the disposal’ of the Administration,
but in the case of already constituted ‘working parties’ the ‘scope
and nature’ of their duties was to be decided by UNRRA together
with the representatives of the voluntary societies they belonged
to.33 All voluntary personnel were ranked as ‘Class III’, ‘Class I’
being the international staff recruited without the intermediation of
private societies, and ‘Class II’ the local employees, who had en-
tirely different privileges and obligations.34 Establishing the ‘Class
III’ was an administrative ploy to provide UNRRAwith presumably
experienced personnel, and to overcome the voluntary agencies’ re-
sistance. However, ‘Class III’ was a sort of ‘ambiguous status’, which
revealed not only the arrangements between the new intergovern-
mental body and the voluntary societies, but also the persistent
tensions around the purpose of the humanitarian mission and the
performance of relief.

30 UNA, UNRRA, S--, file Voluntary Agencies—General –, ‘Re-
cruitment of Voluntary Agency Personnel’,  May , .

31 UNA, UNRRA, S---, ‘Report on Training in Europe’, Jan. , –.
32 UNA, UNRRA, S--, file Voluntary Agencies—General –, ‘Re-

port on Visit to Voluntary Societies’ Training Centres by W. M. Noble’, Aug.
.

33 Ibid., ‘Memorandum of conditions of service for members of non indigenous
voluntary societies’, June . 34 Woodbridge, UNRRA, i. –.



       

The dispute over displaying UNRRA insignia, a powerful symbol
of belonging, was meaningful in itself. The regulation on this
point was the outcome of tense negotiations. Voluntary personnel
seconded to the Administration were requested to wear ‘at the top
of each sleeve’ a ‘red cloth strip on which was embroidered in
white’ the title ‘U.N.R.R.A.’. In addition, they might wear ‘a badge
on or over the left breast pocket, to the design of their society’.35

To the representative of CBSRA these instructions looked like an
ambiguous and unacceptable compromise. In a letter addressed to
UNRRA’s representative in London, he stated: ‘The difficulty of the
flash “UNRRA” for the voluntary society is . . . caused by the strongly
held conviction of the voluntary societies that a private organization
cannot merge its identity with a governmental organization without
producing a confusion of loyalties and responsibilities.’ Double
insignia, in his opinion, did not express shared goals, but were just
disorienting. ‘It seems to the voluntary societies’, he continued,

that a person wearing [UNRRA] letters on the sleeve of his uniform must
inevitably appear to the public to be an agent of that Administration and
bound in his official capacity by all its acts and policies. If he also wears
on his sleeve the badge of his own voluntary welfare organization that body
becomes automatically associated in the eyes of the public with the official
relief Administration and with all its acts and policies.36

Behind the apparently petty argument about the insignia stood the
crucial issue of a different understanding of humanitarianism, and
of ‘acts and policies’ meant to fulfil its requirements. Impelled by the
need for personnel, troubled by the lack of international agreement
on qualification standards, and unable to implement the ideal of
‘selection on merit’, UNRRA settled for compromise. It accepted
that voluntary personnel could retain their identity, and pretended
that including personnel from their organization in the ranks of the
new agency was the same as homogenizing dissimilar approaches
to relief. The proximity of two different symbols—on the sleeve and
the breast pocket of its officers—epitomized inconsistencies in the
changes to international relief work that the new intergovernmental
body was supposed to bring about.

35 UNA, UNRRA, S--, file Voluntary Agencies—General –, ‘Me-
morandum of conditions of service for members of non indigenous voluntary societies’,
June .

36 UNA, UNRRA, S---, Office of the Historian, Subject files, Voluntary
societies.



      

‘We must have let the bars down a little too much’

The co-operation with American and British voluntary agencies
provided UNRRA with Class III personnel; any previous work for
charities, however, was generally speaking a great advantage for
applicants. Many of those hired in the UK, particularly women,
came from different backgrounds, but had experience of relief work
during the war years on behalf of charitable societies.37 However,
there were not enough of them to meet the great need for personnel
to launch relief operations between the end of the war and its
immediate aftermath. In May  the European Regional Office,
facing the emergency of millions of displaced persons (DPs) to take
care of in liberated Germany, reported ‘the greatest difficulty in
the world in getting just the right sort of Welfare Officer’.38 Among
European member states one additional problem was that there was
a shortage of qualified personnel within their national boundaries
to respond to the dramatic consequences of the war. As the relief
officer Greta Fischer, who had to face a shortage of experienced
staff in administering the Kloster Indersdorf Centre (Germany)
for unaccompanied children, pointed out in her memoirs, many
of the best professionals ‘were needed in their own country to
assist in the reconstruction’.39 For example, at the beginning of
 the British government Department of Health, Department
of Education, and Home Office were all ‘desperately short of
experienced people’, and declined any possible co-operation in
providing UNRRA with adequate staff.40 National welfare and
international humanitarianism were somehow in competition, and
the former took priority over the latter.

The ‘greatest difficulty in the world’ in getting qualified personnel
induced the Administration to lower the requirements in selecting
the applicants. The story of Marvin Klemmé is revealing. He had

37 See the biographies of Rhoda Bickerdike and Nora O’Connor at the Imperial
War Museum (hereafter IWM), Mrs Rhoda N. (Nelson) Bickerdike (née Dawson); 
//, Miss N. O’Connor.

38 UNA, UNRRA, S--, file Recruitment of Welfare Officers—Cooperation
with the Ministry of Labour and outside Agency, ‘Letter from A. Kearn to Colonel
R. W. F. Johnston’,  May .

39 USHMM, Greta Fischer Papers, RG-., untitled memoirs, .
40 UNA, UNRRA, S--, file Recruitment of Welfare Officers—Cooperation

with the Ministry of Labour and Outside Agency, ‘Letter from the Ministry of Labour
and National Service to A. W. Kearn’,  Jan. .



       

spent the war years as a recruiter with the US Marines and, as
he stated in his personal account published in , became an
UNRRA officer ‘more or less through accident’. He wanted to go
to China, and it was suggested that he should contact UNRRA
as the organization was planning to send a mission there. The
response to the first interview he had in Washington was extremely
discouraging and he was told that there was very little chance of
him meeting the requirements. Somewhat to his surprise, Klemmé
was called a few weeks later for another interview, and he was
hired immediately after. The Marine reservist was well aware that
the recruitment office had changed its mind because the Displaced
Persons Operations were being geared up, and this was followed by
‘a hurry-up drive for additional personnel’.41

Undoubtedly, Klemmé’s experience of getting the job thanks to
a more ‘easy-going’ selection was not exceptional. In July 
the Director of the training programme in Maryland observed a
lack of commitment and qualification among the trainees, and in a
letter addressed to theHeadquarters he admitted: ‘somewhere in the
process wemust have let the bars down a little toomuch’.42 If the bars
were lowered in bothWashington and London, in the local missions,
desperately searching for international personnel, even essential
requirements were overlooked, and the hiring process was almost
chaotic. For example, in the summer of  the Personnel Division
of the rapidly expanding Italian Mission interviewed applicants at
the rate of fifty to sixty a day, six days a week.Most of the interviewed
came from the Allied armies, especially from the US forces, and less
than half a per cent of them possessed the qualifications necessary to
make it through the screening process. Furthermore, the difficulty in
obtaining information in post-war Italy hampered reference checks,
which ‘should have beenmore thorough’. At the same time, the relief
programmes needed to expand rapidly: as a consequence, ‘emphasis
was placed on filling positions rather than on thorough and careful
review towards selection’. The author of the final report on the

41 Marvin Klemmé, The Inside Story of UNRRA: An Experience in Internationalism (New
York, ), pp. ix–x.

42 UNA, UNRRA, S---, ‘The Training Program’, . See also the letter
from William G. Welk and Richard R. Brown to M. M. Menshikov; Welk and Brown
underlined the lack of clear-cut authority and responsibility in the matter of field
personnel recruitment, and pointed out that consequently ‘such recruitment [had]
not produced the type of personnel [they] believed was required’: UNA, UNRRA,
S--, file Personnel General Lists, ‘Recruitment of field personnel’,  Oct.
.



      

Personnel Division of the Mission in Italy cautiously concluded that
those who were hired in haste ‘were satisfactory in a job of limited
scope’, but ‘were not equal to large-scale programming’.43 In Italy
the recruitment process was definitely far from selecting ‘the best
possible personnel’.

The UNRRA Administrative Officer in northern Italy, Francis
Shelton, also regarded Class I staff as largely unqualified, though
he himself had not been hired through a proper selection. Shelton
was a Hungarian Jew who had left Budapest in . During the
war he had travelled extensively in the Middle East and worked for
the British Army. He ended up in a DP camp in Italy, which he
left shortly after his arrival to travel up the peninsula supporting
himself with odd jobs such as playing the violin in cafés. While
he was wandering around in Milan desperately looking for a job,
he met a friend, Tim Holimsky, who at that moment happened
to be UNRRA’s Administrative Officer in northern Italy. Francis
and Tim had worked together for the British Army, and Tim
immediately hired his former colleague as Administrative Assistant.
Francis assured him that he had a good knowledge of administration
and could speak Italian quite well, but he realized ‘that if [he] had
told Tim that [he] had no idea of either, he would still have
given [him] the job’. After a while Tim resigned from his post,
and Francis Shelton replaced him.44 His story shows how informal
networks influenced the recruitment process, in spite of the selection
mechanisms that UNRRA put into place as rational, impartial, and
based exclusively on qualifications. The combination of personal
relations and exchange of favours, mentioned in other reports and
accounts from the field, did not run parallel to the bureaucratic
machinery set up by the Administration; rather, it was deeply
embedded within it. Informal networks in hiring personnel were
nourished by the failings of the official employment procedures,
and they flourished because of the lack of qualified applicants, the
inconsistencies of required standards, and the chaos of the post-war
time. Informal practices and the official systembased on an idealized
model of recruitment coexisted symbiotically, and both provided
personnel for UNRRA’s programme of new humanitarianism.

A lack of screening and a drop in qualification standards were
common to all countrymissions, and theymadeUNRRApermeable

43 UNA, UNRRA, S---, ‘Notes for inclusion in final report’, –.
44 IWM,  // F[rancis] Shelton, untitled memoir, –, at .



       

to people who would not otherwise have met the requirements. The
story of the American officer Estelle Griswold is revealing. In
 the State Department assigned her husband to Europe, and
she applied to UNRRA. Her record (she had some knowledge of
medicine, but no work experience) and her age (she was already
) did not help, and so she was rejected. Notwithstanding, she left
with her husband for Germany, where she successfully submitted
her application to the local offices. She was employed in relieving
DPs and the credentials she acquired serving UNRRA gave her
the chance to continue humanitarian work. After her contract with
UNRRA was over, she worked for the Church World Service on the
refugee resettlement programmeuntil , then she continued to be
engaged in non-governmental organizations.45 To Estelle Griswold,
the less strict selection in the field allowed her to become an
UNRRA officer and train for a new career, which she later pursued.
In her caseUNRRAwas not the culmination of a professional career
previously started; on the contrary, it was the first step in an unknown
field of work. In this instance the ideal pattern described by the
Administration’s planners (proper education, fieldwork, training,
and eventually international relief on behalf of UNNRA) was
somehow reversed. Contrary to the original plan, UNRRA offered
new avenues to inexperienced people, who then continued in the
field of relief work.

To many other women and men, working for the UN agency was
just a job, and when team directors, heads of divisions, and ordinary
workers complained about personnel they usually attributed the
staff’s insufficient experience and qualifications to the fact that they
had misunderstood UNRRA’s mission, or were not committed.
After his return from the Balkan Mission, where he had been
Director of Welfare, Harry Greenstein admitted that UNRRA ‘had
to make compromises because of shortage of labour’, but in the
future it should consider the need to recruit personnel ‘of the highest
type individual’, and avoid compromises. ‘We need’, he explained,
‘persons of skill and background, special knowledge and mature
judgment of international affairs.’46 Harry Greenstein’s urgent call
on the Administration to change its policy struck a chord at the

45 Columbia University, Oral History Research Office, NXCP-A, ‘Reminiscences
of Estelle Griswald’. See also Susan Ware (ed.), Notable American Women: A Biographical
Dictionary Completing the Twentieth Century, vol. v (Cambridge, Mass., ).

46 UNA, UNRRA, S-––, ‘Interview with Harry Greenstein’,  May .



      

time, given his authority in the field: he had had a great deal of
experience in private philanthropy during the s, and had later
been a key figure in major New Deal welfare programmes.47 It
was his background and the role he had played among the New
Deal’s advocates, who later planned and implanted UNRRA, that
gave weight to Greenstein’s belief that compromises in recruitment
were fatal for the successful implementation of the organization’s
programme. From a different perspective as Welfare Officer in Italy,
Manuel Kaufmanmade the same point: ‘I am encouraged about the
potentialities of UNRRA but discouraged about what people have
done to it. The limitations are the people who are not big enough
for the job.’48 The Headquarters interviewed Kaufman in autumn
, at a time when there was no longer a chance that the policy
changes desired by Greenstein would take place. In the following
months budget constraints, the increasing role of local staff, and the
awareness that the Administration’s mandate was going to expire
in one year led to a reduction of personnel: few new officers were
hired, and most of those who left were not replaced.

Recruitment without proper screening, the lack of a common
approach to relief, and the Administration’s frequently lamented
vagueness about concrete objectives and policies all hampered the
shaping of a new international corps for humanitarianism planned
by UNRRA. In this regard the view of the Personnel Officer for
the Hamburg region, in the British zone of occupied Germany,
was very realistic, almost cynical. ‘The fact is clear that Personnel
assigned to the field ran the gamut from those with extremely high
qualifications to those with less than no qualifications,’ stated J.
Clement Lapp shortly before UNRRA concluded its operations. To
the second group belonged ‘adventurous types’, ‘professional world
travellers’, and those ‘unable to settle down after the war’. However,
many of these men—although the author of the report did not make
it explicit, his description assumed male characters as distinctive of
UNRRA personnel—were equipped with ‘an ability to “put up”
with inconvenience’ and ‘a hard headed “Bash on regardless” atti-
tude’ that proved to be very helpful.49 Lapp echoed the celebration

47 〈http://www.socialwelfarehistory.com/people/harry-greenstein/〉 [accessed 
Aug. ].

48 UNA, UNRRA, S---, ‘Interview with Manuel Kaufman’,  Sept. .
49 UNA, UNRRA, S---, ‘History of UNRRA Schleswig-Holstein/

Hamburg Region, Personnel Administration,  Corps. Calibre of Personnel’, .



       

of flexibility, creativity, and practical sense that surfaced in many
reports and apparently also affected the screening for recruitment.
In her personal account, The Undiscovered Country, Kathryn Hulme,
first Deputy Director and later Director of several assembly centres
in Germany, remembered that the question most frequently asked
during the selection process was: ‘Are you flexible?’50 Emphasis on
personal attributes such as flexibility and creativity, which seemed at
least as important as acquired professional skills, meant that the ef-
fectiveness of education and high technical training was questioned
from within the Administration.

‘A clear sense of direction’

In June  UNRRA Director General Herbert H. Lehman made
his first speech at the training centre in Maryland. Lehman men-
tioned the plan of operations he had just agreed on with military
authorities, and announced that the Administration would be ex-
panding its responsibilities. He described the work that trainees
were supposed to undertake as hard and challenging, given both
the magnitude of the devastation of the war and the novelty of
UNRRA’s far-reaching mission. ‘We have the chance’, the Director
General said, ‘of bringing some degree of order into a war-torn
and discouraged world.’ In accomplishing this task, he added, ‘we
are pioneers’. As a consequence, Lehman told the trainees, ‘in your
work, as in our work here [at the training centre], you will have
few guide posts, few traditions. We will frequently have to hew out
our own path, work on the basis of trial and error to see which is
the right way.’ ‘Yours is a heavy responsibility,’ he stated at the end
of his address to the future officers, ‘I know you will measure up
to it.’51

When Lehman gave his speech, the Personnel Division at the
Headquarters was already struggling with the difficult task of work-
ing out what kind of training would be suitable for the first interna-
tional corps of humanitarians. Among the ‘few traditions’ to draw on
was the experience of voluntary agencies, which was undoubtedly
relevant. However, while UNRRA planners on the one hand aimed

50 Kathryn Hulme, Undiscovered Country: A Spiritual Adventure (Lexington, Ky., ),
–.

51 UNA, UNRRA, S---, ‘Remarks by Director General at Training School’,
 June .



      

to create a new programme in keeping with their aspiration to
modernize aid work, on the other they were convinced that post-
war relief was a paramount and unknown challenge that required
specific skills. Moreover, recruitment was supposed to select only
those who were already qualified, and therefore needed only further
specialization. Given these premisses, two overall objectives inspired
the organization of teaching activities: to provide the trainees with
proper information about the environment of operations, and ‘to
impart [to them] a certain esprit de corps’, whichwas believed to be ‘es-
sential for persons working in a great international organization’.52

In other words, the purpose was to weld ‘the agency into a unified
whole, energized by a clear sense of direction and devoted to the
achievement of clearly defined goals’.53

Initiatives which pursued these objectives took place in several
countries, and the overall machinery of training was rather com-
plex because of the large theatre of operations and the divergences
among the member states (in particular, between the United States
and Britain). In spring , as we have seen, the Headquarters
established the school in Maryland; in autumn the European Re-
gional Office (ERO) started a new training programme to be held
in Reading and London. It was not just a duplication of the course
in Maryland, and was addressed to women and men who had
been recruited in Britain. ERO claimed full autonomy in deve-
loping the programme, which was only two weeks long and gave
priority to imparting specific instructions for fieldwork, such as how
to evacuate civilians or register refugees. By contrast, the four- to
six-week course in Maryland gave more importance to providing
information about the history, politics, and economy of the regions
where UNRRA was going to be operating. The appointment of
Frank Munk as Director of the programme revealed the intentions
of Headquarters. Munk was a Czech Jew, a member of the Socialist
Party who had fled Czechoslovakia after Hitler’s invasion. When
UNRRA contacted him, Munk was a lecturer in economics at the
University of California in Berkeley, and was known for his books
on economics and society during the Nazi regime.54 In the view

52 UNA, UNRRA, S---, ‘Training of Personnel for DPs Operations’.
53 UNA, UNRRA, S---, ‘Personnel Policies and Problems. The Training

Program’, .
54 Frank Munk, The Economics of Force (New York, ); id., The Legacy of Nazism:

The Economic and Social Consequences of Totalitarianism (New York, ).



       

of the Americans, Munk was, as he later stated in his memoirs, ‘a
credible witness of what was going on in Europe’.55 In Maryland,
besides directing the training school, he lectured on the history and
politics of European countries.

In Britain the course focused on technical training, while in the
United States the only ‘practical’ instruction consisted of language
classes in Greek, Serbo-Croatian, French, or German. In both
cases, however, the gap between the training programmes and the
realities in the field remained huge, and trainees openly showed
their dissatisfaction. They asked for more precise information,
and for clear instruction about UNRRA procedures and policies.
Trainers were not able to give them any answers, because of both
the unpredictable circumstances in the field and the difficulty in
determining the organization’s policies. In the training of personnel
for Displaced Persons Operations, for example, the classes dealing
with welfare were mostly about general principles rather than
specific methods, and future officers complained about vagueness
and a merely theoretical approach. There was a demand to learn
about Administration policies on such matters as unaccompanied
children, but these policies were set down only very late, after long
and tense negotiations with military authorities.56

Generally speaking, UNRRA personnel took a very poor view
of the information and guidance given to them on how to provide
adequate relief in post-war Europe. In an interview recorded many
years later, Muriel Gardner, Welfare Officer in Hanau DP camp
in Germany, remembered the classes she attended in Reading
and London as being ‘largely useless’. In Gardner’s opinion, the
most helpful part of the British ‘technical programme’ was the
lecture on lice and bugs, because in Hanau camp there were
millions of them.57 Marvin Klemmé viewed his two-week training
in Maryland as a useless ‘indoctrination course’ and blamed Frank
Munk and other instructors for their ‘fanatical internationalism’.58

Klemmé’s contempt and sarcasm stemmed from his disagreement

55 Id., ‘My Century and my Many Lives’, , unpublished memoirs available at
〈http://www.theragens.com/munkbio/Munk_Autobiography_.htm〉 [accessed  July
].

56 UNA, UNRRA, S---, ‘Training of Personnel for DPs Operations’, 
Dec. , . On the DP children and UNRRA policies see Tara Zahra, The Lost
Children: Reconstructing Europe’s Family after World War II (Cambridge, Mass., ).

57 IWM, Interview /, Muriel Gardner (--).
58 Klemmé, The Inside Story of UNRRA, –.



      

with UNRRA’s principles and values, but those who shared the
agency’s philosophy did not have a better opinion of the course
they attended in Maryland. Susan Pettiss, who had several years’
experience in public welfare when UNRRA recruited her, stated
that the most useful information she picked up during the training
was ‘how to dispense meal or travel tickets to refugees loaded down
with baggage in both arms. (You put the ticket in their mouth.)’59

As the liberation of Europe advanced, the recruitment ofUNRRA
personnel also began on the Continent, and a new training centre
was established in Granville, a small town in Normandy.60 Granville
was a sort of clearing station: officers from different countries met
here while waiting for their final destination. The training in France
was thought of as an induction course. The curriculumwas short and
intensive, and mainly aimed at those who were going to be dealing
with DPs. It had a more practical approach, but still suffered from
the disconnection between what was taught in the class and what
the trainees were supposed to face in the field. In Francesca Wilson’s
opinion, ‘lectures varied in quality. Those on Welfare tended to be
vague and rather vapid generalisations.’61 The evaluation of Patrick
Heath, Director of the Hanau DP camp, was definitely more severe,
although he was a civil servant in the British Ministry of Labour
and had no previous experience in relief. The comment noted in his
diary sounds like a final verdict: ‘the confusion and incompetence
[were] too awful for anything’.62

The aim of ‘providing the beginning of an UNRRA esprit de corps’
also proved to be very difficult to achieve. In Reading a major
role in this undertaking was played by William Arnold-Forster,
Principal of the School, former Secretary to the British Delegation
to the League of Nations, and well known for his books on history,
diplomacy, and international relations.63 Arnold-Foster embodied
the connection between the spirit of internationalism during the

59 Pettiss, After the Shooting Stopped , .
60 UNA, UNRRA, S---, ‘UNRRA Mobilization and Training Base,
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s and the post-war period. UNRRA planners believed that
they were taking over the task of the League of Nations, and that
they would succeed where their predecessors had failed. A report
about the ERO training programme stressed that in following his
passionate convictions about ‘international co-operation’, Arnold-
Forster ‘set out to produce a staff which thoroughly believed in
UNRRA and in its purposes and ideals’.64 In Maryland the same
task was assigned to key staff in the Administration who came
from Washington to explain UNRRA’s mission and to instil its
spirit in the trainees. However, ‘welding the agency into a unified
whole’ turned out to be very difficult. The positive reception of
some of the lectures—according to Francesca Wilson, for example,
Arnold-Forster ‘infected the students with his own enthusiasm’65—
was offset by the lack of any connection between the proclaimed
ideals and the policies which were supposed to put those ideals
into practice.66 Moreover, the trainees’ varied backgrounds and
expectations were not successfully addressed or fused into a common
purpose and method; on the contrary, a sense of belonging to the
same organization failed to take shape. One of the officers who
attended the training school in Maryland was particularly blunt on
this point. ‘In my opinion’, he (or she) stated in the anonymous
evaluation form, ‘there is a considerable break-down of morale at
the Center. One leaves with less confidence in the organization
than one had on arrival. Certain psychological or emotional trends
which are manifest are not frankly met.’ Among the examples that
underpinned this statement, he (or she) mentioned ‘the impression
that private agency personnel [were] discriminated against’.67 The
Director of Training at the Headquarters passed this evaluation
form around, admitting that some statements ‘represented opinions
held by a number of other trainees’. The plan for a consistent
professional corps of humanitarians held together by common
aspirations and shared knowledge seemed to be at risk from the very
outset.

see their role in the aftermath of the Second World War, see Susan Pedersen, ‘Back to
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Epilogue

In February  Herbert Lass resigned from his post as Welfare
Officer in occupied Germany. He had been recruited just a couple
of months earlier and had an excellent record: after eight years with
the New York City Department of Welfare, he had served in the
American Red Cross overseas for two years. Lass regretted leaving
the Administration so soon after the completion of his training,
but he believed he had good reasons. He had misgivings about the
satisfaction he would have working with UNRRA, ‘misgivings due
to the uncertainties in the UNRRA program’. Of course, he was
aware that uncertainties about specific goals, methods, and outcome
were natural at that early stage; yet, he felt it was better to find
a position ‘in which the tie-up with [his] experience and abilities
was much more apparent’.68 The case of Herbert Lass is somewhat
peculiar because of the extremely short duration of his engage-
ment, but early resignations were quite frequent among UNRRA
personnel. In December of the same year Paul W. Jacobs, Welfare
Officer in Hanover, wrote to his family that there had been ‘more
resignations from UNRRA in the last month than ever before’,
reporting a widespread dissatisfaction among his colleagues after
one year of activity. Jacobs himself was going to resign. As clearly
emerges from the letters to his wife and son, he was frustrated be-
cause of the scant co-ordination between offices, the lack of a clear
policy in DP administration, and a misuse of his qualification.69

Washington was well aware of the possible negative effects of early
terminations: excessively high turnover; discontinuities in the imple-
mentation of programmes; and an overall ‘fluctuation’ in personnel
that undermined their professionalism. In the first months of 
the Headquarters carefully analysed reports and interviews of all
persons returning from the DP operation in Germany,  per
cent of whom had resigned voluntarily.70 Their comments about
working for UNRRA echoed the concerns that Herbert Lass had

68 UNA, UNRRA, S--, file Germany Mission General—Personnel Miscel-
laneous, ‘Letter from Herber Lass to Miss Carnzu Clark’,  Feb. ; ‘Appointment
as Welfare Officer in Assembly Areas, to take effect as soon as possible’,  Nov. .
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70 UNA, UNRRA, S---, ‘A Statistical Analysis of Class I Employees in
Displaced Person Operation, Germany, March –May ’, .



       

already raised a year earlier: lack of co-ordination and supervision
in implementing the programmes; misuse of individual skills; very
poor personnel integration; and a wide divergence of techniques
between welfare officers and team directors. Among the ‘disheart-
ening factors’ the returnees from the field also mentioned was the
subordination of humanitarian action to military authorities.71 Ac-
cording to Edmee Adeline Boulanger, formerly employed at the
UNRRA District Office in Heidelberg, women ‘enjoyed the work at
first’, then they ‘found that more and more of it was being given to
men’ and their ‘assignment was becoming more and more clerical’.
In her opinion, many American women ‘who had gone to Germany
with the idea of doing some work requiring ingenuity and initiative
did not have much opportunity “to prove [them]selves” ’.72 In fact,
the majority of the DP camp directors in Europe were men.73 The
most recurrent feelings expressed in reports and letters of resigna-
tion were disillusionment and frustration. In Klemmé’s view, it was
the idealism of ‘star-gazers’ that fell apart in the face of post-war
devastation.

Voluntary terminations and dissatisfaction were only one side of
the story, and they cannot be regarded as the only elements to notice
in an account of UNRRA personnel’s experience. At least one more
side has to be taken into consideration. As early as  the Admi-
nistration had begun discussing the outplacement of qualified and
experienced people who would be serving the organization at the
time when it concluded its operations. A year later the Headquar-
ters solved the problem by drawing up specific programmes for
the transition of UNRRA personnel to various United Nations
agencies.74 Thus, for some people service in post-war Europe was
just the beginning of a longer career in international relief. The
biography of Susan Pettiss offers one among several examples of this
pattern. After two and a half years in occupied Germany, she spent
the rest of her life dealing with humanitarian programmes, first

71 UNA, UNRRA, S--, file Germany Field Returnees Reports, ‘Analysis of
Reports Submitted by Personnel Returning from DP Operation in Germany’,  Apr.
; ‘Returnees Reports’,  May ; ‘Letter from Ralph D. Hodge to Raphael
Calento’,  Apr. .
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for the United Nations and then for American governmental and
non-governmental agencies. Her career somehow accomplished the
UNRRA planners’ aim of transforming professional social workers
into professional officers of international aid. But Pettiss’s and simi-
lar biographies were also only one side of a story that needs to be
treated as multifaceted and complex. The above accounts provide
an uneven picture of personnel recruitment, administration, and
education and suggest that we should reconsider the idea, promoted
by UNRRA planners and emphasized when the UN took over, that
international aid during the post-war years was steadily constructed
on the basis of qualification and training.

There is no question that UNRRA pursued a challenging pro-
gramme to professionalize relief, and the Administration’s agenda
became the blueprint for the ‘new humanitarianism’ launched by
the United Nations. Emphasis on qualification standards and the
mechanisms of recruitment as crucial factors in shaping the staff
suitable for international aid is revealing in this respect. However,
the inconsistencies and pitfalls in UNRRA policies are also instruc-
tive, and shed light on convictions and postulates that inspired
the professionalization programme. The attempt to establish the
first international corps of humanitarians drew mainly on national
experiences of assistance and welfare, despite acknowledging, even
before the end of the war, that providing relief was an international
problem.75 UNRRA therefore pursued the belief that relieving
the world meant nothing more than globalizing national theories
and practices deemed to be ‘truly universal’, as the former US
Commissioner for Social Security, Arthur J. Altmeyer, stated in
.76 In seeking to forge professional knowledge and methods for
humanitarianism, Americans conceived the search for international
standards as a way of disseminating their own approach, and the
British as a way of resisting it. Conflicting views remained, but the
conviction that international relief was rooted in national concep-
tions was not questioned. This very conviction was the enduring
core of UNRRA’s attempt at professionalization, which was largely

75 On the conceptualization of relief as an international issue see Jessica Reinisch,
‘Internationalism in Relief: The Birth (and Death) of UNRRA’, in Mark Mazower,
Jessica Reinisch, and David Feldman (eds.), Post-War Reconstruction in Europe: International
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frustrated first by the impracticability of ‘selection on merit’ as
Headquarters understood it; second by the failure of the training
programme to prepare staff for fieldwork; and finally by the clash of
different national assumptions regarding professional relief.

The focus on recruiting personnel also suggests that we need
to reassess the issue of the institutionalization of humanitarianism.
UNRRA definitely contributed to the transition from the private to
the public domain in relief and rehabilitation; it promoted interna-
tional aid as an intergovernmental concern while driving charitable
societies into the background. Yet the dramatic need for workers
and the lack of qualified people meant that the Administration had
to rely on personnel from voluntary agencies. Their experience and
knowledge fuelled the programme of ‘new humanitarianism’, and
blurred from within the shift in international aid that UNRRA was
attempting to bring about. Viewed in this light, the experiment
in professionalizing humanitarianism urges us to see the first UN
agency, in the wake of the recent social history of international
organizations,77 as a venue where varied approaches to relief in-
tersected, circulated, and interacted; varied approaches that were
rooted in both national and international experiences of private
philanthropy, and in public welfare policies. At the same time,
the case of UNRRA offers meaningful glimpses into the complex
and uneven historical path of transnational humanitarian action.
Undoubtedly this path can be seen as a process of modernization
which hinged on professionalization and institutionalization.78 The
story of UNRRA personnel, however, provides evidence of the
manifold and contradictory implications that professionalizing and
institutionalizing humanitarianism have historically had.

77 See Sandrine Kott, ‘Les Organisations internationales, terrains d’étude de la
globalisation: jalons pour une approche socio-historique’, Critique Internationale, 
(), –.

78 Institutionalization and professionalization, along with secularization, are pre-
sented as the main features of the modernization of humanitarianism in Michael
Burnett, Empires of Humanities: A History of Humanitarianism (Ithaca, NY, ).
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Blurring Relief and Development:
Religious and Secular Politics of International

Humanitarian Intervention during
Decolonization in Sub-Saharan Africa

S S

Sub-Saharan Africa did not seem, from the perspective of interna-
tional humanitarian agencies, to be a region in need of significant
intervention in the years following the Second World War, nor
even at the advent of the Cold War. To take but one example, the
United Nations International Children’s Fund (UNICEF), one of
several new bodies to emerge from the United Nations Relief and
Rehabilitation Administration in , devoted less than  per cent
of its total aid between  and  to Africa, all in the form
of public health initiatives and nutrition, and none in emergency
aid.1 As of , the UN General Assembly had changed UNICEF’s
emphasis to ‘long-range child care programmes, particularly in
under-developed countries’, but emergency relief in the Eastern
Mediterranean and public health in Asia continued to dominate
the attention of the organization during the early s. Even in
the early s, by which time many African nations had gained
political independence and were contributing funds to the United
Nations, the UNICEF/World Health Organization (WHO) Joint
Committee investment in anti-malarial efforts remained smaller in
Africa, in spite of the size of the challenge, as compared with that in
Asia.2

Earlier campaigns in Congo and Ethiopia aside, it seems that
after the Second World War international humanitarian activists
and agencies came rather gradually to view sub-Saharan Africa as

1 A Special Report of the UNICEF Executive Board,  Mar. , CF/HST/
//Anx /, .

2 See e.g. UNICEF Financial Report and Accounts for the year , A//
Add., .



  

a region in need of intervention and assistance. The development
of a humanitarian agenda in Africa in the crucial era between
the end of the Second World War and the Cold War clearly
required several shifts: in geographical focus from war-torn Europe
and North Africa to the ‘under-developed’ world; in the blurring
of the aims of relief, long-range aid, and development; and in
the co-operation of international organizations with new national
governments that replaced imperial regimes. According to E. J. R.
Heyward, the Australian delegate on the UNICEF Executive Board
from  to  and Senior Deputy Executive Director from
 to , few donors were interested in giving ‘money for
children in the developing world’, and European nations such as
Sweden believed that child aid in poor countries should resemble
that in their own countries.3 Yet, by  UNICEF, for one, had
succeeded in expanding its remit greatly. In a New Yorker article
celebrating the Executive Director of UNICEF, Maurice Pate, the
author praised the organization’s work for children and called it ‘the
least controversial of all of the agencies of the UN, working on both
sides of the Iron Curtain’.4 Even warring enemies such as David
Ben Gurion and Gamal Abdel Nasser could share admiration for
UNICEF, the author claimed:

UNICEF has realized that children provide the key to the future: the children
today are the history of the future. UNICEF is now forging a link of solidarity
between the rich and the poor countries. In an age when so many people are
terrified of the destructive effects of the forces that science has placed in our
hands, UNICEF offers young people in all countries an alternative which it is
worth living and working for—a world with freedom for all people, equality
between all races, brotherhood among all men.5

Without a presence in Africa, UNICEF could not have achieved this
reputation as apolitical and universalist.

To understand how sub-Saharan Africa became one of the most
important regions of intervention for UNICEF and arguably other
international agencies, it is critical to examine the period between
 and , when humanitarianism could not be disentangled
from decolonization. Perhaps more important than Africa’s appar-
ently fewer relief needs as compared with Europe or the Middle

3 Interview with E. J. R. Heyward, conducted by Margaret Catley-Carlson,  July
, CF/HST/INT/HEY-/M, , .

4 Joseph Wechsberg, ‘At the Heart of UNICEF’, New Yorker ,  Dec. , –.
5 Ibid.
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East was the highly politicized and contested idea of development.
This branch of humanitarianism, of course, involvedmore of a long-
term plan than relief, but precisely at stake was gaining the power
to define need, its urgency, and the timing of intervention. While
European colonial governments in Africa were using development
in an attempt to dampen and decelerate African nationalist senti-
ments, Africans were debating the values of systems of care for the
suffering as part of conversations concerning self-help and indepen-
dence. Meanwhile, foreign Christian missions, which had provided
enormous amounts of life-saving and long-range medical relief and
other assistance during the colonial era, had to adapt to new political
alignments and technologies of aid.

UN and other relief agencies clearly had to navigate these highly
competitive and often contentious contexts in their efforts to expand
their remits. Competition in humanitarianism was unique neither
to Africa nor to this time period, but Africa’s history reveals special
challenges to the secularizationof aid that scholarshighlight as an im-
portantmoment in twentieth-centuryhumanitarianism.Asarguably
the most evangelized continent in the modern era, Africa’s huma-
nitarian landscape could never be fully secularized. Protestant and
Catholic missionaries had long had to adapt evangelical strategies to
challenges of politics in their own countries and inAfrican locales; in-
deed, themove to themedicalmissions, often seen as amore ‘secular’
form of work, was undertaken in response to ‘difficult fields’, such as
China and among Muslim populations.6 As Bertrand Taithe rightly
notes, missions often stayed on and ‘won’ in the battle for hearts and
minds, despite challenges in decoupling themselves from the colonial
regimes.7 Missions, in some sense, had far greater experience than
the newer organizations such as UNICEF in decoupling themselves
from politics, which the New Yorker writer claimed UNICEF had
successfully done. Yet, as this essays will show, UNICEF and other
secular organizations did not immediately decouple themselves from
Christian missions but instead had to rely on them in Africa, thus
strategically blurring the lines in their agendas, at least for a short
time.

6 Andrew Walls, ‘The Heavy Artillery of the Missionary Army: The Domestic
Importance of the Nineteenth-Century Medical Missionary’, in W. J. Sheils (ed.), The
Church and Healing: Studies in Church History (Oxford, ), –.

7 Bertrand Taithe, ‘Pyrrhic Victories? French Catholic Missionaries, Modern
Expertise, and Secularizing Technologies’, in Michael Barnett and Janice Gross Stein
(eds.), Sacred Aid: Faith and Humanitarianism (New York, ), –.



  

Africa’s history of late colonial humanitarianism presents good
examples with which to explore realignments, as well as continuities
and ruptures of older patterns. A review of specific colonies and
countries between  and  is impossible and impractical. It
is worth pointing out that record-keeping on humanitarianism has
itself a politics. For African history, any available records were never
fully consolidated in African national archives, but scattered in the
documentation of imperial countries, international organizations
themselves, the government repositories of non-imperial wealthy
donor countries, andco-operatingnon-governmental organizations,
such as Christian missionary organizations like Catholic Relief Ser-
vices and others such as CARE International. The available sources,
therefore, largely determine the kind of history of humanitarian-
ism in Africa that it is possible to write, falling loosely within three
conventionalmodels of historical narratives of humanitarianism: or-
ganizational, politico-economical, and global governance-focused.8

This essay cuts across these three models to emphasize key
points and patterns that emerge from a regional overview. First,
international politics, such as the growth of American power and
competition between Cold War blocs, was relevant, but merely
overshadowed the importance of African leaders’ decisions. African
political authorities understood humanitarianismwithin the context
of anti-colonial politics and the challenges of the changing relation-
ship between African rulers and citizen. In some cases humanitarian
interventions were sites of resistance and co-operation among dif-
ferent African actors based on earlier politics related to Christian
mission or colonial governmental intervention.

A second recognizable factor in humanitarianism in Africa was
the continuing importance of Christian missions working indepen-
dently in humanitarian work and in co-operation with agencies such
as UNICEF, the WHO, and others. Significantly, for the United
States, working with missions represented a pathway to expand-
ing its presence in Africa. In addition to supporting international
co-operative projects, such as the WHO’s worldwide malaria cam-
paign in Asia, the American government adopted global food aid
policies in the s that directly benefited UNICEF and, directly
and indirectly, American Christian and secular non-governmental

8 Johannes Paulmann, ‘Conjunctures in the History of International Humanitarian
Aid during the Twentieth Century’, Humanity: An International Journal of Human Rights,
Humanitarianism, and Development , / (Summer ), –.
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organizations.9 Sub-Saharan Africa is an important region in this
context because its few short-term relief needs allowed for different
kinds of competitive international aid efforts to grow.

Third,many international aid programmes in this period involved
some commercial component as a way to incentivize African par-
ticipation. While it is possible to interpret economic incentives as a
stratagem to compensate for the lack of direct need for such pro-
grammes, it is also important to understand this strategy historically
within the context of mission precedents, which were sometimes the
foundations onwhich international aid programmes built.One good
example is UNICEF’s early efforts in dairying and milk-drying in
Kenya and Nigeria, which began before formal General Assembly
recognition of UNICEF work in sub-Saharan Africa. As discussed
below, inNigeria theUNICEFmilk schemewas established in the lo-
cation of a Christian experimental farm. This example does not only
illustrate the blurring of lines between forms of humanitarianism,
such as food aid and economic development: it also demonstrates
the influence of religious missions in shaping debates over depen-
dence and self-help in international humanitarianism. For centuries,
self-help was a critical component of Christian missionary discourse
as well as Islamic philanthropy, such as the work of Sufi Muslim or-
ders inWest Africa.10 Indeed, the increasing challenges of the secular
stateand technocratichumanitarianagencies after theSecondWorld
War appears to havemadeAfrican religious humanitariansmore vo-
cal in their defence of indigenous charitable systems, as Charlotte
Walker-Said shows in the case ofCameroonduringdecolonization.11

Walker-Said and others rightly point out the crippling of African
sovereignty caused by international humanitarianism. Yet in the
s and smany grass-roots humanitarian actors proved them-
selves inventive in finding sources of material support to maintain
small-scale projects in the face of attempts by international agen-
cies and government actors to control aid. Indeed, the networks

9 Harry Cleaver, ‘Malaria and the Political Economy of Public Health’, International
Journal of Health Services, / (), –, at ; Richard Ball and Christopher
Johnson, ‘Political, Economic, and Humanitarian Motivations for PL  Food Aid:
Evidence from Africa’, Economic Development and Cultural Change, / (Apr. ),
–, at .

10 Maria M. A. Kraag and Maud Saint-Lary (eds.), Religious Elites in the Development
Arena (Berlin, ).

11 Charlotte Walker-Said, ‘Science and Charity: Rival Catholic Visions for Humani-
tarian Practice at the End of Empire’, French Politics, Culture and Society, / (Summer
), –.



  

established by foreign and indigenous Christian actors, which had
been ‘glocal’ since well before the time when secular humanitar-
ian work became so self-consciously international or global,12 were
used by resistant rival factions within Christian communities and,
in Islamic settings, by Muslim critics. Large organizations such as
UNICEF and international expertise did overshadow such continu-
ing and contested efforts, but they reveal how memories of past
projects laid the groundwork for expectations and suspicions of new
ones. Moreover, the legacy of Christian medical missions in rural
or peripheral areas, while colonial government hospitals and clinics
stood in urban centres, reveals the uneven distribution of relief and
long-term care at local, regional, and national levels.

A Slow Start

By the time the Second World War had ended and the United
Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration was mired in con-
flicts concerning national versus internationalist agendas and the
rationing of aid,13 sub-Saharan Africa had seen modest gains in
health and education and rising standards of living. The French
military medical approach in Western Africa, Belgian maternalism
in Congo, and South African reforms to improve the health of the
miners were much more centrally managed than the less evenly
distributed Christian mission-led work that obtained in many Bri-
tish African territories. Despite these differences, the conventional
historical view of colonial medicine in Africa is that colonial go-
vernments shared the tendency to focus on the eradication of
vector-borne disease and quarantine during outbreaks of infectious
disease, while nutrition and preventative healthcare were not heav-
ily emphasized.14 Yet local evidence from colonies such as Nigeria
in the late s shows that government–mission co-operation led
to welfare efforts that covered both quarantine and food distribu-

12 Barnett and Stein (eds.), Sacred Aid ; David P. Fidler, ‘The Globalization of Public
Health: The First  Years of International Health Diplomacy’, Bulletin of the World
Health Organization, / (), –.

13 Jessica Rheinisch, ‘“We Shall Rebuild Anew a Powerful Nation”: UNRRA,
Internationalism and National Reconstruction in Poland’, Journal of Contemporary
History, / ( July ), –.

14 Michael Worboys, ‘Colonial and Imperial Medicine’, in Deborah Brunton (ed.),
Medicine Transformed: Health, Disease and Society in Europe, – (Manchester, ),
–; Roy MacLeod and Milton Lewis (eds.), Disease, Medicine, and Empire: Perspectives
on Western Medicine and the Experience of European Expansion (New York, ).
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tion; and the British government’s adoption of the Colonial Welfare
and Development Act in  helped to integrate disparate and
sometimes competing efforts.15 Voluntary agencies such as Chris-
tian mission societies were encouraged to apply for funds from the
British government through this Act. The French colonial govern-
ment had opened branches of the Pasteur and Hygiene Institutes
in Dakar, Kindia, and Brazzaville, and medical missionaries of the
White Fathers Catholic order and others filled needs in leprosy
work, ophthalmology, and trypanosomiasis research in French West
and Central Africa and Madagascar.16

While colonial governments were attempting to centralize medi-
cal welfare in Africa, the United Nations was seeking to develop
specific remits for each individual body emerging from UNRRA.
The Children’s Fund had been created in  with the specific
mission of supplying food relief to children in Europe, primarily by
rationing and prioritizing school feeding programmes. In medical
work, the Fund distributed penicillin and Bacillus Calmette-Guerin
(BCG) vaccine for tuberculosis control in collaboration with the
WHO, which was also created in  and had its constitution
adopted by member states in .17 The two branches had to
reconcile their division of labour, and the Joint UNICEF/WHO
Committee on Health Policy in  outlined a list of medical pro-
grammes that would fall to the WHO. The list included the BCG
vaccination campaigns to prevent tuberculosis, syphilis prevention
and treatment in pregnant women and children up to , ‘certain
malaria projects’, and programmes in the Far East and Middle
East.18 UNICEF’s functions were more difficult to enumerate but
seemed to focus on fund-raising, while the WHO was authorized to
act as UNICEF’s agent even in child health projects.

The overlapping functions of UNICEF complicated its establish-
ment as a permanent agency, according to accounts by some of the
early workers at the organization. Ludwik Rajchman, who trained
as a bacteriologist and had served as director of the League of Na-

15 Proposed Leprosy Scheme,  Sept. , The National Archives of the UK, CO
//.

16 Louis Aujoulat, ‘L’Effort médical missionaire en Afrique’, Marches Coloniaux, 
( Nov. ), –.

17 Burhan Ilercil, UNICEF Program of Assistance to European Countries, UNICEF
Monograph Series,  (New York, ), –.

18 ‘Report of the rd Session of the Joint UNICEF/WHO Committee on Health
Policy’, E/ICEF/,  May , –.



  

tions Health Organization and Polish delegate to the Allied powers
during the Second World War, had been rejected for membership of
the WHO and sought high-level American government support to
push for the establishment of UNICEF.19 As a medical doctor com-
mitted to social justice, Rajchman entertained a vision for UNICEF
which, unsurprisingly, extended into WHO areas. He sought to
continue the League of Nations health mandate to expand inter-
ventions ranging from the prevention and treatment of contagious
diseases to other preventative and protectionist efforts. Rajchman
believed UNICEF should secure penicillin, BCG vaccine, DDT
and other insecticides to control mosquitoes and insect vectors of
disease, and other medical supplies. He urged that UNICEF should
go beyond its earlier remit as supply provider and craft a vision
for developing regions. According to E. J. R. Heyward, Rajch-
man, an unpaid Chairman, disagreed fundamentally with Maurice
Pate, the Executive Director, over the perceived overlap between
UNICEF and the WHO. Pate was ‘extremely pragmatic and not
very interested in intellectual questions’. His basic assumption was
that ‘what had been done in Europe was a good thing to do in
developing countries’, meaning more feeding of children inside and
outside schools, and some distribution of clothing.20 Rajchman, on
the other hand, was committed to the idea of technical assistance to
‘countries that had been cut off from the rest of the world with the
latest scientific discoveries’.21 He had to leave UNICEF, however,
in , when the Soviet delegation walked out of the UN Security
Council to protest against the United Nations’ non-recognition of
Communist China, and the United States’ and other nations’ recog-
nition of nationalist China. Calling Rajchmann an ambitious and
undesirable character, Walter Kotschnig of the State Department’s
Division of International Organizational Affairs remarked that ‘the
US opposed [Rajchmann’s] intrigues’ to ‘attain a position of lead-
ership in UNICEF’ before he ‘disappeared behind the iron curtain’
after .22 Pate, a well-connected American who had worked as
an investment banker, took charge and began to fulfil his role as
fund-raiser.

19 Marta Alexandra Balińska, ‘Ludwik Rajchmann, International Health Leader’,
World Health Forum,  (), –, at –.

20 Heyward interview (as in n. ), .
21 Balińska, ‘Ludwik Rajchmann’, .
22 Mr Kotschnig to Francis O. Wilson,  Feb. , NARA, RG , stack , row

, Box .



 -    

In this situation,UNICEFwas hoping to find for itself a position in
sub-Saharan Africa no longer simply as a child-feeding agency, but
as a healthcare provider by promoting the notion that food provision
was a form of public healthcare. Given the donors’ apparent lack
of interest in children in the developing world as perceived by
Heyward, and the weakness of the concept of ‘development’ and
policies related to it, Heyward noted, UNICEF found a useful
solution in assessing the ‘problem of children’ as a nutritional
one. Heyward claimed that the WHO and the UN’s Food and
Agricultural Organization (FAO) could accept ‘applied nutrition’ as
a suitable activity for UNICEF. Around this, he crafted for UNICEF
a programmatic position on ‘a concerted approach to nutritional
deficiencies’ for which food aid alone was not enough, and suggested
that ‘applied nutrition’ could best address ‘non-dietary factors’ as
well as malnutrition to improve child health.23 Measles, for one,
was explained to the donor countries’ public as an opportunistic
infection that took hold of malnourished children in Africa, a link
that recent research has disputed.24 Medical research, however, was
not really the issue in that era, for Heyward implied that Pate’s chief
task was to identify an organizational goal for UNICEF. ‘I didn’t
have any training in that field,’ Heyward noted, ‘I was drawn into
it organizationally.’

The provision of food was to be a significant activity for UNICEF
and other agencies in Africa because it was noted early in the
s that African governments, by then negotiating pathways to
political independence from European powers, were reluctant to
seek medical supplies from international agencies. In  the staff
at the UNICEF office in Paris and the WHO office in Brazzaville
agreed that African governments should be encouraged to make
applications for UNICEF assistance quickly, but several different
problems were noted. Nigeria, for one, wanted no assistance from
UNICEF in securing yellow fever vaccine as South Africa had
already provided it. Second, the procedure of preparing applications
to submit to UNICEF and the WHO required medical specialists
who were simply unavailable in colonies such as Gambia. Third, the
procedure—requiring a formal request to UNICEF or the WHO,

23 Heyward interview (as in n. ), .
24 Amy Rice et al., ‘Malnutrition as an Underlying Cause of Childhood Deaths

Associated with Infectious Diseases in Developing Countries’, Bulletin of the World Health
Organization, / (), –.



  

followed by the despatch toAfrica of a specialist to assess the problem
in question, and then the actual dispersal of supplies—appears to
have been unwieldy.25 Thus, politics in New York or Paris aside,
African governments preparing for independence did not yet seem
much interested in the medical humanitarian assistance offered by
the United Nations agencies. Food assistance, particularly milk,
would prove to be a more effective entrée not just for UNICEF,
but, more widely, also for the United States, the ascendant political
power both in the international humanitarian arena and in the
Cold War.

Expanding the Definition of Humanitarianism:
Milk, Polio, and American Corporations

Contrary to the official dating of UNICEF’s entry into sub-Saharan
Africa as , when Dr Roland Marti, who had served with the
International Red Cross, was appointed UNICEF Representative
for Territories of Africa South of the Sahara, UNICEF worked
in milk programmes on the continent as early as .26 In 
milk supply work was formalized when an agreement was signed
between the Belgian government of Congo and Ruanda-Urundi
and UNICEF for supplies and services ‘on behalf of pregnant wo-
men and children’.27 Significant parts of the agreement stated that
the Belgian colonial government could not accept the items if it
exported ‘any supplies of the same or similar character, except
in special circumstances’; no recipient of the supplies or services
should pay for them; the government could not charge any duties on
UNICEF milk (specifically stated) or services; and the government
took all responsibility for paying, in its own currency, all opera-
tional and administrative expenses (including ‘reception, unloading,
warehousing, and distributing’).

Why the Congo? UNICEF valued highly the advice of French
physicians, especially military medics, who had worked in Morocco
and Senegal. The Congo was an immense area for which a new
medical campaign might well require approaches derived from
militarymedicine.28 Second, the Belgian territories were well known

25 UNICEF Schemes for Africa, correspondence between Aug. and Nov. ,
National Archives of Britain, CO /.

26 Michal Iskander, UNICEF in Africa, South of the Sahara: A Historical Perspective (New
York, ), . 27 General Assembly , No. ,  June .

28 Heyward interview (as in n. ); Myron J. Echenberg, Black Death, White Medicine:
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for their pronatalist efforts in maternal health centres and the
creation of ‘milk banks’, gouttes de lait , which operated with the
co-operation of mining companies and Christian missionaries.29

Finally, it should not be forgotten that the Congo’s political situation
had not yet become explosive and socialist Patrice Lumumba had
not yet entered the stage. Thus Congo’s quiescence was its asset.
UNICEF, it seems safe to assume, intended to work through colonial
doctors, mining companies, and missionary medics, since Congo
had notoriously few indigenous trained professionals.

Elsewhere in Africa, UNICEF assisted milk plants.30 The first
of four, opened in , was at Vom station in Northern Nigeria’s
Plateau region, where a hospital station of the Christian Sudan
United Mission had been established in the s.31 The British co-
lonial Veterinary Department had established locations throughout
Northern Nigeria to encourage pastoralist women to bring their
cream for separation and processing into butter at such locations,
where ready markets would also allow them to move their products
faster; the skimmed milk was returned to them. The operation was
initially intended to produce fats for export to England for soap
manufacture, but in time of war the need for dairy consumption
grew, and production was expanded. Vom’s output grew because
the British banned imports of dairy into Nigeria, but after the re-
strictions were lifted, demand fell off and Vom closed its dairy plant.
UNICEF donated $, to convert the existing plant owned by
the government and a private company, and most likely worked by
Christian missionary-trained workers, into a milk-drying plant.32

Bubonic Plague and the Politics of Public Health in Colonial Senegal, – (Portsmouth,
).

29 Nancy Rose Hunt, ‘“Le Bébé en brousse”: European Women, African Birth
Spacing and Colonial Intervention in Breast Feeding in the Belgian Congo’, International
Journal of African Historical Studies, / (), –.

30 Iskander, UNICEF in Africa, South of the Sahara, –.
31 Hans G. P. Jansen, ‘Dairy Consumption in Northern Nigeria: Implications for

Development Policies’, Food Policy, / (), –; M. L. Yahuza, ‘Smallholder
Dairy Production and Marketing Constraints in Nigeria’, in D. Rangnekar and W.
Thorpe (eds.), Smallholder Dairy Production and Marketing: Opportunities and Constraints.
Proceedings of a South–South Workshop Held at National Dairy Development Board (NDDB),
Anand, India, – March  (Anand, Canberra, and Nairobi, ), –, on-
line at 〈https://cgspace.cgiar.org/bitstream/handle///SS_Proceeding.pdf ?
sequence=〉 [accessed  Dec. ].

32 Iskander, UNICEF in Africa, South of the Sahara, ; Aditoye Faniran, ‘Creating a
Commercial Dairying Industry in a Nomadic Pastoral Economy’, Australian Geographer ,
/ (), –.



  

The effect of this revamped production, not to mention any im-
ports of charitably donated milk, on the local dairy industry are
unknown, but recent research confirms that average dairy con-
sumption is much higher in Vom than in sub-Saharan Africa as
a whole. The disparities in consumption by urban–rural location
and ethnicity also suggest how a foreign milk project would have
uneven social effects.33 The structures of production and distribu-
tion that already existed no doubt made the site more suitable
for UNICEF’s experiment. Kenya and two other unnamed co-
lonies were other sites where UNICEF assisted in a milk-drying
experiment. The guiding premiss behind these projects was that
regions where pastoralists roamed with their cattle did not have
evenly distributed milk supplies.34 In Kenya the government used
the project to gain more control over ‘small producers in primitive
areas’ in an effort to modernize production and enforce environ-
mental hygiene regulations.35 Dairying was seen as ‘sophisticated’
industrial production, andUNICEF intended tomodernize existing
low-yield processes in Africa, based on earlier successful experiences
in India.

With Pate at the helm, UNICEF collected massive quantities of
American milk. A little later, smaller quantities of Canadian and
Swiss milk were donated. For example, in  UNICEF received
around  million pounds of skimmed milk powder, and about
 million pounds of whole milk powder from the United States,
Canada, and Switzerland. The entire  million pounds of skimmed
milk came free of cost from US surpluses.36 The delivery was based
on the US Congress Public Law , later known popularly as the
‘Food for Peace’ Act, passed in ; it provided for American-
grown or processed food for foreign countries to be exchanged on
credit through government-to-government agreements, and food to
be donated for emergencies through such agreements or through
private volunteer agencies.37

While the most detailed extant data and research on the effects
of Public Law wheat relate to countries in Latin America, where
national governments protested against the flooding of local markets

33 Jansen, ‘Dairy Consumption in Northern Nigeria’.
34 Iskander, UNICEF in Africa, South of the Sahara, .
35 I. Mann, ‘Milk Hygiene Practice in Kenya’, WHO Dairy Industry and Government

Support ,  (), –, at –.
36 UNICEF Financial Report and Accounts for the Year Ending  Dec. , .
37 Ball and Johnson, ‘Political, Economic, and Humanitarian Motivations’, .
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with cheap foreign food, no information exists onUNICEF’s receipt
of dairy donations or of their use in developing countries, in parti-
cular in sub-Saharan Africa. US State Department correspondence
from  concerning United Nations Relief and Works Agency
for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) and UNICEF
donations is relatively unspecific, but suggestive. In a response to
Senator Hubert Humphrey, who asked why the US government did
not make more donations to United Nations agencies, the Assistant
Secretary of State William Macumber stated that the relevant aid
agencies had not asked. He wrote that both UNICEF and UNRWA
were entitled to surplus agricultural produce under Title III of Pub-
lic Law , but that so far they had requested only non-fat dry milk:
‘UNICEF programs are scattered throughout the world; many of
them in dependent overseas territories in Africa and the Caribbean
area. UNRWA provides assistance to Palestinian refugees in Syria,
Iraq, Lebanon and the Gaza strip. These refuges [sic] also received
supplementary Title III food assistance from American voluntary
agencies operating in the area.’38

International Cooperation Administration records make it clear
that American surpluses were given to religious organizations (and
other kinds of voluntary agencies) working throughout the entire
world, not just in the Middle East. Among these organizations
were Catholic Relief Services, American Jewish World Distribution
Service, World Relief Commission, and Lutheran World Relief.39

The World Relief Commission, an interdenominational body of
American Protestant organizations, was specified as the agent acting
for the Pentecostal Assemblies of God. In Africa, too, American
Christian medical missions received significant donations of milk
from the US government.

Several points should be emphasized about American dairy as
well as its distribution into Africa by the Food for Peace pro-
gramme. First, before the involvement of the US government in
supplying dairy to humanitarian agencies—as early as the s, in
fact—American Christian missions such as the Church of Brethren
imported American breeds of dairy cows into Africa, more specific-
ally into areas such as Northern Nigeria, where an indigenous dairy

38 United States National Archives Research Administration (hereafter NARA), RG
, Records of the US Foreign Assistance Agencies, –, Box , P , PL 
Division, Dept Dir for Ops Food and Ag, –, folder labelled ‘UNICEF-UNRWA’.

39 Ibid., folder labelled ‘International Surplus Committee, Meeting Agendas’.



  

industry had long existed.40 Later, in the late s, the United
States government was intensely interested in the work of the non-
governmental organization Heifer, founded in , which prided
itself on making it possible for ‘American farm and church people
to participate with the US government in building good will and
relieving suffering’.41 Dan West, a member of the Church of the
Brethren and aid worker during the Spanish Civil War, founded
Heifer after seeing the poor rations of refugees. He was driven by
the ‘teach a man to fish’ philosophy to found Heifer.42 A selling
point for the US government was the reproduction of cattle that
bore the marks of American cattle breeds.

Second, the US government saw Public Law  as critical for
its international policy, particularly in Africa. In  a specific
example was cited of how the Title II section of the law worked in
Tunisia:

The US donation of non-fat dry milk is valued highly by the Tunisian and
UN personnel working with the distribution programs and the acceptability
and properties of the produce have been demonstrated in the programs as
they have developed to date. While such officials are aware of the US source
of the dry milk, UNICEF also distributes full cream dry milk powder and
vitamins from other sources and the total operation tends to become known
as a strictly UNICEF program. There has been no publicity or other types
of public information on the US source of the non-fat dry milk, although the
containers bear the ICA [International Cooperation Administration] emblem
and the donation statement in English.43

The United States wanted at once to obtain moral benefit from its
largesse but also to embed it in the work of UNICEF and other UN
agencies. ‘Politically sensitive underdeveloped countries can justify
to their own people dealing with us bilaterally a little more easily
when they know we are also working through the UN program,’

40 Adamawa Province Annual Report, , by Resident WOP Rosedale, comments
of Lieut.-Gov. Lethem, , Rhodes House Library, Oxford, MS Brit. Emp. s. ,
Box / (file ), .

41 Robert S. Zigler to Mr Stuart Van Dyke, International Cooperation Administra-
tion,  Mar. , NARA, RG , P ; International Cooperation Administration
Advisory Committee on Voluntary Foreign Aid, Summary Minutes of meeting,  Oct.
.

42 〈http://www.heifer.org/about-heifer/index.html〉; Sheila Bryant, ‘Pay it Forward:
The Heifer International Story’, Journal of Agricultural and Food Information, / (),
–.

43 Elliott Strauss, Director, Tunis to ICA,  Feb. .
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wrote one State Department official in .44 Third, religious orga-
nizations were blended into the umbrella of voluntary organizations,
particularly CARE International and Heifer, which drew the bulk
of their donations and fieldworkers from American Christian con-
gregations. Both of these worked mainly in North Africa and the
Middle East at first and, perhaps as a result, kept their religious affili-
ations rather quiet. In the case of milk distribution in Tripoli in 
the US government actually requested that UNICEF, which as yet
had no permanent representative on the ground, pass its donations
through CARE.45

The Libyan example relates to the fourth point, which is that
the US government used its food and medical aid to advance into
African territories that had previously been European colonies; the
organizations through which the USA distributed its material aid
were not always precisely demarcated.TheBureau ofAfricanAffairs
files from the West African countries in the period from around
 to  show that the US government became frustrated that
African governments had not requested much aid under Public
Law . Ghana under Nkrumah and Guinea under Sekou Toure
were deeply suspect to the Americans because of their relations
with the Soviet Union.46 Indeed, in  Ambassador Trimble’s
office in Accra noted the deteriorating economic situation in Ghana
and believed thatNkrumah’s governmentwould probably ask for aid
besides theAmerican assistance it was already receiving for theVolta
River Dam project. Yet the officials worried that the regime would
use American aid in ways that were contrary to American interests.
The best solution to this problem, they noted, would be the fall of
the regime: ‘Should Nkrumah be assassinated and a more moderate
form of government be installed, we would of course review our
position on PL- as well as other types of assistance to Ghana.
In the meantime, we should confine any assistance to a moderate
PL- program . . . based on political considerations.’47

In Congo, the Americans saw Lumumba as a potential threat
but also understood that inroads could be made through aid dona-
tions. Building on the medical infrastructure initiated by the Bel-

44 ‘Considerations Considering [sic] UN Technical Assistance Program’,  July
, Box .

45 Marcus Gordon to ICA, from Tripoli,  Feb. .
46 NARA, RG , General Records of the State Dept., Bureau of African Affairs A

A.
47 Ibid.



  

gian colonizers, Americans began to make their mark in polio
immunization, which was also a significant activity of UNICEF.
In , when the Belgians reported a polio outbreak in Bukavu
and requested immunization from the US State Department, the
Americans informed the Belgian Ambassador, Baron Dhanis, that
such medicines were reserved only for Americans in Congo. The
Baron agreed with the policy and was persuaded, in the end, to
use gamma globulin, which was widely available, during the epi-
demic and then wait for a general export programme to be agreed
between theUSAandCongo, throughwhichSalk vaccine shipments
could be negotiated.48 It is worth remembering that UNICEF was
already present in Congo, and through it, American aid. In ,
with Belgian approval, Dr Hilary Koprowski, a Polish virologist
who had immigrated to the United States, and his team vaccinated
, people with live attenuated polio virus, developed in the
USA, over six weeks, to complete what was the largest mass trial
to date.49 The trial began with adults and was extended to include
children—so it appears from the records—after an outbreak of the
disease.50 American interest in polio immunization was extremely
high, and in the s the USA supported scientists carrying out
polio trials in developing countries.51 By the early s the United
States feared it had alienated Ghana over the seating of Joseph
Kasavubu at the United Nations following the assassination of Lum-
umba, but continued assisting development through efforts such as
support for American companies like the Plywood Corporation in
Congo.52

It is striking that the history commissioned by UNICEF blames
the European colonial powers for the organization’s hesitant start:

The Metropolitan powers at the time were reluctant to encourage ‘interven-
tions’ by the United Nations and its specialized agencies. They had their own
plans for the development of their territories and since , in the face of
growing national agitation, had made funds available for ten-year programmes

48  May , Subject Polio Vaccine for the Belgian Congo. NARA folder ‘Medical
Facilities’ Box A  F–H, Records relating to Upper Volta and Niger.

49 Hilary Koprowski, ‘First Decade (–) of Studies and Trials with Polio
Vaccine’, Biologicals, / (), –, at .

50 Stanley A. Plotkin (ed.), History of Vaccine Development (New York, ), .
51 Stuart Blume and Ingrid Geesink, ‘A Brief History of Polio Vaccines’, Science,

/ ( June ), –, at .
52 Confidential letter from Francis Russell, American Embassy in Accra, to director

of Office of West African Affairs, Department of State,  Jan. , NARA, RG ,
A A, Box , folder .
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aimed at the development of economic resources and the raising of living
standards in Africa.53

While it is true that the European powers hadmadewelfare-oriented
schemes a priority in order to quell growing aspirations for self-
rule,54 it is worth questioning the issue of European resistance to
UNICEF. Given the strong likelihood that UNICEF’s projects built
on or around Belgian and British efforts, and usually in areas of pre-
existing missionary work, outright colonial resistance to UNICEF
seems unlikely. The UNICEF writer does seem correct in stating
that ownership of assistance projects was competitive, theEuropeans
aiming to maintain a paternalistic relationship with their subjects
and Americans working through international organizations such as
UNICEF and FAO to bring Africans to their side against the Eastern
bloc countries.

Intensifying Competition

While it is commonly accepted that colonial powers used measures
such as the Colonial Welfare and Development Act to quell African
dissent, and competing Cold War powers used humanitarian aid to
garner political support from new nations, what has received less
notice is Africa’s importance on its own terms, not just as a pawn
in East–West relations. Nor has enough attention been paid to how
African actors responded to the changing humanitarian climate. Just
as world powers politicized humanitarian intervention, indigenous
or ‘developing world’ actors themselves used it strategically for
different purposes.

For the American government, apartheid in South Africa, Mau
Mau in Kenya, and the increasing militancy of white settlers in
Southern Africa were worrying forms of racism. In  Fred
Hadsel of the Office of Southern African Affairs of the State
Department argued that America should not look to solve Africa’s
racial problems: ‘In the light of our own domestic experience, we
should approach the problem of race elsewhere in the world with
profound humility. We should be wary of extremists and oppose
persons or nations who look at Africa’s racial problems with an
ulterior purpose.’55 The USA was not prepared to sever relations

53 Iskander, UNICEF in Africa, South of the Sahara, .
54 Frederick Cooper, Africa Since : The Past of the Present (Cambridge, ), .
55 Hadsel to Carter Davidson,  Sept. , ; Hadsel to Byroade,  Aug. ,
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with South Africa, which had walked out of the UN the previous
year because of an Indian-led proposal in the General Assembly
to investigate apartheid abuses. Yet Hadsel was acutely aware of
African American interest in African affairs. ‘One in every ten
persons in our country traces his ancestry to this continent,’ he
wrote to the Director of Chicago Council on Foreign Relations.
The Americans had to tread carefully with South Africa especially,
which was then the world’s largest producer of uranium and had
more American capital investment than any other African ter-
ritory.

Hadsel also worried that South Africa and other African ter-
ritories ‘are less and less inclined to admit or tolerate foreign
missionaries’.56 He considered the US relationship with the African
continent to be unique because of religious ties. ‘Ourmissionaries—
both Catholic and Protestant—are scattered through its territories,
even to the remote areas . . . Yet the world knows we covet no part of
the continent.’57 The American government worried, for instance,
about attacks by Nkrumah’s ruling Convention People’s Party on
Christian churches and missionaries.58 Given the tendency to attri-
bute the anti-American sentiment to political leaders, the American
government made a special point of supporting ‘people-to-people
efforts’. Non-governmental organizations were evaluated on their
strength in this regard, with CARE International, for example, ad-
vertising itself to the US government as a ‘direct medium between
American people and others’.59 The American government also
studied the non-religious work of Christian missions operating in
regions such as the Central African Federation, in an effort to find
projects that it could support.60

While race and religion were of interest to American officials in
pursuing humanitarian interventions in Africa, the desire to combat
anti-American propaganda was without question paramount. The
American government sought to dispel European ‘poison being fed
to Africans’ concerning the economic machinations of the United

56 Hadsel to Byroade,  Aug. , .
57 Ibid. .
58 Visits, Missions, Tours, Ghana,  Jan. , RG , A A.
59  Jan. , Report to Orville Freeman, US Secretary of Agriculture, from

International Programs Using American Farm Abundance through CARE, Box ,
Food for Peace, .

60 Inquiry on Protestant Religious groups doing work in the Central African
Federation,  Aug. , Fred Hadsel of OAA to Ross of Phelps-Stokes.
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States and the United Kingdom.61 In  George McGovern, the
Director of the Food for Peace programme, wrote in a report that
Communists were representing Public Law  as a ‘necessary evil
to unload unwanted surpluses’.62 American politicians could not
give a completely moral cast to their country’s nationalistic agenda
in Africa.

In some cases, Africans working in humanitarian projects wel-
comed American assistance to navigate the obstructionism of their
European colonial masters. For instance, in Cameroon and Gabon
theAdLucemmedicalmission began establishing bush dispensaries,
hospitals, and a leprosarium in the early s, but when the Second
World War broke out, this endeavour faced enormous challenges.
The French medical director was conscripted, and no more funds
came from the metropole. The administration of French Equatorial
Africa refused to provide any support, believing the mission was
competing with the government health service. The hospitals and
clinics survived by the sheer will-power of one or two white missio-
naries and African medical assistants, midwives, and nurses. The
mission obtained drugs from the United States and South Africa,
and the Red Cross gave a small subvention for a pharmacist.63 How
transregional African networks, particularly in the first decades
after independence, shaped grass-roots and official humanitarian
interventions is a subject that deserves more attention.

If the outgoing European governments could not control huma-
nitarian efforts as closely as they wished, sometimes the new African
governments struggled in the same way. In Northern Nigeria, in
, the British Medical Council proposed to undertake a vac-
cination trial of Bacillus Calmette–Guérin (BCG), previously used
against tuberculosis, to prevent leprosy in children.64 The Council
decided to select about , children in two emirates, Gumel
and Kano, on whom ‘small blue indelible marks’ were drawn, their
fathers being charged with the task of bringing them in for monitor-

61 From US Mission to the EC to the State Dept., Subject European Parliamentary
Assembly Discusses Overseas Countries and Territories, July to Dec. , RG ,
folders s and s, .

62 George McGovern, director of Food for Peace, Report on mission,  Feb. to 
Mar. , NARA, Box , Food for Peace, .

63 Aujoulat, ‘L’Effort médical missionaire en Afrique’.
64 ‘Assessment of the Suitability of the Northern Region of Nigeria for a Trial of

BCG Vaccine for the Prevention of Leprosy in Children, by Dr. R. J. W. Rees, –’,
PRO, FD /, .



  

ing over a period ten years, the duration of the study. The researchers
decided not to pursue the trial in Gumel, on the grounds that ‘the
Missionary influence of segregation was strong and the population
still feared that the trial would lead to further segregation and
therefore they were likely to be uncooperative’.65 No Christian or
international secular organization had had any segregation facility,
for leprosy or any other disease, in Gumel, though outpatient cli-
nics, includng peripatetic facilities, were common. If the authorities
were correct, public suspicion of Christian segregation of leprosy
sufferers was fuelled not so much by actual experience but, more
likely, through rumours spread by word of mouth.

The researchers’ reason for choosing Kano did not make much
sense by their own logic of wanting to avoid Christian missionary
influence. Kano had been worked heavily by Christian leprosy
missions and Dapsone had been dispensed widely, a situation that
the Council had expressly wanted to avoid. A reason for choosing
Kano may have been its perceived religious make-up. The Council
proposal wanted explicitly to consider religious issues, pointing
out that nearly all the field staff were Muslim and specifying that
Friday should be a rest day, while the trial should be discontinued
altogether during Ramadan. Key Kano Muslim scholars, local
imams who performed naming ceremonies for newborns, and
native administration employees previously trained in leprosy work
were to be engaged for the project.66 The attention given to these
details in a predominantly Muslim region was explicitly designed
to distinguish this campaign from Christian mission medicine and
perhaps to appease the ulema, the clerical class.

Dr R. A. B. Dikko, a Christian whose Muslim father had been
converted by anAnglicanmissionary andwhowas the first Northern
Nigerian to gain medical qualifications in England, was adviser to
the Minister of Health during the negotiations for the BCG trial.
Dr Dikko raised concerns about the political implications of the
campaign and about the secretive aspects of the proposed project.
One troubling feature was the intention to conceal the link between
the indelible mark and the administration of the vaccine, hiding its
meaning even from the village heads so that only the researchers
would be able to identify those who were part of the campaign. This
mark would provide an infalliblemeans of identifying participants in
case other methods—such as the giving of ‘Christian names’ to each

65 Ibid. . 66 Ibid.
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child receiving the trial drug—proved unreliable. The researchers
were planning tomake it look as if all children were being vaccinated
by using a placebo on the others—not actually an inert substance
but a preventative for ‘some infection prevalent in Nigeria’, not yet
determined. Dikko’s superior dismissed the concerns, stating that
‘sometimes Opposition parties use such schemes to turn them into
political issues’.67

The programme ultimately stalled and was then dropped in
. The debate surrounding the proposal had raised matters of
religious sensitivities, the perceived overuse ofmass drugs, and rivals’
politicization of health campaigns, all aspects that international
organizations and African governments needed to avoid studiously.
Political and medical authorities also had to deal with popular
historical accounts and perceptions that connected humanitarian
interventions to colonial power. The African masses could use a
politician’s posture vis-à-vis foreign intervention as a criterion of
approval. Indeed, as far back as the late s Muslim political
officials working with Christian leprosy missions expressed the fear
that they would be accused of misusing aid money collected from
Muslims in the form of zakat , or alms:

No application by the [Christian] Mission to establish a School or a dispensary
will be approved by the Native Administration (NA) as it is entirely the
responsibility of the NA (and not the Mission) which collects money from the
peasants in order to help them in such ways. When these peasants become
more civilized, there can be a possibility of them criticising the NA for
failing to spend public money for the welfare of the public and leaving such
responsibilities to the Mission who only afford to do so with subscriptions
collected in a foreign country (America) where there is enough money to carry
out such proposals.68

Humanitarian organizations such asUNICEFhad towork around
the existing sites. Thus the control of leprosy, a debilitating though
not a deadly disease, became a central component of UNICEF
work in Africa following the milk distribution efforts. In  anti-
leprosy work took up over $, in UNICEF funds as against
$, for malaria and $, for yaws.69 Yaws, a tropical

67 Ibid. , –.
68 Acting Resident Kano Province to Secretary NP,  Oct. , ‘Application by the
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infection treated with penicillin, was another important area for
UNICEF, and $, was spent on treating it in Nigeria in ,
when UNICEF hosted an international conference on the disease
there.70

A spate of visitors went to the American-run Christian Sudan
Interior Mission leprosaria in Northern Nigeria, in one case seek-
ing ‘to “borrow” some lepers “bad enough” for a U.N.I.C.E.F. film
they are helping to produce’.71 It was reportedly a French proposal,
based on the International Children’s Centre recommendation, that
UNICEF should also fight trachoma, an eye disease. In relation
to trachoma, yaws, and leprosy, the UNICEF historian writes: ‘at
one time in the s it would have been difficult to find an inter-
national NGO representative giving a talk on UNICEF who did
not discuss trachoma and/or yaws and how important and inex-
pensive it was to cure and control these incapacitating diseases.’72

It is clear that the debilitating nature of these diseases led to their
prioritization over pressing problems in local perception, such as
malaria.

The focus on ‘easier diseases’ makes sense because the early inter-
national malaria control efforts, beginning with intensive mosquito
control trials using DDT and other chemicals, proved to be so chal-
lenging. Experiments were in progress in other parts of West Africa
and in East Africa and Rhodesia.73 The WHO took the lead in
this project, and financial reports suggest that UNICEF provided
assistance in shippingDDT, dieldrin (another insecticide), and other
necessities for the trials. The DDT supplies cost millions of dollars,
while dieldrinwasmuch less expensive.Transport, however, also cost

where leprosy funding outweighed other disease control programmes; in Asia, the
Eastern Mediterranean, and Latin America more funding went to malaria control.
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71 Résumé, nd Quarter , Katsina Station Reports, Katsina Leprosarium

Résumés –, SR-.
72 Alba Zizzamia, NGO/UNICEF Cooperation: A Historical Perspective, UNICEF

Monograph Series,  (New York, ), .
73 R. Elliott, ‘Insecticide Resistance in Populations of Anopheles Gambiae in West
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millions.74 TheAfrican anti-malaria campaignwas effectively ended
after just five years owing to a variety of complications, but mainly
because ‘with very few exceptions, it was considered that in most
African countries the fundamental elements required for the proper
setting up and maintaining of a malaria eradication campaign were
inadequate’.75

Researchers reported that Africans were very enthusiastic, on the
whole, about DDT use, not only for mosquito control but also to
combat bedbugs and other pests.76 The technical requirements of
international interventions, however, as well as the fears of DDT
toxicity in Western donor countries, trumped African priorities. As
resources and management shifted increasingly to large-scale inter-
national interventions, the indigenous compassionate and palliative
care systems that grew up in the inter-war and post-Second World
War eras were increasingly sidelined.77 Yet the problem was not
just the rise of technocratic humanitarianism. Rather, these histori-
cal examples show that the competition to control humanitarian
interventionswas intense in decolonizingAfrica, resulting in an envi-
ronment of rapidly shifting alliances in which a survivalist mentality
drove decentralization. American involvement is a key case in point:
investments were so diffuse—in mission organizations, bilateral aid,
UN programmes, and people-to-people efforts—that they worked
against the development of well-managed integrated systems of care.
While the lack of colonial investment in humanitarian work in Africa
was surely a factor, so too was the escalation of competition brought
on by US power and African actors.

Concluding Remarks

Within a short time, Africa did become a region receiving large
amounts of humanitarian assistance. Between  and ,
UNICEF allocations for Africa doubled, primarily from the USA,
as funds for Western and Eastern Europe and the Mediterranean
dropped off. Up to the present, sub-Saharan Africa remains the

74 UNICEF Financial Report, , –.
75 James Webb, ‘Malaria Redux’, paper presented at the conference ‘Development,
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chief beneficiary of the greatest portion of UNICEF aid. According
to UNICEF’s  annual report, nearly  per cent of the total
$. billion spent that year went to programmes in sub-Saharan
Africa, with Asia coming in second at  per cent.78

The data presented here are not complete, but allow some impor-
tant initial conclusions to be made. First, the transformation of pur-
pose in international organizations from relief work outside Africa
to the continent occurred by representing Africans as needy, similar
to representations in colonial medicine and missionary discourse.79

While this construction may not have been new or false, it illustrates
a striking continuity in international health and humanitarian views
on colonial and post-colonial Africa, which Randall Packard has
discussed.80 Second, while colonial-era and immediate post-colonial
health investment in Africa was not enough, it was a competitive
enterprise into which the international humanitarian actors were
drawn. They did not immediately dislodge other kinds of health
providers, either missionary or indigenous healers. A fine-grained
analysis with attention to local dynamics between  and 
shows that colonial officials, Christian missionaries, international
relief workers, and European and American government workers
played a game of musical chairs, moving between organizations.
Rajchman was not alone in fulfilling instrumental roles at the
League of Nations, the World Health Organization, and UNICEF;
Henry Labouisse, sometime head of the US International Cooper-
ation Administration at the State Department, became executive
director of UNICEF in , accepting the Nobel Peace Prize for
the organization.

While it has often been said that various agencies of the UN
and of international organizations more generally have been pawns
in nationalist and Cold War political agendas, how such strategies
have worked is an important subject of research. In the case of
UNICEF, it has been argued here, sub-Saharan Africa’s weakness
in public health was an opening that was exploited by many
actors. Moreover, UNICEF ’s anonymizing and over-generalizing
treatment of missionary networks can possibly be seen as a first
step in the organization’s positive self-image being constructed
by omission. In later times, the British Medical Journal editor Fiona

78 UNICEF Annual Report  (New York, June ), .
79 Megan Vaughan, Curing their Ills: Colonial Power and African Illness (Redwood City,

Calif., ). 80 Packard, ‘Post-Colonial Medicine’.



 -    

Goldee made the far more serious allegation that Ethiopian workers
falsified immunization coverage out of fear of losing UNICEF
funding. She claimed that UNICEF had become corrupt in order
to maintain the positive image it enjoyed for having expanded
childhood immunization the world over.81

The point here is not to diminish the work of an important
organization, but to ensure that history and historical enquiry do
not fall by the wayside in the service of the present. The history
of UNICEF’s rise out of the demise of colonialism and its welfare
systems helps expose what may be called a scramble for Africa that
began anew, just eighty years after the colonial scramble whose
roots lay in the aboliton of slavery and philanthropic initiatives
such as King Leopold’s International African Association.82 The
reasons why Africans may have had suspicions about the influx
of commodities and workers from organizations such as UNICEF
should not be forgotten. Such suspicions are rooted in the struggles
of African political and religious leaders to take over the reins of
power from the European colonial authorities. Humanitarian sup-
plies are numerous, brought by aircraft, boat, rail, and truck, free
of charge. Their concomitant is a climate of accumulation, compe-
tition, and distribution, all of which could be alluring, inequitable,
and therefore potentially dangerous.83

Nigeria, Africa’s largest economy, today receives one of the largest
allocations from UNICEF, but it is not at all clear how the money is
spent. There is only one field office in Bauchi for the far North, the
region with higher infant and maternal mortality than most others
in the country, or in much of sub-Saharan Africa for that matter.
Some Nigerians question the work of the organization, but the loss
of credibility also stems from a general disenchantment with the
health system, which is competitive and woefully underperforming.
The problem may well derive from the differing priorities of outside
health actors on the one hand, and of large segments of the
Nigerian population on the other, as the more recent tensions

81 Fiona Godlee, ‘WHO’s Special Programmes: Undermining from Above’, British
Medical Journal ,  ( Jan. ), –, at .

82 See e.g. Dean Pavlakis, ‘The Development of British Overseas Humanitarianism
and the Congo Reform Campaign’, Journal of Colonialism and Colonial History, /
() 〈http://doi.org/./cch..〉.
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over polio immunization illustrate.84 Yet this essay has tried to
reveal that outside actors are not entirely to blame—indeed, their
efforts have been used by local actors seeking to build or maintain
their own humanitarian networks. Africa is central to the history
of humanitarianism, whose modern origins lie buried within the
politics of the Cold War, decolonization, religious agendas, and
competing secular nationalisms, not least because a great deal more
research on Africans’ involvement needs to be carried out.

84 See Elisha P. Renne, The Politics of Polio in Northern Nigeria (Bloomington, Ind.,
).
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The Algerian War, Third World
Internationalism, and the Cold War
Politics of Humanitarian Assistance

Y-  H

Introduction: The Structures of the Global Humanitarian Regime

National liberation struggles in Algeria, as in Vietnam, Korea, and
the Congo, exemplify the complex problems of decolonization in
Asia and Africa in the s and s. At the time of the univer-
salization of the nation state as a norm, the post-war global order
was, at least in theory, structured in terms of the rights of formally
equal, sovereign states. Yet the real status of newly independent
states that, for whatever reason, had to depend on foreign aid was
only a pale reflection of this norm. In such a world, humanitarian
and development assistance invariably functioned to support or
oppose a specific vision of post-colonial nation-building. This latent
problematic became more explicit by the end of the s, when
China, the Soviet Union, and its Eastern European allies began to
play an active role in international humanitarian and development
assistance. In this essay I show how the intersection between the
Cold War and decolonization gave a distinct political, ideological,
and cultural imprint to what I call the ‘global humanitarian regime’
after .More specifically, I use the debates over humanitarian as-
sistance during the AlgerianWar of – to reconstruct the main
elements, both discursive and institutional, of this humanitarian
regime, and examine the ways in which the structural asymmetries
inherent in this regime gave rise to a distinct pattern of political
conflict.

In the final years of the Second World War, a wartime alli-

This essay draws on my recently published book, Young-sun Hong, Cold War Germany,
the Third World, and the Global Humanitarian Regime (Cambridge University Press, ).



 -  

ance of the great powers envisioned a humanitarian regime that
would be adequate to deal with the crisis created by the Nazi
genocidal war and population displacement and, if possible, to
prevent similar crises in the future. The post-war global humani-
tarian regime was discursively grounded in what were declared to
be the inalienable rights of all individuals simply by virtue of their
being human, whose institutional embodiment was the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights of  December .1 Despite the
universalist rhetoric of this declaration, however, the architecture
of this regime was determined by the domestic and geo-political
needs of the great powers. During the first decade after , fur-
thermore, the United States and the European colonial powers
had been able to define in international law what constituted a
humanitarian crisis and, accordingly, the conditions under which
other nations were permitted to provide what kinds of assistance
to the different parties. This post-war global humanitarian regime
privileged the victims of European ‘totalitarianism’, while relegating
to a legal limbo the tens of millions of people who were suffering
from hunger, disease, and displacement as a result of national libera-
tion struggles and post-colonial nation-building.2 Decolonization, as
Antony Anghie has argued, did not fundamentally alter the under-
lying logic of international law, which, he suggests, was constituted
by the civilizational difference between Europe and extra-Europe.3

This view also underpinned the Cold War logic, which portrayed

1 Johannes Morsink, The Universal Declaration of Human Rights: Origins, Drafting, and
Intent (Philadelphia, ); Akira Iriye, Petra Goedde, and William I. Hitchcock (eds.),
The Human Rights Revolution: An International History (Oxford, ); Stefan-Ludwig
Hoffmann (ed.), Human Rights in the Twentieth Century (New York, ); Samuel Moyn,
The Last Utopia: Human Rights in History (Cambridge, Mass., ); and Mary Ann
Glendon, A World Made New: Eleanor Roosevelt and the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (New York, ).

2 On decolonization and refugee crises in general see Panikos Panayi and Pippa
Virdee (eds.), Refugees and the End of Empire: Imperial Collapse and Forced Migration in the
Twentieth Century (Basingstoke, ); Peter Gatrell, The Making of the Modern Refugee
(Oxford, ); Cecilia Ruthstrom-Ruin, Beyond Europe: The Globalization of Refugee
Aid (Lund, ); and Aristide R. Zolberg, Astri Suhrke, and Sergio Aguayo, Escape
from Violence: Conflict and the Refugee Crisis in the Developing World (New York, ).
On Palestinian refugees see Benny Morris, The Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem
Reconsidered (Cambridge, ); Nur Masalha (ed.), Catastrophe Remembered: Palestine,
Israel and the Internal Refugees. Essays in Memory of Edward W. Said (London, ); and
Dawn Chatty, Displacement and Dispossession in the Modern Middle East (Cambridge, ).
On the Indian partition and refugee crisis see Vazira Zamindar, The Long Partition and
the Making of Modern South Asia: Refugees, Boundaries, Histories (New York, ).

3 Antony Anghie, Sovereignty and the Making of International Law (Cambridge, ).



    

decolonization crises in the global South as security problems,
and which justified counter-insurgency and psychological warfare
programmes as the best means of securing individual freedom,
collective security, and social progress in the ‘free world’. These
ideas also shaped the policies of such UN agencies as the World
Health Organization (WHO), the United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the United Nations Children’s Fund
(UNICEF), and the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO),
all of which played key roles in the consolidation of the post-war
humanitarian regime.4

Cracks in the System: Hungary, Suez, Algeria

The Western powers adopted very different policies on humanitar-
ian assistance depending on the perceived influence of Communism
on the parties to any given conflict. In the second half of the s
the Soviet invasion of Hungary, the Suez Crisis, and the radica-
lization of the Algerian War combined to reveal the ideologically
determined inequalities that until that point had lain hidden behind
the universalist rhetoric of international humanitarian assistance.
When the Soviet Union invaded Hungary in October , West-
ern governments and aid organizations, as well as the International
Red Cross (ICRC) and the UNHCR, were more than willing to
stretch the letter of the  Refugee Convention to aid the ,
Hungarians who fled their country to Austria and Yugoslavia.5 The
violent suppression by the Soviets of this democratic revolution
against the Stalinist system in Eastern Europe gave Western coun-
tries an opportunity to trumpet their commitment to human rights.
The United States put this commitment into practice by revising
its immigration regulations to admit Hungarian ‘victims of Com-
munist terror’, while the West German government condemned

4 Recent scholarship on the UN organizations includes Mark Mazower, No Enchanted
Palace: The End of Empire and the Ideological Origins of the United Nations (Princeton, );
Sunil Amrith and Glenda Sluga, ‘New Histories of the United Nations’, Journal of
World History, / (), –; Carol Anderson, Eyes off the Prize: The United Nations
and the African American Struggle for Human Rights, – (Cambridge, ); John
Farley, Brock Chisholm, the World Health Organization, and the Cold War (Vancouver, );
Gil Loescher, The UNHCR and World Politics: A Perilous Path (Oxford, ); and Robert
Hilderbrand, The Origins of the United Nations and the Search for Postwar Security (Chapel
Hill, NC, ).

5 For the history of the ICRC see David P. Forsythe, The Humanitarians: The
International Committee of the Red Cross (Cambridge, ).
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the East Germans for supporting this police action by the Warsaw
Pact.6

But theWestern powers displayed a very different attitude towards
humanitarian assistance elsewhere. The Suez Crisis, which broke
out less than a week after Soviet forces had entered Hungary, was
precipitated by the Egyptian decision to nationalize the Suez Canal
after the United States and Britain withdrew their offer to help pay
for the construction of the Aswan Dam, a step which they, in turn,
took in response to Egypt’s recognition of mainland China. What
followed was the invasion of Egypt by the Israelis, who saw this as
an opportunity to redress a shifting balance of power in the region,
based on the prearranged agreement that France and Britain would
then intervene militarily and regain control over the Suez region
under the pretext of restoring peace.7

The plan faltered on threats by the Soviet Union to come to
the aid of its Egyptian ally and the unwillingness of the United
States to be discredited by such a blatant Anglo-French power
play. Apart from the Israeli-occupied Gaza Strip and the Sinai,
conditions for Egyptian civilians were especially bad in Port Said.
There, in addition to a large number of Egyptian prisoners of war,
the French–British air attacks had displaced over , civilians,
but neither they nor the wounded were able to get assistance
from the outside because French–British forces cordoned off the
city. On  and  November , following an urgent request
from the Egyptian Red Crescent, ICRC convoys of medicines and
medical supplies arrived in Cairo, but it took a long time and much
negotiation before relief supplies were allowed into Port Said. Not
until February  were a number of Red Cross workers finally
able to enter the city to organize a relief mission.8 The Suez Crisis
drove the West European countries from the high moral ground

6 Françoise Perret, ‘ICRC Operations in Hungary and the Middle East in ’,
International Review of the Red Cross,  (), –; and Zoltan Csillag, Data about
the Activity of the International Committee of the Red Cross and the Hungarian Red Cross
in – (Budapest, ). For more on US immigration policy and Hungarian
refugees see Carl Joseph Bon Tempo, Americans at the Gate: The United States and Refugees
during the Cold War (Princeton, ).

7 Guy Laron, Origins of the Suez Crisis: Postwar Development Diplomacy and the Struggle
over Third World Industrialization, – (Washington, ); and William Roger
Louis and Roger Owen (eds.), Suez : The Crisis and its Consequences (Oxford, ).

8 Perret, ‘ICRC Operations in Hungary and the Middle East in ’. On  Nov.
 the UN General Assembly adopted the resolution on the establishment of the
UN Emergency Force in Egypt.



    

that they had occupied during the Hungarian crisis and gave new
impetus to Third World liberation movements.

But the Algerian War was the real acid test for the global
relevance of the Eurocentric humanitarian regime. The Algerian
War of Independence began on  November .9 The position
adopted by the Western countries towards the problems arising
out of the Algerian conflict, however, was very different from their
attitude towards the Hungarian crisis. The French insisted that,
since the disturbances in Algeria were a matter of domestic security,
they were the proper responsibility of the French police and security
agencies, not international agencies such as the United Nations or
the International Red Cross. But while the French sought to contain
the political ramifications of the conflict by defining it as a purely
internal matter, the Front de Libération Nationale (FLN) sought to
marshal international support for what it described as a violation
of the Algerian people’s right to self-determination.10 During the
debates over the human rights covenants in the early s, Britain,
France, and Belgium had argued that these principles could not be
extended to their colonies because they had not yet developed to
the point where they no longer needed guidance by more advanced
nations.11 However, this position was challenged by the Bandung
conference, which declared that the ‘rights of peoples and nations
to self-determination’ were ‘a pre-requisite of the full enjoyment
of all fundamental Human Rights’.12 Beginning in , countries

9 Recent works on the Algerian War include Martin Evans, Algeria: France’s Undeclared
War (Oxford, ); Todd Shepard, The Invention of Decolonization:The Algerian War and
the Remaking of France (Ithaca, NY, ); Matthew Connelly, A Diplomatic Revolution:
Algeria’s Fight for Independence and the Origins of the Post-Cold War Era (Oxford, ); and
Alistair Horne, A Savage War of Peace, rev. edn. (London, ). More generally, see
also Yahia H. Zoubir, ‘The United States, the Soviet Union and Decolonization of the
Maghreb, –’, Middle Eastern Studies, / ( Jan. ), –; id., ‘U.S. and Soviet
Policies towards France’s Struggle with Anticolonial Nationalism in North Africa’,
Canadian Journal of History, / (Dec. ), –; Martin Thomas, ‘Defending a
Lost Cause? France and the United States Vision of Imperial Rule in French North
Africa, –’, Diplomatic History, / (), –; and Irwin M. Wall, France,
the United States and the Algerian War (Berkeley, ).

10 Jabhat al-Tahrir al-Qawmi, Answer to Mr. Guy Mollet, Prime Minister of France (Cairo,
); id., Genocide in Algeria: A Note Presented to the Delegations to the United Nations, Eleventh
Session of the General Assembly (Cairo, ).

11 Roland Burke, ‘“The Compelling Dialogue of Freedom”: Human Rights at the
Bandung Conference’, Human Rights Quarterly,  (), –, at .

12 ‘C. Human Rights and Self-Determination’, in Final Communiqué, online
at 〈http://www.cvce.eu/obj/communique_final_de_la_conference_afro_asiatique_de_
bandoeng__avril_-fr-bd-f-f-a-bae.html〉 [accessed 
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of the Bandung camp asked the UN Security Council to take up
the Algerian question because they felt that the worsening situation
there represented a violation of both the right to self-determination
and the other rights that flowed from this basic freedom.13

In response to their  defeat at Dien Bien Phu, the display
of Third World solidarity at Bandung, and their embarrassment at
Suez, the French authorities intensified their campaigns in Algeria.
This radicalization was fuelled in part by the deployment there
of military units and mercenaries who had served in Indo-China.
But the prosecution of an unconventional war in the Algerian
countryside and, as dramatized in The Battle of Algiers by the Italian
film-maker Gillo Pontecorvo, in the streets of Algiers required the
development of what came to be known as ‘counter-insurgency’
tactics to control the civilian population, which provided cover and
support for the armedwing of the liberationmovement. Such tactics,
almost by definition, repositioned the line dividing the civilian from
the military population that had prevailed in those conventional
wars between states before the age of total war.14 The fact that
any assistance to the indigenous population could, at least in their
eyes, directly or indirectly strengthen the FLN’s fighting capacity
led the French to recategorize food, medicine, and other aid as
security issues and to control both their flow into the region and
their subsequent distribution.

In Algeria the French employed many of the same military
tactics that they had used in Indo-China. By comparison with the
British campaign against the Mau Mau revolt in Kenya, the French
militarymade systematic use of weapons and tactics that werewidely
condemned in international law, and the use of napalm and aerial
bombardment as part of their scorched earth policy inevitably
created large numbers of casualties, both civilian and military.15 But

July ]. On the Bandung movement see Christopher J. Lee (ed.), Making a World
after Empire: The Bandung Moment and its Political Afterlives (Athens, Ohio, ); and
Partha Chatterjee, ‘Empire and Nation Revisited: Fifty Years after Bandung’, Inter-Asia
Cultural Studies, / (), –.

13 For example, a petition of  June  was presented to the Security Council by
thirteen countries: online at 〈http://legal.un.org/repertory/art/english/rep_supp_
vol-art_e.pdf〉 [accessed  Feb. ].

14 On the concept of revolutionary war see Peter Paret, French Revolutionary Warfare
from Indochina to Algeria: The Analysis of a Political and Military Doctrine (New York, );
and Mathias Grégor, Galula in Algeria: Counterinsurgency Practice versus Theory (Westport,
Conn., ).

15 Fabian Klose, Menschenrechte im Schatten kolonialer Gewalt: Die Dekolonisierungskriege in



    

in addition to their superiority in military technology, the French
also controlled the country’s infrastructure, and they were eager to
leverage this power to control the civilian population by controlling
the flow of humanitarian assistance.16 One of the first major actions
taken by the Specialized Administrative Sections (Sections Admi-
nistratives Spécialisées), created by the French in October  to
combat the Algerian insurgency, was to introduce a population
identification and registration system for all Algerians, including
thosewhohadbeen forciblymoved into ‘model’ resettlement villages
and camps. Every Muslim resident had to carry an identity card.
The French Red Cross provided minimal assistance to Algerian
refugees in Tunisia and Morocco—and it provided this aid only if
they had registered with the French authorities. Moreover, doctors
and hospitals were required to verify the personal identity cards of
the patients they treated, keep their medical records, and report
suspicious injuries to the French authorities.17

This population identification system thus became a highly effec-
tive way of denying medical care to Algerian soldiers, partisans, and
sympathizers who were wounded or seriously ill, and many doctors
were imprisoned, or, in some cases, sentenced to death for violating
the law.18 The French also banned the sale of medicines andmedical
supplies to the Algerians, and French-owned firms in Tunisia and
Morocco refused to make prosthetic limbs for Algerians. According
to the Algerian Red Crescent, as of November  there were
about , Algerians in Tunisia who had been wounded in the
struggle against the French, but who could not receive adequate
medical treatment because of shortages of medicine and restrictions
on medical service imposed by the French.19 Medicine, surgical

Kenia und Algerien – (Munich, ), ; in English as Human Rights in the Shadow
of Colonial Violence: The Wars of Independence in Kenya and Algeria (Philadelphia, ).

16 Charles R. Shrader, The First Helicopter War: Logistics and Mobility in Algeria,
– (Westport, Conn., ); and Martin S. Alexander, Martin Evans, and
J. F. V. Keiger (eds.), The Algerian War and the French Army, –: Experiences, Images,
and Testimonies (New York, ).

17 Central Intelligence Agency, ‘National Intelligence Service. Algeria. Section .
Public Order and Safety’ ( June ); and Neil MacMaster, ‘Identifying “Terrorists”
in Paris: A Police Experiment with IBM Machines during the Algerian War’, French
Politics, Culture and Society, / (Winter ), –.

18 The German Red Cross Society’s (DRK) abridged report on the visit of Herbert
Georges Beckh, an ICRC delegate, to the DRK headquarters in Dresden on  July
, Political Archive of the Foreign Office of the Federal Republic of Germany,
Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amtes (PAAA)/MfAA/A.

19 Soon after the first shipment of drugs and medical supplies to Tangier, on 
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instruments, and other medical supplies had to be clandestinely
procured and smuggled to the underground at great risk. The traf-
ficking of money, information, weapons, basic goods, and people
was of crucial importance to national liberation movements around
the world, as evidenced by French efforts to choke them off in
Algeria.

But these French restrictions also provided East Germany and
other socialist countries with opportunities to demonstrate their
solidarity with the national liberation movements. The FLN asked
the East Germans to provide various types of medical equipment.20

East Germany sent its first shipment of tents, medicine, dressings,
and other medical supplies that had been specifically requested by
the ARC in June .21 When two high-ranking officials of the
ARC visited East Germany in October , they carried a large
amount of foreign currency, possibly intended to purchase urgently
needed medical supplies.22 Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, and East
Germany also agreed to treat people who had been seriously burnt
or otherwise maimed in the fighting, but who were unable to
procure the necessary treatment because of restrictions imposed by
the French military or the prejudices of French physicians.

Assistance to the Algerians was the first large-scale humanitarian
action undertakenby theEastGermangovernment in a non-socialist
country. This was certainly not a purely humanitarian gesture, but
was a way of linking such aid to its own security and geo-political
concerns. Although the East Germans normally did their best to
provide the items, such as portableX-raymachines and ambulances,
that were specifically requested by the ARC, the latter was not
simply a passive recipient of aid from others. Its own agency was

July  the Algerian Red Crescent (Croissant-Rouge Algérien, ARC) sent the DRK
an urgent request for orthopaedic aid for twenty amputees, having failed to acquire
this from French orthopaedists in Morocco and Tunisia: DRK’s report on aid to the
ARC,  Jan. ; Report on the ARC delegation’s visit to DRK, – Nov. ,
PAAA/MfAA/A. See also François Bugnion, ‘The International Conference
of the Red Cross and Red Crescent: Challenges, Key Issues and Achievements’,
International Review of the Red Cross, / (), –.

20 Secretary-General of the ARC to Dr Paul, Vice President of the DRK ( Aug.
), PAAA/MfAA/A.

21 Dr Boumediène Bensmaine, Deputy Secretary-General of the ARC at the October
 meeting, PAAA/MfAA/A. Since the ARC’s first appeal in January , the
shipment from the DRK was ‘the first and, till now, the most comprehensive one’ to
the ARC in Tangier.

22 DRK’s report on aid to the ARC ( Jan. ), PAAA/MfAA/A.



    

manifest in its efforts to co-ordinate the division of humanitarian
assistance among the socialist donor countries.While East Germany
would continue to supply medicine and medical supplies, the ARC
requested non-medical assistance, such as shoes, textiles, and electric
sewing machines, from Czechoslovakia. Sewing machines and
textiles were especially important because European-style clothing,
which was often donated to the Algerians, clashed with traditional
women’s clothing,which thenhad to be fabricated on site.23

To justify the heightened intensity of their military efforts, the
French depicted themselves as the first line of defence in the
global war to contain Communism and as the chief defender of the
CaucasianWest against both Communism and ‘Asiatics and African
and colonial natives’.24 Both the French and the Algerians launched
propaganda campaigns to better inform the world community
about the true nature of the conflict. The French flooded other
Western countries with leaflets, radio broadcasts, and political
documentaries. One of these, Nurses of the Bled , which described the
joint efforts of the French and ‘New Algerian’ women to modernize
the country, had to be hastily produced in July  so that it could
be shown in New York in advance of the UN vote on the Algerian
question.25 French psychological warfare units working to pacify
the countryside also dispatched mobile cinemas to ensure the wide
circulation of these films, and these propaganda teams were often
accompanied by medical teams and social workers so as to drive
home the message of the beneficent nature of French rule.

Beginning in  the FLN also launched its own propaganda
campaign in hopes of offsetting its losses in the field. The FLN
focused much of its energy on the UN itself, where its allies, Tunisia
and Morocco, were now members and where everyone’s attention
was focused on the Suez Crisis. In its Answer to Mr Guy Mollet, Prime
Minister of France, the FLN contrasted the Algerian people’s quest for
self-determinationwith France’s ‘colonial fanaticism’, which tried to

23 ‘Hilfe für die jungen unabhängigen Nationalstaaten und Befreiungsbewegungen’
( Mar. ), PAAA/MfAA/A.

24 Connelly, A Diplomatic Revolution, .
25 Neil MacMaster, Burning the Veil: The Algerian War and the ‘Emancipation’ of Muslim

Women, – (Manchester, ), . See also Amelia Lyons, The Civilizing Mission
in the Metropole: Algerian Families and the French Welfare State during Decolonization (Stanford,
Calif., ); and Stephan Malinowski, ‘Modernisierungskriege: Militärische Gewalt
und koloniale Modernisierung im Algerienkrieg (–)’, Archiv für Sozialgeschichte,
 (), –.
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tar the liberationmovement with the brushes of ‘Moslem fanaticism’
and ‘communism, the traditional battle cry of colonialists destined
to frighten the western world’. The FLN also reminded the French
of the help that they had received to free themselves from Nazi rule
and of their own duty ‘to concern themselves with the unfortunate
situations of the peoples of Africa’.26

The Algerian General Trade Union (Union Générale des Tra-
vailleurs Algériens, UGTA) was also able to mobilize support from
left-leaning unions in Europe.27 In  the pro-socialist World
Federation of Trade Unions (WFTU) came out strongly in support
of the Algerians and established the International Trade Union
Committee for Solidarity with the Algerian Workers, which sought
to mobilize support through press campaigns, demonstrations, and
humanitarian aid drives from around the world, especially the
Third World.28 The Algerians also scored something of a propa-
ganda victory by contrasting French behaviour with their own more
punctilious observation of the Geneva Conventions. In October
 the FLN turned over four French prisoners to the Algerian
Red Crescent, which then released them to the ICRC, and by the
end of  a total of  French prisoners had been freed in this way.29

And in the autumn of  the newly formed Algerian Provisional
Government (GPRA) stated that it wouldwelcome any international
initiatives which aimed to achieve the application of the Geneva
Conventions to the Algerian conflict. But the important point is
that, although the French may have enjoyed military superiority on
the ground, in the long run the FLN was able to use the language
of human rights before a global public to overturn both France’s
insistence that the Algerian conflict was a purely domestic affair and
the humanitarian assistance policies that flowed from this assertion.

The Algerian Red Crescent

Millions of Algerian civilians were also affected by French counter-
insurgency campaigns. More than  million were displaced within

26 Al-Qawmi, Answer to Mr Guy Mollet, Prime Minister of France, ,  ff.
27 Arnold Fraleigh, The Algerian Revolution and the International Community,  vols.

(Washington, ), ii. . 28 Ibid. .
29 ‘Account of the International Committee’s Action in Algeria January –June

’, International Review of the Red Cross (Sept. ), –, at . See also Jabhat
al-Tahrir al-Qawmi, White Paper on the Application of the Geneva Conventions of  to the
French–Algerian Conflict (Cairo, ).



    

the country, and an unknown number were wounded by French
attacks and reprisals. Moreover, in October  some , Al-
gerians, primarily women and children, were living in Morocco and
Tunisia, and the number of people living in these areas had doubled
by the eve of independence in .30 During the early years of the
war, Algerian refugees living in these countries were particularly
vulnerable because both were still French protectorates. As a result,
aid could only be channelled into this humanitarian borderland
through the French Red Cross. The French, however, would only
assist those who had registered with the French authorities, which
manywere reluctant to do.31Even after Tunisia andMorocco gained
independence in March , the French Red Cross continued to
control aid in these countries because the Tunisian and Moroccan
Red Crescent Societies were not recognized by the International
Red Cross until . The French government, however, continued
to insist that all international assistance to the Algerians be chan-
nelled through the French Red Cross because the Algerian conflict
was a domestic matter, and ICRC policy was not to recognize a
Red Cross organization established by ‘elements hostile to the legal
government’.32

In December  the FLN established the ARC in Tangier to
serve as a conduit for international humanitarian assistance that
would not be beholden to the Western powers. In fact, the very
act of founding the organization was an explicit challenge to the
discourse of humanitarian assistance.33 Although the ICRC, which
was primarily concerned with the rights of combatants, was willing
to work with the ARC on an informal basis beginning in the
summer of , the League of National Red Cross Societies, which
held to the letter of the Red Cross charter, refused to recognize
the organization. The absence of international recognition did

30 According to the Deputy Secretary-General of the ARC, the numbers of Algerian
refugees in Tunis and Morocco were, respectively, , and ,: DRK’s report
on the meeting with the ARC delegation on  Oct. , PAAA/MfAA/A.

31 A. Rorholt, ‘Report on Mission to Morocco and Tunisia’ (Dec. ), online at
〈www.unhcr.org/eb.html〉 [accessed  Dec. ]. In Morocco, aid to Algerian
refugees was initially co-ordinated by Entr’Aide Nationale, an umbrella organization
of Muslim welfare societies.

32 ‘Humanitarian Aid to the Victims of Internal Conflicts: Meeting of a Commission
of Experts in Geneva’, International Review of the Red Cross (Feb. ), –.

33 The ARC’s mission also included a ‘propaganda service’ to inform the ‘civilized
world’ about the French crime of ‘barbarism’ against Algerians: Omar Boukli-Hacène
to DRK,  Feb. , PAAA/MfAA/A.



 -  

not deter the organization, which immediately began to solicit
assistance for Algerian victims of French barbarism from national
Red Cross organizations around the world.34 Most Red Cross
societies wanted to avoid alienating the French, and only a few,
mostly from Arab countries, responded positively to the Algerian
appeal. East Germany was the only country in the Soviet bloc to
respond positively, and the first aid consignment was shipped in June
.35 This anaemic response led the Deputy Secretary-General
of the ARC to point out how differently the Red Cross societies
of the ‘free world’ reacted to the humanitarian crises in Hungary
and in Algeria, and to charge that their continuous compliance
with the conditions laid down by the (former) colonial powers after
 was tantamount to active support for ‘counter-revolutionary
movements’.36

In April  France terminated its aid to Tunisia in retaliation
for the decision by the Tunisian government to allow the FLN
to establish bases in the country. The following month, President
Habib Bourguiba of Tunisia asked the UN to extend the protec-
tion guaranteed by the Refugee Convention to Algerian refugees
within its borders. Despite the limits on its activity imposed by the
UN Refugee Convention, fear of the political side effects of the
humanitarian crisis rather than a change of heart with regard to the
legitimacy of anti-colonial struggles led High Commissioner Au-
guste Lindt to use his ‘good offices’ function to begin providing relief
to Algerian refugees in Tunisia in . This was the UNHCR’s
first humanitarian action related to decolonization and national
liberation struggles in the Third World. Since the UNHCR was a
non-operational agency, the actual relief operation was carried out
by the League of Red Cross Societies. However, this programme
was organized and funded in such a way as to comply with the
French insistence that such aid should not imply official UN recog-
nition of the Algerian refugee crisis. In addition, the Eisenhower
administration decided to support this joint refugee relief operation

34 Omar Boukli-Hacene, President of the ARC, to the President of the DRK, 
Feb. , PAAA/MfAA/A. The ARC was finally recognized in July , a
year after Algerian independence: ‘Recognition of the Algerian Red Crescent Society’,
International Review of the Red Cross (Aug. ), –.

35 In a letter of thanks to Dr Ludwig, President of the DRK, the President of the
ARC asked Ludwig to exhort the other Eastern European Red Cross Societies to
supply pro-Algerian aid: ARC to DRK,  June , PAAA/MfAA/A.

36 ARC to DRK,  June , PAAA/A; DRK’s report on aid to the ARC
through the DRK,  Jan. , PAAA/MfAA/A.



    

in Tunisia, primarily because of its fear that a failure to act would
encourage the spread of Communism in Northern Africa. In the
autumn of that year the US Food for Peace Program sent a large
quantity of surplus wheat and powdered milk to Algerian refugees
in Tunisia.37

Thepassage ofResolutionXVII,whichwas unanimously adopted
by the nineteenth International Conference of the Red Cross and
Red Crescent (held in New Delhi from  October to  November
), was a major symbolic and political victory for the Algerians.
The resolution condemned the practices that lay at the heart of
French efforts to instrumentalize humanitarian aid to help defeat
the Algerian national liberation struggle.38 Directed against the
French ‘medical blockade’ of Algerians, the resolution appealed
to all governments to refrain from discriminating in the treatment
of the wounded and from persecuting physicians who cared for
specific groups of patients, to respect the principle of doctor–
patient confidentiality, and to guarantee the free circulation of
medicine.

The passage of this resolution represented an important step
towards reclaiming for the Third World the discourse on self-
determination and human rights, overturning the asymmetries
that had shaped the post-war global humanitarian regime. By
 the pressure of world opinion began to shift the balance
away from the French and their humanitarian policies in Algeria.
On  February , shortly after international relief operations
had begun in Tunisia, the French bombardment of the Tunisian
town of Sakhiet Sidi Youssef on the border with Algeria resulted
in the death of seventy-five civilians, most of whom were Al-
gerian refugees; ICRC trucks carrying relief supplies for Algerian
refugees were also destroyed in the attack. The incident further
galvanized pro-Algerian protest and prompted the Soviet Red
Cross to establish its own relief operation for Algerian refugees in
Tunisia.

37 Ruthstrom-Ruin, Beyond Europe, ,  ff., . During the Hungarian refugee
crisis, the USA had succeeded in fronting the UNHCR for the US anti-Communist
mobilization of the international community.

38 ‘Appeal from the International Red Cross. International Aid to Algerian Refugees’,
 Dec. , PAAA/MfAA/A. The Appeal stated that about , Algerian
refugees were in the Oujda area in Morocco, and the rest were in Tunisia.
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Third World Challenge to the Global Humanitarian Regime

The FLN was not alone in its challenge to the international
humanitarian regime. By the late s, a number of Afro-Asian
conferences—including the Afro-Asian Peoples’ Solidarity Confer-
ence (AAPSC), the Conference of Independent African States, and
the All-African Peoples’ Conference—issued appeals for moral and
material assistance for the people of Algeria.39 The human right
to self-determination, Algerian independence, and anti-apartheid
in South Africa were always on their agenda. The first AAPSC
convened in Cairo in December , a year after the Suez Crisis.
The conference, which was sponsored by Egyptian President Gamal
Abdel Nasser, was attended by approximately  delegates from
forty-five countries, including representatives of liberation move-
ments from countries that were still fighting for their independence.
The conference aspired to become the ‘People’s Bandung’, and,
not surprisingly, the speeches and resolutions adopted there struck
a more radical anti-imperialist tone than had been the case at
Bandung two years before. In a lengthy report to the conference,
the Algerian delegate Aiah Hasan attacked the French use of huma-
nitarian aid as a weapon in what he described as a French war
of ‘genocide’ and ‘extermination’ against the Algerian people. Ac-
cording to Hasan, the French systematically denied medicine and
medical care to the Algerians, punished physicians who treated
Algerian fighters, and bombed field hospitals and clinics, and he
appealed to the delegates for immediate assistance.40 The confer-
ence passed a resolution calling on people around the world, but
especially in Africa and Asia, to protest against France’s violations
of human rights and the Geneva Conventions in Algeria.41

The Afro-Asian countries also created the International Aid
Committee for Algeria with its secretariat in Cairo. One of the
action programmes passed at the first AAPSC was to make 
March  a day of world solidarity with the people of Algeria.
In April  the Ghanaian President, Kwame Nkrumah, hosted

39 The Casablanca conference of non-aligned African states in January  went
so far as to declare any assistance provided to France in the Algerian conflict an ‘act
of hostility directed against Africa as a whole’: Middle East Records,  (), .

40 ‘The Algerian Problem: Report by Aiah Hasan (Algeria)’, in Afro-Asian Peoples’
Solidarity Conference, Cairo,  Dec. – Jan.  (Moscow, ), –.

41 ‘Resolution on Algeria’, ibid. .



    

a pan-African congress at which Frantz Fanon, emissary of the
Algerian provisional government, delivered a passionate speech in
favour of armed resistance to colonial rule. ‘In our fight for freedom’,
stated Fanon in an appeal to the audience, ‘we should embark on
plans effective enough to touch the pulse of the imperialists—by
force of action and, indeed, violence.’42 The congress, however,
rejected Fanon’s call, and instead endorsed the Ghandian strategy
of non-violent resistance favoured by Nkrumah.43 However, this
defeat was only temporary. In December of that year the delegates
to the first All-African Peoples’ Conference endorsed Fanon’s call
for armed struggle.44

Over the next twelve months this resolution was followed by a
number of other actions that collectively brought about a percep-
tible radicalization of Third World internationalism. In December
 the UN finally adopted the resolution on the recognition of the
Algerian people’s right to independence that countries of the Afro-
Asian bloc had been submitting since . This resolution, in turn,
cleared the way for a UN resolution on the Algerian refugees and for
a joint UNHCR–Red Cross League relief programme.45 In April
 the second AAPSC denounced the United States and Western
Europe for their neo-colonial policy of exploiting Asia and Africa
as sources of raw materials and declared that support for the French
war in Algeria represented an act of aggression against all of the
peoples of Asia and Africa. In an effort to build a common liberation
front, the Conference decided to set up solidarity funds and an
African volunteer corps. Immediately thereafter, a delegation of the
Algerian Provisional Government flew to the East for official visits
to Moscow, Peking, Pyongyang, and Hanoi. The Algerian War
marked the beginning of China’s involvement in African liberation
struggles, beginning with material support for the FLN. The war

42 From the late s until his death in December , Frantz Fanon served as
the emissary of the Algerian provisional government; in April  he was officially
appointed GPRA ambassador to Africa. See Kevin K. Gaines, American Africans in
Ghana: Black Expatriates and the Civil Rights Era (Chapel Hill, NC, ), ; and Alice
Cherki, Frantz Fanon: A Portrait , trans. Nadia Benabid (Ithaca, NY, ), , ,
–; the French original was published in .

43 Jeffrey S. Ahlman, ‘The Algerian Question in Nkrumah’s Ghana, –:
Debating “Violence” and “Nonviolence” in African Decolonization’, Africa Today, /
(), –, at .

44 See Article  of the ‘Resolution on Imperialism and Colonialism’, in Gertraud
Liebscher (ed.), Die afro-asiatische Solidaritätsbewegung: Dokumente (Berlin, ), .

45 Ruthström-Ruin, Beyond Europe, –.
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also provided the impetus for Cuba’s first international aid mission,
which included the evacuation in December  of a number of
soldiers and civilian wounded to Cuba formedical treatment. A year
later, a ship which had delivered a load of guns and ammunition for
the FLN carried seventy-six wounded Algerian fighters and twenty
children from refugee camps on the return trip to Havana.46

On  December  the UN adopted the Declaration on
the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples,
which had been submitted by the Soviet Union, and the following
day it approved a related resolution recognizing the sovereign right
of states to dispose of their ownwealth and natural resources.47Third
Worldism, especially among young people, was further radicalized
by the assassination of Patrice Lumumba and the baneful and self-
serving role played by the Western countries in the Congo crisis.
The dynamic of militant Third Worldism, along with the Sino-
Soviet conflict, pushed the November  meeting of the world’s
Communist parties to pledgematerial andmoral support for African
andAsian national liberation struggles. In January Khrushchev
himself proclaimed that armed liberation struggles were ‘not only
admissible but inevitable’, and he called on the world’s Communist
parties to ‘fully support such just wars and march in the front rank
with the peoples waging liberation struggles’.48

Humanitarian Crisis across the Year of Algerian Independence

TheColdWarworldwas both pulled apart and intimately connected
not only along the single axis of East–West ideological conflict, but

46 Piero Gleijeses, ‘Cuba’s First Venture in Africa: Algeria, –’, Journal of
Latin American Studies, / (Feb. ), –, at –.

47 Edward McWhinney, ‘Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial
Countries and Peoples’, United Nations, Office of Legal Affairs, Audiovisual Library
of International Law, online at 〈http://untreaty.un.org/cod/avl/ha/dicc/dicc.html〉
[accessed  July ].

48 Nikita Khrushchev, ‘For New Victories of the World Communist Movement’
( Jan.). Khrushchev delivered this report on the November  Conference
of Representatives of Communist and Workers’ Parties in Moscow at a meeting of
party organizations of the Central Committee of the CPSU. In response, Defence
Secretary Robert McNamara declared that the United States was ‘ready to fight
in the “Twilight Zone” between combat and political subversion’: Open Society
Archives, Radio Free Europe Munich, Research and Evaluation Department, ‘Wars
of Liberation’ ( Feb. ), online at 〈http://www.osaarchivum.org/files/holdings/
///text/--.shtml〉 [accessed  July ].



    

along many different axes.49 Not only did the complex problems of
decolonization and post-colonial nation-building antedate the Cold
War and involve local conflicts that could not be explained as epi-
phenomena of superpower ideological rivalry, but the simultaneity
of decolonization and Cold War in the s and s makes it
virtually impossible, and undesirable, analytically to separate the
two mutually implicated processes.

On the eve of independence one of the top priorities for inter-
national humanitarian organizations was the repatriation of about
, Algerian refugees living in Tunisia and Morocco. Most of
their homes and buildings had been burnt, and their lands had
been left unattended for years. Consequently, they would have no
way of supporting themselves once they had returned to Algeria.
As it began to become clear in late  that the French were not
going to be able to maintain their position in Algeria, those Western
countries, especially the United States and West Germany, which,
in deference to the French, had previously blocked direct assistance
to the Algerians now began to rethink their position and provide
such help to Algerian refugees in Tunisia and Morocco through
the International Red Cross. The key role played by the IRC in
organizing aid for Algerian refugees and their later repatriation
also increased the influence of the French Red Cross, which was
directly responsible for distributing the aid that was flowing in from
around the world. Church-affiliated aid groups from the United
States and West European NGOs, such as Cimade (a French NGO
advocating the human rights of migrants, refugees, and asylum
seekers), the London Aid Committee for Algerian Refugees, and
Friends of Free Algeria, also began to play a more prominent
role in the area. In June  a three-member commission com-
posed of the UNHCR, the French High Commissioner in Algeria,
and a member of the Algerian Provisional Government was es-
tablished to oversee aid to returning refugees. Western experts
dominated the commission staff, and the Tunisian Red Crescent

49 Giuliano Garavini, After Empires: European Integration, Decolonization, and the Challenge
from the Global South – (Oxford, ); Heonik Kwon, The Other Cold War (New
York, ); Felix Ciută and Ian Klinke, ‘Lost in Conceptualization: Reading the “New
Cold War” with Critical Geopolitics’, Political Geography,  (), –; Christopher
Goscha and Christian Ostermann (eds.), Connecting Histories: Decolonization and Cold War
in Southeast Asia, – (Stanford, Calif., ); Odd Arne Westad, The Global Cold
War: Third World Interventions and the Making of our Times (Cambridge, ); and John
Borneman, Subversions of International Order: Studies in the Political Anthropology of Culture
(Albany, NY, ), –.
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was bitter about being marginalized in its own country, as were
the socialist countries, which had provided so much moral and
material support long before their Cold War competitors in the
West.

The humanitarian crisis did not end with Algerian independence
on  July , but took a dramatic turn for the worse. The coun-
try’s medical infrastructure had been destroyed during the war, and
now it faced a catastrophic shortage of general practitioners and
specialists, particularly in rural areas, as all but  of the ,
French doctors who had been practising in Algeria joined the more
than a million pieds-noirs who returned to France at independence.
The imminent departure of  Frenchmilitary doctors would leave
the country with only  trained physicians.50 A brand new, fully
equipped -bed hospital in Rouiba, near Algiers, had no surgeon,
and much of the high-tech medical equipment that had been im-
ported from the United States and West Germany remained unused
and unmaintained. Despite the staggering number of handicapped
veterans who needed orthopaedic limbs and rehabilitation, the only
prosthetic workshop in the country was at a German-owned re-
habilitation clinic in Tixeraine near Algiers, and many Catholic
dispensaries had no health professionals at all.

The catastrophic state of the country’s health care system posed
a serious challenge to the administration of President Ben Bella,
who had pledged that the new state would take care of the veterans
who had fought for the country’s independence. At Christmas 
the Algerian government made an urgent appeal to foreign doctors
to come and work in Algeria. Even before this appeal, however,
the Soviet Union and the socialist countries of Eastern Europe
had sent physicians and other health care workers. A Yugoslav
team was the first on the scene, even before formal diplomatic
relations had been established between the two countries. In July
 twenty-six doctors and nurses, who were assigned to work in
small groups in hospitals in Tizi-Ouzou and the capital city, arrived
in Algiers. They also set up an orthopaedic workshop with machines
delivered from Yugoslavia. The Bulgarian team similarly arrived

50 According to a memorandum of  Jan.  by the Secretary-General of the
Organization of French Doctors in Algeria, PAAA/B/. One of the few who
remained was Eric Hazan, a medical student and later the founder of La Fabrique
Editions. In  he was one of the founders of the Franco-Palestinian Medical
Association, and for a time he worked as a doctor in a refugee camp outside Beirut:
New Left Review,  (Sept.–Dec. ), .



    

at short notice and worked at the TB hospital and sanatorium in
Tizi-Ouzou alongside Russian doctors. In addition to these doctors
from socialist countries, Lebanese and Egyptian physicians were
also present.

The Castro government also stepped into the breach, and in
May  Cuba dispatched its first overseas medical mission of fifty-
five men and women to assist the new regime; they were followed
by a second medical mission a year later. Relations between the
two countries became even closer when Che Guevara travelled to
Algeria in July  to help celebrate the first anniversary of Algerian
independence.51 The Chinese and the Soviets also demonstrated
their competitive support for the new government. China sent
fourteen physicians, while the Soviets financed the construction of
a hospital (with the Soviet Red Cross Society agreeing to pay the
salaries of the medical staff for six months in hard currency).52

A number of Western pharmaceutical firms were also trying to
gain a foothold in the Algerian market. In one display of goodwill
the West German Bayer Corporation donated medicine worth
DM , to the state medical system; to signal the diplomatic
importance of the gift, a number of high-level health officials
from the Algerian side were on hand, and the actual transfer was
widely covered by public relations personnel from theWest German
embassy.53

* * *

The instrumentalization of humanitarian assistance by the French
authorities as ameans of combating the anti-colonial national libera-
tion movement in Algeria laid bare the Cold War underpinnings
of the global humanitarian regime. It opened a space for the So-
viets, the Chinese, and their allies to contest the Western definition
of humanitarian assistance around which the new humanitarian
regime had been so recently structured. They did so in support
of an array of militant and often pro-socialist leaders of national
liberation movements, all of whom were more openly hostile to the
West than the leaders of the non-aligned movement.

51 Gleijeses, ‘Cuba’s First Venture in Africa’, .
52 Drs Berner and Zimmering, Bericht über den Besuch einer Delegation des

Präsidiums des Deutschen Roten Kreuzes beim Algerischen Roten Halbmond,
P/MfAA/A.

53 Richter (embassy) to Bonn,  Aug. , PAAA/B/.
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Until the mid-s the discourse of humanitarian assistance and
the mechanisms by which it was institutionalized in international
law largely reflected the ideas and interests of the Western powers.
This was due partly to the Soviet decision to boycott the proceedings
of the United Nations organizations and partly to the UN decision
not to admit China. As a result, theCommunist countries had played
only a marginal role in crafting the post-war humanitarian regime,
and the very idea of humanitarian assistance had long been seen
as something foreign to Communist thinking. However, although
Communist countries were, in fact, quite active in the humanitarian
domain in the s, humanitarian assistance provided by both the
East and the West was instrumentalized to serve the security needs
of the respective donor organizations, rather than the specific needs
of the beneficiaries.

This gap made the resulting conflicts far more complex than
might initially be suspected. While Communist countries were, as
a rule, more likely than the United States and the countries of
Western Europe to support Third World challenges to the rules
of the humanitarian assistance game, neither side represented a
monolithic bloc. West Germany, for example, repeatedly tried
to distance itself from Portuguese and French efforts to retain
their colonial empires by force, though without going so far as
to dispute the analysis of Third World political development that
underlay the prevailing definition of humanitarian assistance or
seriously to challenge its own economic interests in these regions.
Similarly, divergent party ideologies and pragmatic opportunism
involved the Soviet Union, China, Cuba, India, and Egypt, as well
as such smaller but influential countries as Ghana and Guinea,
in an elaborate dance to position themselves as champions of
ThirdWorld national liberationmovements, while the East German
government, like its West German counterpart, increasingly sought
to profile itself, though without transgressing the limits imposed
by the Soviet Union. Moreover, the policies of all donor countries,
from both East and West, were constantly changing in response to
changing circumstances in Africa and Asia, the changing dynamics
of Cold War conflict in the north, and unexpected initiatives from
Third World countries themselves as they became increasingly
assertive with the achievement of independence. Ultimately, this
slippage between the aims of the donor countries and the needs
and aspirations of the beneficiaries (which were often a matter of



    

dispute within these Third World countries) was a major source of
frustration for the latter, and these diverging aims and expectations
often meant that the assistance provided did not yield the political
benefits anticipated by the donor.
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‘The credibility of our humanitarian effort
is at risk’: Tensions between Solidarity

and Humanitarian Aid in the Late s

K J. K

The Biafran War (–) is widely regarded as a key event in the
history of humanitarian aid in the aftermath of decolonization. This
war between Nigeria and its secessionist province Biafra resulted in
a severe famine that evoked the largest humanitarian aid campaign
since the Second World War and the first of its kind in the ‘Third
World’. The widespread images of children dying of hunger acted as
a stimulus for a broad and heterogeneous range of people inWestern
countries to become engaged with ‘Third World’ issues for the first
time. It was therefore a central moment for mobilizing protest
groups, humanitarian aid workers, and thousands of donors. For
the churches and their aid agencies, Biafra was a turning-point with
strong implications for future humanitarian aid work. Although
as an African conflict Biafra had many political interlinkages,
these were not widely discussed. Nevertheless, Biafra enhanced the
broader public’s awareness of decolonization and ‘Third World’
issues, raised by collective actors beyond formal politics. Biafra thus
forms a historical conjuncture that opened up a search for new
forms of politics dealing with universal moral issues. At stake were
the broad concepts of ‘solidarity’ and ‘global justice’.

This also holds true for the second issue discussed in this essay.
Starting in , the construction of a gigantic hydroelectric dam
on the Zambezi river in Portuguese East Africa had extraordinary

I am grateful to Johannes Paulmann and Nadja Scherrer for their helpful comments
on earlier drafts of this essay. All quotations have been translated by the author. First
thoughts on this subject were published in Konrad J. Kuhn, ‘Liberation Struggle and
Humanitarian Aid: International Solidarity Movements and the “Third World” in the
s’, in Samantha Christiansen and Zachary A. Scarlett (eds.), The Third World in the
Global Sixties (New York, ), –.
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resonance beyond the country’s borders, and generated a wide
range of transnational solidarity efforts and humanitarian aid com-
mitments in Europe and North America. The dam, situated in a
remote, underdeveloped area of northern Mozambique, allowed
the newly emerging protest groups to denounce the involvement of
major European corporations, revealing their support for colonial
power in Africa and apartheid in southern Africa. Thus the dam
bridged different contexts and geographically wide distances by
connecting liberation movements in Africa with emerging solidarity
movements in European countries.1 This fostered attempts to create
solidarity with the ‘Third World’ by the student protest movements
of the late s in Europe and the USA, which had commitments
to international solidarity, anti-colonialism, and anti-imperialism.
Along with activists from the peace movement and critical theology
circles, the student groups formed heterogeneous and varied soli-
darity movements. The armed struggles of liberation movements
were taken as an inspiration for general resistance to the capitalist
system, not only by members of radical leftist groups but also by the
newly emerging broad student and church solidarity groups. The
church itself was increasingly concerned with political and ethical
issues, while development became a priority and was understood as
a means of structural change with the aim of achieving social justice
and social liberation. The churches, influenced by liberation theo-
logy, were an important foundation for the formation of solidarity
movements. These new development policy and solidarity groups,
characterized by dependency theory analysis, demanded structural
change in the relationship between the rich north and the poor
south. Equality and freedom from hunger and oppression were the
central and universal motives for their commitment.2

As symbols of injustice, Biafra and Cabora Bassa became moral
issues that enabled new actors beyond formal politics to frame
conflicts in the ‘Third World’ and bring them into various domestic
political arenas via publicity campaigns. By reducing the complexity

1 Cf. Marco Guigni and Florence Passy (eds.), Political Altruism? Solidarity Movements
in International Perspective (Lanham, Md., ). See also Hanspeter Kriesi, Ruud
Koopmans, Jan Willem Duyvendak, and Marco G. Giugni (eds.), New Social Movements
in Western Europe: A Comparative Analysis (Minneapolis, ).

2 An overview of the imaginative power of the concept in the s is given in
Christoph Kalter, ‘A Shared Space of Imagination, Communication, and Action:
Perspectives on the History of the “Third World”’, in Samantha Christiansen and
Zachary A. Scarlett (eds.), The Third World in the Global Sixties (New York, ), –.



        

of these issues, these campaigns helped to spread a common view
according to which humanitarian approaches to solidarity were not
enough. For the sake of equitable development, global justice, and
international solidarity, the influence of corporations and Euro-
pean governments had to be criticized. This is how Biafra and
Cabora Bassa mobilized protests and political actions in the name
of fundamental aims and moral claims.

In the first part of this essay I will show how Biafra functioned
as a formative event for a new kind of humanitarian aid that
strongly shaped the view of the aid-receiving ‘Third World’ within
Western societies.3 Central players in the creation of this new view
of the problem were a multitude of recently emerged action groups
concerned with Biafra. They were highly active and thus gained
a new form of visibility in the public arena, including the press.4

Second, I will take the actions directed against the Cabora Bassa
dam as an example in looking at the transnational dimension of
protest activities and the reciprocal references and implications of
this new form of solidarity. I will argue that both demonstrate the
transition at the end of the s from humanitarian aid to new
demands for solidarity with people in the ‘Third World’. These
transitions and the blurred boundaries between humanitarian relief
and large-scale development projects become visible in studies that
scrutinize different examples rather than separating them into case
studies, as has been usual hitherto. It is precisely the solidarity
and action groups acting in a transnational context that make this
uncertain distinction between the notions of humanitarian aid and
development visible long before the end of the Cold War. In this
perspective Biafra and Cabora Bassa form two connected events in
a specific conjuncture of humanitarianism in the twentieth century.
Investigating these two examples of humanitarian action, drawing
on sources from action groups in Switzerland, makes this point
even stronger: moral claims are translated into political action via
nationally formed ties. Swiss-based corporations, acting globally,
were a means of reducing transnational conflicts into a political
and thus moral scheme.5 Within the Swiss context, the connection

3 See John Iliffe, The African Poor: A History (Cambridge, ), .
4 Christoph Kalter, Die Entdeckung der Dritten Welt: Dekolonisierung und neue radikale

Linke in Frankreich (Frankfurt a.M., ), discusses the reciprocal formation of solidarity
action groups and the concept of a ‘Third World’.

5 The fact that Switzerland, although never a colonial power, nevertheless provided
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with multinational corporations was quite feasible. Many Swiss
corporations were involved in post-colonial Africa because of the
country’s non-colonial past and the Swiss economy’s high level of
internationalization in the years after the Second World War.6

The Biafran War: The Emergence of Humanitarian
Aid and Action Groups for the ‘Third World’

After the declaration of independence in Nigeria, severe internal
conflicts led to a military coup in July  and the secession of
the eastern provinces known as Biafra.7 A violent and brutal civil
war was conducted with cruelty, resulting in countless casualties
among the civilian population.8 The reasons for the war combined
economic interests with ethnic frictions that had been kept in check
during British colonial rule. The Ibo, traditionally resident in the Bi-
afra region and early Christianized by British and Irishmissionaries,
were favoured by the colonial administration, creating envy among
the Hausa and Yoruba.9 The Ibo had little influence in the newly
emerging state after the independence of Nigeria in . Nigerian
military tactics, which confined the secessionist Biafra to a land-
locked circle of rainforest in order to cut it off from supply routes,

a home base for international coroporations became apparent during the same period.
See Patricia Purtschert and Harald Fischer-Tiné (eds.), Colonial Switzerland: Rethinking
Colonialism from the Margins (Basingstoke, ); Konrad J. Kuhn, ‘Im Kampf gegen
das heimliche Imperium: Entwicklungspolitik und postkoloniale Kritik in der Schweiz
seit ’, in Patricia Purtschert, Barbara Lüthi, and Francesca Falk (eds.), Postkoloniale
Schweiz: Formen und Folgen eines Kolonialismus ohne Kolonien (Bielefeld, ), –.

6 Margrit Müller, ‘From Protectionism to Market Liberalisation: Patterns of Inter-
nationalisation in the Main Swiss Export Sectors’, in ead. and Timo Myllyntaus (eds.),
Pathbreakers: Small European Countries Responding to Globalisation and Deglobalisation (Berne,
), –.

7 John J. Stremlau, The International Politics of the Nigerian Civil War –
(Princeton, ); John de St Jorre, The Nigerian Civil War (London, ); Herbert
Ekwe-Ekwe, The Biafra War: Nigeria and the Aftermath (Lewiston, NY, ); and Axel
Harneit-Sievers, Jones O. Ahazuem, and Sydney Emezue, A Social History of the Nigerian
Civil War: Perspectives from Below (Hamburg, ).

8 Laase Heerten and A. Dirk Moses, ‘The Nigeria–Biafra War: Postcolonial Conflict
and the Question of Genocide’, Journal of Genocide Research, /– (), –,
show how the Biafran events are in different ways closely interlinked with the concept
of genocide. In doing so, they present an overview of the debate and publications on
the Nigeria–Biafra War.

9 For the changes in religious and ethnic affiliation within the Ibo community caused
by the civil war see Douglas Anthony, ‘Islam Does Not Belong to Them: Ethnic and
Religious Identities among Male Igbo Converts in Hausaland’, Africa, / (),
–.



        

resulted in a severe famine with countless victims among the popu-
lation, especially children. Estimates of the death toll are around a
million.10 For a long time almost no information about the ongoing
catastrophe leaked out to the world public, while Biafra gained only
minimal support from the governments of other states.11 Starting
in spring of , the International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC) and a number of Christian churches organized airlifts from
São Tomé, which supplied the enclave with food and medicines.12

In October  the ecumenical Joint Church Aid was founded
by thirty-three church aid organizations from twenty-one countries
to provide ad hoc co-ordination for humanitarian aid in Biafra.13

Biafra was the largest humanitarian aid action for all involved orga-
nizations since the end of the Second World War, with an estimated
total amount of $. million given in aid by May .14

10 Axel Harneit-Sievers, ‘Nigeria: Der Sezessionskrieg um Biafra. Keine Sieger,
keine Besiegten: Eine afrikanische Erfolgsgeschichte?’, in Rolf Hofmeister and Volker
Matthies (eds.), Vergessene Kriege in Afrika (Göttingen, ), –, at –.

11 Britain and the Soviet Union provided Nigeria with arms as well as military and
diplomatic support, while the USA intervened in favour of Nigeria in the Biafra conflict,
but supported Biafran independence by granting a great deal of humanitarian aid in
response to public pressure. See Levi A. Nwachuku, ‘The United States and Nigeria
–: Anatomy of a Pragmatic Relationship’, Journal of Black Studies,  (),
–; Joseph E. Thompson, American Policy and African Famine: The Nigeria–Biafra War
– (New York, ); and Victor Julius Ngoh, The United States and the Nigerian
Civil War, –: An Analysis of the American Policy toward the War (Ann Arbor, ).
See also Herbert Ekwe-Ekwe, Conflict and Intervention in Africa: Nigeria, Angola, Zaire
(New York, ), –. For China, France, and African states see Ndubisi Obiaga,
The Politics of Humanitarian Organizations Intervention (Dallas, ).

12 For this airlift see the memoirs of one of the key actors: Tony Byrne, Airlift to
Biafra: Breaching the Blockade (Dublin, ); also J. A. Daly and A. G. Saville, The History
of Joint Church Aid ,  vols. (Copenhagen, ). See further the ‘history’, welcomed
by the ICRC, by Thierry Hentsch, Face au blocus: histoire de l’intervention du Comité
international de la Croix-Rouge dans le conflit de Nigéria – (Geneva, ); and
the sources by former ICRC President Ambassador Paul Ruegger, ‘Documents of the
meeting organized by the ICRC for the benefit of the victims of the conflict in Nigeria,
th November ’, in the Swiss Archive for Contemporary History Zurich (hereafter
AfZ), NL Paul Ruegger, doss. ... and in ‘Operation Nigeria–Biafra –’,
ibid. ....

13 Matthias Schmidhalter, ‘Der schweizerische Caritasverband zwischen Beständig-
keit undWandel –’, in Caritas Schweiz (ed.), Von der katholischen Milieuorganisation
zum sozialen Hilfswerk:  Jahre Caritas Schweiz (Lucerne, ), –. For the num-
bers see also E. Urhobo, Relief Operations in the Nigerian Civil War (Ibadan, ),
–. For the ICRC activities led by Swiss diplomat August R. Lindt see the sources
‘ICRC-General Commissioner in the Biafra-War, –’, in AfZ, NL August R.
Lindt, doss. ..–. See also Rolf Wilhelm, Pierre Gygi, David Vogelsanger, and
Esther Iseli (eds.), August R. Lindt: Patriot und Weltbürger (Berne, ), –.

14 Thompson, American Policy and African Famine,  and .
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The main factor in gaining support and raising funds for this
costly and time-consuming aid action was the images of children
dying of starvationwhichwere increasingly shown in the printmedia
and on television during the summer. Strong emotions were evoked
and the desperate fight for survival of the locked-in republic of Biafra
stirred up public opinion and had an extraordinary impact on fund-
raising. The images mostly showed starving children, reduced to
walking skeletons with distended bellies and faded hair because of
malnourishment—‘Biafran babies’ as a ‘new “ThirdWorld” icon’.15

In Western eyes, these pictures were connected with their viewing
experiences and cultural memories of the Holocaust.16 Based on
this propaganda and these deliberately distributed images, it was
believed that the militarily defeated Biafran leadership intended to
use the famine to generate aid deliveries and to present the civil
war as an Ibo genocide—an accusation that was invalidated by an
international team of oberservers.17 After the defeat of Biafra, it
became obvious that the Nigerian military had not massacred its
population.18

This is how the war in Biafra became an international media
event, putting the governments of most Western countries under
heavy pressure, with public opinion demanding that they supply
aid, diplomatic support, and sometimes even weapons.19 A central

15 Heerten and Moses, ‘The Nigeria–Biafra War’, .
16 For similarities in the representation of Biafran children and Holocaust victims

see Lasse Heerten, ‘“A” as in Auschwitz, “B” as in Biafra: The Nigerian Civil War,
Visual Narratives of Genocide, and the Fragmented Universalization of the Holocaust’,
in Heide Fehrenbach and Davide Rodogno (eds.), Humanitarian Photography: A History
(New York, ), –; and Michal Givoni, ‘Des victimes pas comme les autres:
Réactions israéliennes face à la catastrophe du Biafra’, in William Ossipov (ed.), Israël
et l’autre (Geneva, ), –. Heerten points out the ambivalent effects of a
comparison with the Holocaust, which runs the risk of not fulfilling public expectations
of a genocide.

17 See e.g. the highly effective report ‘Nigeria’s Civil War: Hate, Hunger and the
Will to Survive’, Time Magazine,  Aug. . These media reports were organized
by advertising agencies hired by the Biafran leadership. See Rony Braumann, L’Action
humanitaire (Évreux, ), ; and Morris Davis, Interpreters for Nigeria: The Third World
and International Public Relations (Urbana, Ill., ).

18 Stremlau, The International Politics of the Nigerian Civil War , – and –.
See also Harneit-Sievers, ‘Nigeria: Der Sezessionskrieg um Biafra’, . This changed
assessment is reflected in the fact that an application for asylum by the military
commander General Ojukwu and his family was rejected by Switzerland in  since
there was allegedly no danger. This is how diplomatic problems with Nigeria, which
would have affected the  Swiss expatriates in Nigeria, were avoided. See Swiss Press
articles Oct. , in AfZ, PA Ojekwu.

19 For the impact on Western goverments see the convincing Danish case study by



        

factor in this intense solidarity was that the secessionist Biafrans,
the Ibo, were Christian. The first to draw attention to the hunger
catastrophe in Biafra were Catholic missionaries, who created the
public image of a religious war between Christians and Muslims.20

This resulted in church aid agencies making discriminatory and
racist calls for donations, characterized by elements of religious war.
This recreated the colonial preference for the Ibo, as the example
of the Swiss Catholic aid agency Caritas clearly shows:

The Ibo are characterized by their intelligence, energy, and efficiency, while
the mostly Muslim Hausa are not capable of the same achievements. Thus,
jealousy leads to war and murder in Africa, especially because  per cent
of the Ibo are Catholics. This is reason enough for the Muslims to use the
opportunity to get rid of as many Ibo as possible.21

Thus it was admiration for the Christian, independence-loving Ibo,
the perception of the conflict as a religious war,22 and the horror
evoked by pictures of starving children that led to a unilateral com-
mitment to Biafra in the public opinion and perceptions of Western
Europe and North America.23

Biafra as an African conflict had various implications and retro-
active effects for the humanitarian organizations in the north. The
huge amount of money donated, the logistical challenge, and rapid
growth caused structural problems and confusion among the operat-
ing aid agencies and led to reorganizations within the ICRC,Caritas

Claus Kjersgaard Nielsen, ‘Biafrakrigen og Dansk nødhjælp’, Historisk Tidsskrift , /
(), –. For the enormous impact of the Biafran War on Irish involvement
with Africa and overseas aid see Enda Staunton, ‘The Case of Biafra: Ireland and the
Nigerian Civil War’, Irish Historical Studies, / (), –.

20 Ken Waters, ‘Influencing the Message: The Role of Catholic Missionaries in
Media Coverage of the Nigerian Civil War’, Catholic Historical Review,  (),
–.

21 Spendenaufruf Caritas , quoted in Urs Altermatt, ‘Caritas Schweiz: Von der
katholischen Milieuorganisation zum sozialen Hilfswerk –’, in Caritas Schweiz
(ed.), Von der katholischen Milieuorganisation zum sozialen Hilfswerk, –, at . For a
religious discourse see Protokoll der Kommission für internationale Angelegenheiten
des SEK,  Mar. , in Swiss Federal Archives Berne (hereafter BAR), SEK-Archive,
J ., /, vol. , doss. .

22 For an analysis of the rhetoric of religious war (and its unintended effects) in
the mainly Christian breakaway region and its Western sympathizers see Nicholas I.
Omenka, ‘Blaming the Gods: Christian Religious Propaganda in the Nigeria–Biafra
War’, Journal of African History, / (), –.

23 Striking examples of this view of the Biafran conflict are Jean Bühler, Biafra:
Tragödie eines begabten Volkes (Zurich, ); and Tilman Zülch and Klaus Guercke
(eds.), Soll Biafra überleben? Dokumente — Berichte — Analysen — Kommentare (Berlin, ).
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Internationalis, and even Caritas Switzerland.24 The structures of
these aid agencies,whichhadoriginated during the reconstruction of
war-torn Europe, were reshaped for their new mission in foreign aid
in the ‘Third World’ as a result of events in Biafra. Biafra was thus a
crucial focal point for the practice of humanitarian aid, evoking poli-
tical awareness among the volunteers in Biafra and strongly adding
to previously existing feelings in European and North American
public opinion.25

At local level, the Biafran conflict led to the creation of a multitude
of action groups. Aktion Pro Biafra (Frankfurt and Zurich), the Joint
Biafra Famine Appeal (Dublin), Biafra Actie Comité (Amsterdam),
the Britain–Biafra Association (London), the American Committee
to Keep Biafra Alive (New York), and Aktion Biafra-Hilfe (Ham-
burg), for instance, were all founded during May or June .26

These groupsmostly grew out of student environments, but workers,
physicians, and priests were also active in collecting donations on
the streets and in public relations campaigns to ‘make the public
aware of the urgency of aid by using press, television, radio, posters’,
as Aktion Pro Biafra stated.27 The motive was to combine political
action with humanitarian aid, as in the case of Ruth Bowert, a West

24 For Caritas and Biafra see Matthias Schmidhalter, ‘Die Hilfsaktion für Biafra:
Wendepunkt in der Auslandshilfe des Schweizerischen Caritasverbandes’, Schweizerische
Zeitschrift für Religions- und Kulturgeschichte,  (), –; and Nicholas Omenka,
‘Hilfe für Biafra: Die Feuerprobe für die Katastrophenhilfe des Deutschen Caritasver-
bandes’, in Caritas ’/Jahrbuch des Deutschen Caritasverbandes (Freiburg i.Br., ), –.
An example of the turbulence caused by the Biafran War is the ICRC’s unsuccessful
attempt to prevent the publication of a book by its former General Commissioner,
August R. Lindt, fourteen years (!) later. See ‘Debate on the Manuscript by August
Lindt, –’, in AfZ, NL Paul Ruegger, doss. .... The book was, however,
published: see August R. Lindt, Generale hungern nie: Geschichte einer Hilfsaktion in Afrika
(Berne, ).

25 For Biafra as starting-point allowing Médecins sans Frontières in  to conduct
humanitarian aid under a new ‘morality of urgency’ without the restrictions of state
or legal obligations see Patrick Aeberhard, ‘A Historical Survey of Humanitarian
Action’, Health and Human Rights,  (), –; and Jean-Christophe Rufin, Le Piège
humanitaire (Paris, ), . For a critical perspective on humanitarian aid see François
Broche, Au bon chic humanitaire (Paris, ), –; and Alex De Waal, Famine Crimes:
Politics and the Disaster Relief Industry in Africa (Oxford, ), for Biafra –.

26 For ‘Aktion Biafra-Hilfe’ (with a foreword by Golo Mann, a critic of the West
German student movement) see Tilman Zülch and Klaus Guercke, Biafra: Eine
Dokumentation (Berlin, ). The Archive of the Biafra Actie Comité – can be
found in the International Institute of Social History Amsterdam. For the American
Committee to Keep Biafra Alive see Thompson, American Policy and African Famine,
–.

27 Aktion Pro Biafra, Leaflet , in Swiss Social Archives Zurich (hereafter
SozArch), SWN QS.



        

German.28 All the money collected was used to support the airlift
established by JointChurchAid, and some of the young activists even
managed to visit the war-stricken region themselves. These activist
groups were very well received in the public sphere of the time, and
were publicly supported by academics, politicians, writers, business
leaders, and editors- in-chief. Aktion Pro Biafra had a high-ranking
(exclusively male) committee of patrons and was officially supported
by the mayors of Frankfurt and Zurich. This support led the way
to close co-operation between Biafra groups and established aid
agencies, and resulted in common calls for donations ‘in the spirit of
philanthropy and love of neighbour’.29

Clearly, the sympathies of all activists were always on the Biafran
side. Explicit political criticism of neo-colonial structures and of the
involvement of the former colonial power Britain was expressed in
demonstrations, butneverhadmuch success becauseofweak support
among the heterogeneous supporters and action groups concerned
withBiafra.30Especiallywhen thewar continued and it became clear
that Biafra was not just a case of the genocide of a weak David by a
strongGoliath, but a complex political conflict between two warring
parties, both of which skilfully used media propaganda and modern
communications, the Biafra action groups refrained from making
political statements.31 The Swiss Labour Assistance organization
(SLA), for instance, responded defensively to a letter criticizing a
statement on Biafra that the SLA had unilaterally published: ‘It

28 ‘Rettung durch die Stockfisch-Bomber: SPIEGEL-Report über die Hilfsaktion für
Biafra und Nigeria’, Der Spiegel ,  (), –, at .

29 See ‘Communiqué der Caritas, HEKS, SAH und der Aktion Pro Biafra’,  June
, in SozArch, SAH-Archive, Ar .., doss. Biafra.

30 e.g. in Basle with around , participants shouting anti-British slogans: cf. BAR,
SEK-Archive, J ., /, vol. , doss. . See also Frederick Forsyth, The
Biafra Story: The Making of an African Legend (Barnsley, ), .

31 The strong support for Biafra was mostly humanitarian and not explicitly
political. The Biafran cause was thus never supported by the more political student
movement organizations of the s; cf. Tilman Zülch, ‘Die anderen -er: Von
der Protestbewegung zur Menschenrechtsorganisation,  Jahre Gesellschaft für
bedrohte Völker’, Medienmitteilung ,  July  〈http://www.gfbv.de/pressemit.php?id=
&highlight=biafra〉 [accessed  Jan. ]; Joschka Fischer, Daniel Cohn-Bendit,
Rupert von Plottnitz, et al., ‘Kopfschrott oder Gefühlsheu? Eine Diskussion über
Internationalismus’, Kursbuch,  (Oct. ), –. For an explicitly anti-imperialistic
study see Paolo Antonello et al. (eds.), Nigeria gegen Biafra? Falsche Alternativen oder über
die Verschärfung der Widersprüche im Neokolonialismus (Berlin, ); Lige Marxiste
Révolutionnaire (ed.), Biafra: bilan d’une sécession (Lausanne, ); and Stefan Miller
(Harry Gmür), ‘Biafras Ende’, Vorwärts,  Jan. , , in SozArch, NL Harry Gmür,
Ar ...
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is anyway very difficult in the case of such actions to consider all
political aspects.’32

Nevertheless, criticism of arms exports to Nigerian troops and
the rarely broached topic of the involvement of multinational oil
corporations in the Biafran delta were matters raised on several
occasions. After the downing of an ICRC aircraft in June 
by the Nigerian army, illegally equipped with anti-aircraft guns
built by Swiss arms manufacturer Oerlikon-Bührle, arms exports
were discussed in Switzerland in a broad campaign, resulting in a
political initiative to ban them.33 It was this campaign that moved
humanitarian groups to adopt new political positions on the ‘Third
World’. Thus Swiss Protestant pastors wrote about the inherent
contradiction in humanitarian aid and arms originating from the
same country:

We have been collecting money for Biafra in our parish for several months.
Coin by coin, sums have been accumulated to ease the war suffering. At the
same time, our country’s arms factory has been earning a huge amount from
the same war. The credibility of our humanitarian effort is at risk. This is a
cause for great concern.34

In this way, Biafra was a ‘key event’ for some of the younger
generation of activists from church and university circles interested
in development issues. The civil war inNigeria and the severe famine
motivated them emotionally to participate in ‘Third World’ issues
for the first time, although Christian paternalism towards African
suffering remained.35 In view of the war’s political dimensions and
the involvement of governements and European corporations, these
new players adopted a point of view which asked critical questions
regarding thepolitical implications of one’s ownbehaviour andmade

32 Letter from Robert Risler (Schweizerisches Arbeiter-Hilfswerk, Zurich) to Hans
F.-v. W. (Zollikon),  July , in SozArch, SAH-Archive, Ar .., doss. Biafra.

33 Obiaga, The Politics of Humanitarian Organizations Intervention, –. The initiative
started in  and was put to the vote in , but was defeated by a mere . per
cent. See Ruedi Tobler, ‘Wenn Schweizer Kanonen auf IKRK-Flugzeuge schiessen:
Der Bührle-Skandal’, in Heinz Looser and Hansjörg Braunschweig (eds.), Die Schweiz
und ihre Skandale (Zurich, ), –. Monica Kalt, Tiersmondismus in der Schweiz der
er und er Jahre: Von der Barmherzigkeit zur Solidarität (Berne, ), –. See
also documents in SozArch, EvB-Archive, ...

34 Resolution by pastors of canton Aargau,  Dec. , in BAR, SEK-Archive, J
., /, vol. , doss. .

35 As Swiss activists put it in their memoirs: see Anne-Marie Holenstein, Regula
Renschler, and Rudolf Strahm, Entwicklung heisst Befreiung: Erinnerungen an die Pionierzeit
der Erklärung von Bern (Zurich, ), –.



        

demands for development policy and solidarity. The initial impulse
to give urgent humanitarian support to those starving in Biafra
was extended by taking a global view of the forms and origins of
injustices in the ‘ThirdWorld’. The emergence and dissemination of
this new political analysis were mainly triggered by protests against
the Cabora Bassa dam.

Cabora Bassa: The Dam as a Protest Catalyst for Solidarity Campaigns

The gigantic Cabora Bassa dam, with an output of ,megawatts,
a retaining wall  metres high and  metres wide, and a reservoir
with a surface area of , square kilometres, was built between
 and . It remains one of the largest hydroelectric plants in
the world.36 Planned by Portugal, largely financed by South Africa,
and supported by Rhodesia, the Cabora Bassa scheme was intended
to be a strategic undertaking in defence of thewhiteminority regimes
in southern Africa. Starting in , Portugal as the last colonial
power in Europe was challenged militarily by the independence
movement, requiring enormous government expenditure. In the
anti-imperialistic view of the European solidarity groups, Portugal,
poor by Western European standards and a developing country
itself, was oppressing its colonies with the support of industrialized
countries. Promoting the dam and its irrigation projects as a white
development zone, Portugal hoped to attract settlers and investors
to exploit its plentiful mineral deposits in the Zambezi valley, thus
halting the advance of the Frente de Libertação de Moçambique
(FRELIMO) liberation movement into southern Mozambique. In
the sense of ‘social engineering’, Cabora Bassa was thus part of a
larger development plan, which held out the promise that Portugal’s
colonial rule would be economically and politically strengthened.37

Early on, opposition to the power plant had already stirred in
the ranks of FRELIMO and was supported by the independent

36 Keith Middlemas, Cabora Bassa: Engineering and Politics in Southern Africa (London,
). See also Allen Isaacman, ‘Displaced People, Displaced Energy, and Displaced
Memories: The Case of Cahora Bassa, –’, International Journal of African
Historical Studies, / (), –; and id. and Chris Sneddon, ‘Portuguese Colonial
Intervention, Regional Conflict and Post-Colonial Amnesia: Cahora Bassa Dam,
Mozambique –’, Portuguese Studies Review, / (), –.

37 For a denunciation of this policy see Al Imfeld, ‘Cabora Bassa: Staudamm gegen
die Schwarzen’, Neue Zürcher Nachrichten,  June , –, in SozArch, EvB-Archive,
Ar .., doss. ; and Stefan Miller (Harry Gmür), ‘Cabora Bassa und die BBC’,
Vorwärts,  Apr. , i. , in SozArch, NL Harry Gmür, Ar ...
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African states, the Organization of African Unity, and the World
Council of Churches.38 This protest by the rural population and
the young political independence movements is comparable to the
actions against the Kariba dam in Northern Rhodesia in the s,
although it never gained a wider audience, precisely because of
the lack of responsive student movements in Western Europe and
North America.39 In the late s multiple UN resolutions against
the Cabora Bassa dam made the international public aware of
the situation.40 In various European countries, the newly emerging
solidarity movements, consisting mainly of church youth groups,
some already active on the Biafra issue, responded by denouncing
Portuguese colonialism in Africa and condemning the participation
of European companies in the building of Cabora Bassa. These
links between various governments and the colonial war allowed
the solidarity movement to tie the ‘common struggle against imperi-
alism’ to concrete starting-points. The struggle against ‘one’s own
government and economy’ gave the theoretical debate on imperi-
alism a specific reason for confrontation. It was only the delivery
of materials from European corporations that created the specific
connection which was necessary for a concept of assumed links
of solidarity. Solidarity thus created a common adversary in an
imaginary common struggle.41

In Switzerland, opposition toCabora Bassa first became apparent
on the occasion of a private visit by the South African prime
minister and finance minister to the Swiss Federal Council and

38 The World Council of Churches provided direct financial aid to FRELIMO and
other liberation movements, and gained a wider audience by issuing a pamphlet on
Cabora Bassa in ; see World Council of Churches (ed.), Cabora Bassa and the Struggle
for Southern Africa (London, ).

39 Julia Tischler, Light and Power for a Multiracial Nation: The Kariba Dam Scheme in
the Central African Federation (Basingstoke, ); ead., ‘Negotiating Development: The
Kariba Dam Scheme in the Central African Federation’, in Peter J. Bloom, Stephan S.
Miescher, and Takyiwaa Manuh (eds.), Modernization as Spectacle in Africa (Bloomington,
Ind., ), –; ead., ‘Cementing Uneven Development: The Central African
Federation and the Kariba Dam Scheme’, Journal of Southern African Studies, / (),
–; ead., ‘Resisting Modernisation? Two African Responses to the Kariba Dam
Scheme in the Central African Federation’, Comparativ, / (), –.

40 The building of Cabora Bassa was condemned in UN Resolution , XXIV
( Nov. ), by the colonial commission of the UN General Assembly in document
A/- (Nov. ), and in UN Resolution A , XXV ( Dec. ). The th
General Assembly finally condemned Cabora Bassa on  Dec.  in UN Resolution
, XXVI.

41 For the campaigns against Cabora Bassa in West Germany, Sweden, Italy, and
Britain see Kuhn, ‘Liberation Struggle and Humanitarian Aid’.



        

Zurich-based banks in June , which raised the possibility of
negotiations for Swiss equity participation in the power plant.42 No
Swiss corporations were directly represented in the construction
consortium, but one of its members, Brown Boveri & Cie (BBC)
Mannheim, was a German subsidiary of a Swiss corporation, in
which the parent company held a . per cent stake.43 Swiss
criticism of the dam project focused on this indirect participation
because it was assumed that the Swiss BBC Baden was involved
in supplying electro-technical equipment, or that it at least hoped
to take over parts of the project freed up by the withdrawal of
the Swedish, British, and Italian companies as a result of public
protests. With regard to the UN resolutions and the international
opposition to Cabora Bassa, Jean Ziegler,44 a member of the Swiss
National Assembly, broached the subject in a parliamentary inquiry
to the Swiss Federal Council on the construction of the dam,
and called for action to be taken against the participating Swiss
corporations.45 This interest in Cabora Bassa was quickly adopted
by the young solidarity movement in Switzerland, among them
some of the church youth groups already involved in the relief
efforts for Biafra. The activities of these Cabora Bassa working
groups included writing articles and letters to the editor, organizing
informational meetings, conducting research, and analysing data.
Opposition was directed mainly at BBC Baden and the Swiss banks,
whichwere called on not to participate inCabora Bassa by supplying
either equipment or equity.46 Furthermore, the Federal Council was
advised not to award export risk guarantees for equipment, and
warned that this was ‘an affair that contains all the elements of

42 ‘Was sucht der südafrikanische Ministerpräsident in der Schweiz? Schweizer-Geld
für Rassen-Bau?’, Zürcher AZ ,  June , .

43 The files of the BBC’s communication department in the archive of (what is
today) ABB Switzerland indicate clearly that the campaign against Cabora Bassa was
very well documented. See Corporate Archive ABB Group Baden (hereafter ArABB),
B ... Kommunikationsabteilung/Cabora Bassa –.

44 Jean Ziegler (born ), Senior Professor of Sociology (Geneva), Member of
Parliament for the Social Democrats in the Swiss National Assembly (– and
–), United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food (–), since
March  adviser to the UN Human Rights Council.

45 Kleine dringliche Anfrage Jean Ziegler,  June , in BAR, EPD-Abteilung für
Politische Angelegenheiten, E  (E), /, , AZ C....Uch.

46 See e.g. Arbeitsgruppe für Kirche und Gesellschaft der evangelischen und
römisch-katholischen Universitätsgemeinden Bern und Arbeitsgruppe Angola (eds.),
Was geschieht in Cabora Bassa? Dokumentation (Berne, ), , in SozArch, EvB-Archive,
Ar .., doss. .
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an international scandal’.47 Swiss industry was intensively occupied
with the project. The Swiss BBC’s delivery of electrical equipment
for the power plant to a value of approximately SwF  million is
a case in point. This was not known at the time, but the solidarity
movement’s claims of involvement by Swiss industry later proved to
be accurate.48

A medium of the transnational connections between the broad
and diversified solidarity movements active in the campain against
the Cabora Bassa dam was the widely distributed Dutch booklet
Cabora Bassa: een dam tegen de Afrikanen, published by student acti-
vists. It was translated into German and English, and contained
background information and the addresses of organizations in the
solidarity movement.49 The Cabora Bassa groups were also in direct
contact with liberation movements in the Portuguese colonies via
information offices in exile and English-language newspapers, and
found recognition as northern contacts and feedback groups for
an imagined common concern. At this point the campaign against
Cabora Bassa was beginning to offer African liberation movements
direct material support through the solidarity movements. Country-
specific and often clearly Maoist or Communist-oriented solidarity
committees arose from this direct involvement, providing ideologi-
cal and material support for the liberation movements, especially in
southern Africa.50

Involvement in the campaign declined noticeably around .
Solidarity work focused on new issues, and with FRELIMO’s elec-
tion victory and accession to power in , the topic disappeared
completely from the focus of solidarity movements. The complexity

47 Open letter from the Arbeitsgruppe Angola and the Arbeitsgruppe für Kirche
und Gesellschaft Bern to the Swiss government,  June , ibid.

48 See ArABB, B ..., Information über Cabora Bassa, Hr. Bernhardt
und Dr. Rinderknecht,  Jan. , . During the debates Eric Bernhardt (Sales
Director) stated that BBC Baden had contributed only SwF m. (decided on  Apr.
). See ‘Cabora Bassa im Meinungsstreit’, Der Bund ,  Feb. ; Evangelische
Studentengemeinden Berlin (ed.), Oekumene Rundbrief ,  July , quoted in Martin
Stähli, Hans K. Schmocker, and Rudolf H. Strahm (eds.), Cabora Bassa: Modellfall
westlicher Entwicklungspolitik (Berne, ), –.

49 The German versions were published in  and ; see Sietse Bosgra, Cabora
Bassa: Ein Damm gegen die Afrikaner (Göttingen, ; Berlin, ). The English pamphlet
was published in Berlin in .

50 For the case of West Germany see Reinhart Kössler and Henning Melber, ‘The
West German Solidarity Movement with the Liberation Struggles in Southern Africa:
A (Self-)Critical Retrospective’, in Ulf Engel and Robert Kappel (eds.), Germany’s Africa
Policy Revisited: Interests, Images and Incrementalism (Münster, ), –.



        

of the situation was apparently too great, and it did not match
the world-view of the activists, who often projected romanticized
notions and dreams of simplicity onto the liberation movement.51

After independence, the new FRELIMO government was in urgent
need of foreign currency from energy exports to apartheid South
Africa. It therefore allowed the power plant to be completed by the
original consortium, after being repackaged as a Portuguese entity.

Concluding Remarks

The late s witnessed a new interest in the decolonized parts of
the world, now seen as the ‘Third World’. Because of controversial
issues such as Biafra and Cabora Bassa, the ‘Third World’ became
a major focus of concern and activity not only for development
aid policy-makers, but also for emerging new groups in the church
and student environments. With mass media bridging the distance
between spectators and those who suffered, a distinct public image
of the ‘ThirdWorld’ soon emerged. The new groups used new forms
of political protest and thus expressed a change in the understanding
of politics.

The Biafra operation was the first example of a new kind of
humanitarian aid. Support and participation via aid donors became
truly global, and this is an early example of the ‘Third World’ as
a field of operation for humanitarian aid agencies. Furthermore,
the Biafra operation was a crucial event for humanitarian interven-
tions and marked a general turning towards secular activities on
the part of church actors in the field of emancipatory development
aid. At the beginning, a commitment to Biafra was motivated by
humanitarian dedication, often fed by religious feelings and the
players’ feeling of urgency, which was not specifically defined but
demanded action and commitment. What is more, the political
implications and high complexity of the situation were dispropor-
tionate to the improvised manner of the commitment. Starvation

51 Cf. Bahman Nirumand, ‘Sehnsuchtsräume: Warum die Revolution ausblieb’, in
Daniel Cohn-Bendit and Rüdiger Dammann (eds.), : Die Revolte (Frankfurt a.M.,
), –. The complete absence of any ecological criticism of the project is
notable. Apparently the anti-imperialistic point of view allowed these connections and
problem areas to be overlooked; see Allen Isaacman and Chris Sneddon, ‘Toward a
Social and Environmental History of the Building of Cahora Bassa Dam’, Journal of
Southern African Studies, / (), –. See also Patrick McCully, Silenced Rivers:
The Ecology and Politics of Large Dams (London, ).
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and famine had an emotional impact on activists as well as donors,
and thus aid efforts in Biafra were highly structured by the public.
The mass media played a central role in mobilizing public opinion
by producing images of and information about this African conflict.
These images of Africa as aid-receiving, starving, and struck by war
were long-lasting and are still recalled today. Political aspects were
largely absent from campaigns and were discussed only selectively.
As a realm of experience, all the same, Biafra facilitated a politi-
cal analysis which saw inequality as a consequence of imperialistic
penetration. In particular, the numerous solidarity and aid groups
established in the wake of Biafra, some with the involvement of
students, remained connected with ‘Third World’ issues and often
engaged in practical solidarity work and transnational campaigns.

Cabora Bassa deepened this global view on the discussions of
imperialism and the analysis of the global economy. ‘Third World’
conditions were ideally concentrated in the dam: the construction
of a technocratic mega-project in an African colony with the direct
participation of European corporations, guaranteed by European
states, supporting both white domination in southern Africa in
general and Portuguese colonial rule in particular through the sale
of electricity to the apartheid regime. With the dam, the protest
movements were able to illustrate globally effective connections of
oppression with a specific example, and to identify the participation
of their own corporations at national political level. In this way,
the regional, pragmatic, and activist connections of Cabora Bassa
led to the politicization of what were formerly the purely Christian
humanitarian objectives of many of the young development policy
groups in Europe. Opposition to Cabora Bassa caused a change
in the political structure of the solidarity movements, in that the
gap between church actors and the new student groups on issues
of development policy could be bridged. In addition, the existence
of militarily active anti-colonial liberation movements meant that
solidarity, a sense of identity, and even support for the armed
liberation struggle in the Portuguese colonies became possible.
Cabora Bassa was thus the expresion of a connecting common
struggle characterized as follows in a leaflet: ‘the fight of the
disenfranchised there is our fight here!’52 The dam served as a
focus for denunciation of those processes which the young action

52 Symposium of Solidarity, Berne , in Südwind: Schweizerische Arbeitsgruppen für
Entwicklungspolitik Safep,  (), –.



        

groups considered responsible for underdevelopment. Cabora Bassa
also shows the point in time when this new view of the situation,
which started with Biafra, emerged and became widespread. This
view was connected with a reduction in complexity, and aimed
to mobilize political protest in the name of fundamental aims
with concrete examples. Campaigns to support Biafra and oppose
the Cabora Bassa dam referred to moral issues which demanded
human rights in the form of political action. At the same time,
the political players were against a depoliticized view of the ‘Third
World’ which approached humanitarian catastrophes on the basis of
urgent action. In fact, a new sense of responsibility was at stake that
wanted to legitimize actions in a universal discourse of justice and
solidarity. The starting-point had been a thoughtwhich theBrazilian
archbishop and liberation theologian Dom Hélder Câmara, among
others, addressed to the European solidarity movement in a later
appeal: ‘The best help you can give us is to change the unjust
structures in your place.’53

What is interesting is the connection between domestic politics
and international or even transnational issues. It was the respective
nationally oriented political spheres that framed the conflicts, and
onwhich campaigns, criticisms, and political activities were focused.
Swiss connections with Biafra or Cabora Bassa are therefore not
accidental, but a case in point: the activities of Swiss corporations
gave church and solidarity groups an opportunity to denounce
involvement in morally unjust business relations. ‘Neutrality’ as a
highly symbolic concept and discourse did not block this political
perspective,54 but added another argument to the highly complex
interplay between national framing and international occasions. All
the same, the examples had a transnational scope. Thus it could
be argued that development policy built a resonance network in
the north that picked up these issues and translated them for their
respective national situations. The notion of a Third World was
crucial for the perception of this common issue, as Christoph Kalter
puts it for the case of the new radical left in France: ‘The Third

53 Quoted in Comité de soutien aux prisonniers politiques au Chili — Fribourg
(ed.), Chili — Argentine — Bolivie: Bulletin d’information, Jan. , BAR, EJPD, E 
(C), /, /, doss. .

54 Thus it is incorrect to state that ‘empathy and support (for the liberation
movements) were completely absent, for example, in neutral Switzerland’. See Piero
Gleijeses, ‘Scandinavia and the Liberation of Southern Africa’, International History
Review,  (), –, at .
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World idea was the expression of a global awareness, but also the
reference point of transnational, transcontinental, and ultimately
global actions.’55 By doing so, the new solidarity groups attempted to
strengthen discourses against the depoliticization of the conflicts in
Nigeria and in southern Africa, and created ambivalent projections
and imaginations on the ‘Third World’ that fostered Eurocentric
perspectives and hierarchical views. Nevertheless, the ‘ThirdWorld’
thus became a political and social laboratory and performative tool
for forming new concepts of solidarity and justice. These universal
concepts justified the commitment against injustice and hardship.

55 Kalter, Entdeckung der Dritten Welt , .
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Negotiating Humanitarianism and Politics:
Operation Omega’s Border-Breaching Missions

during the East Pakistan Crisis of 

F H

In the summer of  a group of eleven people in London formed
Operation Omega, a radical non-governmental organization, to
distribute relief in the civil war-stricken territory of East Pakistan.
Despite warnings, threats, and arrests,Omega continued to cross the
border into East Pakistan illegally to provide food and clothes. With
their actions Omega blurred an established distinction between
humanitarianism and politics, and sought to redefine the meaning
of humanitarian action.

The East Pakistan War of  set the stage for these events.1 It
was marked by massive human rights abuses and sparked a refugee
crisis that was among the gravest of the second half of the twentieth
century. In  the National Assembly elections in Pakistan left
little doubt that dissatisfaction with West Pakistan’s domination
of the country’s political landscape ran deep among Bengalis in
East Pakistan. The winner of the elections, the Bengali Awami
League, pushed for more autonomy for East Pakistan. Eventually,
however, political tensions between East and West Pakistan proved
too strong to be overcome by peaceful means. When West Pakistani
For helpful comments I would like to thank the editor, Angela Davies, Alexis
Demetriades, Jürgen Dinkel, Jan Eckel, Brian McNeil, and Thomas Zimmer.

1 For the following see Gary J. Bass, The Blood Telegram: Nixon, Kissinger, and a Forgotten
Genocide (New York, ); Srinath Raghavan, : A Global History of the Creation of
Bangladesh (Cambridge, ); Christian Gerlach, Extremely Violent Societies: Mass Violence
in the Twentieth-Century World (Cambridge, ), –; Rounaq Jahan, ‘Genocide
in Bangladesh’, in Samuel Totten, William S. Parsons, and Israel W. Charny (eds.),
Century of Genocide: Critical Essays and Eyewitness Accounts (New York, ), –;
Gil Loescher, The UNHCR and World Politics: A Perilous Path (Oxford, ); Hasan
Zaheer, The Separation of East Pakistan: The Rise and Rebellion of Bengali Muslim Nationalism
(Oxford, ); Richard Sisson and Leo E. Rose, War and Secession: Pakistan, India, and
the Creation of Bangladesh (Berkeley, ).



  

troops invaded the East and outlawed the Awami League in March
, East Pakistan declared its independence under the name of
Bangladesh. In December the Indian government responded to the
invasion and to the millions of people fleeing to India by intervening
onbehalf of East Pakistan. By the end of , about million people
had fled to India, about  million had become displaced in East
Pakistan, and between , and million people had been killed.
The reaction from the international community differed notably
from its response to the subcontinent’s  refugee crisis following
the partition of India and Pakistan. This time, by contrast, the
international community launched a comprehensive relief mission
for the refugees in India through international agencies such as the
United Nations organizations and NGOs such as Oxfam. As in the
case of the Nigerian Civil War, which had ended in the previous
year, the Western media covered the East Pakistan crisis extensively
and the British public was highly aware of the events. Thus, along
with the Nigerian Civil War, the East Pakistan crisis marked the
beginning of a new Western awareness of humanitarian crises in the
non-European world. Despite this growing international outrage
over the atrocities in East Pakistan, West Pakistan refused access to
humanitarian groups throughout .

This essay asks what motivated the non-governmental Operation
Omega to cross the East Pakistan border illegally, and, to be more
precise, what perceptions of the crisis motivated this group to act.
How did they legitimize their mission and how can this action
be interpreted? These questions refer to a more general problem.
In the late s and early s, the field of humanitarianism
underwent an important transformation as humanitarian workers
became increasingly reluctant to seek permission from governments
to distribute relief. In other words, this change could be described as
a questioning of sovereignty (of certain governments) on the basis of
universalistic norms and ideas. Institutionally, this change was most
prominently expressed in the creation of Médecins sans Frontières
(Doctors without Borders) in December . Omega, therefore,
may provide us with some insights, not because it is representative,
but because its radical activism highlights what drove people away
from established forms of humanitarian aid.



   

Who were They? Omega Members and the Founding of the Group

The idea of founding a group to deliver aid to East Pakistan can
be traced back to an appeal published in Peace News on  April
. Peace News had been one of the most important British forums
for peace activism since the s, was connected to the Quakers,
and strongly supported the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament in
the s and s. In the appeal, Roger Moody,2 a social worker
and activist engaged in campaigning for a broad range of issues
from community work with children to the protection of Native
Americans, called for (international) comrades in humanitarian
action: ‘The possibility is being explored by a small group of
Londoners of sailing relief supplies into East Bengal, regardless
of the consequences to the participants, who it is hoped would
comprise an international team. . . . Potential volunteers, physically
fit and not hampered by personal ties, are asked to write (not phone
please) to Roger Moody at Peace News as soon as possible.’3 Moody
would become the ‘main organiser’ of the group.4 Inspiration for the
idea came from a ‘Quaker Action Group’ which protested against
the American involvement in Vietnam by carrying medical supplies
to North Vietnam.5

The core group that came together consisted of eleven people:
three US citizens and eight Britons; four women and seven men.6

Most of themwere in their twenties. Only Christine Pratt, a -year-
old former secretary, Doreen Plambing, a -year-old nurse, and
Marcus Duran, a -year-old former soldier and policeman, were
over . None of them was a student while active for Omega. Ac-
cording to their own statements, some had left their jobs to engage
with Omega (Ben Crow, Christine Pratt, Bernhard Rivern). Like
their ages, the social backgrounds of the members differed. While
some appear to have started work immediately after secondary

2 For Moody’s activities see Roger Moody Collection, International Institute of
Social History, Amsterdam (IISH).

3 Peace News,  Apr. ; an appeal for donations had already appeared in June.
See the Guardian,  June .

4 Devi Prasad, War is a Crime against Humanity: The Story of the War Resisters’
International (London, ), .

5 Peace News,  Apr. ; for the ‘Quaker Action Group’ see e.g. the Washington
Post ,  July .

6 For the biographies of the members see Operation Omega Press Statement, 
Aug. , National Archives, Kew (NA)/FCO /.



  

school (as was the case with Marcus Duran), others went to uni-
versity or had lived as travellers without an occupation. Omega
emphasized the importance of the fact that its members had an
activist background (DanDue, Ellen Connett, Daniel Grotta, Roger
Moody); that they been to a Third World country (Daniel Grotta,
Doreen Plambing); and especially that they had been to India before
( Joyce Keniwell, Freer Spreckley). In general, the group was able to
present itself as having sincere aims and as being more than a group
of adventure-seekers. This positive image is reflected in a statement
by the Guardian:

The commitment and sincerity of the group cannot be challenged. Many of
the volunteers have given up their jobs and are living on their savings to help
the cause. . . . Tribute was paid by the big charities to the perseverance of the
Omega campaigners. Volunteer groups eager to help usually spring up after
any tragedy but few last as long as Omega have done, said one spokesman.7

This view is also supportedby the fact that someofOmega’smembers
remained in what was then Bangladesh until . The questions
remain, however: what motivated Omega to take so many risks, and
what ideas did it base its mission on?

Crisis Perception

To understand people’s actions, we need to understand their per-
ceptions of historical events. Especially in response to an event as
complex as a civil war in a very distant region, people have to create a
way of reducing the complexity of that event in order to understand
it. This reduction of complexity is determined by distinct historical
contexts. In addition, the way in which people perceive such a crisis
depends on available modes of interpretation and on existing crisis
narratives. These narratives andmodes of interpretation are needed
to discern who is responsible for the events: who is the perpetrator
and who is the victim? Narratives channel empathy, and can even
make empathy a possibility in the first place.8

Omega perceived the conflict as a dispute between two unequal
factionsmuchmore than, for example,The Times did in its coverage.9

7 Guardian,  Oct. .
8 See Fritz Breithaupt, Kulturen der Empathie (Frankfurt a.M., ); Judith Butler,

Frames of War: When is Life Grievable? (London, ).
9 The Times had already reported the violence on both sides of the conflict in



   

Omega presented the West Pakistani Army as the aggressor, whose
aim was to oppress and even annihilate the helpless Bengalis. In
an article published by Peace News in April , Omega member
Roger Moody wrote:

West Pakistan’s utterly brutal war against the people of East Bengal bears
the familiar hallmarks of naked power. Even while talks between a popularly
elected leader were being carried on with an army dictator, his troops were
on the sea. Seventy thousand of them landed in the space of a few hours and
within two days it seems . . . thousands of virtually unarmed civilians had
been shot, crushed alive, or burned to death.10

Moody describes the conflict as an unfair attack by a superior ag-
gressor; as a war between good and evil, and between democracy
and dictatorship. Moody and other Omega members adopted the
language of those they regarded as victims of the conflict and re-
ferred to what was officially still called East Pakistan as East Bengal
or Bangla Desh. For Moody, taking sides was a deliberate measure:
‘In the first week of the West Pakistan invasion I dropped the de-
scription “East Pakistan,” and now use “East Bengal” and “Bangla
Desh” interchangeably.’11 Omega presented the East Pakistan War
in a David-against-Goliath narrative, which reduced the complexity
of the situation and interpreted it in such a way that taking sides
became a choice between good and evil, legitimizing their support
of the group they viewed as the victim of the conflict.

For humanitarians, it is necessary to discern not only who needs
help, but also where the most pressing hardship lies. In a letter of
June , written to promote their activities and to raise funds,
Omega described the dire situation arising from the conflict:

The plight of the Bengali refugees in India has attracted world attention, and
quite rightly so. But the prospects for millions who remain inside East Bengal
(Bangla Desh) are, by several accounts, far worse. Virtually no outside relief
has reached the country since the Pakistan army invasion of  March. . . .
This means famine for five million. Even worse, the main summer harvest has

April. See e.g. ‘British Refugees from Chittagong Tell of Murder by Both Sides’, The
Times,  Apr. . The violence on both sides was also emphasized within the British
government. See Angela Debnath, ‘British Perceptions of the East Pakistan Crisis :
“hideous atrocities on both sides”?’, Journal of Genocide Research,  (), –.

10 Roger Moody, Peace News,  Apr. .
11 Roger Moody, Peace News,  Apr. . The Guardian described Omega as

‘passionately pro-Bangla Desh’ (Guardian,  Oct. ).



  

in all probability not been planted in most areas. This could mean famine for
up to  million—a hideous disaster.12

According to this account, the most pressing issues were the famine
inside East Pakistan (not the refugee crisis in India), the lack of public
awareness of it, and the problem of sending relief supplies to prevent
mass starvation. In order to create public awareness, Omega tried to
promote their perception of the crisis. Omega and Peace News made
telephone calls ‘to get theBBC to cover events rather than cover them
up. . . . The BBC has not kept in view the vital facts about Pakistan—
facts such as that the relief agencies are still waiting for the approval
of theWest Pakistan government before they will enter Bangla Desh,
or that there is famine impending inside Bangla Desh.’13

What is the origin of this crisis perception and is it possible to
explain the fact that the groupwas so confident about understanding
the situation, better even, in their minds, than the BBC? Just a year
before the East Pakistan War broke out, another civil war had
ended, which was believed by many to be similar in nature. From
June  to January  Nigeria experienced a brutal war between
the Nigerian Federal Government and the secessionist Republic of
Biafra. The war was characterized by mass starvation and broad
coverage of atrocities by the press inWestern Europe and the United
States. Pictures of starving children shocked the Western world.14

In themedia coverage of this crisis we can again find the topics and
themes that Omega used to characterize the East Pakistan War: the
David-and-Goliath narrative; and the problems relief agencies faced
in gaining access to victims and the starving. Several members of
Omega had been involved in Biafra committees, and Roger Moody
was already writing for Peace News at that time.15 In  Moody

12 Letter from Roger Moody and Ellen Connett ( June ), Operation Omega
Archives, IISH. 13 Peace News,  Aug. .

14 See Lasse Heerten, ‘“A” as in Auschwitz, “B” as in Biafra: The Nigerian Civil
War, Visual Narratives of Genocide, and the Fragmented Universalization of the
Holocaust’, in Heide Fehrenbach and Davide Rodogno (eds.), Humanitarian Photography:
A History (New York, ), –; Alex De Waal, Famine Crimes: Politics and the Disaster
Relief Industry in Africa (Bloomington, Ind., ); Axel Harneit-Sievers, ‘Nigeria:
Der Sezessionskrieg um Biafra. Keine Sieger, keine Besiegten: Eine afrikanische
Erfolgsgeschichte?’, in Rolf Hofmeier and Volker Matthies (eds.), Vergessene Kriege in
Afrika (Göttingen, ), –; John J. Stremlau, The International Politics of the
Nigerian Civil War – (Princeton, ); John De St Jorre, The Nigerian Civil War
(London, ); Suzanne Cronje, The World and Nigeria (London, ).

15 Roger Moody organized campaigns for Biafra; Daniel Grotta went to Biafra three
times during the war; and Ellen Connett was active in a Biafra group in New York:



   

wrote: ‘the Biafrans are being decimated now—by hunger. This is
the situation with which the humanitarian has to contend. Clearly
the minimum humanitarian demands must still be for complete free
passage of all independent relief into Biafran-held land.’16

Thus a perception of humanitarian crisis, gained during the Ni-
gerian Civil War, provided Operation Omega with a frame through
which to view the East Pakistan crisis. This Biafra frame reduced the
complexity of the very chaotic situation and the East Pakistan crisis
became comprehensible. The frame established a hierarchy of needs
and of victims: it stressed some problems and suppressed others. The
situation of the people in East Pakistan, therefore, was perceived as
‘far worse’ than that of the refugees, and famine was presented as the
most pressing problem. This perception became increasingly fragile
from late summer on.

Towards the end of , Omega was confronted with doubts as to
whether there ever was a famine in East Pakistan, and as to whether
or not the refugee issue was themost pressing problem.17 Against the
background of the Biafra frame, however, Omega conceptualized
the East Pakistan crisis in a particular way that still emphasized the
danger of food shortage. Within this understanding of the crisis,
Biafra was the symbol for what Western societies could under no
circumstances allow to happen again. Moody wrote in April :

[T]he dilemma for radical pacifists now is hardly different than it was in
—except that ‘Biafra’ had not occurred then, and now we have no excuse. Do we
merely fulminate against naked aggression, and leave the world’s diplomatists
to work out their own priorities on the basis of a vague, if widespread,
public concern? Or do we—in a manner of speaking—chance our arms, and
demand political decisions from the government which measure up to the
moral revulsion we feel?18

Thus, as Moody believed that he knew the outcome of the crisis, he
felt that he had both the responsibility and the legitimization to act.

Operation Omega Press Statement,  Aug. , NA/FCO /. Her husband Paul
Connett was Chairman of the American Committee to Keep Biafra Alive. See Joseph
E. Thompson, American Policy and African Famine: The Nigeria–Biafra War, –
(New York, ), –; Brian McNeil, ‘“And starvation is the grim reaper”: The
American Committee to Keep Biafra Alive and the Genocide Question during the
Nigerian Civil War, –’, Journal of Genocide Research,  (), –.

16 Peace News,  July .
17 See Joyce Kenniwell quoted by Eleanor Lane,  Nov. , NA/FCO /.
18 Peace News,  Apr. .



  

Legitimization

Members of Omega based their actions on a manifest distrust of
established methods of international crisis management and on
scepticism towards political leaders in general. On  July 
Omega announced in a press statement:

For despite the various conventions produced to protect groups and indivi-
dual human beings from oppression, tyranny and murder (Genocide Conven-
tion and Universal Declaration of Human Rights) which have been signed by
many governments, groups of humanbeings still suffer themost cruel oppression
without any official action being taken by International organisations or the on-
looking nations. For each set of victims a political barrier is erected. In polite dip-
lomatic language they are termedby the oppressor as their ‘internal problem’.19

This mistrust was based on the assumption not only that certain
governments could be a danger to their own citizens, but that go-
vernments in general had misplaced priorities, because, as Omega
members pointed out, the ‘events of recent years have demonstrated
that the trade union of nation states considers the right of human
beings as secondary to the rights of governments: they will allow any
government to do what it likes to people they claim to rule’.20

In addition to the general politicization of the younger generation
during the s, this mistrust in governments can be seen as a
legacy of the Nigerian Civil War. Especially in Britain, this war
provoked tension between the public and the government, which
had delivered weapons to the Nigerian Federal Government. Only
a few months after the end of the Nigerian Civil War, international
attention shifted to East Pakistan, where a cyclone hit the coast in
November . Estimated deaths from the natural disaster ranged
between , and ,. The cyclone sparked an enormous
response by the international community and many governments
sought to help.21 The British government offered bilateral assistance
throughBritish agencies suchasOxfam,WaronWant, andChristian
Aid. These charities were still operating in East Pakistan when
the war broke out. They tried, unsuccessfully, to broaden their

19 Operation Omega Press Statement,  July , NA/FCO /.
20 Operation Omega Press Statement,  July , Operation Omega Archives,

IISH.
21 See Peter Walker and Daniel Maxwell, Shaping the Humanitarian World (London,

).



   

mandate to use cyclone relief funds to help victims of the civil
war. Pakistan restricted the work of the agencies and claimed that
the war was an internal matter. Though the British government
pressed Pakistan several times to end the violence and allow relief
agencies into the country, it failed to communicate these attempts
to the British public.22 Throughout  the British media and
British charities put pressure on Pakistan to allow relief into East
Pakistan. Against this backdrop, Omega’s mistrust of governments
becomes understandable.Whereas the cyclone response showed that
governments had the capacity to distribute an enormous amount of
relief, Biafra showed that this capacity was bound to the willingness
of governments to act.

Thus through theanticipatedandperceivedmisconductof govern-
ments, and through the notion that knowledge entails responsibility,
Omega developed an urge to act based on rights which they claimed
to be universal:

OPERATION OMEGA is an extension of the philosophy of OMEGA—
which after all is embodied in one form or another in most of the great
world religions and human doctrines of the world . . . we do not come to
‘convert’ but only hope to re-affirm what is already present in the hearts of
men everywhere: that mankind is one.’23

Therefore, according to Omega ‘no boundary is legitimate which
attempts to separate those in pain from those who can help. Human
beings do not need permission to come to the aid of fellow human
beings threatenedwithdeathanddisease.’24Thisphilosophywasalso
the origin of Omega’s name, which was a reference to the French
theologian Pierre Teilhard de Chardin’s evolutionary theory of the
‘Omega Point’, which the group interpreted as a movement towards
humanunity.Areligiousbelief can thusbe seenas the rootofOmega’s
mission. Omega was eager to demonstrate its religiousness not only
in its name, but also by launching its mission at St Martin-in-the-
Fields, a church inLondon.25 Its references to religion, however, bore

22 Debnath, ‘British Perceptions’, ; also Simon C. Smith, ‘Coming Down on the
Winning Side: Britain and the South Asia Crisis, ’, Contemporary British History, 
(), –.

23 Philosophy of Omega, Operation Omega Archives, IISH. In another text Omega
announced: ‘The basis of OPERATION OMEGA is an idea that has been alive since
the birth of civilization: namely that we all belong to a human family.’

24 Operation Omega Archives, IISH.
25 Operation Omega Press Statement,  June , Operation Omega Archives,

IISH.



  

the hallmarks of rebellion. The Roman Catholic Church criticized
many of Teilhard de Chardin’s views, but more importantly, Omega
decontextualized the Christian nature of Teilhard de Chardin’s
work and read it in a ‘New Age’ way.26 Omega used Teilhard de
Chardin as a reference for a holistic religious view of mankind. This
view provided the core values on which all of Omega’s claims of
legitimization were based.

Omega’s Aims and Actions

As we have seen, Omega drew a distinction between (all) go-
vernments (‘they’), whose interests were seen as maintaining their
sovereignty, and the people, whose interests should be represented
by the governments. Omega believed that nations should secure
‘people’s fundamental rights’ but if ‘these rights are fundamental
there must be people who will stand up for them’ when governments
fail to secure them.27 What follows from this interpretation is the
view that the government was not meeting people’s needs, and that
Omega saw itself as a necessary representative of the people.

ThusOmega’s primary aimwas political in nature: to stand up for
people deprived of their rights because nobody, especially not their
political leaders, seemed to be doing that. Omega’s political aim,
however, was consistent if not interchangeable with its humanitarian
aim: ‘OMEGA is humanitarian, is political, in the best sense of
those terms. It puts people first.’28 For this reason Omega blurred
the distinction between humanitarian and political, which most
of the ‘Humanitarian International’ still saw as the basis for their
action, because political neutrality was perceived as imperative in
order to gain access to the victims of conflicts.29 In contrast, Omega
viewed this blurring as a precondition for helping the people in East
Pakistan:

WEDONOTRECOGNISE PAKISTAN’S AUTHORITYOVERBANGLA
DESH. Nor do we respect those governments that do. We are ordinary people,

26 For a ‘New Age’ interpretation of Teilhard de Chardin see e.g. Marilyn Ferguson,
The Aquarian Conspiracy: Personal and Social Transformation in the s (London, ).

27 Operation Omega Press Statement,  July , Operation Omega Archives,
IISH.

28 Operation Omega Archives, IISH.
29 See Michael Barnett, Empire of Humanity: A History of Humanitarianism (Ithaca, NY,

); Walker and Maxwell, Shaping the Humanitarian World .



   

convinced that the world’s humanitarian aid to a despairing people must not
be used for its own political end by the Pakistan regime.30

Here again we find the distinction between governments and the
people’s needs: Omega denied Pakistan’s sovereignty over East
Pakistan because the government was not acting on behalf of its
people and the people of East Pakistan had not elected Pakistan’s
government.

Moreover, the distinction was blurred not only by words, but also
by actions. In July  the group began to carry out its mission. The
significance of Omega’s activity at that time must be seen within
the context of media representation of the conflict. While Pakistan’s
government banned all foreign journalists in March, it lifted the
ban in June as a gesture of goodwill.31 This turned out to be a
strategic failure on the part of the regime because as media attention
on the conflict increased, so did international political activism. In
Britain, a Sunday Times article on ‘genocide’ in East Pakistan, dated
 June, caused an especially heated public debate, to which the
Heath administration responded by making large donations to the
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.32 On  July 
a group of four Omega members (‘Omega one’) left from St Martin-
in-the-Fields in London in a K- ambulance ‘sprayed white, with
large red cross signs set within a blue omega symbol on the sides and
back’. In its symbolism the group also reframed a humanitarian icon
that had increasingly become detached from its institutional origins,
and charged it with political meaning. The ambulance carried relief
supplies and was driven to Kuwait, where it was put on a ship to
Bombay. The other Omega members (‘Omega two’ and ‘Omega
three’) flew directly to India.33

On  August a team of Omega members crossed the border into
EastPakistan todistribute relief, includinghighproteinbiscuits, saris,
and medical supplies.34 Before their arrival, Omega members had
informed important members of the media, the Indian government,
theBritishandAmericanembassies, theMartialLawAdministration
inEast Pakistan, and thePakistan government about their intentions.

30 Peace News,  June . 31 Debnath, ‘British Perceptions’, .
32 Ibid. –.
33 Operation Omega Press Statement,  June , Operation Omega Archives,

IISH; Hampstead and Highgate Express,  July .
34 Operation Omega Press Statement,  Aug. , Operation Omega Archives,

IISH.



  

The Pakistani army stopped the activists close to the East Pakistan
border, where Omega then began a sit-in. They were subsequently
arrested and returned to India the following day. Although the
Pakistani army warned them that they would be tried the next time
they attempted to cross the border illegally,Omegamembers assured
the Pakistani army that they would return. True to their word, two
teams crossed the border into East Pakistan on  September. The
first team carried ‘token relief supplies’ because their aim was ‘to
defy the authority of Pakistan over Bangla Desh’ with the goal of
being arrested in order to demonstrate that ‘Pakistan has no moral
authority to apprehend or to try them’.35 The second team, which
did not announce its intentions in advance, crossed the border and
distributed relief. Both aims were accomplished. The second team,
according to its own statements, was able to distribute ‘food for
 people’ without army interference. The first team was arrested
and put in jail to await trial.36 At the same time, the remaining
Omega team continued its relief missions. After British and US
ambassadors had intervened, Pakistan released the arrested team
on  September.37 Omega carried on with their missions despite
the fact that two members were again arrested and sentenced to two
years in prison. Some members of Omega continued to distribute
relief until  in what by then had become Bangladesh.38

In its operations in East Pakistan, Omega combined ‘traditional’
humanitarian relief missions with politicized symbolic attacks on
the East Pakistan border. For Omega, the border became a physi-
cal manifestation of Pakistani authority and sovereignty over East
Pakistan, which could be attacked. Omega’s missions had two simul-
taneous aims: first, to disburse relief to the people of East Pakistan;
and second, to direct their action towards outside governments and
the public of the Western world. Thus humanitarian relief missions
themselves became a means of political communication. The dif-
ficulty of distributing relief could be demonstrated to the world by
deliberately gettingarrested for attempting to supply relief tohelpless
people. The group also saw this relief mission in a wider context, not
limited to the East Pakistan crisis: ‘Their hope is . . . to establish a hu-
man precedentwhichwill be followed not only in India andPakistan,

35 Operation Omega Press Statement,  Sept. , ibid.
36 Operation Omega Press Statement,  Sept. , ibid.
37 Telegram from Britten (Dacca) to British Mission in Islamabad,  Oct. ,

NA/FCO /. 38 Operation Omega Archives, IISH.



   

but in similar conflict situations throughout theworld.’39Because the
media became the channel through which to reach an audience, the
missions had to be presented as spectacular operations that were
full of risk, and Omega members consistently stressed the dangers
involved in their missions. For example, in a press statement issued
before the first mission on  August, Omega said that its members
‘will be completely unarmed and are prepared to face the risk of ar-
rest or death’.40 And in another press statement Omega said: ‘To be
truly human in today’s world involves taking risks.’41 The emphasis
on risk, however, can also be interpreted as adventurism, which
presumably reinforced Omega’s appeal. The membership form for
Omega referred to the mission’s danger in its first paragraph: ‘I
volunteer for Operation Omega knowing that I risk serious injury,
arrest, or death and that even in the best of circumstances, I will be
working under difficult and potentially dangerous conditions.’42

Furthermore, the press provided an arena in which Omega was
able to redefine humanitarianism. Independent Television News
(ITN) even filmed the team crossing the border.43 While the British
government did all it could to delegitimize Omega’s view of huma-
nitarianism and tried to make it clear that the group’s actions were
not only meaningless in terms of relief, but were making it ‘more
difficult for the more responsible and recognised charities to operate
effectively in East Pakistan’,44 the media presented Omega as a legi-
timate humanitarian relief agency and condemned the government
of Pakistan for the ‘monstrous punishment’.45

Only after it became known in October that Omega had spent
only about  per cent of its funding on relief did the media begin
to report critically on the group.46 It is notable that its status as a

39 Operation Omega Press Statement,  Aug. , ibid.
40 Ibid.
41 Operation Omega Press Statement,  July , ibid.
42 Membership form, ibid.
43 See letter from Thorne to Baxter,  Sept. , NA/FCO/; see also the

news clips on the ITN website: ‘OMEGA’ Operation,  Aug.  〈http://www.
itnsource.com/shotlist//ITN////FS/?s=operation+omega&st=
&pn=〉 [accessed  Aug. ]; ‘OMEGA’: Two Members Jailed,  Oct. 
〈http://www.itnsource.com/shotlist//ITN////FS/?s=operation+
omega&st=&pn=〉 [accessed  Aug. ].

44 Letter from Anthony Royal (Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State) to David
Lane (MP),  Oct. , NA/FCO /.

45 Observer ,  Oct. .
46 See e.g. ‘Odd Case of Omega the “ per cent Charity”’, Sun,  Oct. ;

‘Where Charity Begins and Ends’, Guardian,  Oct. .



  

relief agency was not questioned on the basis of its illegal actions.47

The British government’s attacks on Omega were, in essence, at-
tempts to conserve the meaning of humanitarianism in the public
sphere. However, the symbolic battle between the government and
Omega over humanitarianism took place in the arena of the press,
which was highly sympathetic to Omega’s aims. Yet the relation-
ship between Omega and the British government was much more
complex. Although the members of Omega explicitly voiced their
contempt for governments, they felt tied at least to theBritish andUS
governments. Omega informed the BritishMission in India of every
step it took, where its members were, and what they were doing.
Especially after the arrests, Omega sought close contact with British
officials in South Asia. After the second Omega team was arrested
and Omega still claimed that their operations were continuing, the
staff of the British Missions became irritated as they believed that
Omega was wasting their already scarce resources. They considered
leaving Omega to its own devices because their ‘troubles were of
their ownmaking’.48 This proposal met with support in London, but
was rejected because it could be used by Omega as ‘an opportunity
to brand the Government as cold, heartless and unfeeling in their
attitude towards relief work’. Moreover, it underestimated ‘Omega’s
size and influence in certain quarters’, for Omega ‘are not simply a
small group of young activists looking for publicity but the “front line
troops” of a relatively large body of opinion in this country’.49 The
British authorities’ support for Omega, which was essential for their
actions, illustrates that political leaders were increasingly perceiving
humanitarianism as a source of political legitimization or potential
delegitimization.

Conclusion: High-Profile Small Group Action in the s

On the basis of a universalistic legitimization Omega found a way
to blur the distinction between humanitarian and political action.
The features that characterized Omega’s missions—very limited
humanitarian aid combined with spectacular and often illegal

47 The Sun, for instance, spoke of Omega as ‘relief workers’ ( Sept. ); the
Guardian also described it as a ‘London-based relief organisation’ ( Aug. ).

48 Telegram from Britten (Dacca) to FCO Calcutta,  Sept. , NA/FCO /.
49 Report from Thorne (South Asian Department FCO),  Sept. , NA/FCO

/.



   

operations seeking media attention—are also found in the actions
of several later humanitarian organizations, especially Médecins
sans Frontières. In these cases an eagerness for publicity was, again,
motivated not only by the need to attract funds, but also by the
will to communicate a particular political message. And this high-
profile action was not limited to humanitarian agencies. The year
 also saw the birth of Greenpeace, which was similarly eager for
publicity and originated in the peace movement. In the light of these
developments, the s can probably be seen as a decade of new
approaches to political participation, whichwere aimed especially at
gainingmedia attention in order to influence the political and public
agenda. In addition, the decade witnessed a redefinition of political
problems and concepts, and a promotion of solutions. Whereas up
till that time the public’s political participation had been limited
to elections and protest marches, the s marked the beginning
of high-profile small group action (from Greenpeace to terrorism).
Within the War Resisters’ International (WRI), which, along with
Peace News, provided an institutional structure for Omega, the idea
of such radical action was controversial. Like Peace News, the anti-
war organization WRI had a longer history of protest, starting
after the First World War. Among WRI leaders the notion of
sending relief had to be pushed through against proposals for more
traditional forms of protest, such as peace marches, or sending
teams of celebrities to Pakistan to persuade its government to lift
the blockade on relief supplies for East Pakistan.50

This new form of political action could also be seen as reflecting
the increasing importance of the media in the political sphere.
Like other groups, Omega originated in the social movements of
the s, but its members seem to have undergone an experience
of disillusionment caused by the disappointing outcomes of their
actions at that time. In performing illegal but non-violent actions,
they saw a way of propelling the peace movement forward in a
new direction. Thus, the social movements of the s raised
expectations that could not be fulfilled, motivating some members
to seek new approaches going beyond mass meetings in order to
mobilize the public.

50 Prasad, War is a Crime against Humanity, .
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Competition over Aid? The German Red Cross,
the Committee Cap Anamur, and the Rescue
of Boat People in South-East Asia, –

M V 

Introduction

In the aftermath of the fall of Saigon in April , South-East Asia
experienced a wave of Vietnamese refugees leaving their country.
The situation became severe when North and South Vietnam
were united as the Socialist Republic of Vietnam in . The
establishment of new economic zones and ‘re-education’ camps, and
the expropriation of ethnic Chinese, in particular, in  led to an
exodus of thousands of people. Whereas many of the ethnic Chinese
fled into the People’s Republic of China in the north, a number of
refugees tried to escape by sea. At the end of , about ,
‘boat people’ were housed in camps in neighbouring countries.1

The military conflicts between Vietnam, Cambodia, and China
exacerbated the situation in .2 In response to the rising numbers
of refugees in neighbouring countries, their governments tried to
prevent any more people from entering. Malaysia and Thailand
even started to push the boats back out to sea.3 An international
conference on Indo-Chinese refugees held in Geneva in July 
eased the crisis by offering higher quotas for the acceptance of
refugees by third countries in the West, and by establishing the
Orderly Departure Programme administered by the government in
Hanoi and the UNHCR.4 Yet thousands of Vietnamese still tried

1 UNHCR (ed.), The State of the World’s Refugees : Fifty Years of Humanitarian Action
(Oxford, ), –.

2 Sophie Quinn-Judge, ‘Victory on the Battlefield; Isolation in Asia: Vietnam’s
Cambodia Decade, –’, in Odd Arne Westad and Sophie Quinn-Judge (eds.),
The Third Indochina War: Conflict between China, Vietnam and Cambodia, – (New
York, ), –. 3 UNHCR (ed.), The State of the World’s Refugees , .

4 Ibid. ; Judith Kumin, ‘Orderly Departure from Vietnam: Cold War Anomaly or
Humanitarian Intervention?’, Refugee Survey Quarterly,  (), –.



   

to escape the country by sea in the following years, despite the risk
of drowning, starving, or being attacked by pirates. In addition to
the boat people, the calamitous state of thousands of Cambodian
refugees housed in camps in the Thai–Cambodian border region
alarmed the international community. The most populated camp
wasKhao-I-Dong,where, inMarch , thirty-sevenhumanitarian
NGOs were caring for about , refugees under the direction
of the UNHCR.5

When the West German government and people responded to
the suffering of the South-East Asian refugees, they could rely on an
established political field to carry out international humanitarian
aid as part of West German foreign relations. This field had been
institutionalized a decade earlier in the second half of the s,
when the government of the Federal Republic initiated its politic-
ally inspired humanitarian aid programme for South Vietnam. In
addition to the government, the traditional German welfare or-
ganizations and some newly founded aid agencies began work in
South-East Asia. From the start of the humanitarian aid effort to
Vietnam, and in subsequent cases such as Biafra, there were several
forms of co-operation, cohabitation, and confrontation between
public institutions and private actors, as well as among the latter.6

Similar interactions occurred in West Germany’s humanitarian aid
effort on behalf of the Indo-Chinese boat people.

This essay will present a controversy that occurred between the
two leading (West) German aid organizations present in South-East
Asia: the German Red Cross Society and the Deutsches Komitee
Not-Ärzte (better known as the Komitee Cap Anamur). From the
start of their activities in  to their end in , the humani-
tarian organizations’ leading officials conducted a public debate
in the West German parliament and the media on the ‘best’ way
of delivering aid to Vietnamese refugees. This essay analyses the
organizational interests of the two societies, their aims, strategies,
and self-perceptions, the images they put about of their ‘rival’, and
their relationship with state institutions and the media. The follow-

5 UNHCR (ed.), The State of the World’s Refugees , .
6 My Ph.D. thesis, ‘Humanitäre Hilfe und Interessenpolitik: Westdeutsches Engage-

ment für Vietnam in den er und er Jahren’ (University of Mannheim, ),
analyses West Germany’s humanitarian aid to Vietnam in the s and s. An
overview of West German development and humanitarian efforts in Vietnam, Laos, and
Cambodia can be found in Volker Berresheim,  Jahre Indochinapolitik der Bundesrepublik
Deutschland (Hamburg, ).
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ing section presents the two aid organizations and the respective
rescue ships that represented their particular aid ‘instruments’. A
further section traces the main phases of the controversy. The essay
concludes with an analysis of the organizations’ politics against the
background of governance structures as an essential part of the
political field of international humanitarian aid.

Actors: Ideas, Resources, and Means

Like other national associations, the German Red Cross was closely
linked with its ‘national’ government. In terms of the Geneva
Conventions, it saw the provision of a medical service in time of
war as its predominant task. It was also involved in the expansion
of social and welfare policies in the inter-war period. Because of
its proximity to the Nazi political and military system, the German
Red Cross Society was dissolved as a national association by the
Allies in . In the early s the Red Cross was re-established in
West Germany and became one of the Federal Republic’s leading
welfare organizations.7

Thanks to its close links with the Federal government, theGerman
Red Cross was involved in the institutionalization of international
humanitarian aid as a political field in the s. From ,
the West German government was put under pressure by the US
administration to ensure a recognizable presence in South Vietnam.
In order to avoid involving the Bundeswehr in the conflict, Bonn
decided instead to send German humanitarian workers to South-
East Asia. The most popular project was the hospital ship Helgoland ,
financed by the Federal government and maintained by the West
German Red Cross Society.8 From  the ship was dedicated to
the medical care of South Vietnamese civilians in Saigon and Da
Nang, until it was replaced by a land hospital in .9 During the
Helgoland ’s operations in South Vietnam, the executive committee
of the West German Red Cross Society made several attempts to

7 Dieter Riesenberger, Das Deutsche Rote Kreuz: Eine Geschichte – (Paderborn,
); Daniel-Erasmus Khan, Das Rote Kreuz: Geschichte einer humanitären Weltbewegung
(Munich, ).

8 On the political origins of the Helgoland project see Alexander Troche, ‘Berlin wird
am Mekong verteidigt’: Die Ostasienpolitik der Bundesrepublik in China, Taiwan und Süd-Vietnam
– (Düsseldorf, ), –.

9 Deutsches Rotes Kreuz (ed.), Hospitalschiff ‘Helgoland’: Ein Bericht des Deutschen Roten
Kreuzes (Bonn, ).



   

turn the hospital ship into a permanent instrument of worldwide
humanitarian and development aid,10 but the government rejected
this proposal every time.11 The Red Cross nevertheless retained the
idea of a ship financed by the Federal government and working
under Red Cross colours.12

In view of the disastrous situation of the refugees in South-East
Asia in the late s, the German Red Cross identified another
chance to realize its ship project. In April  it declared that it was
willing to acquire a rescue ship to operate in the coastal waters of
states experiencing natural disasters or political crises.13 In June 
theWest GermanMinistry for Foreign Affairs gave the Red Cross its
general approval, but stated that it could not grant a steady subsidy
from the budget for international humanitarian aid. However, if
the Red Cross owned a ship, the government could support its
activities on a case-by-case basis.14 The German Red Cross realized
its rescue ship project by following a dual strategy: it initiated a
widespread donation campaign, and collected public money from
Federal and Länder institutions.15 In addition to putting up posters
in banks,16 the Red Cross Society and its local branches published
several appeals for donations in daily newspapers, often related
to an informative article.17 In some cases the newspapers asked
their readers for donations, which would then be contributed to the
Red Cross appeal.18 A special co-operative agreement was initiated
between the Red Cross and the Axel Springer publishing house, and

10 Minutes of the executive committee of the German Red Cross,  Oct. ,
Archiv des Deutschen Roten Kreuzes (hereafter ADRK), ; minutes of the executive
committee of the German Red Cross,  Feb. , ADRK, .

11 Note Bargatzky to Schlögel,  Mar. , ADRK, ; minutes of the executive
committee of the German Red Cross,  July , ADRK, .

12 Minutes of the executive committee of the German Red Cross,  Dec. ,
ADRK, ; letter Bargatzky to Genscher,  Aug. , ADRK, ; minutes of
the executive committee of the German Red Cross,  Sept. , ADRK, ; letter
Genscher to Bargatzky,  Aug. , ADRK, .

13 Press release German Red Cross ‘DRK für Katastrophenschiff’,  Apr. ,
ADRK, .

14 Letter Ministry for Foreign Affairs to Bargatzky,  June , ADRK, .
15 Note Herzbach,  July , ADRK, .
16 Letters Herzbach to several German bank houses,  Aug. , ADRK, .
17 e.g. article ‘Spenden für schwimmende Rettungsinsel’, Süddeutsche Zeitung , 

Aug. ; advertisement ‘Die Not ist groß!’, Bonner General-Anzeiger ,  Aug. ;
advertisement ‘Deutsche Zeitung-Leser helfen Vietnamflüchtlingen’, Deutsche Zeitung ,
 Aug. .

18 e.g. advertisement ‘Zeitung und Leser helfen’, Kölner Stadt-Anzeiger ,  Aug. ;
letter Stuttgarter Nachrichten to Bargatzky,  Aug. , ADRK, .
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another with the German automobile club (ADAC). In July 
Red Cross officials and the editors of the daily newspaper Die Welt
decided to join forces to ask for donations for refugees in Thailand.
At least twice a week, the front part of the newspaper was reserved
for informative articles on the Red Cross and its humanitarian
efforts. This joint campaign was supported by a combined logo,
uniting the Red Cross symbol with the globe icon of Die Welt . The
editors agreed to attach , payment forms to a Saturday issue
of the newspaper.19 Red Cross payment forms were also enclosed
with the ADAC members journal Motorwelt , which had a print
run of  million.20 The Red Cross president and an editor of Die
Welt were invited to present their co-operation in the television
programme Drehscheibe, thus promoting the appeal for donations in
a number of media. In addition, popular celebrities were enlisted to
donate, such as the film actor Heinz Rühmann, for instance, who
contributed one of his aviator jackets to be raffled.21 In  and
the following years, the Red Cross collected donations worth more
than DM  million.22 Added to this were the subsidies paid by
the Federal government and the Länder administrations, totalling
DM . million of public money.23

TheGermanRedCross bought a freighter named Flora, investing
about DM  million in purchasing, rebuilding, and equipping it
with the necessary facilities.24 Red Cross officials intended to use the
ship to shuttle between the South-East Asian islands, and to deliver
medical and welfare staff as well as goods to the refugee camps.
Originally, they also planned to rescue boat people in emergencies.25

But in early August  the West German Ministry for Foreign
Affairs informed the Red Cross Society about the difficulties the
French ship Île de Lumière was having in its attempts to rescue boat
people. This ship was allowed to operate in Indonesian waters only
if it could supply itself with goods and did not land any refugees.

19 Note Hermanni,  July , ADRK, .
20 Note Herzbach to Bargatzky,  Aug. , ADRK, .
21 Letters Rühmann to Herzbach,  and  Aug. , ADRK, ; letter

Bargatzky to Rühmann,  Sept. , ADRK, .
22 Deutsches Rotes Kreuz (ed.), Im Brennpunkt: Hilfsschiff Flora (Bonn, ), .
23 Ibid. .
24 Circular letter Deutsches Rotes Kreuz to its regional branches,  Aug. ,

ADRK, .
25 Press release Deutsches Rotes Kreuz ‘Versorgungsschiff unter deutscher Flagge’,

 July , ADRK, ; synopsis Herzbach,  July , ADRK, .



   

Although the West German Foreign Office admitted that there were
differences between the French project and the Flora, it asked the
Red Cross to contact its sister organizations in South-East Asia at
an early stage in order to ensure that the ship could be deployed
without hindrance.26 Through the medium of the Indonesian Red
Crescent Society, the government in Jakarta basically approved the
deployment of the Flora in its waters. Jakarta, however, insisted that
the German Red Cross declare that it did not intend to recover any
boat people. The Flora was to act merely as a supply base caring for
those refugees who were already in Indonesia.27 In early September
 the Flora was dispatched to South-East Asia. She was equipped
with a hospital unit for fifteen people, could install a field hospital
on land for  people, and provide tents, blankets, food, water,
and medicine for about , people in camps.28 Renunciation of
the task of saving boat people as her primary function was publicly
promoted from the start of the Flora project.29 This disclaimer
distinguished the Red Cross ship from the second German rescue
ship in the South China Sea, the Cap Anamur .

The Cap Anamur project was initiated and essentially directed by
the West German journalist Rupert Neudeck. Born in Danzig in
April , Neudeck and his family, escaping from the advancing
Soviet Army, left East Prussia in January . Fortunately, Neu-
deck’s mother did not board the Wilhelm Gustloff , the former Nazi
holiday ship which was being used as refugee transport. The ship
was sunk by a Soviet submarine, causing the death of about ,
people. Marked by this experience, Neudeck felt a special sympathy
for the Vietnamese boat people.30 Another formative experience
was his time as a novitiate in the Jesuit Order. After leaving the
Jesuits, he wrote a Ph.D. thesis on the political ethics of Jean-Paul
Sartre and Albert Camus.31

Neudeck began his rescue project after a meeting in Paris in
late February  with André Glucksmann, who informed the
German journalist about the French committee Un Bateau pour

26 Letter Ministry for Foreign Affairs to Bargatzky,  Aug. , ADRK, .
27 Letter Schilling to Ministry for Foreign Affairs,  Aug. , ADRK, .
28 Deutsches Rotes Kreuz (ed.), Im Brennpunkt , –.
29 e.g. article ‘Eine Schiffsladung: Hilfe für ’, Die Welt ,  Sept. ; article

‘Rot-Kreuz-Schiff auf dem Weg nach Südostasien’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung ,  Sept.
.

30 Rupert Neudeck, Die Menschenretter von Cap Anamur (Munich, ), .
31 Ibid. –.
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le Vietnam and their rescue ship, the Île de Lumière. Inspired by
this civil commitment, Neudeck planned a West German initiative
to support the French committee and its ship. An initial appeal in
the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung was supported by several German
writers, entertainers, and individual politicians.32 In spring ,
however, the German committee decided that it would be better
to set up its own project, for two reasons. First, the French ship
was not allowed to pick up boat people, as the government in
Paris was not willing to guarantee that they would be accepted into
France. Second, Neudeck believed that his project would attract
far more money in donations if it was an explicitly (West) German
venture.33 ThoughNeudeck’s initiative was part of the transnational
movement Un bateau pour le Vietnam and participated in an
international humanitarian aid commitment, the West German
committee turned the project into a ‘national’ one for strategic
reasons. From that time on, the German committee was active
under the name Deutsches Komitee Not-Ärzte.

In June  Neudeck visited the Malaysian refugee camp
on Pulau Bidong island and the French hospital ship Île de Lu-
mière, which was anchored  metres offshore, caring for ,
Vietnamese.34 Like the French, Neudeck believed that the German
committee should represent a clearly civil commitment, operate
as non-bureaucratically and spontaneously as possible, and be
prepared to take risks. Neudeck defined his philosophy as ‘radic-
ally humanitarian’.35 In July Neudeck presented his project on
the Südwestrundfunk’s television programme Report . On this oc-
casion both Neudeck and the Red Cross president were able to
make an appeal for donations for their respective boat projects.
After this performance, the Deutsches Komitee Not-Ärzte received
DM . million.36 Only a week later, Neudeck’s Komitee chartered a
ship, the Cap Anamur , in the Japanese harbour of Kobe. Though they
renamed her Porte de Lumière by analogy with her French and Nor-
wegian sister ships (Île de Lumière and Baie de Lumière, respectively),
the German and international public continued to identify her by

32 Rupert Neudeck, Die letzte Fahrt der Cap Anamur I: Rettungsaktionen  bis 
(Freiburg i.Br., ), –. 33 Ibid. .

34 Ibid. –.
35 e.g. Rupert Neudeck, Humanitäre Radikalität: Komitee Cap Anamur/Deutsche Not-Ärzte

e.V. (Troisdorf, ), esp. –.
36 Neudeck, Die letzte Fahrt der Cap Anamur I , –.



   

her original name. As the West German government had declared
during the Geneva conference on the Indo-Chinese refugees that it
was willing to accept all boat people rescued by a ship under Ger-
man colours, the Komitee exchanged the Cap Anamur ’s Panamanian
colours for the West German flag.37

From September  the Cap Anamur operated as a hospital ship
near the Île de Lumière off Pulau Bidong island. Some weeks later
the ship rescued her first Vietnamese refugees while returning from
a trip to Singapore for supplies. As these Vietnamese people were
taken on board from other freighters, they were not, in the strict
sense, boat people. The West German Ministry for Foreign Affairs
protested strongly, as the Federal government had agreed only to
accept refugees in distress.38 Despite this inauspicious beginning,
the Komitee decided in February  to change the ship’s remit.
Instead of acting as another hospital ship, the Cap Anamur was
to systematically search for and rescue boat people on the high
seas.39 By the summer of  the Cap Anamur had recovered ,
refugees.40 Fifty doctors and thirty-six nurses worked on board
as volunteers.41 The Deutsches Komitee Not-Ärzte funded the
project through two further appeals on television with the support
of popular German celebrities.42 Over three years the Komitee
received donations totalling almost DM  million.43 In addition to
saving boat people, the Komitee deployed its medical staff in refugee
camps on the Thai–Cambodian border.44 For this purpose it co-
operated with another West German civil humanitarian initiative,
the Soforthilfe based in Munich.45

Competition: Strategies, Audiences, and Scenes

Since autumn  two German rescue ships had been active in
South-East Asia. Though both were there to help refugees, they

37 Ibid. –.
38 Ibid. –. 39 Ibid. –.
40 Ibid. . 41 Ibid. .
42 Ibid. –, . 43 Ibid. .
44 e.g. dossier Deutsches Komitee Not-Ärzte ‘Pressekonferenz am . Februar ’,

ADRK, .
45 e.g. minutes of the st session of the parliamentary subcommittee on humanitarian

aid,  Jan. , Parlamentsarchiv Deutscher Bundestag (hereafter PA-DBT) , A
/-Prot. UA - ‘humanitäre Hilfe’; minutes of the th session of the parlamentary
subcommittee on humanitarian aid,  Mar. , PA-DBT , A /-Prot. UA -
‘humanitäre Hilfe’.
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were used in different ways. This distinction and their different
underlying philosophies caused a public controversy between the
leading officials of the Red Cross and the Komitee. One of the main
settings for the public conflict between the two aid associations was
the parliamentary subcommittee on humanitarian aid. In addition
to the Red Cross and the Deutsches Komitee Not-Ärzte, there-
fore, Bundestag deputies and representatives of the West German
Ministry for Foreign Affairs were important actors in the dispute.

When in late May  the subcommittee first debated dis-
patching a German ship comparable to the French Île de Lumière, the
ForeignMinistry representative referred to the difficulties the French
ship was facing as neighbouring countries did not want to take fur-
ther boat people from Vietnam. As a result, the Federal Republic
would be obliged, under international law, to take refugees rescued
by a German ship.46 The fact that the West German Länder, not
the Federal government, were responsible for refugees complicated
the dispatch of a German rescue ship. Referring to the complex
acceptance quotas, the Ministry considered that sending a hospital
ship as proposed by the Red Cross would be less problematic.47 The
Ministry obviously preferred this to rescue operations at sea.

The two German ships began their operations in South-East Asia
in the autumn of . In the middle of December the German
Red Cross, the Deutsches Komitee Not-Ärzte, and the Soforthilfe
were invited to a session of the Bundestag’s subcommittee on
humanitarian aid. At this meeting the outlines of the conflict
between the established and the new aid organization began to
emerge. The Conservative deputy Winfried Pinger argued that the
Soforthilfe, the Komitee’s partner, should receive more financial
support for its activities. He pointed out that the International
Red Cross’s (ICRC) activities were concentrated in the camps
of central Thailand, whereas provision for the refugees on the
Thai–Cambodian border was inadequate.48 He therefore favoured
distribution of the available funds to the organizations that were
active in those regions. A representative of the Soforthilfe, pointing
to its co-operation with Neudeck’s Deutsches Komitee Not-Ärzte,

46 Minutes of the st session of the parliamentary subcommittee on humanitarian
aid,  May , PA-DBT , A /-Prot. UA - ‘humanitäre Hilfe’.

47 Minutes of the rd session of the parliamentary subcommittee on humanitarian
aid,  June , PA-DBT , A /-Prot. UA - ‘humanitäre Hilfe’.

48 Minutes of the th session of the parliamentary subcommittee on humanitarian
aid,  Dec. , PA-DBT , A /-Prot. UA - ‘humanitäre Hilfe’.



   

emphasized that the Komitee’s doctors were more risk-taking and
more likely to cope with adverse circumstances than those employed
by the big organizations. Neudeck himself said that his Komitee
would go to work with or without government support. But he took
the view that it was ‘fair’ for modest amounts of public money
sometimes to be given to organizations that were demonstrably
active in providing immediate aid. His statement was supported by
the Social Democrat Volker Neumann, who believed that smaller
aid organizations could act more quickly and efficiently than their
bigger counterparts. He therefore advocated increasing the funds.

Jealousies between the ‘big’ and the ‘small’ aid organizations
became apparent in this exchange, revealing them as competitors
not only for private donations but also for state support and money.
This first controversy between the aid organizations and state
institutions involved also uncovered an important fact—that the
Ministry for Foreign Affairs and the parliamentary subcommittee,
both representing ‘the state’, differed in their sympathies towards
the humanitarian protagonists. While the Ministry preferred the
German Red Cross Society because of its efficiency and adminis-
trative reliability, most deputies favoured the Komitee because it
fulfilled the public’s wish for an immediate and civilian humanitar-
ian response. At the end of the subcommittee’s session, the Foreign
Office’s representative clarified the Ministry’s position in terms of
finance; the Foreign Office was to send DM . million to UNICEF
and ICRC; DM . million to the Soforthilfe; and DM  million
to the German Red Cross. The embassy in Bangkok would have
an additional sum of up to DM  million to disburse for further
spontaneous aid.49

This split became more apparent as the controversy grew in
the following months. In February  the secretary-general of
the German Red Cross, Jürgen Schilling, was invited to report to
the parliamentary subcommittee on the international aid activities
of private organizations. Schilling’s report contained several cri-
ticisms of the recently founded competing organizations. He said
that in view of the refugee crises in South-East Asia, Africa, and
Afghanistan, the present political solutions were inadequate. In his
eyes refugee flows were only one aspect of a permanent problem:
increasing population transfers. He pointed out that a number of
governments and private organizations were active in the huma-

49 Ibid.
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nitarian field, but said that this was only time gained for politics.
Instead of caring for selected refugees, Schilling suggested that a
completely new refugee regime was needed. He then pointed to the
merits of the German Red Cross in international humanitarian aid:
the organization benefited from its extensive knowledge, staff, and
material as well as from the international Red Cross network and
the legal protection offered by the Geneva Conventions. Schilling
listed six challenges which the rise of the spontaneously founded
organizations posed: first, a lack of willingness to co-operate; second,
the delusion of donors; third, the disparagement of traditional or-
ganizations; fourth, activities undertaken by personnel lacking the
appropriate knowledge and skills, and working within inadequate
structures; fifth, violation of the sovereignty of foreign states and
consequently of the Federal Republic’s external interests; and, fi-
nally, the endangering of international aid activities by careless
actions.

Given the pluralism in the field, the German Red Cross did not
claim a monopoly, though, but was willing to co-operate with the
churches and other organizations. The secretary-general explained,
however, that faced with huge disasters, spontaneously founded
organizations offered their support but would in practice seriously
hinder the co-ordination of West Germany’s humanitarian aid. The
German Red Cross therefore considered pluralism in the political
field as positive in principle, but warned the government that they
should prevent uncontrolled growth in the private sector in order to
ensure its efficiency and credibility.50 Schilling therefore advocated
continuing, and even closer, co-operation between the government
and the big traditional aid organizations.

Schilling’s report to the subcommittee in February  did not
remain unchallenged. The Social Democrat Rolf Meinecke would
not endorse the accusations against smaller organizations. In view
of the presence of different actors in the field, Meinecke was not
willing to support the claim of only one organization. He was joined
by the Conservative Gottfried Köster, who called for closer co-
operation between the aid organizations. His fellow party member
Gerd Langguth, who had been in South-East Asia a month previ-
ously, stated that he had not experienced any such inadequacies.
The secretary-general of the Red Cross reacted by emphasizing
that his organization approved of pluralism. In some cases, such

50 Report Schilling,  Feb. , ADRK, .



   

as public relations, for example, co-operation was unavoidable and
essential. Nevertheless, he complained about the other organiza-
tions that profited from the advantages of common arrangements
on the one hand, but on the other were eager to increase their
own popularity by constantly profiling themselves.51 As a result of
Schilling’s report, the subcommittee was willing to continue the
debate on interaction between the aid organizations. It therefore
planned to invite Schilling and some representatives of the Komitee
and the Soforthilfe to the next session.

In preparation for the subcommittee’s session, the Red Cross
administration put together a dossier documenting the secretary-
general’s six objections to the younger organizations. In order
to prove the accusations, the Red Cross had collected newspaper
articles, statements by Red Cross employees in South-East Asia, and
an extract from its correspondence with the Ministry for Foreign
Affairs.52 One day before the session, the Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung published a review of Rupert Neudeck’s latest book on aid
activities in South-East Asia, mentioning, among others, Neudeck’s
comments on the German Red Cross, which he had accused of in-
stitutional jealousy. Neudeck himself wanted to retain the Komitee’s
spontaneous and immediate motivation, and therefore claimed to
ignore the greedy and bureaucratic institutions of the Red Cross.53

In response to this, the president of the German Red Cross, Walter
Bargatzky, sent a telex to JürgenMöllemann, chairman of the parlia-
mentary subcommittee, informing him that Jürgen Schilling could
not possibly deliver his report in the presence of Rupert Neudeck.
Bargatzky declared that Neudeck’s statements were incompatible
with the conventional view of aid organizations, including the re-
cently founded ones, and with the basic rules of humanitarian aid.54

In fact, Möllemann put only Schilling’s paper on the agenda
for the upcoming session and postponed Neudeck’s report to the
following one. Although Schilling appeared to regret the newspaper
article, the subcommittee’s chairman commented in an unequivocal
manner on the obvious animosities between the aid organizations,

51 Minutes of the rd session of the parliamentary subcommittee on humanitarian
aid,  Feb. , PA-DBT , A /-Prot. UA - ‘humanitäre Hilfe’.

52 Dossier German Red Cross ‘zum Punkt II. des Berichtes des Deutschen Roten
Kreuzes vor dem Unterausschuß für humanitäre Hilfe am ..’,  Feb. ,
ADRK, .

53 Art. ‘Helfen, bevor das Meer sie verschlingt’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung ,  Feb.
. 54 Telex Bargatzky to Möllemann, . Feb. , ADRK, .
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declaring that these squabbles were unacceptable. With regard to
the German Red Cross, he considered it unfortunate that an orga-
nization which largely depended on co-operation with parliament
should try to dictate the proceedings of its committee. He was joined
by most of the subcommittee’s members. The Social Democrat Rolf
Meinecke declared, in the name of his whole parliamentary group,
that the disagreement between the aid organizations was deplor-
able. He was sure that the West German public had no sympathy
with this conflict.55

Some deputies came out publicly in support of Neudeck’s Ko-
mitee. The day after Schilling’s appearance in front of the subcom-
mittee, the Deutsches Komitee Not-Ärzte held a press conference
on the occasion of its first anniversary and the release of Rupert
Neudeck’s latest book. In addition to Neudeck and several Komitee
doctors, a UNHCR representative and the television journalist
Franz Alt were present on the podium. They were joined by two
Bundestag deputies, the Social Democrat Volker Neumann and
the Liberal Helga Schuchardt. Schuchardt stated that only a net-
work of aid organizations could alleviate the refugees’ suffering.
The small and private organizations, she argued, were quicker and
less bureaucratic because they were not semi-official. She stated
that UNESCO had drawn on the support of smaller organizations
in Cambodia, and communicated the opinion of all three parlia-
mentary party groups that, in case of financial problems, the small
organizations should be funded by public money. In her view, all aid
organizations should complement one another. Volker Neumann
stated that he and his colleagues had sympathy with the Komitee
because it worked more quickly than the bigger organizations. As
an example, he referred to the long time it had taken to prepare the
Red Cross ship, which was dispatched only after the main support
for the refugees had already been organized by others. In his view,
more people could have been saved if the ship had been hired by a
less bureaucratic process in Singapore.56

The weekly magazine Der Spiegel reported on the hearings of the
aid organizations. The article’s author was well informed about the
sessions and traced the stages of the controversy in every detail.
The tenor was clearly favourable to the smaller organizations, and

55 Minutes of the th session of the parliamentary subcommittee on humanitarian
aid,  Feb. , PA-DBT , A /-Prot. UA - ‘humanitäre Hilfe’.
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the report concluded with a statement by a Bundestag deputy
who praised the outstanding merits of the younger organizations
and described the Red Cross’s ‘attacks’ as ‘profoundly silly and
inappropriate’.57 Red Cross staff began to ask themselves what the
RedCross could do to counter the parliamentary lobby of Neudeck’s
Komitee. Although the deputies were not very high-ranking, they
had nevertheless successfully caused a public stir. It was thought that
a publicity campaign by the Red Cross and its supporting deputies
would be helpful.58 As a reaction to the positive presentation of the
Komitee’s activities in the media, the Red Cross planned further
publicity for its Flora project in late August , to which another
donation campaign could easily be linked. The Red Cross admitted
that the Cap Anamur offered journalists more material because of its
more spectacular missions, but they believed that the Flora did not
lag behind its competitor, and that a good report also had a chance
of being picked up by the media. The Red Cross administration
planned to add to the report a call for donations, a leaflet, and a kit
for making a small model of the Flora.59

Attempts to promote the Flora project were, however, blighted by
a new stage in the controversy between the two aid organizations.
In September  several media reported a verbal exchange
between Jürgen Schilling and the representatives of the Komitee.
This was caused by a disagreement between the Komitee and
several Länder governments, which were delaying acceptance of
further boat people. As a result, the Cap Anamur had lain uselessly
at anchor in Singapore for weeks. The Komitee had therefore
suggested establishing transit camps in West Germany before the
boat people were distributed among the Länder. The Red Cross
secretary-general stated that such camps were not needed. He
doubted whether most of the Vietnamese were refugees and accused
them of being voluntary immigrants who had only been tempted
to leave their country by the presence of the Cap Anamur on the
high seas. Schilling clarified that the Red Cross had a different
idea of humanitarian aid. Instead of spending millions of Marks of
donated money maintaining a ship that would bring Asians from
a completely alien culture to Western countries, the Red Cross
was trying to find solutions in situ. The Komitee counter-attacked
by alluding to slanderous remarks by some right-wing extremists

57 Article ‘Hochgradig albern’, Der Spiegel ,  Mar. . 58 Ibid.
59 Note Horn,  Aug. , ADRK, .
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that had resulted in the killing of two Vietnamese in the Federal
Republic.60

In addition to the element of competition with a newly established
organization, the remarks by Schilling revealed his worries about
immigration as a motive for opposing the operations by Cap Anamur .
This was not new. Schilling had already concluded his report to
the parliamentary subcommittee in February  by making an
appeal for a new and internationally co-ordinated refugee regime.
To accept some refugees was merely selective humanity, he said,
and did not provide a solution to the mass problem. He called
on the government to establish a proper agenda as part of the
international discussion, focusing on a way of enabling states to keep
their people within their own boundaries. As further migrations
were to be expected nevertheless, Schilling even called for the
establishment of separate territories for refugees.61 The general
direction of Schilling’s refugee concept had also been outlined at a
very early stage in the Flora project. In late November  Schilling
had addressed the president of the German Red Cross, Walter
Bargatzky, and declared that in view of the refugee crisis in South-
East Asia and the arrival of boat people in West Germany, politics
was obviously incapable of stopping further mass movements of
refugees. He also complained about the lack of any idea of what to
do with those who had already escaped to Malaysia. He described
the acceptance of , additional refugees beyond the quota by
the government of Lower Saxony in Hanover as ‘an honourable act
of desperation’, because he expected that these Vietnamese people
would be as incapable of being integrated, as he put it, as Pakistani
asylum seekers. He therefore advocated a development project that
would enable Malaysia and other Asian countries to accept and
house the refugees within their states. He was confident that the
German people would support such a development project and that
it would offer an opportunity to deploy Red Cross staff on a large

60 Article ‘Streit um Flüchtlinge mit Tiefschlägen’, Allgemeine Zeitung ,  Sept. .
In August  right-wing extremists attacked the residence of Vietnamese boat people
in Hamburg. They sprayed xenophobic slogans on the walls and set fire to the
building. Two Vietnamese, aged  and , were killed in the fire: Olaf Beuchling,
‘Vom Bootsflüchtling zum Bundesbürger: Flucht und Exil im sozialen Selbstbild
vietnamesischer Migranten in Hamburg’, in Angelika Eder (ed.), ‘Wir sind auch da!’
Über das Leben von und mit Migranten in europäischen Großstädten (Hamburg, ), –,
at .

61 Report Schilling,  Feb. , ADRK, .



   

scale.62 In January  Schilling repeated his willingness to oppose
those who, influenced by a ‘misconceived idea of international
solidarity’, thought that the Federal Republic was morally obliged
to accept a growing number of immigrants.63

Schilling’s criticisms in September , especially the idea that
the Cap Anamur was a ‘pull factor’ encouraging further escapes, were
also put forward by several other individuals and institutions. In
January  the International Herald Tribune, for instance, reported
that the refugees saved by the Cap Anamur were not political but
economic migrants.64 As a result, the West German Ministry for
Foreign Affairs put together an opinion on the Cap Anamur ’s rescue
operations in March . The Ministry argued that it could not
reject any boat people who had been saved from distress by a ship
under German colours and had been refused by third states. By
the end of , , boat people had been rescued by German
ships, , of them by the Cap Anamur . About three-quarters of
them had applied to enter the Federal Republic. In response to
the criticisms of the Komitee, the governments of Indonesia and
Singapore had closed their refugee camps to those boat people
who had been saved by the Cap Anamur and were waiting for
transport to West Germany. Only the Philippines permitted them
to stay under certain conditions. According to the West German
Foreign Office, the ASEAN states’ criticisms had been echoed by
several journalists and correspondents, and finally even by the local
UNHCRrepresentatives. As a result, theWestGermanLänderwere
strengthened in their position of refusing further boat people.65

However, the West German Foreign Office was unable to confirm
the accusations against the Komitee. The Ministry stated that the
, Vietnamese who had escaped their country by sea in 
gave the lie to the claim of a ‘pull factor’. The government based its
opinion of the Cap Anamur on a number of further considerations.
First, the High Commissioner for Refugees had explicitly supported
continuation of the ship’s activity. Second, the European Parliament

62 Note Schilling to Bargatzky,  Nov. , ADRK, .
63 Letter Schilling to man from northern Germany (here I suppress the name), 

Jan. , ADRK, .
64 Neudeck, Die letzte Fahrt der Cap Anamur I , .
65 Opinion German Ministry for Foreign Affairs ‘Die Rettungstätigkeit der “Cap

Anamur”’,  Mar. ; attached to minutes of the th session of the parliamentary
subcommittee on humanitarian aid,  June , PA-DBT , A /-Prot. . UA -
‘humanitäre Hilfe’.



   -    

had called on the European Commission to subsidize the Cap
Anamur instead of dispatching a European ship in July .66 As a
result, the Commission had made a one-off grant of DM ,.67

The Ministry assumed that the European Parliament’s positive
evaluation was unchanged. Finally, although accepting an expected
further , boat people in  and  would cause problems
for the Länder and communities, the more so as the integration of
South-East Asian refugees was considered particularly difficult and
complex, the government admitted that , Asian immigrants
would indeed have a small impact on the resident foreign population
in the Federal Republic.68 The Federal government had initially had
doubts about Neudeck’s Komitee and favoured the Red Cross ship.
Now it was unwilling to tolerate criticism of the Cap Anamur . On the
contrary, despite changes in West German public opinion regarding
the South-East Asian refugee disaster and the increasing unwilling-
ness of the Länder to accept further boat people, the government,
ironically, was to become an advocate of the Komitee, as it was
legally forced to accept the refugees saved by German ships. The
international political obligation outweighed domestic concerns.

In June  the Ministry for Foreign Affairs admitted that
the government faced a dilemma: while it was obliged to accept
refugees saved by ships under German colours, it was dependent on
the consent of the Länder. The actual quota of , Vietnamese
refugees had already been reached a couple of months earlier. The
Federal Minister for the Interior had started an initiative among
his colleagues in the Länder to raise the quota, but as he did not
succeed, the Chancellor had started another initiative among the
ministers president in February . He had asked for an additional
quota of , but the ministers president had been reluctant to
agree, referring to the accusations levelled against the Cap Anamur ’s
activities. Until such time as these criticisms were discredited, the
Länder rejected an increased quota.69

66 Ibid.
67 Rupert Neudeck, ‘Ein Schiff war gekommen, aber nicht da’, in Gerhard Müller-
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Three weeks later, the secretary-general of theGermanRedCross
added fire to the controversy. Relying on a change in public opinion
regarding the activities of the Cap Anamur , he stated in a radio
programme broadcast by the Deutschlandfunk that the Komitee
had presented the public with half-truths. Schilling declared that it
was untrue that , people had been saved from distress; in some
cases they had been brought in from secure ships or oil platforms.
He repeated the allegation that the people leaving Vietnam were
not being politically persecuted, but were emigrants.70 Schilling’s
statement provoked a number of reactions. Among other critics, the
Social Democratic Bundestag deputy Volker Neumann replied to
the latter point. In his view, Schilling’s declarationwas embarrassing:
he wondered how long the RedCross could keep a secretary-general
who prevented aid from going to people in distress because of his
complete ignorance of the refugee situation in South-East Asia. The
UNHCR’s statistics, experience in the USA, and the testimonies of
rescued refugees proved that the majority had left Vietnam, and
were still doing so, for political reasons. In his eyes it was scandalous
to trivialize the problem, given that , Vietnamese people were
leaving their country each month and many lost their lives.71

Neudeck himself responded with a calculated provocation.72 He
addressed a public letter to Walter Bargatzky, president of the Ger-
manRedCross, complaining about the secretary-general’s offensive
statement during the radio programme. He urgently requested the
president of the Red Cross to publicly defend the doctors and
nurses on the Cap Anamur against Schilling’s insulting defamation.
He pointed to a statement by the journalist Peter Scholl-Latour,
a member of the Red Cross’s executive committee, who had de-
clared that the criticismwas ‘scandalous’. In Scholl-Latour’s eyes the
Cap Anamur was undoubtedly the refugees’ final chance of rescue.
Neudeck asked the Red Cross president to save his organization’s
humanitarian image and put a stop to Schilling’s ‘ignoble’ activity.
He declared that he was willing to call Schilling a ‘shabby squealer’
until his statement was publicly denied.73

Neudeck’s public letter was taken up widely by the West German

70 Article ‘DRK: Keine Flüchtlinge aus Vietnam’, Die Welt ,  June .
71 Informationen der Sozialdemokratischen Bundestagsfraktion, no. ,  June ,
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media.74 Botho Prinz zu Sayn-Wittgenstein-Hohenstein, who was a
member both of the parliamentary subcommittee on humanitarian
aid and of the executive committee of the German Red Cross,
deplored the fact that the public would once again assume the
Red Cross was permanently concerned with the Cap Anamur ’s
‘successes’.75 The president of the German Red Cross reacted by
sending a short personal letter toNeudeck. According to theminutes
of the interview, he explained, Schilling had not explicitly named
the Komitee or the Cap Anamur . Bargatzky did admit that Schilling’s
statement amounted to a severe criticism of the Komitee’s activities,
but he pointed out that it did not include any personal insults. The
president strongly objected to Neudeck calling Schilling a ‘shabby
squealer’: this was far beneath the standards Bargatzky was used
to.76 The letter did not calm matters. Hoping to garner some public
support, Neudeck reacted by initiating private legal proceedings
against Schilling. The Cap Anamur ’s owner appeared as plaintiff and
demanded a public revocation of Schilling’s statements during the
Deutschlandfunk interview, requesting a fine of DM , in case
of refusal. Schilling had the claim dismissed on the grounds that
he had been misinformed as to the facts by Neudeck’s publication
of .77

The public and legal controversy between Schilling and Neudeck
coincided with the end of the Cap Anamur ’s operations in South-East
Asia. In autumn  the governments of the West German Länder
failed to agree on a further increase in the quota of refugees. As
a result, the Cap Anamur had to anchor at Puerto Princesa in the
Philippines for two months as it could not land more than 
boat people. Finally, they were granted entry into West Germany
because the governments of Lower Saxony and two other Länder
accepted a further quota.78 In June , however, it was clear that
the Länder would not accept any more refugees beyond the official
asylum process.79 This meant the end of the Komitee’s engagement
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in South-East Asia.80 In late July  the Cap Anamur returned
to West Germany with the final  refugees on board. By then,
the West German Länder had accepted a total of about ,
‘contingent’ refugees.81 The debate on immigration, which initially
formed a backdrop to the struggle between the aid organizations,
had now come to the fore, pushing humanitarian concerns into the
background.

Conclusion

This essay has focused on the interaction between two relief or-
ganizations facing the same humanitarian problem: the exodus of
thousands of Indo-Chinese refugees from South-East Asia. Their
miserable situation, especially that of the boat people, sparked a
general willingness among the West German people to grant them
humanitarian aid. This was realized by two very different organiza-
tions using their own, individual methods. As an established and
traditional welfare organization, the German Red Cross set up an
extensive aid programme. Its activities were closely co-ordinated
with those of the UNHCR, the ICRC, and the West German go-
vernment. The German Red Cross used its container ship Flora as
a base from which to administer the refugee camps, renouncing
the rescue of boat people on the high seas. In contrast, the Deut-
sches Komitee Not-Ärzte defined itself as a non-bureaucratic civic
group. Its founder, Rupert Neudeck, described its aid activities as
not planned, but emotionally motivated. Like the Red Cross, the
Komitee had a ship that was initially employed in care operations
for the refugee camps. But from February  the Cap Anamur was
used to save the lives of boat people on the high seas. It should be
emphasized that the Komitee also co-operated with the UNHCR
and the International Red Cross associations.

The three years during which the two ships were deployed in
South-East Asia witnessed a heated personal confrontation between
leading representatives of both organizations. That quarrel is indi-
cative of how actors in the field of international humanitarian aid
compete for funds, support, and recognition at the national level.
This essay has thus revealed some insights into the dimensions of the
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politics of aid as one of the dilemmas of international humanitarian
engagement. The controversy described in the previous section can
be explained in both personal and organizational terms. On a per-
sonal level, Rupert Neudeck, the Komitee’s founder and frontman,
and Jürgen Schilling, secretary-general of the German Red Cross,
differed enormously. Neudeck can be identified with the cosmo-
politan and spontaneous dimension of humanitarian commitment.
Schilling, by contrast, did not simply represent its institutionalized
and internationally legalized counterpart, but also intervened in
several public debates on immigration to West Germany using an
explicitly nationalist and racial vocabulary.82 On the organizatio-
nal level, the two humanitarian actors were both competing for
West German government support. It is true that the Komitee
set great store by its independence from governmental institutions
and money, but boat people could not be transferred to the Federal
Republic without the support of the Federal government and the ad-
ministrations of the West German Länder. Thus, both the Komitee
and the Red Cross required organizational and diplomatic support,
and the Red Cross also needed state subsidies. Furthermore, both
organizations were also in competition for the financial and moral
support of the West German people.

A situation in which a traditional German welfare organization
was defending itself against the competition of a younger relief
initiative with a different orientation, while the latter tried to gain
ground in the humanitarian field by differentiating itself from the
habitus of the established organizations, was not a new phenomenon
in the late s. Since the middle of the s, it had been possible
to set up new relief organizations alongside the already established
ones because of the liberalization of West Germany’s donation laws.
From that period on, a number of comparable struggles between
different humanitarian organizations can be identified.83 However,
the fierceness of the controversy and especially the personal nature
of the attacks remain remarkable.

The story of the squabbles over which organization was better at
providing international humanitarian aid makes more than an in-
teresting anecdote. It offers important insights into the institutional

82 Ulrich Herbert, Geschichte der Ausländerpolitik in Deutschland: Saisonarbeiter, Zwangsar-
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arrangements of international humanitarian aid. The actor-centred
perspective from which this essay is written reveals the many per-
sonal, financial, and organizational connections between private
organizations and public administrative and parliamentary institu-
tions. These connections raise the question of whether the classic
differentiation between state and non-state actors is useful when
it comes to analysing the anatomy of international humanitar-
ian aid. I argue that a governance perspective should be used to
dissect the relations between all kinds of actors involved in inter-
national humanitarian activities. Governance in a wide sense is
a ‘structure, process, mechanism, and strategy’, which should be
understood as ‘an agenda on order and disorder, efficiency and
legitimacy all in the context of the hybridization of modes of con-
trol that allow the production of fragmented and multidimensional
order within the state, by the state, without the state, and beyond
the state.’84 Instead of defining hierarchies between the actors,
it then becomes meaningful to analyse their concepts and prac-
tices of regulation and co-ordination. These interactions, in turn,
provoke forms of co-operation or confrontation, as demonstrated
above.

Using an actor-centred perspective when analysing inter-
organizational governance structures may run the risk of ignoring
the inner-organizational individual component. The fact that, al-
though the majority of the parliamentary subcommitee’s deputies
supported the Cap Anamur , Botho Prinz zu Sayn-Wittgenstein-
Hohenstein, pursuing his personal interests, backed the Red Cross,
demonstrates the limitations of defining an organization as an actor.
This becomes more obvious with reference to the Red Cross Society,
for instance, consisting as it does of thousands of official and volun-
tary members. In order to allow for this, I argue that the governance
perspective should be stretched to levels beyond the national one.
In the style of a multilevel governance concept,85 an integrated
institutional and social assessment of international humanitarian
aid should combine a local, a national, and an ‘in the field’ (that is,
international) level.

If we apply these parameters to the controversy presented here

84 David Levi-Faur, ‘From “Big Government” to “Big Governance”’, in id. (ed.),
The Oxford Handbook of Governance (Oxford, ), –, at , .

85 e.g. Henrik Enderlein, Sonja Wälti, and Michael Zürn (eds.), Handbook on
Multi-Level Governance (Cheltenham, ).
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between the leading representatives of the two German aid orga-
nizations in the national public and media spheres, it is remarkable
that the majority of their staff active ‘in the field’ emphasized the
need for smooth co-operation in South-East Asia.86 Another, even
more contradictory, development was the dispatch of German Red
Cross experts to German embassies in some Asian capitals in order
to organize the transfer of Vietnamese and Cambodian refugees
to the Federal Republic. In view of the organization’s expertise as
demonstrated in its tracing service and its close relationship with
the Federal government, Red Cross officials could not reject the
government’s request. From February  four Red Cross experts
were active in Malaysia and Thailand.87

Similar contradictions between public statements by the Red
Cross’s secretary-general and official policy can be traced at na-
tional as well as local level. It is most likely that they derive from the
strategic aspects of the popular attitude to the refugees’ suffering,
both within and beyond the local and regional Red Cross member-
ship. TheRedCross leadership, for instance, initiated a co-operative
enterprise with the newspaper Die Welt by sending  Cambodian
orphans to West Germany.88 In the run-up to the transport, the
Red Cross leadership tried to ensure positive media coverage.89

While this project was linked to a media donation campaign and
focused on the whole West German public sphere, the Red Cross
leadership also had to respect the fact that sympathy for a transfer
of South-East Asians was shared by its members, who were active in
local integration efforts. The national hierarchy reacted by issuing
official material in support of local activities.90 Another example of
this dilemma between national strategy and local attitudes could be
observed in Hamburg. The weekly Die Zeit and the Hamburg admi-
nistration organized the transfer of more than  Vietnamese boat
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people to the city.91 Both local and national Red Cross organizations
were involved in this project.92

It is clear that the conflict between the Red Cross and the
Komitee’s leadership focused mainly on gaining public support
for their respective strategies for providing the best possible aid to
refugees in South-East Asia. It is doubtful, however, whether these
struggles and campaignswere in anyway successful. It is true that the
quarrel between the two representatives was reported by the media.
But it is not at all clear that the campaigns to differentiate between
the two groups were really noticed by the West German people.
In his autobiographical writings Neudeck mentions an opinion poll
which showed that important parts of the population thought that
the Cap Anamur was a Red Cross project. And the archives of the
German Red Cross contain several notes revealing an awareness
of the fact that West Germans did not really differentiate between
the two ships, their purposes, and the organizations responsible
for them.93 Another remarkable manifestation of this ignorance is
the hundreds of thousands of bank orders that the Red Cross had
enclosed with German newspapers as part of the society’s broad
fund-raising campaign. Some of them were sent back to the Red
Cross Society with extremely racist and chauvinistic remarks written
on them.94 These people rejected the transport of any boat people
to West Germany, thus unconsciously revealing that they did not
differentiate between the purposes of the two ships or the character
of the two relief organizations, as the Flora was explicitly not
dedicated to transporting boat people to West Germany. Whatever
effects the struggle described above had on government policy,
the form in which relief was administered, or the self-image of the
agencies, for somemembers of the public humanitarian concerns for
suffering strangers did not outweigh their anxiety that the provision
of humanitarian aid would lead to an increase in the number of
immigrants.

91 Olaf Beuchling, ‘Vom Bootsflüchtling zum Bundesbürger: Flucht und Exil im
sozialen Selbstbild vietnamesischer Migranten in Hamburg’, in Eder (ed.), ‘Wir sind
auch da!’ , –.

92 e.g. minutes ‘Erstes Gespräch über die Organisation der Vietnam-Flüchtlingshilfe’,
 July , Archives of the ZEIT-Stiftung, NL Bucerius ; article ‘Völkerwanderung
des zwanzigsten Jahrhunderts’, Die Zeit ,  July .

93 e.g. note Eppenstein,  June , ADRK, /.
94 ADRK, , /, and .



PART IV

Dilemmas of Global Humanitarianism





16

Humanitarian Dilemmas, Concern
for Others, and Care of the Self:

The Case of Médecins sans Frontières

M G

In the standard account of contemporary humanitarianism the s
stand out as a transformativemoment. Following the end of the Cold
War, the story goes, political violence became chaotic and the crises it
engendered grewmore complex.With thewithdrawal of superpower
patronage, civil wars were deregulated, with a myriad of paramilit-
ary and non-state actors vying for power. Freed from the straitjacket
of the Cold War, humanitarian organizations gained access to con-
flict zones that had hitherto been beyond reach. Their mandates ex-
panded and becamemore ambitious, while their aidmissions unwit-
tingly fed into the political dynamics of highly fragmented conflicts.
According to this account, the heyday of transnational humanitar-
ianism was simultaneously also a time of deep crisis. In the wake of
the international intervention in Somalia, the genocide in Rwanda,
the ethnic cleansing in Bosnia, and the war inKosovo, humanitarian
action moved from the margins of the international arena to the
centre of world politics. At the same time, however, its fundamental
principles were shattered by the failure to respond adequately to
political violence and, when such a response was undertaken, by
the militarization of the humanitarian endeavour. As David Rieff,
who covered the humanitarian crises of the s, has put it, ‘by
the beginning of the twenty-first century every experienced relief
worker need[ed] no reminder of the new conventional wisdom that
there are no humanitarian solutions to humanitarian problems’.1

An earlier version of this essay, entitled ‘Humanitarian Governance and Ethical
Cultivation: Médecins sans Frontières and the Advent of the Expert-Witness’, appeared
in Millennium: Journal of International Studies, / (), –, ©  by Michal
Givoni; reprinted by permission of SAGE Publications Ltd.

1 David Rieff, A Bed for the Night: Humanitarianism in Crisis (New York, ), .



  

In fact, for many humanitarian practitioners who witnessed and
reflected on the political disasters of that decade, humanitarianism
was increasingly coming to seem a part of the problem. Dozens of
essays, monographs, and case studies published since the beginning
of the s highlighted the unintended side effects of humanitarian
action and its adverse political consequences.2 No longer focused
on such familiar pitfalls of humanitarian assistance as the embezzle-
ment of funds or the creation of a dependency syndrome, these
critical accounts were preoccupied with the structural problems
that beset aid missions when they were properly and successfully
carried out. Prominent voices fromwithin humanitarian circles now
claimed that the moral minimalism underpinning humanitarian
engagement tended to preclude consideration of the broader context
of crises and to function as a substitute for firmer, more effective
but also more controversial modes of intervention. Seen from this
angle, the major challenge faced by humanitarian ethics was not the
fact that its message remained unheeded but rather the mounting
political impact of a humanitarian cause deplored as a victim of its
own success.

This grim diagnosis of the humanitarian predicament was far
from being a paralysing one. As Mark Duffield has shown, it led to
a reaffirmation of the humanitarian impulse while investing it with
more solid and rationalized grounds. The troubles of humanitar-
ianism were inscribed in an ethical discourse that strove to ‘develop
systematic methods of prioritizing problems, judging one’s respon-
sibility and analysing outcomes in order to make the best decision’.3

Endeavouring to recalibrate humanitarian action and ensure its
moral efficiency, this highly prolific version of humanitarian ethics
was framed by the ‘dilemmas’, ‘hard choices’, and ‘paradoxes’ of
intervention.4 The new awareness of the dark sides of humanitar-
ianism gave rise to two disparate ethical devices. On the one hand,
it led to the formulation of ethical guidelines and codes of conduct
that affirmed the categorical power of the humanitarian imperative

2 Some of the most notable works are Alex De Waal, Famine Crimes: Politics and
the Disaster Relief Industry in Africa (Oxford, ); Fiona Terry, Condemned to Repeat?
The Paradox of Humanitarian Action (Ithaca, NY, ); Rony Brauman, Humanitaire: le
dilemme, interview with Philippe Petit (Paris, ); David Kennedy, The Dark Sides of
Virtue: Reassessing International Humanitarianism (Princeton, ).

3 Mark Duffield, Global Governance and the New Wars: The Merging of Development and
Security (London, ), .

4 Hugo Slim, ‘Doing the Right Thing: Relief Agencies, Moral Dilemmas and Moral
Responsibility in Political Emergencies and War’, Disasters,  (), –.



     

and set out its basic tenets. On the other hand, it engendered a
case-based analysis of interventions in crises that fed into a more
supple casuistic morality that sought to cultivate the discretion and
critical skills of aid workers.

The growing recognition of the costs and unintended con-
sequences of relief operations is usually related to the emergence, in
the s, of new wars that accentuated the implication of huma-
nitarian aid in the political dynamics of conflict. It is typically
considered to be a ‘response to [the] complexity’ of the new theatres
of intervention that surged in the wake of the Cold War.5 In what
follows, however, I will argue that this recent concern with the
quandaries of humanitarianism has older roots, which go back to
the particular rationalities that non-governmental humanitarian-
ism assumed as it was taking shape in the s. Contemporary
humanitarian dilemmas, or rather, the ethical discourse that has
been animated and shaped by them, are not mere reflections of the
shifting terrain of crisis. They can be traced back to earlier modes in
which the moral sensibility to the plight of distant victims has been
put into practice and operationalized. From a close examination
of the case of the medical humanitarian organization Médecins
sans Frontières (MSF: Doctors without Borders), one of the most
prominent humanitarian NGOs operating today and a particularly
fitting representative of reflexive humanitarianism, I argue that the
ethical malaise of humanitarian practitioners and their immanent
critique of international relief were facilitated by the new moral
subjectivity that non-governmental humanitarianism both fostered
and presupposed. They were made possible by—indeed, they were
the logical outcome of—the dual character of a humanitarian ethics
that combined care for distant victims with care for Western selves.

Moral dilemmas, as Ilana Feldman has rightly suggested, are en-
demic to humanitarianism.6 Yet while humanitarian work is almost
inevitably compromised, it is grounded in moral conceptions and
ethical practices whose shifting historical forms determine which
tensions are perceived as pertinent, how contradictions are enacted,
and what practical import is accorded to them. Whereas the
Quakers’ dilemmas analysed by Feldman stemmed from the effort
to pursue two incompatible ethical projects—the humanitarian,

5 Duffield, Global Governance, .
6 Ilana Feldman, ‘The Quaker Way: Ethical Labor and Humanitarian Relief ’,

American Ethnologist , / (), –.



  

together with amore ambitious peacemission—recent debates have
focused on the double-bind of the humanitarian imperative, casting
the humanitarian endeavour itself as inherently problematic. Addi-
tionally, contemporary challenges and dilemmas of intervention are
no longer perceived as merely a personal matter or an organizatio-
nal concern. Debated in conferences, analysed in case studies and
books, and discussed in the media, they have become a public issue
undergirding calls for a reconsideration of humanitarian practices.

What was there in contemporary humanitarianism that allowed
for age-old anxieties to be turned into pressing problems with
both operational and political ramifications? Without attempting to
provide a comprehensive account of this newmode of humanitarian
reasoning, I wish to show that it should be deciphered as the
culmination of the practical ethics in which the concern for ‘life
in crisis’ has been embedded since the s.7 The notion of
practical ethics that I use here, following Michel Foucault, does
not refer to the imperatives and deliberations that seek to guide
humanitarian activity and ensure that it works to the benefit of the
victims. It consists, rather, of the philosophies, protocols, exercises,
and devices that promote the ‘care of the self ’ and the cultivation
of freedom.8 In Thomas Osborne’s apt definition, ethics of the
kind that I have in mind here refers to ‘those practices, ideals,
norms and techniques through which agents [in this case, the
humanitarian rescuers] seek to “stylize” their attributes such as to
make themselves coherent subjects of conduct’.9 Based on these
Foucauldian insights, the claim that I wish to make in what follows is
that the analytical attention to the quandaries of humanitarianism is
the late, elaborate, and reflexive form of an ethical work (askēsis) that
has served to engrave humanitarian commitments in durable moral
conducts.10 Contemporary humanitarian dilemmas, in other words,
are a medium through which Western experts, who have come to
dominate the humanitarian scene, morph into moral personae
equipped with technical skills yet not fully determined by them.

7 See Peter Redfield, ‘Doctors, Borders, and Life in Crisis’, Cultural Anthropology,
/ (), –.

8 Michel Foucault, The Hermeneutics of the Subject: Lectures at the Collège de France,
–, ed. Frédéric Gros (New York, ); id., The Use of Pleasure (New York, ),
–.

9 Thomas Osborne, ‘Power and Persons: On Ethical Stylization and Person-Centered
Medicine’, Sociology of Health and Illness,  (), –, at .

10 Foucault, The Use of Pleasure, .



     

The case of MSF makes it possible to trace the contours of one of
the prominent ethical supplements that came to be an integral part
of professional practices of aid. ForMSF, the burden of humanitarian
dilemmas, when properly assumed, became commingled with the
figure of the witness. This figure, as the history and practices
of MSF make patent, had to be made and maintained, while
crafting physicians as vigilant observers of distant suffering and as
compelling, rather than simply credible, spokespersons of victims
worldwide. The humanitarian witness has been more than just
a source of testimony, whose own existence could be taken for
granted: the witness has been a character to take on, an appealing
moral position that could be attained by undertaking voluntary
relief action in the Third World, and later ethical deliberations as
well as outspoken statements in Western public spheres.

In order to draw out the full resonance and political stakes of
the ethical practices that set witnessing as an end in itself, it is
necessary to turn our gaze back to the s, when humanitar-
ianism without borders was beginning to take shape. This period
of incubation provides a privileged window into the making of a
‘specific intellectual’;11 a valuable historical record of how the figure
of an engaged expert that came to constitute a new point of re-
lay between truth and politics was forged in the field of medical
humanitarianism.12 Yet MSF’s effort to weave together witnessing
and medicine as a means to transcend the confines of the latter also
casts critical light on this new intellectual project. It discloses the
hitherto neglected connections of the expert witness to a neo-liberal
political rationality that mobilizes the freedom and autonomy of
individuals as prime resources for the redeployment on a global
scale of more efficient and effective political power.13

By tracking the ethical work that lies at the roots of contemporary
humanitarian engagement, this essay seeks to provide a more com-
prehensive portrait of the ethics of humanitarianism, which has thus

11 On the notion of the specific intellectual see Michel Foucault, ‘Truth and Power’,
in id., Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, –, ed. Colin
Gordon (Brighton, ), –.

12 As Peter Redfield suggests, this figure of a specific intellectual will later give rise
to a more ambitious formation of expertise in which truth claims are essentially the
product of a collective, rather than an individual, effort. See Peter Redfield, ‘A Less
Modest Witness: Collective Advocacy and Motivated Truth in a Medical Humanitarian
Movement’, American Ethnologist , / (), –, at .

13 On advanced liberal governmentality see Nikolas Rose, Powers of Freedom: Reframing
Political Thought (Cambridge, ).



  

far been studied mostly from a liberal and normative perspective.
While the moral ends, rules of conduct, and ethical priorities that
underlie contemporary humanitarianism have been discussed ex-
tensively in recent years, most often in the context of debates about
the justification of military intervention for humanitarian causes
and about the measures needed to promote accountability on the
part of relief organizations, less well noted is the moral habitus
that translates the humanitarian imperative into practice, and the
modes of being that invigorate what otherwise could remain an idle
prescription.14 This is not a question merely of the kind of attitudes
one has to mould and adopt in order to become a humanitarian
personality. More fundamentally, what still awaits exploration is the
extent to which the humanitarian endeavour has depended on and
profited from the valorization of an ethical crafting of character. By
looking back at themaking, in the s, of humanitarianismwithout
borders, I wish to show that technologies of the self have been pivotal
to contemporary non-governmental humanitarianism.15 This does
not entail that the humanitarian endeavour is, in the final account,
a purely narcissistic one: it rather means that the care exercised
by experts for their own moral being has become increasingly en-
meshed with their concern for others, forming the condition and
the medium for the effective realization of contemporary ‘politics of
pity’.16

The recognition that in humanitarian work it is not only ‘impos-
sible . . . to distinguish altruism from narcissism’, as James Dawes
has put it, but also potentially detrimental to do so has important
repercussions for our appraisal of both the morality and the politics
of humanitarianism.17 What needs to be addressed is the affinities of
the humanitarian endeavour with a configuration of political power
in which, in the words of Foucault, ‘technologies of domination of
individuals over one another have recourse to processes by which
the individual acts upon himself and, conversely, . . .[in which] tech-

14 The notable exceptions are Feldman, ‘The Quaker Way’, and, from a more
sociological viewpoint, Pascal Dauvin, Joanna Siméant, and C.A.H.I.E.R, Le Travail
humanitaire: les acteurs des ONG, du siège au terrain (Paris, ).

15 See Michel Foucault, ‘Technologies of the Self ’, in Luther H. Martin, Huck
Gutman, and Patrick H. Hutton (eds.), Technologies of the Self: A Seminar with Michel
Foucault (London, ), –.

16 Luc Boltanski, Distant Suffering: Morality, Media and Politics (Cambridge, ),
–.

17 James Dawes, That the World May Know: Bearing Witness to Atrocity (Cambridge,
Mass., ), .



     

niques of the self are integrated into structures of coercion’.18 While
the concern of critics of humanitarianism has focused largely on its
alignment with sovereign biopolitics and its logic of the exception
and on its transformation into an extremely potent instrument of
political violence and control, there also exists a different kind of
power game that renders this form of global benevolence politically
problematic, albeit in a less decisive way.19 If the humanitarian
administration of bare life is currently anchored in the ethical cul-
tivation of enlightened experts, if control over and surveillance of
the unruly global peripheries is achieved not only through care
for endangered populations but also through care for disconcerted
selves, then there is a need to further complicate the picture drawn
by the critical accounts of humanitarianism. This essay takes a first
step in this direction, using the study of the early years of MSF as a
basis for a revised analytics of humanitarian power. Moving beyond
the topos of bare life, it shows that the affinity between humanitar-
ianism, medicine, and politics draws, to a no lesser extent, on the
‘pursuit of enlightened subjectivity’ for which medicine has become
‘a privileged site’.20

A New Humanitarian Rationality

MSF, recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize, is considered a pioneer
of the second generation of humanitarian organizations in terms
of the innovative medical and logistic techniques it introduced, the
central role it accorded to the media and to public opinion, and
its commitment to bearing witness (témoignage), which the group
defines as ‘an inseparable supplement to the medical action’.21

Indeed, MSF’s preoccupation with the unintended consequences of

18 Quoted in Graham Burchell, ‘Liberal Government and Techniques of the Self ’,
in Andrew Barry, Thomas Osborne, and Nikolas S. Rose (eds.), Foucault and Political
Reason (Chicago, ), –, at .

19 See Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life (Stanford, Calif.,
); Didier Fassin, Humanitarian Reason: A Moral History of the Present (Berkeley, );
Eyal Weizman, The Least of All Possible Evils: Humanitarian Violence from Arendt to Gaza
(London, ).

20 Thomas Osborne, ‘On Anti-Medicine and Clinical Reason’, in Colin Jones and
Roy Porter (eds.), Reassessing Foucault: Power, Medicine and the Body (London, ), –,
at .

21 See MSF, ‘Principes de référence du mouvement Médecins sans Frontières’,  Feb.
, available online at 〈http://association.msf.org/sites/default/files/documents/
Principles%Chantilly%FR.pdf〉 [accessed  Jan. ].



  

interventionwas often articulated in terms of its dual commitment to
provide medical care to ‘populations in danger’ and to bear witness
to their predicament. Témoignage—the French term encompasses
the meanings of witnessing, bearing witness, and testimony—is, as
MSF members themselves admit, a murky concept.22 Nonetheless,
it has grown to be the hallmark and the banner of a new paradigm
of transnational philanthropy wary of the moral consequences of
silent neutrality.

In the conventional historiography of humanitarianism, testi-
mony is presented as a watershed, marking a brave new age that
turned its back on the old rule of the International Committee of
the Red Cross (ICRC). The myth of the origin of MSF, which was
officially founded in , relates the birth of the organization to
one particular resounding act of testimony. According to this nar-
rative, the seeds of MSF were sown by a group of French physicians
disillusioned with revolutionary politics, who volunteered to work
for the ICRC in the Biafran War (–). It was the decision of
this committed group to break with the ICRC’s policy of confiden-
tiality and discretion and testify to the atrocious condition of the
Biafran enclave, thereby voicing its protest against the silence of the
ICRC during the Holocaust, that inaugurated what would later be
identified as ‘rebellious humanitarianism’.23

In her comprehensive narration of the history of MSF, Anne
Vallaeys has recently challenged this view of the spontaneous ge-
neration of humanitarianism ‘without borders’ and the radical split
that it supposedly involved with the humanitarian tradition of the
ICRC. Striving to expose the neglected origins of MSF, Vallaeys
maintains that the organization was born out of the conflicting
agendas of the ‘Biafrans’ and another core group with which they
had joined forces, consisting of physicians and journalists that co-
alesced around the medical newspaper Tonus following the 
cyclone in East Pakistan. Rather than the direct outcome of a heroic

22 See E. B. Rackley, Bearing Witness: Strategies and Risks (MSF, Centre de Recherche,
Operational Centre Brussels, Nov. ), .

23 Françoise Bouchet-Saulnier, ‘The Theory and Practice of “rebellious huma-
nitarianism”’, Humanitarian Exchange Magazine,  (Sept. ), available online at
〈http://www.odihpn.org/humanitarian-exchange-magazine/issue-/the-theory-and-
practice-of-rebellious-humanitarianism〉 [accessed  Mar. ]. This narrative is
propagated most notably by Bernard Kouchner, e.g. ‘L’Humanitaire a changé le
monde’, Les Temps Modernes,  (), –, but also informs less embedded
accounts such as Olivier Weber, French Doctors: les  ans d’épopée des hommes et des femmes
qui ont inventé la médecine humanitaire (Paris, ).



     

venture, MSF, she argues, was the product of a marriage of con-
venience between hospital physicians seeking to gain experience in
emergency interventions and general practitioners from the French
province taken up by the humanitarian cause.24

Although this new historiography advances a more nuanced
and balanced description of the formative phase in MSF history,
it largely leaves untheorized the ethical discourse advanced by
MSF in this period and provides few clues as to the origins of the
ethical reflexivity that has come to distinguish MSF from other
humanitarian organizations. In the following sections I propose to
re-examine the genesis of humanitarianism ‘without borders’ so as
to shed new light on the kind of ethical reasoning that it has recently
endorsed and on the practice of witnessing and testimony in which
it is anchored. This investigation will complement recent studies
by Peter Redfield and Didier Fassin, which provide an anatomy of
humanitarian witnessing in its current shape and trace its novel
configurations of, respectively, truth and morality, and neutrality
and emotion.25 By turning the gaze on the infancy of MSF I attempt
to unpack humanitarian witnessing and analytically distinguish the
act of testimony from the more conventional practice of advocacy.
I seek to show that humanitarianism without borders has brought
forth a modality of witnessing that has consisted not so much in
a sudden verbalization of distant suffering but rather in a broader
reconfiguration of the ways in which crises and their victims are met
with, conceived of, and acted upon.

The Physician’s Burden

The founding, in December , of MSF was heralded on the front
page of the medical newspaper Tonus with a fanfare reserved for
landmark events. The top headline, running above a photograph
of the founders of the organization on what appears to be the
occasion of the signing of its charter, left no doubts as to the gravity
of the moment: ‘Médecins sans Frontières Has Become a Reality.’
Addressing their readers, physicians and othermembers of themedi-
cal professions, in a victorious second-person voice, Tonus editors

24 Anne Vallaeys, Médecins sans Frontières: la biographie (Paris, ), –.
25 See Redfield, ‘A Less Modest Witness’, and Didier Fassin, ‘The Humanitarian

Politics of Testimony: Subjectification through Trauma in the Israeli–Palestinian
Conflict’, Cultural Anthropology, / (), –.



  

enthroned the new organization as ‘the answer to all those who have
doubted you’.26 Painting the physician as the ‘scapegoat of a certain
society of consumption’, they lauded those ‘three hundred among
you and if necessary others more tomorrow’, who ‘proved that disin-
terestedness, dedication, and a certain form of abnegation were the
mark of this medical profession so much decried’.27 For Tonus, whose
editor Raymond Borel and reporter Philippe Bernier were among
those architects of MSF who would remain relatively anonymous,
overshadowed by the physicians who served in Biafra and by their
self-proclaimed leader Bernard Kouchner, the heart of the initiative
lay in the new links that it forged between medicine and ethics.
Framed as a distinctively medical responsibility, assistance to victims
on the global peripheries was to uplift the morale of the medical
profession, and to help retrieve its original spirit and ethical qualities.
It was bound, as another medical newspaper put it, to ‘put into
practice this idealism that lies dormant deep inside every physician,
andwithoutwhich a physician risks being nothing but amerchant’.28

Tonus’s article prefigured what would come to be a dominant
strategy forMSF in the years to come. The organization, which went
on to establish itself as a brand name of sorts for an interventionist
form of humanitarian action willing to violate state sovereignty in
the name of human rights, was at this stage more of a corporatist
venture. Indeed, more than to the transgression of political borders,
the suffix ‘sans frontières’ referred, at this embryonic stage, to
the dismantling of professional barriers that confined physicians
to tedious, bureaucratic, and commercialized labour. Coined by
the founders of MSF, the phrase was adopted in the s and
early s by several French associations established by members
of other professions, who were similarly keen on putting their
expertise to use in the Third World.29 In Tonus’s prose, this ‘sans
frontières’ endeavour stood for the attempt to ‘bring down all the
barriers, all the boundaries [frontières], that still stand between those
whose vocation is to save, to provide care, and the victims of human

26 Philippe Bernier, ‘La Réponse à tous ceux qui doutaient de vous’, Tonus,  Jan.
, , . 27 Ibid.

28 Françoise Pradier, ‘Médecins sans Frontières, au service de la médecine des
catastrophes’, Le Quotidien du Médecins,  Dec. , .

29 The list includes architects, pilots, engineers, dentists, educators, sailors, veter-
inarians, and journalists. A similar view that sees the notion of ‘sans frontières’ as
implying an overcoming of barriers rather than a transgression of national borders is
expressed in Redfield, ‘Doctors, Borders, and Life in Crisis’,  n. .



     

barbarity or of the disorders of nature’.30 Kouchner proclaimed in a
similar spirit that the term Médecins sans Frontières suggested that
‘the other physicians have boundaries [frontières]’.31 For Kouchner
and his colleagues, MSF represented an attempt to set up a more
balanced economy of medical services, one that would be more in
tune with the global distribution of suffering. As Kouchner put it:
‘there is an under-medicalization of the Third World with regard
to which we have to be able to play a small role, instead of being
satisfied too often with treating people who suffer from nothing’.32

What stood condemned by the universalizing ambition of MSF
was, therefore, not the state and its intrinsic exclusions but first
and foremost a certain image, or rather self-image, of the medical
profession.

Reading through documents and interviews from the s, one
is struck by the fact that the terms ‘humanitarian’ and ‘humanitar-
ianism’ were hardly in circulation in MSF; nor are they mentioned
in the group’s first charter and statute. Instead, it was the medical
responsibility to relieve human suffering that lent MSF its moral
impetus and distinctive ethical tone. Until , when it launched
its first advertising campaign directed at the general public, MSF
fund-raising had relied solely on direct appeals to physicians.33 One
such ‘letter to , doctors’, reproduced in its entirety in MSF’s
newsletter, presented MSF as ‘the sole organization worldwide
that addresses itself only to doctors, is managed only by doctors,
and operates only in the area of medical aid’.34 What was unique
about this position was not simply its emphasis on MSF’s medical
identity, a feature that has always occupied centre stage in the
group’s publicity and advocacy campaigns, but rather the fact that
this medical identity served as an almost exclusive marker of the
initiative, overtaking other operational and symbolic framings of
international relief. Xavier Emmanuelli, one of MSF’s founders,
stated in this spirit that ‘we are technicians and we don’t have any
hidden agenda, not political, not religious, and especially not charity
or imperialism . . . just the technique’.35

30 Philippe Bernier, ‘Inde: aider-les à survivre!’, Tonus,  Nov. , , .
31 ‘Les Médecins sans Frontières’, Marie France, Oct. , –, at . 32 Ibid.
33 An earlier proposal to launch a publicity campaign was rejected by MSF’s second

general assembly.
34 ‘Lettre aux . médecins’, Bulletin Intérieur de M.S.F ,  (), –.
35 Xavier Emmanuelli, ‘A quoi servons-nous?’, Bulletin Médecins sans Frontières, 

( Jan.–Mar. ), .



  

At a time when humanitarian expertise was only starting to take
shape, MSF was viewed by its founders as a tool for bolstering the
role of medical experts in the aid apparatus. One of their aims
was to ensure that physicians, who until then had had only meagre
representation in the ranks of humanitarian organizations, would be
the ones who ‘assess needs, decide upon the action to lead and . . .
take charge of its execution’.36 This distinction between medical
and purely philanthropic action was reiterated by MSF’s members,
who professed that they were not ‘secular saints’, but ‘men and
women who have chosen a profession whose principal end is to
serve humanity, and which they intend to implement so as to realize
this purpose’.37

MSF’s operational priorities reflected this vision of the physician’s
burden. Until , the organization functioned largely as a place-
ment agency, matching international development agencies and
other humanitarian organizations with French physicians interested
in working in developing countries. It was only in the second half
of the decade, following its work in the Cambodian refugee camps
in Thailand, that MSF first took charge of extensive relief missions
and began to fashion the distinctive emergency expertise for which
it would become famous.38 MSF’s proclivity towards emergency
situations—a setting that did not overlap with the strictly medical
emergency—did not evolve directly from its medical specialization
and needed the extra push that a rationalized and controlled space
of observation and care such as the refugee camp could provide.39

Yet in the early s it was still medical engagement that was at the
forefront of MSF’s activism, subsuming both emergency relief and
development projects. In debates that took place within the orga-
nization, the view that more sustained intervention was needed to
address the ‘chronic state of emergency’ in the Third World gained
power over voices calling for a focus on emergency relief, and many
volunteers were dispatched to long-term development missions.40

36 According to Max Récamier, one of MSF’s founders. See Armelle Lèfevre, ‘Du
Biafra à Médecins sans Frontières: interview du Dr Max Récamier’, in Alain Delbos
(ed.) Partir: guide pratique de médecine humanitaire (Toulouse, ), –, at .

37 ‘Les Médecins sans Frontières’, Marie France, .
38 See Rony Brauman and Joelle Tanguy, ‘Volunteering: The Médecins sans

Frontières Experience’ (), available online at 〈http://www.doctorswithoutborders.
org/volunteer/field/themsfexperience.cfm〉 [accessed  Nov. ].

39 See Xavier Emmanuelli, Les Prédateurs de l’action humanitaire (Paris, ), .
40 See Bernard Kouchner, ‘Editorial’, Bulletin Interieur de M.S.F ,  (), ; Philippe



     

Most scholarly attempts to contextualize the genesis of MSF
point to factors that may help explain why MSF emerged when
it did, but not why it emerged in the way that it did. Events and
processes such as the Holocaust and its traumatized memory, de-
colonization, the anti-totalitarian sentiment, and the fervour and
disillusionment related to the events of May  in France have
been typically cast as forming the backdrop to the sans frontières
initiative.41 Yet these historical developments hardly clarify why
the renewed moral interest in the Third World was originally
framed as a medical project. The answer may be gleaned from
the pages of Tonus, where a preoccupation with the malaise of the
medical profession made itself increasingly apparent in the period
that followed the protests of May . Fearing a socialization
of medical practice, whose liberal status had been preserved in
France, Tonus, a medical publication funded by the American
pharmaceutical company Winthrop, sought to uphold the virtues
of liberal medicine against its alleged detractors. The basic tenets of
the liberal set-up of the doctor–patient relationship—the patient’s
free choice of physician, the direct payment made by the patient on
a fee-for-service basis, and the physician’s unrestricted action and
discretion in prescribing drugs—were presented as the ultimate line
of defence against a mounting technicalization of medicine. The
latter, inTonus’s view, threatened to paralyse the doctor’s clinical skill
and humane attitude. It is worth noting that Tonus’s insistence on
the human dimensions of medicine was meant not only to convince
others of its merit and of the need to preserve its autonomy but also
to inspire physicians, who were growing increasingly frustrated with
their medical practice, with a different perception of it.

French medical humanitarianism germinated in a climate char-
acterized by a symbolic devaluation of the medical profession and
a general crisis in the health care system, but also by a tremendous
growth in the number of medical practitioners.42 Boosted in France

Bernier, ‘Au er congrès de “Médecins sans Frontières”: la médecine d’urgence peut-
elle être efficace sans “professionnels”?’, Tonus,  Dec. , , ; ‘Médecins sans
Frontières’, Ouragan ‘Fifi’, Honduras  [hors série]; Vallaeys, Médecins sans Frontières,
–.

41 For an overview of these factors see e.g. Renée C. Fox, ‘Medical Humanitarianism
and Human Rights: Reflections on Doctors without Borders and Doctors of the World’,
Social Science and Medicine,  (), –.

42 David Wilsford, Doctors and the State: The Politics of Health Care in France and the
United States (Durham, NC, ), .



  

by the subversive spirit of the student uprising, approaches affiliated
with what came to be known as anti-medicine or the medicaliza-
tion critique, whose most poignant articulation was given in Ivan
Illich’s Medical Nemesis (published in French in ), denounced the
rationalization and commercialization of medicine and called into
question the effectiveness of scientific medicine and the authority
of medical experts.43 Concomitantly, state efforts to curb mounting
health care costs by reinforced control over tariffs for treatment,
consultations, and drug prescriptions were seen as an assault on
the tenets of liberal medicine and the cherished independence and
discretion of physicians.44 During the s, French physicians’ self-
critique of ‘medical practice, the doctor–patient relationship, the
system of health care, and the system in general’ would give rise to
numerous initiatives to supplement technical medicine by a human,
socially engaged, and even subversive one.45

In this context, relief missions in the Third World were viewed
as more than just a means to justify social privilege and enshrine
an existing form of medical practice. For Tonus, they offered the
opportunity for a genuine re-enchantment of the profession, which
could, potentially, affect the ways in which physicians practised and
made sense of medicine. Unlike previous appeals to donate money,
equipment, and drugs to benevolent causes, the call published
by Tonus shortly after the November  cyclone in Pakistan, in
which the idea of putting together an ‘organized body of [medical]
volunteers’ was first put forward, opened the way for the direct,
physical involvement of doctors in the plight of distant sufferers.46

Noting the disorder in which relief efforts typically unfolded and
the ‘incompetence of governments and of official bodies’, Tonus
proposed to put together a private force of French physicians,
viewing it as an efficient and flexible alternative.47 The entire liberal
persona of the doctor seems to have been mobilized against what
was perceived as the ‘incompetence of the authorities, the time it

43 See Deborah Lipton, ‘Foucault and the Medicalisation Critique’, in Alan Petersen
and Robin Bunton (eds.), Foucault, Health and Medicine (London, ), –, and the
special issue of the journal La NEF  (Oct.–Dec. ).

44 François Steudler, ‘Crise des institutions et pouvoir médical’, Autrement ,  (),
–.

45 These initiatives are surveyed in a special issue of the journal Autrement dedicated
to ‘Guerillas of Medicine’. The quotation is from an editorial text in the same issue.
See Autrement ,  (), .

46 Philippe Bernier, ‘Sommes-nous des mercenaires?’, Tonus,  Nov. , , .
47 ‘Pakistan: pour qui sonne le glas . . .?’, Tonus,  Dec. , , .



     

took the public services to start working . . . and a hundred other
bad reasons that almost doubled the number of victims in five days’
in the wake of the Pakistan catastrophe.48

Tonus’s call, published under the provocative title ‘Are we mer-
cenaries?’, was heeded by some  physicians,  of whom would
later form a group named Secours Médical Français (SMF: French
Medical Relief ). SMF’s consolidation with Gimco, the Groupe
d’Intervention Médicale et Chirurgicale d’Urgence (Group for
Emergency Medical and Surgical Intervention) formed by the
doctors who had served in the ICRC’s mission in Biafra, would
eventually lead to the foundation of MSF. Despite this lineage,
however, Tonus’s view of the moral persona of the doctor as both
an asset and a stake of international relief intervention would not
be entirely preserved by MSF. Whereas for Tonus it was mainly
the well-established liberal features of the medical profession that
relief missions both reflected and enhanced, manymembers of MSF
would come to consider the moral subjectivity of the physician as
an attribute that had to be more thoughtfully cultivated. During the
s, the aura of the free, autonomous, and compassionate physi-
cian upheld byTonus’s representatives on the executive committee of
MSF clashed with, and then gradually gave way to, the idea that the
morality of the humanitarian endeavour, and by extension of the
doctors involved in it, hinged upon a particular action, associated
with the somewhat vague commitment to bear witness to crises and
their victims.

Expert Witnessing and Active Presence

Although témoignage is recognized today as one of the ethical pillars
of humanitarianism ‘without borders’, it has always been one of
its most controversial and elusive components.49 This duality of an
ethos that is both persistent and contested is visible from the very
early days of MSF when, in what can only be construed as a sign of
the actual weight of the commitment to bear witness to atrocities,
the organization’s volunteers were prohibited from communicating
their impressions in public.50 Some of the founders accordingly

48 ‘Des morts de la honte’, Tonus,  Dec. , .
49 A similar claim is made by Redfield, ‘A Less Modest Witness’.
50 See MSF’s first charter (‘La Charte de Médecins sans Frontières’, Tonus,  Jan.

) and first statute (Statuts de Médecins sans Frontières,  Dec. , art. ).



  

declared that they would ‘go off on a mission as doctors, not as
witnesses, and would come back the same’.51 ‘Silence’, they stated,
‘is the condition of our efficacy’: medical confidentiality alone can
ensure that the doctors will be granted access to theatres of war.52

In practice, however, this opposition to testimony, spearheaded
by Tonus journalist Bernier, was not equally hostile to all forms of
public speech relating to mass suffering. In fact, from a very early
stage, doctors whowent onmissions gave testimony: on post-cyclone
Honduras;53 on the Kurdish victims of Iraqi bombardments;54 and
on the civil war in Lebanon.55 These eyewitness accounts, which
were often framed explicitly as acts of testimony, adopted for the
most part a distinctive format, identified by Luc Boltanski as the
‘topic of sentiment’.56 They put the victims and the witnesses to the
fore, leaving vacant the position of the persecutor in a manner that
encouraged compassion while downplaying responsibility.

Whereas this form of first-person testimony, which was still
sporadic and started to be produced more systematically only
towards the end of the decade, was tolerated and sometimes even
encouraged, it was a different modality of witnessing, one that put
forward a public denunciation of atrocities, that was vehemently
resented by the opponents of testimony. The debate that unfolded
over these testimonies in an internal seminar held in  revealed
their controversial status but also the ethical value invested in
statements of indignation that were, for the time being, mostly
hypothetical. ‘There is, of course, no question of taking the place of
organizations for the protection of the individual, such as Amnesty
International or the Human Rights League, that have turned
this into a profession, and passing one’s time denouncing all the
violations encountered here and there,’ stated themeeting summary,
‘but it is probably more detestable still to sanction, by our silent

51 Françoise Cordier, ‘Médecins sans Frontières’, Le Quotidien du Médecin,  Dec.
, .

52 François Jacquemont, ‘Le docteur Pigeon, “La souffrance, partout, c’est l’ennemi”’,
L’Est Républicain,  Dec. , and see also Vallaeys, Médecins sans Frontières, .

53 Philippe Bernier, ‘Des M.S.F. témoignent’, Tonus,  Oct. , , ; Marie-Claude
Decamps, ‘Les Médecins de l’Apocalypse’, Le Point ,  ( Oct. ).

54 Isabelle Vichniac, ‘Kurdistan: scandale d’un silence’, Coopération Bale,  Mar. .
55 ‘Philippe Delaunes, un médecin sans frontières témoigne: “On soignait sous le feu

des tireurs d’élite” ’, Tonus, – June , , ; D. Dumas, ‘Liban’, Bulletin Médecins
sans Frontières,  (Apr.–July ), –; ‘Le Témoignage d’un médecin français: un
effroyable massacre’, Le Monde,  Oct. .

56 Boltanski, Distant Suffering , –.



     

presence, errors or, worse, heinous acts.’57 Against the view that
testimony was an act that compromised medical assistance and
therefore had to be restricted, an opposing viewwas gaining ground.
Prefiguring later controversies on the pros and cons of speaking out,
this position held that testimony was a necessary, if exceptional,
gesture that alone could ensure the moral integrity of relief actions
on ‘intolerable occasions’.58

What is striking about MSF’s early preoccupation with the issue
of public speech is that it cast testimony as a problem that had to
be addressed long before this actually became a regular practice of
medical relief workers.59 This concern over testimony can be traced
back to the public profile of the ‘Biafrans’ and especially of Bernard
Kouchner, a former activist who had led an outspoken advocacy
campaign on behalf of Biafra and had, in the years preceding his
humanitarian career, briefly worked as a journalist. Yet efforts to
regulate testimony also stemmed from a more elementary reason:
physicians were now becoming witnesses to distant atrocities in
increasing numbers and rates, placing the act of witnessing at the
core of theirmoral practice. In fact, testimony has become a problem
for MSF’s members because witnessing came to be featured as one
of their main solutions both to mass suffering and to the legitimacy
crisis of the medical professions.

Conceived as a platform of ‘personal political act[s]’60 that sought
to provide an alternative both to humanitarian neutrality and to poli-
tical engagement, one of the fundamental aims of the organization
has been to bring Western experts into direct, personal contact with
emergencies and their victims. ‘At a time when partisan tensions
leave little hope for a dialogue’, stated Kouchner in MSF’s general
assembly held in April , ‘we attempt to go to the discovery of the
other.’61 This emphasis upon the individual relief worker and his or
her idiosyncratic engagement with themisfortunes of distant victims

57 P. Pradier, ‘A propos d’une réunion à Bordeaux’, Bulletin Médecins sans Frontières, 
(Apr. ).

58 Kouchner, quoted in ‘VIe Congrès de Médecins sans Frontières’,  Apr. ,
Compte-rendu, archive MSF-France.

59 Debates over what was referred to as ‘medical neutrality’ were already signalled
in MSF’s newsletter in early . See Max Recamier, Editorial, Bulletin Médecins Sans
Frontières,  ( Jan.–Mar. ), .

60 Bernard Kouchner, ‘Rapport moral présenté à l’assemblée générale de MSF,
’, archive MSF-France.

61 Bernard Kouchner, ‘Cinq ans’, Bulletin Médecins sans Frontières,  (Apr.–July ),
–, at .



  

was unparalleled inmodern humanitarianism. It amounted not only
to a privatization of the humanitarian act but also to the placement
of responsibility in the hands of members of the professions which
took an increasingly significant part in carrying it out.

Until the mid s, bearing witness was construed for the most
part as a discreet, personal act, occurring far from the limelight
of the public sphere.62 It was associated, as one of the definitions
of testimony in MSF’s core principles would later put it, with
‘the direct presence of the volunteers next to people in danger in
order to perform the medical gesture that combines proximity and
listening’.63 Presence, as Judith Soussan has shown, was, at this
period, ‘more than a neutral fact: in a world that is “closing”, it is an
act—an act considered protective (in the common sense of setting
an obstacle to acts of violence) by its double aim of being “close to”
and being a witness’.64 Witnessing in its sense as presence ‘where
the others don’t go’, to quote one of MSF’s most familiar slogans
during the s, was construed as that element which, although
emanating from within the medical commitment, lends a moral
twist to standard medical practice. In a way that is reminiscent of
the position of the witness in Albert Camus’s celebrated allegory
The Plague, which, as Redfield has shown, prefigured the moral
economy of humanitarian témoignage, witnessing translated the ordi-
nary medical gesture embedded in it into a ‘supremely moral act’.65

Concomitantly, it was framed as an exceptional and even privileged
experience that possessed the power to expand physicians’ relations
not just to the other, but also to themselves. ‘Physicians returning
from such missions’, stated Emmanuelli, ‘will no longer be entirely
the same.’66 In these combined senses, witnessing as presence was
not just a means to a higher end, viz. the provision of medical

62 Following the change of leadership in MSF in  and the split that led, in the
same year, to the foundation of the competing organization Médecins du Monde by
Kouchner and some of his colleagues, témoignage began to take on more politicized
meanings. Although both MSF and MDM were producing and disseminating bolder
statements at that period, presence in emergency zones still remained the dominant
form of humanitarian witnessing.

63 MSF, ‘Principes de référence du mouvement Médecins sans Frontières’.
64 Judith Soussan, MSF et la protection: une question réglée? Discours et pra-

tiques autour de la ‘protection des civils’ , Collection des Cahiers du CRASH
(Paris, Apr. ), , available online at 〈http://www.msf.fr/sites/www.msf.fr/files/
daabbadbcd.pdf〉 [accessed  December ].

65 Redfield, ‘A Less Modest Witness’, .
66 Emmanuelli, ‘A quoi servons-nous?’.



     

assistance or the unhindered observation and documentation of
atrocities. ‘Going there’ and ‘being there’ emerged as meaningful
actions in their own right, as gestures that, however much they were
entangled with other practices of care and protection, produced
their own beneficial consequences. Witnessing was at one and the
same time a protective act, a sign of solidarity, and an ethical
procedure that allowed physicians to fashion a more enlightened
character, to ‘finally stop being a dispenser of prescriptions in order
to re-become, faced with a chronic emergency, a physician—not a
boy scout but simply a responsible man’.67

Direct, unmediated witnessing was thus one of the leitmotivs
of the first publicity campaign launched by MSF in December
. The series of advertisements, featuring various crises, was
premissed on a simple logic: the doctors without borders were
public emissaries, and their public role was sustained by the gap
that separated those first-handwitnesses from the remote spectators.
‘TV shows it to you, the doctors without borders are there’, read
one of the ads; ‘We know. But the reality is always worse. The cries,
the smell, the horrible silence that succeeds all the disasters, nothing
can ever transmit that. One has to imagine. One would have to go
there. The doctors without borders go.’ This emphasis on presence
in emergency zones was also evinced by more sceptical accounts
of MSF’s missions, from within the group itself, which questioned
whether witnessing alone could furnish a legitimate ground for
action.68

The ethical dimension of presence as witnessing was expressed
most clearly in the eyewitness accounts of volunteer physicians that
began to burgeon towards the end of the s, mainly around the
programmes launched in Afghanistan by MSF and other French
medical organizations. Published in the regional press or delivered
at conferences, these testimonies were shaped as travel tales, refer-
ring only occasionally and in passing to political issues or human
rights violations. Often entitled ‘A doctor without borders bears
witness’, they transmitted impressionistic descriptions of alien re-
gions, drawing attention to the lack of medical services and the

67 Emmanuelli, quoted in Decamps, ‘Les Médecins de l’Apocalypse’, .
68 Xavier Emmanuelli, ‘L’Âge de raison’, MSF: Bulletin d’informations de Médecins

sans Frontières,  (Apr. ), , . Similar tensions were reflected in the testimonies of
volunteers in MSF’s heroic missions in Afghanistan, who variously claimed that the
role of the witness does not justify any activity on the ground and that witnessing was
meaningful in and of itself.



  

rudimentary nature of medical aid. These testimonies, as Didier
Fassin would later observe in the context of humanitarian testimo-
nies concerning victims of trauma, ‘express[ed]more of the witness’s
moral sentiment than of the experience lived by the victims’.69 Yet
setting the physician-witness, or rather the act of witnessing, as their
centrepiece, these testimonies did not just reflect the biographical
trajectories of their authors.

Storytelling was, in this context, part of the ethical process it
sought to describe, a final manœuvre in a moral alchemy that
transformed a physician into an expert witness. In this sense it was
geared less towards accomplishing political change than an indivi-
dual transformation. With public speech by MSF members taking
on such a personal bent and putting forward an ethos of medical
devotion, testimony was made subservient to the largely non-verbal
practice of witnessing. Moreover, it was in these eyewitness ac-
counts that witnessing was most vividly revealed to be a deliberated
and repeatable action, an ethical practice of the self, in Foucault’s
terms, which could be variously put to use by different individuals,
producing similar results.70 Witnessing emerged as a protocol that
experts could follow so as to become new subjects endowed with
both technical skills and humane capacities.

Complex Emergencies, Perplexing Choices

In so far as it was a personal matter affecting the very being
of volunteer physicians, the ethical labour of witnessing also had
a political edge. This would become fully apparent in the s,
when disillusionment with the prospects of international aid became
the prevailing mood in the humanitarian community. The ethical
qualities of humanitarian witnessing kept generating a committed
cadre of volunteers for a seemingly private endeavour that came to
play a highly strategic role in apparatuses of government, operating
both within states and beyond them.71 Yet, by setting the witness as
the desired end of acts of witnessing rather than as their pre-given
source, they also created an opening for dissenting actions within
them.

69 Fassin, ‘The Humanitarian Politics of Testimony’, .
70 See Foucault, The Use of Pleasure.
71 Mark Duffield, ‘Governing the Borderlands: Decoding the Power of Aid’, Disasters,

/ (), –; Fassin, Humanitarian Reason.



     

The alignment between humanitarian witnessing and ethical
concerns became manifest when, following the war in Bosnia,
the genocide in Rwanda, and the protracted crisis in the Great
Lakes region, humanitarian witnessing lost its seemingly smooth
and automatic functioning. In MSF-France, the s were the
heyday of outspoken statements in which the organization publicly
denounced, often against the view of other sections in the now
multinational MSF movement, the political instrumentalization of
aid. One of the emblems of the acute awareness of the limitations of
humanitarianism in the s was the decision by the French section
of MSF to close down its aid projects in the Hutu refugee camps
in the Democratic Republic of Congo (then Zaire) and Tanzania
several months after the genocide in Rwanda. This announcement
came in response to the aggression of the Hutu génocidaires, who,
plotting to use the camps as a rear-base for their guerrilla war-
fare against the new government in Rwanda, were materially and
symbolically sustained by humanitarian aid. Framed and construed
as an act of testimony, MSF-France’s proclamation of its decision
to put an end to its relief programme in the camps was the high
point of a series of dissenting statements in which it highlighted the
negative side effects of humanitarian action, or warned of the drifts
that humanitarian compassion is bound to produce. Representing
a minority view within the humanitarian field, this testimony was
inspired by the organization’s resounding denunciation of the ex-
ploitation of the relief apparatus to facilitate forced relocations in
Ethiopia in , and followed in the footsteps of its critique of
the political manipulation of the humanitarian cause by Western
governments in Somalia and Bosnia during the s.72 Heralded
as the authentic expression of témoignage, these statements exposed
the shortcomings and vulnerability of an act of witnessing that was
widely considered to be increasingly co-opted in violent political
projects, thus losing its self-justifying aura.

The demand to speak out when humanitarian action is diverted
from its track amounted to a reinterpretation of what bearing
witness entails. The latter was now portrayed by MSF-France as a
moral commitment that active presence in emergency zones and

72 On these earlier proclamations see, respectively, Laurence Binet, Famine and Forced
Relocations in Ethiopia – (MSF, ), available online at 〈http://speakingout.
msf.org/en/famine-and-forced-relocations-in-ethiopia〉 [accessed  Mar. ]; and
Soussan, MSF et la protection, –.



  

the standard accounts to which it gave rise could not exhaust or
actualize alone. Testimony was entrusted with the task of salvaging
the ethical character of humanitarian witnessing and preventing it
from becoming a mere cog in the machine of international politics.
It encapsulated a new mode for the formation of and care for the
witness that was far more calculated and reflective than presence or
even sensitization. To become a genuine humanitarian witness, one
now had to engage in an ethical reasoning in which the provision of
humanitarian assistance was weighed against the repercussions of
speaking up. Torn between the needs of the population at risk and
the moral integrity of the witness, the act of testimony carried the
mark of the humanitarian dilemma, construed as the unavoidable
prelude to the decision to speak out.73

These torments of witnessing and the knowledge apparatuses in
which they became embedded serve as a reminder to the humani-
tarian framing of witnessing and testimony as acts that generate a
subjective transformation and do not just capture an objective state
of affairs. But the fact that witnessing and testimony occupied such
a central position on the agenda of humanitarian debates, eliciting
and channelling vivid emotions and moral doubts, also exposes the
historical roots of contemporary dilemmas of intervention. Those
dilemmas might well be intrinsic to moral responsibility, and their
intensity might well be reflective of particular political failures; but
neither moral concern nor the political upheavals that prompt it
can explain why those dilemmas articulate certain perplexities and
urgencies and not others. Moral dilemmas have a history; and in the
case of contemporary humanitarianism, as I hope to have shown,
they lead back to the moral crisis of experts and to the figure of the
expert witness that emerged as their ethical double.

73 See e.g. Laurence Binet, Genocide of Rwandan Tutsi,  (MSF, ), Intro-
duction, available online at 〈http://speakingout.msf.org/en/genocide-of-rwandan-tutsi〉
[accessed  June ].
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Asia’s Evolving Role in Global
Humanitarian Governance

A G

Asia’s involvement in international humanitarian assistance has
changed and increased markedly since the s. Several Asian
countries and territories, including South Korea, Taiwan, Singa-
pore, and Hong Kong, have moved from the status of aid recipients
and beneficiaries to that of aid providers, while Japan has long
been one of the main donors of humanitarian assistance. China
and India have more recently expanded overseas aid programmes
and provided aid, both in cash and in kind, in response to crises
such as the HIV/AIDS pandemic in Africa or the  Indian
Ocean tsunami. Asian governments and societies, businesses and
individuals have responded to natural and man-made disasters
in the region and beyond. India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh are
the top three troop contributors to UN peacekeeping operations
around the world, while China and Japan have warmed to the idea
of peacekeeping more recently. Non-profit Asia-based humanitar-
ian organizations, both local and international, have delivered aid
around the world in the aftermath of various disasters. In short,
Asian countries and societies are playing an increasingly important
role in disaster response in the region and beyond.

At the same time, some ambivalence has persisted across the
region with regard to the ideas and norms that underpin modern
humanitarianism. Sovereignty concerns have generally taken pre-
cedence over human rights and illiberal values have informed the
views of ruling élites in many parts of Asia. In the lead-up to the 
UN Conference on Human Rights in Vienna, Asian governments
signed up to the Bangkok declaration, distancing themselves from
generally accepted standards of human rights. Ruling élites across
Asia have often been more critical of the liberal case for intrusive
humanitarianism than their counterparts elsewhere. In the light



   

of this apparent paradox, how does the region relate to modern
humanitarianism? Has Asia contributed to the shaping of global
humanitarian governance? If so, to what extent and in what ways?

To answer these questions, I first explore the linkages between
‘Asia’ and ‘global humanitarian governance’. I then look at three
periods which I contend are critical in the constitution and evo-
lution of modern humanitarianism: the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries; the aftermath of the Second World War; and
the contemporary, post-Cold War era. My main focus is on the
attitudes and responses of Asian states to Western-initiated norms
and regimes. I argue that Asia’s role in the construction of modern
humanitarian governance has been both significant and distinctive.
Specifically, Asian countries and societies were important players
at each juncture, either in support of humanitarian regimes initi-
ated by Westerners or as critics. I conclude that Asia is likely to
further influence the shaping of global humanitarian governance to
a significant extent.

Locating Asia in Global Humanitarian Governance

While no region should be taken at face value, Asia—like Europe—is
not delineated by clear geophysical borders. Long defined by others
as the land mass from which Europe emerged in contradistinction,
Asia started defining itself as such in the nineteenth century.1

Nonetheless, it was an ‘elastic’ concept.2

Enlightenment thinkers re-expressed the original contradistinc-
tion of Europe and Asia spelt out by ancient Greece as a set of
dichotomies: modernity/tradition, liberty/despotism, capitalism/
feudalism, nation state/empire, and so on.3 In the nineteenth
century Westerners’ perceptions of Asians were informed by the
concepts of civilization, modernization, and Christianity. Asia was
identified as the ‘other’ of Europe in several ways: Christian/
non-Christian, modern/pre-modern, civilized/uncivilized, free/

1 See Amitav Acharya , ‘Asia is Not One’, Journal of Asian Studies, / (),
–; Prasenjit Duara, ‘Asia Redux: Conceptualizing a Region for Our Times’,
Journal of Asian Studies, / (), –; Tessa Morris-Suzuki, ‘Invisible Countries:
Japan and the Asian Dream’, Asian Studies Review, / (), –.

2 For a discussion see Morris-Suzuki, ‘Invisible Countries’.
3 Wang Hui, ‘The Politics of Imagining Asia: A Genealogical Analysis’, Inter-Asia

Cultural Studies, / (), –.
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colonized—or partly subjugated. These perceptions prevailed at
the time when modern humanitarianism emerged in Europe.

Nonetheless, Western perceptions of Asia were not entirely di-
chotomous, nor immutable. For instance, the Ottoman Empire and
Russia were seen as part European, part ‘Asiatic’ powers. Besides,
these perceptions could shift. This happened in particular during
the Russo-JapaneseWar of –, when Japan emerged inWestern
representations as the more ‘civilized’ nation.4 The expansion of
modern humanitarianism in Japan, as discussed below, played an
important role in this shift.

For the purpose of this essay, Asia is therefore considered as
an evolving construct. As European powers and the United States
competed for markets, influence, and territorial control, a few Asian
countries (China, Japan, Siam, Persia, Afghanistan) managed to re-
main nominally independent—in spite of unequal treaties, intrusive
‘residents’, and frequent military interventions. The contributions
of these countries to the early stages of modern humanitarianism
are discussed in the first part of this paper. Although pan-Asianist
visions emerged in the nineteenth century, the main thrust of Asia’s
modernization and resistance to colonial rule was nationalism. Con-
temporary Asia lags behind other continents in terms of regional
integration, notwithstanding a rich array of subregional institutional
arrangements and a long history of initiatives involving non-Asian
powers (the Bandung Conference, the Non-Aligned Movement, the
ASEAN Regional Forum).

The Asia–Pacific region is the framework within which national-
ism and decolonization have been institutionalized since the end of
the Second World War. The discussion of responses to the evolu-
tions of the humanitarian order in the twentieth century therefore
includes both Asian and Pacific nations.

In the early s the idea of ‘global humanitarian governance’
would probably have appeared a tall order, if not to Henry Dunant,
then at least to the other members of the budding International
Committee for Relief to the Wounded, as it was initially known.
To what extent does this idea make sense today? Governance
generally presupposes some measure of consensus on the norms,
principles, and processes necessary to achieve specific outcomes,

4 John Hutchinson, Champions of Charity: War and the Rise of the Red Cross (Boulder,
Colo., ), –; Rotem Kowner, ‘Becoming an Honorary Civilized Nation: The
Russo-Japanese War and Western Perceptions of Japan’, Historian, / (), –.



   

but no such consensus exists in the field of humanitarian action.
For some observers and practitioners, humanitarian action has no
other objective than to save lives and relieve immediate suffering; for
others, it is also a means of achieving political, military, diplomatic,
or other objectives. While the former emphasize the principles
of independence, impartiality, and neutrality, the latter find them
burdensome if not counter-productive.

My perspective here is that of a long-standing participant in,
observer of, and advocate for independent and impartial huma-
nitarian action. Understanding how states contribute to shaping
humanitarianism is key to assessing the room for manœuvre open
to independent and impartial humanitarian organizations, codified
in particular as a ‘right of initiative’ in Article  of the Geneva
Conventions.5 From this perspective, global humanitarian gover-
nance may be seen as both a promising analytical framework and
a contested project, as noted by Johannes Paulmann in his Intro-
duction to this volume. Whereas some refer to a humanitarian
world,6 others regard humanitarianism as ‘the ideology of hege-
monic states in the era of globalization marked by the end of the
Cold War and a growing North–South divide’.7 While some outline
a humanitarian order,8 others lament the excesses and failings of
disorderly, unbridled humanitarianism.9 A discussion of these di-
verse views would go well beyond the limited focus of this essay.
Global humanitarian governance is referred to here as the evolving
articulation of norms, actors, and processes over a long period, from
the  Geneva Convention and the creation of the Red Cross
movement to the somewhat confusing array of rules and institutions
that characterizes modern humanitarianism.

Reflecting on the rise of Asia and the increased prominence of
health issues in global governance, Fidler argues that they are ‘over-
lapping but unconnected developments in international relations’.10

5 For a discussion see Françoise Bouchet-Saulnier, The Practical Guide to Humanitarian
Law (Lanham, Md., ), .

6 Peter Walker and Daniel Maxwell, Shaping the Humanitarian World (London, ).
7 B. S. Chimni, Globalisation, Humanitarianism and the Erosion of Refugee Protection, RSC

Working Paper No.  (Oxford, ), .
8 Michael Barnett, The International Humanitarian Order (London, ).
9 African Rights, Humanitarianism Unbound? Current Dilemmas Facing Multi-Mandate

Relief Operations in Political Emergencies (London, ).
10 David Fidler, ‘Asia’s Participation in Global Health Diplomacy and Global Health

Governance’, Asian Journal of WTO and International Health Law and Policy,  (),
–, at .
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Here I contend that the increased prominence of humanitarian
issues in global governance is not unconnected to the rise of Asia:
modern humanitarianism prodded Asian states to behave in certain
ways, and responses by Asian states contributed to shaping global
humanitarian governance. To this effect Asia’s role is examined
at three key junctures in the evolution of global humanitarian
governance.

Asia’s Participation in the Creation of the Modern Humanitarian Order

The founders of the Red Cross, the first modern international
humanitarian organization, were primarily concerned with the fate
of wounded soldiers. They conceived that if warring states agreed to
relevant conventions, a new regime—however limited in scope and
purpose—could see the light of day. In the mind of its proponents,
this new arrangement was intrinsically linked to Christian values
and their civilizing effect. No mention was made of others and,
at least initially, there was no attempt to enrol non-Western, non-
Christian powers in this endeavour.

The principle of universality, a cornerstone ofmodern-day huma-
nitarianism, was at the time typically seen as a movement from the
European core to a periphery yet to be civilized. Henry Dunant
himself expended considerable energy convincing European royalty
and aristocracy of the value of his initiative. The European nobility
and bourgeoisie that Dunant and the newly created Red Cross
sought to enrol did not expect ‘savages’ to grasp the meaning of
universality, neutrality, and other key concepts relevant to modern
humanitarian action. Even though Asia has a long history of huma-
nitarian thinking and traditions,11 the project of humanizing war
was designed neither for Asian nor for other non-Caucasian people.
The emerging humanitarian law and principles were implicitly not

11 See e.g. Margaret Kosuge, ‘The “non-religious” Red Cross Emblem and Japan’,
International Review of the Red Cross, / (), –; B. C. Nirmal, ‘International
Humanitarian Law in Ancient India’, in V. S. Mani (ed.), Handbook of International
Humanitarian Law in South Asia (New Delhi, ), –; Vitit Muntarbhorn, ‘The
 Hague Peace Conference and the Development of the Laws of War: Asia’s
Contribution to the Quest for Humanitarianism?’, in Timothy McCormack, Michael
Tilbury, and Gillian Triggs (eds.), A Century of War and Peace: Asia–Pacific Perspectives on
the Centenary of the  Hague Peace Conference (The Hague, ), –, at –; Sho
Konishi, ‘The Emergence of an International Humanitarian Organization in Japan:
The Tokugawa Origins of the Japanese Red Cross’, American Historical Review (Oct.
), –.



   

applicable to them unless and until they had been ‘civilized’.12

European élites were most likely unaware at the time that ‘the
search for a body of laws to prohibit certain kinds of weapons and
to regulate the conduct of warfare is age-old in Asian society’.13 All
twelve signatories to the  Geneva Convention for the Ameli-
oration of the Condition of the Wounded in Armies in the Field
were European states. In its early days, the activity of the Geneva
Committee was entirely focused on wars between European states.
The emerging regime met its first serious challenge with the –
Franco-Prussian War. Doubts and disagreements arose over the
relevance of both the Geneva Convention and the establishment of
societies for the relief of wounded soldiers, the discussion of which
is beyond the scope of this essay.14

In the aftermath of the Franco-Prussian War, and the ensuing dis-
array which struck the Red Cross idea and movement, several Asian
powers expressed interest in the Geneva Convention, thus joining
the Ottoman Empire, which had signed it in . Dunant himself,
though no longer involved in the workings of the Geneva Commit-
tee, personally negotiated Persia’s endorsement of the convention
in .15 In the same year a Japanese diplomatic mission met with
Gustave Moynier, the Chairman of the International Committee
for Relief to the Wounded. Japan signed the Geneva Convention
in .16 In short, some Asian countries expressed support for the
humanitarian principles and organizational arrangements Europe
itself came close to discarding. In the last decade of the nineteenth
century they were joined by China. Asia’s interest in, and involve-
ment with, the new humanitarian order was again confirmed when
China, Japan, Siam, and Persia were invited to, and took part in,
the first Hague Conference in . The conference resulted in
conventions on arbitration and restrictions to means of warfare.17

To put the novelty of the then emerging humanitarian paradigm
in terms of parity between nations, reciprocity, and universality
into perspective, it can be contrasted with another emerging regime

12 Rony Brauman, La Médecine humanitaire (Paris, ), .
13 Muntarbhorn, ‘The  Hague Peace Conference’, .
14 For an overview see Pierre Boissier, Histoire du Comité International de la Croix-Rouge:

de Solférino à Tsoushima (Geneva, ), –; Hutchinson, Champions of Charity, –.
15 Corinne Chaponnière, Henry Dunant: la croix d’un homme (Paris, ), –.
16 ICRC Tokyo Office, ICRC Newsletter No.  (Winter ) 〈http://www.icrc.org/

eng/assets/files//japan-newsletter-eng-vol.pdf〉 [accessed  Apr. ].
17 Muntarbhorn, ‘The  Hague Peace Conference’, .



  ’     

at the time: the International Sanitary Conventions. The ISC
were meant to better co-ordinate public health measures and,
in particular, streamline quarantine procedures in the aftermath
of massive cholera outbreaks in Europe in the s and s.
The International Sanitary Conventions made the notification of
outbreaks of three contagious diseases mandatory: cholera, plague,
and yellow fever.18 There were obvious biases in the Conventions.
Britain and France, two of the major powers of the day, sought to
minimize any disruption to their trading interests. They blamed
‘Asiatic’ powers, namely, Persia and the Ottoman Empire, for
epidemic outbreaks, and conveniently forgot tomention India, at the
time under British colonial rule. In addition, to avoid embarrassing
European powers, the ISC made no mention of malaria, still
endemic in parts of Europe at the time.19 The new humanitarian
principles, while overlooking the colonial issue entirely, presented a
less obviously biased and a more even playing field, at least among
sovereign nations.

Asia was also a key stage on which the relevance of new huma-
nitarian principles and organizational arrangements was tested at
the turn of the twentieth century. The – Sino-Japanese War
saw a quickly modernizing Japan prevail over China. Nonetheless,
Westernmilitary observers were unimpressed. They perceived Japa-
nese soldiers as ‘feminine’ and concluded that Japan’s modernizing
efforts would be tested seriously only if and when Japan had to fight
a European orWestern power. The opportunity arose ten years later
when Japan and Russia went to war in –. Japan’s resounding
victory led to a radical change in Western perceptions.20

Remarkably, the Russo-Japanese War led Western military ob-
servers not only to revise their perceptions of the Japanese, but
also to rethink the organization of national Red Cross societies.21

The same Japanese soldiers who had been perceived as ‘feminine’
ten years earlier now appeared to be fearless, well-trained, and
well-organized fighters. They were also seen as compassionate,
treating Russian prisoners-of-war in what was perceived as the most
civilized manner.22 Western observers took particular note of the

18 Javed Siddiqi, World Health and World Politics (London, ), –.
19 Ibid.
20 Kowner, ‘Becoming an Honorary Civilized Nation’, –.
21 Hutchinson, Champions of Charity, –.
22 Kowner, ‘Becoming an Honorary Civilized Nation’, –.



   

selflessness, patriotism, dedication, and effectiveness of Japanese
nurses deployed by the Japanese Red Cross.23

Between the – Sino-Japanese War and the – Russo-
Japanese War, Japan strove to change Western perceptions and sent
representatives to both Europe and the United States. As a result
of these public relations efforts, the Japanese were perceived as
more civilized and modern than other Asians. In contrast, Gustave
Moynier, at the time President of the International Committee for
Relief to the Wounded, wrote that he did not believe the Chinese
were ‘civilized enough’ to observe the Geneva Convention.24

Three interrelated themes stand out: modernization, nation-
building, and global status. Nation-building was key to moder-
nization. The emerging humanitarian order was also regarded
as a modernizing process, and the concept of a national Red
Cross society, uniting local chapters, contributed to nation-building.
Modernization was a necessary step for nations aspiring to higher
status in international society. Both Japan and China sought to
achieve all these objectives, in particular, by the adoption of the
new humanitarian ‘etiquette’. Keen to reach parity with Euro-
pean colonial powers, Japan endorsed the new humanitarian re-
gime while going on to colonize other Asians, regarded as ‘un-
civilized’. Japan consciously adopted the dual approach displayed
by Europeans: on the one hand, humanitarianism meant ‘civi-
lized’ rules of engagement in wars with powers with which it
sought parity or to which it now considered itself to be equal;
on the other hand, Japan referred to the duty to ‘civilize’ other,
pre-modern societies and countries via the colonial project. In
short, the emerging humanitarianism represented a challenge to
some Asian powers, but also an opportunity to enhance their
status.

In response to both the challenge and the opportunity, Japan
rallied around the humanitarian idea and the creation of a national
Red Cross society. This was carried out as an exercise in nation-
building, with local chapters building up as mass movements, and
the Emperor as head and sponsor of the new organization. By the
turn of the century, the Japanese Red Cross had become a mass
organization with the highest number of members of all Red Cross

23 Aya Takahashi, The Development of the Japanese Nursing Profession (London, ),
–.

24 Moynier, cited in Boissier, Histoire du Comité International de la Croix-Rouge, .
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societies.25 The Japanese Red Cross was also tightly integrated with
the military’s health service and in a position to provide relevant
assistance to the wounded.26 Japanese nurses were praised for their
dedication in tending to wounded soldiers.27 Under orders from the
Japanese commander-in-chief on the front, Japanese soldiers were
instructed to take good care of Russian prisoners, whether on land
after the fall of Port Arthur, where , Russian soldiers were
taken prisoner, or at sea following the shock defeat of the Russian
Baltic fleet at the Battle of Tsushima.28

Changes in perceptions also resulted from conscious efforts by
Japan to avoid the repeat of stereotypes, such as Kaiser Wilhelm II’s
mention of the ‘Yellow peril’, heard in the aftermath of the Sino-
Japanese War. To this effect, Western military observers and cor-
respondents were invited to report on the war, though access to the
front lines remained tightly controlled. The handling of prisoners
and wounded soldiers was a unique opportunity to demonstrate Ja-
panese ‘soft’ power, its technological and organizational advances,
and its humane credentials. Western military observers and at-
tachés, as well as war correspondents, were so impressed that Japan
managed to reverse earlier perceptions and gain access to the club
of ‘civilized’ nations, at the expense of Russia. European and Ameri-
can observers also drew lessons from the Russo-Japanese War to
enhance the effectiveness of national Red Cross societies, along the
lines of the Japanese Red Cross.29

Some Chinese diplomats showed a keen interest in modern
humanitarianism during the late Qing dynasty and similarly sought
to enhance China’s international status. Their ambitions were
delayed by historical circumstances, including the Boxer Rebellion,
interventions by Western powers, and the overthrow of the Qing
dynasty. Established in , the Chinese Red Cross was recognized
by the ICRC only in . Reeves argues that the creation of the

25 While this essay takes a state perspective on the rise of humanitarianism in
Asia, it would be a mistake to overlook the evolution of Japanese society. The
dissemination of humanitarian ideas and practices predated Japan’s accession to
the Red Cross and happened despite the hostility of Japan’s rulers at the time
(for a comprehensive discussion see Konishi, ‘The Emergence of an International
Humanitarian Organization in Japan’).

26 Kowner, ‘Becoming an Honorary Civilized Nation’, .
27 Takahashi, The Development of the Japanese Nursing Profession, –.
28 Kowner, ‘Becoming an Honorary Civilized Nation’, .
29 Hutchinson, Champions of Charity, –.



   

Chinese Red Cross was also seen as an exercise in modernization
and nation-building, and part of a wider project by Qing statesmen,
who ‘saw involvement in multilateralism and internationalism as an
important direction for China’s state-building efforts’.30

While modernization meant emulation of Western powers, Asian
powers were uncomfortable with the Red Cross symbol, wary of the
missionary zeal Westerners had displayed for centuries across the
region. Siam, Persia, and the Ottoman Empire expressed unease
and sought the recognition of alternative emblems, while Japan and
China decided, after careful consideration, to adopt the Red Cross
and defend it as a universal emblemwith no religious connotations.31

Unlike Siam, Japan did not ‘aspire to international recognition of a
protective emblem combining the Red Cross with some other na-
tional symbol that did have an undeniable religious connotation’.32

Japan, in fact, did not raise the emblem issue until the  Geneva
Diplomatic Conference, where it ‘expressed its willingness to see a
plurality of emblems associated with the international Red Cross
movement’.33

Overall, the involvement of Asian countries and societies in
the early stages of modern humanitarianism was notable. Asian
countries were among the first to adopt the defining principles and
organizational arrangements of modern humanitarianism. Japan
in particular significantly influenced humanitarian practice in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Asian countries were
the first non-Western nations to join the emerging humanitarian
regime of the late nineteenth century, from the Geneva Conference
in  to the Hague Conference in . African countries, almost
all subjected to colonial rule at the time, were not invited. Although
the Swiss government had invited both Brazil and Mexico to the
Geneva conference, these countries did not set up national Red
Cross societies until  and  respectively.34 Even the United
States was comparatively slow to join the fray—long reluctant to

30 Caroline Reeves, ‘From Red Crosses to Golden Arches: China, the Red Cross,
and the Hague Peace Conference, –’, in Jerry Bentley, Renate Bridenthal,
and Anand Yang (eds.), Interactions: Transregional Perspectives on World History (Honolulu,
), –, at .

31 Ibid.; Kosuge, ‘The “non-religious” Red Cross Emblem and Japan’, –.
32 Ibid. . 33 Ibid. .
34 International Committee of the Red Cross (), From the Battle of Solferino to

the Eve of the First World War 〈http://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/misc/
jnvp.htm〉 [accessed  Aug. ]; Cruz Roja Mexicana, Historia 〈http://www.
cruzrojamexicana.org.mx/?page_id=〉 [accessed  Aug. ]; Cruz Vermelha
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sign the Geneva Convention and set up a Red Cross society.35 The
USA did not sign the Geneva Convention until . Hutchinson
argues that in the aftermath of the Civil War the United States was
wary of, and stayed away from, European schemes.36

Mexico was the only Latin American participant in the first
Hague Conference in , while all Asian countries not under
direct colonial rule took part, with the exception of Afghanistan.37

To a large extent this also reflected the status of nations, as only
‘civilized’ nations in the Western sense had been invited by Tsar
Nicholas II to the Hague Conference.38

The First World War marked the high point of a model of huma-
nitarian assistance tightly integrated with military health services
and firmly entrenched in nationalistic values. At the same time, the
First World War did not alter the model in significant ways. The
League of Nations adopted a restrictive, ad hoc, Eurocentric, and
temporary approach to the refugee issue in the inter-war period.
Notwithstanding efforts to define refugees in international law,
neither the League of Nations High Commission for Refugees nor
its successors, the Nansen International Office and the Office of
the High Commissioner for Refugees under the Protection of the
League, were given universal mandates. In the aftermath of the
Bolshevik Revolution the initial focus was on Russian refugees. The
mandates of League-related refugee organizations were later ex-
panded to include others—Armenians, Turks, Assyrians, Germans,
Austrians, Czechs—as new situations arose.

The Second World War and the Rebuilding
of Global Humanitarian Governance

The inter-war period saw the hijacking of national Red Cross
societies, first and foremost in Germany and Japan, by regimes no
longer informed by the principles of humanity and universality.
While these notions had been pillars of the humanitarian order
for three-quarters of a century, notwithstanding the massive caveat

Brasileira (), História 〈http://www.cruzvermelha.org.br/index.php?option=com_
content&view=article&id=&Itemid=〉 [accessed  Aug. ].

35 Reeves, ‘From Red Crosses to Golden Arches’, .
36 Hutchinson, Champions of Charity, .
37 Muntarbhorn, ‘The  Hague Peace Conference’, .
38 Reeves, ‘From Red Crosses to Golden Arches’, .



   

of colonization, concepts of superiority (racial or otherwise) led to
serious setbacks in terms of internationally accepted standards and,
in particular, breaches of the  Geneva Conventions.

At its seventeenth international conference in , the RedCross
attributed massive breaches of international humanitarian law by
Japan to ‘the very considerable differences which existed between
Japanese conceptions and Western ideas on the subject of prisoners
of war’ and attributed them ‘chiefly to the survival of certain
ancestral ideas, according to which the status of prisoner of war
is degrading’.39 Yet the same country had been at the forefront of
the expansion of modern humanitarianism and impressed Western
observers with its handling of Russian prisoners a few decades
earlier.

Kosuge explored the complexity of Japan’s attitude to the Red
Cross movement and humanitarian principles during the Second
World War. While Japanese combatants were instructed to deal
with POWs with humanity, they were also told that ‘there should be
no lapse into . . . mistaken humanitarianism’.40 In March  the
Japanese Red Cross concurred, and recommended that ‘it will be as
well to go no further than to respect the spirit [of the Convention]’.
On the one hand, Japanese schoolchildren were told of selfless Red
Cross nurses taking care of wounded soldiers ‘without distinction
as to friend or foe’.41 On the other, ‘ancestral ideas’ had been
reintroduced with a view to highlighting Japan’s superiority and
maintaining army morale.42 Japan had not ratified the  Geneva
Convention but indicated in  that it would respect its spirit.43

The staggeringly high death rates of Allied prisoners, especially
in the Philippines, forced labour, and other reports of inhumane
treatment of POWs suggest Japan massively failed to do so.44

After the war, the ICRC reported that in Hong Kong ICRC
assistance to needy civilians came to an end in November ,
when ‘the Japanese authorities noted the presence of a large number

39 International Committee of the Red Cross, Report of the International Committee of
the Red Cross on its Activities during the Second World War (September , –June , ),
i. General Activities (Geneva, ), .

40 Tojo, cited in Kosuge, ‘The “non-religious” Red Cross Emblem and Japan’, .
41 Ibid. –. 42 Ibid. .
43 Ibid. .
44 See e.g. Gary K. Reynolds, ‘U.S. Prisoners of War and Civilian American Citizens

Captured and Interned by Japan in World War II: The Issue of Compensation by
Japan’, Congressional Research Service Report for Congress () 〈http://www.history.
navy.mil/library/online/usprisoners_japancomp.htm#fn〉 [accessed  Apr. ].
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of needy Orientals among these recipients of relief, and ordered the
delegate to stop this aid and to confine his activities strictly to PW
and to interned civilians and their relatives’.45 Until the capitulation
of Japan the ICRC ‘was never allowed to give its attention to the
Chinese, Indian or Malay prisoners, since they were considered by
the Japanese to belong to the “Asiatic sphere of co-prosperity”’.46

With regard to civilian internees, the ICRC delegate in Hong
Kong was similarly ‘obliged to refrain from giving assistance to
Indian, Philippine, and Chinese nationals’.47 Asian combatants and
civilians were not even regarded as eligible for the consistently low
humanitarian standards Japan applied to Caucasians.

Following the collapse of the League of Nations’ political, dip-
lomatic, and humanitarian arrangements before and during the
Second World War, a new international order emerged with the
United Nations Charter in  and the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights in . In parallel, a new humanitarian system was
codified. Muntarbhorn argues that Asia’s contribution to humani-
tarianism in the twentieth century should be assessed in three key
areas: ‘the development of laws and/or practices relating to the pro-
hibition of various weapons; the evolution of laws and/or practices
for the assistance and protection of victims of armed conflicts; and
the imposition of jurisdiction and sanctions against violators of the
laws of war’.48

While most Asian countries are signatories to the prohibition
of various weapons, loopholes remain in terms of implementation,
compliance, and verification.49 The specific legal instruments de-
vised after the Second World War to protect the victims of armed
conflicts, in addition to general human rights instruments, are the
 ConventionRelating to the Status of Refugees (and its  Pro-
tocol) and the  Geneva Conventions (with the Additional Proto-
cols, ). Initially, the Refugee Convention was meant to address
issues of massive population displacements in Europe only. The geo-
graphical scope of theConventionwas later widened, but signatories
were offered the option to limit their involvement—and therefore
the applicability of the Convention—to Europe only. Nonethe-
less, nearly all signatories eventually agreed to the geographical

45 International Committee of the Red Cross, Report of the International Committee of
the Red Cross on its Activities during the Second World War , . 46 Ibid. .

47 Ibid. . 48 Muntarbhorn, ‘The  Hague Peace Conference’, .
49 Ibid. –.



   

widening of the Refugee Convention. In this regard, Asia’s involve-
ment in the refugee regime designed after the Second World War
can be characterized as timid, if not reluctant. Of all regions, Asia
was the least supportive. Indeed, one could characterize the Refugee
Convention as an almost universal regime, were it not for Asia’s
unenthusiastic response (see Table ).

Major refugee crises during the Cold War (Palestine, Bangladesh,
Indo-China, Afghanistan) thus unfolded in regions where the
Refugee Convention enjoyed little recognition. An ad hoc arrange-
ment, the Comprehensive Plan of Action (CPA), was devised in 
to address the Indo-China refugee crisis, as most countries in the
region were not signatories to the Refugee Convention. The CPA
fell short of offering refugees guarantees similar to the stipulations
of the Refugee Convention but nonetheless contributed to interna-
lizing parts of global humanitarian governance across South-East
Asia.50

Similarly, a significant number of Asian states are not parties
to the  Additional Protocols to the Geneva Conventions, in
particular Protocol II relating to the Protection of Victims of Non-
International Armed Conflicts (see Table ).

This does not mean that Asia withdrew from its earlier commit-
ment to humanitarian principles in the aftermath of the Second
World War. All Asian states are signatories to the  Geneva Con-
ventions. They generally accepted the Hague Law as customary
law, even though most of them did not take part in the  Hague
Convention and following conferences, as they were still under co-
lonial rule at the time. Besides, the argument is sometimes made
that signatories may be in breach of what they have formally agreed
to, while some non-signatories generally abide by internationally es-
tablished principles and customary law.51 This may well be the case
in some instances (such as India’s profession of good behaviour on
the issue of nuclear non-proliferation or the treatment of refugees)
but fails to explain why many Asian states were reluctant to endorse
the humanitarian norms established after the Second World War.

The legacy of colonization, control of the United Nations by

50 Alistair Cook, Operationalising Regimes and Recognising Actors: Responding to Crises
in Southeast Asia (Singapore, ); Sarah Davies, ‘Realistic yet Humanitarian? The
Comprehensive Plan of Action and Refugee Policy in Southeast Asia’, International
Relations of the Asia–Pacific, / (), –.

51 Muntarbhorn, ‘The  Hague Peace Conference’, .
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T . List of Countries which Signed Neither the
 Refugee Convention nor the  Additional Protocol

    

Andorra Barbados Comoros Kiribati Bahrain
San Marino Cuba Eritrea Marshall Islands Bangladesh

Grenada Libya Micronesia Bhutan
Guyana South Sudan Niue Brunei Darussalam
Saint Lucia Palau India

Tonga Indonesia
Vanuatu Iraq

Jordan
DPR Korea
Kuwait
Lao PDR
Lebanon
Maldives
Malaysia
Mauritius
Mongolia
Myanmar
Nepal
Oman
Pakistan
Saudi Arabia
Singapore
Sri Lanka
Syria
Thailand
UAE
Uzbekistan
Vietnam

Source: UNHCR, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, States Parties to the
 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees and the  Protocol 〈http://www.unhcr.
org/bbd.html〉 [accessed  Apr. ].

Western powers in the s and s, Western pressure and
interventions, and the Cold War may explain, at least in part, Asia’s
relative reluctance. Post-colonial states were understandably wary
of interference from former colonizers. Decolonization was a long
process, which many perceived as happening too slowly. This led the



   

T . Non-Signatories to the Second
Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventionsa

    

Andorra Angola Kiribati Azerbaijan
Eritrea Marshall Islands Bhutan
Somalia Niue India

Tuvalu Indonesia
Iraq
Israel
DPR Korea
Malaysia
Myanmar
Nepal
Papua New Guinea
Singapore
Sri Lanka
Thailand
Turkey
Vietnam

a Iran, Pakistan, and the USA are signatories but did not ratify the Second
Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions.

Source: International Committee of the Red Cross, Protocol Additional to the Geneva Con-
ventions of  August , and Relating to the Protection of Victims of Non-International Armed
Conflicts (Protocol II),  June . State Parties 〈http://www.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/
States.xsp?xp_viewStates=XPages_NORMStatesParties&xp_treatySeI thlected=
〉 [accessed  Apr. ].

United Nations General Assembly to set up the Special Committee
on Decolonization in . Newborn Asian and African states, and
those yet to gain independence, converged around the idea of non-
alignment, as expressed at the  Bandung Conference. Solidarity
between equals, not intrusive humanitarianism, was endorsed as the
preferred and legitimate basis for mutual assistance.

Western control of the UNmay also explain in part the reluctance
of many Asian countries to join UN-driven humanitarianism. West-
ern powers controlled UN General Assembly votes in the s and
s. In addition, Western powers held three of the five permanent
seats on the Security Council and until  China was represented
by the Taiwan-based Kuomintang, on life support from the United
States. Besides, in the initial years of the Cold War the USSR
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abstained from participating in the Security Council, leaving the
People’s Republic of China to face a US-led force sanctioned by the
UN Security Council in the Korean War. The Soviet Union quickly
reversed its non-participation policy and thereafter supported its al-
lies in the Security Council, which became ineffective for the whole
Cold War period, but Western countries still controlled, funded,
and staffed UN humanitarian agencies such as UNICEF, UNHCR,
and the World Food Programme (WFP). In short, the UN was
mostly perceived as partial in the developing world, although this
did not prevent some Asian countries, first and foremost India, from
participating in UN peacekeeping operations from the start.

But none of these issues was unique to Asia. Asian powers were
enmeshed in the Cold War, but so were all others. The Cold
War, and its ensuing flow of refugees, also engulfed the Middle
East, Africa, and Central America. Muntarbhorn52 pointed out
two possible explanations for Asia’s singular reluctance to join the
humanitarian system set up in the aftermath of the Second World
War: ‘excessive attachment to sovereignty and national security’
and ‘lack of homogeneity within the Asian region’.53

Post-Cold War Humanitarian Governance

The global humanitarian system evolved very quickly after the
end of the Cold War amid the rapidly changing patterns and
processes highlighted in the Introduction to this volume. Asian
powers generally remained on the sidelines of the  Gulf War
but signed up to UN Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali’s
Agenda for Peace in . While several conflicts inherited from
the Cold War were successfully solved, new conflicts erupted, in
particular, in Yugoslavia, Somalia, and the Caucasus.

Post-Cold War humanitarian governance has been marked by
52 Mr Vitit Muntarbhorn is an international human rights expert and a professor

of law at Chulalongkorn University in Bangkok, Thailand. He was nominated United
Nations Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights in the Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea in , a position he held until . In  he
was awarded the UNESCO Prize for Human Rights Education. He also served as
the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution
and Child Pornography from  to . See 〈http://unocha.org/humansecurity/
about-human-security/advisory-board/vitit-muntarbhorn〉 [accessed  Apr. ].

53 Vitit Muntarbhorn, ‘Traditional Asian Approaches to the Protection of Victims of
Armed Conflict and their Relationship to Modern International Humanitarian Law:
Commentary’, Australian Yearbook of International Law,  (), –, at .



   

four main trends: erosion of International Humanitarian Law stan-
dards; massive increase in assistance and peacekeeping operations;
regionalization; and the rise of ‘humanitarian intervention’. To
this should be added the massive increase in the number of non-
state actors involved in crisis and disaster response. The erosion of
International Humanitarian Law standards was palpable in the de-
creased understanding of, and respect for, the Geneva Conventions
by warring parties, including procedures to determine the status of
combatants and respect for Red Cross and Red Crescent emblems.
In addition, the protection offered to refugees and other forcibly
displaced people was significantly reduced. Refugees quickly lost
their image of freedom fighters and appeal to Western audiences
following the end of the Cold War. Increasingly unwelcome, they
were encouraged to remain within the borders of war-torn coun-
tries, where safe havens would be established. The template for the
newmodel was devised in Yugoslavia, and the illusory ‘protection’ of
UN-declared ‘safe havens’, tragically exposed in  in Srebrenica,
was emblematic of this evolution.54

In the past two decades the number of refugees has decreased
markedly, while the number of Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs)
has increased. Wary of the refugee regime from the start, Asia is in
this regard a forerunner. As of , Asia hosted fewer than  per
cent of the world’s refugees but more than half of its IDPs.55 The dire
situation of the Rohingyas in Myanmar, for instance, is evidence
of the extent to which populations suffer when denied not only
assistance, but first and foremost legal existence at a national level
as a prerequisite to international protection.56 Forcibly displaced
people are affected throughout the region by a ‘low protection’
regime, marked by a reluctance to internationalize issues and crises,

54 ‘U.N. Agrees to Declare Bosnian Town a Safe Haven’, New York Times,  Apr. ;
Karin Landgren, ‘Danger: Safe Areas’, Refugees Magazine,  〈http://www.unhcr.org/
bd.html〉 [accessed  Apr. ]; Médecins sans Frontières, Testimony Presented
by MSF during the French Parliamentary Hearing into the Srebrenica Tragedy ( Mar.
) 〈http://www.doctorswithoutborders.org/article/testimony-presented-msf-during-
french-parliamentary-hearing-srebrenica-tragedy〉 [accessed  Apr. ]; Jennifer
Hyndman, ‘Preventive, Palliative, or Punitive? Safe Spaces in Bosnia-Herzegovina,
Somalia, and Sri Lanka’, Journal of Refugee Studies, / (), –.

55 Michael Smith, ‘Better Approaches to Protracted Displacement?’, in Howard
Adelman (ed.), Protracted Displacement in Asia: No Place to Call Home (Aldershot, ),
–.

56 Chris Lewa, ‘Asia’s New Boat People’, Forced Migration Review,  (), –;
Nehginpao Kipgen, ‘Conflict in Rakhine State in Myanmar: Rohingya Muslims’
Conundrum’, Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs, / (), –.
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and limited internalization of humanitarian norms with regard to
both combatants and civilians. Lastly, in terms of enforcement,
five of the seven states which objected to the establishment of the
International Criminal Court were Asian.

The number, size, and volume of UN and other assistance and
peace operations have increased markedly since the early s.
Financial outlays for humanitarian aid have increased from  per
cent of ODA in the s to more than  per cent since .57 As
a result, humanitarianism has sometimes been described as the new
paradigm of foreign aid in an era of liberal governance.58

Asian countries rank among the largest troop contributors to UN
peace operations.59 India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh have over time
been the top three, while China, Japan, and others have increased
their participation more recently. Japan has long been a strong
financial contributor to disaster relief. Other Asian countries have
more recently increased their assistance in both absolute and relative
terms but remain poorly connected toWestern donors’ clubs and ef-
forts to co-ordinate and streamline assistance. Japan was a founding
member of the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the
OECD andKorea joined in . Japan and Korea are also the only
twoAsian signatories to the thirty-seven-memberGoodHumanitar-
ian Donorship principles, an initiative aimed at promoting effective
and accountable humanitarian assistance. Nonetheless, the impar-
tiality of the assistance, both military and financial, provided by
states in response to disasters has been questioned. In particular,
such assistance was in some cases seen as tied to the respect of peace
agreements.60

UN interest in regional security arrangements, specified in the
UN Charter but largely forgotten during the Cold War, was revived
in Secretary-General Boutros-Ghali’s Agenda for Peace ().

57 Peter Walker and Kevin Pepper, ‘The State of Humanitarian Funding’, Forced Mig-
ration Review,  (), – 〈www.fmreview.org/humanitarianreform.htm〉 [accessed
 Aug. ].

58 Mark Duffield, Global Governance and the New Wars: The Merging of Development and
Security (London, ); Chimni, Globalisation, Humanitarianism and the Erosion of Refugee
Protection.

59 United Nations Peacekeeping, Troop and Police Contributors Archive (–)
〈http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/resources/statistics/contributors_archive.shtml〉
[accessed  Apr. ].

60 Fabrice Weissman, ‘Sierra Leone: Peace at Any Price’, in Médecins sans Frontières
and Fabrice Weissman (eds.), In the Shadow of ‘Just Wars’: Violence, Politics and Humanitarian
Action (London, ), –.



   

Regional security arrangements and institutions gained prominence
and visibility, supplementing an overstretched UN Department of
Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO), as the number, diversity, and
complexity of peacekeeping operations increased rapidly.61 Besides,
the peacekeeping concept was regarded as inadequate to deal with
the conflicts which erupted after the end of the Cold War, as argued
in the Agenda for Peace.

Asian regionalism remains weak when compared with other
regions and institutions, as no regional security organization en-
compasses the whole of Asia. This sets Asia apart from other
continents. The most comprehensive institution, at least in a geo-
graphical sense, is the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF). In addition
to South-East Asian countries, the forum includes in particular
China, Japan, Korea, and India. The ARF follows the ASEAN
principles of non-interference, non-intervention, and consensus
decision-making. ASEAN played an active diplomatic role in the
resolution of the Cambodian issue but has had no significant impact
on crisis management since then.62 ASEAN has made very slow pro-
gress since the idea of joint disaster response was first endorsed in
the Manila Declaration on Mutual Assistance on Natural Disasters
in . Notwithstanding numerous declarations and action plans,
ASEAN has been largely ineffective in dealing with man-made
crises (East Timor, Myanmar) and has displayed limited capaci-
ties in handling natural disasters (Indian Ocean tsunami, Cyclone
Nargis).63 In contrast to other continents, Asia has not built any
pan-regional institution with a significant capacity or willingness to
respond to either natural or man-made disasters.

The  UN General Assembly unanimously endorsed the
Responsibility to Protect (RP). Asian states generally agreed with

61 See e.g. Muthiah Alagappa, ‘Regional Institutions, the UN and International
Security: A Framework for Analysis’, Third World Quarterly, / () –; John
Chipman, ‘The New Regionalism: Avoiding Strategic Hubris’, in Denny Roy (ed.),
The New Security Agenda in the Asia–Pacific Region (Basingstoke, ), –; Hilaire
McCoubrey and Justin Morris, Regional Peacekeeping in the Post-Cold War Era (The Hague,
).

62 Jürgen Haacke, ‘The ASEAN Regional Forum and Transnational Challenges:
Little Collective Securitization, Some Practical Cooperation’, in Jürgen Haacke and
Noel Morada (eds.), Cooperative Security in the Asia–Pacific: The ASEAN Regional Forum
(London, ), –.

63 For a discussion see in particular Alain Guilloux, ‘Regional Governance and
Disaster Response’, in Nicholas Thomas (ed.), Governance and Regionalism in Asia
(London, ), –; Christopher Roberts, ASEAN’s Myanmar Crisis: Challenges to
the Pursuit of a Security Community (Singapore, ).
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the domestic responsibilities of states and prevention efforts but
most expressed reservations with regard to the third pillar, which
focuses on the responsibility of the international community to
intervene, should a state be unable or unwilling to protect its
own nationals from grave human rights violations.64 A resolution
adopted by the  UN General Assembly was the first to discuss
concrete proposals to implement RP. Of the sixty-seven sponsors
of the resolution, only five were Asian countries (India, Papua New
Guinea, Republic of Korea, Singapore, and Timor-Leste).65

Major Asian powers displayed different attitudes to military
intervention and peacekeeping during the Cold War. Japan consti-
tutionally ruled out any military engagement. China fought the UN
intervention in Korea, and then resisted any participation in the
UN peacekeeping or humanitarian systems for decades. In contrast,
India participated actively in UN peacekeeping operations and in-
tervened on its own in neighbouring countries. Ironically, India
was the first country to mount what could be deemed a humani-
tarian intervention in East Pakistan in , but in the end decided
against portraying and defending the intervention as humanitar-
ian in the Security Council.66 It is therefore notable that China’s,
Japan’s, and India’s views of intrusive humanitarianism have, to a
significant extent, converged after the end of the Cold War. The
 intervention in Kosovo was a turning-point, as Asian coun-
tries were reluctant to endorse NATO’s intervention in Serbia.67

64 For a discussion of the merits, dilemmas, and ambiguities of humanitarian
intervention and the responsibility to protect see in particular Fernando Tesón,
Humanitarian Intervention: An Inquiry into Law and Morality (Irvington-on-Hudson,
NY, ); Oliver Ramsbotham and Tom Woodhouse, Humanitarian Intervention in
Contemporary Conflict: A Reconceptualization (Cambridge, ); Ian Holliday, ‘Ethics
of Intervention: Just War Theory and the Challenge of the Twenty-First Century’,
International Relations, / (), –; Carlo Focarelli, ‘The Responsibility to
Protect Doctrine and Humanitarian Intervention: Too Many Ambiguities for a
Working Doctrine’, Journal of Conflict and Security Law, / (), –; Allen
Buchanan, ‘The Internal Legitimacy of Humanitarian Intervention’, Journal of Political
Philosophy, / (), –; Thomas Weiss, ‘The Sunset of Humanitarian Intervention?
The Responsibility to Protect in a Unipolar Era’, Security Dialogue, / (), –.

65 International Coalition for the Responsibility to Protect, Outcome of July Debate:
Adoption of First UN Resolution on the Responsibility to Protect () 〈http://www.
responsibilitytoprotect.org/index.php/component/content/article/-rpcs-topics/
-un-resolution-on-the-responsibility-to-protect〉 [accessed  Aug. ].

66 Nicholas Wheeler, Saving Strangers: Humanitarian Intervention in International Society
(Oxford, ), –.

67 Koji Watanabe (ed.), Humanitarian Intervention: The Evolving Asian Debate (Tokyo,
), –.



   

Since then, Asian countries have generally opposed military inter-
ventions of any guise in the absence of a UN Security Council
mandate.

Asia’s response to the post-Cold War humanitarian system thus
appears to be mixed. Asia preceded the West in its downgrading
of normative protection, increased humanitarian assistance, and
participation in peacekeeping efforts, but showed very limited en-
thusiasm for regional responses to crises and disasters. Besides, Asian
countries overall remain suspicious of ‘humanitarian intervention’
in the absence of Security Council approval. How is Asia’s attitude
likely to evolve?

Conclusion: Whither Asia in the Global Humanitarian System?

Asia as awhole is likely tomaintain if not increase its commitments to
humanitarian assistance and peacekeeping, an important dimension
if Asian powers are to be seen as responsible stakeholders, and
to preserve or enhance their status in international society. The
quest for improved status was already a key reason, if not the
overriding one, for the involvement of Asian powers in the modern
humanitarian system. At the same time Asia is likely to remain
wary of rule-based or otherwise substantive regionalism in matters
of security, as the balance of power in Asia is not conducive to
the establishment of a regional security system. Asian views of
humanitarian intervention and the responsibility to protect are
more complex and may evolve over time, driven in particular
by economic growth, globalization, and democratization. Besides,
major Asian powers are likely to gain confidence as they rise, thus
alleviating fears of Western intervention.

Jia Qingguo argues that four factors shape China’s attitude
towards armed intervention: ‘the nature of the existing international
system; China’s experience with the outside world in modern times;
its international status; and its domestic politics’.68 It is worth noting
that all four factors are not fixed but bound to evolve, in no small
part as a result of China’s rise and policy choices. This should
give China room for foreign policy adjustments in the future, in
particular with regard to humanitarian intervention. It is also worth
noting that many Asian countries could probably agree that their

68 Jia Qingguo, ‘China’, in Watanabe (ed.), Humanitarian Intervention, –, at .
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attitude is also informed by the same four factors—to which they
might want to add a fifth one: how to cope with China’s rise and
what is often viewed as its new-found assertiveness?

China may not necessarily regain its ‘former central, preeminent
position in the world’,69 but its continued rise could gradually pull
the international system away from its current unipolar moment.
While China’s experience with the outside world was historically
marked by Western intervention and subjugation, China’s foreign
policy is increasingly shaped by its fast economic development,
growing overseas investments, expanded trade routes and supply
lanes, and the necessity to protect them. Notwithstanding routine
professions of non-intervention, these factors have in recent years
led China to take a proactive role in anti-piracy naval operations in
the Gulf of Aden and the Indian Ocean, and consent to Western
intervention in Libya in .

While China’s quest for status may push it to accept ever-
growing burdens as a ‘responsible stakeholder’ in the international
system and global security governance, this is also true of other
Asian powers. Both Japan and China warmed to the idea of
peacekeeping to enhance their status internationally.70 India points
out its long-standing contribution to UN peacekeeping in its quest
for a permanent seat on the Security Council. Pang Zhongying
also argues that China’s quest for status is key to understanding
its changing attitude towards peacekeeping, from deep suspicion
to gradual embrace.71 In this perspective, the Security Council
stamp of approval, which Asian powers insist is a prerequisite
to legitimate humanitarian (or other) interventions, looks like a
dependent variable as much as, if not more than, an independent
one. As they rise, Asian powers will probably have an increasingly
significant role in legitimizing such interventions, regardless of
the architecture of the Security Council. This suggests that more
consultations and bargaining between Western and Asian powers
are likely to happen in the future.

Democratization has also contributed to changing public percep-
tions of the humanitarian intervention theme, in particular inKorea,

69 Ibid. .
70 Shogo Suzuki, ‘Seeking “Legitimate” Great Power Status in Post-Cold War

International Society: China’s and Japan’s Participation in UNPKO’, International
Relations, / (), –.

71 Pang Zhongying, ‘China’s Changing Attitude to UN Peacekeeping’, International
Peacekeeping , / (), –.



   

the Philippines, and more recently Indonesia.72 Public opinion in
these countries, under authoritarian rule for extended periods dur-
ing the ColdWar, is warming to the humanitarian intervention idea.
Differences over humanitarian norms and issues no longer separate
Asia from the West (or the rest), but run within Asia.

One important aspect of the humanitarian system that still ap-
pears to separate Asia from the West is the space open to humani-
tarian organizations. Asia hosts an increasing number of these, both
home-grown and affiliated to international organizations, but the
dynamism of this emergent movement is often thwarted by states out
of security and sovereignty concerns. Asian humanitarian organiza-
tions, notwithstanding their dedication and capacities, face a more
constraining environment than Western ones. Across the region,
the general trends towards professionalization and secularization
noted in the Introduction to this volume remain uneven. Like Asian
NGOs in general, humanitarian organizations are often hampered
by restrictive, burdensome registration procedures, complex tax and
financial regulatory environments, suspicious public opinions, and
restrictions on freedom of expression. In addition, the movements
and actions of NGOs involved in overseas projects, or issues which
interfere with foreign policy, have often been restricted because of
sensitive national unity issues or other diplomatic concerns.73 Not-
withstanding the rhetoric, ASEAN has had limited interactions with
humanitarian NGOs. Even in Japan, the legal framework for NGOs
is recent and the public remains suspicious of, or ambivalent to-
wards, these organizations.74 All these restrictions have often made
it more challenging for Asian humanitarian organizations to gain
international exposure and experience. International humanitarian
organizations eager to defend or expand spaces for impartial, inde-
pendent, and neutral action should be mindful of this challenge, as
Asian governments and societies are likely to have a growing impact
on issues of concern to humanitarians.

72 Simon Tay and Rizal Sukma, ‘ASEAN’, in Watanabe (ed.), Humanitarian Intervention,
–, at .

73 Guilloux, ‘Regional Governance and Disaster Response’, .
74 Kaori Kuroda, ‘Japan-Based Non-Governmental Organizations in Pursuit of

Human Security’, Japan Forum, / (), –; Yukie Osa, ‘The Role of Japanese
NGOs in the Pursuit of Human Security: Limits and Possibilities in the Field of
Refugees’, Japan Forum, ibid. –.
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Dilemmas of Participation: Developers and
the Problem of Doing the Right Thing

E S 

Since the colonial era, sub-Saharan Africa has witnessed the ar-
rival and departure of various development strategies. Most of the
policies were designed by development agencies and governments
of the Global North, and were aimed at guiding developments
throughout the continent and beyond. Development strategies—
for example, modernization, basic needs, self-help, structural ad-
justment, sustainable development, capacity-building, and poverty
reduction—not only provide catchy terms for expressing the cen-
tral elements of each approach, but also establish certain premisses
about the relationship between developed and not-so-developed
actors—be they countries, states, populations, or individuals—and
define development goals and the means of fulfilling them. In de-
fining the development configuration in this way, the strategies
and, more generally, discourses of development shape development
practice and the world that development aid workers live and work
in. Development aid as it is understood here is a subform of current
international humanitarian aid. Like the latter, development work
is based on a moral discourse of humanitarianism as well as on the
dichotomy of those to be helped and those who are able to help.
Because development aid today is characterized by long-term efforts
to bring about change and an ideal of close co-operation between
aid provider and recipient, the ambivalences and dilemmas of aid
stand out clearly.1

1 There is no clear-cut definition either of the concept of development aid or of
the notion of humanitarian aid. I understand humanitarian aid as an umbrella term
comprising different forms of aid, including different organizational forms and aid
policies but joined together by a normative discourse on helping the helpless. For the
problem of definition and the changing narratives of humanitarian aid see Johannes
Paulmann, ‘Conjunctures in the History of International Humanitarian Aid during
the Twentieth Century’, Humanity, / (), –.



   

Much work has been done in recent years on analysing and
deconstructing the development gaze of the Global North, and the
ambiguities and contradictions of development discourses.2 The
present essay builds on this work, but it will not concentrate on
the policies, discourses, or institutions of development and their
deconstruction. Instead it focuses on the actors of a particular deve-
lopment configuration and the effects of the ‘participatory develop-
ment’ approach on the everyday social practice of development aid
workers. By focusing on European development aid workers and the
problems they encounter while trying to implement ‘participatory’
development ideals in daily interaction, I would like to show that
interpersonal intercultural interaction is a central factor in develop-
ment work, and that this interaction is influenced by development
discourses and their ‘buzzwords’.3 More precisely, I will ask what
it means for European development aid workers on the ground (I
will call them ‘developers’) to live and act in a field of conflicting
demands arising from ‘participatory development’ ideals. Although
it is self-evident that the world of development can be understood
only by combining different perspectives and levels of analysis, to
understand the problems of development we also need to look at
the everyday problems associated with the development encounter.
By taking this back-door approach to the world of development—
that is, by taking the desires, ideals, and problems of developers
seriously—it may be possible to open up another perspective on

2 On the deconstruction of discourses and concepts of development see e.g. Andrea
Cornwall, ‘Buzzwords and Fuzzwords: Deconstructing Development Discourse’, Deve-
lopment in Practice, /– (), –; ead. and Deborah Eade (eds.), Deconstructing
Development Discourse: Buzzwords and Fuzzwords (Oxford, ); Michael P. Cowen and
R. W. Shenton, Doctrines of Development (London, ); Arturo Escobar, Encountering
Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third World (Princeton, ); Katy Gardner
and David Lewis, Anthropology, Development and the Post-Modern Challenge (London, );
Ralph D. Grillo und Roderick L. Stirrat (eds.), Discourses of Development: Anthropological
Perspectives (Oxford, ); Jan Nederveen Pieterse, ‘Dilemmas of Development Dis-
course: The Crisis of Developmentalism and the Comparative Method’, Development
and Change,  (), –; and Wolfgang Sachs, The Development Dictionary: A Guide to
Knowledge as Power (London, ).

3 See Andrea Cornwall and Karen Brock, ‘What Do Buzzwords Do for Deve-
lopment Policy? A Critical Look at “Participation”, “Empowerment” and “Poverty
Reduction”’, Third World Quarterly, / (), –, at ; eaed., Beyond
Buzzwords: ‘Poverty Reduction’, ‘Participation’ and ‘Empowerment’ in Development Policy, UN
Research Institute for Social Development Programme Paper,  (Geneva, ), , avail-
able online at 〈http://www.unrisd.org/BCBCCF/%httpAuxPages%/
FDDDEAACCCBFFAA/$file/cornwall.pdf〉 [accessed  Jan.
].



       

development work and provide a complementary interpretation of
its difficulties.4

Drawing on my fieldwork in Niger, I will argue that for many
developers of the younger generation ‘participation’ works as model
of and for social relations between themselves and the people ‘to
be developed’. Participation in this sense is more than a buzzword,
technique, or output of development work—it is a model of and for
understanding the other of the development encounter.5 As a model
for social relations, ‘participation’ implies an ethics of understanding
the other, which articulates what appears to be the appropriateman-
ner for dealing with locals; however, its exigencies are ambiguous
as ‘participation’ combines contradictory evaluations of (cultural)
difference. While morally correct, in practice understanding the
other in a ‘participatory mode’ leads developers straight to certain
dilemmas: however a developer decides to act to fulfil one demand
of the participatory norm, (s)he will, as we will see, always end up
contradicting another. Following contradictory participatory ideals
therefore necessarily culminates in a quandary for developers, who
find themselves unable to do the right thing. The easiest way for
developers inNiger to escape situations characterized by such dilem-
mas appears to be simply to avoid situations leading to dilemmas.
But what does this mean for development co-operation? In this essay
I will argue that the contradictions, normativity, and dogmatism
of participatory approaches may ultimately result in a decline in
social relations between developers and local people, and not in
their promotion, as actually envisaged by the idea of participation.

I will begin by discussing the concept of ‘participation’—its

4 On the term ‘developers’, see e.g. Georgia Kaufmann, ‘Watching Developers: A
Partial Ethnography’, in Grillo and Stirrat (eds.), Discourses of Development , –; and
Timothy Morris, The Despairing Developer: Diary of an Aid Worker in the Middle East
(London, ). The use of this term does not necessarily mean the assumption of a
clear-cut separation between ‘developers’ and ‘those to be developed’.

5 I refer here to Clifford Geertz’s essay ‘Religion as a Cultural System’, in id., The
Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (; repr. London, ), –. Henkel and
Stirrat, who work on the religious roots and connotations of the notion of participation,
criticize Robert Chambers, one of the most famous proponents of a participatory
approach to development, as his approach reminds the authors of the ‘Geertzian
notion of religion as a model of and a model for behaviour’: Heiko Henkel and
Roderick L. Stirrat, ‘Participation as a Spiritual Duty: Empowerment as a Secular
Subjection’, in Bill Cooke and Uma Kothari (eds.), Participation: The New Tyranny?
(; repr. London, ), –, at . This observation is valid, in my view, but
it could be applied to many forms of ideology and the functioning of convictions. Cf.
Robert Chambers, Rural Development: Putting the Last First (London, ).



   

progression into the development mainstream, the critique that
followed, and the ambiguities inherent in this concept of develop-
ment relations. Taking an example of a dilemma situation, I will
then show how the contradictory ideals of participation shape inter-
actions between development workers and ‘locals’. The following
section describes the options developers choose to deal with such
dilemmas, and the essay concludes with some general remarks on
the challenges of ‘understanding the other’ as, after all, develop-
ment work is a human enterprise and understanding the other is
fundamental to it.

Participation: Concept, Critique, Contradictions

Although every development strategy is characterized by special
keywords, development language is far from unequivocal. It is
always open and ambiguous, not least because development policies
have to apply to very different contexts and actors, and need to
convey both the idea of humanitarianism and that of conditionality
at the same time. This also applies to ‘participation’, which has
been a keyword in international development since the late s.
In a very general way, participatory development means ‘mak[ing]
“people” central to development’,6 by involving them in some way
in development interventions, listening to their needs and aims,
and encouraging them to assume responsibility for and control over
‘their’ development.

The idea of participation has its roots in political,7 management,8

and probably also religious contexts,9 but it is not new in develop-
ment language either. The idea of participation can be found in the
colonial policies of indirect rule,10 in all kinds of community deve-

6 Bill Cooke and Uma Kothari, ‘The Case for Participation as Tyranny’, in eid.
(eds.), Participation, –, at .

7 John Cohen and Norman Uphoff, ‘Participation’s Place in Rural Development:
Seeking Clarity through Specifity’, in Andrea Cornwall (ed.), The Participation Reader
(London, ), –, first published in World Development , / (), –.

8 Harry Taylor, ‘Insights into Participation from Critical Management and Labour
Process Perspectives’, in Cooke and Kothari (eds.), Participation, –.

9 Henkel and Stirrat, ‘Participation as a Spiritual Duty’.
10 Bill Cooke, ‘A New Continuity with Colonial Administration: Participation in

Development Management’, Third World Quarterly, / (), –. On colonial
development concepts cf. Frederick Cooper, ‘Modernizing Bureaucrats, Backward
Africans, and the Development Concept’, in Frederick Cooper and Randall Packard
(eds.), International Development and the Social Sciences: Essays on the History and Politics of
Knowledge (Berkeley, ), –.



       

lopment approaches of the s in Africa and beyond, and in the
development landscape of the s, when participation became a
concept used by non-governmental development organizations as a
central element of alternative, bottom-up development strategies.11

It was intended as a critique of Western development blueprints
and top-down policies focusing on institutional development and
on the state as the main actor. As the Western world experienced a
‘boom’ in emancipatory social movements, emancipatory pedagogy
became part of a critical view of development. The idea of ‘partici-
pation’ in the sense of people being actively involved in projects that
affect them was closely connected to the ideal of ‘empowerment’—
that is, the aim of transforming local and global power relations by
changing social and economic structures. In the late s, however,
international development organizations already presented a more
management-oriented discourse on ‘participation’, emphasizing the
importance of involving local actors, their knowledge, skills, and
objectives, with a view not only to empowering the powerless but
also to making development projects more sustainable and efficient
bymobilizing the people concerned and sharing responsibilities and
costs with them.12 It would appear that it was less the political
and ‘transformative’ than the managerial and functional view of
participation as a neutral technique, which promises cost-effective
and sustainable development, that led to its incorporation into the
development establishment by the mid-s.13 Pablo Alejandro
Leal argues that the elevation of ‘participation’ into development
discourse happened at the same time as the rise of resistance to the
neo-liberal structural adjustment politics of the s and s,
and aimed to give these policies a ‘human face’. He cites Michel
Chossudovsky, who comments on this shift as follows: ‘The “of-
ficial” neoliberal dogma also creates its own “counter-paradigm”
embodying a highly moral and ethical discourse.’14 Thus the notion
of participation entered the development mainstream by the end

11 See Andrea Cornwall, ‘Unpacking “Participation”: Models, Meanings and
Practices’, Community Development Journal , / (), –.

12 Cf. Sarah C. White, ‘Depoliticizing Development: The Uses and Abuses of
Participation’, Development and Practice, / (), –.

13 See Cornwall ‘Unpacking “Participation”’, –; and for typologies of the
meaning of ‘participation’, Cornwall and Brock, Beyond Buzzwords, –.

14 See Pablo Alejandro Leal, ‘Participation: The Ascendancy of a Buzzword in
the Neo-Liberal Era’, in Cornwall (ed.), The Participation Reader , –; Michel
Chossudovsky, The Globalization of Poverty: The Impacts of IMF and World Bank Reforms
(Mexico City, ), , cited in Leal, ‘Participation’, .



   

of the s and, with the adoption of the concept by the World
Bank institutions in the s, the ultimate ‘participatory turn’ took
place, making participation the ‘new orthodoxy’ of the development
world.15

Today, as Cornwall and Brock state, participation is still a central
concept of development discourse, but at the turn of the millennium
the language changed from more technical to moralizing. Poverty
Reduction Strategy Papers, Millennium Goals, and the narratives
of participation, ownership, and empowerment today form part of a
mainstreamed ‘consensus narrative’.16 This is a moral narrative that
stresses the rightness of the project of development and insight into
the importance of shared responsibility, and thus presents ‘a nor-
mative position as consensus’.17 In addition to ‘participation’, this
harmonious definition of the development configuration includes
the concepts of partnership, dialogue, and accountability.18 These
are indicative of efforts to redefine relations between the actors
of the development encounter—be they states, organizations, or
individual developers—and the people to be developed. The ideal
project of development is now one of close co-operation, friendly
dialogue between equal partners, and the finding of a consensus
in relation to views and ways that lead to development without
disturbing anyone’s life in a fundamental way, as it springs from
insight into its rightness and necessity.

Advertised in this way, ‘participation’ should facilitate exchange,
give a voice to the actors concerned, and help to avoid the imposition
of ‘Western’ development blueprints all over the world. However,
Cornwall and Brock’s critical remark on a ‘consensus narrative’
already highlighted the ambiguity of the idea of ‘participation’,
and indeed it has come under fire in recent years. It soon emerged
that participation is on the way to working exactly like any other
development approach. It is described in the academic debate

15 Roderick L. Stirrat, ‘The New Orthodoxy and Old Truths: Participation,
Empowerment and other Buzzwords’, in Sunil Bastian and Nicola Bastian (eds.),
Assessing Participation: A Debate from South Asia (Delhi, ), –; cf. World Bank, The
World Bank Participation Sourcebook (Washington, ).

16 Cornwall and Brock, ‘What Do Buzzwords Do?’, .
17 Cornwall and Brock, Beyond Buzzwords, ; cf. Leal, ‘Participation’, –, on the

current feel-good rhetoric.
18 See Eva Spies, Das Dogma der Partizipation: Interkulturelle Kontakte im Kontext der

Entwicklungszusammenarbeit in Niger (Cologne, ); Jennifer M. Brinkerhoff, Partnership
for International Development: Rhetoric or Results? (Boulder, Colo., ).



       

as a buzzword,19 tyranny,20 orthodoxy,21 dogma,22 or hegemony
in a Gramscian sense.23 The main objection expressed in these
terms is that because of the mainstreaming of participation in
international development, every development actor is forced to
use this concept without questioning it, as it is now the sine qua
non of every development intervention and necessary to legitimize
it. ‘Participation’ is idealized, moralized, and universalized, and
thus detached from its concrete field of application and its original
aim to provide a way of approaching development that is context-
sensitive and embraces the needs, skills, and knowledge of the people
concerned. By using the term ‘dogma of participation’ myself, I
want to emphasize that the global currency of the participatory
development model with its claim to universal validity tends to work
today just like any other unquestioned development blueprint, albeit
with the specific characteristic that ‘participation’ is understood as
globally applicable (moral) knowledge about development precisely
because it pretends to acknowledge the relativity and localism of
paths leading to development. This inherent contradiction in the
participatory discourse between a universal claim and recognition
of the cultural relativity of knowledge influences the attitudes of
developers who locate themselves within the frame of reference
of participatory development, and whose problems with it will be
discussed later.

Some authors see the incorporation of participatory approaches
into the dominant development ideology as a strategy for depoliti-
cizing ‘participation’ in the sense that it is cut off from its radical
political roots, having been incorporated only to ‘justify, legitimize,
and perpetuate current neo-liberal hegemony’.24 For these critics
the rhetoric of participation serves to obfuscate the real power re-
lations of the development world and to whitewash the fact that
global structures of power and dependency have not changed to the
present day. ‘Participation’ is seen as a disguise needed to legitimize
interventions morally, while its real aim is to reduce costs and shift
responsibility. Other critical points made (related to that presented

19 See Cornwall and Brock, Beyond Buzzwords and ‘What Do Buzzwords Do?’;
Stirrat, ‘The New Orthodoxy and Old Truths’; and Leal, ‘Participation’.

20 Cooke and Kothari (eds.), Participation.
21 Stirrat, ‘The New Orthodoxy and Old Truths’; Henkel and Stirrat, ‘Participation

as a Spiritual Duty’, . 22 Spies, Das Dogma der Partizipation.
23 Cornwall and Brock, ‘What Do Buzzwords Do?’, .
24 Leal, ‘Participation’, .



   

above) are that themainstreaming of ‘participation’ transforms poli-
tical problems into technical ones,25 that ‘locals’ are romanticized as
harmonious communities, power differentials between them tend to
be ignored,26 and that within a single organization or even project,
‘participation’ can refer to quite different things, depending on the
actors’ perspectives and interests.27 As ‘participation’ is understood
as a premiss and a means and an end of development work, its use
is arbitrary.

Is ‘participation’ therefore nothing more than a mere buzzword?
Does it empower the powerless or does it obscure power differen-
tials? Is it merely a way of morally legitimizing interventions and
an instrument for reducing costs and sharing responsibilities and
expenses? Is it strong in theory but weak in practice or vice versa?
And is it a means, an end, or both? Different lines of criticism have
been followed and it would seem that everything has already been
said about participatory development. Nonetheless, in my view it is
useful to take a critical look at ‘participation’ from a different per-
spective: as an ambiguous way of defining the otherness of the other
of the development relation, and as an ethics of understanding.

I agree with David Mosse when he says that ideologies of de-
velopment act as ‘mobilising metaphors’28—that is, they are not
only about buzzwords. Instead, these ideologies or ‘[d]evelopment
myths work through emotional identification . . .; they build and
sustain the feeling of conviction that people need in order to be
able to act.’29 Elsewhere, Andrea Cornwall and Karen Brock write:
‘The fine-sounding words that are used in development policies do
more than provide a sense of direction: they lend the legitimacy that
development actors need in order to justify their interventions.’30 In
other words: ‘participation’ works for the developers as a model of

25 White, ‘Depoliticizing Development’.
26 Francis Cleaver, ‘Institutions, Agency and the Limitations of Participatory

Approaches to Development’, in Cooke and Kothari (eds.), Participation, –; Henkel
and Stirrat, ‘Participation as a Spiritual Duty’; Jean-Pierre Olivier de Sardan, ‘Le
“développement participatif ”: ni solution miracle, ni complot néolibéral’, Afrique
contemporaine, / (), –.

27 See the typologies in Cornwall, ‘Unpacking “Participation”’; Trevor Parfitt, ‘The
Ambiguity of Participation: A Qualified Defence of Participatory Development’, Third
World Quarterly, / (), –.

28 David Mosse, Cultivating Development: An Ethnography of Aid Policy and Practice
(London, ), .

29 Cornwall and Brock, ‘What Do Buzzwords Do?’, .
30 Cornwall and Brock, Beyond Buzzwords,  and : ‘discursive framings are important

in shaping development practice’.



       

and for development work or, to be more precise, the development
encounter; this model influences how developers think about their
‘other’ in the development encounter, their ideals for these encoun-
ters, and how they try to shape them. By listening to ‘developers
in the field’, that is, the voices of those who take on the task of
implementing the vague and inherently contradictory ideas that
constitute the phenomenon we term ‘participatory development’,
I would like to emphasize the importance of taking the emotional
involvement of developers seriously and of understanding them as
moral beings who are trying to work with not only their technical
but also their moral and cultural knowledge, that is, with an ethics
of understanding the other of the development encounter.

However, developers try to implement their ambiguous ideas of
the development relation in a context that is defined by institutional
constraints, contradictory policies, and locals whose interests and
moral knowledge may differ and who may tend towards a different
ethics.31 Thus development work is always ambivalent. I will argue,
however, that the effort involved in trying to understand the other in
a ‘participatorymode’ increases the developers’ risk of encountering
dilemmas.

The Paradox of Participation

‘An infinitely malleable concept, “participation” can be used to
evoke, and to signify, almost anything that involves people.’32 There
is no clear definition of ‘participation’ in the development world;
nevertheless, to this day, the participation of ‘those concerned’ is the
premiss of every kind of development work in the field. The basic
idea of participatory development work at local level is to implant in
‘those to be developed’ a sense of responsibility for and ‘ownership’
of ‘their’ development, and to give them an opportunity to take
part in the ‘development process’. Thus the mode of participation
depends on the context, that is, whether they are asked about their
needs with the help of a participatory research approach, whether
the target group participates in project design and implementation
by providing money or manpower, and whether the project is
designed to teach locals to organize themselves and to learn what
it means to ‘participate’. Overall, in practice, ‘participation’ aims

31 See Fabian Scholtes, How Does Moral Knowledge Matter in Development Practice, and
How Can it be Researched?, ZEF Working Papers Series,  (Bonn, ).

32 Cornwall, ‘Unpacking “Participation”’, .



   

to involve locals in the development process and take their ideas,
expectations, and cultural values and practices seriously—albeit
without the option of questioning the development project, the
expertise of developers, or ‘participation’ itself.

It becomes apparent that ‘participation’ implies a double standard
of evaluation as it combines contradictory evaluations of (cultural)
difference. ‘Difference’ is a premiss of the development encounter
and is looked on favourably as a resource for locally adapted
development processes. At the same time, however, ‘difference’ is
also considered an obstacle to development and co-operation, and
something that must be overcome. Thus on the one hand, the
differences between developers and those to be developed are to be
accepted and even considered an asset, something to work with in
the development process. Yet on the other hand, difference must
be minimized through participation to facilitate development. In
this sense the perfect development relationship would be one based
on dialogue and consensus, common interests, and views, without
subordinating the self to the other or the other to the self. In other
words, in the encounter between developers and their ‘others’, a
common ground should be created without destroying differences
of culture and interest. Thus ‘participatory development’ implies
a contradictory and strongly normative idea of the development
relationship in which the boundaries between ideal and actual
relations become blurred, and difference is valued only as long as it
fits into the approach.

On paper this ‘interculturally correct’ ideal of the development
relationship does not cause any problems. However, those who take
on the task of implementing these ideas andwho live and act in a field
of conflicting demands generated by participatory development face
problems as the paradox grows into dilemmas in the course of their
daily interactions: irrespective of how a developer decides to act to
fulfil one demand of the participatory norm, (s)he will always end up
contradicting another. Following contradictory participatory ideals
thus necessarily culminates in a quandary, and means being unable
to do ‘the right thing’ in day-to-day intercultural encounters.

Understanding ‘the Other’ in Niger

I will now explore what exactly it means for development workers to
live and act in the frame of reference of participatory development



       

and its conflicting demands, and to conceptualize relations with
those to be developed in accordance with a participatory ethic. To
explore this question I refer to the fieldwork I conducted in Zinder
(Niger) from December  to February  and during a further
two-month period in .33 Zinder is the second largest town in
Niger with about , inhabitants in . When I was there, the
development aid community mainly involved international NGOs
with relatively young staff (that is, aged up to their mid-s). During
my research I worked with around thirty European developers from
Italy, Britain, Belgium, France, Sweden, Denmark, and Germany.
When I refer to these Europeans as ‘developers’, it should be made
clear that the categories of ‘developers’ and ‘those to be developed’
are an oversimplification and are not at all clear-cut. However,
in the daily interactions I observed during my research and in the
interviews I conducted, in the case of the European development aid
workers at least, it was always clear that they perceived themselves
as ‘developers’. And the outside image was usually consistent with
this self-perception.34 Their self-image as developers, however, was
highly ambivalent, ranging from the self-confident confirmation of
their role as experts one minute, to denial the next. In my view, this
was a clear manifestation of the ambiguity of their role as developers
working in a participatory mode. The double standard of evaluating
the differences of the ‘other’ results in an ambivalent view of one’s
own role. It became apparent when, for example, developers in

33 My ethnographic fieldwork was guided by an understanding of development
co-operation that highlights the importance of intercultural face-to-face encounters,
and sees development policies, the work of governmental and non-governmental
organizations, discourses of development, and local histories of development projects
as elements making up the contact zone. The research in Niger was funded by
the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD). The research question was how
personal intercultural interaction influences local development work and the ideas the
actors have about development as well as about each other. Working with around
thirty European ‘developers’ and their local Nigerien contacts (colleagues, friends,
partners, employees), I was interested in the images of self and other, the ideals guiding
the interactions, and the actual interactions. Interviews, participant observations, and
informal conversations made it clear that developers and their local partners referred
to different ethics of understanding. They thus had diverging aims and framed the
encounters differently: the highly idealized and normative discourse of development
co-operation fitted neither with the realities of development bureaucracy nor with
Nigerien interests and practices, and thus interactions often led to a dead end.

34 There are ‘Nigerien developers’, too, but as a result of the participation hype,
large numbers of the Nigeriens on the staff of many organizations were seen as both
‘developers’ and ‘those to be developed’: that is, they are working as developers in
order to learn the development business from European developers.



   

Zinder praised the ‘strong cultural identity’ and even the ‘stubborn
mentality’ of the locals, who were struggling to find their own way
and resisting the allurements of globalization and the flood of ‘good
ideas’ as to how they should develop coming from development
organizations and their experts, only to state some minutes later
that locals would have to change their mentality and some ‘culture
traits’ if they ever wanted to develop.

What follows is an example of a dilemma situation in Zinder
which demonstrates what I mean by the contradictory demands of
participation in relation to the understanding of the other.

The events occurred towards the end of . A European aid
worker had been living in Zinder with his wife and two children for
four months. Like most expats, the family employed a local cook
and a watchman. The couple did not feel comfortable employing
domestics and took great pains to establish friendly relations with
them, for example by enquiring after the families of their employees
from time to time. In so doing the developer learnt that the youngest
child (a baby) of one of his employees had been seriously ill for some
time. The employee brought the baby to him and told him that he
did not have the money to take the child to the nearby hospital. The
developer was very worried about the poor health of the child and
immediately decided to give his employee a day off and money for
the hospital treatment.

Two days later the developer found out that the employee had
not been to the hospital but had spent the money on clothing for his
family instead. A Muslim holiday was approaching and, as head of
the family, the employee saw this as his duty.Moreover, the developer
discovered that the baby had died in the night. He was shocked,
confused, and very angry. He pondered over a number of issues in
the days that followed. Should he ‘understand’ the behaviour of the
father as a ‘cultural mode of action’—that is, ascribe it to cultural
values he did not share but had to accept as a stranger in Nigerien
society? Or would it be acceptable to consider the behaviour of the
employee and father as totally wrong? Was he allowed to object to
it because it contradicted his own values, and might he therefore
criticize the employee for his behaviour? Another question that
bothered him was how he should react next time in a comparable
situation. Should he leave the decisions and responsibility to the
Zinderois, not question their ‘sovereignty’ and ‘ownership’, and
value their local knowledge and expertise in questions concerning



       

local cultural practice—even if he could not accept it? Or should he
impose his own values and, for example, teach his employee how to
behave and handle his money so that he had enough to take care of
his family’s health and clothe them? Would this not be patronizing
or even neo-colonial? During his entire stay in Zinder the aid worker
never found a definite answer to his questions. He decided to reduce
contact with his employees to a ‘professional level’, and to establish
rules for when and how he would help out with money—but they
did not work.

This brief story points to a problem many developers in Zinder
experienced and discussed (during private and professional encoun-
ters): while interacting with locals they found themselves involved in
situations in which they no longer knew how to act, and felt unable to
do ‘the right thing’. Many developers experienced intercultural en-
counters with locals as a dilemma. Nomatter what they decided and
what option they took, they felt that it was wrong. I think one reason
for their difficulties lay in their ideal of ‘participatory development’,
which turns out to be not only a contradictory approach to deve-
lopment work, but also an ideal of intercultural understanding and
an ambiguous model for coping with ‘the other’ of the development
encounter. According to this paradoxical model, developers should
be relativistic, willing to enter into a dialogue, open to accepting the
differences between them and their ‘partners’ as an asset, andwilling
to learn from them. At the same time developers were meant to be
experts, to promote development and participation, to teach people
how to participate, and to help them find their way to development.
The question that this raises is whether it makes sense to impose
self-determination to help others to be themselves.

Double-Bind Situations

Interactions between developers and those to be developed are
shaped by many different factors. One of these is how the respective
other figures out what form a ‘good’ relationship takes, and how to
cope with the perceived differences of the other. In this context, the
European developers referred strongly to an ethics of understanding
in the participatory or ‘interculturally correct’ mode described
above, in both private and professional relationships. What appears
to be an appropriate way of dealing with locals, however, was
not practicable in everyday life in this instance, first because the



   

developer’s ideal is contradictory, and second because their local
contact persons appeared to have other ways of dealing with
developers. Instead of seeking consensus through dialogue in a
manner that recognizes the interests and respects the ‘culture’ of
their interlocutors, ‘understanding the other’ for the Zinderois was a
far more down-to-earth affair: a pragmatic, situational negotiation
of interests that refrained from taking ‘cultural differences’ as a
given value. Instead, the locals tended to refer to social differences,
accept them as a given, and rank the ‘other’ within local social
hierarchies. Their ‘other’ in the encounter was not a stranger
in cultural terms but a ‘social other’. As a result, the relation
established between self and other placed social interaction in
the foreground rather than cultural difference per se. Developers
in Zinder were positioned within the local imaginations of social
hierarchy and the ideals of giving and taking involved in these.
Because they were located as social others—for example, patrons,
rich men, the young, or (un)married women—Zinderois seemed
to be less interested in understanding the guests’ ‘culture’ and
self-conception than in being able to communicate with them and
convey their interests. In accordance with their ideals of pluralism,
partnership, and participation the developers, on the other hand,
tried to ‘understand’ differences, to show cultural empathy, and,
finally, to find consensus—albeit without dissolving differences or
changing their own objectives.While interacting with the Zinderois,
therefore, the developers tried to act according to their intercultural
ethics. They got caught up in the paradoxes inherent in the latter
and felt steamrollered by locals who seemingly knew better what
they wanted. In contrast, the developers felt torn between their
efforts to reconcile differing views and interests and their intention
not to let the other person take advantage of them. As a result,
some developers fought hard for consensus and many encounters
with locals in these situations ended in disputes. In other situations,
feelings of despair and sometimes of resignation prevailed among
the aid workers. Another way they found of dealing with their
dilemma, perhaps the most common, was to retreat. In this case, the
developers tried to avoid situations that would lead to a dilemma.
They withdrew from contact with locals or reduced it to aminimum.

During their stay in Niger, developers faced similar problems
in their private and professional relations: their own ambiguous
position towards the other and the differences experienced, and the



       

line of action followed by their Nigerien contacts, often resulted
in the feeling that they did not know how to act. However, the
European developers’ problems in private encounters were more
obvious than those that emerged at the workplace. One reason was
that development discourse and professional practices permit the
illusion that consensus has already been reached and that different
horizons of understanding have already merged into one. While
referring to the same concepts and practices in meetings, reports,
or evaluations, it is easy to assume that the work of understanding
is done and that the development partnership has already been
established with the Nigerien colleague.35 When they spoke about
their jobwithme or other Europeans, however, the developers stated
very clearly that this was not, in fact, the case. They experienced the
same dilemmas as in private contexts but could not simply withdraw
from their jobs or start a dispute to manage their difficulties at
the workplace. The following short example of an encounter at
the professional interface was reported to me by a young French
developer (in his mid-s), who was deeply disillusioned about
development work when I met him.

He told me that he had just realized that a conflict can only be
resolved when both sides see that one exists and agree on a common
model of conflict resolution, but that these premisses are not always
applied in the development world. He worked in the local office
of a European aid organization which was headed by a Nigerien
director. Like many local bosses, the director acted as patron:
he was not really interested in teamwork, shared responsibility,
or flat hierarchy. Project procedures were not discussed to find a
consensus, and although he listened to his staff, the director made
the final decisions. Local members of staff appeared to accept
the staging of the director as ‘chief ’ and seemed unimpressed as
they went about their work (what they thought about the boss
and how they pursued their interests are probably another story).
Yet the European developer tried to contribute to the project and
to communicate his ideas about project procedure, teamwork, and
shared responsibility within amulticultural team.His boss, however,
was not interested in these views. The developer did not know how

35 Richard Rottenburg, Far-Fetched Facts: A Parable of Development Aid (Cambridge,
), describes this as acting along a ‘metacode’, in contrast to the different ‘cultural
codes’ the developers use ‘backstage’. Mosse, Cultivating Development , argues in a similar
direction.



   

to deal with this and struggled with his ambivalent aspirations. He
told me that he wanted to accept local ways of seeing things and
engage in local ways of ‘doing development’. On the other hand,
however, he was not ready to give up his ideals about the project
and about how development work should be done. He did not want
either to be patronized or to patronize. He had come to Niger to
contribute to the improvement of the local situation together with
locals, and not to take orders with which he disagreed. But what
should he do if this was the ‘local way of doing development’ and
he was convinced that it was wrong? Mediation seemed impossible.
The French staff member therefore approached the head office in
the capital for help and advice; in response, he was told to follow
his superior’s orders and ‘be professional’. The developer felt let
down and helpless, disappointed and angry—not only about his
Nigerien boss, but even more about his hypocritical superiors in
the capital and their talk of professionalism. He had the impression
that they considered the standard of participation and partnership
was met once locals were part of the development business, and that
‘participation’ served only as a buzzword and was of no real concern
to them. As a result, the developer decided to be less involved in his
work and to quit the development business as soon as his contract
expired.

I do not wish to propose a general rule here, but the fact remains
thatmany developmentworkers inNiger chose to avoid dilemmas by
simply avoiding situations that would lead to them. In both private
and professional spheres, many developers decided to withdraw
from ‘intercultural contacts’ with locals as far as possible. The most
common coping strategies in the professional sphere were cynicism,
inner retreat, and a kind of ‘muddling through’ approach.

If one reads the literature on ‘expats’ in development, it becomes
clear that withdrawing from contact with locals and especially re-
treating into their ‘own’ group are nothing new.36 However, I would
suggest that the reasons for, and conceptualization of, the prob-
lem have changed, and with them the feelings and self-evaluations
of the developers, since with ‘the participatory turn’ a moralizing
and interculturally correct discourse of co-operation became the

36 See e.g. Cyril Sofer and Rhona Ross, ‘Some Characteristics of an East African
European Population’, British Journal of Sociology,  (), –; and for a very critical
view of expats in East Africa, Paul Theroux, ‘Tarzan is an Expatriate’, Transition,
/– (), –.



       

new orthodoxy of development. The young developers in Zinder
applied high standards of intercultural sensitivity to themselves and
others, standards they could not meet. Most of them had high moral
standards of ‘understanding the other’ and of getting along with
the Zinderois, but they were not able to practise them in a way
that satisfied them and complied with their ethics. Developers have
always had to deal with differences and contradictory norms and de-
mands within the world of development. As mentioned above, they
move in an arena of ambiguous, sometimes contradictory norms,
demands, and objectives as the development business in general,
its political and institutional frame, is ambiguous: aid is political
without making open politics; it is business without standing by its
own interests and the competition of its actors; it is patronizing while
claiming to be a selfless activity. However, in my view it is the new
moral frame of reference that changes the conceptualization of the
problems of co-operation and the experiences and self-evaluations
of developers. Today, in the context of participatory approaches and
the rhetoric of partnership, development claims to represent a mor-
ally and intercultural correct consensus and thus universal norms.
This poses a far stronger challenge to the personality and moral
integrity of developers themselves. Developers are now part of an
official moral discourse of intercultural understanding, partnership,
and collective responsibility in a globalized world.37 If developers
experience participation as a model of and for understanding the
other of the development encounter, the demands of a participat-
ory ethics challenge not only developers’ professional technical or
managerial abilities but also their moral knowledge, intercultural
sensitivity, and personal competences—that is, their ‘personhood’.
Thus, having experienced the limits of co-operation and their ethics
of understanding, many developers began to question not only the
local counterparts and the development business, but also them-
selves. During my fieldwork in Zinder many were highly dissatisfied
and stressed as they felt torn between the contradictory demands and
roles they were expected to fulfil in the context of the participatory
development approach.38

37 See Cornwall and Brock, ‘What Do Buzzwords Do?’, –.
38 See also Elke Donath, Zwischen Rahmenbedingungen und Erfahrungen: Experten in der

Entwicklungszusammenarbeit (Giessen, ), on the contradictions inherent in the roles
German developers should play and the problems they encounter while trying to fulfil
them; and David Mosse, ‘Notes on the Ethnography of Expertise and Professionals in



   

Conclusions

At the outset I cited Andrea Cornwall and Karen Brock and their
statement to the effect that development concepts work through
emotional identification and provide a feeling of conviction that
guides developers’ actions. In reference to my fieldwork in Niger, I
would like to support this statement and emphasize the importance
of seeing the development encounter as one of moral beings not
only with sometimes different interests and strategies but also with
different cultural concepts as to how one should deal with others,
and different convictions regarding what is right and wrong. The
problems of interaction that the European developers encountered
in Niger undoubtedly arose for different reasons, but many of them
can be seen as practical problems of understanding the other, while
feeling committed to a concept of participation and an ethics that de-
mands contradictory behaviour: developers experienced ‘the others’
as different and had to find away of simultaneously appreciating and
ignoring their differences; they wanted to be accepted as experts,
to achieve their (or their organization’s) objectives effectively; and
to transfer their knowledge of the right way to ‘do development’
while avoiding asymmetrical relations. In my view many young
developers in Niger tried to act on the contradictory maxims of the
dogma of participation, maxims which did not appear to them to be
negotiable.

I am by no means calling for the ideals of participation or
intercultural understanding to be abandoned. However, a more
pragmatic approach to intercultural encounters would perhaps help
developers to avoid dilemmas. Processes of understanding are open,
never conflict-free, and do not necessarily lead to the elimination
of differences and to a consensus. Therefore the guidelines of deve-
lopment work should not be based on conceptions of co-operation
that have no provision for controversy. ‘Understanding’ is a process
which is more about transforming, translating, and appropriating
meaning than simply transferring it. Thus, in making participation,
and along with it intercultural understanding, part of development
strategy, it must allow for discussion, controversy, changes, and
varying views, and for an ‘other’ that remains different. Otherwise

International Development’, paper presented at ‘Ethnografeast III: Ethnography and
the Public Sphere’, Lisbon, – June .



       

it must accept the fact that it is patronizing—at least as long as
money, development schemes, and the terms for discussing deve-
lopment options originate exclusively from the Global North. This
dominance of ‘northern’ development concepts stands for another
contradiction in which development efforts in sub-Saharan Africa
are trapped. Although the relative significance of foreign aid is
diminishing, the African ‘development world’ is still dominated by
very general notions and concepts defined by the Global North, and
an expanding international development regime. Nevertheless, this
is slowly changing, and today African intellectuals and economic
experts are beginning to question the dominance and exclusiveness
of these development schemes, arguing for country-specific solu-
tions, the diversification of international relations, and hence also
for new ways of achieving empowerment and independence from
‘global’—that is, still northern—humanitarianism.39

39 See Thomas Bierschenk and Eva Spies, ‘Afrika seit : Kontinuitäten, Brüche,
Perspektiven’, in eid. (eds.),  Jahre Unabhängigkeit in Afrika: Kontinuitäten, Brüche,
Perspektiven (Cologne, ), –; Carlos Lopes, ‘Neue Brüche, alte Wunden: Afrika
und die Erneuerung der South Agency’, ibid. –; Patrice Nganang, ‘Was heißt
(schon) Unabhängigkeit? Autobiographie eines Konzeptes’, ibid. –.
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