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Foreword
Jennifer Welsh

It is a great pleasure to provide an introduction to this interdisciplinary
work. I am, indeed, very admiring of the interdisciplinary attempt.
Several years ago, in collaboration with an international lawyer and a
philosopher, I decided to create the Oxford Institute for Ethics, Law
and Armed Conflict, where we live interdisciplinarity every day. And
while it is fantastic to get the momentum to have discussions like this,
it does require time and a willingness to listen to how different things
are conceived.

My comments come with the health warning that I am a political
scientist, so I come at the issue of humanitarian intervention from
that perspective. In my own work, however, I have always been very
interested in the historical roots of current norms – and in some cases,
law – and also the intersection with law. In my own work on classical
thinkers and intervention, my colleagues and I have considered Mill,
Kant, Mazzini, Burke, Grotius, and a number of other thinkers who have
grappled with ideas of intervention from a moral, political and legal
perspective. It is thus interesting that while the phrase ‘humanitarian
intervention’ may not appear in their works, and while we all need to
be aware of the Skinner edict to not read back meaning, Vitoria nonethe-
less discusses ‘rescue of innocents’, or in Grotius’ case, actions to protect
persecuted populations.

In the discipline of international relations, the period of the nine-
teenth century is interesting from two perspectives. First, this was the
era in which a very particular practice of saving foreign nationals arose,
and which took on the narrow legal term ‘humanitarian intervention’
for much of the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century.
By the same token, however, this same era saw the practice developing of
what we might today recognize as a more twenty-first century conceptu-
alization of humanitarian intervention – as actions to protect persecuted
minorities, predominantly, but not exclusively, Christian. Several texts
from political science explore this point, including, somewhat contro-
versially, Gary Bass’s Freedom’s Battle, in which the author attempts
to develop an argument in favour of humanitarian intervention, and
Martha Finnamore’s work, which explores the rise of humanitarian ideas
and rationale.
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viii Foreword

In my own work, particularly in the introduction to my edited book
on humanitarian intervention and IR, I have grappled with a particu-
lar definition of humanitarian intervention which has arisen in law and
practice during the post-1945 period. On the one hand, international
lawyers have attempted to narrow this phenomenon to something very,
very specific: namely, action without the consent of the host state, firstly,
of a military nature, secondly, unilateral. By unilateral, I mean that it
necessarily has to be only one state engaging in it, but not authorized
by the UN Security Council. This rationale for unilateralism is, in turn,
rooted in the fact that actions which are authorized by the UN Security
Council under Chapter 7 are considered by lawyers to be acts of col-
lective security. They may have a rationale that humanitarian crises or
threats to civilians constitute a threat to international peace and secu-
rity, but they are conceived by international lawyers as acts of collective
security. In my view, this conceptualization, while very helpful from
a legal standpoint, is of limited utility in providing us, as analysts, in
understanding a far broader category of activity. I therefore diverge from
that definition in a couple of ways.

One, I recognize that the non-consent of the host state is some-
thing very tricky to demand. In certain cases, consent will exist, but it
will be coerced in some significant ways. Or missions may evolve from
peacekeeping missions which originally possessed consent for the orig-
inal placing of forces – as in Bosnia – but which have lost that consent
at a later stage. I suggest that, while playing around with the notion of
whether there is consent or not is incredibly important analytically, if
we want to examine a body of cases, we may want to recognize that
strict requirement of no host-nation consent is actually quite a difficult
precondition to demand.

At the time of this writing, the debate surrounding humanitarian
intervention in Libya’s ongoing civil war represents a very interesting
footnote, because in my reading this is actually the very first time the
Security Council has authorized the use of force for humanitarian pur-
poses without the consent of the host state. This development differs
from previous issues of consent surrounding military intervention in
Somalia, East Timor and Rwanda in a number of ways. In the first case
in Somalia, there is a very good argument to be made that there was
not actually a coherent agent that that could give consent. And in the
latter two cases, consent was technically achieved, but under implicit
coercion. In the case of East Timor, the Indonesian government did con-
sent to Australian-led action in 1999, although I would argue that it
was heavily coerced by the threat of reneging on IMF loans. And in the
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case of Operation Turquoise, a UN peacekeeping operation was already
operating on the ground. With this context in mind, Libya is actually
quite significant because it is arguably the first time the council’s actions
might be conceived as nothing other than explicitly coercive.

Consent is only one piece of the definition of humanitarian interven-
tion which, I suggest, we may wish to relax. The second is that we may
not want to only consider humanitarian intervention in terms of those
that do not have Security Council authorization, or the authorization
of a regional body that then gets Security Council authorization. This
is because, again, I believe this encourages the risk of overlooking cases
where humanitarian justifications, or humanitarian motives, were the
primary justification of the mission. Such operations are different than,
for instance, an intervention for the purposes of eliminating threats to
peace and security which are related to civil war, or even arguably the
possession of weapons of mass destruction.

This point brings up the thorny issue of motives. Can we only call
humanitarian interventions those which have a pure humanitarian
motive? Two points here are worth raising. One is that there will be
many cases where more than one motive may be at work. And of
course, that is a reality in politics. Cases exist – I would argue Australia’s
impetus in East Timor is a good example – where a mix of humanitar-
ian rationales and particular reputational and economic interests drive
international involvement. Somalia, I would argue, is conversely one of
the hardest cases to say there were strong competing national interests –
here, I think humanitarian motives, whether or not they were realistic or
carried out appropriately, were nonetheless primary. Another case where
humanitarian motives are very dominant is the intervention at the end
of the first Gulf War in 1991, to protect Kurds in Northern Iraq. Here, a
series of considerations about the end of that conflict clearly drove the
US calculus. But there was also good evidence to suggest that the first
Bush administration was highly influenced by humanitarian concerns.
These were partly reputational, tied to the fact that the US had just gone
to war to remove a regime, and now faced massive humanitarian suf-
fering which compelled responsible action. But these motives are very
difficult to disentangle.

I find it interesting that when political scientists speak to philosophers
about this phenomenon of mixed motives, they are often very puzzled
as to why we tie ourselves in knots about this question. Philosophers
often say to me, ‘well, in moral philosophy, we accept the phenomenon
of mixed motives, that individuals act for a variety of reasons. So why
are you so worried about having only one motive?’ I think it is an
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interesting point, albeit one that still leaves remaining questions about
motives, the difference between motive and intent, and the importance
of making sure that the intention is a humanitarian outcome, regardless
what the variety of motives might be. The fact that an a priori inten-
tion to bring about a positive humanitarian outcome should dominate
the way in which you conduct the operation is important, and I believe
we should be very worried if the intent is perhaps not that. Others may
contend that this is a false distinction, but I feel it can be drawn out
further.

Lastly, I would like to consider this issue of selectivity and consistency.
In discussions of humanitarian intervention, one often finds, among
those who are opposed to enshrining this notion as a legitimate practice,
three kinds of argument. The first two, I think, are very powerful. The
last one, regarding consistency, is one I wish to challenge.

The first argument is that we should be very wary about extending
the number of legitimate exceptions to the ban on legitimate force that
exists in the UN charter. That there is a very strong prudential argument
in favour of saying that the use of force should be illegal, as one’s start-
ing position, and that one only moves away from this, if one is not a
pacifist, in conditions of self-defence and collective security. According
to this argument, the suggestion that a third category of humanitarian
action exists is, in a way, opening the gate to numerous wars for ignoble
purposes. I have a lot of sympathy for that argument. I would simply
say, however, that actually what we have seen in practice is not ram-
pant interventionism: there has actually been very little, comparatively,
humanitarian intervention, considering the number of cases of mass
atrocities against populations.

The second reason that is often given for why we should be cautious
about whether humanitarian outcomes actually result, is the negative
long-term consequences of intervention, and the enduring fact that
war and the use of force is extremely unpredictable. There are, indeed,
authors who would argue, quite compellingly – Robert Jackson is an
example of this – that the greatest threats to human life and human
rights have occurred in the context of armed conflicts and their after-
maths, something taken up in several chapters of this book. So be careful
what you unleash. And I do think that that is a very powerful argument.

The last argument, about consistency and selectivity, is that we should
not condone this practice, because we will not be able to do it every-
where. It will be practiced selectively. It is this argument which I wish
to challenge a little bit. I should start by saying that selectivity is
extremely damaging to legitimacy. If one wishes to make the case that
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in exceptional circumstances force, including imminent threat or the
commission of mass atrocity crimes (beyond human rights violations
on a more localized or lower level), should be condoned as a last resort
in those cases, one confronts a very powerful norm in the form of
territorial integrity and self-determination. Intervention, simply put, is
always disruptive of some very powerful norms, which in my view rest
on some very powerful normative foundations. I find that the propo-
nents of humanitarian intervention tend to tar the opponents with a
brush that says ‘all you’re concerned about is your own regime secu-
rity. You don’t want this norm because you’re afraid of what’s going to
happen to you’. I actually think, however, that some deeper arguments
about self-determination, territorial integrity, and notions of sovereign
equality exist which need to be taken seriously. In this context, the selec-
tive practice of humanitarian interventions will make those arguments
stronger, and will harm the legitimacy of the principle.

That being said, I do have some sympathy with Tony Blair’s retort
that just because you cannot intervene everywhere does not mean you
should not intervene where you can. On the whole I am supportive
of that statement, but I think we need to add a caveat to it: namely,
the justifications for why you cannot intervene must be very good rea-
sons. Beyond this, I would classify such reasoning into two categories.
The weaker arguments, in my view, are ones about capability. If you take
humanitarian intervention seriously, or if you take the notion that there
exists a responsibility to act in these instances, than in my view you
need to take responsibility seriously. In such very extreme instances, you
must develop the capability to act. And there are many states and actors
in international society today who are not doing that. Kok-Chor Tan
makes the very interesting argument that we currently have an ‘imper-
fect’ responsibility to protect, one which is not allocated to any agent
in particular, and which depends on many agents who do not have the
capability to act on this responsibility. To this end, I want to make the
provocative argument that if we are not going to develop the capability,
then we should not call it a responsibility – one which is discretionary,
and a right.

The argument I find more persuasive is one drawn from just war the-
orizing: that the existence of these massive violations of human rights,
or their imminent commission, only provides a right cause to act, rather
than dictates one should act. There are a number of other consider-
ations that need to come into play before such a decision is made:
about proportionality – whether you can act in a way that is propor-
tionate; about reasonable prospects of success – what kind of damage



xii Foreword

you will do in the course of intervening; and about proper authority –
is this something that is being done by one state without the sanc-
tion of important regional neighbours or the international community?
Those considerations are paramount. In considering these questions,
some of the cases where we have seen selectivity (i.e. non-intervention)
have been less compelling. In Chechnya for instance, decision-makers
faced the very difficult calculation which weighed placing a very high
value on the lives of Chechen civilians against the prudence-inducing
prospect of escalating a conflict with a very powerful state, that is,
Russia. Some might say, ‘ah, that’s a political scientist speaking, some-
one who is thinking about power’. To which I plead absolutely guilty.
But I raise Chechnya only as an example: my point is to suggest that
we should very meticulously interrogate the reasons for selectivity, and
to cast doubt on any blanket endorsement which claims ‘you can act
somewhere, but not other places’ is appropriate.

My final point is, of course, that all of these preceding points conceive
of humanitarian intervention as the use of military force. I do share with
legal scholars the belief that actions of another kind, such as those that
involve interference and humanitarian aid and humanitarian assistance,
should be called ‘humanitarian action’ rather than humanitarian inter-
vention. I do, however, acknowledge that there is certainly a school of
thought which says we should conceive of this more broadly, which
I acknowledge has validity.
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Introduction: Enduring
Humanitarianisms in Africa
Bronwen Everill and Josiah Kaplan

From the colonial era to the present, European and American rela-
tionships with Africa have been reified in terms of ‘humanitarianism’.
This edited volume critically examines such relationships, questioning
their underlying structures both in the nineteenth century and today.
We adopt a unified concept of humanitarianism which sees humani-
tarian military interventions as part of a series of related activities –
or ‘interventions’ – in African societies, which includes not only mili-
tary action, but also economic aid, political support and state-building
and assistance. In doing so, the text contributes to a growing interdis-
ciplinary literature that takes a critical look at the West’s humanitarian
and security relationship with Africa.

Our unique perspective, focusing on the contemporary continuities
with nineteenth-century imperial engagements with the continent,
moves this literature beyond its predominate engagement with later
grounding in European humanitarian movements such as the Red
Cross, towards earlier historical roots in the anti-slavery movement
and Britain’s anti-slavery naval patrols off the West Coast of Africa.
The case studies reveal how concepts of humanitarianism uniquely
grounded in Western colonial history have shaped today’s aid indus-
try, state-building and governance initiatives and military interventions
in Africa.

This book brings together an interdisciplinary range of experts in
African affairs, highlighting regional case studies across sub-Saharan
Africa, as well as more thematic issues, such as the evolving defini-
tions of ‘humanitarian’ interventionism. These authors explore each
case study in both historical and contemporary perspective, drawing
on common themes and paradigm shifts in discourse, theory and prac-
tice surrounding humanitarianism and humanitarian interventions. All
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2 Introduction: Enduring Humanitarianisms in Africa

engage with the core question of what constitutes a ‘humanitarian’
intervention over time in a particular region.

History, policy, theory and practice are all part of the bigger pic-
ture of humanitarian assistance and intervention and are necessary for
understanding not only the driving forces behind Western interven-
tions in Africa premised upon humanitarian grounds, but also how the
people, states and humanitarian, political, and military organizations
involved in such endeavours see their role. In exploring this theme, we
hope to illuminate both our present understanding of contemporary
humanitarian intervention practice in Africa and our understanding of
its historical origins.

Definitions

The terms ‘humanitarianism’ and ‘humanitarian intervention’ both
require a brief introduction. ‘Humanitarianism’ arose as a concept in
the enlightenment and subsequent evangelical revivals of the late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth century.1 Based on ‘an image or an idea
of human nature that made humanitarian feelings insistently “natu-
ral” ’, humanitarianism arose out of an earlier project that attempted
to define what was human.2 As Karen Halttunen writes, ‘in the context
of the bourgeois “civilizing process”, compassion and a reluctance to
inflict pain became identified as distinctively civilized emotions, while
cruelty was labelled as savage or barbarous’.3 Although military inter-
ventions had been taking place between European states for centuries
before, often on the grounds of misgovernment, ‘tyranny’ or religious
sympathy, a more widespread, popular humanitarianism emerged with
Europe’s contact with new worlds in the expansion – and contrac-
tion – of empires.4 This was an important aspect for the development
of the universalism of humanitarianism, as, combined with a mission-
ary revivalism, ‘sympathy’ was now crucial to the self-definition of
European empires as they came into contact with ‘barbarous others’.

Read in the loosest way, ‘humanitarianism’ might be seen as a philo-
sophical stance which can inform one set of actors’ relationship to
and interactions with another set of actors based on ‘sympathy’ or
‘irresistible compassion’ in light of what is perceived to be ‘obvious
suffering’.5 As the universalism of humanitarian sympathy expanded
and critiques were levelled against those who seemed to be merely
participating in ‘spectatorial sympathy’, increasing calls to actually
intervene on behalf of those suffering coincided with the evangelical
revivals and imperial crises of the late eighteenth century to produce an



Bronwen Everill and Josiah Kaplan 3

interventionist movement for the abolition of the slave trade and slav-
ery in Africa and the New World.6 These interventions were frequently
military – as with the Anti-Slavery Naval Squadrons off the West African
coast – and relied on both the universalization of Western sympathies
and a recasting of the sovereignty of non-Western actors. Interven-
tions necessarily challenge sovereignty because they are attempting to
impose a vision of universal humanity on another group without their
consent.7

Humanitarian intervention, while driven by the motives of sympa-
thy and universalism, is not the only form of humanitarianism to arise
out of the late eighteenth century, however. Humanitarian action in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries also included a variety of gov-
ernance, economic, trade, medical, and social interventions by a variety
of actors focused on ‘development’ and the civilizing mission. Typically,
these were connected projects, as military intervention led to the pro-
vision of missionary or NGO aid and ultimately to state-building and
‘development’. These actions were not only linked by a process, but also
by their shared role in inserting outside actors between the state and
the individual, a theme that the interdisciplinary contributions in this
volume allow to come through. This volume will deal with the unified
concept of humanitarianism which sees humanitarian military inter-
ventions as part of a series of related activities – or ‘interventions’ – in
African societies, which includes military action, economic aid, political
support and state-building and assistance.

In the contemporary discourse of International Relations (IR) and its
related disciplines (such as international security and international legal
studies), the term ‘humanitarian intervention’ itself remains vigorously
contested.8 Generally speaking, ‘humanitarian intervention’ within this
literature is used most commonly to refer to military actions under-
taken by states or coalitions of states, which rely on the threat or direct
use of coercive force to achieve humanitarian goals. Thus Adam Roberts
defines ‘humanitarian intervention’ as

coercive action by one or more states, involving the use of armed
force in another state without the consent of its authorities, and with
the purpose of preventing widespread suffering or death among the
inhabitants.9

In practice, much debate over the last 20 years of scholarship and prac-
tice has been dedicated to defining where past interventions have fallen
within the terminological ‘grey area’ of military actions stretching from
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a traditionally pacific UN Charter Chapter 6 peacekeeping mission to
peace enforcement, stabilization operations and full-scale conventional
warfare.10 Two fundamental criteria have helped distinguish ‘human-
itarian interventions’ from other forms of military operation, namely
(1) such operations are ‘humanitarian’, in that the intervening force in
question is motivated by a humanitarian impetus, and (2) they feature
some form of coercive interference in the affairs of another state. Both
criteria are briefly described here.

First, to qualify their actions as ‘humanitarian intervention’, the
intervening actor(s) must possess a sincere and authentic humanitarian
justification for interfering in the affairs of another state. Here, again,
criteria for ‘humanitarian action’ remain the subject of intense contesta-
tion, with scholars, policymakers and organizations providing a number
of different criteria of what constitute sufficiently justifiable humani-
tarian imperatives. The International Commission on Intervention and
State Sovereignty (ICISS), for instance, describes a ‘humanitarian’ inter-
vention as one which responds to large-scale loss of life through acts
such as genocide or ethnic cleansing. Conversely, it does not consider
the overthrow of democratically elected governments or environmental
disasters as sufficiently ‘humanitarian’ justifications.11

States themselves may act out of a sense of selfless ethical respon-
sibility in the face of what they perceive to be unignorable humani-
tarian offenses, or may be compelled to honour legally binding treaty
obligations (such as the UN Convention on the Prevention and Punish-
ment of the Crime of Genocide). They may also adopt the rhetoric of
humanitarianism to justify their use of force, when in reality they are
driven by national economic, political or security self-interests. Com-
plicating matters further, such motivations are rarely kept separate in
practice – governments and coalitions in the past have routinely inter-
vened on self-interested grounds but achieve humanitarian outcomes.12

As such, Weiss writes, ‘the ethical humanitarian rationale’ behind inter-
vention ‘need not be exclusive or even foremost’ to the decision calculus
of the intervening actors. To qualify as a ‘humanitarian intervention’,
however, such motivations must at least ‘be explicit and prominent’.13

The second distinguishing criterion of armed humanitarian interven-
tions is that they seek to interfere in the internal affairs of another state
without first requiring the consent of the sovereign or dominant author-
ity to be deployed. This issue of consent represents a central axis of
debate within the contemporary study of humanitarian intervention
within IR. It is here that interventionist norms premised on human-
itarian grounds, such as the rapid expansion of the Responsibility to
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Protect (R2P) norm in international law, clash with powerful and well-
entrenched norms of state sovereignty and consent that have otherwise
long defined the post-Westphalian international order for the past sev-
eral centuries and which continue to lie at the heart of both customary
international law and the UN Charter.14

A state may, however, give consent ambiguously, or else be forced
to give consent under coercion from external powers. A vacuum of
power may also exist in which no single authority possesses a claim
to sovereignty with which to grant such consent. Welsh, noting that
‘ “non-consent” is in practice very difficult to maintain – particu-
larly when consent is ambiguous or coerced’ – provides a definition
of humanitarian intervention which eschews a strict requirement of
consent. As she writes, humanitarian intervention involves ‘coercive
interference in the internal affairs of a state, involving the use of armed
force, with the purpose of addressing massive human rights violations
or preventing widespread human suffering’.15

These terminological debates are important to understanding the
concept of humanitarian intervention, but tend to presume it as
an exclusively military phenomenon in nature. Military humanitar-
ian intervention, however, while driven by the motives of sympathy
and universalism, is far from the only form of humanitarianism to
arise out of the late eighteenth century. Humanitarian action in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries also involved the establish-
ment of new governance structures, economic interventions, consumer
interventions, medical and social assistance and the loosely defined
‘development’ of states.

Indeed, in IR scholarship other authors have persuasively defined
‘humanitarian intervention’ in broader terms, encompassing a more
expansive conceptualization of interference in the affairs of another
state or territory for humanitarian motives. Authors such as Tesón,
Scheffe, Ramsbotham and Woodhouse allow for non-forcible means
of intervention, without military action.16 Such actions include, for
example, the threat or use of economic sanctions, coercive diplomacy,
crisis management and other means by which an external actor’s will is
imposed upon another state or actor for humanitarian motives without
the use of force.

Moreover, these sorts of intervention actions need not be taken only
by states. The modern shift among humanitarian organizations, which
Fox describes as ‘overtly political [. . .] politically conscious aid strat-
egy’, represent a force of non-state actors who engage in interventionist
behaviour in Africa and throughout the developing world traditional
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for humanitarian motives.17 Such interventionist NGOs – typified most
notably in organizations like MSF which reject traditional norms of neu-
trality as long practiced by groups such as the Red Cross – are less
commonly included in the discussion of humanitarian intervention,
but under broader conceptualizations of the term in fact constitute
some of the international communities’ most active participants in such
actions.18 These organizations also have strong historical precedents
for their own forms of intervention and action, which stem from the
late eighteenth-century missionary and anti-slavery projects in Western
Africa and which, themselves, often predated or occurred alongside
larger imperial interventions in the nineteenth century.

The literature

In the growing literature seeking to connect modern humanitarianism,
intervention, aid and assistance to its historical roots, the focus has pri-
marily been on either of two types: seeking the origins of humanitarian
assistance through either tracing the roots of the Red Cross or similar
organizations or tracing the roots of humanitarian intervention’s inter-
national legality, the definitions of sovereignty and the precedents for
military intervention on ‘humanitarian’ grounds.19

In this volume, however, we seek to advance the study of these
phenomena as historically connected projects which reveal the con-
tradictory nature of the universalisms that humanitarianism – and its
associated actions – claims. Humanitarianism is an active philosophy;
belief in the universality of the human condition and ‘human sympa-
thy’ requires that the holder of that belief act. Therefore, this book seeks
to explore the contradictions that arise from such actions in practice, be
they assisting in state-building projects for post-conflict countries, pro-
viding relief in times of crisis or engaging in military action. By tying
together the historical experiences of these humanitarian actions with
contemporary practices and theoretical understandings, it is hoped that
the relationships between these aspects of humanitarianism and the cor-
responding ambiguities that arise are made clear. Kenneth Cmiel, writ-
ing in 2002, pointed to the growing literature on the history of human
rights, much of which either focused on the development of a language
of ‘universal rights’ in the Enlightenment or skipped forward to look at
the latter half of the nineteenth century. When examining the histor-
ical roots of modern humanitarian intervention and assistance, many
scholars and journalists alike have looked to the development of Henry
Dunant’s International Red Cross movement and Florence Nightingale’s
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work in Crimea. The Red Cross provides an especially interesting starting
point, as its continuity from the mid-nineteenth century to the present
allows for an examination of continuity over time with regard to policies
of impartiality in war, definitions of humanitarianism and importantly
for historians, records!

Journalist Linda Polman’s controversial book, War Games, highlighted
the continuing problems faced by the Red Cross and other organizations
in delivering humanitarian relief impartially. Polman’s book responded
to Cmiel’s criticism that much of the history of human rights in par-
ticular did not ask what he perceived to be the ‘hard questions’: ‘what
if all the activism didn’t really matter? What if all the brutality that
human beings do to each other continues? . . . What if claims made in
the name of universal rights are not the best way to protect people?’20

While the historiographical debate in the 1990s centred on the histor-
ical foundation for humanitarianism and human rights, more recently
the literature has been moving in the direction of asking these hard
questions. Recent work on the Red Cross has raised questions about
the ability of humanitarian intervention to remain aloof from the
practical concerns of governance, politics and accountability in times
of war. Heather Jones’s article, for example, explores the problems of
perceived impartiality in the Red Cross during the First World War.21

She argues that while the International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC) remained neutral, national committees were implicated in pref-
erential treatment for their own soldiers and poor treatment of enemy
combatants.

These examinations of the roots of humanitarian movements and
their relationship with governance and political involvement are inter-
esting in that they reveal the tensions inherent in involving oneself
in conflict, resolution and reconstruction. However, the majority of
these interventions tend to be intra-European and specifically involve
wartime intervention and assistance. As models for the types of human-
itarian intervention and assistance and understandings of human rights
that are predominant in Africa now, they are weak. What is needed
instead is an understanding of the kinds of ongoing humanitarian inter-
vention and assistance in African polities that has been taking place
since the late eighteenth century, including economic, political and
military interventions on behalf of people deemed to be in need of
humanitarian assistance.

In the first chapter of his influential history of humanitarian interven-
tion, primarily focused on Europe, Gary Bass cites the British anti-slavery
naval campaign off the coast of West Africa as a prime example of
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genuine humanitarian intervention, one which challenges critiques of
humanitarian intervention as a historically cynical enterprise in support
of empire or national interest. Bass explains that ‘There really is such a
thing as humanitarianism; it is not just veiled imperialism; governments
can sometimes be made to send troops not because of self-interest but
because of a genuine sense of humanity.’22 Historians such as Robin Law,
Allen Howard, Michael Turner and Howard Temperley have, however,
demonstrated that the humanitarian aims, while generally unselfish,
were often misguided or ineffectual.23 Christopher Fyfe, A. G. Hopkins
and Robin Law all argued that the colony represented Britain’s first
foothold in the moral scramble for Africa.24 By framing anti-slavery as
a national moral imperative, Britain was essentially bound to expand
into Africa, first in West Africa as a result of the Sierra Leone settlement,
but later, using the same arguments, into East Africa. Demonstrating
the gap between intention and reality, this literature highlights the fail-
ure of a succession of governors to eradicate slavery in Africa. Allen
Howard, echoing the discoveries of these historians, argues that the
growth of legitimate trade actually led to more enslavement within
Africa, as slaves were used in the production and transportation of palm
oil.25 He also charts the routes used by experienced slave traders to avoid
capture by British vessels, highlighting the futility of the humanitarians’
ambitions. Richard West points out the negative effects of the humani-
tarian campaign on the freed slaves – the long trip to Sierra Leone and
the Mixed Commission Courts, the wait in the ship hold during the
trial and the less-than-salubrious conditions of the King’s Yard refugee
camp.26

The language that pervades in both the economic and humanitarian
strain of this literature is that of ‘unintended consequences’, a famil-
iar trope to those in IR dealing with humanitarian intervention and
assistance today. Aidan Hehir, for instance, writes that ‘a scepticism
towards and even a rejection of, humanitarian intervention does not
necessarily constitute an immoral or even amoral outlook; genuine con-
cerns remain about the effects that such action has, with many arguing
that humanitarian intervention and assistance does more harm than
good’.27 Jennifer Welsh argues that those consequences could include
‘the impact on the norms of territorial integrity and non-intervention,
the creation of unrealistic expectations on the part of oppressed peoples,
the negative side effects arising from the use of force and the potential
for long-term “occupation” by the intervening power’.28 Although these
authors are referring specifically to military intervention, the same con-
sequences can be seen throughout the whole range of humanitarian
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intervention and assistance, from food aid, to refugee provision, to
state-building activities. In fact, in a recently published book on the his-
tory of humanitarian intervention, Brendan Simms and D. J. B. Trim
argue that ‘to confine “debates about humanitarian intervention and
assistance to its military dimensions” will be too often to separate
“arbitrarily . . . issues that in practice overlap” ’.29

There has been a recent proliferation of work calling into question
our understanding of humanitarian aid and the development system
that has grown up in Africa over the past 20–30 years. This litera-
ture, however, tends to remain isolated within its own disciplinary
constraints. History scholarship, like Simms and Trim’s recent book,
fills in much of the historical background for humanitarian interven-
tion and assistance, focusing in particular on Europe. Most of the other
writing on this subject is from a political science perspective, and does
not engage fully with the historical legacies and continuities, while
the historical literature fails to push forward the implications of the
history.

The fields of IR, politics and history stand to directly benefit from
the depth of perspective offered by a broader historical view of the
continuities and evolution of humanitarian intervention and assis-
tance since the colonial era – including debates in IR regarding the
R2P discourse, neo-liberal models of post-conflict state-building and
directions in aid sector reform. Indeed, a recent ‘critical turn’ in
humanitarian intervention and assistance studies indicates the pres-
ence of a growing movement within IR which has begun to draw from
colonial history and postcolonial critical theory in order to decon-
struct prevailing normative assumptions regarding Western humanitar-
ian intervention and assistance rhetoric and practice. Current debates
regarding models of military intervention and assistance and the ‘R2P’
discourse,30 post-conflict state-building and aid sector reform overlap
directly with the study of humanitarian intervention and assistance and
imperialism.31

Indeed, a recent body of critical work on humanitarian intervention
and assistance and peacekeeping studies – embodied in works of lead-
ing scholars such as Pugh, Paris, Orford, Barkawi and Laffey, among
others – points to the growing trend of research willing to engage
in earnest with colonial history and postcolonial theory as a means
of deepening the field’s understanding of such ambitious intervention
and assistance projects.32 These authors have made important initial
inroads in highlighting the strong neo-colonial dimensions of con-
temporary humanitarian intervention and assistance, as well as the
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enduring legacies of colonial-era policies in shaping modern armed
conflicts and socio-economic imbalances throughout Africa and the
broader Global South. Orford, for instance, chronicles the complex link-
ages between the Rwandan genocide, an authoritarian state apparatus
directly inherited from Rwanda’s colonial past and short-sighted policies
of the international development community which fostered its modern
development.33

Paris similarly deconstructs peacekeeping and peacebuilding opera-
tions to show their utility as vehicles of prevailing Western hegemonic
global culture – one which enshrines ‘rapid liberalization’ and ‘hasty
democratization’ as sacrosanct norms, while simultaneously excluding
promising alternative models for conflict resolution that nonetheless
clash with the neo-liberal consensus.34 And Bellamy argues the presence
of a ‘hidden normative [liberal] agenda’ beneath ostensibly techni-
cal, ‘value-free’ Western-initiated humanitarian interventions which
nonetheless carry with them a range of ‘potentially unseen, negative
consequences’ for the societies into which they are deployed.35

Building upon such calls for greater critical insight into human-
itarian intervention and assistance and peacebuilding projects, a
number of authors have advocated for increased engagement with
normative approaches to the study of intervention and assistance
and peacekeeping and a greater role for critical theory, including
postcolonial perspectives.36 This so-called critical turn in humanitarian
intervention and peacekeeping studies is still small in comparison to the
wider IR literature, but it is rapidly growing in influence and depth.37

Such developments are a welcome and long-overdue addition to IR’s
body of work on contemporary humanitarian intervention and assis-
tance, both in the context of Africa and throughout the Global South.
IR is an exceptionally diverse branch of study, ranging across both polit-
ical science and a number of interdisciplinary frames and as such any
statements about the discipline as a whole carry with them an inevitable
caveat against over-generalization.

Nonetheless, it is fair to say that the modern study of relations
between international actors has long shown an uneasy relationship
between its study of humanitarian intervention and assistance and its
own Eurocentric normative foundations. IR scholarship, particularly
within the subdisciplines of international security studies and inter-
national legal studies, today claims a large and well-developed body
of applied research dedicated to describing and improving the prac-
tice of contemporary military and economic humanitarian intervention
and assistance. Yet this same literature remains limited by its one-sided
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focus on what Cox classifies as ‘problem solving’ research, which
eschews more critical, deconstructive avenues of inquiry in favour of
predominantly instrumental, positivist scholarship.38

In particular, Paris notes, the humanitarian intervention and assis-
tance literature is narrowly focused on ‘the design, conduct and out-
come of [intervention and assistance] operations’, but ultimately ‘pay[s]
relatively little attention to the broader implications of peace missions
for our understanding of international politics’.39 One direct result of
this imbalance is that many Eurocentric biases continue to be repro-
duced in present-day descriptions of the international space and the
subaltern. With Western Great Power politics and the Westphalian state
traditionally serving as the central point of reference, the periphery of
the Global South, particularly Africa, has long been relegated to a sub-
ordinate subject of focus and defined largely in relation to the core.40

Ashley points to the realist tradition – still dominant within IR – as par-
ticularly prone to ‘silence regarding the historicity of the boundaries it
produces, the space it historically clears and the subjects it historically
constitutes’.41

Within this body of positivist, ‘problem-solving’ research, ‘the agent
of emancipation is almost invariably the West, whether in the form of
Western-dominated international institutions, a Western-led global civil
society, or in the “ethical foreign policies” of leading Western powers’.42

A dearth of postcolonial critical research within contemporary secu-
rity studies and international legal studies, however, has until recently
left IR often ill-equipped to confront such deeply entrenched premises
with rigour. Yet liberal and even post-positivist traditions fail to address
themes of imperialism, colonialism and postcolonialism with consis-
tency.43 ‘IR’s central categories of sovereignty and the states-system
generate a systematic occlusion of the imperial and global character of
world politics, past and present.’44 Acharya and Buzan are blunter still:
IR’s substantial body of theoretical scholarship today still remains ‘pro-
duced by and for the West’ and rests ‘on an assumption that Western
history is world history’.45

As a result, authors such as Bellamy accuse the body of scholar-
ship dedicated to humanitarian intervention and assistance of believing
‘itself to be untainted by ideology, power and the dominance of knowl-
edge’.46 Indeed, humanitarian intervention and assistance launched
by the international community – most often meaning Western-
based institutions such as the UN Security Council, World Bank, IMF,
NATO and Northern NGOs – are routinely portrayed by the literature
and in popular Western imagination as emancipatory struggles from
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the core to bring stability and order to African subjects residing in the
ostensibly ‘anarchic’ Southern periphery.47

Moreover, analysis of contemporary African conflicts and issues of
socio-economic underdevelopment on the continent suffer from a
widespread lack of historical grounding with regard to the colonial era.
As Orford explains, the unique legacies of colonialism present in African
politics today, alongside the explicit parallels between colonial and con-
temporary Western intervention and assistance in the Global South,
represent the very same histories ‘that are taken out of the story of
peacekeeping and humanitarian intervention’ by such scholarship. Left
in their place instead is often ‘a much simpler and more powerful story
of a civilized West faced with the disintegration of African states and
their descent into barbarism’.48

In short, then, IR’s study of humanitarian intervention and assis-
tance and its relationship with the colonial era, across a range of its
subdisciplines, requires critical strengthening. The study of humanitar-
ian intervention and assistance today demands, in particular, sustained
engagement with postcolonial theory and greater historical awareness of
the enduring legacies of colonialism in the state of contemporary con-
flict and underdevelopment. It is here that increased interdisciplinary
engagement between imperial historians and IR scholars can have the
greatest impact.

Such calls for greater interdisciplinarity find support with IR scholars
who have long advocated for greater engagement between their disci-
pline and international or global history.49 With the recent ‘critical turn’
in humanitarian intervention and assistance and peacekeeping schol-
arship, there exists an ideal and timely opportunity to bring together
international historians and IR scholars in order to exchange interdisci-
plinary dialogue on humanitarian intervention and assistance and in so
doing, enrich both fields. Not only can historical perspectives directly
inform emerging theory-building and applied policy analysis within IR,
but the modern examples of humanitarian intervention and assistance
can provide analogies which will help inform historians’ understand-
ing of the often very personal motivations, as well as the organizational
dimensions at play in policy and practice directing intervention and
assistance of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

This implies a more thoughtful agenda than simply using colonial
history as a tool to catalogue the more glaring examples of modern
neo-colonialism, or engaging in what Paris decries as overly sweeping
‘hyper-criticism’ of the entire liberal peacebuilding and humanitarian
intervention and assistance agenda.50 Rather, a greater understanding
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of the nuances and complexities of colonialism can serve to better
problematize a full range of assumptions IR holds regarding humani-
tarian intervention and assistance and thus deepen its understanding
of the phenomena itself. Historians meanwhile can benefit from a
contemporary ethnographic look at how the decision making about
conducting an intervention takes place, how humanitarian movements
begin, what motivates humanitarian actors and how the role of Western
and African agency affects processes of humanitarianism in nuancing
their own understandings of the relationships between imperialism and
humanitarianism in the past.

There exists, in short, a unique and timely opportunity to bring
together historians and IR scholars in order to exchange interdisci-
plinary dialogue on humanitarian intervention and assistance, and in
so doing, enrich both fields. By combining these fields and bringing in
those with on-the-ground policy experience in African humanitarianism
and intervention and assistance, this book aims to connect new research
in history, IR, politics, development studies and policy implementation
as it pertains to Western intervention and assistance in Africa. Not only
do historians provide directly applicable ‘lessons’ from colonial history
for IR and policy-making in contemporary practice, but those mod-
ern examples of intervention, aid and assistance, governance reform,
and development can help to shape how historians conceive of prior
interventions and the motivations of actors involved in them.

Outline of the book

In the first chapter, ‘Freetown, Freretown and the Kat River Settlement:
Sites of Nineteenth Century Humanitarian Intervention and assistance
and Precursors to Modern Refugee Camps’, Bronwen Everill lays out
the comparative history of three ‘freed slave’ settlements to investigate
the development of a pattern for dealing with refugees in the British
Empire that has survived into the present. This chapter demonstrates
the long history of a military-assistance-governance model for dealing
with humanitarian crises. When a humanitarian crisis was identified,
military power would be used (in some cases) to defend the oppressed
population. However, the British Empire and humanitarian agencies and
missionary societies that operated within the empire soon became aware
of the need for follow-up care and the establishment of new systems
of governance. Military and humanitarian goals soon developed into
full-fledged refugee settlements, with many of the problems and issues
that face contemporary refugee settlements.
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In Chapter 2, Kathleen Vongsathorn looks at the development of ideas
of humanitarian medical intervention and its relationship to imperial-
ism, state sovereignty and international aid organizations. In combating
leprosy in Uganda, colonial and postcolonial medical missions saw their
goals as universal. However, the relationship of leprosy to ideas about
the civilizing mission exaggerated the extent of this disease and affected
the perception of it and the direction of humanitarian aid in the region.
These medical interventions came up against the state and demon-
strated the relationship of non-military interventions to the legacies of
imperialism. Subsequent humanitarian medical interventions have been
affected by this particular mission and reflect the issues that surround
ideas of morbidity in Africa.

Nina Berman’s chapter ‘Contraband Charity: German Human-
itarianism in Contemporary Kenya’ looks at the culture of charity and
asks the question whether charity is perceived as a right or a respon-
sibility and whose right or responsibility it may be. She begins with a
study of the influence of Albert Schweitzer on German conceptions of
humanitarianism in Africa. Her chapter then examines the role of con-
temporary external interventionists – specifically from Germany – who
have operated in Kenya with or without the government of Kenya’s sup-
port. Her chapter brings the question of paternalism, power and African
agency to the fore, albeit at the ‘micro-intervention and assistance’ level,
looking at the long history and contemporary practice of individual
German actors in African charity.

The fourth chapter, ‘Reading’ British Armed Humanitarian Interven-
tion in Sierra Leone, 2000–2’ examines the imperial narrative at the
heart of the British understanding of the 2000 intervention and assis-
tance in Sierra Leone. This intervention has been viewed as a new
paradigm for ‘clean’ and effective unilateral military interventions.
Kaplan contests this narrative. He applies postcolonial historical analysis
to the readings of British intervention and assistance in order to under-
stand how military humanitarian intervention has been recast from the
nineteenth- and twentieth-century paradigms, but also how it continues
to follow in many of their patterns.

Christopher Clapham’s chapter on the Horn of Africa investigates
the history and policy of the military interventions that have taken
place in this region. His focus is on the 1984–5 famine and on Oper-
ation Restore Hope. The chapter presents the long-standing image
of the Horn as a place of acute Western humanitarian interest, but
also as a site of continual negotiation between local and global
actors. In particular, the relationship between intervention, sovereignty
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and human welfare have been famously complex in this region and
help to highlight the role of local politics in wider humanitarian
actions.

Claude Kabemba combines historical analysis of the Congo’s role
in the heart of multiple humanitarian interventions with a contem-
porary assessment of the DRC’s struggles with intervention and aid.
Kabemba investigates the differences between the humanitarian inten-
tions and humanitarian outcomes in the Congo’s nearly continuous
encounter with humanitarian interventions – both military and non-
military. In particular, he draws out the relationship of indigenous actors
to the humanitarian intervention agenda, looking at Mobutu and Kabila
as key players in the humanitarian interventions.

Chapter 7 looks at a broader history of twentieth-century Southern
African intervention in ‘Humanitarian Aspects of Intervention by the
United Nations in Southern Africa’. Chris Saunders uses a comparative
approach to investigate the language of the mandates regarding use of
force in order to understand the questions of how humanitarian these
missions were. He draws out another theme of the book, looking at
the primary motives of the United Nations and the UN military forces,
tying into the broader question raised throughout the chapters of the
contrast between intent and outcome. He also investigates the role of
neo-liberalism and the issues of mission creep in a variety of specifi-
cally UN interventions from Congo in 1960 through to Angola and the
Democratic Republic of Congo in 2011.

In Chapter 8, we turn to a practitioner’s perspective. In ‘The Nigerian
Civil War and “Humanitarian Intervention”’ Michael Aaronson argues
that the principle of humanitarian action has been damaged by the
political appropriation of humanitarian intervention. Humanitarian
action, or the impartial relief of human suffering, faces a problem of
diminished legitimacy, foreshadowed by the interventions – or failures
to intervene in crucial areas – in Nigeria. This chapter ties together
the history of the intervention with the subsequent layers of policy
and practice that emerged. Aaronson shows that the wrong set of con-
clusions was drawn from ‘Biafra’, which led to the development of a
new set of ideas about humanitarian intervention in Africa that harked
back to the imperial role of military intervention instead of focusing
on what he argues could have been the effective provision of neutral,
impartial, humanitarian assistance coupled with effective diplomacy
and third-party mediation.

Offering another perspective from the policy and practice side of the
field, Claire Leigh’s chapter explores the origins and ironies of recent
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trends in the development sector towards country ownership and good
governance. Drawing on case studies from Rwanda and Liberia, the
chapter offers a critique of the opportunities and challenges of cur-
rent state-building and governance initiatives in post-conflict African
countries.

Finally, Richard Drayton offers conclusions from the perspective of
an imperial historian. He reflects on the liberal and neo-liberal story
of ‘development’ and ‘progress’ that is ever present in the humanitar-
ian intervention and assistance narrative. His discussion develops some
of the themes of power and intentions as well, expanding on the lega-
cies of imperialism in intervention and assistance and suggesting policy
changes that might address these legacies. This chapter ties together
the larger overall picture of imperial power relations and the history of
armed interventions to draw conclusions about contemporary practice
and the prospect for humanitarian engagement going forward.

Themes

This study brings together for the first time a collection of work that
critically examines the interventionist relationship with Africa from a
historical, theoretical and practical perspective, drawing on the expertise
of the various contributors, but also tying together diverse experiences
and disciplinary fields to portray a holistic picture of the paradigm
that has informed humanitarian work in Africa for the past 200 years.
In bringing together these connected fields, several themes emerged
in our understanding of the long history of humanitarianism and
humanitarian intervention and assistance.

One major theme that emerges is the contested nature of
‘humanitarianism’ in conflict, post-conflict and state-building.
Aaronson’s chapter most clearly illustrates the danger of the use of
‘humanitarianism’ in African engagements, but each of the chapters
explores the use of that term in different intervention contexts.
As humanitarian military intervention and assistance progresses into
the post-conflict humanitarian aid work and interventionist state-
building, does it cease to be a ‘humanitarian intervention and assis-
tance’? Can a military ‘humanitarian intervention’ be undertaken with-
out a full awareness of the post-conflict aid work and state-building
interventions and humanitarian assistance that will be necessary? How
intrusive can an intervention and humanitarian assistance be before it
crosses the line into ‘imperialism’?

The most obvious link between imperial and postcolonial humani-
tarian intervention and aid is the liberal and neo-liberal argument for
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development and ‘progress’. Hegemonic Western authority is perpetu-
ated through the paternal relationship between intervener and ‘inter-
vened’, developer and developed. This raises the issue of sovereignty
and power in the decisions to intervene and highlights the coercive
nature of the humanitarian project. All of the chapters use case stud-
ies to tie together the various themes of the book, revealing that the
nature of humanitarian intervention and assistance in Africa has always
been an unstable mix of military, assistance and governance that relies
on an uneven balance of power between the humanitarian intervener –
be they individuals, as in Berman’s study of Kenya; non-governmental
agencies, as in Everill, Aaronson and Leigh’s chapters; or militaries, as in
Saunders’ and Kaplan’s chapters – and African relief recipient.

A striking sub-theme is how language and discourse relegates the
opponents of neo-liberal projects to marginal status. This is tied to
the mentality of the intervener and the perpetuation of the ‘Image of
Africa’ problem.51 Humanitarianism serves a function in Western iden-
tity creation that is tied into Orientalist – or in this case ‘Afrientalist’ –
discourses. This is particularly clear in the case studies presented by
Kaplan, Everill, Leigh and Berman, but is a constant theme through-
out. In examining the mentality of the intervener, however, questions
arise about the motivation and intent of the intervener, as well as how
to measure the consequences of intervention and assistance.

This has been an important theme of African (and African dias-
pora) writing on the subject of humanitarianism in Africa. Africans
are and have been complicit in the culture of humanitarianism and
humanitarian intervention, but they have also been some of its
most outspoken critics. Edward Wilmot Blyden, the Liberian Pan-
Africanist, W. E. B. Du Bois wrote that although people like Albert
Schweitzer could ‘train Negroes as assistants and helpers’ the idea
would be to train independent and self-sufficient doctors and mis-
sionaries in a new Africa that ‘does not continue to be dependent
on European charity’.52 More recently, Zambia’s Dambisa Moyo con-
tributed a new voice to this argument with her controversial Dead
Aid, in which she argued that international humanitarian aid was sti-
fling endogenous African economic growth as African states became
increasingly dependent on what Du Bois would term ‘European
charity’.

Another African critique reflects the frustration with lessons not
learnt. Edward Wilmot Blyden, the Liberian intellectual, wrote in 1887
that among European missionaries and their committees and boards at
home, there was ‘a constant necessity . . . to find what may hold the pub-
lic ear, in the impatient demand for immediate visible results’.53 More
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recently, George Ayittey, of Ghana, criticized the failure of the human-
itarian aid missions to Africa throughout the 1980s and 1990s to learn
lessons from their mistakes, noting that although allowing thousands
to die in a preventable conflict is ‘cruel’, ‘to barge into an African crisis
situation without any understanding of the complexities of the issues
involved and without any clue as to what the long-term solution should
be . . . is even crueller’.54 A number of the chapters in this volume touch
on these problems and their repetition in various forms from the time of
colonialism to the present, highlighting both Philip Curtin and Chinua
Achebe’s accounts of the rise of an ‘image of Africa’ that has dominated
European and American thinking about the continent and, we would
argue, the shape of humanitarian engagements with the continent.

This work does not aim to be the last word on the relationships
between humanitarianism, imperialism, and intervention and assis-
tance. Its contributors do hope, however, to provide a range of case
studies and a fresh, interdisciplinary approach that reveals a way into
a new understanding of the continuities and differences in policy
and practice of humanitarian intervention. The volume offers a frank
exchange of views, analysis and recommendations that highlight the
often-contentious debates about the role of humanitarianism in Western
engagement with Africa. These examples, covering two centuries, show
that despite changing practices and an ever-broadening awareness of the
limitations of humanitarianism, the fundamental paradigms that have
functioned since the imperial age continue to underpin the dynamics of
intervention and assistance in Africa.
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Freetown, Frere Town and
the Kat River Settlement:
Nineteenth-Century Humanitarian
Intervention and Precursors to
Modern Refugee Camps
Bronwen Everill

In 2005, a former rock star announced that ‘Every single day, 50,000
people are dying, needlessly, of extreme poverty. More than were dying
at the time of Live Aid. Dying of AIDS, dying of hunger, dying of dis-
eases like TB and Diarrhoea. Dying, often for want of medicines which
we can buy over the counter in a chemist’, continuing on that this was
‘the starting point for THE LONG WALK TO JUSTICE – we will not tol-
erate the further pain of the poor while we have the financial and moral
means to prevent it’.1

Pre-dating Geldof’s announcement by over a century, F. W. Fox
addressed the Aborigines Protection Society outlining a similar approach
to Africa:

We have to lend a listening ear to the cries of the suffering and
oppressed, from whatever part of the Continent they may arise, we
have to declare to the nations of Great Britain, Germany and other
European countries, that the Bible shall not be forced into Africa, by
the bullet and at the point of the sword, that African explorations
and discoveries can be efficiently and effectually carried out in the
future, without the destruction of so much human life and the shed-
ding of so much human blood, as has been the case in the past, that
commerce shall not be conducted at the expense of the happiness
and prosperity of the helpless and innocent and that European and
other traders shall not fatten upon the miseries of the people by the
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importation and sale of fire-arms and poisonous spirits. In a word the
principles of Freedom justice and Brotherhood must be promulgated
and enforced by moral influences and forces, so as to uproot oppres-
sion, injustice and rapine, which have too long reigned everywhere
supreme on the African Continent.2

Despite the changes in the intervening centuries – most notably the
end of European colonialism in Africa – these two quotations share
more than hyperbolic style. They share an approach to Africans and
Africa that is grounded primarily in the humanitarian movement. At the
height of the new ‘globalization’ craze of the early twenty-first century,
human rights campaigners, humanitarians and INGOs seized upon the
role of global economic structures in creating poverty in Africa. At the
same time, historians were examining the lineages of that globaliza-
tion in the imperialisms of the nineteenth century. Frederick Cooper
notes that

[w]hat was most ‘global’ in the nineteenth century was not the actual
structure of economic and political interaction, but the language in
with slavery was discussed by its opponents: a language of shared
humanity and the rights of man . . . used first to expunge an evil
from European empires and the Atlantic system and, from the 1870s
onwards, to save Africans from their alleged tyranny towards each
other.3

This language and attitude towards Africa emerged as a by-product of
the anti-slavery campaign in Britain.4

This chapter will explore the rise of a certain type of humanitar-
ian interventionist institution that also emerged from the anti-slavery
movement: the anti-slavery settlement. The idea of the anti-slavery set-
tlement, first proposed in the late eighteenth century on both sides of
the Atlantic, spread beyond its initial remit throughout the nineteenth
century. It began as a government–missionary joint project in Freetown,
Sierra Leone, with non-British iterations in Liberia and Gabon. Its initial
success – and the perceived success of similar projects in North American
and Australian settler contexts – spawned a distinct project in South
Africa, introduced as a response to settler encroachment on indigenous
lands and wars along the colony’s border. By the late nineteenth cen-
tury, the model had spread to East Africa, with the renewed campaign
against the slave trade. By the twentieth century, the model was fully
formed and was a recognized way for both colonial governments and
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missionaries to deal with displaced populations, ultimately giving rise
to the modern refugee camp.

Of course there were other European and colonial influences feeding
into British models for settling displaced peoples, particularly com-
ing from the Indian subcontinent, Australia and New Zealand, North
America and from those fleeing the pogroms and wars of Europe in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. However, the con-
scious use of African examples by colonial officials, humanitarians
in the metropole and missionaries on the ground in dealing with
African freed slaves and other displaced groups was notable – and is
notable in its absence from discussions of refugee policy development
in discussions of humanitarian interventions, which primarily focus
on European refugee camps in the Second World War.5 In fact, Malkki
argues that there was ‘not a more encompassing apparatus of admin-
istrative procedures’ for dealing with refugees until ‘the standardizing,
globalizing processes of the immediate postwar years’.6 However, this
seems to overlook the ‘globalizing processes’ of empire formation, which
were pervasive throughout the nineteenth century and which dealt
extensively in the humanitarian realm. Zolberg, Suhrke and Aguayo
also focus exclusively on European refugees as the origin for modern
refugee camps.7 Despite Malkki’s (and others’) reluctance to identify
the roots of humanitarian tools in the imperial period, the descrip-
tion of what post-war refugee sites represented belies their imperial
origin:

The segregation of nationalities; the orderly organization of repatri-
ation or third-country resettlement; medical and hygienic programs
and quarantining; ‘perpetual screening’ . . . and the accumulation of
documentation on the inhabitants of the camps; the control of move-
ment and black-marketing; law enforcement and public discipline;
and schooling and rehabilitation.8

These tools of governance, control and humanitarian action were in use,
however, long before the Second World War and, in fact, most likely
have more to do with the shaping of responses to African displaced pop-
ulations than European post-war developments.9 Although European
refugee camps have an obvious lineage in Europe, African sites should
have an African refugee lineage as well. An analysis of the deeper his-
tory of humanitarian relief and settlement plans in the sites that are the
focus of this chapter reveals the gradual development of the model and
its emergence as a model for humanitarian intervention in Africa.
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Although this work is framed in the discipline of history, it takes a
comparative, case study approach to the sites under observation. The
reason for this approach is not to suggest that these sites are the same,
or to neglect the historical specificity of each of their situations. How-
ever, it is valuable to use a political science approach and look at them as
establishing a ‘model’ of engagement with refugees not least because the
missionaries and humanitarians involved in their establishment con-
sciously built a model from previous experiences and thought of their
own project as fitting into that model and adding to it. They were
consciously developing a paradigm for dealing with displaced Africans
throughout the nineteenth century and the creation of these sites –
Freetown, Kat River and Frere Town – established that model, as well
as contributing significantly to its continued implementation into the
twentieth (and twenty-first) century.

This chapter builds on the significant body of historiography on the
links between anti-slavery and imperial expansion in Africa to argue that
the paradigm for Western engagement with Africa, established in the
eighteenth century as one based on humanitarian interventions, has
remained continuous.10 This chapter looks particularly at three settle-
ments – Freetown in Sierra Leone; Frere Town in Kenya; and the Kat
River Settlement in South Africa – as three sites which helped to form
British thinking about human rights, refugees, governance and forms
of humanitarian state-building. It will begin with the history of these
three settlements, before moving on to look at them comparatively
with regard to metropolitan and colonial writing about them and then
finally, drawing out brief, preliminary ways in which these sites provide
parallels with modern refugee and state-building interventions in Africa.
Although the sites are separated by vast distances on the continent, by
changing realities and priorities in the metropole and the colonies and
by the groups who advocated their settlement, they demonstrate the
development of a standardizing approach to the settlement of refugees
from slavery that expanded to all refugees and has continued to inform
the processes of refugee resettlement to the present. Looking at them
in comparison allows us to draw out the parallels in behaviour and
attitudes and see the change and continuity over the long nineteenth
century.

History of the settlements

In the late eighteenth century, working together with the evangeli-
cal Clapham Sect, who were pushing for the abolition of the slave
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trade in parliament, the anti-slavery advocate Granville Sharp helped
to raise money and interest in a new ‘Province of Freedom’ on the
Freetown peninsula in Sierra Leone. The settlement was intended to be
a utopian settlement for ‘Black Poor’ from London. Although the first
settlement faced obstacles including disease and violent disputes with
indigenous populations, the experiment was not abandoned. Instead,
the Sierra Leone Company (1791) took over administration of Sierra
Leone. The company was run by a group of humanitarians includ-
ing members of the Clapham Sect – William Wilberforce, Thomas
Clarkson, Henry Thornton – but it combined humanitarian aims with
the attempt to make the colony economically self-sufficient through
the introduction of ‘legitimate commerce’. Finally, in 1808, the com-
pany dissolved and reformed itself as the humanitarian organization,
the African Institution, handing official authority over the colony to
the British government, but continuing to act in an advisory capacity.

The colony had expanded with the settlement of the roughly 1200
Black Loyalists who fought with the British in the American Revolution,
had been transported to Nova Scotia and were brought to Sierra Leone
by John Clarkson. In 1800, 500 Maroons, a group of free black Jamaicans
joined them. In 1807, both Britain and the US abolished the slave trade
and began operating squadrons along the west coast of Africa to cap-
ture slave ships. The population of Freetown grew quickly as slave ships
were impounded by the navy and the slaves on board – referred to as
‘recaptives’ or ‘Liberated Africans’ – were integrated into Sierra Leone
society.

In Freetown, the African Institution and the Church Missionary Soci-
ety (CMS) had an important role ensuring that the humanitarian aims
of the freed slave settlement would be tightly connected to the gover-
nance of the colony. The CMS was founded in 1804 with the goal of
promoting the spread of the Gospel in Britain’s colonial territories and
the board of the CMS frequently overlapped with the African Institution
and other anti-slavery organizations. Together with an early governor
of the colony, they were vital institutions in the development of the
anti-slavery settlement model. Governor Charles MacCarthy (1816–24)
created a ‘parish plan’ for administering the colony in districts run by
CMS missionaries. MacCarthy expanded the colony into the interior,
establishing a number of ‘parishes’ run by CMS superintendents respon-
sible for administering the smaller settlements, providing education and
conducting religious duties. Each of these parishes housed a CMS man-
ager who would oversee the apprenticeship of Liberated Africans in
various necessary trades.11
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Under MacCarthy’s governorship in the 1810s and 1820s, new Lib-
erated Africans were assigned to a village where they were required to
stay (movement between villages or out of the colony was restricted).
There they were encouraged to marry local women, contribute labour
to the colony and expected to attend church on Sundays and mission
schools throughout the week with their families, thereby promoting the
development of ‘civilization’ among recaptives and indigenous groups.
The CMS managers in turn relied heavily on the ‘class leaders’ or self-
selected ‘kings’ to mediate their authority in the parishes and organize
labour for the villages, particularly after Governor MacCarthy’s death
and the scaling back of colonial investment in the parishes. Despite the
initial attempts to mix up the Liberated Africans, villages increasingly
became ethnically homogeneous as ‘Aku’ (Yoruba), Egba and ‘Ibo’ (Igbo)
recaptives moved to areas populated with their countrymen.12 The Aku
had their own king (King John Macaulay) who was recognized as their
leader by the Freetown government and dealt with as the representative
of Aku interests, responding to their requests for education provision,
jobs and rations for new arrivals.

Despite the entirely different nature of the British settlements in
South Africa and Sierra Leone, beginning in 1829, startlingly simi-
lar policies to the MacCarthy plan of humanitarian resettlement were
attempted in the Kat River settlement of recently emancipated Khoi
in the Eastern Cape. Although this settlement was not strictly an anti-
slavery measure, it introduced the idea that another oppressed group
could benefit from the same type of methods being used concurrently
in Freetown. Given the amount of correspondence, collaboration and
competition between the British missionary societies, it seems likely that
this attempt at resettlement was part of a wide-ranging idea of reform
through settlement circulating in the empire at this time. The names of
some of the districts within the settlement – Buxton and Wilberforce –
hint at the connections its founders and missionary operators felt to the
wider humanitarian project.

Ordinance 50, which was ratified in 1828, freed the Khoi from their
service to colonists and, while it did not recognize them as full par-
ticipants in civic and political society, its advocates claimed that it
provided them ‘additional protection . . . in the same manner as orphans,
apprentices and soldiers have additional protection afforded them in
England’.13 This coincided with the expulsion of the Xhosa from their
land near the Kat River. A contemporary report described the early
settlement as consisting of ‘chiefly of Hottentots from the missionary
institutions of Bethelsdorp and Theopolis, bastards from the districts of
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Bavia’s River and Zwagershoek and some Gonahs who had been suffered
to remain after the expulsion of Macomo’.14 But the settlement acted as
a continuing draw to those in need of land throughout the period and
economic refugees were numerous. In other words, the settlement was
a response to the needs of some 5000 Africans, displaced by the arrival
of Afrikaner and British settlers.

The settlement was founded in 1829 as a barrier between the white
Cape Colony and the Xhosa and it relied on the Khoi to act as interme-
diary settlers.15 Here, the nature of the ‘refugees’ was slightly different,
since at first they were chosen by virtue of their respectability and
later were joined by mostly economic refugees, seeking access to land
on which to farm. The ‘respectable’ included Wesleyan converts and
families from mission stations, as well as some of the locally termed
‘Bastaards’ – many of mixed Khoi and Dutch or German ancestry, who
had already taken up Dutch ‘civilization’.16 Some of these were given
responsibility for running districts within the settlement, including
Andries Botha, a Gona who was put in charge of those remaining Gonas
who were not expelled with Maqoma and the Xhosa.17 As with the
Freetown model, the LMS and colonial government relied on ‘native’
leaders to act as intermediaries and take positions of representative
authority in explaining decisions and ensuring the smooth operation
of settlement governance functions.

Despite the different reason for the displacement of these resettled
Africans, many of the humanitarians’ goals for the settlement were sim-
ilar. The London Missionary Society (LMS) took the role assigned to
the CMS in Sierra Leone, advancing Christian conversion, education
and ‘legitimate’ production in the form of agriculture.18 The agent for
the LMS in Cape Town reported that ‘The progress of the settlement
in agricultural pursuits, cattle breeding, rearing of horses, the establish-
ment of schools, the spread of civilization, sobriety and the formation of
missionary, bible, temperance and teetotal societies was rapid.’19 Devel-
opment and progress rested on the ability to monitor, educate and
separate the oppressed population and provide them with the benefits
of civilization, much like the Freetown scheme on which the Kat River
settlement was modelled.

In the mid-1860s, the campaign against the slave trade began to shift
from West to East Africa. The popularity of David Livingstone’s evan-
gelical and anti-slavery work and explorations revived interest in the
anti-slave trade crusade just as the West African trade was finally com-
ing to an end. As the trade gained more and more publicity through
the early 1870s, the anti-slavery movement embraced it as a new field
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of operation. The naval campaign began, however, before any provi-
sions were made for the Africans who would be freed from the trade.
As Lindsay Doulton has written,

[m]any believed that, having embarked on the campaign of slave-
trade suppression, Britain was bound by a continued sense of respon-
sibility to provide protection to the Africans it had freed. This
widely-held view was summed up by Clement Hill (clerk in the
African department of the Foreign Office) in 1873 when he stated
‘It is clear that Great Britain . . . who has taken on herself the duty of
liberating slaves, is bound, even at a large cost, to see that they are
not sufferers by her acts’.20

As a result of the perceived failures of the naval squadron on the
East African coast, in 1872, the Quarterly Review suggested, under the
advice of David Livingstone, that ‘the most beneficial measure which
could be introduced into Eastern Africa would be the moral element
which has done so much for suppressing the Western slave-trade . . . after
all, the suppression of the trade around the English settlements on the
West Coast is mainly due to the existence there of settlements of free
Christian Negroes’.21 At a public meeting in 1874, the Bishop of Ripon
supported a resolution to continue fighting the East African slave trade
in the same way as the West. He consciously invoked the legacy of
Freetown and its model settlement:

His lordship, in supporting the resolution, urged that it committed
the meeting to far more than a mere suppression of the Slave Trade.
The slaves captured on the West Coast of Africa were nobly dealt
with by the then Government, which gave them grants of lands at
Sierra Leone and their moral and religious education was also cared
for. They should urge the Government to deal in a similar way with
the slaves captured on the East Coast and afford opportunities to
those who were earnestly bent upon it of promoting their welfare,
of instructing them in agriculture, general education and in religion.
The results which had followed the work in Sierra Leone were a great
encouragement to do this and why should they not have a second
Sierra Leone on the Eastern Coast, where the liberated slaves might be
taught the arts of civilization and embued [sic] with those Christian
principles which would enable them to attain happiness in this world
and everlasting happiness in the next.22



Bronwen Everill 31

The settlement – named Frere Town for its champion, Sir Bartle Frere –
was established near Mombasa. The CMS was given responsibility for
running the school, a church and other institutions designed to help
freed slaves back onto their feet and give them employment skills in
agriculture, or as labourers. Discipline was a major part of the settle-
ment, with a rotating council of elders employed by the CMS agent
to dispense justice, keep the settlement clean and orderly and ensure
compliance with rules about entry and movement. The purpose of the
settlement, as reported back to Lord Derby, was that ‘while every guar-
antee is afforded that education will not be disregarded, the slave will
be taught the duty of earning his own livelihood, as well as shown the
way in which to do so in the most advantageous manner’.23 Once again,
practical labour, training, health, sanitation and religion were champi-
oned as the groundwork for development, progress and civilization, this
time with conscious invocation of the Sierra Leone model.

Comparative sites

In comparing these three settlements, established throughout the nine-
teenth century, commonalities emerge in the process of military inter-
vention, the creation of a refugee ‘victim’ group, the establishment
of a model settlement for them and in the onset of disillusionment.
The Quarterly Review, in 1873, summarized the sentiment of the anti-
slavery activists’ intentions in following through the military inter-
vention in the slave trade with support for the displaced Africans
who were its victims: ‘We have constituted ourselves in the eyes of
Heaven and of the world, the protector of the Negro and we can-
not shake off at will the responsibility which such a protectorship
involves.’24 The initial military interventions in the slave trade in West
and East Africa created a problem of displaced liberated slaves. The
only way to prevent their re-enslavement was to establish settlements
for the refugee Liberated Africans and provide them with protection, if
nothing else. In South Africa, the military interventions by the colo-
nial state were undertaken to protect colonial settlers from resisting
Xhosa as they took over their land. But internal displacement followed
these wars and resulted in certain opportunities for other oppressed
groups.

State-building took place in the wake of the conflicts in order to
provide a home for the refugees, but also to create something new.
Freetown, Frere Town and Kat River were all imagined as model com-
munities, an opportunity for humanitarians to experiment with utopian
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state-building. Although there were practical state-building projects
underway – the infrastructure projects, education provision and choice
of representatives to act as intermediaries for the colonial or missionary
governments – there were also plans for developing and improving life
for the freed slaves and displaced people at the settlements. Each of these
cases shows the continuity of the language being used over the course
of the nineteenth century. In the best enlightenment model of the time,
Granville Sharp planned Freetown’s governance structure to reflect what
he imagined medieval Anglo-Saxon England’s state to be, with tithing-
men and hundredors elected as representatives on a rolling basis. Kat
River was equally utopian, with the initial families hand-picked for
their exemplary status as churchgoers in order to provide an example
for those who followed. In Frere Town the humanitarians and govern-
ment stressed that they were trying to establish a self-sufficient society
by introducing the formerly enslaved Africans based there to ‘useful’
labour.25 The goals of the settlements were to introduce a refuge for the
formerly enslaved or persecuted, to provide them with tools, homes and
land, to train them in skills as well as the ‘modern’ values of Britain
(including sanitation, proper clothing, domestic roles, Christianity and
literacy).

Another common, unintended consequence of setting up these refugee
settlements was the impact of these settlements on the local popula-
tions. In understanding the internal dynamics of the West and East
African slave trades, or the relationship between settlers, Xhosa and
Khoi in South Africa, humanitarians in the metropole frequently made
decisions about who the ‘victims’ were and who the ‘oppressors’ were
based on vague information or sources involved with their own biases.
For instance, the settlement of the ‘victimized’, formerly oppressed Khoi
could only take place because the Xhosa had already been evicted from
Kat River. As Alan Lester writes of the project, ‘Ironically, it was this
callous expulsion [of Maqoma and his followers by colonial troops]
that provided humanitarians with their first opportunity to construct
a model settlement from scratch – one designed to demonstrate the
progress that the freed Khoi were capable of making.’26 By establish-
ing these settlements and training and educating their inhabitants,
British ‘humanitarians’ (be they missionaries, governors or anti-slavery
activists) created new governance structures and shaped the polities
in which they were located, as well as introducing a new, sometimes
foreign, group of elites who had the benefit of ‘modern’ British edu-
cation and connections. Much of the time the LMS, CMS, British and
Foreign Anti-Slavery Society, Aborigines’ Protection Society and other
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humanitarian organizations applauded the ‘civilization’ of these former
refugees. But in other cases, humanitarians were similarly disappointed
by the independent behaviour of these supposed innocent ‘victims’
whom they were helping.

Crucially, the establishment of these settlements did not mean that
freed slaves conformed to the methods of the humanitarians that ran
them, or shared their goals. As Elizabeth Elbourne has argued, the Khoi
adopted and adapted Christianity and the Christian missionaries’ mes-
sage as a means of adapting to their own community crises in the early
nineteenth century.27 The settlements existed as dynamic communi-
ties where some were actively involved in the Christian mission and
civilizing project and others were more reluctant. In the most glaring
case, refugee former slaves in Sierra Leone were accused of slave trading
themselves. For instance,

Judge Jeffcot, Chief Justice of Sierra Leone, officially declared in 1831,
that the colony ‘established for the express purpose of suppressing this vile
traffic, was made a mart for carrying it on’. Parliamentary enquiries put
the fact beyond all doubt, that instances have occurred in the colony
of persons being actually spirited away and sold as slaves, by their
fellow colonists.28

In 1833, Governor Findlay described Thomas H. Parker, a former police
magistrate, as having been ‘dismissed in consequence of his having been
accused of the crime of aiding and abetting in the slave trade’.29 Since
many of the accused slave traders were Africans recently moved from
the surrounding area in the slave trade, they may have had connections
to slave trading in the region prior to their own enslavement or had
no other means of supporting themselves after their initial government
rations expired.

These accusations could usually be swept under the carpet of the
apprentice system that prevailed for teaching Liberated Africans skilled
labour, but other forms of resistance to humanitarian discipline were
also in evidence. Despite restrictions on movement into and out of
the Freetown parishes, the Liberated Africans clearly migrated between
them, eventually creating the highly ethnic villages that developed later
in the century. Records from Frere Town also demonstrate that discipline
was a source of debate between the Liberated Africans, missionaries and
government. In a case where a Frere Town youth was sentenced with
whipping by the mission appointed elders (chosen from ‘respectable’
members of the community), the Mombasa Magistrate responded that
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[a]s a result of all these changes a large proportion of the popu-
lation of Freretown is getting beyond the powers of a Missionary
Authorities [sic] to control and this decadence from a Missionary
point of view, will continue unless Freretown is to be regarded as a
separate entity and estranged from the ordinary regulations and priv-
ileges governing the Township of which Freretown forms no small
part . . . I must protest most strongly against what Mr. Binns is now
attempting to bring about namely, that my Court is to be a facile
means of [supporting] the waning power of the Mission Authorities
over the members of their flock and of maintaining unimpaired the
dignity of the elders and of other self constituted parochial bodies in
Freretown irrespective of the laws under which we ‘others’ live.30

Discipline, management and order were all deemed as necessary aspects
of the settlements because they helped to inculcate values of ordered
civilization and helped to develop governance structures in the new
model communities. When Liberated Africans in Freetown and Frere
Town transgressed these disciplinary boundaries or contravened the
humanitarian goals and methods, they demonstrated that they were
not helpless ‘victims’, challenging the narrative of British intervention
in Africa.

What was more embarrassing for the humanitarians was the escala-
tion of violence in Kat River. What this revealed was the danger of
settling refugees near the very people they were fleeing; in this case,
the colonial settlers. In the 1830s and 1840s, settlers from nearby towns
began to enforce dress codes and building codes and began ‘ “clearing”
squatters from government land around the town’, sending them to
Kat River, where there was growing disenchantment with the decreas-
ing amount of land, food and level of wealth over the course of the
1840s.31 But High Commissioner Smith and Kat River Settlement super-
intendent J. H. Bowker thought the best way to police this settlement
was to fine, tax and evict settlers who did not follow the rules. The LMS
agent complained about ‘the framing of a Vagrant Act, under the acting-
governorship of Colonel Wade, an act which contained the essence of
despotism, which exhibited the strong prejudice entertained against the
natives by the colonists’.32 In 1850, they approved a police raid of the
settlement to remove any Xhosa, who were unauthorized to be there,
but also raiding and burning down the houses of legitimately settled
Xhosa.33

After the intervention in the colony’s legal definition of the Khoi,
the humanitarians were bound to provide a new settlement area and
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‘protect’ them; but this meant a definition of who was a ‘victim’ of
European oppression and therefore worthy of protection and who was
a violent resister who belonged outside of European protection. There
was a sense that by choosing settlers who were recommended by mis-
sionaries, or by rewarding colonial service with land in the settlement,
the LMS was creating and maintaining a barrier land of loyal Africans
who would support the colonial project. As Robert Ross concludes, there
was an ‘impossibility of drawing a fixed line between the Xhosa and
Khoi’ combined with the economic instability of the settlement and
‘the assumption by many white colonists that the Kat River colonists
were indeed disloyal’.34 In fact, it was with mixed feelings that a jury
convicted Andries Botha of treason after his involvement in one of the
outbursts of war between the Colony and the Xhosa in which the Khoi
residents of Kat River (and the LMS missionaries) were persecuted by
settler vigilantes. Botha was accused of being involved in the Xhosa
rebellion, as were a number of other Khoi who joined after years of
grievances against raids and poor treatment. Although convicted of
treason – a crime carrying the death penalty – the jury recommended
mercy ‘for his former loyalty, good conduct and services’.35 Botha did
not receive the death penalty, serving a jail sentence in its place and
suggesting how strong the humanitarian designations of ‘victims’ and
‘loyalists’ were.

Finally, the fraught relationships between the colonial governments
and the humanitarians and missionaries presented problems for each
of the settlements. In the period before the extension of the British
Protectorate in East Africa, there were debates over who had the ulti-
mate authority over the freed slave settlements. In 1889, Sir Charles
Evans Smith produced a Blue Book on the subject of runaway slaves
in Mombasa, in which he had addressed a letter

to the missionaries of the various denominations who have estab-
lished themselves in the neighbourhood of Mombasa, in which
I endeavoured to impress upon them the necessity in their own inter-
ests, of their endeavouring earnestly and loyally to put a stop to the
practice which has hitherto existed of the harbouring runaway slaves
within the limits of their various Stations.

The response of the missionaries at Frere Town, led by Reverend
Mr. Carthew, Smith reports, ‘shows how completely he fails to appre-
ciate the local conditions under which he has to conduct his important
work’. Finally, Smith wrote that ‘I have warned the Superintendent of
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the Church Missionary Station at Frere Town and I have asked him to
communicate the warning to the Heads of other Missions in the neigh-
bourhood, that if the missionaries persist in maintaining this system,
which has existed for so many years past, it will be impossible to answer
either for their own personal safety, or, indeed, for the continuance of
the Mission Stations.’36 The humanitarians felt that their priorities lay
with providing a refuge for fleeing slaves, educating, feeding and cloth-
ing them. The Imperial British East Africa Company officials believed
that the priority was to maintain a good working relationship with the
Arab and Swahili traders on the coast and, if possible, use their influence
to gradually introduce the idea of abolishing slavery.

Even after the establishment of the colonial government, problems
remained between the freed slave settlements and the local govern-
ment. In 1912, the head of the Frere Town mission, Reverend Binns,
complained that the Mombasa government, which was ostensibly
responsible for the area around Frere Town, had neglected its duties
and now

the roads have not been cared for by the Government neither have
they policed this side as far as I know. There are often disturbances
in the Swahili shambas but there is no one to move in these mat-
ters . . . the Shihiri shops and meat market outside our land over which
we have no control . . . seems to be in a very unsanitary condition.37

Although the government investigated the claims, they decided that
it would be best just to have the shop owners near the settlement
‘undertake the cleaning themselves’, highlighting the government’s
unwillingness to intervene on behalf of the settlement.38

A persistent lack of funding and the use of humanitarian organiza-
tions by governments to cut costs plagued these attempts at refugee
provision and state-building. After MacCarthy’s governorship, Freetown
rarely saw sustained infrastructure investments in the nineteenth cen-
tury. When it did occur, it was so noteworthy as to receive praise from
the Liberated Africans themselves. In 1838, they petitioned Britain to
recognize the good work of Lieutenant Governor Campbell writing
that because of him ‘civilization’ had been achieved through public
health initiatives, swamp drainage, bridge building, street naming and
dwelling numbering and the clothing of Liberated African refugees as
they arrived in the colony.39 This was a rare case, however, as governors
were constantly attempting to cut expenditure and outsource their costs
to humanitarian organizations. Even the Kat River settlement, which
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was run very inexpensively, was government outsourcing of a kind: the
humanitarians saw it as a model community of Liberated Khoi farmers;
the governor of the Cape saw it as a buffer between the colonial settlers
and the displaced Xhosa.40

The CMS authorities in Frere Town were given some free reign by
the Imperial British East African Company representatives and later by
the Protectorate Government. The CMS and British authorities relied
on each other – the CMS needed the British protection; the authorities
needed the goodwill and publicity of the CMS and their humanitar-
ian allies, the Aborigines’ Protection Society and the British and Foreign
Anti-Slavery Society. But CMS missionaries, paid only by the CMS, were
asked by the government to act as parish superintendents, teachers
and representatives of the Liberated African Department. Frere Town,
despite its pledge to make the Liberated Africans ‘self-sufficient’ farm-
ers, was constantly short of funds for supporting its work with recently
arrived Liberated Africans. Appeals to the Foreign Office for as little as
£5 per Liberated African were turned down and the CMS complained
of ‘the very great expense necessarily incurred by the Society in main-
taining and clothing nearly four hundred Freed Slaves’.41 Although the
colonial governments in each of these settlements relied on the mis-
sionary societies to feed, clothe and manage displaced populations,
tensions between the governments and the missionaries continuously
ran high as they disagreed about sources of funding and the division of
responsibility.

Refugee camp legacy

The perceived success of these sites contributed to a proliferation
of humanitarian settlements across the continent. In South Africa,
the shifting domestic politics pitted British humanitarians against the
Afrikaner nationalists, who they believed were oppressing native pop-
ulations and engaging in the Indian Ocean slave trade. F. W. Cheeson
wrote to Fowler and Charles Buxton in the 1870s arguing for a policy
of ‘civilization’ for those Africans presently enslaved by the Boers ‘to
organize measures for their defence and to settle down to agricultural
pursuits’.42 Anti-slavery refugee sites in British East Africa (eventually
Kenya), particularly flourished in the early twentieth century. The Frere
Town experiment yielded further settlements along the Swahili Coast
in Malindi, Tezo, Pumwani and Mjombani. During the First World War,
the British East African government was resettling fugitive slaves from
German East Africa.
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By the time of the Italo-Abyssinian crisis in the 1930s, the British had
expanded their policy of settlements to accept Ethiopian refugees. This
refugee settlement arose as ‘the sudden concentration of six thousand
Abyssinians of mixed origin necessitated many administrative measures,
apart from the major problems of food, water, health, sanitation and
public safety’. British officials took account of ‘All the organization
necessary for a small town was evolved in some form or another: fire sta-
tions were set up, milk and vegetable markets established and local Bye
Laws framed and administered.’ Learning from their previous problems
in East and Southern Africa, officials also made note of the fact that the
local population might be hostile to the Ethiopians and ‘No strangers
were permitted and the permits of all Alien Somalis were endorsed “Not
to visit Refugee Camp”’. Showing the continuity of involvement, despite
the settlement’s evolution into what could be fully recognized as a mod-
ern refugee camp, missionaries were still heavily involved in health,
sanitation and education. The Kenya government called on missionaries
from the region and ‘the services of Mr. Alan Smith of the Sudan Interior
Mission were obtained and under his direction a school was started in
December’. He and his team set up a school that ‘embraces both the chil-
dren who were forced to join the refugees en route from Abyssinia and
who had neither parents nor relations in the Camp’ and provided them
a place to ‘live in the School grounds’.43 Missionaries and government
continued to work on the model begun in Freetown that was based on a
partnership in providing necessities (housing, rations, sanitation, some
form of work) and improving lives (education, health care).

Beyond the historical examples of continuity, however, this investiga-
tion of these three common sites of humanitarian intervention in the
nineteenth century is meant to suggest the persistence of certain visions
of engagement with Africa. Although the model evolved over the course
of the twentieth century, several key elements remained intact from the
earliest incarnation to the present day. The language and methods of
intervention, resettlement and ‘victimhood’ remained strikingly sim-
ilar. This aligns with Fanon, Curtin and Achebe’s descriptions of the
continuity of engagement with Africa, with the language and meth-
ods of governance formed in the imperial exchange.44 Other scholars
have begun to recognize these continuities in modern development the-
ory by using postcolonial theory to investigate contemporary language
and economic models.45 This chapter has presented a different way of
examining the continuities and differences: by examining three sites of
settlement for displaced peoples as the imperial model was developed
over the course of the nineteenth century.
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However, the plans and their problems should also bring some con-
temporary parallels to mind. Modern parallels in Africa highlight why
it may be important to look to the long history of refugee resettlement
in Africa to illuminate our understanding of contemporary practice. The
emphasis on providing practical education continues in any number of
INGO education campaigns across Africa, with a focus, as Malkki notes,
on education provision in refugee camps. And the continuing funding
problems that faced all of the nineteenth century projects arise when
today’s refugee camps – like Kakuma in Kenya – become a city or ‘state’
unto itself. The raids on Kat River bring to mind the security prob-
lems that faced refugee camps in Goma, as Hutu militias perpetrated
nightly violence; or the Ghanaian police raids on Liberian refugees in
Buduburam Refugee Camp.

Beyond the refugee settlement itself, it is also clear that the human-
itarian practices share continuities with those used in Freetown, Frere
Town and Kat River. The utopian post-conflict state-building contin-
ues in Liberia and Rwanda and continues to some extent to fail in
the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). The problems of ‘outsourced’
humanitarian relief from governments in Kat River or Freetown con-
tinue in places like Nigeria and South Africa today, where governments
no longer in crisis rely on NGO and INGO actors to run health and
education programmes.

In both the historical and contemporary engagement with African
refugees, the idea of Africa as a site for intervention remains constant.
These intervention ideologies and the process of military intervention,
refugee settlement, and governance and state-building have endured in
modern engagement with Africa. Although not every refugee settlement
proceeds from Western intervention, nor does every military inter-
vention lead to governance and state-building, the processes of their
implementation and their intent in casting the West as the protector of
the refugee victim, remain paradigmatically linked, despite changes in
terminology and details of practice over the past two centuries.
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Public Health or Public Good?
Humanitarian Agendas and the
Treatment of Leprosy in Uganda
Kathleen Vongsathorn

From the eighteenth century, when increased European contact with
Africa led to high death rates among European explorers and coloniz-
ers in West Africa’s tropical climate, Africa has often been associated
in the minds of Westerners with sickness, death and disaster.1 Over
the last three decades, media discussions of the African HIV/AIDS
epidemic have continued to perpetuate stereotypes of African dis-
ease, ignorance and blame.2 It is then left to Western humanitarians,
with their ‘salvation agenda’, as Alex de Waal terms it, and their
supposedly superior technology, morality and customs to save Africa
from itself.3 Yet what is often missing from discussions of medical
humanitarianism are the mistakes that Western humanitarians have
made in past and current health crises in Africa, or at the very least,
the failure of Western humanitarians to use their resources in such a
way as to most effectively promote the health of the largest number of
Africans.

From the beginnings of biomedical intervention in Africa, humani-
tarians have pursued their own political and moral agendas. Mission-
aries were usually the first and then the most widespread providers of
biomedicine in colonial Africa, opening dispensaries, general hospitals,
maternity centres, leprosy settlements and schools for the training of
African medical orderlies, nurses and midwives. For missionaries, the
provision of biomedicine had dual motivations: it attracted Christian
converts, often when other evangelical methods were unsuccessful, and
it fulfilled a Christian responsibility of benevolence, to heal the body
as well as the soul.4 After the First World War, colonial governments
became increasingly involved in healthcare as well, embarking upon
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their own medical programmes and supporting and intervening in those
of missionary medical institutions. For the government, medicine was
a means of promoting public health and, perhaps more importantly,
justifying colonialism through the provision of technology and exper-
tise that Africans supposedly could not supply themselves. Benevolence
and humanitarianism were important arguments for colonialism amidst
growing criticism of the imperial endeavour.5 The men and women
involved in these humanitarian acts had limited resources and com-
peting demands to juggle, including their own political, moral and
economic priorities and the need to attract donors in Europe and
America. As such, the actual health needs and wants of African patients
were often the last consideration.

This chapter highlights some of the motivations, continuities and
consequences of medical humanitarian intervention in Africa by exam-
ining leprosy work in colonial and postcolonial Uganda. In Uganda,
leprosy received humanitarian attention that was far out of proportion
with its actual morbidity and mortality statistics, at the expense of other,
more destructive illnesses that could have been treated more effectively
and at less expense. Moreover, concerns of evangelization and the ‘civ-
ilizing mission’ led to a system of leprosy control that was extremely
limited in scope, such that biomedicine never reached more than a small
percentage of all the country’s leprosy sufferers. In the name of pub-
lic health, Uganda’s colonial leprosy control programme was a disaster,
but in the name of humanitarianism, it was an inspiring pursuit in the
relief of suffering. This chapter examines some of the religious, political
and economic reasons that medical humanitarianism was diverted from
the greatest public health threats to the perceived greatest public good
and the repercussions and continuities that these choices have had for
humanitarianism in the present, not just for leprosy, but also for the
relationship between humanitarianism and such epidemic diseases as
HIV/AIDS and tuberculosis.

Suffering, Christianity and the role of humanitarians in
expanding leprosy treatment

Medical humanitarians have a long history of placing emphasis on
specific diseases that is unwarranted by the diseases’ morbidity and mor-
tality statistics and then handling the treatment of that disease ineffec-
tively for religious, moral and political reasons of their own. In colonial
Uganda, leprosy is perhaps the best example of this combination of
unfortunate circumstances.
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Large-scale leprosy work in Uganda began in 1930, with the Anglican
Church Missionary Society’s (CMS) founding of an in-patient leprosy
settlement at Kumi, in eastern Uganda. Over the next four years, leprosy
settlements proliferated: in 1931, the CMS opened another settlement
on Lake Bunyonyi in south-western Uganda and in 1932 and 1934, the
British and Irish Catholic Franciscan Missionary Sisters for Africa (FMSA)
followed suit by opening two leprosy settlements in central Uganda, at
Nyenga and Buluba respectively.

Leprosy as a popular humanitarian cause

Leprosy was a popular humanitarian cause for most of the twentieth
century and indeed leprosy has a long history of importance as a chari-
table cause, dating back to medieval Europe. In the modern time period,
leprosy’s attractiveness to humanitarians resulted from its millennia-
long association with Christianity and the perceived vulnerability of
leprosy sufferers to stigma and pain. The propaganda of secular and
religious humanitarian organizations, including charities and missions,
frequently mentioned the compassionate example that Christ set in
the New Testament. Christ ignored injunctions forbidding contact with
leprosy sufferers, touched and healed leprosy sufferers and urged all
Christians to ‘cleanse the lepers’, which was interpreted as healing them
physically and spiritually.6 Uganda’s leprosy missionaries wrote of Christ
as their inspiration to pursue leprosy work, stating that healing leprosy
sufferers was ‘the most Christ-like work anyone can do’.7 In addition
to describing leprosy sufferers as objects of Christ’s special compassion,
leprosy charities portrayed these afflicted individuals as the most vulner-
able people in the world, more so even than slaves.8 There was special
emotional, religious and humanitarian benefit to be found in the care
of those perceived most vulnerable and a myth of leprosy’s universal
stigmatization lent itself to the perception that all leprosy sufferers faced
ostracism and stigmatization.9 Moreover, in its advanced stages, leprosy
could be accompanied by debilitating and disfiguring symptoms and
dramatic descriptions of some of these symptoms lent further credence
to the notion of the ‘leper’ as a helpless sufferer.

From the missionaries’ perspective, leprosy also offered a unique
opportunity for evangelization. Unlike other mission enterprises, such
as mission hospitals, which patients visited for no more than a few
days or a few weeks, leprosy patients often stayed in the settlement
for years, usually with limited family contact. This sustained residency
was an unusual opportunity for evangelization and Uganda’s leprosy
missionaries therefore preferred the idea of treating leprosy sufferers as
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in-patients, rather than as out-patients.10 Leprosy treatment also drew
people into contact with the missions who otherwise never would have
been reached, as many patients travelled long distances from districts
where Christianity had not yet spread.11 Moreover, the leprosy sufferer’s
conversion to Christianity was perceived as particularly sincere. Mission-
aries believed that ‘God gives a special compensation and consolation to
those who suffer’, and none suffered more than the leprosy patient, who
was capable of a relationship with God to which the missionaries could
only aspire.12

Benevolence and the ‘civilizing mission’ were also important motiva-
tors of leprosy humanitarianism, for missionaries, secular organizations
and government officials alike. As one missionary wrote, ‘It is the spe-
cial privilege and joy of the medical work that it meets the need of the
down and outs, most wretched and unfortunate of men, women and
children.’13 And another added, ‘For the sake of humanity . . . we appeal
to you to send a donation.’14 As welfare gained importance in the colo-
nial agenda after the First and Second World Wars, the prevention of
debilitation through leprosy became a duty of the government. It was
also an opportunity to justify colonialism, as the colonizers and mission-
aries offered care and biomedicine that Ugandans supposedly would not
and could not provide.15 In-patient leprosy settlements had the added
benefit of being ideal venues for the enactment of the ‘civilizing mis-
sion’, in that they fashioned and educated useful subjects of the British
Empire.16

Leprosy’s growth as a medical and humanitarian interest in Uganda

Estimates of leprosy’s incidence in Uganda were variable throughout
the colonial time period, depending upon the extent of government
and mission medical work and the intervention of external leprosy
humanitarians. In 1908, only six leprosy patients were reported as
attending government dispensaries or hospitals, out of a total 53,078
recorded medical visits, which led the department to report that leprosy
‘is rarely met with in this Protectorate’, though ‘natives’ reported its
existence neighbouring areas not yet under administration.17 At this
time, leprosy work in Uganda was a small-scale affair. There was only
one leprosy camp, opened by the French Catholic White Fathers mis-
sionaries in 1911, which housed but did not treat about 30 leprosy
sufferers.18

Around 1918, Native Administrations (NAs) began using money from
their own budgets to create small leprosy camps in their districts. Shortly
thereafter, in 1921, the medical department reported ‘That leprosy
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is widely spread throughout the Protectorate has long been known’,
though in fact their records of leprosy’s incidence were no higher in
1921 than in 1912, the 33 cases out of 97,810 treatments recorded were
only treble the proportion of leprosy patients recorded in 1908.19 As the
NA ‘leper camps’ grew in size, along with ‘increased facilities for diagno-
sis and treatment’, so too did the medical department’s tally of leprosy’s
incidence in Uganda. In response to a survey that the British Empire
Leprosy Relief Association (BELRA) sent to all British colonies, Uganda’s
medical department estimated that there were 6000 leprosy sufferers in
Uganda, a rate of two per mille.20 BELRA’s secretary, Reverend Frank
Oldrieve, pointed out to Uganda’s governor that this was actually five
times the incidence of leprosy in India, which had heretofore been most
strongly associated with the problem of leprosy in the British empire.21

In 1931, BELRA’s medical secretary, Dr. Robert Cochrane, finished
another leprosy tour of Uganda and following his visit there he reported
an estimated 20,000 leprosy sufferers in Uganda, or roughly four per
mille. When East Africa’s newly appointed interterritorial leprologist, Dr.
Innes, completed a survey of leprosy in Uganda in 1948, he estimated at
least 100,000 leprosy sufferers, or 20 per mille.22

If we use 1931 as a benchmark, there were certainly other diseases
with higher morbidity rates than leprosy. In each of their annual reports,
Uganda’s medical department listed the number of patients they had
contact with who were suffering from any given illness. In 1931, there
were 3822 cases of leprosy noted at government institutions, with an
additional 345 in-patients at the CMS’ 2 leprosy settlements, as com-
pared to 50,293 cases of malaria, 47,598 cases of yaws, 64,591 cases of
syphilis and 41,310 cases of bronchitis.23 These are only the highest
disease returns for 1931; there are dozens of other ailments for which
Ugandans sought biomedical treatment more frequently than leprosy,
such as gonorrhoea, scabies and diarrhoea.24 If we assume that leprosy
patients were as likely to attend dispensaries and hospitals for treat-
ment as malaria, yaws and syphilis patients, a reasonable assumption
given that leprosy was stigmatized only in a minority of Uganda’s eth-
nic groups, then leprosy’s incidence was only 8 per cent of that of
malaria and yaws and 6 per cent that of syphilis. Supposing that the
estimate of 20,000 leprosy sufferers was correct, then at the very most
there would have been one sufferer of leprosy to every three sufferers
of syphilis. Even within the leprosy settlements, most patients suffered
from intercurrent illnesses. A 1948 survey of disease incidence at the
Lake Bunyonyi leprosy settlement had 40 per cent of the patients suf-
fering from yaws.25 If leprosy’s mortality rates were to be compared
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against those of other diseases, it would rate with even less impor-
tance, for leprosy was a chronic disease that most patients lived with
for decades. The average death rate in Uganda’s leprosy settlements in
1946 was 24.8 per mille, as compared to 20.3 per mille in the whole
Protectorate and most of these deaths were from intercurrent illnesses
such as malaria.26

Comparing the incidence of leprosy to other diseases present in
Uganda is particularly enlightening when considered against the gov-
ernment’s expenditure on health. In 1931, with only two mission
leprosy settlements in existence, the government granted £1000 for
‘leprosy relief measures’, which was half what they supplied to the
CMS for their maternity work and midwifery training. These grants
represented an enormous imbalance of spending, given that the infant
mortality rate was 209.71 per mille and the maternal mortality rate was
14.6 per mille. To further put the exorbitance of the leprosy grant into
perspective, it amounted to £2.45 per leprosy in-patient, whereas the
grant for the government’s European and Asiatic hospitals amounted to
£0.13 for each patient seen, or £0.84 per in-patient admission.27 Inci-
dentally, there were fewer new cases of sleeping sickness than leprosy
in 1931. The fact that the government granted an even larger sum
towards sleeping sickness than leprosy, £3958, evinces some sense of
the government’s consistently skewed medical spending priorities.

High spending on leprosy was characteristic of Uganda’s medical
department throughout the late colonial period. In 1947, for example,
the medical department awarded £4498 for the four mission leprosy set-
tlements, which was used for the treatment and care of 3000 in- and
out-patients. This grant amounted to 1 per cent of the medical depart-
ment’s entire annual budget, yet when compared against the number of
patients treated that year at government hospitals and dispensaries, over
two million, proportionally speaking they ought to have received only
0.13 per cent of the funding.28 And these medical department grants
entirely exclude the settlements’ other sources from money, such as NAs,
missions and British and American charities.

The in-patient model of leprosy treatment in Uganda was quite expen-
sive, but if that expense had an appreciable effect on the incidence of
leprosy in Uganda, then such spending might have been justified by
the goals of public health. Public health, after all, was a goal touted by
the colonial government and the eradication of leprosy was touted at
various times by missionaries and other humanitarian organizations.
However, the plan of leprosy control jointly pursued by all of these
actors was not effective in treating the widest possible number of leprosy



Kathleen Vongsathorn 49

patients or in limiting the incidence of the disease. Estimates of leprosy’s
incidence only went up as time passed, from 4 per mille in 1931 to
20 per mille in 1948. Admittedly, this does not necessarily indicate an
actual increase in the incidence of leprosy in Uganda, as estimates of
leprosy increased as wider surveys of leprosy took place and biomedical
provision spread across Uganda. In the late 1940s, both CMS leprosy set-
tlements did receive higher proportions of leprosy patients from outside
the nearest districts. This could indicate that the incidence of leprosy
had decreased in these districts, but it could just as easily mean that
everybody who was willing to enter a leprosy settlement had already
done so, since entrance was voluntary.

The pursuit of public health?

From 1930 to 1951, leprosy control in Uganda was approached through
the creation of in-patient settlements where leprosy patients would
undergo several years of biomedical treatment and palliative care until
the symptoms of their disease were halted. At the time of Uganda’s
1948 leprosy survey, 3000 leprosy sufferers were receiving treatment at
four missionary settlements, the majority as in-patients and a few hun-
dred as out-patients. This meant that the thousands of pounds spent
by humanitarians and the government went to the treatment of only
3 per cent of all Uganda’s leprosy patients. Of Uganda’s estimated total
of 100,000 leprosy sufferers, Dr. Inness estimated that 20,000 were infec-
tious, so at best there were still 17,000 men, women and children who
continued to spread leprosy across most of the Protectorate.

Given the constraints of medical interventions in colonial Africa, in
terms of money, staff and the cooperation of sick individuals, it might
be tempting to conclude that in spending large amounts of money to
treat a small fraction of leprosy patients, Uganda’s humanitarians were
doing the best that they could with the resources they had available.
However, this was not the case. From the first conceptualization of large-
scale mission leprosy work in 1927, tensions existed between various
government officials, missionaries and doctors in Britain over whether
the most effective policy of leprosy control was being pursued.

When the CMS Dr. Wiggins arrived in Uganda to undertake leprosy
work in 1927, he was initially inclined to follow the medical depart-
ment’s recommendation to treat leprosy with a segregated in-patient
settlement, primarily because it would be less costly in terms of money
and staff.29 However, local chiefs and the district commissioner did
not believe that segregation was a practicable means of attracting the
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maximum number of leprosy patients for treatment and so, on their
advice, Wiggins instead planned the creation of six out-patient treat-
ment centres, spread across the Teso region of eastern Uganda.30 He
believed that, in the end, if leprosy patients could be treated closer to
their homes, one of the greatest difficulties of leprosy control policy
would be alleviated: persuading leprosy sufferers to segregate themselves
for biomedical treatment.31

By January 1929, Wiggins had also proposed the founding of an in-
patient leprosy settlement for children, as parents were too often ‘apt
to be slack at bringing them up for treatment’.32 With staggeringly high
numbers of out-patients attending for treatment and an in-patient facil-
ity on the horizon, in February 1929, six months after he commenced
leprosy treatment in Teso, Wiggins announced that the work had grown
too much for one doctor to handle, even with assistance from his nurse
daughter and Ugandan orderlies.33 Wiggins’ first hope was that the CMS,
supported by British leprosy charities, could fund another mission doc-
tor for the Teso leprosy work. Although the CMS medical committee
expressed themselves appreciative of ‘the rapid expansion of this work
under the supervision and organization of Dr. Wiggins’, they did not
feel that they were in a position to supply or support another doctor
and moreover: ‘leprosy relief work on such a large scale is properly the
function of the Government’. They would, however, ‘be prepared to
encourage a scheme for the development of a Central Leprosy Colony’.34

Although out-patient leprosy treatment was more effective for public
health, in-patient leprosy treatment was more effective for evangelism
and the CMS had no qualms about recommending a downsizing of Teso
leprosy work, since after all, the public health was the responsibility of
the government.35

Dr. Wiggins’ last hope was that the government would fulfil their
responsibility for the public health of Ugandans by taking over the out-
patient leprosy clinics that he had started, leaving in-patient leprosy
treatment in the more willing hands of the mission and British charities.
However, in a personal meeting, the DMSS told Wiggins that the govern-
ment could not take over any of the out-patient centres, or provide extra
medical staff in Teso. Wiggins concluded that ‘the campaign against
Leprosy in this district is entirely in our [the mission’s] hands and future
work must be planned according to the staff at our disposal’.36 Although
the central medical department would not financially support the recur-
rent annual cost of out-patient leprosy treatment, they did agree to
contribute a special, one-time grant for the foundation of an in-patient
leprosy settlement. So, Wiggins proposed that the government’s funds
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go to the foundation of an in-patient leprosy settlement for infectious
adults, while the children’s leprosy settlement, which was a more attrac-
tive fundraising prospect, would be the financial responsibility of the
Mission to Lepers and CMS. The out-patient leprosy centres were thus
closed, in favour of two large in-patient settlements.37

While the out-patient treatment centres were fully functioning, albeit
with the mild compulsory measure of a fine for those patients who
did not regularly attend for treatment, which the DMSS later forbade,
Wiggins was treating more than 2000 patients a week and more than
3000 total leprosy patients, including irregular attendees.38 The leprosy
settlement he founded at Kumi and Ongino, however, did not grow
much larger than 1200 combined over the entire colonial period.39

So although Wiggins’ initial methods of drawing patients were imper-
fect, out-patient treatment clearly had the potential to reach more
leprosy sufferers than in-patient settlements. Indeed, as early as 1932
missionaries had to begin turning prospective leprosy patients away
from the settlements, because they did not have the space or money
to accommodate them.40 Government officials in other parts of Uganda
agreed with this assessment; when CMS missionaries began discussing
plans to open a leprosy settlement in south-western Uganda, the district
medical officer encouraged the facilitation of leprosy treatment at gov-
ernment sub-dispensaries instead.41 The district commissioner agreed
and wrote that ‘local treatment centres, whether attached or not to exist-
ing Dispensaries, would be at first by far the least expensive, the most
suitable and, with care, not difficult to popularise’, for young and more
easily curable patients would be far more willing to come for regular
treatment.42 At this point, however, the CMS missionaries had received
approval for an island settlement from the former provincial commis-
sioner and although attempts were made, no colonial officers were able
to obstruct the founding of the settlement.

Various colonial government officials continued to question the effi-
cacy of an in-patient leprosy control model for the next 20 years, in
light of the government’s perceived responsibility to promote the public
health of Ugandans. In response to an inquiry from the chief secretary,
most likely prompted by the visit of a BELRA leprologist, the Director of
Medical Services (DMS) wrote in 1938 that

I agree that the leper settlements are doing excellent work. This
must be regarded more as philanthropic than as preventive medicine
since although no doubt a number of infectious cases are segre-
gated in these institutions it cannot be claimed that more than a
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small proportion of infectious lepers are admitted or that segrega-
tion is early enough to prevent others being infected before these
cases are removed from contact with the general community . . . The
hope of any appreciable reduction of leprosy in Uganda lies in the
wider extension of rural sanitation and health education. If there is
any money available for leprosy, I should prefer to see it spent on
preventive medicine and education rather than on leper settlements
which are costly methods of inadequately tackling a problem which
is probably less serious in this Protectorate than many others such as
tuberculosis.43

In 1943, after a sleeping sickness outbreak at the Buluba leprosy set-
tlement, the colonial government considered moving the leprosy set-
tlement and again the idea of out-patient treatment centres in lieu of
an in-patient settlement was brought up. The district medical officer
noted that the number of leprosy patients under treatment was ‘so small
compared with the number at large in [Busoga]’. The DC thought the
solution was out-patient treatment, writing that ‘I should have thought
that if we could have leprosy cases treatment centres dispensed over the
district as we have sub-dispensaries, we should have greater numbers
attending for treatment because the dislike of the people for any walks
from their homes is natural.’44 The provincial medical officer replied
that the government had neither the staff nor the petrol to allow the
treatment of leprosy at a number of sub-dispensaries and the ‘future
of leprosy control must be left for better times’.45 A string of similar
criticisms and uncertainties culminated in 1948 with Dr. Innes’ final
report on leprosy in Uganda. In addition to pointing out the small
percentage of leprosy patients under treatment, Innes stated that the
settlements were ‘poorly sited strategically’, that only eight medically
trained Europeans were actively engaged in leprosy work and that the
new, highly effective sulphone drugs were not being used.46

Innes’ criticisms confirmed a tension that had existed between the
missions and various government officials for more than a decade, over
whether the resources granted to the missions for leprosy treatment were
being used as effectively as possible. From the government’s perspective,
effective leprosy treatment meant rendering the largest possible number
of leprosy patients non-infectious, so that they would not continue to
spread the disease. CMS missionaries in particular also expressed a desire
to limit the spread and incidence of leprosy, especially among children.
For example, when writing of his plans to found a leprosy settlement at
Lake Bunyonyi, CMS Dr. Sharp wrote that he hoped for ‘all curable cases
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[to] be cured and the spread of this disease in Kigezi be stayed’.47 Several
years later, Sharp wrote to his DC that

[t]he migration of so many lepers to the Colony must result not only
in the alleviation of much suffering, but also in a marked diminution
in the number of healthy persons becoming infected all over the Dis-
trict. It may well be hoped that, as this migration is encouraged to
continue, Kigezi District will in a few years cease to be the hotbed of
leprosy that it has been in the past.48

A missionary nurse at the CMS’ Kumi settlement wrote of their attempt
to follow medical recommendations as to the best way to control
leprosy:

At a conference of medical men in Cairo recently, it was stated that
the most successful treatment of leprosy was that carried out among
children and of those the early cases. These two facts therefore have
led us to our chief methods of treatment: first preventative, by isolat-
ing as far as we can all infectious cases; and secondly, concentrating
very much on the treatment of the children.49

According to statements like this, missionaries agreed with government
officials that leprosy settlements should be used to decrease the inci-
dence of leprosy. However, other mission priorities ultimately interfered
with this public health goal.

In assessing whether leprosy missions were actually capable of
decreasing the incidence of leprosy, it is first necessary to consider
whether biomedicine actually had the ability to halt leprosy’s spread.
During the colonial period leprosy doctors and nurses generally believed
that if ‘early cases’ were given biomedical treatment, appropriate care
and a nourishing diet, the progress of leprosy could be halted and
the infectious patient rendered non-infectious.50 Whether or not this
was true is open for debate. Until 1947, the predominant biomedicine
used in the treatment of leprosy was chaulmoogra oil, injected intrader-
mally into infected areas of the skin. The efficacy of this treatment was
doubted even in the 1920s, when biomedical doctors began advocating
its use, and as it has since been discredited, it is difficult to assess the
extent to which missionaries were truly capable of healing leprosy.51

Given the questionable efficacy of the biomedical treatment avail-
able for the first two decades of Uganda’s leprosy settlements, to a
certain extent low annual discharge rates from the settlements were to
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be expected. In order to maximize the number of patients who could
be effectively treated and rendered non-infectious, the mission settle-
ments were meant to preferentially admit infectious and early cases of
leprosy, especially children. However, the missionaries had different pri-
orities for their patient populations and they found it difficult to turn
away patients in the advanced stages of the disease, even if they were
not infectious and treatment would do little to improve their condition.
As one CMS missionary wrote:

The majority were poor, filthy and helpless enough . . . two of them
were smothered in ulcers from head to foot, their poor little bodies
maimed and legs doubled under them, so that unless . . . an opera-
tion is performed, they will never be able to walk . . . Another old
woman . . . was literally smothered from head to foot in large patches
of leprosy. Another woman, with her poor old face eaten away. It is
useless for me to try and describe such pitiful sights. Lepers! No, no
one has any time for them in their villages and I am afraid that there
are some people elsewhere who think that it is much nicer to treat
the acute sufferers, who quickly respond to treatment, in preference
to these poor creatures.52

In the children’s half of their leprosy settlement at Kumi, the CMS
missionaries did preferentially admit patients in the early stages of the
disease; fewer than 15 per cent showed signs of visible disability.53 Kumi
was therefore referred to by visiting leprologists as a model leprosy settle-
ment, ‘run on the best possible lines; and the methods used are worthy
of careful study by those concerned with leprosy relief and control’.54

On the other hand, half of the adults at Ongino and half of all the
leprosy patients at Lake Bunyonyi evidenced disability and in 1933, the
majority of patients at Nyenga were not physically capable of cultivat-
ing their own food.55 Many of these disabled patients would have fallen
under the government’s category of ‘burnt-out’ cases and when over-
crowding became an issue, the government asked missionaries to admit
only ‘infectious cases and active cases likely to be benefitted by skilled
anti-leprosy treatment’.56 This issue was most contentious at Buluba,
because of the combination of overcrowding and the high degree of
influence that the local NA had over the settlement. Government offi-
cials felt that the work of Buluba was handicapped by the presence of
these ‘burnt-out’ cases and instructed Buluba to discharge their ‘burnt-
out’ cases in 1943, after a sleeping sickness outbreak limited the amount
of land available for cultivation and drastically increased the upkeep
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costs of the in-patients. The FMSA missionaries complied, but afterwards
continued to admit these advanced cases, which government officials
occasionally commented on with disgruntlement.57

The issue of the care and housing of ‘burnt-out’ cases came up at a
number of meetings of BELRA’s Uganda Branch throughout the 1940s.
At a 1943 meeting:

Attention was drawn to the existing tendency to retain such cases
in institution partly from laudable motives of sympathy with the
afflicted, but also because it was in many cases extremely difficult
to arrange for their reception.

It was pointed out that the advantages of discharging non-infectious
cases as soon as it was safe to do so lay not only in the erection
of more accommodation for active lepers but in the encouragement
given to all, by the reasonable expectation of early release, to remain
in the institutions until treatment has been completed.

It was further agreed that the care of those burnt out cases was not
a primary responsibility of the committee and after discussion it was
resolved: ‘That the attention of Government should be drawn to the
necessity for the erection of institutions for the care of the disabled,
infirm and helpless, without undue delay.’58

Such institutions were labelled the responsibility of the NA and not
something for the medical department or missionaries to worry about.
The missionaries, however, disagreed and the CMS settlements, in par-
ticular, continued to harbour large numbers of ‘burnt-out’ cases. This
resulted in a very low discharge rate: in 1946, 5.6 per cent of the
patients at Kumi were discharged and 4.2 per cent of the patients at Lake
Bunyonyi. The FMSA settlements, on the other hand, which had more
competition for space because of their size and which were more subject
to the will of the government, discharged far more patients in this year:
20 per cent at Nyenga and 32 per cent at Buluba.59 These higher dis-
charge rates did not mean that the FMSA actually treated more leprosy
patients that the CMS. The opposite was true, given the greater size of
the CMS settlements, which treated a total of 1575 patients in 1946, as
compared to 525 at the FMSA settlements. Moreover, clinically speaking,
a leprosy patient was only an ‘arrested’ case if two years of observation
passed without any symptoms of the disease reoccurring.60 There were
a high number of voluntary readmissions to the FMSA settlements as a
result of the FMSA’s policy of paroling patients before the observation
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period had elapsed. The CMS preferred that this two-year observation
period elapse while the patient was still within the settlement, espe-
cially in the case of child leprosy patients, and this also contributed to
their lower discharge rates. Regardless of the medical discharge policies
of each mission, higher discharge rates and more admittances could be
achieved, which the missionaries knew and ignored.

Humanitarian pressures and the over-emphasis of leprosy

In spite of these continuing government concerns over the efficacy
and expense of in-patient leprosy treatment, the government contin-
ued to provide a large portion of each settlement’s financial support.
Combined, the Protectorate government and NAs supplied approxi-
mately half of each settlement’s annual budget, throughout the colonial
period.61 Part of the reason that the government supported the leprosy
settlements so heavily was because there were humanitarian and polit-
ical benefits for them in doing so, as discussed earlier in the chapter.
The other reason was the pressure applied on them by missionaries and
external humanitarian organizations.

In 1927, the government found itself being pushed into action by
missionaries and a secular humanitarian organization, after 20 years of
diffidence on the issue of leprosy. Reverend Oldrieve visited as part of a
larger tour that he made through British East and West Africa, on behalf
of BELRA.62 BELRA was founded in 1923 as the first explicitly secular
humanitarian organization addressing the issue of leprosy in the Britain
and its colonies, and in promoting their leprosy work throughout the
empire, BELRA’s leaders found that

[t]he most effective way of influencing medical administrators in
the Colonies . . . has been by personal contact with the Association’s
experts. With the cordial co-operation of home and overseas Colo-
nial officials, the Association from the first arranged tours of their
secretaries in the colonies . . . The results thus achieved will serve to
illustrate the leprosy problem of the Empire, both as to what has
already been achieved and, more important still, as to what awaits
solution through future work.63

Oldrieve’s leprosy tour of Uganda was the first in a series of BELRA visits
that took place over the colonial period and it was calculated to stim-
ulate a leprosy control programme in the Protectorate, though as yet
BELRA had relatively little money to offer in assistance. Oldrieve’s tour
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did indeed have some of the intended effect, creating a small ripple in
Uganda’s government, though not an entirely enthusiastic one.

Anticipating Oldrieve’s arrival, DMSS Chell prepared a report on
leprosy in Uganda and the outline of a potential leprosy campaign,
which he forwarded to provincial commissioners for comment, so that
when Oldrieve arrived they might ‘place before him some scheme capa-
ble of introduction to combat the disease’. The DMSS, at least, was
inclined to pursue leprosy work, writing that the figures on leprosy, ‘if
true, show the need for immediate action’.64 Set in motion by Oldrieve’s
visit, the DMSS began the first coordinated government attempt to plan
a policy of leprosy control in Uganda, involving central, provincial
and district medical and administrative officers. Whatever his per-
sonal opinions may have been, Chell’s successor, DMSS Keane, tried to
quell colonial administrative officers’ dissent towards the foundation of
in-patient leprosy settlements because

[i]t will be most disastrous to the cause of leprosy in Uganda if any
idea of opposition, by the Government generally or by the Medical
Department, to the British Empire Leprosy Relief Association or to
any of the doctors concerned in treating Leprosy, is allowed to gain
ground.

There is unfortunately no question that the London British Empire
Leprosy Relief Association with the best intentions is communicat-
ing freely and independently with local doctors as well as with the
Uganda Branch Council.65

In one instance, after a meeting between missionaries and government
officials over the leprosy settlement at Lake Bunyonyi, he wrote to the
DC that ‘If the [minute record] reaches Dr. Sharp or Dr. Smith una-
mended a wrong impression and perhaps misunderstanding might be
created and this I am sure you wish to avoid at all costs’, particularly
because he was sure that ‘Dr. Sharp will report to Sir Leonard Rogers on
arrival in London.’66 Sir Leonard Rogers was an eminent leprologist and
one of the founders of BELRA.

Contact between Uganda’s leprosy missionaries and BELRA repre-
sentatives in England created tensions and difficulties for government
officials on numerous occasions over the years. In 1929, there were sev-
eral months of protracted debate over Dr. Wiggins’ use of compulsion
in Teso out-patient leprosy treatment. The DMSS was against compul-
sion and backed by the governor, their greater authority prevailed in
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ending the practice. However, DMSS Keane attributed the length of the
debate and the resentment that was created to the influence of BELRA.
Dr. Wiggins, he wrote, was ‘an emissary partly of Sir Leonard Rogers, is
naturally a strong upholder of his ideas’, and

[i]t must be recognised too, that British Empire Leprosy Relief Asso-
ciation, London, is communicating directly with individual workers
here. Their acts, although well-intentioned, do rather detract from
the object of the local Council. One result is that certain workers
here get few benefits from the parent Association while others get a
great deal. The Secretary of the British Empire Leprosy Relief Asso-
ciation has written an apology on the matter but the practice still
continues.67

Gradually, it became accepted practice for BELRA grant requests to go
through the Uganda Branch Committee, but occasionally missionaries
tried to circumvent this process by appealing directly to London. For
example, in 1946 when Buluba’s FMSA missionaries hoped to get a larger
grant than they believed the Uganda Committee would allow them
for the installation of a water pump, they appealed directly to BELRA’s
London office.68 When the members of the committee found out about
this, they were considerably annoyed and such instances highlight the
possibilities for manipulations and tensions to arise because of the
interventions and priorities of different humanitarian actors.

There are numerous other instances when the contact between
Uganda’s missionaries and BELRA representatives created tensions or
problems for government officials and pushed them to spend more
money on leprosy and exert more compulsion than they felt was wise, at
the expense of people suffering from other diseases. In 1929, for exam-
ple, ‘District Commissioners are constantly being asked for assistance
to force lepers in for treatment and to force segregation’, contrary to
instructions from the medical department.69 After a visit from BELRA’s
medical secretary in 1938, the chief secretary asked the DMS Kauntze
to write a report on government assistance for the mission leprosy
settlements and he wrote:

Pneumonia and gonorrhoea are much greater dangers to the commu-
nity than leprosy; pneumonia is the cause of the largest number of
deaths in hospital and gonorrhoea and its complications beside lead-
ing to sterility in women is the cause of great morbidity and suffering.
Recently new drugs have been produced which give most satisfactory
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results in these cases. However large the sums given to leper settle-
ments, a demand for still further extension will be made since only
a fraction of the total cases of leprosy in the country are dealt with
in these settlements. From the point of view of the greatest good,
it would appear to be more advantageous to buy the new drugs for
pneumonia and gonorrhoea referred to above than to increase grants
for a disease which will undoubtedly disappear with an improved
standard of living and hygiene.70

He observed that ‘Shs.59/- a head was expended upon lepers, as against
Shs.9/- a head upon all other types of patient and suggested that the
results achieved were disproportionate to the expenditure.’71 However,
district administrators informed the DMS that in 1937, they had com-
mitted five years of building grants to the leprosy settlements and they
could not withdraw financial support.72 Humanitarians could influence
colonial government officials to spend money even against their better
judgement, especially when it often took only one or two officials to
agree to a grant.

The gradual eradication of leprosy

After Dr. Innes’ strict censures of leprosy control in Uganda in 1948,
the colonial government decided that if they were going to expend
money on leprosy, they would do so more effectively, in the better inter-
ests of Uganda’s public health. In 1947, the first biomedical treatment
definitively proven to effectively treat leprosy was discovered: sulphone
drugs. As the leprosy settlements began using these drugs, between 1948
and 1950, the time needed for the treatment of each patient shrank
rapidly, usually to less than two years. This allowed for the possibil-
ity of radically changing leprosy treatment, as most patients could be
healed and rendered non-infectious within a shorter period of time
and the in-patient settlements could treat a larger number of individ-
uals. A leprologist for Uganda was appointed in 1951 and in addition
to the in-patient leprosy settlement, African local governments started
opening small leprosy villages, where leprosy sufferers could receive
medication.73 Kumi and Buluba began formal training programmes for
Ugandan leprosy orderlies, who would supervise these leprosy villages
and out-patient dispensary treatment.

Under new schemes of leprosy control, more leprosy sufferers did
come into contact with biomedicine, but these leprosy assistants could
not always be relied upon to give adequate treatment to all the patients
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under their care and the leprosy villages quickly degenerated into ter-
rible conditions.74 The efficacy of leprosy control in any given area
depended upon a proactive district leprosy officer, who could arrange
for assistants to travel all over the countryside on motorbikes to give
medication regularly to any leprosy sufferers.75 In the postcolonial
time period, there were several individuals whose teams of leprosy
orderlies were quite effective in reducing the incidence of leprosy in
specific regions, with generous financial assistance from humanitarian
organizations such as the German Leprosy Relief Association.

Between 1951 and the 1990s, leprosy was almost entirely eradicated
in Uganda, more or less under the helm of a handful of missionary
nurses and Ugandan doctors and the Ugandan leprosy assistants that
they trained, with the financial backing of foreign humanitarians. In the
1980s, as leprosy was gradually disappearing, the networks of leprosy
treatment were re-tasked into leprosy and tuberculosis programmes,
as the leprosy and tuberculosis bacilli are very similar. Today, these
leprosy and TB officers primarily treat HIV/AIDS patients suffering from
tuberculosis.

Continuities, consequences and conclusions

The seeds of leprosy control that were planted in 1927 eventually led
to the eradication of leprosy in Uganda and in the meantime those
leprosy patients who were able to obtain leprosy treatment at the mis-
sion settlements were able to benefit from palliative care, biomedicine
and technical training, which often improved the future course of their
lives. Missionaries, external humanitarian organizations and the govern-
ment officials who supported leprosy work as a humanitarian endeavour
approached in-patient leprosy treatment with the best of intentions and
undoubtedly had a positive influence on the lives of several thousand
people.

This chapter by no means wishes to detract from the service that
humanitarians and their Ugandan staff provided in improving the
futures of these thousands of people and the personal sacrifices that
many of them made in this endeavour, Ugandans and Europeans
alike. After visiting the hospitals that remain at three of these former
colonial leprosy settlements, I am full of admiration for the achieve-
ments of these hospitals and their past and present staff. The fact
remains, however, that for most of the colonial period, humanitarians
approached leprosy treatment in a manner that they knew would
reach only a small minority of all the leprosy sufferers in Uganda,
not only because of their limitations of staff and resources but also
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because in-patient leprosy settlements better suited their ideals for
evangelization and the civilizing mission. They had opportunities to
pursue different policies of leprosy control and chose not to fol-
low them.

Consequently there were many more thousands of leprosy patients
who never had the opportunity for biomedical treatment and even more
thousands of people suffering from other ailments such as gonorrhoea
and pneumonia who did not receive the less costly biomedical treat-
ments that could have had a more positive effect on their health than
could the treatment available for leprosy treatment before 1948. This
was largely due to the perceived religious and social benefits of caring
for supposedly vulnerable leprosy sufferers in settlements, rather than
out-patient clinics, and the political pressure brought to bear on the
colonial government by British humanitarians.

Today’s humanitarians to Africa still face this dilemma of whether to
use finite resources to treat a relatively small number of sufferers of a
particular disease, instead of preventing transmission of that disease, or,
alternatively, treating larger numbers of people more cheaply for a dif-
ferent, equally destructive disease. In The White Man’s Burden, economist
William Easterly discusses exactly this problem in relation to the fight
against HIV/AIDS in Africa. Although he points to health as the area
in which humanitarian aid to Africa has enjoyed the most conspicu-
ous success, he also points out the failure of humanitarians to prevent
the onset of the AIDS crises, even though many were aware of the epi-
demic’s increase through the 1980s and early 1990s. The aid community
began addressing the issue of HIV/AIDS only after so many millions
had become infected that the problem became visible to the Western
world.76

Although leprosy never carried the morbidity and mortality risks of
AIDS, even with a relatively small population of leprosy patients, it was
a very visible disease with obviously disfiguring symptoms that captured
the imagination and made leprosy sufferers the object of pity. Com-
passion, Easterly argues, has often been a guide to humanitarian aid,
but not always an effective one, because it can lead people to focus
on solutions that cost more lives than they save. A large portion of
the aid community’s resources are being funnelled into anti-retroviral
treatment for HIV patients who are already suffering, when encourag-
ing preventive measures instead would cost less and arguably save even
more lives. Furthermore, there are other diseases, such as malaria, tuber-
culosis and diarrhoea, that kill two and a half times as many Africans
and some of these diseases are far more cheaply prevented and treated
than HIV and AIDS.77
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Similar again to the religious and social choices that humanitarians
made in colonial Uganda by choosing in-patient leprosy treatment,
many of today’s humanitarians approach aid with a ‘salvation agenda’.78

The PEPFAR campaign launched by America’s Bush administration in
2003 is a prime example of the moral and political agenda of donors
negatively affecting the health of African recipients. Influenced by
evangelical Christian supporters of the Bush administration, PEPFAR
encouraged HIV prevention education through abstinence-only, even
though successes in reducing HIV/AIDS in Senegal and Uganda had
demonstrated how effective condom use could be in preventing the
spread of HIV.79 This is reminiscent of immorality policies at Uganda’s
mission leprosy settlements: if a patient was caught having sex outside
of marriage, they were expelled from the settlement and cut off from
the biomedical treatment that it provided.

In conclusion, humanitarians, and medical humanitarians in partic-
ular, have great capacity to do good in Africa, saving lives through the
prevention and treatment of myriad diseases. But humanitarian organi-
zations and the governments and donors who so often support them do
not always make the choices that are in the best interests of Africans’
public health, though they might believe them to be for the public
‘good’, especially if good is defined in terms of morality. This pattern, of
specific, visible diseases that evoke special compassion being approached
in such a way as to treat fewer people expensively, rather than more
people cheaply, is not new to the modern humanitarian landscape. The
precedents of moral and social agendas influencing the health choices of
humanitarians and of political agendas necessitating a certain degree of
government compliance and assistance to humanitarians were set dur-
ing the colonial period and continue today. In some cases, the same
charities are involved, such as Oxfam and the Red Cross, who made
annual donations to the missions and leprosy-specific charities that
supported Uganda’s leprosy work starting in the 1940s.

Though it may be with the best of intentions, Western humanitarians
have a history of approaching African health and deciding which dis-
eases are worthy of attention and in what ways that attention should be
focused, without reference to the wishes and needs of the poor who are
actually suffering. There is a great sense of blame for the HIV/AIDS epi-
demic that is attributed to Africans, with their supposedly uncontrolled
sexuality and ‘backward’ habits. But fewer people examine the role that
the Western world has played in creating contemporary Africa’s health
crises, through colonialism and uneven humanitarian aid in the past.80

This chapter has sought to show that even with the best of intentions,
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medical humanitarians have long approached the health of Africans
with their own priorities, even purposefully choosing to save fewer lives
in order to fulfil these agendas.
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Contraband Charity: German
Humanitarianism in Contemporary
Kenya
Nina Berman

From its beginning in the late fifteenth century onwards, European and,
later, Western economic and political expansion was tied to a presum-
ably humanitarian trajectory. Operating on the premise that colonialism
was beneficial to the subjugated populations, this humanitarian tra-
jectory was, at first, carried out under the banner of Christianity,
which delivered the ideological framework that legitimized Portuguese,
Spanish and then other European efforts to dominate the territories and
peoples of the Americas, Africa and Asia. By the eighteenth century, civ-
ilizationism, which emerged out of Christian teleology, Heilsgeschichte
(salvation history) and Enlightenment thought, had become the secular
centrepiece of colonial and imperialist ideology.1 The Christian mission
was not replaced but supported by the civilizing mission and both pro-
vided the rationale that functioned to justify large-scale destruction and
economic exploitation, in spite of, as ought to be acknowledged, often
considerable resistance from individual missionaries, especially in Latin
America.2 In today’s world, the Christian missionary spirit and civiliza-
tionism have found new ways of expressing their age-old tenets in the
form of the discourse of humanitarianism. In light of this history it
seems neither possible nor meaningful to follow Gary J. Bass who argues
for ‘keep[ing] a bright line between empire and humanity’.3 Rather, the
history of humanitarianism is one of those complicated entangled his-
tories that are particularly relevant to understanding relations between
the global south and the global north.

Humanitarianism is central to modern society’s self-image, which is
visible in the actions of governments and non-governmental organiza-
tions and also in the deeds of ordinary citizens. Thus far, critical inquiry
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has mostly focused on organized forms of humanitarianism. It has, for
example, debated the success of humanitarian interventions, mostly
military in nature, into crisis areas, be they led by the United Nations
or NATO or various world powers.4 Scholars have also questioned the
success of both governmental and non-governmental economic and
political development programmes.5 But humanitarianism has cast a
much wider net. It brings in a vast array of non-governmental actors
and structures north–south relations at the micro level in a range of
diverse scenarios. One case of humanitarianism that is defined primarily
by individuals rather than international non-governmental organiza-
tions (INGOs) or political states are the activities of Germans, Swiss
and Austrians in contemporary Kenya. Tourism brought a host of vis-
itors to Kenya and these visitors have had a large impact on Kenyan
society through a multitude of humanitarian projects. While some
of this assistance does occur inside the framework of international
and local non-governmental organizations, my discussion centres on
the actions of German-speaking individuals who support Kenyans as
a result of interpersonal contact – contact that is outside of govern-
mental and INGO structures. This ‘contraband charity’ has a signifi-
cant impact on local infrastructures and on the interaction between
Kenyans and the (mostly) European visitors and immigrants to the
country.

I will begin my discussion of this case of informal charity by briefly
reviewing aspects of the history of humanitarianism through one of
its central figures, Albert Schweitzer, who plays a crucial role in the
German-speaking context. I will then turn to exploring the legacy of
Schweitzer, as it emerges in German, Swiss and Austrian humanitarian-
ist activity in contemporary Kenya. My discussion reviews the type of
initiatives German-speaking humanitarians engage in, how they set up
their work and what effects it has on the Kenyan context. I end my
discussion by acknowledging the longue durée of the humanitarianist
paradigm through the eyes of some of its critics.

Albert Schweitzer – humanitarianist par excellence

While Henri Dunant, the founder of the International Red Cross, may
be seen as representing the beginning of institutionalized international
humanitarianism, Albert Schweitzer embodies humanitarianism on a
more individualized and personalized level.6 He is probably the most
visible figure of Western humanitarianism in the first half of the twen-
tieth century and, thus, engaging with key tenets of his thought and
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examples of his actions provides an excellent entry into understanding
contemporary forms of humanitarianism.

Schweitzer lived from 1875 to 1965 and worked as a medical doctor
in Gabon between 1913 and 1965, with long stretches spent in Europe
throughout the years. Salient to understanding the relationship between
Christianity and contemporary humanitarianism, originally Schweitzer
had wanted to go to Africa as a missionary. In 1904, he had read an
article by Alfred Boegner, the director of the Paris Mission Society, con-
cerning the need for personnel in Gabon.7 For Schweitzer, this request
for help became his calling. The revelation resonated with his recent
studies on Jesus, so Schweitzer sent a letter to Boegner offering his ser-
vices as a missionary. But the Paris Mission Society rejected Schweitzer,
whose religious views seemed too liberal and thus irreconcilable with
the society’s missionary goals. Though Schweitzer might have been
successful had he applied with another, perhaps Lutheran, missionary
society, such as the Allgemeiner Evangelischer Missionsverein, it seems
the rejection helped Schweitzer realize that he could reach his goals by
pursuing another path. In 1905, though having already been awarded
doctorates in philosophy and theology (he was also an expert in organ
building and wrote seminal musicological studies for which he received
an honorary doctorate in music), he enrolled as a medical student at the
University of Strasbourg.

When he had completed his medical studies, Schweitzer contacted
the Paris Mission Society again. After some back and forth that was
related not only to Schweitzer’s controversial theological views but also
to political issues and questions of national allegiance in the context
of international colonial disputes, he was successful. This success was
primarily due to Schweitzer’s tremendously effective fundraising efforts,
which would allow him to take up his work in Gabon self-funded. He
only needed the permission of the Paris Mission Society to stay as a
guest at a mission and in 1912, the authorization was finally granted.
This nexus of humanitarian aid and personalized fundraising, which
Schweitzer pursued throughout his humanitarian career by perform-
ing as a pianist and organist and by giving lectures, is noteworthy.
It structures the scope and scale of humanitarian work to this day.8

As a doctor in Gabon, Schweitzer clearly healed scores of Africans and
saved countless limbs and lives in his decades of work in Gabon. But
when we take a look at his views of ‘Africans’ (he rarely speaks about the
local Gabonese with any measure of specificity; in spite of being fluent
in several European languages, he also never learned any of the local
languages) and at his interactions with them, we notice several features
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that indicate a thoroughly paternalistic approach. Throughout his auto-
biographies and also in many of his letters, Schweitzer essentializes the
individuals he engages with according to culturalist and civilizationist
models of society. The philosophical roots of these views can be found
in Schweitzer’s theoretical writings, including in his cultural philosophy,
published in two volumes in 1923 as Verfall und Wiederaufbau der Kultur
(Decline and Rebuilding of Culture) and Kultur und Ethik (Culture and
Ethics). In these works he claims, in Hegelian fashion, that all cultures
reflect distinct developmental stages in a presumed evolution of ethics.
In a sweeping gesture, Schweitzer divides all civilizations into non-ethical
and ethical cultures.9 Africa, according to this model, falls into the cate-
gory of the non-ethical, while Europe remains the representative of the
highest form of ethical culture.

While Schweitzer’s philosophical writings present us with an abstract
paradigm designed to explain the difference between Africa and Europe,
his autobiographical writings provide examples that resonate with his
philosophical views. Especially behaviours that conflict with his idea
of reverence for life (Ehrfurcht vor dem Leben), another key concept in
Schweitzer’s philosophy that draws on Christianity and Kantian ethics,
are seen as indications of an inferior ethical sense. Africans, for example,
are unreliable and superstitious (Zwischen Wasser und Urwald, GW 1, 344;
350; 363–5; 377; 405). They constantly lie and steal (GW 1, 409; 410–12;
459), are wasteful (GW 1, 416), irresponsible (GW 1, 437) and cruel to
animals (GW 1, 333). He argues that the African, non-Christian sense
of justice precludes empathy (GW 1, 385–6). Schweitzer considers the
absence of ethics (Briefe aus Lambarene, GW 1, 558) a reflection of a peo-
ple’s state of cultural development: ‘As true savages they are still quite far
beyond good and evil’ (GW 1, 555). Christianization remains a central
element of the civilizing mission: ‘Therefore, the native experiences sal-
vation through Jesus as a twofold liberation. He moves from a fearful to a
fearless and from a nonethical to an ethical worldview’ (Zwischen Wasser
und Urwald, GW 1, 457). Rationality – the modern Western, scientific
view of the world – and Christianity are the cornerstones of Schweitzer’s
humanitarian philosophy.

An interesting question to ask is why Schweitzer was able to muster
significant attention, especially after the Second World War? I suggest
that Schweitzer provided an alibi for the Western world at a time when
the globe was devastated as a result of the Second World War and the
wars of independence that were fought in the colonies. Schweitzer’s
humanitarianism exculpated the West from its sins and, at the same
time, was an integral part of what kept dependency and exploitation
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alive. Like other internationally known humanitarians he received the
Nobel Peace Prize for his work in Gabon (1953, retroactively for 1952).
That prize, of course, was tied to humanitarianism from its inception;
in 1901, the first prize went to Jean Henri Dunant, the founder of the
Red Cross and was shared with peace activist Frédéric Passy. Schweitzer
became a global figure who symbolized the blessings of Western civi-
lization. Famous for his medical work more than his occasional work
as a missionary, he, more than any other activist of the mid-twentieth
century, facilitated and popularized the shift from religiously inspired
missionary work to the humanitarianism that we know today. In 1947,
Life magazine celebrated him as ‘the greatest man of the century’, and
he remained an icon of humanitarianism for many decades.10

Particularly in Germany, Switzerland and Austria, the man from
Alsace (who had to change citizenship as a result of the First World
War) became a vehicle for Germans to restore their shattered self-image
after 1945. His legacy is visible to this day in the many societies, hospi-
tals, schools and streets that are named after him in Germany, Austria
and Switzerland. His legacy is also visible in the ‘Culture of Char-
ity’ that has developed since the Second World War, a culture that is
primarily directed at Africa and that found expression in countless orga-
nizations devoted to helping Africans.11 This ‘Culture of Charity’ has
roots also in other domestic traditions of voluntary philanthropy, but
through the figure of Schweitzer these various traditions merge and pro-
vide a direct link to Africa.12 For the younger generation, Schweitzer
has been replaced by Bob Geldof, Bono and Angelina Jolie, to name
only a few of the international celebrities who inspire the aid indus-
try. In the German-language context, specifically, actors, musicians
and soccer stars, such as Karlheinz Böhm, Herbert Grönemeyer and
Philipp Lahm, have played an important role in continuing and fur-
ther popularizing humanitarian work in Africa.13 Indeed, I would argue
that for the ordinary citizen humanitarian, this genealogy of celebrities,
from Schweitzer to Lahm, is more relevant than, for example, the goal
of bringing democracy and human rights to crisis areas – the customary
argument used to justify military humanitarian interventions and the
work of Human Rights INGOs.14

Overall, mainstream humanitarianism in the German-speaking world
focuses on Africa. A quick search on the Internet will bring up numer-
ous links to humanitarian organizations that seek to raise funds for
projects in various locations in Africa. The general interest in help-
ing Africans has increased exponentially over the past 30 years and,
I want to suggest, is closely correlated to economic and political policies
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that have increased African dependency during that same time period.
In Germany, Austria and Switzerland, helping Africans has become an
integral feature of national culture. Donating to some sort of charity
that provides assistance to Africans is a standard ritual during Christmas
seasons; special appeals in response to famine or other catastrophes
are made throughout the year; and individuals and organizations spon-
sor orphans or pay school fees. Countless Germany-, Switzerland- and
Austria-based networks are tied to specific locations in Africa. These
organizations are further complemented by a multitude of individual
humanitarians, who are inspired by Schweitzer and his contempo-
rary incarnations and who often hope to emulate these figures in
earnest ways.

German humanitarians in Kenya

Direct interpersonal contact is often the first step towards a sustained
relationship between humanitarians and the individuals they intend to
help and that contact often emerges in the context of tourism. My study
focuses on Diani, a community located on the south coast of Mombasa
and one of the main centres of beach tourism in Kenya. Germans, Swiss
and Austrians were crucial in developing the tourism infrastructure and,
over the past 40 years, German-speaking tourists and settlers have con-
tributed to shaping life in the area. In addition to vacationing as tourists,
they are active in the area as managers of hotels; owners of boutiques,
travel agencies, nightclubs, diving businesses and restaurants; landlords
of expensive villas; and employers of Kenyans. Some move to Kenya to
retire and some engage in binational romantic relationships. Over time,
the activities of these tourists and settlers have had a significant impact
on the local community, affecting shifts in landownership, commercial
infrastructure, population growth, interpersonal relations and various
patterns of social and cultural practices.

In particular, real estate development and those sectors of the eco-
nomic infrastructure that are related to tourism and owned by white
expatriates as well as African, European and Indian Kenyans have often
created disadvantages and significant losses for the African Kenyans
who are indigenous to the area, namely the Digo people.15 Particu-
larly consequential were the Structural Adjustment Policies imposed on
Kenya by the World Bank and International Monetary Fund in the early
1990s.16 The negative impact of these policies on populations around
the world is, by now, well documented.17 The policies made it much
easier for foreigners to invest and to buy land in Kenya, resulting in
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substantial changes in landownership and the development of foreign-
owned businesses in the area. Some individuals were simply kicked off
their land and several lawsuits are still pending. Many title deeds were
forged, by various parties and mostly to the disadvantage of less pow-
erful individuals. Other villagers sold their land to German and other
developers, but often they were not able to use the profit from the sale
in beneficial ways. They were unaccustomed to an investment-oriented
economy and in many cases lost the substantial sums received from the
sale of land within a short period of time. As a result of these shifts in
landownership, some of the individuals who were previously able to sus-
tain themselves because they grew food on their land (and sometimes
also for sale) and who owned their own homes now pay rent and work
salaried jobs, if they can find any. In addition, the expansion of the
tourism industry brought larger numbers of up-country immigrants to
the area and intensified the struggle over available resources.

In a way, what has occurred in Diani is an example of gentrifica-
tion, whereby poorer and less powerful members of a community are
forced to give way to profit-based development. Ethnicity, development
and economic factors are intricately tied in each case of gentrification.
The tremendous changes of the past 20 years have destabilized pre-
viously existing social networks and has made the area vulnerable to
illegal activities, such as drug trafficking and prostitution.18 Colonial
and postcolonial Kenya has a long and complicated history with regard
to landownership and so what we are looking at here adds another
chapter to this painful story.19 What we see happening in Diani is
also part of the ‘Second Scramble for Africa’ that we are currently wit-
nessing throughout the continent and which is generating as of yet
unforeseeable consequences.

German tourists and settlers in the Diani area, for the most part, are
not aware of the reasons for the poverty and the need they encounter.
For the most part, those who engage in humanitarian activity are not
aware of the links between the poverty they see and the structural
adjustment policies imposed by wealthy Western nations. Rather, they
interpret what they see along the lines of deeply ingrained notions about
an African need for assistance. Albert Schweitzer, Bono and Karlheinz
Böhm have shown the world how to act in Africa and have received
worldwide recognition for their actions. Contemporary tourists and set-
tlers are eager to place themselves in this tradition, especially once they
realize that even small sums of money can have tremendous impact.

In the late 1990s, I conducted my first study on German, Swiss and
Austrian repeat visitors who vacationed on the Diani coast and learnt
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about the extent and nature of their interaction with the local popu-
lation.20 The repeat visitors I interviewed had vacationed in Kenya at
least more than once and, in some instances, more than 20 times. In all
cases, there was significant contact between the local population and
the tourists. The majority (70–80%) of repeat visitors supported Kenyans
materially in one way or another. They paid education fees for different
types of schools, such as primary and secondary schools, language insti-
tutes and driving schools; they bought school supplies and uniforms;
they took care of hospital bills and paid for other medical needs; brought
clothes, household items and electronic appliances; and even helped
people build their own homes.

My present study again explores aspects related to German human-
itarian activities in the area, which usually occurs under the rubric of
‘charity’. I have widened the scope of my analysis to include the actions
of local settlers and to investigate different forms of charity. Some indi-
viduals are active as members of INGOs and some have founded locally
based organizations that extend support to Kenyan Africans in various
forms. The main focus of my discussion here, however, are the actions
of repeat visitors who are not tied primarily to an INGO or other form
of organizational context, even though some of them may over time
have joined an NGO based in Germany, Switzerland or Austria and also
decided to support an INGO. Still, their main activity is neither tied to
an INGO nor any other organization that is registered in Kenya. This
particular form of charity, ‘contraband charity’, is thus not caught by
analyses of humanitarian work that focus on INGOs or official forms
of governmental and supra-governmental aid (World Bank, IMF, UN).
This omission is significant, as contraband charity is a widespread phe-
nomenon in areas that are tied to a tourism infrastructure, such as the
Diani community.

Let us take a look at the actions of one representative couple that, over
time, built a support network in Germany and who are increasingly tak-
ing on projects of increasing volume and significance. I met Gustav and
Bertha Müller in January 2010, sustained email contact with Mr. Müller
afterwards, met up with him several times in summer 2011 and once in
summer 2012.21 The Müllers have been travelling to Kenya since 1991
and over time donated time and money to a range of activities. They
initially acted quietly or, as Mr. Müller put it, im Stillen. While they first
pursued their activities alone, eventually they established a support net-
work in Germany that is raising ever-increasing sums of money. While
Mr. Müller indicated that his network had raised over �25,000 for 2009,
he expected the sum to rise to 100,000 in 2011. As of May 2010, the
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association, which is also loosely connected to a larger and more visible
network, is registered as a non-profit organization in Germany (einge-
tragener Verein). The Müllers thus founded what critic Laura Polman
calls a ‘MONGO’, ‘My Own NGO’, in contrast to more established and
professionally organized NGOs or INGOs.22

Since 2005 the main focus of the Müllers and their association has
been Kijiji village, which is located at a significant distance from Diani.
About 12,000 individuals live in the area connected to the village.
Among the various projects, including some in locations other than this
particular village, are replacing defunct water pumps; building toilets
and shower stalls in several areas; sponsoring school children (Germans
pay fees and supplies for – in 2011 – 48 children); supporting schools
(supplying books and providing water tanks); supporting the Kwale
District Eye Centre (through donations, but also by collecting used
eyeglasses and buying and reselling items from the Eye Clinic Char-
ity Shop); supporting orphans (three children from Kijiji village were
brought to an orphanage in another location); building water tanks in
various locations (to date, nine water tanks have been built in Kijiji vil-
lage alone); providing mosquito nets (in 2008, for example, the initiative
distributed over 1000 nets); supporting health dispensaries (the organi-
zation provides a significant amount of medications); creating employ-
ment (through support of wood carvers and musicians); and supporting
an SOS children’s village (to date, three children have been sponsored).

The funds are raised in Germany. Initially, the Müllers relied on their
private network and over time the association reached a substantial
number of supporters in their hometown and the surrounding areas.
Various fundraisers are held throughout the year, at birthdays, anniver-
sary parties and also more public events. The Müllers have been savvy
with regard to the handling of money. Funds for schools and other ini-
tiatives are transferred directly into bank accounts in Kenya and the
Müllers collaborate with several individuals who keep the books. Mr.
Müller, now retired, can draw on his professional experience as a for-
mer member of the management team for a company that employed
1000 individuals. Mrs. Müller worked as an administrator in an office.
Together they have the know-how pertinent to dealing with various
aspects of their humanitarian initiatives.

To give me a sense of the extent of his activities, Mr. Müller invited me
in July 2011 to spend a day with him visiting a number of the projects he
had sponsored or was in the process of sponsoring. The account of this
day-long journey is instructive as it provides insights into the activities
of one individual who clearly emulates Schweitzer’s model, who has
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carved out a space and a role for himself that affects the lives of hun-
dreds of Kenyans and whose activities, for the most part, occur without
any knowledge or involvement of the Kenyan state or any kind of INGO.

Mr. Müller, who usually stays in one of the most expensive hotels at
the coast, had rented a large impressive SUV. To me, it seemed as if he
had no problem with this display of wealth, which is something that
I also observed in other contraband, as well as sanctioned, charity work-
ers and which does not go unnoticed by locals. As one a local Digo man
once said to me, ‘At least the missionaries of old used to live with us
in the village.’ We left Diani at around 8:30 a.m. On our way out, we
picked up various people, among them a doctor who works at a dispen-
sary that we would visit later. Others were waiting along the road to
hand their requests or contractor quotes to Mr. Müller. One contractor
provided Mr. Müller with a quote for a toilet to be built next to another
dispensary still under construction.

Just before Kijiji village we stopped at a borehole in the area of Umoja
Village. In 2009, Mr. Müller had noticed that the old pump was defunct
and decided to replace it and improve the installation and reach of the
pump. Materials and labour had cost only about �1000, so with rela-
tively little money Mr. Müller and his organization were able to support
the livelihood of the approximately 400 people who benefit from the
borehole. Without the functioning pump, villagers would have to walk
more than two hours to the next borehole. Closer to Kijiji Village we
stopped at another borehole. Here the pump had been replaced in 2010.
Mr. Müller also built a trough to catch the dripping water from the
pump, which now can be used by thirsty cows. It also nurtures a few
banana trees that villagers planted on the moist soil at the end of the
trough. Because cows had eaten some of the bananas, the village chair-
man wanted to build a fence and during our visit he asked Mr. Müller
for a kilogram of nails. At this and all other boreholes we visited, locals
recognized Mr. Müller and engaged in friendly conversation with him.
In a way and visually supported by the impressive vehicle he used, he
reminded me of a District Development Officer checking on the facilities
of the area.

We then arrived at a private primary school in Kijiji that enrols 160
children, 40 of whom, I was told, are orphans. It includes the three levels
of kindergarten and eight classes of primary school. The school, which
was founded in 2008, employs 14 teachers, including the headmaster.
Mr. Müller came into the picture in 2009. The Müllers and their network
donated desks and a cupboard for the office, which they commissioned
to local carpenters. Mr. Müller insisted that involving small businesses
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in the country is much preferred over bringing large machines to exist-
ing factories in Kenya: ‘That only destroys the local infrastructure’, he
pointed out to me. He had also commissioned the construction of a
water tank for the school. The tank catches the rainwater from a couple
of roofs and provides water for cooking and drinking. The government
regularly inspects the water quality.

Mr. Müller proudly drew my attention to the cleanliness of the school-
yard. He explained that this was part of the agreement between him and
the school, namely that the compound had to be kept in good shape. His
organization had also built a new toilet (and here, getting a permit from
the Ministry of Health was mandatory) – 1 toilet for 160 students only,
but still better than the previous installation. His group also provided a
high number of mosquito nets for the children; this time alone they had
brought 500. A local doctor helps with the distribution of the mosquito
nets and also documents everything for the donors. The headmaster
showed us the results of the last state-administered tests and was excited
to point out the improvement from the previous year. He was also proud
of the fact that 8 out of 11 graduates from 8th grade had continued on to
secondary school. ‘This would not have been possible without the books
you provided’, he said to Mr. Müller. Adjacent to the primary school is a
vocational school. Here, Mr. Müller was given a ‘Request for Assistance’,
which asked for nine mechanical sewing machines and three boxes. Mr.
Müller has supported this school before and accepted the request for
consideration.

Our next stop was the Kijiji dispensary. The building, which was orig-
inally built in 1990 with funds from several non-Kenyan organizations,
consists of five small rooms and serves a community of roughly 1500
individuals each month. The services include outpatient treatment,
TB-testing and treatment, HIV-testing and treatment, immunizations,
prenatal care, child welfare, laboratory services and family planning.
Here, Mr. Müller and his organization supplement the resources pro-
vided by the government. The government restocks the dispensary every
three months, but, according to a doctor who works at the dispensary,
the clinic usually runs out of supplies about halfway through a cycle
and the additional supplies are much welcomed. In February of 2011,
Mr. Müller funded the installation of solar panels on the roof, which
now supply electricity. Apart from the availability of light during, for
example, night-time deliveries, the electricity also enables the dispen-
sary to maintain a refrigerator for medications. A staff house was also
equipped with solar panels. ‘We only bring contemporary technology,
nothing outdated’, Mr. Müller explained.



78 German Humanitarianism in Contemporary Kenya

During our visit, Mr. Müller received a request for repair and painting
of the building, especially the roof. The government had been delayed
in allocating funds for building maintenance, although the doctor said
that the government just devised a new scheme, called Hospital Ser-
vices Funds, which may provide some support. The doctor insisted
that the fee of 20 KShs collected from each patient (which in some
cases is waived) and assistance received by the government do not
cover the expenses. Salaries, medical supplies (such as cotton pads and
gloves) and medications, let alone building funds exceed the available
resources. Other needs exist in addition to the renovation of the build-
ing: the existing water tank, for example, is not sufficient and the nearby
borehole is not functioning.

Our next stop was another private primary school that was founded
in 2005. In the summer of 2011, 187 children were enrolled, includ-
ing three kindergarten levels and grades 1–8. The school employs
11 teachers, 2 cooks, 1 watchman and 1 guard. Mr. Müller and his
organization sponsor 39 children with a scholarship of �150 a year,
which covers most of the expenses. They also built two water tanks
and a toilet. The school is running in spite of the fact that it is not
yet registered. What is missing, according to government guidelines,
is a permanent structure, one with a proper foundation. Construct-
ing this permanent building with four classrooms was one of the
projects Mr. Müller was supporting in 2011. A building for the admin-
istration, including rooms for the headmaster and teachers, is also
planned.

Next we visited a public secondary school. It was built about a decade
ago on a compound that featured an unfinished school structure that
had deteriorated into ruins. Inspired by personal contact with one of
the villagers, a German woman had taken on the project and rebuilt the
structure. The school opened in 2000 and, when I visited in 2011, it
was in excellent shape on well-maintained grounds. The school enrols
800 students, 600 of which are girls who stay on the campus as boarders,
while the boys live off campus. Mr. Müller and his organization replaced
the existing but defunct water pump. They installed a submersible pump
and drilled a very deep hole, after which the pump began to deliver 2500
litres per hour. The water is of drinking-level quality and Mr. Müller was
very proud to show me how clear it runs. The pump is running on a
generator, as the school has no electricity. For the near future, Mr. Müller
was sponsoring the building of a pipe to water tanks located higher up
on the school grounds, as well as pipes that will bring the water to other
buildings.
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Next door is a public primary school. Mr. Müller is planning a project
that would also deliver water to that school. The plan is to run a pipe
from the secondary school to a 5000-litre capacity water tank that will be
built at the primary school. During my visit – and brought on by some
of my questions – a discussion occurred about the contribution of vil-
lagers to the project. It was agreed upon, after some resistance from the
headmaster and only in the vaguest of terms, that villagers will support
the building process with their labour, as a kind of matching donation.
While we were visiting, Mr. Müller was presented with a handwritten
letter of request for assistance, on college-ruled paper, that spelled out
the various aspects of the water pipe and water tank project.

On our way back to the Diani area we passed by another borehole
where the organization had replaced and enhanced the pump. Our last
stop was a large primary school that employs 40 teachers and enrols
about 1500 children in kindergarten through eighth grade and that
recently added a first level for a secondary school. The headmaster
explained that many of the children are orphans and the school also
has a unit for mentally challenged children. Mr. Müller’s organization
installed a 250-meter water pipe, added electricity for a submersed water
pump, installed a water tank, built a tower for the new tank, renovated
the nursery, bought toys, added an outside veranda and built an indoor
kitchen (an improvement over the previous outdoor cooking facility).
They also support a feeding programme for the kindergarteners and for
the first level of the secondary school; the local representative of the
organization delivers food two to three times a month. In addition, the
organization was building 20 toilets, in four phases. The first phase had
been completed and Mr. Müller proudly presented the five new toilets,
a dramatic improvement over the two long-drop toilets that had served
the school’s children until recently (the teachers had access to another
set of two toilets). The headmaster and others call Mr. Müller ‘Papa’, a
clear expression of the role he is playing at this school. He would often
pick up one of the children and walk around with a child in his arms.
At two of the schools, the children sang for us. Mr. Müller’s style of inter-
action with the various people we encountered was jovial. He picked up
the local style of bantering very well and clearly feels comfortable in his
role. His English skills are not perfect, so at times he is not able to com-
municate verbally with quite the politeness he intends, but his gestures
and mimicry support the generally warm affect that he exudes.

Why would anyone be critical of the work done by Mr. Müller and
his organization? Clearly, the activities of Mr. Müller, his organization
and others like it contribute effectively to developing crucial areas of
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the local infrastructure, such as sanitation, schools, health and water
supply. In many ways these activities seem more effective than what
results from what Dambisa Moyo calls ‘systematic aid – that is, aid
payments made directly to governments either through government-
to-government transfers (in which case it is termed bilateral aid) or
transferred via institutions such as the World Bank (known as multilat-
eral aid)’.23 As Carol Lancaster has shown, ‘aid agencies themselves have
often lacked the technical experience, local knowledge, staff and appro-
priate processes to manage such projects and programs effectively’.24

In contrast, Mr. Müller and his organization seem more successful than
the agents of systematic aid and also those who work for INGOs, which
have been criticized for large overhead costs, ineffective management
and questionable outcomes.25 What then are the main objections that
can be raised with regard to contraband charity?

1. Contraband charity releases the state from its responsibilities,
feeds corruption and impedes the growth of local industries. I asked
Mr. Müller about his relationship to the Kenyan state. Clearly, it would
be inconceivable for a Kenyan individual to act in Germany or any
Western country the way Mr. Müller acts in Kenya, building toilets
and schools and distributing medications without permission from the
state. Considering Kenya’s governmental structures, contraband charity,
by definition, occupies an unregulated space. Mr. Müller’s organiza-
tion is not registered in Kenya (and only recently in Germany) and
Mr. Müller has never been to Msambweni’s or Kwale’s District Com-
missioner, District Education Officer, or District Development Officer.
At some point he considered registering as a local organization, but felt
this would inevitably lead to conflict with the Germany-based organi-
zation: ‘Because then we have two organizations with different goals’,
he explained. In a few cases, Mr. Müller went through official chan-
nels – such as when a sanitary unit attached to a dispensary had to
be approved – and most of the time these interactions were initiated
and carried out by Mr. Müller’s local contacts. Mr. Müller admitted to
me that, at some point, he had been approached by a representative
of the Ministry of Health who had asked him to stop importing and
handing out medications free of charge, as this interferes with the local
pharmaceutical market. Mr. Müller recounted that on one occasion he
had brought in 20,000 tablets for epilepsy, in response, as he insisted,
to the absence of a functioning government programme. But it seems
that the prohibition to import medications illegally has no effect on
Mr. Müller’s choices. As he confided to me, this visit alone, he brought
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200 kilograms of supplies, including medication, first aid kits, a wheel
chair and a bicycle. Interestingly, airlines are complicit in the smuggling
in of contraband charity items, as they will transport cargo for various
charitable organizations for free.

I interviewed several government officials in Msambweni and Kwale
districts about their view on contraband charity.26 The officials were
clearly aware of the phenomenon, but they could not provide any data
or quantify the level of activity by any measure. Overall, the agreement
was that informal charity interferes with the planning of the respec-
tive offices. A tourist might, for example, build a school in an area
that already has enough schools, while the biggest need might be in
another part of the district. At the same time, government officials did
not reject informal charity outright; they granted that the area benefits
from the funds, as they do improve the infrastructure. My conversations
brought into focus the extent to which government officials have little
control over the actions of tourists and other do-gooders in the area.
While I have no evidence for corruption that may occur in conjunction
with the cases of informal charity I researched, the reputation of Kenyan
officials as corrupt may also be a factor influencing donors to act out-
side of the official channels. With regard to the coastal area, however,
the large amount of informal charity may actually buttress the inac-
tion of government officials. Their work is being done by someone else.
Thus, there is less pressure on government officials to create a function-
ing infrastructure. State funds can disappear without anyone noticing
their absence; as with other forms of aid, contraband charity ‘props up
corrupt governments’.27

In this regard, contraband charity not only feeds graft and corrup-
tion, it is also a dimension of the ‘NGOization’ of Kenyan society,
whereby mostly foreign-based organizations complement, but more
often interfere with, the responsibilities of the state and local commu-
nities.28 A health worker who is based in the Diani area stressed that
the state at times prohibits the activities of INGOs because they conflict
with the work of Kenyan state-run organizations and private industries
and thus practically disable the state and impede the growth of the
local economy. What emerges then is a fundamental conflict between
human rights (which many humanitarian aid organizations and indi-
viduals who engage in humanitarian work foreground as a rationale
for their actions) and citizenship rights, between the internationalist
framework of human rights and the sovereignty of the nation state and
national economies. Humanitarians engaging in contraband charity are
unlikely to reflect on this dimension and their attitude is reminiscent
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of dominant features of the colonial period, whereby the laws valid
in the colonizer’s home country did not apply in the colonized state.
Contraband humanitarians put themselves above the Kenyan law, but
Kenyan officials and communities enable this behaviour and thus
undermine the institutions (which are also weakened by, for example
IMF and World Bank structural adjustment policies) that are deemed
crucial to sustainable development.29

2. Contraband charity encourages illegal activity. Contraband charity
may also increase illegal activity in areas other than graft and cor-
ruption. Donations of medications have significant consequences here.
As medications are delivered to government dispensaries without any
official mechanism controlling the volume and nature of the dona-
tions, the reselling of donated materials has become a widespread
phenomenon.30 Donors are usually unaware of the black market for
drugs and medical supplies. They operate with an image of doctors
and other medical personnel that is based on the relative affluence of
these professionals in European countries. It may be inconceivable to
these donors to think that a doctor they befriended would choose to sell
donated medications under the table.

Humanitarians are dependent on their local confidantes and usually
do not suspect them to be complicit in illegal schemes or to simply
betray their trust. I came across cases where the local contacts of a donor
or donor organization were clearly taking advantage of their role by
managing to put 20–50 per cent of the costs associated with projects
into their own pockets. One organization claimed that they had a fool-
proof system of reconciling expenses, which entailed bringing all of the
involved parties to the table to compare the figures. ‘One hundred per-
cent of our money goes to Kenyans!’ the representative of the donor
organization proudly assured me. It is certainly true that a much higher
percentage of these aid funds arrive in Kenya than is the case with, for
example, systematic development aid, where much of the aid remains
in the donor country and large sums disappear into the pockets of
government officials. With contraband charity, yes, all of the money
arrives in Kenya, but not all of it necessarily reaches the aid projects
humanitarians are supporting. What this particular donor did not know
was that everyone but him had already agreed on the figures in advance
of the meeting and he was thus cheated collectively by the whole lot of
contractors and collaborators. My background research clearly showed
that Müller’s organization pays significantly more to contractors and
other contacts than the various projects call for. Another organization
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did not suspect that it had collaborated with individuals, such as the
principal of a school, who were known to be corrupt. In addition, there
are questions around the practice of donating funds to schools that
are not registered. Is this wise? Who checks on the qualifications of
teachers? What are the indicators that the children receive a proper edu-
cation? What is the mechanism for establishing that a child is indeed an
orphan? Often based on whim and without a system of checks and bal-
ances, all in all, contraband charity encourages a culture of betrayal and
graft.

3. Communities are not held accountable. Most tourists and others who
engage in contraband charity make no attempt to ask for a contribution
from the communities or individuals they support. At times villagers
may be asked to do some of the manual labour needed to dig a well or
build a school. But most of the time, donors will simply also pay for the
labour and consider these payments support of the local labour force
through the creation of job opportunities. This approach is contrary to
approaches common in the more professional sectors of the aid industry,
whereby mechanisms are devised so that communities can be self-
empowering, instead of even more dependent on outside assistance.31

The dominant model of charity in Diani assumes, creates and perpet-
uates a lack of agency in individuals and the community as a whole.
Historical forms of solidarity, such as the mweria or utsi (helping each
other) system of the local Digo and Duruma peoples, are replaced by
appeals to charitable organizations to, for instance, build toilets and
dig wells.32 The older generation of villagers born in the Diani area
remembers the days of mweria and utsi events, such as communal
fishing, harvesting and building activities. Humanitarians have never
even heard about these practices. But even the younger generation of
local Digos, for example, has never participated in these activities; they
have come to rely heavily on outside assistance. Especially the younger
African Kenyans I interviewed insisted that they were glad for the sup-
port they received from international donors; they complained that the
government was not helping them and that it was better to receive
aid from German and other individuals and organizations. These atti-
tudes point to the generational conflicts that plague Kenyan society,
whereby younger men and women feel immobilized by the geronto-
cratic power structures of the society. In addition, the often repressive
and corrupt nature of post-independence African governments has led
to disenchantment with state institutions.33 Avoiding or diverting the
conflict with their elders, the younger generation often turns to outside
assistance.34
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Another factor enabling the culture of charity are indigenous social
structures, by which older and more powerful members of a community
are expected to help others. These patterns of support were rooted in
reciprocity but also in other forms of philanthropic forms of support.
As Steven Feierman explains,

[s]ub-Saharan Africa, in the centuries, before colonial conquest, was a
region where voluntary giving was, in a majority of cases, grounded
in reciprocity and yet where inequalities existed, where kindly help
was as double-edged as it is in the philanthropic West – a peculiar
combination of caring and dominance, of generosity and property, of
tangled rights in things and in people, all in a time and place where
the strong would not let weak go under, except sometimes.35

After reviewing various forms of philanthropy in pre-colonial Africa, he
stresses that ‘After colonial conquest, every one of the philanthropic
institutions described in this essay was transformed.’36 Developments in
the Diani area indicate that the age-old structures of communal sup-
port and philanthropy are indeed no longer in place and I suggest that
they are, in part, being transferred onto the relationships involving
humanitarians. The number of registered contemporary community-
based organizations is quite low; as of summer 2012, for example,
29 organizations were registered in Kwale District, one of the main
areas close to Diani and their activities range from a focus on poultry-
keeping to poverty eradication.37 Certainly, a significant disconnect
exists between local community-based organizations and the interna-
tional aid industry.

Charity, in this regard, mirrors aspects of the colonial paradigm by
assuming a lack of initiative and a high degree of helplessness in
the local population and by misinterpreting local conditions. Histori-
cal predecessors for the activities of today’s humanitarians include the
anti-slavery campaigns which generalized African servitude, masked the
reasons for it and suppressed awareness of the fact that, for exam-
ple, large sectors of the pre-colonial East African economy drew on
salaried labour.38 The paternalist model of charity disempowers Kenyan
Africans and shifts responsibility for a wide range of social concerns to
non-Kenyans. It encourages Kenyans to manipulate and exploit the aid
industry, seemingly pursuing opportunity, but clearly not considering
the long-term detrimental effects.

4. Informal charity, like most forms of contemporary humanitarian
aid, compensates for the effects of disempowering international eco-
nomic and political policies and actions. What emerges in this analysis
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of German, Swiss and Austrian activities in present-day Kenya are a
number of unintended and poorly understood consequences of human-
itarian work. On a larger scale, charity compensates for the inequalities
exacerbated by globalization. Yet, those involved in charitable action
usually have no knowledge of World Bank and IMF structural adjust-
ment policies; they lack historical knowledge; and they are unaware of
the connection between, for example, debt politics, currency politics
and privatization and the poverty levels that have increased as a result
of some of these policies.39

While scholarship has amassed considerable evidence about the var-
ious failures of aid, the general public in, for example, Germany,
Switzerland and Austria, has not been sufficiently exposed to these
arguments. In fact, they tend to culturalize the situation they intend
to address, identifying culture and pre-modern lifestyles as the root
causes of Kenya’s economic and political challenges. While contraband
humanitarians are quick to talk about sustainability and insist that
‘Africa must help itself’, they are neither aware of the overall structural
impact of their actions, nor of the relationship between humanitar-
ian aid and the economic and political dimensions of the current
phase of globalization. Also, they do not at all see their actions and
attitudes as part of a continuum that includes the colonial period;
rather, they emulate historical models of charity as part of what
Nicholas Stockton, a former executive director of Oxfam, calls the ‘moral
economy’.40

5. Contraband charity, like other forms of aid, does not address sys-
temic issues. In spite of the tremendous influx of money provided
by contraband humanitarians, INGOs and systematic aid, the coastal
province remains one of the least developed in Kenya. Kwale and
Msambweni, the two districts in Kenya’s Coast Province that receive
most of the humanitarian aid, show alarming rates of poverty and
illness:

• over 70 per cent of the population in Kwale District lives below the
poverty line,41

• the area lags behind in terms of education, in particular ‘enrollment
of girls in primary and secondary schools is one of the lowest in
Kenya at 63.8 per cent and 10 per cent respectively, compared to
76.3 per cent and 21 per cent nationally’,

• the infant mortality rate is above the national average, at 9 per cent,
• malnutrition in children under five is 13 per cent,42

• people living in the rural areas have no electricity,43
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• access to health care facilities is limited, ‘with some people hav-
ing to walk more than 20–30 kilometres to reach the nearest health
facility’.44

These figures confirm findings discussed by, among others, William
Easterly, who has shown that, in most cases, aid does not lead to an
increase in growth and development.45 While the reasons for the lack
of development in Kwale and Msambweni are more complex than what
can be addressed here, it seems that the various forms of aid that have
been initiated by Europeans and that have poured into the districts over
the past 40 years has had only little effect on improving the overall
situation of people living in the area.

From tutelage to coevalness

From the beginning of Europe’s expansionism, critical voices con-
demned Christianization by force and questioned civilizationism.
Dominican friars Antonio de Montesinos (died 1545) and Bartolomé
de las Casas (1484–1566) were among the first to expose the abuses
of the colonial regimes. Specifically, Las Casas’s A Short Account of
the Destruction of the Indies (written in 1542, published 1552) and
Apologetic History of the Indies (written in the 1550s, first published com-
pletely in 1909) stand out as testimonials chastising the genocide of
the indigenous Americans.46 Another early critique was articulated by
Michel de Montaigne in his essay ‘Of Cannibals’ (1580), in which he
exposes the hypocrisy of the civilizationist argument.47 By the nine-
teenth century, the contradictions inherent in the Christian mission
and civilizationism were quite apparent to individuals living under
colonial rule. Edward Wilmot Blyden (1832–1912), for example, who
hailed from the Caribbean and was born to slaves with Igbo back-
ground, is a case in point.48 Blyden became an important political
figure in the newly founded Liberia (he served as Liberian Secretary of
State, Minister of the Interior and ambassador to Britain and France)
and produced a significant corpus of philosophical and political writ-
ings. He was also a key figure in the development of Pan-Africanism.
In what is probably his most widely known work, Christianity, Islam and
the Negro Race (1887), he outlines the differences between Muslim and
Christian approaches to conversion in Africa. Islam, he says, did not
destroy local culture and institutions, but rather produced a ‘healthy
amalgamation and not an absorption or an undue repression’.49 Most
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importantly, ‘Mohammedanism and learning to the Muslim Negro were
coeval. No sooner was he converted than he was taught to read and the
importance of knowledge was impressed upon him.’50 As a result, ‘the
Mohammedan Negro is a much better Mohammedan than the Christian
Negro is a Christian, because the Muslim Negro, as a learner, is a disci-
ple, not an imitator. A disciple, when freed from leading-strings, may
become a producer; an imitator never rises above a mere copyist’.51

In Blyden’s view, the Christian approach towards Africans was thus
fundamentally different from the Islamic approach. Blyden describes
the basic relationship between Islamic missionary and African convert
as one of sympathy.52 In contrast, ‘The Negro, under Protestant rule,
is kept in a state of such tutelage and irresponsibility as can scarcely
fail to make him constantly dependent and useless whenever, thrown
upon himself, he has to meet an emergency.’53 He further states that,
‘the African Christian, who from the pressure of circumstances has
been forced into European customs, presents very often to the foreign
observer, in contrast with his native brethren, an artificial and absurd
appearance. And the missionary, looking from a comfortable social dis-
tance, surveys the Europeanised native, sometimes with pity, sometimes
with dismay, seldom with thorough sympathy’.54

I invoke Blyden here to emphasize the fact that Western
humanitarianism, which came to Africa first in the form of Christianity
and civilizationism, was inspired primarily not by a sense of shared
humanity but rather based on premises of incommensurable differ-
ence. The inclusive gesture of Christianity as a community of believers
was cancelled out by the exclusive effects of civilizationism and racism.
Overall, the culture of charity in Diani and elsewhere does not indi-
cate a significant break from the colonial models of tutelage and
dependency chastised by Edward Blyden and practiced by the likes of
Albert Schweitzer. Schweitzer’s approach to Africa remains a central
source of inspiration, especially for today’s contraband humanitarians.
Their humanitarianism has religious roots and often continues to
operate quite openly under the banner of religious humanitarianism.
In addition, the notion of human rights along with naïve ideas about
sustainability, self-empowerment and modern civilization provide the
ideological framework that inspires informal humanitarians. Much of
today’s humanitarian work retains the exculpatory function that was
observable in the work of Schweitzer and other earlier humanitarianists,
especially the anti-slavery activists. The step from tutelage to coevalness
still remains to be taken.55
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‘Reading’ British Armed
Humanitarian Intervention in
Sierra Leone, 2000–2
Josiah Kaplan

Introduction

Few modern efforts by the international community to resolve complex
emergencies through military force have been as widely celebrated in
scholarship and the popular imagination as the UK’s military deploy-
ment to Sierra Leone between 2000 and 2002. In both academic and
policy circles, it is almost universally agreed that the UK mission was a
resounding success. A small but elite element of British troops is cred-
ited with stabilizing the Government of Sierra Leone (GoSL) and the
United Nations Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL), a 17,000-strong
peacekeeping force on the verge of collapse at the hands of the insurgent
Revolutionary United Front (RUF). Only months after Britain’s arrival,
the RUF found itself turned back from a position of strength to one
of country-wide retreat before GoSL and UNAMSIL counter-offensives
coordinated under the direction of the newly arrived UK Army. Shortly
thereafter, the country’s 11-year old civil war came to a close, with
the main rebel ranks surrendering wholesale to the UN’s disarmament,
demobilization and reintegration (DDR) process a year later. Today,
more than decade on, Sierra Leone remains a stable post-conflict state,
the beneficiary of sustained British foreign development and advisory
assistance.1

As such, the British intervention in Sierra Leone has become
enshrined as an influential model for future operations throughout the
international peace operations policy community. Connaughton argues
that the mission ‘is probably as good as it gets’ in terms of force structure
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for a rapid-reaction armed humanitarian intervention.2 For the British
public and Western audiences writ large, the mission also represents
a reassuring confirmation of both the potency and moral authority
of the international community. Here, the sound professionalism and
leadership of a NATO member-state succeeded in vanquishing a person-
ification, in the RUF, of the kind of African anarchic brutality most often
associated with Robert Kaplan and his influential piece ‘The Coming
Anarchy’.3

Sierra Leone also remains a high-water mark in Tony Blair’s contro-
versial legacy of interventionist foreign policy, one articulated by Blair
in his ‘New Doctrine of International Community’.4 Particularly after
the challenges and disappointments of his other troubled experiments
in armed humanitarian intervention in Kosovo, Iraq and Afghanistan,
Sierra Leone remains to date a personal victory for Blair’s legacy – ‘at
least one place in the world’, he joked recently to the BBC, ‘where
[I] remain wildly popular’.5

Indeed, so widely accepted is the British triumph in Sierra Leone
that very little academic scholarship in IR and the subfields of peace
operations and armed humanitarian intervention studies has bothered
engaging it with a critical eye. Within a surprisingly small body of work
actually dedicated to examining the operation in depth, Dorman notes
that an ‘official line’ has emerged around this accepted narrative of
British success.6

This critical silence, however, obscures what I suggest are several
problematic issues inherent in the case of Britain’s Sierra Leonean
intervention. First, I contend that an alternative analysis of Britain’s
military operations in and around Freetown between 2000 and 2002
suggests a mission far more fragile, prone to risk and idiosyncratic
in nature than the literature searching for best practice lessons typ-
ically acknowledged – and thus one which, while successful in its
own right, should be viewed with greater caution when used as a
foundation for modelling future missions. Second, I argue that the
very narrative of Britain’s experience in Sierra Leone – the accepted
‘story’ told and retold in both academic and policy circles to lend
to these events symbolic meaning – holds explicit parallels to classic
‘heroic’ intervention narratives of the colonial era, which relied on
disempowering racial constructs and the presentation of a totalitizing
moral universe for meaning and which, I contend, still find mani-
festations in contemporary discourse. Following a brief review of the
history of Sierra Leonean intervention, I address each critique in turn
below.
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British intervention in Sierra Leone, 2000–2: History and
operational critique

Britain’s arrival to Sierra Leone in spring of 2000 was at a late point in
the country’s complex civil war, a conflict which had been ongoing since
the early 1990s and rooted, earlier still, in a post-independence history
fraught with instability and political violence.7 Fighting had first began
in March 1991, when Foday Sankoh and his small band of paramili-
taries – the self-styled RUF – entered Sierra Leone from Liberia under the
guidance and support of Charles Taylor, who sought to destabilize the
GoSL by proxy.8 Sankoh quickly attracted local volunteers with legit-
imate grievances against the corrupt central state, but just as quickly
squandered this base of nascent popular support as RUF fighters began
to inflict horrifying abuses on rural Sierra Leoneans – most notoriously
through mutilation and child conscription.9 For the next eight years,
the successive efforts of the Sierra Leonean Army (SLA), the private
South African security company Executive Outcomes and ECOMOG, a
military intervention launched by the Economic Community of West
African States and lead by Nigeria to evict the brief but brutal AFRC/RUF
junta from Freetown, all failed to halt the RUF’s advance permanently.10

By 1999, a stalemate had arisen, the RUF controlling much of the coun-
tryside and well supplied from sales of diamonds from the mineral-rich
Eastern and Southern provinces, while the GoSL and ECOMOG troops
held Freetown.11

A temporary ceasefire in May 1999 led, six weeks later, to a for-
mal peace agreement signed in Lomé, Togo between the GoSL and
the RUF, which mandated a ceasefire and ambitious DDR plan for
the combatants.12 To oversee these processes, the UN Security Council
deployed UNAMSIL under robust Chapter VII authorization.13

From the start, however, the mission proved ineffectual, unable and
unwilling, even under its permissive mandate and a subsequent expan-
sion, to force compliance from a defiant RUF.14 Following a campaign
of harassment which culminated in the humiliating capture of 500
Zimbabwean troops and their equipment to an RUF ambush in April
2000, UNAMSIL appeared on the verge of collapse and with it, the
GoSL.15 There thus rose the immediate danger that the capital’s civilian
population left would be left defenceless against mass violence on the
scale of the last RUF occupation of Freetown as part of the AFRC/RUF
junta.16

Internationally, UNAMSIL’s failure also threatened to prove yet
another symbolic failure for UN peacekeeping, one that UN Secretary
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General Kofi Annan feared might be fatal for its credibility after a trau-
matizing decade of past failures from Rwanda to the Balkans. Against
this tense backdrop, the security council called an emergency meet-
ing in May, pleading for ‘all States in a position to do so to assist the
Mission’.17 Privately, Britain – Sierra Leone’s former colonial ruler – had
become the Annan’s last hope following firm refusals by France and the
US to commit forces.18

Annan’s pleas fell on receptive ears within the Blair Administra-
tion, for several reasons. Most immediate was the sizeable British
and Commonwealth expat community in Freetown, who demanded
immediate evacuation.19 Second, Blair had by 2000 identified ‘ethical
interventionism’ as a defining pillar of his administration’s foreign pol-
icy in his ‘Doctrine of International Community’.20 A credible UN peace
operations capacity was integral to this doctrine – Britain thus had a
clear strategic incentive in preventing the potential bankruptcy of UN
peace operations legitimacy.21

To this end, Foreign Secretary Robin Cook announced Britain’s intent
to deploy an evacuation mission to Sierra Leone on 5 May. The follow-
ing day, a 15-officer Observational Readiness Team (ORT) was deployed
by MoD to Freetown to assess the situation in advance of a larger evac-
uation force. In conjunction with the British High Commissioner on
the ground, Alan Jones, the ORT sent an urgent – but, ultimately, erro-
neous – report back to Whitehall claiming that RUF troops were within
days of assaulting the city.22

On this intelligence, the decision was made to immediately deploy a
650-strong spearhead element from the first Battalion Parachute Regi-
ment Paratroopers (1 PARA) via Senegal, to secure Lungi International
Airport so that British civilians could be evacuated.23 Here, MoD and
Whitehall, sceptical of the UN’s ability to manage the situation on the
ground, were explicit in their desire to deploy unilaterally – all British
forces were to be kept strictly separate from a UN command.24 This mis-
sion, termed ‘Operation Palliser’, was placed under the command of
Brigadier Sir David Richards and restricted to a limited role of civilian
evacuation.25

Once on the ground, however, Brigadier Richards, decided – amidst
confusion from Whitehall and, it appears, largely on his own initia-
tive – to stop what he perceived to be an impending humanitarian
emergency, by escalating Palliser’s objective from evacuation to one of
peace enforcement.26 To this end, armed British patrols were quickly
established around Freetown’s perimeter, where they soon clashed with
and twice rebuffed an RUF assault on the airport that left an estimated
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20 rebels dead.27 Meanwhile, rafts of proactive efforts were taken to sta-
bilize the government’s threatened lines. British military advisors were
assigned to key positions within the GoSL, the SLA and UNAMSIL HQs
to provide guidance and planning support, while British helicopters and
a newly arrived off-shore naval element offered logistical support to
the overstretched UN contingents.28 These advisors also began a pro-
cess of training and equipping local groups opposed to the RUF – such
as the Civilian Defence Force (CDF), a loose coalition of paramilitary
groups and the indigenous militia known as the Kamajors – who began
assisting the SLA in a push back on RUF positions outside the city.29

In a fortuitous circumstance, Sankoh was captured by local Freetown
paramilitaries and jailed amidst anti-RUF protests.30 And at the UN, the
Blair Administration spearheaded diplomatic and intelligence-sharing
efforts to curb the international sale of conflict diamonds, effectively
curtailing Taylor’s ability to finance the rebel force.31

Britain’s dramatic and timely arrival had an immediate and unmis-
takeable impact on the morale of both the GoSL and UNAMSIL, with
UN and SLA troops soon resuming patrols into the interior with a
new-found assertiveness as MoD transitioned from Operation Palliser to
Operation Basilica. Momentum, however, was threatened in early 2001
by the capture of 11 British troops and one SLA officer on patrol to
a local bandit group known as the ‘West Side Boys’ (WSB). This deba-
cle represented a potential disaster for the British, who were presented
with a direct challenge to their legitimacy similar to what had precip-
itated UNAMSIL’s crisis of legitimacy the previous year.32 In response,
MoD authorized Operation Barras, an extremely high-risk airborne res-
cue operation conducted by SAS operators, which culminated in a
violent raid freeing the British hostages and killing an estimated 26
bandits.33

Following Operation Barras, UK forces resumed their scaled-down role
of supporting UNAMSIL and the GoSL, focusing on the tasks of insti-
tuting training and security sector reform (SSR) within the SLA under
Operation Silkman.34 Denied Freetown, weakened by its loss of diamond
revenue, increasingly pushed back by UN/SLA patrols and a new, aggres-
sive Guinean offensive and riven by internal dissent, the RUF finally
surrendered to a new peace treaty and disbanded, its forces entering
the UN-administered DDR process.35 On 14 January 2002, the Sierra
Leonean Civil War was officially declared over.36 British military advi-
sors, however, remained in Sierra Leone to oversee continuing SSR
efforts while UK advisors began instituting an ambitious and innovative
development agenda focusing on economic, security governance and
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transitional justice reform which continues to this day.37 Significantly,
in 2007 Sierra Leone celebrated its first transparent and peaceful election
since 1996, a fitting coda to the accomplishments of the international
community in bringing the Sierra Leonean Civil War to a halt.38

Operational analysis

Given the events described above, it is hardly surprising that the British
military is so widely celebrated for its role in Sierra Leone. Indeed, its
performance strongly conforms to the popular image of what Western
peace enforcement should look like: it is the story of a the potent mil-
itary capacity of a first-tier NATO member state, deployed rapidly and
with a light footprint and unfettered by cumbersome and restrictive UN
bureaucracy. Upon arrival, it used the clinical application of force to
quickly impose order and stability on the kinds of modern Africa con-
flicts otherwise beyond the capabilities of weak Southern governments
or under-resourced, overly constrained UN peacekeepers to resolve. For
influential scholars like Collier, Britain’s intervention in Sierra Leone
represents, in short, the ideal model for future missions, one which sug-
gests that ‘we needed less than a thousand proper soldiers’ – Western,
professional and well equipped – ‘to achieve decisive military change’
in armed humanitarian interventions.39

Behind the very real accomplishments of Britain in Sierra Leone, how-
ever, I suggest that a series of important observations, too often excluded
from the literature, problematize the prevailingly optimistic assessment
of the mission’s performance. These points in no way diminish the laud-
able achievements of Britain’s central role in helping to restore peace
and stability to Sierra Leone. They do, however, suggest a note of cau-
tion against drawing overly confident conclusions about the ease of
reproducing such results in future operations.

First, Britain’s success in Sierra Leone was far more contingent on
the idiosyncrasies of good fortune that is commonly acknowledged –
Connaughton cites ‘luck and the process not being tested to the
extreme’ as a key factor in its impact.40 Operation Palliser’s initial air-
head in Lungi, for instance, was tenuous at best and it would have been
difficult for Richards to maintain or scale-up to a more ambitious sta-
bilization role had not the naval assets of the Amphibious Readiness
Group (ARG) happened to be in region on an exercise and available to
reinforce at the time of deployment.41

Similarly, the success of Operation Barras’ dramatic hostage rescue was
by no means a forgone conclusion – tactical details of the operation
reveal a raid which could easily have resulted, given on a few differing
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factors of chance, in the same sort of disaster as befell the equally elite
US Delta operators in the disastrous ‘Battle of Mogadishu’ in 1993.42

Given the tenuous support for the operation among the British public
at the time, it is reasonable to conjecture that the Blair Administration
would have faced similarly severe political ramifications as those which
forced an American withdrawal from Somalia.43 Such points underscore
just how little leeway even the world’s most powerful militaries have
in complex, unconventional combat environments – to downplay such
risks in drawing best practice lessons for future intervention operations
is a potentially dangerous exercise in optimism. Dorman is, to this end,
explicit in his warning that, ‘in many ways Sierra Leone was too easy
for the British and thus provided an artificial example’ of the dangers
of peace enforcement. He concluded that, while a success, the cam-
paign ‘represented an ideal rather than normal mode from which to
take lessons’ is critical.44

Second, the literature tends to focus on Britain’s role in halting
violence in the Sierra Leonean Civil War at the exclusion of other crit-
ical peace enforcement contributing actors on the ground. SLA and
UNAMSIL troops, for example, were largely responsible for the bulk of
ground combat operations against the RUF, while the UN clearly demon-
strated its capacity to conduct robust operations in aggressive actions
such as Operation Khukri and its subsequent patrols in RUF territory.45

ECOMOG’s long campaign against Sankoh’s forces, notably problem-
atic, nonetheless represented a significant commitment of resources and
manpower which achieved several victories, most notably the eviction
of the brutal AFRC/RUF junta from Freetown in 1998. The Kamajor,
an indigenous militia denied the rebels unchallenged control of the
countryside for years.46 Finally, after the RUF leadership opened a late
second front on Guinea’s border, it was the Guinean Army’s devas-
tating counter-offensive which contributed strongly to breaking the
RUF’s back.47

By comparison, although the literature emphasizes British military
pressure, UK troops shouldered very little of the burden of combat
operations, clashing with the main RUF forces in only one major engage-
ment near Lungi, but otherwise remained restricted to patrols around
the Freetown ‘horseshoe’. Again, Britain’s role in improving morale, sta-
bilizing Freetown and coordinating subsequent efforts against the RUF
were instrumental in ending the war – but the RUF’s defeat was not
accomplished by British troops alone. Anecdotally, interviews with for-
mer UNAMSIL and ECOMOG officers routinely highlight resentment
at the perceived marginalization of their accomplishments by interna-
tional media coverage of British accomplishments.48
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Furthermore, non-coercive efforts were often equally – if not more –
effective than military force in subduing the RUF. Olonisakin, for
instance, demonstrates the critical impact of the ‘Kambia Formula’,
a diplomatic initiative pushed by UN SRSG in Sierra Leone, Oluyemi
Adeniji to reach out to a cornered RUF in May 2001, which ulti-
mately ‘opened the floodgate to all sorts of compliance by the RUF’.49

This effort, integral in revitalizing the UN’s stalled DDR process, was
initially opposed by the British, who advocated a new push on RUF
positions with military force.50 Yet Britain’s own diplomatic and intel-
ligence efforts in interdicting Taylor’s diamond trade likewise proved
a tremendously influential, and non-violent, component in the RUF’s
defeat.51

These observations are emphatically not intended to diminish the
tremendous successes achieved by the British military in Sierra Leone,
whose accomplishments speak for themselves. They do, however, sug-
gest that the uncritical promotion of the mission within peace oper-
ations literature as a reproducible model of best practice should be
avoided. Furthermore, as a basis for suggesting that powerful Western
militaries represent a panacea for the operational challenges of peace
enforcement, the successful legacy of Britain in Sierra Leone must be
considered within the sobering context of a dubious 20-year track
record of modern Western experimentation with models of humanitar-
ian intervention, peace enforcement and stabilization involving the use
of force. The fact that these endeavours have routinely proven deeply
flawed in their implementation – including the recent challenges of US,
UK and NATO forces in Iraq and Afghanistan – raises further questions
as to whether such unconventional military operations can be reliably
conducted with similar success in the future.

‘Reading’ Sierra Leone: The postcolonial narrative of
British intervention

Beyond such technical debates, however, lies a deeper issue for explo-
ration: namely, how the Western imagination has constructed Britain’s
experience in Sierra Leone within a narrative premised upon norma-
tive assumptions regarding international development, Northern and
Southern identity. Closer deconstruction of this narrative below helps
illustrate, in turn, several important points about the power relations
embedded in the conventional wisdom on contemporary humanitar-
ian intervention, particularly from the lens of postcolonial critical
theory.
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A narrative of any form represents, to begin, a story – a description of
events which invest them with an overt or hidden subtext of symbolic
meaning that turns subjects of description into signifiers of something
else.52 Cultures continually share and reproduce narratives through a
range of popular texts – whether in the form of political rhetoric, media
coverage, creative productions such as literature, film and music, or aca-
demic scholarship. All narratives carry meanings which are codified and
reproduced through their telling and retelling and all contain struc-
tural devices used to bring the subject – the reader – ‘into’ the story,
where they can engage with its plot, characters and symbolism on a per-
sonal as well as intellectual level. Due to their power to define, reinforce
and reproduce specific subjectivities among audiences, narratives in any
form of text are thus tremendously influential in shaping individual’s
understanding of the world around them.

Critical theorists, who seek to identify and challenge hegemonic
knowledge, are especially interested in the study of narratives, because
it is through this very form of engagement with and subordination to a
dominant ideology that individuals are incorporated into pre-existing
systems of power. This process of the individual’s subordination to
prevailing norms via narrative engagement was given the term ‘inter-
pellation’ by Althusser, a concept later developed in greater depth by
Marxist critical theorists such as Ranciere.53 According to Althusser, a
subject is ‘interpellated’ into a specific ideological status quo through the
recycling of familiar tropes and narrative structures in a particular text
which serve to absorb him or her, as Gauntlett writes, ‘into a certain set
of assumption’ which, as a result, ‘cause[s] us to tacitly accept a partic-
ular approach to the world’.54 This process, which Althusser describes
as the ‘hailing’ of a subject, is effective because of how compelling and
comforting, the reader finds it – narratives contain familiar characters
and plots which reaffirm conventional wisdom. Ultimately, the act of
engaging with dominant narratives provides the audience member with
a ‘sense of self and a way of understanding his or her relation to the
world’.55

The phenomenon of contemporary armed humanitarian interven-
tion, like any other aspect of international affairs, possesses its own set
of cultural narratives which directly shape and inform popular conven-
tional wisdom about the legitimacy and conduct of such operations.
As a number of scholars writing in the critical theory tradition argue,
these stories possess a legacy born out of the Western colonialism and
rely on entrenched racial constructs alongside rigid juxtapositions of
Northern and Southern identity to provide meaning to the intervention
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it describes.56 Such stories of humanitarian intervention, Orford writes,
have long ‘governed encountered between Europe, later the “West” or
the “international community” and those colonized or enslaved by
Europeans’.57 Yet postcolonial critical theory remains somewhat of a rar-
ity in IR scholarship; as a result attempts to deconstruct these stories are
few and far between.58 Instead, Gordon notes, ‘have become so ubiqui-
tous that [the premises of such narratives] appears almost natural’ in the
conventional wisdom.59

Just as with any narrative, however, the story of armed humanitarian
intervention can also be deconstructed. Orford offers a particularly use-
ful identification of several core juxtapositions and framing structures
which associates a particular contemporary intervention narrative with
the tradition of the colonial-era ‘heroic’ intervention story.60 Each of
these features is well represented in the ‘story’ of Britain’s intervention
in Sierra Leone, as it appears in academic scholarship, policy discourse,
media and popular imagination. Together, they point to a narrative
which is decidedly neo-colonial and one which raises several troubling
conceptual issues. Below, several of these devices are briefly examined.

A ‘call to arms’ in defence of the ideological status quo

First, Orford observes that the classic ‘heroic intervention’ story opens
by confronting the reader with a ringing and urgent ‘call to arms’ in
defence of a particular ideological status quo – one which it expects and
demands, said reader to associate closely with. This ‘call to arms’ rep-
resents ‘a crisis to the international order, whether that be an armed
conflict or civil war that requires military intervention, or an economic
crisis that requires monetary intervention’.61 Here, the ‘international
order’ in question almost always refers to the neo-liberal world system
which the ‘international community’ – the institutions, governments
and power structures of the Global North – have collectively instituted
as the dominant post-Cold War structure of international geopolitics,
one revolving around core universalist norms and values of economic
liberalization, stability and human rights.62

Such crises are presented as geographically external to the West,
arising – in the problematic post-Cold War narrative of international
security, ‘new wars’ and internecine, substate conflict – from the anar-
chic and violent periphery of the Global South, where the entrenchment
of neo-liberal values remains most contested. Here, neo-liberal values
are at their weakest, while the alterative power structures ruling in their
absence intrinsically challenge the progressive agenda of international
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development. It is within this ostensibly ‘anarchic’ global space which
has deviated from Western paradigms of development and modern-
ization that humanitarian threats originate. The South, in short, is
presumed by the narrative to represent, as Chinua Achebe writes,
a ‘metaphysical battlefield devoid of all recognizable humanity into
which the wandering European enters at his only peril’.63

Specific threats arising from this Southern space are, in turn, fea-
tured as ‘Other’-ed constructions, aberrations of Western order. Arrayed
against the peace of the Global North are exclusively Southern ‘prob-
lems of racist and ruthless dictators, tribalism, ethnic tension, civil war
and religious fundamentalism thrown up in the post-Cold War era’, of
‘the horrors of genocide or ethnic cleansing’ and the impact of ‘internal
armed conflict on civilians’.64 More broadly still are endemic poverty,
underdevelopment and weak political institutions, rotted by corruption,
which are presumed to give rise to such cycles of violence.

The reader of the intervention story is therefore invited – and
expected – to identify with the ideological status quo being threatened
and to be disturbed by the implied disruption to their ‘ideals of coher-
ence and fullness’ which this symbolic order provides.65 The story’s
hero, however, exists to vanquish the threat in question and restores
the symbolic world order at the end of the story, reaffirming the reader’s
faith in the durability and righteousness of the prevailing norms of the
international community.66 Thus the narrative offers both ‘crisis and
redemption’ as functional tools ‘to reassert the viewers into a discourse
or symbolic order which heals the crisis revealed at the start of the nar-
rative’, in this way re-interpolating them into the ideological orthodoxy
at the end.67

Such ‘calls to arms’ can manifest themselves in responses to a per-
ceived physical threat to the Western reader’s person – national security
crises such as terrorist attacks originating in the South. More common
in armed humanitarian intervention narratives, however, is the symbolic
threat posed to humanitarian values by Southern violence. Actors who
actively oppose or threaten these values and agendas of the interna-
tional community, in turn, are offered little space by the narrative to
become other than ‘enemies’ of human progress and development.

As a result of this narrative structure, the international community is
called to defend its own core values – ‘such as peace, security, human
rights, justice and freedom’ – wherever they are challenged.68 Here,
international institutions – including the IMF, World Bank, UN Security
Council, NATO and others – are, as Gordon writes, unerringly ‘depicted
as the purveyors of freedom’, liberating Southern states and populations
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‘from the grip of a lawless tyranny and then assist[ing] in rebuild-
ing their communities in the image of the civilized West’.69 They are
entreated by media, advocates, citizens and, at times, foreign policy doc-
trines, as Razack writes, ‘to do something about the chaos, the descent
into tribalism and the massive human rights violations that accompany
these conflicts’.70

This binary, totalitizing ‘call to arms’ provides fertile ground for
the narrative’s justification of military humanitarian intervention as
the only tool robust enough to respond to such crises in defence of
the ‘established liberal international order’.71 ‘From this perspective’,
explains Gordon, ‘humanitarian crises result from a dearth of law and
the absence of the international community, prompting grave situations
that must be remedied through armed humanitarian intervention’.72

Here, throughout the 1990s, armed humanitarian intervention – and
the range of concurrent peace operations (peacekeeping, peace enforce-
ment, peacebuilding, transitional administration) – gained increasing
legitimacy and prevalence as ‘a means for the liberal alliance of demo-
cratic states to bring human rights, democracy and humanitarian prin-
ciples to those in undemocratic, authoritarian or failed states’ and today
‘collective humanitarian intervention has become necessary to address
the problems of local dictators, tribalism, ethnic tension and religious
fundamentalism thrown up in the post-Cold War era’.73

These points are, again, all too rarely acknowledged in security
studies and international legal scholarship – which as a rule tends
to offer predominantly technical, ‘problem-solving’ analysis of armed
humanitarian intervention as ‘[a]n exercise of rationalized positivism’.74

Here, writes George, intervention literature takes for granted the fact
that ‘the international community only lays claim to peace, democ-
racy, security and liberty. Development and economic liberalization are
assumed to such an extent they are almost considered instinctive’.75

The danger in allowing such stories to remain unchallenged is the
threat of ‘preserve[ing] an unjust and exploitative status quo’ which
‘promotes paternalism, dependence [and] colonial fantasies’ in every
retelling.76

Indeed, this ‘calls to arms’ in defence of the international commu-
nity’s project of international development deeply mirrors aspects of
the colonial-era ‘civilizing mission’.77 Peacekeeping operations, writes
Razack, are presented routinely to Northern audiences as a call to go
forth ‘as members of a family of civilized nations, nations that under-
stand themselves to be carrying the traditional white man’s burden of
instructing and civilising the natives’.78 Here, Razack references Said’s
concept of imperialism as representing not simply the accumulation of
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territory but rather an ‘idea of empire’ – ‘a structure of feeling, a deeply
held belief in the need to and the right to dominate others for their own
good, others who are expected to be grateful’ and that ‘certain territo-
ries beseech and require domination’ for noble ends.79 In accepting the
humanitarian intervention’s call to arms uncritically, Razack argues, the
reader’s interpellation into the story of armed humanitarian interven-
tion ‘depends on consigning whole groups of people in the category of
those awaiting assistance into modernity’ – a disempowering exercise
which ‘appeals to a deeply racially inflected memory [of] African and
Asian colonial adventures’.80

These are all themes well represented in the structure of the British
‘story’ of intervention in Sierra Leone. This Sierra Leone interven-
tion narrative began with an unambiguous ‘call to arms’ in defence
of the international Western order from the ‘anarchic’ South, battle-
lines which any reader engaging with the operation is demanded to
sympathetically associate with. At the most basic level, the threat was
to British civilians and business interests caught up in the fighting
of a former colony, which necessitated the initial deployment. At a
broader level, it was a challenge to the tenets of the Blair Doctrine
and, through it, to the very foundations of Western decency. As a
result, the threat faced by Kabbah’s government from the RUF became
a symbolic front on the broader, continent-wide agenda of the Blair
Doctrine. As Foreign Secretary Robin Cook stated, ‘I don’t see how we
could maintain our self-respect if we turned away from this kind of
savagery.’81

Here, the Blair Administration was explicit in justifying the inter-
vention as a clear defence of British foreign policy’s core neo-liberal
agenda in Africa, one explicitly set out in Blair’s ‘Doctrine of Interna-
tional Community’. As Kampfner writes, Blair – along with Robin Cook
and Claire Short, Secretary of State for International Development –
identified an agenda of governance reform in African states, which
focuses on anti-corruption initiatives, support for increased democra-
tization and liberalization of markets as the defining feature of New
Labour’s African foreign policy.82 This agenda was formalized by Blair’s
New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD), which he inaugu-
rated at the July 2001 G8 Summit Genoa. NEPAD’s core concept, to
this end, was to tie ‘debt relief and development firmly to political
and economic reform’ – an arraignment Kampfner describes as a ‘deal
between Africa and the developed world in which the latter agreed to
provide more aid for infrastructure projects, debt relief and education
and to ease access for African goods to international markets’, in return
for Africans’ acceptance of ‘the post-Cold War neo-liberal economic



106 ‘Reading’ British Armed Humanitarian Intervention

orthodoxies – in other words, globalization – and . . . the principles of
good governance’.83

This was not an agenda which permitted equivocation. Those African
leaders who agreed to further this modernizing agenda Blair ‘regarded as
“modernisers” ’ – those who questioned it, on the other hand, were dis-
missed as enemies of progress, ‘cynics’, Blair noted dismissively, under
whose overly cautious direction ‘we would still be in the dark ages’.84

Sierra Leone was, for the Blair Administration, a frontline of his strug-
gle to ‘modernize’ Africa. The country itself was poverty-stricken and its
institutions of governance exceptionally weak. The RUF, in turn, rep-
resented everything opposed to Western conceptions of progress and
the status quo of the international order. While there is notable debate
on this point, the RUF, by 2000, arguably lacked a coherent ideology
or political agenda, motivated instead by base greed and economic
exploitation – an agenda antithetical to the Blair Doctrine’s goals of
good governance, transparency and liberalization. Moreover, their hor-
rific human rights abuses and – to a Western perspective – inexplicable
battle practices (such as the use of drugs and odd costumes) denied them
any remaining legitimacy.85

Conversely, Kampfner notes how Blair was ‘advised by the FCO
that Kabbah was just his kind of modernizer’ – as such, Blair actively
aligned himself early in the Sierra Leonean Civil War with the Kabbah
administration, through policies as aggressive as circumventing the UN
Security Councils’ ban on arms shipments to Sierra Leone (an embargo
Britain itself pushed to impose) in order to provide armaments to the
Kabbah government in what came to be known as the ‘Arms-for-Africa’
scandal.86

Furthermore, the narrative of British intervention in Sierra Leone
imbues the intervention with an aspect of satisfying closure few human-
itarian interventions to date have achieved, concluding with a resound-
ing reaffirmation of the existing order under firm British guidance in
everything from governance to SSR and a resumption of the ‘civi-
lizing project’ of international development. It is this ending which
allows the story of British intervention the positive symmetry of the
‘heroic’ narrative so typically denied, throughout the last 20 years, to
other stories of humanitarian intervention – in Rwanda, the Balkans
and Iraq/Afghanistan – and which in turn provides it with a unique
interpolative strength in reaffirming the reader’s faith in international
order.

The story of British intervention in Sierra Leone thus began with an
unambiguous ‘call to arms’ in defence of the international Western order
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from the ‘anarchic’ South, battle-lines which any reader engaging with
the operation is demanded to sympathetically associate with.

‘White Knights’ of the international community

Another key component of the ‘heroic intervention’ story is the char-
acterization of the military force deployed to restore the international
community’s normative status quo, who are imbued with ‘heroic’ traits
denied to both their villainous rivals and to their ‘helpless’ subjects
of emancipation. As Orford explains, these heroic figures, as protag-
onists ‘with whom the spectator is invited to identify [with]’, serve
as a reader’s point of entry into the armed humanitarian intervention
story.87 Orford co-opts Bellamy’s term ‘White Knights’ to describe these
‘largely interchangeable characters’ – UN peacekeepers, NATO coali-
tions, or unilateral state militaries – who function as ‘heroic agents of
progress, democratic values, peace and security’ in such narratives.88

The empowering traits such ‘White Knights’ are granted by the tra-
ditional armed humanitarian intervention narrative include potency,
agency and authority.89 ‘Potency’ here is most explicitly demonstrated in
the form of military capacity – Western militaries in particular are pre-
sumed by conventional wisdom (and the majority of strategic studies)
as possessing nearly unrivalled military power predicated on profession-
alism, institutional expertise and technical equipment which can, in
certain cases, border on the mythical.90 Compounding their potency
is the tremendous diplomatic influence and financial power Western
governments are able to leverage in order to advance their political agen-
das on the international stage. Southern peacekeepers, while afforded
nowhere near this level of capacity, are at least typically afforded greater
potency than the belligerents they confront and their association with
the international status quo allows them collective political potency
through international and regional organizations such as the UN, AU
and ECOMOG.

A sense of agency, Orford also notes, again holds important simi-
larities to the ‘enormous freedom to act and to create ideal worlds’
with which the hero of colonial narratives is imbued – both rely on
an ‘imperialist character . . . associated with attributes including free-
dom, creativity, authority, civilisation, power, democracy, sovereignty
and wealth’.91 In contemporary Western imagination, interventionist
heroes, in deploying into the Global South, still enter ‘the world of the
colonies . . . a space in which the white man is imagined as having an
enormous freedom to act and to create ideal worlds’.92
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In Sierra Leone, the portrayal of the British military provides a striking
fulfilment of ‘White Knight’ archetype. Britain is clearly presented by
the narrative as uniquely potent military presence, particularly in com-
parison to the much larger, but operationally weak, UNAMSIL forces,
the non-existent GoSL security apparatus and the ostensibly shambolic,
poorly organized and ill-disciplined RUF.

Perhaps most importantly, as defenders of the moral/normative order
which has been disrupted, the intervening forces are invested by the nar-
rative not only with the potency to exercise their agency but the moral
authority to do so. They are not only able to act, but ethnically justi-
fied – often beyond reproach – in said actions due to the unimpeachable
moral grounding of their agendas. Laffey and Barkawi strongly tie this to
another colonial parallel: as they write, this authority to act with force
manifests itself in the conceptualizing of ‘civilizing mission of one kind
or another’. Whether ‘white man’s burden’, humanitarian intervention
in the 1990s, or the post-9/11 invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, the
assumption is that it is the right of the West to bear arms to liberate
the ‘natives’. This is and has always been the primary justification of
imperialism in all its forms; it is about civilizing the barbarians.93

Here, owing to the uncompromisingly totalizing worldview offered
by the Blair Doctrine, with its clean division between ‘modernizers’
and enemies of human progress, British forces were deployed with the
clear presumption of moral authority – made even clearer in the face
of the RUF’s ostensibly nihilistic campaign of human rights abuses.
In Sierra Leone, the countries’ legacy as a former colony of the UK
added a paternalistic dimension to this authority – a sense of moral
responsibility alongside moral authority. A Guardian op-ed by Young
made this point explicitly, noting that Britain was justified in expand-
ing Operation Palliser’s initial remit from civilian evacuation to peace
enforcement because ‘[t]the place is, after all, our legacy’, imposing
‘special post-imperial duties . . . to a former European power’.94

At the same time, however, this prime face association with moral
agency is deeply predicated on a narrative which is decontexualized and
ahistorical: the hero is rarely considered complicit, or even tangentially
involved, in the conflict it seeks to resolve.95 Indeed, a particularly trou-
bling feature of the portrayal of ‘White Knights’ in ‘heroic stories’ is
that Western states, governments and populations are presented, Razack
writes, as ‘disembodied liberal subjects who have no prior history’,96

while Western humanitarian intervention ‘is everywhere depicted as the
engagement of the compassionate but uninvolved observer’ with the
global South.97 In short, the narrator of the heroic ‘story’ speaks from
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the ‘objective and disembodied space of the universalist standpoint’, in
which Western action is spontaneous, unexpected and warranted.98

Removed in this discourse are any references to Northern complicity
in the roots of the violence in the first place, past or present. In this
narrative, Razack writes, ‘warlords and ethnic nationalism, indisputable
scourges of our age, are often pictured as though they have risen up
from the landscape itself’ – rather than contested ‘histories in which
the West has featured as a colonizing power’. Pieterse identifies three
prime assumptions underlying this positivist perception of Western
actors: ‘(1) the perpetrators are mad, (2) the West and onlookers are sane
and (3) humanitarian intervention under these crazy circumstances,
although messy, is the best we can do.’99

This perception, however, denies culpability and responsibility for the
West’s detrimental post-Cold War impact on Africa, including a ‘legacy
of authoritarianism, the supremacy of security in politics, surplus arma-
ments and a tradition of politics of polarisation – one often laid upon
the earlier authoritarian legacy of colonialism’.100 Indeed, Kaldor’s ‘new
wars’ are often anything but ‘new’ – the explosion of post-Cold War
insecurity in the Global South owes much to the impact of European
colonialism and hasty decolonization practices.101

The Sierra Leonean narrative’s unquestioning assignment of moral
agency to British forces illustrates this point with its blatant disregard
for the legacy of the country’s former colonial rule. Kargbo, for example,
persuasively shows how the Sierra Leonean Civil War was intimately tied
to British colonial and immediate postcolonial governance.102 Specifi-
cally, he lays blame partially at the feet of Britain’s hasty decolonization,
which led Siaka Stevens, Sierra Leone’s first president to ‘lose faith in the
democratic process, leading him to dismantle the democratic institu-
tions bequeathed to Sierra Leone at independence’ and usher in decades
of cyclical autocratic rule and political instability.103

One hardly needs to adopt a strict dependency-theory argument lay-
ing blame on the feet of colonialism for Sierra Leone’s contemporary
problems to acknowledge Britain’s colonial complicity in the contem-
porary security challenges faced by Sierra Leone. Yet rarely is the point
brought up in literature on the intervention – conforming to Razack’s
observation that in the common intervention narrative, the notion that
‘the histories of colonialism might have anything to do with how it
comes to be that white men are in Africa teaching Africans about democ-
racy (a lesson taught with guns) is resolutely struck from the story’.104

Furthermore, to the reader of heroic intervention narrative, the
international community appears as a compassionate but detached
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agent, motivated solely by humanitarian incentives – a position which
leaves little room for acknowledgement of the hard realpolitik motiva-
tions Western states follow in their decisions to intervene. As Orford
notes, such construction of the narrative in effect ‘ignores the ways in
which domination and exploitation are maintained through military
and economic intervention’ as ongoing drivers of the conflict.105

Indeed, Kargbo shows, again, how the very collapse of the Sierra
Leonean state itself presented Britain a unique opportunity ‘in terms
of investment and trade opportunities’ to maintain its privileged posi-
tion as a controlling force in Sierra Leonean foreign direct investment,
particularly the country’s vast mineral wealth – an opportunity which it
did not hesitate to secure in its ‘rush to sign an Investment Promotion
and Protection Agreement (IPPA) with the Sierra Leonean government
in January 2000’.106 In particular, Richards writes of ‘the huge kimberlite
mining concession an Anglo-South African business consortium (man-
aged in Sierra Leone by a former British military intelligence agent) had
negotiated with the National Provisional Ruling Council and renegoti-
ated with the incoming elected government’, an asset the RUF eyed with
suspicion and which thus encouraged British support for Executive Out-
comes’ attempt to challenge the rebellion in the lead-up to the Abidjan
peace treaty.107

Nor did British foreign policy objectives always align with the broader
conflict resolution effort in Sierra Leone. For instance, British reticence
to show active support for Abuja’s poor domestic democratic rights
record – for which it had suffered sanctions imposed by the Common-
wealth – led it to lend only minimal logistical support for ECOMOG’s
counter-RUF campaign, ‘instead of substantial lethal support in the
forms of arms and ammunition’, which it could otherwise have done.108

Most dramatically, the ‘Arms-to-Africa’ scandal mentioned above
underscores elements of hypocrisy in British foreign policy. It is telling
that Blair was relatively unrepentant about circumventing the UN arms
embargo – to the press, he defended the arms shipments as a sincere
effort by the UK ‘to help the democratic regime restore its position from
an illegal military coup. [The civil servants involved] were quite right in
trying to do it’.109

In light of such observations, argues George, the heroic narrative
is thus ‘especially pernicious because it obscures the causes of local
violence and the full purpose of the international community’s inter-
vention’.110 He points out that, ‘[f]or the international community to
then embrace the role of savoir in the wake of local violence, assigning
guilt to local populations and implying its own innocence, is the height
of hypocrisy’.111
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To go even further and imply that the notable popularity of Britain’s
military intervention among many Sierra Leoneans today represents a
justification for ‘reviving’ colonial rule in post-African societies through
neo-trusteeship, while in the same breath excluding reference the his-
torical and contemporary factors involved in the origins and contin-
uation of such violence, is thus especially troubling and deserving of
extreme scepticism. Such calls have been surprisingly explicit – Brigadier
Richards, for example, generalized of the Sierra Leonean people as a
whole that ‘I’ve never been to a country where so many people gen-
uinely ask us if we could recolonise. They really mean it.’112 BBC’s Alan
Little likewise concludes that Sierra Leoneans have simply ‘had enough’
of the ‘familiar post-colonial African narrative that blamed all the coun-
try’s ills on the legacy of European Imperialism’. Instead, ‘[t]he British
are back, trying anew to plant the seeds of progress’.113

Razack writes that similar calls ‘for a revival of colonialism has been
a feature of the New World Order for most of the post-cold war period’
under a different garb of a ‘new civilizing mission’.114 In this new civ-
ilizing mission, she explains, ‘History is evacuated and the simplest of
storylines remain: more civilised states have to keep less civilised states
in line. In this sense, the story of the New World Order continues a
much older theme.’115

‘Symbols of helplessness’, emancipation and gratitude

A third and final feature of the ‘heroic intervention’ story considered
here is the tendency to limit the identity of Southern actors facing
armed humanitarian emergency as ‘symbols of helplessness’, awaiting
rescue by the heroic ‘White Knights’ of the international community.
These actors may be on the same ‘side’ of the international com-
munity’s norms and agenda, but are denied the potency and agency
of their rescuers – indeed, their own helplessness has necessitated
humanitarian intervention in the first place. In this regard, Orford
explains, they are confined to the status of ‘secondary, passive char-
acter[s] . . . who serve as a background and foil to the action of the
heroes’.116 Here, ‘[i]nternational organizations and major powers are
imagined as the bearers of human rights and democracy, while local
peoples are presented as victims of abuses conducted by agents of local
interests’.117

This construction serves a distinct interpolative function: by being
reduced to victimhood, Southern actors ultimately serve to validate the
hero of the story, who is provided a platform for their emancipation and
salvation.118 The disempowerment of the Southern ‘Other’ – is, indeed,
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absolutely essential for the construction of the Western hero’s identity,
whose own heroic traits of potency, authority and agency are largely
reliant on the corresponding absence of those traits among the people
and institutions the intervention is deployed to save. As such, these nar-
ratives ‘involve detailed descriptions of powerless, victimized states and
peoples’.119

The people of Sierra Leone were, in this fashion, described by British
politicians and the Western press as disempowered victims of war
crimes, which neglected the important role of indigenous resistance
in the form of the Kamajor fighters and CDF in both opposing the
RUF and, indeed, in committing humanitarian violence of their own.120

As Alie demonstrates, the complex evolution and operational history of
these groups’ struggles against the RUF demonstrate a degree of agency
and potency which challenge the conventional narrative’s prescribed
identity.121

The heroic narrative does admittedly allow space for such ‘symbols of
helplessness’ to become beneficiaries of institutional reform and capac-
ity building/empowerment, although ‘the aim is not to make further
heroes, of equal statues to the hero’, but rather objects which reflect
the hero’s ‘desires and ambitions but do not quite achieve them’.122

In colonial narratives, Orford observes, ‘the hero’s journey is about the
civilisation, progress or development of that colonised subject’ – an
agenda which she argues remains the dominant paradigm of conven-
tional humanitarian intervention narratives.123 Today, as in the colonial
era, the Southern recipient of Western guidance can aspire to become
reformed, but always ‘a recognisable Other, as a subject of a difference
that is almost the same, but not quite’.124 This sentiment is well reflected
in both technical development policy and scholarship in IR and extends
to the hierarchical relationship of British military advisors to both
UNAMSIL and the SLA.125

The story tells us that, following the arrival of the UK Army forces
in Freetown, these ‘symbols of helplessness’ were empowered by British
advisors and military consultants, raising their potency and agency but
remaining subservient to the hierarchical arrangement of capacity build-
ing instituted by the hero. ‘Thanks to Britain’s arrival’, wrote Richards,
‘[t]he UN have a much stronger resolve now and are clearer about
their mandate and have the resolve to fight [. . .] When we arrived here
about six weeks ago, [UNAMSIL] did appear on the verge of collapse.
Today they have been transformed’.126 In this way, local empowerment
became another aspect of the international community’s mission of
‘emancipation’ and ‘salvation’.
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Finally, the narrative of heroic intervention places a particular
demand on displays of gratitude by local populations in recognition
of the international community’s work – the reward, in essence, for
Western selflessness in pursuit of humanitarian aims. Receiving such
‘images of grateful natives’, George writes, produces an important inter-
pellative effect in the mind of Western readers, ‘confirm[ing] Westerner’s
sense of superiority, discoursing critique and mobilizing support for
peacekeeping activities’.127

In this regard, Sierra Leone represents a rare exception in the troubled
historical record of post-Cold War armed humanitarian intervention
operations. For once, British government, military and public enjoyed –
so the story goes – clear articulations of local appreciation among the
‘liberated’ Sierra Leoneans. It is a place where, as Little assures us,
‘[t]he people of Sierra Leone saw the British as their saviours’ and
where Tony Blair, architect of the interneuron, ‘is more than a folk
hero . . . He has become some kind of talisman, a protective force’ for the
grateful local subjects of modern-day emancipation from conflict and
civil war.128

The tremendous reaffirmation of Western moral authority and com-
passion afforded by these public expressions of gratitude further
heighten the appeal of this narrative. It is this very interpellative effect
which manifests itself, for instance, in a speech made to a crowd of
appreciative villagers outside Freetown, Blair responded by noting, ‘with
utter seriousness’, that their appreciative enthusiasm ‘made him feel he
was single-handedly responsible for their freedom’.129

In closing, I contend that the triumphant narrative of British inter-
vention in Sierra Leone, one widely and uncritically reproduced in
both academic and popular discourse, can be problematized on several
grounds. I argue first that an over-optimistic reading of British success
in Sierra Leone presents a problematic precedent for the expectation of
similar missions in the future. Secondly, the observations I raise above
regarding the ‘story’ of Britain’s experience suggest that, at the least, it
shares several notable traits in common with the classic ‘heroic’ inter-
vention stories, long used to sensitize Western audiences to the norms
of the colonial ‘civilizing mission’. I again stress, strongly, that through
these preceding points I in no way intend to diminish the very real
accomplishments of Britain intervention in Sierra Leone – accomplish-
ments which have maintained the country’s stability under continuing
British support and, in particular, earned the gratitude with which so
many Sierra Leoneans view the UK. Nonetheless, troubling parallels
exist within this narrative which, as Orford concludes, harkens back
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to colonial racial constructs and divisions which ultimately ‘limits the
extent to which we can even begin to think about the humanity of
Others’.130

It is for this very reason that there exists a greater need for the
study of contemporary armed humanitarian intervention to engage
with postcolonial critical theory, in order to identify and challenge such
constructions of the other embedded in the conventional wisdom and
replicated through the retelling of unexamined ‘heroic’ narratives. It is
my hope that this chapter will similarly contribute in a modest way
to the encouragement of greater such critical discourse within the field
of peacekeeping studies and broader IR – an agenda which I hope will
benefit from the perspectives of an interdisciplinary audience.
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Humanitarian Intervention in the
Horn of Africa
Christopher Clapham

Introduction

The Horn of Africa – the region comprising Dijbouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia,
Somalia and Somaliland – figures in Western discourse overwhelmingly
(and with some justice) as a zone of intense human suffering, notably
as a result of famine, which has historically figured in the Western
imagination as one of the great biblical scourges and as a focus for the
obligations of human charity indicated by the names of such prominent
non-governmental organizations as Oxfam and War on Want. Closely
associated with famine, and contributing heavily to it, have been a very
high incidence of armed conflict, both between states and within them,
a large population of refugees and internally displaced persons and, in
Somalia, the most prominent case of state collapse anywhere in the
world. The region has accordingly provided a privileged site for the artic-
ulation of Western conceptions of humanitarianism and for numerous
programmes, operating at many different levels, intended on the one
hand to relieve suffering in the area and on the other to express a sense
of global moral obligation, which itself exemplifies ideas of how the
world ought to be constructed, and what roles the wealthier and more
powerful parts of the planet can and should play in bringing this ideal
into being.

At the centre of this enterprise lie two iconic episodes, each of which
did much to define the parameters and limitations of the Western
humanitarian engagement, not only with Africa but with the world as
a whole, in the late twentieth century. The first was the great Ethiopian
famine of 1984–5, which projected onto the Western consciousness the
idea of famine as an essentially natural disaster, calling for a response
at the most basic level of humanity and exemplified by Band Aid, a
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famine relief fundraising operation launched by two prominent popular
musicians, which linked humanitarianism into popular culture in a way
that would previously have been difficult to conceive. The second was
Operation Restore Hope, the intervention in Somalia undertaken by the
US from 1992 onwards and intended to create through military means
the conditions required to deliver famine relief to large numbers of starv-
ing Somalis. The spectacular failure of this mission not only has much
to tell us about the extremely problematic nature of humanitarian inter-
vention itself, but also had a powerful impact on the attempt to create a
new and morally justified global order in the aftermath of the Cold War.
It is however only part of a much broader external engagement with the
region, stretching back to the nineteenth century and expressed in more
recent times in terms of famine relief, conflict management and state-
building, to which have lately been added the demands of the ‘global
war on terror’ and the protection of major shipping lanes against piracy.

This chapter seeks to place this experience in the context on the one
hand of the changing politics of the Horn and on the other of the con-
struction of a global order predicated on the establishment of ‘states’,
and increasingly of states of a particular kind, as a critical means through
which a structure of governance dedicated to human welfare could be
established. These two elements have fitted together in an extremely
uneven fashion, given the peculiar social and political structure of the
region and the correspondingly discriminatory impact of external inter-
vention on different actors within it. The underlying theme of the
chapter is therefore that local actors have not been mere passive sub-
jects or victims of external projects supposedly undertaken on their
behalf, but have instead actively appropriated interventions in order to
serve their own interests within the structures and agendas of regional
and domestic politics. The resources provided by outside engagement
have provided ample opportunities for ‘extraversion’ on the part of local
elites,1 which have often had the effect of negating or even reversing the
objectives that the interveners sought to achieve.

The historical antecedents of humanitarian engagement
in the Horn

The origins of external engagement in the Horn of Africa, predicated
not on mere conquest but on the realization of ideals related to the con-
struction of a just and sustainable global order, derive from a peculiar
incident in 1867–8, which nonetheless continues to carry a resonance in
the modern world. The then Ethiopian emperor, Tewodros – a towering
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figure in Ethiopian history, who set in motion the restoration of a
state that was eventually, uniquely in Africa, to retain its independence
through the period of colonial conquest – was angered by the failure of
the British government to respond in an appropriate manner to a letter
that he had sent, and retaliated by imprisoning the British consular offi-
cials sent to negotiate with him. This was a slight, not only on the UK
but on the acceptable means of conducting business between states, and
a military mission was despatched from India at great expense, with the
objective of rescuing the consuls. Tewodros (who could, obviously, have
killed them had he wished to do so) released his hostages unharmed
and after the defeat of his army committed suicide rather than sub-
mit to the humiliation of capture. The British, who had no intention
of colonizing Ethiopia, then withdrew and left the country to its own
devices.2

This episode already carries resonances that were to recur over the
following century and a half. First of all, the sending to Ethiopia of
British diplomats indicates at least a quasi-recognition of the country
as a legitimate participant in the global system, implicitly enjoying a
status superior to that of mere ‘chiefs’ in other parts of Africa. Second,
this quasi-recognition was predicated on the Ethiopian government’s
adherence to diplomatic norms, a lesson that was well learnt on the
Ethiopian side and was to enable successive regimes to enjoy a privi-
leged status in their dealings with the outside world. Third and perhaps
most basically of all, the British intervention was to have a significant
and quite unintended impact on the country’s domestic power struc-
ture and its relations with neighbouring groups. As it withdrew, the
intervening force left behind it significant quantities of firearms that
were then appropriated by the local governor on its line of march,
Kassa Mercha, who was able to use them to establish his own claim
to the throne as Tewodros’ successor and assume the imperial title of
Yohannes IV. This relatively early introduction to the critical importance
of modern weapons helped Yohannes to defeat invasions by Egypt in
the mid-1870s and the Mahdists in 1889, and eventually enabled his
successor Menilek to crush Italy’s attempted colonization of Ethiopia
in 1895–6. Equally significantly, the powerfully armed Ethiopian state
was able to expand its territory massively by the conquest and incorpo-
ration of neighbouring peoples who lacked its military technology. The
lesson was clear: external engagement was not only a threat to be resisted
(though it certainly had important elements of that), but also provided
great opportunities to those who were able to appropriate the resources
that it offered.
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The independent Ethiopian state was then able to construct its rela-
tions with the rest of the region in ways that differed significantly from
the colonial norms imposed elsewhere in Africa. Though peripheral
coastal areas – Eritrea (Italy), the French Somali Coast (now Djibouti),
British Somaliland and Somalia (Italy) – fell to colonial rule, these
were effectively appendages to the great African state at the region’s
core. Ethiopia failed to recognize (save when it suited it) the sacro-
sanct nature of colonial frontiers, pressed with eventual (and disastrous)
success for the ‘reunion’ of Eritrea with the motherland, and read-
ily intervened in the affairs of its neighbours. Since the core of the
Horn fell outside direct colonial control, it evaded the standard mod-
els of state-building and regional order imposed by colonialism in
other parts of Africa. This led both to the creation of highly dis-
criminatory domestic power structures and to the perception of the
region as ‘problematic’ from the perspective of colonial and indeed
postcolonial conceptions of order. External powers, nonetheless, had
to recognize the key role of Ethiopia in maintaining ‘stability’ in the
region, albeit often stability of a highly discriminatory kind, and con-
struct their relations with the regional hegemon as the central element
in their regional diplomacy – a pattern that was to recur through
the reign of Haile-Selassie in the mid-twentieth century, the military
Marxist regime of Mengistu Haile-Maryam between 1977 and 1991,
and the EPRDF government under Meles Zenawi that assumed power
in 1991.

When the League of Nations was established after the First World
War, the Ethiopian government under Ras Tafari – later to be better
known as Haile-Selassie – joined it, in the belief that this would guar-
antee the country’s independence, abolishing domestic slavery in a
move designed to demonstrate its adherence to global humanitarian
norms. Membership of the league proved tragically incapable of pre-
venting Ethiopia’s conquest and colonization by fascist Italy in 1935–6,
but this episode did at least have the consequence of raising the coun-
try to the summit of international moral concern, and at a time when
anti-colonial nationalism was already stirring in other parts of the conti-
nent, establishing both the country and notably emperor Haile-Selassie
as symbols of pan-African heroism on the one hand and colonial turpi-
tude on the other.3 When Italy entered the Second World War on the
side of Nazi Germany in 1940, the British-led campaign to defeat the
Italians in north-east Africa (regardless of its strategic role in the context
of the war as a whole) could plausibly be presented by the British as a war
of liberation. Despite the colonialist mentalities and aspirations of some
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of the British officials involved in the campaign, there was no alternative
to the restoration of Ethiopian independence under Haile-Selassie.

Post-war administration in the two recognized Italian colonies of
Eritrea and Somalia also provided cases of ‘humanitarian intervention’,
and the pamphlet produced by the British government to commemo-
rate its enlightened administration of the former fascist territories was
entitled The First to be Freed.4 Their disposal by the United Nations was
likewise intended to guarantee the welfare of their inhabitants, though
with extremely mixed results. Somalia was turned into a UN Trust Terri-
tory, controversially administered by Italy – albeit a very different Italy
from that of Mussolini. Still more controversially, Eritrea was ‘federated’
with Ethiopia in 1952, a move that essentially amounted to annex-
ation, reflecting in part Ethiopia’s legitimate security interests, access
to the Red Sea and some support within Eritrea itself, but in part also
Western guilt at Ethiopia’s abandonment in 1935–6 and the support of
the US as it started to establish its post-war global security structure; the
quid pro quo was a US base in Eritrea that provided a vital military com-
munications link until the advent of satellite technology.5 The peculiar
interaction of humanitarian and security considerations was to prove
another enduring theme in the politics of the region.

Revolution, famine and the humanitarian impulse

During the two decades that ended in 1974, the Horn of Africa came
as close to ‘normality’ as at any time in its recent history. To be sure,
the union of British Somaliland and Somalia at independence in 1960
created a single Somali state that sought to annex the large Somali-
inhabited area of south-east Ethiopia, but Ethiopia’s alliance with the
US, coupled with its striking diplomatic success in establishing the
Organisation of African Unity with its headquarters in Addis Ababa, kept
this threat well within manageable bounds, even when Somalia after the
military takeover of 1969 established a rival strategic partnership with
the Soviet Union. An armed Eritrean independence movement made its
presence felt from the mid-1960s, but was generally contained within
the peripheral areas of the territory. The dangers of famine and state
collapse aroused, at that time, no significant concern.

All this changed dramatically in the mid-1970s. An outbreak of famine
in the historically vulnerable Wallo region in 1973–4 brought the issue
to the attention of the outside world, largely through a British television
programme which sharply contrasted emperor Haile-Selassie’s luxurious
lifestyle with the suffering of his subjects.6 This was skilfully exploited
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in the Ethiopian revolution of 1974 – the one true revolution that Africa
has yet experienced – which not only overthrew the imperial regime and
replaced it by a Marxist military dictatorship, but reversed the existing
pattern of external alliances in the region and set in train a massive
expansion of armed conflicts. The collapse of Ethiopia’s strategic alliance
with the US prompted the Somali government to take advantage of what
looked to be a historic opportunity to annex the Somali-inhabited areas
of Ethiopia, which however succeeded only in confirming the adage,
‘never invade a revolution’. The initially successful Somali attack late in
1977 resulted not only in a mobilization campaign on the part of the
revolutionary government, but in a reversal of alliances by the Soviet
Union, which recognized in the Ethiopian regime – known as the Derg –
both a far more valuable strategic partner and a much closer ideological
soulmate. The defeat of the Somalis, with the aid of Soviet weapons
and a Cuban strike force, set in train the collapse of the Somali state,
examined in the next section, that was to have major repercussions for
the tangled humanitarian politics of the Horn.7

More immediate problems arose in northern Ethiopia, where the
Eritrean insurgencies fighting to reverse the 1952 federation and cre-
ate an independent Eritrean state, likewise received a major boost from
the collapse of the imperial regime and the diversion of Ethiopian forces
to counter the Somali threat in the south-east. At much the same time,
the internal struggle for ‘movement hegemony’ in Eritrea, which pit-
ted the original Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF), formed in the Moslem
areas of the territory and supported by a number of radical Arab states,
against the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF), which drew its core
support from Christian highland Eritreans, was decisively won by the
latter.8 At one moment in 1978, the EPLF overran almost the whole of
Eritrea, and although it had to retreat once victory over the Somalis
enabled the regime to move its army to the north, it was still able –
in a saga of extraordinary heroism and highly effective guerrilla orga-
nization – to retain control of at least some ‘liberated areas’ within the
territory. Meanwhile in the Tigray region immediately to the south of
Eritrea, a distinct but tactically allied movement, the Tigray People’s
Liberation Front (TPLF), started operations against the Derg.9

This was the complex political situation when the 1984 Ethiopian
famine made its dramatic appearance on the television screens of the
West, replete with what were soon to become the familiar pictures of
dying people and animals, barren landscapes and vast crowds of desti-
tute and desperate individuals huddled in the relief camps where they
hoped to find food, which were to define the external image of the Horn.
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The celebrated opening words of Michael Buerk’s October 1984 BBC
television report, undoubtedly the most famous such report in media
history – ‘Dawn and as the sun breaks through the piercing chill of
night on the plain outside Korem, it lights up a biblical famine, now,
in the twentieth century’10 – were also to open a new dawn in global
humanitarianism. The very use of the word ‘biblical’ linked the hor-
rors of Wallo to the most basic source of Western Christian morality
and aroused a very high level of publicity within donor states, that was
predicated on an entirely apolitical or indeed anti-political response,
best captured by the rise of celebrity humanitarianism, in the form
especially of the Band Aid phenomenon promoted by two well-known
popular musicians, Bob Geldof and Bono. The activities of Geldof and
Bono, who rapidly acquired the status of secular saints, greatly increased
the amount of money collected for famine relief, and at the same time
placed political pressure on donor governments to respond to the pub-
lic pressure that they aroused. The conception of famine that this effort
promoted was however one that placed all its emphasis on the ‘human’
level, notably on the benevolent Western donor on the one hand and
the starving African victim on the other, that completely bypassed the
very important political dimensions of the famine and – still more
insidiously – reinforced an image of Africa as a helpless and suffering
continent that was to resonate long after the immediate emergency had
passed.11

As with most famines, this one had multiple causes. In much of
northern Ethiopia, famine was a recurrent hazard, resulting from thin
soils and uncertain rainfall, combined with a relatively dense popu-
lation at risk. There was undoubtedly a major rainfall failure, which
led the Ethiopian government – eager to present the situation as sim-
ply a ‘natural disaster’ – to describe it as a ‘drought emergency’, thus
playing to the external perception of famine as a straightforward nat-
ural phenomenon, which in turn facilitated the raising of resources
to aid the relief operation, while evading awkward questions about
the role of government policy. The upheavals resulting from the rev-
olutionary land reform – which while ostensibly delivering ‘land to
the tiller’, actually brought agriculture under far closer state control
than before – made at least some contribution to the conditions that
led to famine. And even though some of the worst affected areas,
notably Wallo, fell outside the war zones, the ongoing insurgencies
and counter-insurgency campaigns both contributed directly to famine
in some parts of the country and massively disrupted the delivery of
relief food.
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The scale of suffering induced the Ethiopian government, which over
the previous seven or eight years had effectively closed the country to
the West, to open its doors to famine relief aid, for which the West, in
the then state of the global agricultural economy, was the only possi-
ble supplier. The Western response was in turn heavily affected not only
by official government aid schemes, but by popular reaction and con-
cern. Though governments were induced by public pressure to provide
assistance – the British government then under Margaret Thatcher, for
example, made Royal Air Force transport aircraft available to deliver food
to inaccessible areas of Ethiopia – both the funding and the political
agendas of the Western aid programmes were to a large extent directed
through non-governmental organizations. This in turn placed these
organizations in an extremely difficult political position, given that the
government of the state involved was not only closely allied with the
Soviet Union (a problem to which NGOs were generally less sensitive
than national governments) but was also guilty of appalling human
rights violations. In a territory simultaneously wracked by famine and
by civil war, food presented a means not only to save the lives of millions
of human beings, but also to assure the control by those who deliv-
ered the food over those who desperately needed it: indeed, the sack of
relief grain (which required the affected populations to come to those
who possessed it) was far more effective than the barrel of a gun (which
the affected populations understandably tended to run away from) as a
technology of control.

Respect for the conventions of sovereign statehood, historically ini-
tiated in Europe and enthusiastically adopted by African states after
their independence from colonial rule, dictated that this aid should
be delivered to the internationally recognized government of Ethiopia
and distributed through channels under its control. This was the only
course of action available for official relief and was likewise adopted
for the larger part of the food aid supplied by NGOs. There were good
practical reasons for this. Most of the affected population, notably in
Wallo, were in government-controlled areas and the Ethiopian govern-
ment itself set up a generally effective and respected organization, the
Relief and Rehabilitation Commission (RRC), to liaise with donors, raise
external aid and coordinate the delivery of relief food.12 Logistically, by
far the quickest and most effective way to get food to the famine areas
was through lines of communication that were likewise overwhelmingly
under government control. Though this left agencies in the uncomfort-
able position of tacitly supporting a government with which they had
very little in common, the overriding priority was simply to get food
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into mouths, and in the agencies’ view, guided by the humanitarian
raison d’être of their own organizations and perfectly expressed in the
maxim that ‘a starving child knows no politics’, this took precedence
over all other considerations. These official channels became known in
the jargon of the time as the ‘front door’.

The alternative was to deliver famine relief through the ‘back door’,
or in other words to send it through Sudan (where it could be packaged
as aid for Sudan itself, which had its own troubles), into territories con-
trolled by the armed insurgencies (or liberation movements) fighting the
Ethiopian regime, where it served precisely the same function on behalf
of the opposite side.13 Both the EPLF and the TPLF formed their own
equivalents to the Ethiopian government’s RRC, the Eritrean Relief Asso-
ciation (ERA) on the one hand and the Relief Society of Tigray (REST) on
the other, which were closely controlled by their parent fronts and for
the most part staffed by disabled ex-fighters and other non-combatants.
While each of these insisted, every bit as vociferously as the RRC, that
they were solely humanitarian organizations and that the food under
their control was destined only for famine victims, there can be no
doubt that some of it found its way to the fighters. In any event, if the
starving could be fed from external sources, this released such domes-
tic supplies as were available for military purposes: ‘humanitarianism’
and war were simply inseparable. A small number of NGOs, most promi-
nently War on Want, a British organization with a pronounced left-wing
ethos that strongly sympathized with the EPLF and TPLF, publicly deliv-
ered their aid only through the ‘back door’; others, while officially
operating only through the ‘front door’, since they could not otherwise
send relief to government areas at all, tacitly allowed some of their aid
to be diverted from stocks ostensibly delivered to Sudan.

The famine thus represented a loss of innocence on the part of many
relief agencies, which were forced to confront their naive assumption
that they could in some way operate on a solely ‘humanitarian’ plane,
distinct from and infinitely superior to the grubby world of ‘politics’,
whether domestic or international. While there can be little doubt that
famine relief, however distributed, saved the lives of millions of peo-
ple who would otherwise have succumbed to starvation, it also played
a significant role in sustaining the very conflicts that had helped to
create the famine in the first place. The lesson of earlier episodes, that
external intervention provides resources for internal actors that can in
turn enable these to pursue their domestic political agendas was sharply
reinforced. Though the victory of the two principal insurgent move-
ments in 1991 enabled donors of every persuasion to deal with a single
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effective regime in both Ethiopia and (now independent) Eritrea, the
fundamental ambiguity in the aid relationship could not go away.

Operation Restore Hope and the climax of humanitarian
intervention

While in Ethiopia, the politics of famine relief turned on the role of
a brutal but generally effective regime, in Somalia the problem was
quite the opposite. Following the failure of its attempt to annex the
large Somali-inhabited part of Ethiopia, the Somali government pro-
gressively lost control over the recognized territory of Somalia itself.
Somalia has always been an extremely difficult area to govern, because
its sparse and largely pastoralist populations owed their primary alle-
giance to their various individual clans and sub-clans (themselves liable
to almost limitless fissiparation), and governance largely turned on the
management and manipulation of constantly shifting clan alliances.
After 1978, the whole system progressively fell apart, and the attempts
of the national government of Mohamed Siyad Barre (itself a military
dictatorship formerly backed by the Soviet Union) to impose its control
by force led only to an escalating process of state collapse, which culmi-
nated in January 1991 when the president fled the capital, Mogadishu,
in his last remaining operational tank. But whereas in Ethiopia, the over-
throw of the old regime led to its replacement by a disciplined and
effective successor, in Somalia it led to anarchy, with shifting territo-
ries controlled by militias loosely associated with different clans and
sub-clans.

In this situation, the distribution of famine relief to the increas-
ingly large affected population became impossible, as each militia tried
to appropriate whatever food was available and deny it to its rivals.
The viciously competitive struggles of these clan factions, themselves
derived from the harsh environment of Somali pastoralism, carried lit-
tle, if any, ethos of common humanitarianism and operated at a level
of ruthlessness shocking to the moral sensibilities of Western agencies
seeking to deliver famine relief, which turned to the then dominant
states of the international system to supply both the physical and moral
order that the successful management of the resulting humanitarian
crisis evidently required. Implicit in the humanitarian agenda is the
expectation that its objects must behave like the victims as which they
are constructed in the minds of its benevolent promoters. In Ethiopia,
both the government and the insurgents were adept at constructing an
appropriate façade, which they could use to attract resources and at the
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same time they could use to promote their own political objectives; in
Somalia, even the façade was lacking.

The resulting Operation Restore Hope, which more than any other
incident would define the idea of humanitarian intervention in the
aftermath of the end of the Cold War, derived from peculiar junc-
tures both in the global system and in domestic US politics. At the
global level, the sudden collapse of the Soviet Union and its allies
had left the Western powers, led by the US, in a position of appar-
ently unchallengeable global dominance, providing in turn a historic
opportunity to refashion the world in accordance with the ideals of
democracy, good governance and capitalist development on the basis
of which it had fought and won the Cold War. At the domestic level,
the outgoing US administration of President George H. W. Bush had
lost the 1992 presidential election to the Democratic Party candidate,
Bill Clinton, but remained in office during the period of two months
before the inauguration of his successor. Far from acting as the ‘lame
duck’ president characteristic of such periods, Bush sought to make a
striking intervention which, as well as assuring a legacy for the outgo-
ing administration, was clearly also intended to provide the model for
a new structure of global order, in which a right of intervention or droit
d’ingérence would be assumed by the now dominant states in the post-
Cold War international system, in the case of humanitarian catastrophes
that the normal diplomatic processes could not resolve. He accordingly
sought to resolve the problem of the Somali famine by a spectacular
demarche, through which food would be delivered to the starving under
the security umbrella provided by a large US military force.14

Whatever the suspicions of ulterior strategic motive often aroused
by US engagement in the ‘third world’, there is no plausible reason to
regard this intervention as having been undertaken for any other pur-
poses than those publicly ascribed to it. As Bush himself put it, in a
New Year 1992–3 visit to the troops on the ground, the US army was
‘doing God’s work’. Though the occasion was orchestrated for maxi-
mum publicity effect – television camera crews were already installed
on a beach outside Mogadishu to film the US marines storming ashore
into a supposedly hostile environment – its initial impact was all that
could have been wished. The Somali factions were indeed shocked and
awed by the massive display of firepower and the distribution of food
was rapidly assured. For a moment, at least, the operation looked like
a complete success. The central weakness of the mission was, however,
that, orchestrated as it was on the plane of a high humanitarian endeav-
our concerned to bring succour to the suffering, it had absolutely no
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political agenda, designed first of all to guide the relations between
the US forces and the numerous, fractious, confusing and often heav-
ily armed Somali militias already in place, or secondly to assure some
more lasting order under which Somalis would be able to govern them-
selves in a manner that assured adherence to the basic norms of the
new global system, without the need for a large foreign military pres-
ence. The initial US assumption was that the force was there simply to
assure the delivery of aid, without intervening in domestic Somali pol-
itics or, notably, attempting the extremely difficult task of disarming
the different factions; Bush even offered the astonishingly naive aspira-
tion that it would be withdrawn before the end of his term of office on
20 January 1993.

The problem was, in its way, the precise counterpart to the very
different situation in Ethiopia: the failure to recognize the impact of
intervention on domestic political forces, some of which were affected
negatively and others positively, by the US presence. The ineluctable
logic of such situations is that those factions that are, at the moment
of intervention, in a relatively weak position will welcome external
intervention, since this protects them against their rivals, and these
will constitute themselves as the supporters of the outside forces and
as needed intermediaries between them and the domestic population –
with which, at the most basic social and cultural level, the US forces
had absolutely nothing in common. Those who feel themselves to be
in a relatively strong position are correspondingly likely to resent the
presence of the intervention force, which they will see as cheating them
of victory. In this way, the intervenors can readily become associated,
not only with one of the competing factions in the civil war that led to
their intervention, but with the weaker one. In Mogadishu in Decem-
ber 1992, the first or weaker group consisted of factions linked to Ali
Mahdi Mohamed, who enjoyed the entirely titular position of interim
president, the second and stronger group of those linked to Mohamed
Farah Aidid, who consequently came before long to be identified as the
principal ‘bad guy’, to use the simplistic binary classification that almost
inevitably comes into being on such occasions.

It likewise became evident that the apparently overwhelming advan-
tages enjoyed by the intervention force were actually far less imposing
than had been assumed. Asked in advance about the likely attitudes of
Somalis towards the sudden presence of the US military in their midst,
policymakers in Washington would undoubtedly have taken the view
that these would be highly positive: the intervention was intended to
(and indeed initially did) bring peace to a city embroiled in apparently
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endless conflict and at the same time rescue large numbers of Somalis
from imminent death by starvation. It would thus create highly visi-
ble public goods which would assure it public support and provide a
moral and political basis for its continued presence. The problem with
this analysis was at one level that, in the highly factionalized environ-
ment of wartime Mogadishu, public goods in the sense that it took for
granted could scarcely be said to exist, assuming as they did that there
were common human benefits overriding the interests of individual fac-
tions. The military domination supposedly conferred by the presence
of some 28,000 heavily armed US troops – a number vastly in excess
of the forces that any Somali faction leader could muster – was like-
wise extremely fragile. The moment one asked how and under what
circumstances the available firepower could actually be used, its limita-
tions became clear. Civilian casualties, inevitable in any sustained use
of force within a densely populated city, were to be avoided at all costs.
Distinguishing between the ‘good guys’ and the ‘bad guys’, a difficult
enough task even for those intricately involved in following the con-
stantly changing alliances of Somali clan politics, was impossible for
the US soldier on the ground, unless he was able to return fire directly
against someone who fired at him. All Somali fighters looked the same
from an American point of view: a US soldier was instantly identifi-
able from a Somali one. The very weaponry used by Somali fighters –
characteristically hand-held AK47 assault rifles, supplemented by heavy
machine-guns mounted on the back of pick-up trucks and known as
‘technicals’ – was better suited to the terrain than that at the disposal of
the US military, which was technically more powerful and sophisticated,
but designed for very different circumstances. Somalis could find their
way around back streets and alleyways and find refuge behind the blank
walls of Moslem compounds in a way that Americans could not match.

As a result, the US (and a number of other states which associated
themselves with it) became sucked into domestic conflicts that it was
entirely unequipped to manage and from which it could eventually only
withdraw, as happened under the Clinton administration as mount-
ing casualties (which were especially unacceptable when they occurred
within the context a ‘humanitarian’ operation in which no strategic
interests were involved and US troops were supposedly ‘doing good’
to the very people who then killed them), culminating in the ‘Black
Hawk Down’ incident when a US helicopter was shot down, destroyed
domestic political support for the mission. A face-saving formula was
devised, under which the US-led force handed over to a multinational
United Nations mission, which itself withdrew a year or so later and
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Mogadishu was effectively left to the mercy of its own factions. In the
process, a lethal blow was dealt to the doctrine that Operation Restore
Hope had been designed to establish, in which basic standards of accept-
able humanitarian behaviour would, if necessary, be assured worldwide
under the aegis of the dominant states of the post-Cold War interna-
tional order. This order itself, of course, proved to be short-lived. It was
the product of the extraordinary vacuum created by the sudden collapse
of the Soviet Union and its global alliance, a vacuum that would before
long be filled by the emergence of alternative countervailing forces to
Western domination, in the form notably of radicalized Islam and of
the rising Asian economic powers led by China. It is nonetheless impor-
tant to recognize that the project failed as the result of its own internal
inadequacies, not simply as a result of changes in the global system.

Islam, piracy and Somali state-building

The resounding failure of Operation Restore Hope led, for a while at
least, to the disappearance of humanitarian intervention from the polit-
ical agendas of the Horn. On the one hand, the political impetus in
Western states that had sustained it was destroyed: given the absence
of substantial Western interests in the region, the evident costs that it
involved and the lack of public support, it was simply not worth pur-
suing. Even a government as devoted to global humanitarian agendas
as the Blair administration in the UK and as willing to put military
resources behind them, found little to do in the region and devoted itself
instead to broader concerns for African aid and governance expressed
notably through its Commission for Africa, to other areas of the con-
tinent such as Sierra Leone where it could make a more immediate
impact, and eventually and destructively to intervention in Iraq and
Afghanistan. Another important factor was the emergence in Ethiopia
after 1991 of the Ethiopian Peoples’ Revolutionary Democratic Front
(EPRDF) regime under Meles Zenawi, which made it possible to convert
the core state of the region into a ‘normal’ country broadly aligned with
Western donors, subject indeed to potentially worrying concerns over
the relationship between aid (of which it was a major recipient) and
defective levels of domestic democracy and human rights observance
that figured much more prominently than before, but not involving the
level of exceptionalism that humanitarianism in the Horn had previ-
ously aroused. The country in the region in which humanitarian issues
might most plausibly have been raised was Eritrea, which after indepen-
dence in 1993 rapidly degenerated into an intensely authoritarian state,
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in which however there was no effective source of leverage that exter-
nal powers could use: the regime maintained close and effective control
over the whole of its national territory and spurned any aid that might
expose it to external constraints.

The form in which humanitarian politics of a kind resurfaced in
the Horn was one that drew much more specifically than before on
Western security considerations and in which intervention was closely
geared to the establishment of a global order acceptable to powerful out-
side states, rather than to the welfare of individuals within the region
itself. Whether such intervention can be characterized as ‘humanitar-
ian’ at all, of course, is a questionable issue, but it aroused such similar
constructions of the relationships between the dominant states of the
international order and its peripheries, of a kind indeed that stretched
back to Tewodros and the mid-nineteenth century British interven-
tion in Ethiopia, that it is well worth considering in this context. The
most important trigger for renewed engagement was the ‘9/11’ Islamist
attacks in September 2001 on New York and Washington, half a world
away from the Horn itself but following events much closer to the
region, notably the US embassy bombings in Nairobi and Dar-es-Salaam
in August 1998 and the attack on the USS Cole in Aden harbour in Octo-
ber 2000. As well as drawing attention to the role of radicalized Islam,
these raised in acute form the ‘threat’ posed by ungoverned spaces to
the international order, as potential hiding and organizing places for
‘terrorists’ and hence as a legitimate concern for the ‘global war on ter-
ror’. This dictated that such spaces could no longer be left to their own
devices, but had to be brought within some structure of control.

Somalia, as the world’s most prominent ‘collapsed state’, bordering on
areas of strategic significance not only to eastern Africa but much more
sensitively to the Middle East, thus came to be reconstructed within the
new security framework. Nor was this difficult. As an entirely Muslim
society, Somalis drew heavily on Islam both at a broad moral and cul-
tural level and more specifically as a structure of law. With the collapse
of the state as an alternative provider of security and essential public
services, Islamic institutions inevitably came to fill the gap in important
respects: for education, for legal redress and also for the transmission of
remittances from the huge Somali diaspora on which Somalis remain-
ing within the national territory heavily relied. Inevitably, too, radical
Islamists fleeing especially from Afghanistan identified Somalia as an
area where they could be at least relatively safe, while Salafists origi-
nating largely from Saudi Arabia and seeking to institute a pure form
of Islam saw it as providing a target for proselytization, not least since
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much Somali Islam – over matters such as women’s dress, for instance –
had been extremely lax.

These developments came to a head in 2005–6, as the Sharia courts
which had dispensed justice, especially in Mogadishu, within the lim-
ited zones controlled by the particular clans and sub-clans to which
their judges belonged, started to group together within an umbrella
‘Union of Islamic Courts’ (UIC) that aspired to transcend clan bound-
aries and establish a structure of order within the city as a whole. The
movement proved extremely successful, as long-established roadblocks
were removed and people were able to move freely around the city for
the first time in many years. Almost inevitably, however, any structure
capable of exercising such powers both rested on, and came to attract the
attention of, specific interest groups within the wider Somali setting and
in turn defined the UIC in ways that aroused opposition, both domes-
tic and external. For one thing, the UIC came to be associated with
a particular sub-clan (or indeed sub-sub-clan) within the perennially
factionalized world of Somali clan politics and sought to escape from
this limitation by articulating wider Somali nationalist goals that threat-
ened regional order: in particular, it threatened the self-proclaimed but
unrecognized ‘Republic of Somaliland’, established in 1991 in the for-
mer British Somaliland, which had succeeded in establishing generally
effective and consensual government within its own territory;15 and
it revived historic claims on the Somali-inhabited areas of Ethiopia.
More dangerous still, from a global perspective, the UIC came under
the control of Salafist elements who for instance, in one of the more
bizarre expressions of religious purity, forbade Somalis from watching
the 2006 football World Cup on television, despite the fact that both
the Iranian and the Saudi national teams were playing in it. If Somalia
were to be reconstituted as an effective state, which external powers
ardently desired, it looked likely to be reconstituted as an Islamist and
expansionist one, which they equally did not.

In the short term, this possibility was prevented by an Ethiopian inva-
sion, a thoroughly non-humanitarian exercise in national realpolitik,
with tacit support from the US, in which the Ethiopian military
destroyed the Somali and Islamist forces opposed to them and proceeded
to occupy Mogadishu. The US, which had in the meantime estab-
lished a military base, Camp Lemonnier, in Djibouti, took advantage of
the opportunity to pursue fleeing Islamists into south-western Somalia.
In the longer term, the Islamist movement inevitably revived, under
the banner of an organization called al-Ittihad, and the Ethiopians were
replaced by an African Union force, which succeeded in maintaining
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enough control over Mogadishu to enable a token government, the
Transitional Federal Government (TFG) to maintain a nominal pres-
ence, with the help of Western aid, which did nothing to resolve the
underlying problems of Somali statehood. These were indeed exacer-
bated by the emergence of Somali-centred piracy as a threat to the major
global trading routes through the Indian Ocean and the Gulf of Aden,
Red Sea and Suez Canal. Funded and organized by businessmen in the
huge Somali diaspora, but employing seamen in the small ports espe-
cially in eastern Somalia, pirates operated from lightly armed speedboats
that served much the same function at sea as the ‘technicals’ had by
land, and captured ships and their crews that were released only by
paying large ransoms. They proved astonishingly resilient, in the face
of lumbering attempts by largely Western navies to control them, and
reinforced the status of the Horn as a source of global disorder that
the most powerful states in the international system were unable to
control.16

Conclusion: The problematic legacies of humanitarianism
in the Horn

The humanitarian agenda and the politics of aid within which it is set
embodies profound conceptions of global inequality, moral every bit
as much as military or economic. It conveys the sense of an ordered
international system, conceived and organized by the dominant states
within that system and dispensed originally within the framework of
straightforward imperialism, but in modern times by the articulation
of global norms that subordinate states and other actors are obliged to
respect and that dominant states are correspondingly both empowered
and obliged to promote. Though the sense of moral obligation is most
strongly conveyed by humanitarian responses to disaster such as Band
Aid and famine relief more generally, and the empowerment of leading
actors is most convincingly demonstrated by military activities ranging
from the British expedition against emperor Tewodros in the 1860s to
Operation Restore Hope in the 2000s, they may best be seen as comple-
mentary aspects of a much wider project: the creation of a global order,
guided fundamentally by the values of the successful Western states,
which seeks to establish a stable framework of governance conducive to
peace and human welfare. The promotion of liberal democracy and the
protection of human rights, neither of them particularly salient in the
Horn of Africa (and therefore not considered here), are further elements
in the same agenda.17
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Given the premise of inequality on which the whole project rests, and
the very evident disparities in almost every respect between those who
have devised it and those on whom it has been imposed, it is easy to
assume that we are indeed seeing the creation of such a global order
in the image of the West – an assumption that readily ties in with a
conception of human history in terms of ‘progress’ that itself resonates
very firmly in Western thought, not least indeed in Marxism. The expe-
rience of the Horn, nonetheless, gives us at the very least some reason
to pause. Here is one of the poorest regions in the entire planet, replete
with all the problems that the humanitarian agenda has been expected
to resolve, and which might have been expected likewise to display the
crudest power disparities between the intervening forces on the one
hand – whether in the shape of relief agencies bringing in desperately
needed food, or of the US military creating the conditions of order in
which this food could be made available to the starving – and the suf-
fering victims on the other. Suffering victims there were indeed aplenty,
and millions of human lives have been lost in the Horn over the last
40 years, as a result not only of famine, but of the political conflicts
which helped to intensify it. Yet between these victims and the external
agencies which sought to assist them – the great majority with entirely
genuine charitable impulses which it would be quite wrong to dispar-
age – lay an intermediary group of political entrepreneurs who came
to exercise a remarkable level of leverage over the entire ‘humanitar-
ian’ enterprise and in the process shape it to their own agendas. Again,
these should not be crudely pigeonholed as the ‘bad guys’, operating
to thwart the admirable aspirations of the ‘good guys’ drawn from the
charitable West. Some of them – notably both the Ethiopian central gov-
ernment in the mid-1980s and the insurgencies in Eritrea and Tigray
against which it was fighting – had clearly articulated (though opposed)
political agendas geared to their own conceptions of what their territo-
ries should become, into which the activities of external relief agencies
were readily incorporated. Others – notably the ‘warlords’, as they came
to be called, in Somalia in the 1990s – were operating within the param-
eters of Somali clan politics, in a way that was incomprehensible and
indeed evil to external actors guided by other motivations, but which
constituted an enduring frame of reference not only to the ‘warlords’,
but to virtually the whole of the very distinctive society within which
they lived. Essentially, we are looking at the juxtaposition of alternative
mentalities, driven in part by culture and ideology, in part by con-
siderations of survival and self-interest, that were brought into sharp
contrast by the exigencies of humanitarian relief. And in this clash of
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culture and interest, the indigenous political entrepreneurs enjoyed a
very considerable level of leverage.

In terms of the broader themes explored in this volume, the expe-
rience of the Horn is in some degree distinctive. On the one hand,
it provides some of the most extreme examples, anywhere in Africa,
of the international politics of victimhood. The terms in which the
moral obligation to aid Ethiopian victims of famine was articulated,
for example, resonate with the motto of the anti-slavery movement
on the other side of the continent, ‘Am I not a Man and a Brother?’.
On the other, it likewise exemplifies, to a striking degree, the under-
lying failings of the entire humanitarian project. Critical here is that
this is the region of Africa that, more than any other, escaped or
evaded the imposition of not only the structures but the ideologies
of governance associated with colonial rule. Ethiopian conceptions of
statehood, skilfully adapted though they were to the need to operate
within the modern international system, remained at heart indigenous;
and though the Somali territories came for the most part under for-
mal colonial rule, the depth and intensity of Somali culture, allied
to the unproductive and sparsely inhabited terrain, meant that the
imprint of colonialism was relatively light. This is why the region came
to be seen as ‘problematic’, from the viewpoint not only of dom-
inant Western powers, but also of postcolonial African states, most
of which enthusiastically adopted European conceptions of statehood
as the means through which to manage their own relations with
the international system. In the process, it came to be seen as –
and remains – a ‘challenge’ to those conceptions of statehood and
the normative ideals of universal humanitarian obligation associated
with them.
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6
The Democratic Republic of Congo:
The Land of Humanitarian
Interventions
Claude Kabemba

Introduction

This chapter revisits the different humanitarian interventions since the
Berlin Conference of 1885. Throughout the past century, the Congo
has continually been the subject of ‘humanitarian’ intervention by var-
ious Western powers. First, Leopold II of Belgium intervened to end the
slave trade; then the Belgian government intervened to end Leopold’s
atrocities; then the UN intervened to promote a certain kind of ‘self-
determination’; and finally the UN intervened again to end a civil war.
In all of these cases, the fundamental reality behind the interventions
was always an economic one. Control of the Congo’s mineral and nat-
ural resource wealth has been the primary role of intervention. Because
humanitarianism has always been the mask for economic interven-
tion, true humanitarian efforts in the country are continually fruitless.
INGOs, governments and local people have vastly different priorities in
the provision of humanitarian assistance and the conflicting goals lead
to stagnation, corruption and ineffectiveness of intervention.

This chapter argues that what has driven all engagements in the
Congo – now DRC – has been directed by an imperial/colonial mind-
set that sees the Congolese as backwards and ‘other’ and therefore as
inferior and needing intervention. The chapter draws on the theories of
Jean-Paul Sartre, Aimé Césaire and other theorists of empire to support
this idea. While true humanitarian intervention is required in the DRC,
what has long been called humanitarian intervention by Western pow-
ers and the UN has been anything but humanitarian, with economic
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concerns predominating and imperial superiority undermining any real
efforts to provide relief and assistance.

Humanitarianism under King Leopold II and the Belgian
government

King Leopold II of Belgium set the stage for the West humanitar-
ian interventions in Africa in general and the Democratic Republic of
Congo (DRC) in particular. Pre-empting potential confrontations over
the territory of the Congo, the King of Belgium, in 1876, summoned a
conference in Brussels to which he invited representatives from Europe
and America to launch the International African Association (IAA). He
used this platform to put his diplomacy in motion for the control of the
Congo for humanitarian reasons. He set himself above those who had
pretensions to the Congo’s resources. He convinced the other powers –
Britain, France, Germany, Portugal and the US – to give him control
of the vast DRC territory using humanitarian concerns for the natives
who had been displaced and decimated by slavery. His intervention,
he argued, was to go and end the ‘savage’ and ‘barbarous’ rule in the
colonies.1

Leopold presented himself before the other countries as a man not
interested in profit but in serving others. The king convincingly used
the notion of a failed state which needed to be rebuilt to justify his argu-
ment for humanitarian intervention. He went further in his argument
in an effort to convince the other powers that his intention was to open
‘civilisation to the only area of the globe to which it has not yet pene-
trated, to pierce the gloom which hangs over entire races, constitute a
crusade worthy of this century of progress’.2

Belgium was too small to pose a threat to the interests of big and
powerful nations. The other powers saw in Leopold II a compromise, to
avoid going to war over the Congo, which at the time was known to
possess important strategic resources. The European powers decided to
give the king the authority to oversee the Congo on behalf of all powers.
The conference defined the trade rules. From this time, the Congo Free
State was looked upon as free for exploitation by the capitalist world.3

From this time forth, the DRC has not known peace and has received
international humanitarian actions more than any other country on the
African continent.

In most African countries, imperialism and colonialism were embed-
ded into the notion of humanitarianism. As Michael Doyle puts it,
‘Empire is a relationship, formal or informal, in which one state controls
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the effective political sovereignty of another political society.’4 This con-
trol can be achieved by force, by political collaboration, by economic,
social, or cultural dependence. The King of Belgium’s humanitarian
intervention turned out to be simply domination and subjugation of
the Congolese people. Humanitarian intervention became the politics
of power of Western civilizations over non-Western civilizations, which
occurred through the discourse and dynamics of economic domination,
deemed necessary not only for the colonizer, but also and especially for
the colonized. The imperialist humanitarian is well elaborated by D. K.
Fieldhouse when he suggests that ‘the basis of imperial authority was
the mental attitude of the colonist; his acceptance of subordination,
whether through a positive sense of common interest with the parent
state, or through inability to conceive of any alternative’.5

It was this social relationship that made the king’s ‘humanitarian’
intervention in 1885 and the Belgians’ in 1908 durable. Instead of
taking the Congolese out of slavery, the Belgians reinforced the con-
cept of ‘others’ or the idea of ‘otherness’ in the DRC. Leopold II and
the Belgians’ humanitarian intervention in the Congo was based on
identification of the Congolese as inferior and savage who needed
to be educated and civilized. In this system the humanists monop-
olized power to psychologically and physically enforce the identity
of the ‘other’. In this form of humanitarianism, as Sartre explains,
‘other human beings (Congolese) are perceived as objects, as tools
or as obstacles and because “I am not them, I only know them as
object”’.6 This attribute was so entrenched that colonized people became
unable to define themselves. To ensure the sustainability of the project
there was the need for a constant circulation and recirculation of
Europeans, which allowed decent men and women (Europeans) to
accept the notion that distant territories and their native people should
be subjugated.

Despite the rhetoric in Europe, there was nothing humanitarian in the
Belgian intervention. Instead of improving the organizational capacity
of the Congolese, Leopold’s ‘humanitarian’ intervention was trans-
formed into forced labour and criminalized Congolese socio-economic
and political structures. Captain Vallier wrote in 1900 from the depths
of the Congo rainforest ‘We find here nothing but anarchy and ill-will,
in other words, a society in its infancy, without any organisation, a scat-
tering of humanity, who escape from contact with us and paralyse our
most generous efforts with inertia.’7 Leopold presented the pre-colonial
history of the Congolese as backward and uncivilized, operating with-
out any agreed system and values and freely trading their neighbours
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as slaves. It is this representation which necessitated a humanitarian
intervention.

In the 1890s, periodic reports of abuses from the Congo started to
be received through the international press, particularly in Britain and
America, where a strong movement to overthrow Leopold’s rule was
undertaken. In the Belgian parliament voices began to be raised in
protest against their king. These Belgian voices were raised not so much
against the abuses as against the selfishness of the king. Finally, the
British government asked the powers which signed the Berlin Act of
1885 to work out a solution to the Congo question. The solution seemed
to be to remove power from Leopold and transfer it to the elected
government of Belgium.

When the Belgian government took over from Leopold in 1908, the
Congo became once again forgotten until the Second World War, when
it played a modest (although very important) role with its copper, dia-
monds, rubber, cotton and its uranium which were of great strategic
value to the Allied forces.8 During that time, Belgian colonialism was
unparalleled in the continent in its control and penetration of African
society, organized by the trinity of bureaucracy, capital and church.9 The
breadth and depth of the Belgian colonial penetration in the Congo was
probably second to none in sub-Saharan Africa. One historian labelled
the colonial state in Congo ‘totalitarian’.10 Although this designation
might be debated, there can be little doubt that the entire humanitar-
ian intervention was extractive, oppressive and authoritarian. Like all
imperialists, the Belgians justified colonialism on cultural, religious and
economic grounds. They argued that colonialism was a solution to the
problems of underdeveloped people. As such they equated colonialism
to humanitarianism.

Post-independence humanitarian interventions

In 1960 just few months after its independence, Congo degenerated
into political instability. The period of global institutions had begun
in the wake of the decline of global empires and the United Nations
was created to deal with global issues, especially conflict. The newly
independent Congo was one of the first to experience the UN’s human-
itarian interventions. While the conflict on the surface seemed to be a
conflict among the Congolese, underneath it was a conflict within the
Western bloc and between the Western bloc and the Eastern bloc for the
control of the Congo and its abundant mineral resources. The Belgian
decision to give independence to the Congolese before they had the
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necessary preliminary managerial skill was strategic. By granting inde-
pendence, the Belgians hoped to create a pseudo-independent state,
or what Ghana’s president, Kwame Nkrumah (1961) called ‘clientele-
sovereignty’, a practice of granting a sort of independence, with the
concealed intention of making the liberated country a client-state
and controlling it effectively by means other than political ones. For
Belgium, Congolese independence was supposed to be a transfer of par-
tial political power to a group of local bourgeoisie who could be trusted
to preserve and extend some of the colonial relationships of domi-
nation and exploitation. Independence, in reality, was about creating
neo-colonial relationships which, if closely analysed, simply meant a
continuation of pre-colonial control. Thomas Pakenham, speaking of
the state within which Belgium left its colonies – Rwanda, Burundi and
the Congo – says: ‘Belgium scuttled out leaving these countries ready for
civil war.’11

Although the Belgians gave the colony an ostensibly democratic con-
stitution which was a copy of the Belgian constitution, it did not prepare
the Congolese to run the state. After losing direct political control,
the Belgians were hoping to control the Congo economically. Post-
independence Congolese foreign policy (under the leadership of Patrice
Lumumba) became a product of the fear of continued exploitation of
its resources and political control by Belgium. Not only had Lumumba
been physically eliminated, his life and work were not to become a
source of inspiration for the people of Congo and Africa. His vision of
creating a unified nation-state and an economy serving the needs of
the people were to be wiped out. The killing of Lumumba was a clear
expression that the entire Western essence in the DRC had nothing
humanitarian in it.

The nationalist movements of the early 1960s, which called for
national unity and economic independence, were a threat to Western
interests. Three strategies were used to weaken the nationalist move-
ments: assassination of national leaders, disinformation against national
leaders, and ethnic divisions. The capitalist bloc, though united in its
willingness to see the Congo stay under its control, was also divided
regarding access to resources. There were competing interests over
the control of Katanga’s mineral resources. The US was in competi-
tion with Belgium, France and Britain. They competed fiercely for the
control of Congolese minerals in the early years of the country’s inde-
pendence. This competition sustained and prolonged the Congolese
conflict. It was clear from the start that the independence granted by
Belgium was political and not economic. In fact, Mario Cardoso, the
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Congo’s representative at the UN put it very clearly, saying ‘Western
capitalism (had) provoked Katanga’s secession . . . It is not the Congolese
that are divided, it is the world that is divided. Therefore, leave the
Congo alone.’12

Western competition in the new state was mostly over the con-
trol of Katanga’s minerals. During colonization, Congo’s resources were
exploited for many decades by British and Belgian capital. Before 1967,
14.47 per cent of the share capital of the Belgian company Union Minière
du Katanga (UMK) belonged to the British Tanganyika Concessions.13

The diamond industry was the monopoly of De Beers Consolidated
Mines. But since the 1940s, the US also wanted to penetrate and
control some part of the Katanga mining sector. Decolonization and self-
determination, although regularly associated with humanitarianism in
the 1990s interventions, was not a humanitarian act in the 1960s; it was
intended to create space for American businesses. After independence,
the progressive Congolese leaders had a double challenge; to control the
imperialists on one hand and to deal with stooges in their own ranks on
the other. These stooges included Tshombe, Kasavubu and Mobutu. All
three worked for the Western powers to undermine the Lumumba pro-
gramme. In fact Mobutu’s dictatorship was erected on the heritage of
colonial conquest and the exigencies of the Cold War, which portrayed
Mobutu as an anti-communist leader and friend of the West. This aggres-
sive move by the US pushed Belgium and Britain to put in place some
defensive mechanisms.

It is important to understand that the Belgian military intervention
was not part of the UN operation which was already in the country since
14 July 1960. The UN was not in favour of Belgian troops in Katanga,
but the UN Secretary General, Dag Hammarskjold, was killed in a mys-
terious plane crash on his way to meet Tshombe in Ndola, Zambia. The
objective of the meeting was to try and persuade Tshombe of the need to
have UN troops stationed in Katanga in place of the Belgians. Tshombe’s
agreement to Hammarskjold’s proposal would have been tantamount
to siding with the US against Belgian and Britain interests in Katanga.
When Western powers were acting against each other, the Congolese
elite did not understand the strategic battle that these powers were
engaged in. The divisions among the Western powers also played them-
selves out in the UN Security Council. On 14 July 1960 the US voted for
a resolution calling for the withdrawal of Belgian troops from Congo.
France voted against and Britain abstained. When in November 1961 the
African and Asian representatives to the Security Council (United Arab
Republic, Liberia and Ceylon) tabled a resolution calling for the removal
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of the chief cause of the Congolese crisis (the colonial powers’ military
intervention in Katanga) Britain, Belgium and France opposed it. How-
ever, with US diplomatic manoeuvring, the resolution was adopted after
amendments, with both France and Britain abstaining. It is clear that
the struggle within the Western bloc, linked to control and extraction
of minerals in Katanga, was the main factor that divided Congolese post-
independence leaders in the conflict which was at the time attributed to
lack of political maturity of the Congolese.

In 1961, the US, under President John F. Kennedy, was now backing
the government of Adoula in Kinshasa, a government that it helped to
win the election. Adoula won in a contest that, according to Gleijeses,
could easily have been won by a Lumumbist if elections had been free
and fair.14 The Adoula government was the first imposition of a govern-
ment over the Congolese people by the US. The imposition was resisted
by two groups from vastly different backgrounds. The first was Moise
Tshombe, who had the support of Belgium. The US pushed for rec-
onciliation between Adoula and Tshombe but the latter rejected this
move. Belgium, Britain and France were not in favour of Katanga being
under the central government, now controlled by a pro-US leader-
ship. As Walter Lippmann puts it, ‘Behind Adoula the main power was
the United States government. Behind Tshombe the main power con-
sisted of large private interests of Great Britain and Belgium.’15 Things
only changed in December 1962 when President Kennedy approved the
use of the UN force to put down the Katanga rebellion. The Anglo-
Belgium coalition compromised under UN pressure. By late January
1963, the rebellion in Katanga had been crushed and the province had
been reintegrated into US controlled Congo-Kinshasa. The UN was used
by the US not for humanitarian purposes but to advance neo-colonialist
ambitions. The fact that the UN refused to give support to a legitimate
government (of Lumumba) meant that, instead of being a humanitarian
mission, it became an added cause of the crisis.

The UN troops left Congo on 30 June 1964. Immediately fierce fight-
ing between Simba guerrillas and government troops broke in the
east of the country. After the victory in Katanga, the US also dealt
with the rebellion in the Kivu province. In the meantime, there was
change of government in the US following the assassination of President
Kennedy. Lyndon Johnson became the president. Like his predeces-
sors, Johnson viewed Congo-Kinshasa as strategic and was determined
to crush the Simba rebellion. But his administration was confronted
with two problems: first, the unpopularity of the Adoula government
in Kinshasa; and second, the US army was stretched with the war in
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Vietnam and could not send troops to the Congo. Two things hap-
pened. First, Tshombe came back from exile in Spain and replaced
Adoula; second, the US asked the European powers and South Africa
for military support in the Congo. The US promised to provide hard-
ware and CIA instructors. The ground offensive against the Simba was
done mostly by mercenaries brought in from South Africa and the air
attacks by Belgian pilots. By 24 November 1964 the mercenaries had
recaptured all the towns in Kivu Province. The US victory in Congo-
Kinshasa was sealed when Joseph Mobutu staged a coup in 1965 with
the backing of the CIA. With this victory, the American monopolies
were able to share in the profit of the Union Minière, which continued to
exploit Katanga up to January 1967 when Mubutu nationalized compa-
nies and Union Minière became Société générale Congolaise des Minerais
(GECOMIN). In this new company, 40 per cent of the share capital
continued to belong to Belgian, British and US companies.

The post independence instability was caused more by Western posi-
tioning to control Congo’s minerals than by ethnic conflict. Had it not
been for the imperialist contradictions, the problem of Katanga would
not have arisen and even if it had, it would not have been so acute
and would not have undermined the life of the young state the way it
did. Progressive forces in the Congo might have resolved the conflict
quicker if there had been no foreign interests fuelling the conflict under
the pretext of humanitarian intervention.

Once in power, Mobutu declared war against communism and became
the darling of the West. Mobutu presided over the DRC during the
time of the Cold War. Throughout the Cold War period the US and
its allies (especially France and Belgium) were quick to shore up the
central government’s political control whenever that became necessary.
In March 1977 France and Morocco intervened to save Mobutu’s regime
from secessionists in the Shaba (Katanga) province. A year later France
and Belgium intervened after armed groups seized the major mining
town of Kolwezi in Shaba province. Clearly, Mobutu was dependent on
the support he received from outside. Mobutu played the communist
card, citing Zaire’s strategic importance to justify the need for Western
humanitarian military interventions. In an effort to justify their support
to a regime that was suppressing the rights of its own people, Richard
Moose (the US assistant secretary of state for African affairs) argued:

We are not simply trying to maintain a static situation [into] main-
taining an individual in power. We are trying to support, to help,
to reform, to strengthen an economy that is very important in the
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functioning of the western industrial system, a large economy with
large resources which we would like to stay within the western
economic system and in friendly political relationship to us.16

The 1998 Congo war and United Nations humanitarian
interventions

In 1996 the DRC was invaded by its neighbours – Rwanda and Uganda –
in an effort to eliminate members of the Rwandan armed forces who
fled the country after committing genocide in Rwanda in the face
of an advancing Tutsi rebel movement led by the current President
Paul Kagame. The international community, on humanitarian grounds,
forced President Mobutu to allow passage of Rwanda Hutu refugees,
some with arms, to enter the DRC.

The invasion later turned into a revolutionary movement led by
Laurent Kabila to overthrow President Mobutu. One year after the
overthrow of Mobutu, the conflict started again between Rwanda,
Uganda and the new Congolese government they helped to put in
place. SADC countries – Angola, Namibia and Zimbabwe – sent in
troops in support of the DRC government. The war was termed ‘Africa’s
Great War’. The 1996 and 1998 wars have displaced and killed mil-
lions of Congolese, especially in the east of the country. The war has
also attracted multiple forms of humanitarian interventions in the
DRC to reflect the evolution of humanitarian assistance. Humanitar-
ian assistance has expanded to include categories of victims produced
by political crises.17 These crises include interstate conflicts with gross
human rights violations resulting in huge numbers of refugees and the
displacement of people within the state. According to a survey con-
ducted by the International Rescue Committee (IRC), between August
1998 (when the second Congo war began) and January 2008, an esti-
mated 5.4 million died of the war-related causes, including hunger and
disease. Approximately half of the dead were children under the age of
five. On average 45,000 people die each month in the Congo because of
the crisis.

The United National Security Council sent troops to keep peace in the
DRC soon after the Lusaka peace accord was signed in 1999. One ele-
ment of the peace accord was that a peacekeeping force under Chapter 7
of the UN Charter be established to ensure implementation of the agree-
ment. UN troops were increased incrementally to reach the number of
20,000 today. MONUC has played a critical role throughout the years
but it has not succeeded in ending conflict.
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The humanitarian intervention in the DRC has brought to the
fore controversies and disputes that exist on the definition of
humanitarianism (humanitarian intervention). MONUC has been a
source of security for the population in the eastern provinces and an
instrument that supports operational capacity of the Congolese armed
forces (FARDC). It has also played a role of providing information to the
international community on the humanitarian and security conditions
in these provinces.18 Keeping the transition on track has required a con-
tinuous reinforcement of the UN mission military presence throughout
the country, mainly in the east. At critical times, MONUC has received
back-up by the EU (ARTEMIS and EUFOR RDC). The massive presence
of MONUC remains fundamental considering that the DRC government
has no control on the entire territory. The 20,000-strong UN Mission in
the DRC has been credited with a range of achievements that include:
restoring peace to more than two-thirds of the country, following a con-
flict that erupted in 1997, involving seven regional armies and cost over
five million lives; helping to conduct the first democratic elections in
40 years in 2006–7; and overseeing the return of more than one million
refugees and internally displaced persons in 2009.19

Verwey describes the term ‘humanitarian’ as one of the most con-
tested, legally controversial and obscure concepts in international law.20

The MONUC intervention was morally required, where the use of force
is intended to stop the slaughter of human beings. This intervention
was justifiable for the purpose of using force to protect the people in
the DRC. MONUC entered the DRC under the Responsibility to Protect.
The International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty
(ICISS) argues that humanitarian intervention is associated with jus-
tifiable means of using force for the purpose of protecting the people
within another state.21 However, Lemarchand poses an important ques-
tion: ‘when considering the magnitude of the humanitarian crisis in
eastern Congo, one must ask why MONUC has failed so egregiously in
protecting human lives?’22 Despite the positive aspect of the presence of
MONUC – blocking the advance of rebels on key towns, transportation
and protection of humanitarian NGOs and their protection, it has failed
to protect human life. The case of Kiwanja in the east DRC where 150
people were killed by the CNDP between 4 and 5 November 2008 with
a 120-member UN peacekeeping force only half a mile away illustrates
the shameful performance of the MONUC. The east of the DRC has seen
many such cases and MONUC has failed to stop them.

The current UN peace keeping force and humanitarian intervention,
like the one that intervened to quell the civil war in the 1960s, seems
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to be manipulated by great powers. Military intervention as a human-
itarian action can only succeed when there is consensus on the goals
and on how to end the war by key international powers. When the
UN Security Council authorized the deployment of UN troops, there
was no consensus between the US, UK and France on the cause of the
war and how it should be resolved. For the US and Britain, Rwanda
was in the DRC for its own security. The US and Britain had tacitly
accepted the presence of Rwandan and Ugandan troops on the DRC
soil as legitimate. But for the French, Rwanda and Uganda invaded DRC
territory. The lack of consensus made it difficult for the humanitarian
intervention to respond effectively. For this reason President Laurent
Kabila refused to allow the deployment of UN peacekeeping force.
Kabila was concerned that the West were plotting to force him out of
power. As Congresswoman Cynthia McKinney puts it, ‘The Lusaka Peace
Accord was not a good thing for the government; Kabila was forced to
accede by implicit and explicit threats of even greater assistance to the
rebels and an endless war.’23 Kabila refusal to allow the UN to deploy
a peacekeeping forces was in tune with the long-standing conventional
wisdom surrounding norms of state sovereignty and the corollary prin-
ciple of non-intervention, which have been the fundamental norms of
international relations, recognized in customary international law for
centuries and reaffirmed in the UN Charter. But he was too small to go
against the wish of powerful states.

Kabila’s distrust of the UN reflected the fact that, for many Congolese,
MONUC – and particularly the idea of deploying armed troops – was
reviving memories of the UN blue helmet army force that was involved
in Congo’s civil war during 1960–4.24 The humanitarian intervention
could not possibly work because of the contradiction between Western
powers on how to handle the conflict. The situation took a new dynamic
when the reading of the causes of the war changed with UN resolution
1341, drafted by the French. Resolution 1341 for the first time con-
demned Rwanda’s and Uganda’s invasion of the DRC. It stipulated that
the invasion was ‘as akin to the 1991 Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait’.25 More
dramatically, the resolution recognized Laurent Kabila as the legitimate
national leader of his country. Unfortunately there were no mechanisms
to enforce the resolution – MONUC at the time had a much reduced
force on the ground.26 Other events such as the war between Rwandan
and Ugandan troops in Kisangani for the control of the gold trade
and the UN Expert Panels’ report on the illegal exploitation of Natu-
ral Resources, which named and shamed all those who were involved
in ‘conflict trade’ especially Rwanda and Uganda, were the catalyst
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factors that forced the two countries to consider a tactical withdrawal
of the troops but remaining in the DRC through proxies. According to
Lemarchand, a more useful perspective is to underscore the continuing
role of Rwanda as the central actor in any attempt to bring peace (or
war) to the region.27 Because of the UK’s and US’s protective position on
Rwanda, the intervention of the UN to try to unearth the atrocities in
eastern Congo has not made significant headway.28

It is clear that Rwanda has been in the Congo as part of a long-term
strategic plan to control the mineral resources. It is not surprising that
‘despite claiming a death toll far greater than that of Dafur, the crisis in
eastern Congo receives only a fraction of the media attention devoted
to the conflict in Western Sudan’.29 Equally the UN peace mission has
not been seriously engaged, as part of its humanitarian response to
crisis in the DRC, in trying to curtail access to resources revenues for
potential ‘peace spoilers’. As Phillipe Le Billon puts it ‘during the peace-
building phase, mission staff should seek to address broader linkages
between resource extraction and conflict; where needed, this assistance
should include deployment of peacekeeping forces in resource produc-
tion areas and transportation hubs to help control exploitation and
address resource-related conflicts’.30

This is what happened in Sierra Leone. The UN mission (UNAMSIL)
actively engaged in diamond-sector regulation. From 2003 onward,
UNAMSIL conducted aerial surveys and foot patrols and targeted
conflict-settlement interventions in the diamond sector. The UN mis-
sion intervention in resource sector seems to be limited to sharing
information collected on illegal logging with UN agencies, NGOs and
government structures. Rwanda has also used the inability of the
Congolese state to project its power across and continues to maintain its
presence through proxies M23/CNDP. But the war in the DRC is com-
plex, characterized by the presence of many regional and local actors
including militia, paramilitary and warlords with links to outside actors,
which illustrate the globalization of the conflict and which makes it dif-
ficult to manage. This is why securing and maintaining peace in the
DRC will require a more complex approach that broadens the solution
to include regional players and dynamics. By adopting this approach
the humanitarian intervention will also have to include effort to address
trade-offs inherent in the regional war economy.

Humanitarian interventions in the DRC have also included the
assistance provided by international non-governmental organizations
(INGOs). In 1998 the UN General Assembly adopted Resolution
43/131 which acknowledged the rights of citizens to international
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humanitarian assistance and the role of NGOs in humanitarian cri-
sis.31 This entails the provision of aid by foreign donors. Described as
helping to shine light on the world’s trouble spot, celebrity activism
has been part of the DRC humanitarianism. The humanitarian sector
has been privatized through media celebrities in the DRC. Celebrities
like Jessica Lange, Angelina Jolie and Ben Affleck have all worked with
international humanitarian organizations such as UNHCR and Save the
Children. They have all called for action to end suffering in the DRC,
but the war continues. The biggest concern has been the ineffective-
ness of MONUC to be the catalyst for peace in the DRC. Some have
blamed its internal weaknesses to explain its effectiveness. Concerns
about the mission’s ineffectiveness in establishing security in eastern
Congo have been compounded by allegations of its involvement in
plundering resources, running guns in exchange for minerals or ivory,
and sexual exploitation and abuse.

MONUC has also been accused of creating opportunities for power-
ful Western nations to advance their parochial interests in the DRC.
Some fear that peacebuilding in the DRC is being used as a ‘Trojan
horse’ to advance rapid neo-liberal political and economic transforma-
tion of the country in line with the interests of the World Bank. There
are also the huge salaries and adventurous lifestyle and special privi-
leges of international humanitarian workers which almost take a huge
size of the humanitarian budget in the presence of massive poverty in
the DRC. Most of the time the provision of education and health to the
Congolese has been so rudimentary as to undermine the entire human-
itarian intervention. Widespread frustration at the mission’s continued
presence led President Joseph Kabila to request MONUC’s withdrawal
from the DRC by June 2010. The UN Security Council visited the DRC
in May 2010 and has since agreed that MONUC be converted into the
UN Organisation Stabilisation Mission in the DRC (MONUSCO), man-
dated to remain in the country until 2011. In 2010, before the second
general elections, the Congolese government called for MONUC mis-
sion to end. In the same year the mandate of MONUC was changed and
its name changed to MONUSCO. Thierry Viroulon argues that MONUC
has been contaminated by the corruption and impunity inherent in its
environment.32

Corruption has also affected INGOs. In the eastern region of DRC,
the UN Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) with
a budget of approximately US$800 million coordinates 126 organiza-
tions, including 10 UN agencies and 50 international NGOs. OCHA also
works with Congolese governmental officials and donors. Food aid has
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also been siphoned off the massive ‘humanitarian’ mission in eastern
Congo and being sold in markets.33 The criminal aspects of the humani-
tarian enterprise are well established.34 There have been situations where
the people of the DRC have shown their disapproval of MONUC due
to unchallenged warlords and impunity for war crimes and massive
suffering.

One the biggest paradoxes of the humanitarian interventions in the
DRC has been that the structural factors that maintain the on-going
instability have never been challenged: from the late nineteenth cen-
tury to the present that has been the occupation of the DRC by a
foreign power – either Belgium, the US by proxy, or Rwanda. Equally,
the Western media has consistently covered up the Rwanda occupa-
tion in Congo over the past decade, refusing to accept that most of
the rebellions identified as Congolese, such the National Congress for
the Defense of the People (CNDP) led by Nkundabatware, have been
organized and maintained by Rwanda, and have contributed to a reduc-
tion of the value of international humanitarian actions. Most of what
is being provided through humanitarian interventions is quickly being
destroyed and looted by these rebel groups. The West cannot, on one
hand, protect the cause of the humanitarian catastrophe – Rwanda and
its proxies – in the east of the DRC, and at the same time provide human-
itarian support to the population affected by that catastrophe. At the
peak of the conflict Rwanda and Uganda were recipients of foreign aid
which has contributed to humanitarian tragedy in the DRC.

Despite a clear indication by the UN report of these two coun-
tries being involved in atrocities in the DRC, ‘their creditworthiness
also improved during the same period, which allowed them to obtain
debt relief’ from Western governments and international institutions.35

Uganda’s debt service fell from approximately US$88.6 million in 1999
to US$47.1 million in 2000 following a substantial debt write-off earlier
in the year, while Rwanda paid approximately US$ 30.4 million in debt
service in 2000, falling to US$ 14.8 million in 2001.36 The two countries
have used the surplus to finance the war in the DRC. Only Sweden and
the Netherlands suspended aid to Rwanda after the UN report.37 Rwanda
instead has blamed the UN for failing to disarm the Hutu militias.

The problem of aid cancellation for these two countries is that they
are able to increase their financial investment to maintain their mili-
tary presence in the DRC. Donors have refused to admit responsibility
of their contradictory behaviour in the DRC. This despite the fact that
MONUC staff regularly informed the British Ambassador in Kigali of
such facts and the report of the panel of experts had formally made
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the point in a report published in July 2005.38 In April 2012, Human
Rights Watch and the United Nations Organisation Stabilization Mis-
sion in the DRC (MONUSCO) accused Rwanda of supplying M23 (or
CNDP) with soldiers and arms. Since 1996, the Rwandan government
has acted as a major destabilizing force in the east of the Congo
undermining international efforts to bring peace. During the CNDP of
Nkundabatware rebellion (2008), it was known that he (Nkuda) main-
tained direct personal communications with the high office in Rwanda.
The Rwanda Defense Forces (RDF) dispatched military personnel into
Congo, recruited and armed child soldiers and were involved in miner-
als plunder, racketeering, extortion and war crime.39 The same is being
said about Bosco Tanganda, the leader of M23, which started a new war
in 2012.

Conclusion

The humanitarian assistance provided by the international community
to resolve the Congolese crisis has been inadequate when considered
alongside the scale of human suffering and when compared with the
efforts made to address humanitarian crises in other regions of the
world, with the exception of Somalia. The magnitude of the Congolese
crisis warrants a much stronger and better coordinated response among
agencies, donors and international leaders than has so far been the case.
Despite the presence of a peacekeeping force, many Congolese in the
east of the DRC are hovering on the brink between life and death.
MONUC and MONUSCO have not played their role adequately. They
have been hesitant to provide accurate and timely information, espe-
cially when this information implicates Rwanda and they have not been
capable of protecting Congolese lives when it mattered. A major reason
for the relatively humanitarian outcome in the DRC is that those who
dictate these interventions have left the cause of the crisis unchallenged.

The argument that is advanced in this chapter suggests that insofar
as the humanitarian impulse is animated by economic factors, it might
remain relatively weak in the DRC, by comparison with other countries.
The humanitarian intervention will have to include, if lasting impact is
to be made, the political economy of resources extraction beyond the
ad hoc intervention of the panel of experts on illegal exploitation of
resources in the DRC. In other words, true attempts at state building, real
investment in human resources and an end to the exploitation of the
DRC’s resources by internal and especially external powers. This would
require replacing economic imperialism and geopolitical concerns with
true humanitarian priorities.
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Humanitarian interventions in the DRC from colonial interventions
and the two UN military interventions of 1961 and 1998 have not
been used to build a functional state that can take care of its citizens.
Instead, they have been used to maintain a status quo with regard to eco-
nomic balances of power, or access to natural resources. Time and again,
humanitarian claims have been made to intervene in the Congo region.
Military and civilian aid has been promoted, but what has emerged has
continually been the destabilization of indigenous structures in favour
of Western economic interest. Just as Roger Casement’s call for inter-
vention led to handover of Leopold’s Congo to the Belgian government,
which continued to exploit rather than develop, the recent UN interven-
tions have looked the other way at Rwandan and Ugandan incursions,
instead plastering over the problems with humanitarian aid.
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7
Humanitarian Aspects of
Interventions by the United
Nations in Southern Africa
Christopher Saunders

Introduction

The countries of Southern Africa (to be defined below as the southern
half of the African continent) have witnessed numerous external inter-
ventions of different kinds.1 Above all there have been imperialist
interventions, as a result of which the entire region was subjected to one
or other form of colonialism by the early twentieth century. The armies
of colonial powers conquered and dispossessed the indigenous people,
then helped enforce colonial rule, in often highly brutal ways, which in
places took the form of genocide. In the last quarter of the twentieth
century, the entire region saw the yoke of colonial rule lifted, but as that
yoke was lifted new forms of external intervention took place. Some of
these were military. A Cuban force came to the aid of the Popular Move-
ment for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) in 1975 and, mainly because
of a series of South African military interventions in Southern Angola
that force only began withdrawing in 1989. Partially in response to
the Cuban intervention, within the Cold War context, the US supplied
stinger surface-to-air missiles to the Angolan rebel movement for the
Total Independence of Angola (UNITA) from 1986. From 1989, however,
as the Cold War rapidly moved towards its end, the main interventions
from outside the region involving troops on the ground have not been
by any particular country or countries, whether a former colonial power
or not, but by the United Nations (UN).2 Did these interventions, to
which all too little attention has been given both in the region itself and
in the relevant scholarly literature, take place in part for humanitarian
reasons? Did they have humanitarian consequences? This chapter will
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survey UN interventions in five Southern African countries from 1960
to the present, considering, on a case-by-case basis, whether they may
be said to be examples of ‘humanitarian interventions’.

The term ‘humanitarian intervention’ is now, of course, the subject
of a vast literature, which is dominated by lawyers and political scien-
tists and they have given the term a technical meaning, confining it to
interventions involving the use of military force. As any historian of the
region will know, there have been many non-military forms of inter-
vention for humanitarian reasons in Southern Africa, ranging from the
Christian mission work that began in South Africa in the late eighteenth
century to the current work of, say, the Non-Governmental Organisa-
tions active in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) or of the
UN High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR). I shall not be concerned
here with that wider humanitarian work, but with the specific so-called
peacekeeping missions undertaken by the UN. Their aim was to estab-
lish peace and stability in one or other country in Southern Africa and
so they inevitably had humanitarian aspects. This was true both dur-
ing and after the Cold War. The literature on humanitarian intervention
often suggests that it was only after the end of the Cold War that interna-
tional law moved from former prohibitions against forcible intervention
in the internal affairs of states towards the acceptance of a right to
humanitarian intervention by either the UN or regional actors in sit-
uations where civilian populations are threatened.3 As has often been
pointed out, no such right was explicitly stated in the UN Charter, which
rejected any intervention in the domestic affairs of member states. But
gradually even the UN itself accepted that it should play that kind of
humanitarian role in certain circumstances.

The notion of the international community having a ‘responsibility to
protect’ is relatively recent: the failure to prevent genocide in Rwanda
in 1994 was one impetus towards it and the phrase only gained wide
currency after it was used as the title for the 2001 report of the Interna-
tional Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty.4 While the
Organisation of African Unity (OAU), formed in 1963, had adhered to
the principle of non-interference, the new African Union (AU), which
supplanted the OAU in 2000, accepted the right of intervention where
crimes against humanity, including genocide, were being perpetrated,
whether or not the government of the country concerned – which
might of course be the perpetrator of those abuses – approved the
intervention.5 But the AU continues to lack both the capacity and the
will to give content to this right of intervention and it has been left
to the UN to authorize such interventions, most recently in the case
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of Libya in 2011. Security Council Resolution 1973 of 2011, autho-
rizing ‘whatever means necessary’ to protect civilians in that country,
was supported by the African non-permanent members of the Secu-
rity Council, at a time when there seemed a direct and immediate
threat to civilians in the town of Benghazi. It seems, however, that
the African members of the council did not anticipate that that res-
olution would be used to bring about regime change in Libya and
the AU subsequently criticized harshly the actions that were taken by
the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation to that end.6 Nevertheless the
resolution itself is now often cited as a clear example of an accep-
tance by at least some in the international community of the right
to humanitarian intervention, meaning the use of force to achieve
humanitarian ends.

Forcible interventions said to be humanitarian may of course take
place for a range of non-humanitarian reasons. Some critics question
the very concept of ‘humanitarian intervention’, on the grounds that it
is a cloak for other forms of intervention, in particular imperialist med-
dling, and a device for powerful countries of the global north to act
against weak countries of the global south. As Noam Chomsky pointed
out long ago, the concept has been applied very inconsistently.7 More
recently Mahmood Mamdani, with the case of the Sudanese region of
Darfur particularly in mind, has produced his own critique of the notion
of humanitarian intervention, maintaining that its defining characteris-
tic is that it is ‘beyond the law’.8 But such an intervention may receive
international support, as the intervention in Libya did in UN Security
Council resolution 1973.

This chapter will not follow those who make sweeping generalizations
about humanitarian intervention, pro or con, or those who analyse the
technical meaning of the term. Legalistic discussions of how to inter-
pret what may be, or may not be, called humanitarian intervention are
of little value to the historian. A different approach and methodology
will be used here: an empirical assessment will be made of the extent
to which a particular set of interventions can be said to be humani-
tarian. This means addressing the motive for the intervention – was it
said to be and was it in fact, humanitarian in motive, in whole or in
part? – but also, and more importantly, the consequences of the inter-
vention: to what extent, if at all, were the outcomes humanitarian? The
set of interventions chosen for this kind of analysis are those of the
UN in Southern Africa. In asking how humanitarian those interventions
were, this chapter may throw light on the possible range of meanings of
the term ‘humanitarian intervention’ and may suggest a methodology
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for assessing the appropriateness of the use of the term in particular
historical contexts.

While ‘Southern Africa’ may be defined in different ways, it will here
be taken to be the southern half of the African continent. In mid-
1960, when the first UN mission was sent to the country that had
just become independent from Belgium as the Congo, that country
was usually thought of as being in tropical or Central Africa, not in
Southern Africa. In 1997, however, the same country, by then called the
DRC, joined the leading regional organization in the southern half of
the continent, the Southern African Development Community (SADC),
which, since the DRC became a member, stretches from the Cape to
the Zaire (Congo) River and embraces all the territories south of the
equator. This, then, is the Southern Africa to be discussed here. Ten
UN missions have been sent to five different countries in that region
since 1960.9 These missions, whether during or after the Cold War, are
usually discussed as peacekeeping ones,10 and they have usually been
justified in the language of peacekeeping. While most had, as we shall
see, at least some humanitarian aspect to them, no one has surveyed
them from this perspective, raising the question: in what respects were
they humanitarian?

Elsewhere in Africa a number of interventions from outside Africa
have been undertaken in recent decades outside a UN framework – such
as that by Britain in Sierra Leone. In Southern Africa, though there were
two brief interventions of this kind in the 1960s, by far the most signif-
icant interventions from outside the continent involving military and
civilian personnel in the past two decades have been the multinational
UN ones (though the UN has used some peacekeepers from within the
region in its missions; South African military have served in the DRC).
Most of these UN interventions have taken place in the context of a
country emerging from, and in some cases still suffering from, a civil
war and their main purpose has been to stabilize the country in the
aftermath of such a war. To assess to what extent these UN missions had
a humanitarian component, let us now look at each in turn in some
detail.

United Nations Operation in the Congo (ONUC)

In early July 1960, a few days after the Congo became independent,
Congolese troops mutinied and both foreigners and Congolese began
to be killed. When this happened, the Belgian troops stationed in the
country, who had been confined to barracks, were ordered out of their
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barracks and troops were flown in from Belgium. Belgium told the UN
Security Council that its intervention in what was now an independent
country had ‘the sole purpose of ensuring the safety of European and
other members of the population and of protecting human rights in
general’. Britain was one of those countries that accepted that Belgium
had performed ‘a humanitarian task’, but the Soviet Union and Poland
insisted that the appeal to humanitarianism was a pretext and that
Belgium was furthering its commercial interests. The Soviet Union and
Poland added that even the protection of human life could not jus-
tify such an intervention in an independent country. African countries
with seats at the UN saw the Belgian intervention as neo-colonial and
not primarily humanitarian. The UNSC called on Belgium to withdraw
its troops and Dag Hammarskjöld, the second UN Secretary-General,
argued that a UN military force should be sent to the Congo to help
the Congolese government restore law and order. So the UN Operation
in the Congo (ONUC) was born. It was a response to an interven-
tion that was explicitly justified on humanitarian grounds and it was
itself justified by the UN, at least initially, primarily on humanitarian
grounds.11

The mandate of ONUC was subsequently extended to include, for
the first time in the history of UN peacekeeping, what was called peace
enforcement, the use of military force, mainly to prevent the secession
of Katanga. The new mandate of February 1961 did not explicitly use
humanitarian language, but it implied that the purpose – to ensure the
territorial integrity of the Congo – was to help save lives. ONUC grew
in size until it had as many as 20,000 personnel, a large number for the
UN to assemble but a very small number given the size of the country
in which it was operating. By the time ONUC was closed down in 1964,
in part because the Soviet Union had come to oppose it as a device by
the West to promote Western interests in tropical Africa, Katanga seces-
sion was over. Though some have seen this first UN intervention in the
southern half of the continent as a failure or ‘folly’,12 it helped to main-
tain the territorial integrity of the Congo and in so doing undoubtedly
saved large numbers of lives, even if it was not able to prevent large-scale
killing in parts of a country that was the size of Western Europe. As with
later UN interventions, critics of ONUC have tended to emphasize its
inadequacies and the lives it did not save and have failed to recognize
that vastly more lives would almost certainly have been lost had there
been no UN intervention.

When rebel forces seized Stanleyville in the north-eastern Congo in
1964, they held Europeans hostage and threatened to execute them.
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The joint rescue operation by Belgium and the US to save them was not
the result of any UN authorization. The US representative to the Secu-
rity Council, Adlai Stevenson, told the council that this intervention
was ‘nothing more and nothing less than a mission to save the lives
of innocent people of diverse nationalities’. Though some Europeans
were executed before the rescue mission arrived, and others after it had
taken place, over 2000 foreigners were successfully evacuated. African
countries with seats on the council called this intervention an act of
‘naked aggression’, claimed that it was designed to promote Western
economic and political interests and asserted that it was intended to
ensure that the Western countries ‘retain a monopoly over the exploita-
tion of enormous wealth’.13 This was mere rhetoric, for the intervention
was manifestly to save lives, but international opposition to it, along
with the view that the UN had not been impartial in the four years it
had been in the Congo, helped ensure that neither Western countries
nor the UN would intervene in Southern Africa again for a long time.

United Nations Transition Assistance Group (UNTAG)

It is not correct to say, as is sometimes implied, that it was the Cold
War that prevented any further UN mission, after ONUC, being con-
templated in Southern Africa and that it was only when the Cold War
ended that another was sent. In September 1978 the UN Security Coun-
cil approved the sending of another peacekeeping mission to Southern
Africa, this time to Namibia, to help arrange a free and fair election in
that country as a key step towards its independence from South African
rule. In 1978 there was something of a lull in the Cold War, which was
to heat up again with the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan the follow-
ing year. The Soviet Union did not like the idea of the UN intervening
to help bring Namibia to independence, especially as the plan for its
transition to independence had been developed in negotiations by a
Western Contact Group, headed by the US, with South Africa and the
South West Africa People’s Organisation (SWAPO), the Namibian move-
ment fighting for independence. The Soviet Union did not use its veto
to block the Security Council resolution that established the new UN
mission to Southern Africa, however, because the mission had the sup-
port of the African countries at the UN. And so the council approved
the creation of a UN Transition Assistance Group (UNTAG) for Namibia.
UNTAG was to help take Namibia to independence through ensuring
a peaceful election that it would help supervise. The election would
be for a Constituent Assembly that would draw up a constitution for
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an independent Namibia. To what extent, if at all, was this UN mis-
sion designed to be humanitarian in purpose and to what extent was it
humanitarian in fact and outcome?

In considering the Namibian case we need to notice both what was
intended in 1978 and what happened when the mission arrived in
Namibia more than a decade later. While the mission did not arrive until
the Cold War was moving towards an end – and the agreement that pro-
vided for the implementation of the Security Council Resolution 435
of 1978, allowing UNTAG finally to go to Namibia, was only reached
in 1988 because of the winding down of the Cold War – the mission
was planned in 1978 and given both a military and civilian role. It was
‘the world body’s first multidimensional initiative, involving armed
peacekeepers, civilian and police units, supervision of demobilization
and disarmament, assisting the return of refugees and overseeing a
political transition through a UN-monitored election’.14

SWAPO had been engaged in an armed struggle against the South
African occupation of Namibia since 1966 and from the mid 1970s the
war had intensified. UNTAG’s arrival was to coincide with a ceasefire
between SWAPO and South Africa, which would bring the war to an
end and usher in a period of peace. UNTAG was to monitor the con-
finement of the South African military forces to bases in the north and
the mission was meant to end the reign of terror that the civilian pop-
ulation, especially in the north, had had to endure under South African
occupation and to ensure peace during the transition period. Once the
ceasefire came into effect, SWAPO’s People’s Liberation Army (PLAN) was
not to operate but the Western plan was silent on whether PLAN would
be allowed bases in the north.

When the ceasefire did finally come into effect on 1 April 1989 – and
the long delay was caused primarily by South Africa’s refusal to allow
the implementation of Resolution 435 – PLAN sought to establish bases
in the north and infiltrated armed guerrilla fighters for this purpose.
The SWAPO incursion led to the heaviest fighting in the entire war, in
which over 300 PLAN fighters were killed by the South African military,
which the UN Special Representative, who headed the UNTAG mission,
allowed out of their bases.15 The agreement that followed to end this
new phase of the conflict was primarily made by the regional actors and
the US mediator, Chester Crocker, but the UN presence helped stabilize
the situation and enabled a relatively peaceful run-up to the election
held in November.

A key element in that process was the return of some 40,000 Namibian
refugees, mainly from Angola, by the UNHCR, which worked closely
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with UNTAG. There can be no doubt that it was the UN presence that
more than anything brought relative peace to Namibia and provided
the conditions for the country to move to independence.16 So while
UNTAG had not initially been justified mainly in humanitarian terms
but rather as a means to take Namibia to independence, that process
was dependent on the peaceful transition that UNTAG made possi-
ble, which meant that the UN intervention in Namibia had profound
humanitarian consequences.17 This was the case despite the many flaws
in UNTAG’s humanitarian work, caused in part by the constraints under
which it operated, for the South African administration remained in
place during the transition period. UNTAG was not able to find out
what had happened to those who had been detained by SWAPO in
Angola and did not return to Namibia; it took months for the UN to
act decisively to ensure that members of the notorious, paramilitary
police unit Koevoet, who had been terrorizing the North, were demobi-
lized; and there was no effective monitoring of SWAPO fighters outside
Namibia, while inside the country UNTAG was unable to prevent such
‘dirty tricks’ by right-wing South African agents as the assassination of a
leading SWAPO official, Anton Lubowski, in September 1989. But in the
more than 20 years since Namibia achieved its independence the coun-
try has been relatively stable. The UN’s intervention in 1989–90 helped
bring peace and made possible a liberal democratic outcome. The new
SWAPO government that came to power in 1990 abandoned any idea of
nationalization and adopted neo-liberal economic policies. Some blame
those policies for the continuing poverty of half the country’s popula-
tion and suggest that the UN, in helping to promote such a neo-liberal
outcome, may have also helped set the scene for some future instability
and conflict.18 Only time will tell if that turns out to be the case.

United Nations Angola Verification Mission (UNAVEM)
and Angolan Observation Mission (MONUA)

In both Angola and Mozambique lengthy liberation wars were fought
against the colonial power, Portugal, before those two countries moved
to independence. In the case of Angola, the months before indepen-
dence in November 1975 also saw a bitter struggle between rival parties,
aided by external intervention by South Africa, the US and Cuba.
Further horrific violence followed in the wars that took place after inde-
pendence in both countries, wars fuelled in part by South Africa to
destabilize them. It was not until the Cold War began to wind down
that it seemed that the wars would come to an end.
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The first UN intervention in Angola was a Verification Mission
(UNAVEM I) established in 1989 with the very specific purpose of verify-
ing that the agreement reached between Angola, Cuba and South Africa
in December 1988 for the withdrawal of the 50,000 Cuban troops from
Angola, as quid pro quo for the implementation of Security Council
Resolution 435 of 1978 on Namibia, was observed. There was, then,
no humanitarian aspect to UNAVEM 1, which was completed by May
1991, ahead of schedule. But the successful withdrawal of the Cuban
forces did not help to bring the conflict in Angola between the ruling
MPLA and the rebel UNITA movement under Jonas Savimbi to an end.
The second UN mission to Angola, UNAVEM II, had a much wider man-
date than the first: sent by the Security Council in 1991, it was to verify
the implementation of the Bicesse peace accords reached between the
Angola government and UNITA and to monitor Angola’s first election.19

This small mission – at full strength it comprised only 350 military
observers, 126 civilian police and 400 election observers20 – did not
have the resources to do this effectively and any hope that the election
held in 1992 would bring peace were dashed when UNITA rejected the
result of the election and went back to war.21

In this new phase of the Angolan civil war, more people were killed
than in all the earlier phases and an estimated 3 per cent of the entire
population of the country lost their lives. It is not surprising, then,
that when the UN secretary-general argued for the creation of a third
UN mission to Angola in 1994, he explicitly used humanitarian argu-
ments to justify it. He pointed to ‘the severe toll of the conflict on
the civilian population’ and cited an estimate that during 1993 some
1000 persons had died every day from the direct or indirect effects of
the war and that about 30 per cent of the population were refugees or
displaced or in need of relief.22 The mandate of UNAVEM III went far
beyond the relatively limited goals of UNAVEM II, for the world body
now planned to intervene actively to demobilize UNITA fighters and
to bring the parties together. That the name of the mission again sug-
gested mere verification was therefore misleading. One of the five main
features of UNAVEM III was explicitly to coordinate, facilitate and sup-
port humanitarian activities.23 UNAVEM III was very substantially larger
than the first two UN missions to Angola – it comprised 7000 troops,
350 military observers and 260 police observers and cost $1 million a
day – and the humanitarian relief it could bring to a country the size
of Angola was minimal, while it could not stop the ongoing fighting
between UNITA and the government. From a humanitarian perspective,
therefore, it was a failure and it was wound down in early 1997 and
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replaced by a smaller successor UN mission that was given a new name,
suggesting that it was to play no active role but was merely to ‘observe’:
the Angolan Observation Mission (MONUA).

The mandate of MONUA was, nevertheless, broad, being to assist
‘the Angolan parties in consolidating peace and national reconciliation,
enhancing confidence-building and creating an environment conduc-
tive to long-term stability, democratic development and rehabilitation
of the country’.24 Like UNAVEM III before it, MONUA was a failure and
it withdrew in 1999 as war between the government and UNITA again
escalated, causing further large-scale loss of life. By then the UN had
imposed harsh sanctions on UNITA, but it was not the sanctions that
brought the war to an end, but Savimbi’s death in 2002.25 Though the
various missions the UN sent to Angola failed to bring about peace,
however, does not mean that they achieved nothing. True, the human-
itarian component of UN intervention in Angola – seen most notably
in UNAVEM III – was derisory, given the enormous needs in a very large
country, but this failure did not deter the UN from intervening, only
months after it finally withdrew from Angola, in an even more difficult
situation, in an even larger country, the DRC. Before we turn to that
case, however, let us consider Mozambique.

United Nations Operation in Mozambique (ONUMOZ)

In Mozambique the long conflict between the government and the rebel
Mozambique National Resistance (RENAMO) drew to an end by the
beginning of the 1990s, after perhaps a million Mozambique had died
and many more had been displaced. After the two parties agreed to a
peace settlement, the UN Security Council in December 1992 autho-
rized a UN Operation to Mozambique (ONUMOZ, from the Portuguese
name), of 7000 personnel, with four components: political, military,
electoral and humanitarian. By the end of 1992, in part as a conse-
quence of the collapse of Somalia into chaos, the UN had come to accept
an expanded doctrine of humanitarian intervention and ONUMOZ was
the first UN peacekeeping mission to emphasize that these four compo-
nents were interlinked. Humanitarian work was now explicitly seen to
be an integral part of the mission because there could be no stability
and peace without humanitarian assistance and that assistance required
military protection. So humanitarian assistance was ‘seen to be part to
be part of peacemaking and peace-keeping’.26 An important part of the
work of ONUMOZ was to return people who had been displaced by
war and hunger to their homes. Unlike Somalia, Mozambique was not a
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failed state and ONUMOZ was effective in stabilizing the situation and
bringing humanitarian relief to millions.27

By the time ONUMOZ was wound up in January 1995, it had lasted
twice as long as UNTAG in Namibia and had cost $500 million.28 That
ONUMOZ was successful was in part because the UN learnt the lessons
of Angola, not only in relation to the necessary size and mandate of the
mission, but also in accepting that the electoral phase should not begin
before military disengagement had reached an appropriate stage. The
UN secretary-general, Boutros Boutros-Ghali, who visited Mozambique
in October 1993, helped to get both parties to agree to move the pro-
cess forward. As the need for UN military personnel declined, more
civilian police were sent to the country. RENAMO lacked the tight disci-
pline of UNITA, while its leader, Alfonso Dhlakama, was more amenable
than Savimbi to the kind of inducements provided by the activist UN
Special Representative, Aldo Ajello.29 The key, however, was, as Norrie
Macqueen has said, the existence ‘of a fundamental desire on the
part of both protagonists to extricate themselves from the conflict’.30

That ONUMOZ was relatively well resourced was essential, but was not
the main reason for its success. Both the FRELIMO government and
RENAMO were sufficiently committed to the process for it to work and
RENAMO did not have the kind of resources available to UNITA to go
back to war after it lost the election. In the Mozambique case, then,
humanitarian work was carried out alongside political work and the
successful outcome of the mission brought peace to Mozambique. That
peace remains in place in 2012, though as in Namibia the government’s
neo-liberal economic policy has brought both economic growth and
great inequality and much of Mozambique’s population is still mired
in deep poverty.

United Nations Observer Mission in South Africa
(UNOMSA)

South Africa was the last country in the region to be decolonized, in the
sense of moving to majority rule. In the transition from apartheid to
democracy in South Africa, the UN did not intervene with a military
force, but sent observers whose task it was to help stem the politi-
cal violence that intensified after the transition began. This violence
was seen by most people in the country as the greatest threat to the
process of negotiating a settlement that would usher in a new demo-
cratic order. Over 14,000 people are thought to have died in political
violence in South Africa between 1990 and 1994, more than in the pre-
vious decade of struggle against apartheid. By 1992 it was clear that the
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country’s security forces were either unable or unwilling to act to con-
tain the violence. The UN Security Council feared that if the violence
grew and full-scale civil war erupted, not only would the peace pro-
cess in South Africa itself be disrupted, but peace in the larger Southern
African region would be jeopardized, for South Africa as the regional
hegemon had shown that it could destabilize much of the region.31

UN Security Council Resolution 772 of 17 August 1992, which pro-
vided for the deployment of UN observers in a mission to South Africa
(UNOMSA), made specific reference to the Boipatong massacre of mid
June in which over 40 people had been murdered. After that mas-
sacre, negotiations between the government and the African National
Congress (ANC) were broken off. Resolution 772 authorized the UN
secretary-general to deploy personnel urgently to strengthen the mech-
anisms and structures established in the National Peace Accord that had
been signed by all the main parties the previous year. The UN inter-
vention was small – only 50 observers were dispatched by September.
1992 and 100 by December 1993 – but they helped monitor flash-
points of violence and the scholar who has made the closest study
of UNOMSA concludes that it played ‘an important role in address-
ing political violence in the pre-election period and thereby helped to
facilitate the transition process’, so preventing greater violence.32 This
UN mission, then, had humanitarian consequences. Once the election
had taken place in April 1994, the violence decreased and even the
low-intensity civil war in KwaZulu-Natal petered out. South Africa has
remained relatively stable ever since, though in recent years numerous
so-called service delivery protests against government have taken place,
reflecting the ongoing inequalities and poverty, along with increas-
ing unemployment, now thought to stand at over 40 per cent of the
workforce.

United Nations Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC)
and United Nations Organization Stabilization Mission in
the DRC (MONUSCO)

Only months after withdrawing from Angola in 1999, the UN Security
Council in November authorized a new mission, again to the Congo,
this one called MONUC (UN Organization Mission in the DRC). Security
Council Resolution 1291 of February 2000 then provided that MONUC
would have 5537 troops, 500 military observers and a civilian com-
ponent, with its chief mandate to supervise the ceasefire, but also ‘to
facilitate humanitarian assistance and human rights monitoring, with
particular attention to vulnerable groups including women, children



170 Interventions by the United Nations

and demobilized child soldiers, as MONUC deems within its capabili-
ties and under acceptable security conditions, in close cooperation with
other US agencies, related organizations and non-governmental organi-
zations’.33 Four years later, another Security Council Resolution, 1556 of
2004, saw MONUC’s role as

to assist in the promotion and protection of human rights, with
particular attention to women, children and vulnerable persons,
investigate human rights violations to put an end to impunity and
continue to cooperate with efforts to ensure that those responsible
for serious violations of human rights and international humanitar-
ian law are brought to justice, while working closely with the relevant
agencies of the United Nations.34

MONUC grew larger over time. Security Council Resolution 1856 of
July 2007 provided for 22,016 uniformed personnel, made up of 19,815
military and 760 military observers, along with police and civilian com-
ponents. In June 2010 MONUC had over 20,000 uniformed personnel
on the ground in the DRC. Its military personnel were drawn from over
60 countries and by then over 100 troops and 10 military observers had
died since the establishment of the mission. From 2006 on MONUC
cost over $1 billion a year. Though violence continued, especially in
the eastern provinces, the UN mission ensured, as had ONUC in the
early 1960s, that the country did not fall apart and it helped reduce the
extent of conflict, if only to some degree. In her recent study of MONUC,
Severine Autesserre is highly critical of it for not having prioritized
grassroots peacebuilding, but that was beyond its capabilities.35 One
can agree with Adekeye Adebayo’s conclusion that the UN peacekeepers
in the Congo ‘tried their best under very difficult circumstances and
took more robust military action from 2007’, but also that ‘for the most
part MONUC observed the decade-long slaughter in the Congo rather
than intervened decisively to stop it’.36 As of 1 July 2010, MONUC
was renamed the UN Organization Stabilization Mission in the DRC
(MONUSCO). In 2012 its 20,000 personnel remain in the DRC, scat-
tered fighting continues in the east and there are thought to be at least
1.7 million displaced people.37 With reports of UN troops being engaged
in raping and even murdering local people in the Kivu provinces in the
east, the government of the DRC asked MONUSCO to withdraw, but
the Security Council authorized it to help supervise the election held in
November 2011 and then to remain to help stabilize the country. When
it does finally withdraw, it is unlikely that the DRC’s own security forces
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will be able to achieve more, in humanitarian terms, than the UN has
been able to and it is at least possible that the humanitarian situation
will deteriorate sharply in the country’s eastern provinces.38

Conclusion

The UN interventions considered here are not usually examined in anal-
yses of humanitarian intervention. They took place at least initially with
the consent of the host governments. Over time these interventions
took on a more humanitarian dimension, though there were, as we have
seen, humanitarian aspects to the first intervention in the Congo in the
early 1960s. The methodology adopted here has been to consider, on an
individual and ad hoc basis, whether particular interventions can be said
to be humanitarian, whatever was said at the time. It is not suggested
that humanitarian considerations were the major ones behind these UN
missions in Southern Africa, only that such considerations were often
present, even if not stated explicitly. Some interventions were explicitly
justified in humanitarian terms, such as those in Mozambique and the
Congo, but those that were not so justified, such as that in Namibia, had
humanitarian consequences, consequences that have been insufficiently
recognized in the relevant literature.

Initially keeping peacekeeping activities separate from humanitarian
ones, the UN moved to integrate the two, doing so explicitly in the
Mozambique case for the first time. At the same time, other UN agen-
cies, in particular the UNHCR, continued to be primarily concerned with
humanitarian work. The technical legal meaning of humanitarian inter-
vention should not be allowed to obscure the fact that humanitarian
interventions have a long history and have taken many different forms.
The concept, then, needs to be broadened. The failure of US interven-
tion in the cases of Iraq and Afghanistan to bring a ‘liberal peace’ to
those countries does not negate the real benefits that can accrue from
the kind of intervention discussed here. The alternative – not interven-
ing – would probably have had disastrous consequences.39 One can of
course be critical of the often totally inadequate resources that the UN
deployed, given the vast humanitarian needs, but the UN can never-
theless be given credit for what it accomplished in Southern Africa in
helping to bring peace and stability to the region.

Will such interventions continue? Within the region one now hears
frequently that ‘African problems need African solutions’. There is a
deep suspicion of imperialism and even the UN is seen to be manip-
ulated by imperialist powers. The wish is therefore expressed in some
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quarters that all external interventions, even by the UN, cease. Any
future intervention on humanitarian grounds, it is suggested by these
critics of external forms of intervention, should be from within the
region. Is there the capacity for that? The proposed SADC Standby Force
is untested and problematic and when operational will be a fraction of
the size of the UN presence in the DRC.40 The SADC force is being devel-
oped as one of the five components of the proposed African Standby
force, but no regional force is likely to have the capacity and resources
to act where humanitarian intervention is required, even if the will
were there. While an intervention from within the region, or even from
another part of the continent, would be able to draw on local knowl-
edge and be more credible and perhaps have greater legitimacy, it is
doubtful that any such intervention could avoid favouring the interests
of local actors, such as the regional hegemon. While the UN missions
surveyed in this chapter were by no means always impartial in their
actions, external intervention may well be less partial than one from
within the region or from another part of the continent. While the par-
ticular reasons why UN missions in the past took place – the ending
of internal conflicts and the transition to democracy – may not prevail
in the future, it would be rash to assume that there will be no need
for external interventions in future. We should not forget these earlier
interventions, their limitations and what they achieved in humanitarian
terms.
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The Nigerian Civil War and
‘Humanitarian Intervention’
Michael Aaronson

Introduction

The 1967–70 Nigerian Civil War (also known as the ‘Biafran War’) was
notorious for the prolonged suffering of the civilian population in the
secessionist enclave of ‘Biafra’ and the failure of repeated international
attempts to bring about an early end to the conflict. At the time the term
‘humanitarian intervention’ was used to denote the international emer-
gency relief operation, rather than a military intervention – which is
how the term has subsequently come to be used. Ironically this human-
itarian relief operation may have contributed to the prolongation of
the war and thereby added to the human suffering. In this chapter,
based partly on my experience working on the ground in this conflict,
I argue that other forms of intervention, which could just as reasonably
be described as ‘humanitarian’, were neglected by the principal inter-
national actors engaged with the conflict. I compare this state of affairs
with subsequent approaches to intervention in Africa and elsewhere and
conclude by suggesting that the lessons from ‘Biafra’ could be used to
inform a more enlightened approach to ‘humanitarian intervention’ in
present-day crises.

Background

At the time of Biafran secession the Federal Republic of Nigeria consisted
of four regions: northern, western, mid-western and eastern. Since pre-
independence days Nigerian politics had been dominated by ethnic
rivalries across and within these regional groups. The war began on
30 May 1967 when, following a long period of political crisis across
the country, including military coup and counter coup and reprisal
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killings of mainly Igbo civilians originating from the Eastern Region, Col
Ojukwu, the region’s governor, declared secession and the establishment
of the ‘Republic of Biafra’. The Federal Government of Nigeria (FGN)
which had already imposed an economic blockade of ‘Biafra’, responded
by launching an armed attack against ‘the rebels’. Despite a number of
internationally supported initiatives to bring an end to the conflict, it
dragged on for 30 months. Although the Nigerian armed forces enjoyed
overwhelming military superiority the Biafrans succeeded in prolong-
ing the fighting – as much by political as military means. The result
was a long, slow, inefficient war of attrition, which the international
community appeared powerless to end. The most salient feature of the
war was a massive and controversial international relief operation to
support the civilian victims of the conflict – on both sides, but mainly
inside Biafra. Despite this, by the time of Biafra’s surrender on 12 January
1970, an estimated 600,000 people – the vast majority of them civilians –
had died.1

From August 1969 until October 1971 I worked in Eastern Nigeria as
a member of Save the Children UK’s2 international relief and rehabili-
tation programme. I was, therefore, a participant in the ‘humanitarian
intervention’ that took place. At the time we were in no doubt what the
term ‘humanitarian’ meant: it signified that we were motivated solely
by a concern to bring relief to the civilian victims of the conflict, aside
from any political or other objectives. As this perception was shared by
both parties to the conflict it meant we were able to act relatively freely
and independently, within the constraints of working in a war zone.
We organized food distributions to rural communities that had spent
up to two months hiding in the ‘bush’ because they feared genocide
by the advancing Nigerian Army and who were, when they were even-
tually persuaded to emerge, in very poor condition indeed. We ran
intensive feeding programmes for the most severely malnourished chil-
dren and organized emergency sick bays to treat the most seriously
ill.3 We could reasonably claim to have saved many lives and, perhaps
unsurprisingly, I acquired a passionate belief in humanitarian values and
the importance of neutral, independent, humanitarian action.

From 1988 to 2005 I worked again for Save the Children UK, first
as overseas director and then as the charity’s chief executive. During
this period ‘humanitarianism’ became a more contested concept and
‘humanitarians’ lost some of their self-confidence, for a variety of rea-
sons that I shall explore later in this chapter. This was reflected in the
fact that the term ‘humanitarian intervention’ came to be used by politi-
cians and scholars alike to denote military intervention for ostensibly
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humanitarian purposes, rather than humanitarian assistance in the clas-
sic sense with which I was familiar. I say ‘ostensibly’ because as I have
argued elsewhere4 the combination of motives behind this more coer-
cive form of intervention renders the use of the word ‘humanitarian’
a distortion of what it means in the English language. Over time this
misuse of the term also blurs the distinction between the kind of neu-
tral, independent, humanitarian action I have described above and the
more politically driven interventions to which the term has come to be
applied. In consequence the effectiveness of true humanitarian action
becomes diminished by its perceived association with political and/or
military objectives.

I shall return to this discussion later, but I highlight it at the outset
of my account to show how much the use of the term ‘humanitarian
intervention’ has changed over the last 40 years. My aim is to explore
the concept as it was understood at the time of the Nigerian Civil War
and to ask whether this historical appreciation might help us arrive at a
better application of the idea of ‘humanitarian intervention’ in today’s
world. Fortunately the history of the conflict is well documented and
accessible; I shall therefore draw heavily on published accounts, sup-
plemented by my own recollections. I shall also refer to subsequent
discussions about ‘humanitarian intervention’ that have preoccupied
scholars of international law and international relations alike in the
years since the war took place. My overriding aim is to join the dots: to
make the connection between a now historical conflict and contempo-
rary debates about intervention and to ask what we may learn from this
particular episode in history. Above all it is an attempt to suggest how
‘humanitarian intervention’ might be practised better in future conflicts
in Africa and elsewhere.

Key features of the Nigerian Civil War

As stated above, the events of the war have been well chronicled and
analysed by a number of different authors. I shall draw in particular
on John De St Jorre’s account based on his experience covering the
war as a journalist and writer5 and on John Stremlau’s comprehensive
research into the relationship between local and international actors in
the conflict.6 More recently, researchers have benefited from the release
of archive material that gives new insights not available at the time,
for example from the National Archive in the UK,7 and also in the US.8

I shall draw on the accounts of these authors in order to pick out the
key features of the conflict that are relevant to the present discussion.
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The central issue, as Stremlau puts it, was ‘whether the survival of
the Biafran state was a necessary condition for the survival of the Igbo
people’.9 In order to appreciate this it is necessary to understand the
nature of the colonial creation that was ‘Nigeria’. The British had bolted
together different nations with very different traditions and systems of
governance. In the North, which was mainly Muslim, feudal and with
low education rates, they had ruled indirectly, through the Emirs and
other traditional leaders. In the South, which had been extensively col-
onized by missionaries and was mainly Christian with high levels of
educational achievement, there was a more actively democratic politi-
cal system. As an illustration of the disparity between the two halves
of the country, although at independence the North and South were of
comparable population size (29.8 million in the North and 25.8 million
in the South) there were only 41 secondary schools in the North against
842 in the South.10 Because the South was in this sense more advanced
most of the posts in the federal civil service, the military and academia
were held by southerners, particularly the Igbos, who had embraced mis-
sionary education wholeheartedly and who had the highest levels of
attainment; they were also dominant in commerce. Thus many of them
lived in parts of the country outside their home region.

Following the 1966 massacres of large numbers of Igbos in other parts
of Nigeria (mainly in the North) and the resulting influx of an estimated
1.5 million refugees back into the eastern region,11 Ojukwu argued that
the only way to achieve security for his people was through separate
sovereignty. However the FGN under Col Gowon argued that security for
the Igbo people could be provided within the Nigerian state; for them
the preservation of Nigerian unity was the primary goal. On 27 May
1967, in an attempt to pre-empt the imminent announcement of seces-
sion by the East, the FGN announced that the country was to be divided
into 12 states, thus splitting the power of the old regions. It is impor-
tant to understand that the there were significant numbers of ethnic
minorities among the peoples of all the regions, including the Eastern
Region; even according to official figures (census data in pre-war Nigeria
having been notoriously unreliable and usually manipulated in favour
of the majority) the Igbos only comprised 64 per cent of the total pop-
ulation.12 Gowon’s move divided the Eastern Region into East-Central,
South Eastern and Rivers states; the only state where the Igbos remained
in a majority was East-Central. Thus Gowon succeeded in undermin-
ing Ojukwu’s position by doing away (in theory) with the old regional
power blocs and by offering a degree of self-governance to all parts of
the country, in the process responding to the fear of Igbo domination
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felt by the other peoples of the old Eastern Region. Unsurprisingly,
Gowon’s plan (described by some as ‘the third coup’13) was not accepted
by the Biafrans and was followed immediately by Ojukwu’s declaration
of secession.

Thus there was a fundamental opposition in the political perspectives
of the two sides. These were more than negotiating positions and every
single attempt at negotiation or mediation failed at this first hurdle:
the Nigerians would only talk on the basis of a commitment by the
Biafrans to national unity; the Biafrans would only talk on the basis of
no pre-conditions, accompanied by a ceasefire; the Nigerians rejected a
ceasefire on the grounds that it would allow the Biafrans to regroup and
resupply militarily. No one succeeded in helping the parties break out of
this impasse. I shall return below to the central question of whether a
different approach could have secured a better outcome.

In addition, the two sides were in effect fighting on different battle-
fields. The Nigerians argued that this was an internal rebellion; their
strategy was to prevent the internationalization of the conflict, which
included not allowing the Biafrans parity at the negotiating table. After
it became apparent that Ojukwu was not willing to compromise on this
basis the Nigerians pursued an essentially military strategy which, how-
ever, they were not very good at implementing. The Biafrans’ strategy,
on the other hand, was mainly a political one and consisted of mobiliz-
ing international public opinion, initially around the threat of genocide
and later around the extent of the suffering within the enclave, in order
to put pressure on world leaders to recognize Biafra’s right to exist and
to sit at the negotiating table with the Nigerians. Ojukwu knew he
could never achieve a military victory; with inferior numbers and lim-
ited resources his best hope was to exploit the difficulties of the terrain
and the long supply lines of the Nigerian Army in order to keep the war
going as long as possible – whatever the consequences for the people
living inside the enclave. As he told his people in September 1968, the
aim was ‘to delay the enemy until the world’s conscience can effectively
be aroused against genocide’,14 and he consistently followed this policy,
aided by a public relations operation that was much more sophisticated
than anything the Nigerians could muster.

Thus any effective third-party mediation would have needed to
find a way around these apparently irreconcilable positions. Success-
ful exercises in conflict mediation in other contexts have depended
on a number of elements that were conspicuously missing in the
Nigeria/Biafra case. First among these was the lack of a truly impar-
tial and effective mediator. The bulk of the mediation work was carried
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out by the Organisation of African Unity (the OAU) which, however,
in Article III (2) of its charter had a clear statement in favour of
‘non-interference in the internal affairs of states’.15 Therefore its initial
mediation efforts were framed using the language of ‘placing the services
of [the OAU] Assembly at the disposal of the FGN’ and ‘the Assembly’s
desire for the territorial integrity, unity and peace of Nigeria’.16 Through-
out the many phases of its mediation efforts and notwithstanding the
desire of OAU heads of state to see a negotiated solution, the OAU was
unable to break free from a position that explicitly favoured the federal
government over the Biafrans.

Because the OAU was seized of the problem the United Nations, which
was still licking its wounds from its coercive and highly controversial
intervention in the Congo (1960–4), was able to ignore it; not once in
the period 1966–70 did Nigeria feature in General Assembly or Security
Council Resolutions. In the US the Johnson Administration was preoc-
cupied with Vietnam. Very early in the crisis the US Secretary of State,
Dean Rusk, declared ‘we regard Nigeria as part of Britain’s sphere of influ-
ence’.17 As a result US involvement, other than in the provision of relief
aid – which was substantial – remained limited. President Johnson did
take a personal initiative with General Gowon in an attempt to open
relief corridors and offered eight large transport aircraft to fly in sup-
plies, but the offer was not taken up and the US was as impotent as
everyone else in bringing an end to the conflict.18

Key European powers had considerable vested interests and were
therefore hardly impartial. France had always been wary of the threat
posed by a powerful Nigeria to its former colonies in Francophone West
Africa. French oil companies were also actively involved in seeking to
exploit Nigeria’s huge oil and gas reserves. As a result the French played
something of a double game; in its public statements the government
of General de Gaulle offered words of encouragement to Biafra, while
France continued to enjoy a substantial and favourable trade balance
with Nigeria. Portugal was still attempting to hold on to its African
colonies and given Nigeria’s strong support for the liberation struggle
in Southern Africa had every reason to support the Biafrans. As a result
Lisbon became the setting-off point for the airlift into Biafra, which
also used the island colonies of Sao Tome (Portuguese) and Fernando
Po (Spanish) as staging posts.

The obvious potential force for good, as the former colonial power
with strong cultural, economic and military links with Nigeria, was the
UK. However, the history of British involvement in the Nigerian Civil
War is not particularly honourable. In the early days, for example at
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the Aburi meeting in Ghana in January 1967 – where Ojukwu out-
smarted Gowon and secured an agreement that was promptly torn up
once Gowon returned to Lagos – Britain did try to play a mediating role.
But its policy appears to have been crippled by a number of weaknesses.
First, in the early stages, there was genuine uncertainty as to how suc-
cessful Ojukwu’s rebellion might be and a consequent fear of backing
the wrong horse. Second and linked to this, there was a desperate desire
not to lose access to Nigeria’s oil and gas (10% of all British oil imports
at the outbreak of the war came from Nigeria and most of the fields were
situated in the eastern region).19

Third, the British feared losing influence in Nigeria to the Soviet
Union, which had shown itself ready to supply arms to the federal gov-
ernment; however this had to be balanced against the UK government’s
reluctance to supply heavy weaponry in the face of UK public opin-
ion that was strongly against the war. Fourth, the UK was vulnerable
in Africa over Rhodesian UDI, which had been declared in 1965; this
weakened its moral authority vis-à-vis the OAU and its members.

Fifth and probably most importantly, as the former power which as
recently as 1960 had bequeathed Nigeria its boundaries and its con-
stitution Britain found it hard to maintain a neutral position; there
was a strong lobby in the UK that argued that this would have been
tantamount to supporting Biafra and this pushed the government in
the direction of supporting the FGN. Thus Britain had too many inter-
ests at stake to act as an impartial mediator and in general it could be
argued that British policy was geared to assuaging an increasingly con-
cerned public at home rather than to intervening effectively to bring
the warring parties to the table.

In addition, for the Western powers as much as for the members of
the OAU, the issue of secession was a difficult one. The outside world
was genuinely perplexed as to whether Biafra had a right to exist as a
separate state or not.20 The norm that had prevailed since the forma-
tion of the UN was decolonization; most African countries had by this
time achieved their independence and the international community
was embarrassed by situations where one part of a newly independent
state wished to secede from the rest. In the case of Katanga’s secession
from the Congo in 1960 the Congolese government had sought UN
support and the UN had after initial reluctance intervened decisively
against the secessionists. However the UN’s experience had not been a
happy one and furthermore the cases of Biafra and Katanga were very
different. First, the Nigerian government did not request such support;
second, there was a natural nervousness on the part of the UN about



Michael Aaronson 183

becoming involved in another internal conflict in an African state; and
finally Gowon’s move to create 12 states out of the four regions critically
weakened the Biafran argument to a separate sovereignty.21

Against this background of weak and ineffective diplomacy from the
major external powers the most significant interventions came not from
governments or multilateral bodies such as the UN or OAU but from
private organizations such as the International Committee of the Red
Cross (ICRC), the churches – comprising missionaries on the ground
and church organizations mainly in Europe and North America – and
the international NGOs (INGOs). These were responding to – and mobi-
lizing – public concern at the growing and increasingly visible human
cost of the conflict in terms of displacement, hunger, sickness and death.
The Igbo heartland that by the end of 1967 was all that was left of ‘Biafra’
had always been dependent on trade to meet its food requirements and
this had from the early days of the conflict been disrupted by the Federal
blockade. In addition the most agriculturally productive areas had been
the first to fall to the advancing Federal army.

Particularly poignant was the sight of seriously malnourished chil-
dren, many close to starvation and highly vulnerable to disease, staring
apparently helplessly at the camera. Biafra was the first such situation
where, thanks to modern media and the awareness-raising activities of
the aid agencies, images of massive suffering penetrated the conscious-
ness of ordinary people in the West. These images have become almost a
commonplace in recent times, but 40 years ago they were a huge shock
to the conscience of the Western world. This led to an outpouring of sup-
port for the relief agencies and a massive scaling up of their operations
in Nigeria.

Much of the drama surrounding the war centred on this huge relief
operation. Once Biafra was surrounded and cut off, the only way to
bring in relief supplies was by air from staging posts in Dahomey, Sao
Tome and Fernando Po. Given that the air bridge was already being used
to bring in arms and ammunition this was immediately controversial.
Relief planes chartered by the ICRC or a coalition of the churches had to
compete with the arms flights for night-time landing slots at the impro-
vised airport at Uli inside Biafra and also had to dodge the same Nigerian
bombs. Some flights carried both arms and relief supplies. The scale of
this operation was remarkable; at its height Uli was said to be the second
busiest airport in the whole of Africa, after Johannesburg.

For large periods of the war the politics of this relief operation pro-
vided the main issue of contention. The Nigerians were unhappy with
the night flights because they knew they provided cover for imports
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of arms and ammunition. They argued for day flights starting in Lagos
and supervised by the ICRC, or land corridors with observers at both
ends. The Biafrans rejected both options partly on political grounds –
this would have implied Nigerian control and sovereignty over the relief
operation – but also because the Nigerians would then have had carte
blanche to bomb the arms flights at night. Gowon himself was happy
for humanitarian assistance to be provided to people within Biafra – not
least to counter the Igbos’ fears of genocide – and this was reflected in
public statements made by the FGN.22 Thus the federal government ini-
tially allowed the ICRC to operate night flights, but at their own risk
(the churches acted independently). But as the war dragged on, there
was increasing resentment from hardliners in Gowon’s administration
that the relief operation was prolonging the war. By December 1969
even the Nigerian Commissioner for Foreign Affairs – in general a dove
on humanitarian intervention – was saying to a visiting British minister:
‘A complete military defeat of the rebels is the only answer to the relief
situation.’23

The charges against the relief agencies were (a) that they were one-
sided in their understanding and characterization of the conflict (giving
credence to Biafran allegations of genocide, portraying the war as a reli-
gious struggle between Christianity and Islam, providing access to Biafra
for foreign journalists and politicians who could not fail to be shocked
by the extent of the suffering but who inevitably saw only one side of
the story, making emotional appeals for funds and thereby helping to
build political support for the secessionists, supporting on humanitar-
ian grounds Ojukwu’s essentially political calls for a ceasefire); (b) that
the airlift was providing both political and material support to the rebels
(undermining the Nigerian position on relief, providing cover for arms
flights); and (c) that by importing large amounts of foreign currency to
finance the relief operation they were prolonging the war (I return later
to this last issue).24

On the other side of the argument the relief agencies argued they had
a moral duty to make the world aware of the extent of the suffering
inside Biafra and to bring aid to starving and dying people by what-
ever means – in other words, that there was a ‘humanitarian imperative’
to intervene. However, striking the correct balance between the rights
of victims of a disaster to humanitarian assistance and the rights of
a sovereign state to control affairs within its own jurisdiction is not
straightforward. Nigeria was still a young state and not all those who
intervened from outside were as respectful of its sovereignty as they
might have been. In retrospect it is remarkable how much ground the
Nigerians were prepared to give with regard, for example, to relief flights



Michael Aaronson 185

(see below). The balance of power between interveners and host govern-
ments is very different 45 years on, at least in principle if not always in
practice. Nowadays, unless interveners are prepared to use military force
they have to be much more respectful of host government sensitivities
than was the case with regard to Nigeria. With the benefit of hindsight
I can also see that as relief workers we were accorded an exaggerated
amount of respect not just because of our impartial, neutral, role but
also as expatriates working in what had until relatively recently been a
British colony. This postcolonial dimension must be recognized in any
comparison of the Nigerian situation with more recent ones.

For the missionaries on the ground, many of whom had lived in the
East of Nigeria for many years, relieving the suffering of the people was
an obvious just cause. To the extent that the churches were in this sense
less concerned about neutrality they certainly paid the price at the end
of the war when all their people were expelled from the country, their
places taken by the agencies – including Save the Children – that had
during the war chosen to work exclusively on the Federal side of the line
(because the FGN would not allow them to be on both sides).

The ICRC’s position was more complicated. Traditionally the organi-
zation seeks to practise strict neutrality, which necessitates securing the
consent of both parties to any intervention it might make. In the case of
Biafra this was very difficult, for a number of reasons, the first of which
was the public expectation that relief would be provided to the suffer-
ing people within the enclave, whatever the political difficulties. Given
the consistent refusal of Ojukwu to allow daytime relief flights or land
corridors with inspections by the Nigerians the ICRC was led down the
route of flying relief in semi-illegally (i.e. without the formal consent of
the Nigerians) until June 1969, when their position was made impossi-
ble by the shooting down by the Nigerians of a Swedish Red Cross relief
flight. Subsequently the ICRC reverted to a position of strict neutrality,
but this did not stop the federal government from taking away from the
organization its overall responsibility for coordination of the relief oper-
ation (which was passed initially to the Nigerian Red Cross and then,
when the relief phase was declared over, to the National Rehabilitation
Commission).

One historian of the ICRC has described this as their ‘failure to
develop a well-considered humanitarian diplomacy in the face of brutal
power politics’,25 adding:

The organisation . . . vacillated and departed from the principles of
international humanitarian law in trying to deal . . . with the civilian
population in secessionist Biafra . . . the ICRC did not handle well the
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complexity it faced . . . Ojukwu was prepared to sacrifice the welfare
of ‘his’ people by opposing international relief supervised by Lagos
(an opposition which symbolised his independence and sovereignty);
but the Geneva Conventions provided for a right of supervision over
relief leaving a belligerent’s territory. The solution Geneva chose, to
proceed with relief at its own risk, because of its concern for civilians
in need but also because of competition with other relief agencies,
led to a debacle for the organisation. The ICRC was widely seen as
unfaithful to the principles of [International Humanitarian Law] and
to Red Cross neutrality.26

However, although it was the issue of neutrality that generated much
of the heat at the time, the charge that the importation of foreign cur-
rency prolonged the conflict is probably most telling in terms of the
actual conduct of the war, why it lasted so long and whether the suf-
fering of so many ordinary people could have been avoided. Stremlau
makes a persuasive case that the Biafrans were able to finance their
arms purchases – and thereby keep the war going – from the foreign
exchange that the relief agencies were obliged to deposit in the bank
controlled by the Biafran administration in order to fund their opera-
tions inside Biafra.27 Thus the agencies were depositing hard currency
with the Biafran authorities in exchange for Biafran currency that they
could only use inside the enclave to purchase goods and services for the
relief operation. Meanwhile the Biafran authorities were using the hard
currency to procure military equipment that kept the Nigerians at bay.
If this analysis is correct it is indeed devastating and illustrates sharply
some of the dilemmas of humanitarian action, to which I return in the
next section.

As I have already remarked, what is striking when one looks back from
the twenty-first century at the literature about the Nigerian Civil War
is the fact that the term ‘humanitarian intervention’ was used in a way
that is quite different from what it came to mean in the period following
the end of the Cold War. It referred, quite simply, to the relief operation;
there was an assumption and an acceptance that this was the business
of the aid agencies while diplomats and politicians intervened in other
ways. Governments in the UK and elsewhere did, of course, support
the relief agencies financially and to a certain extent this addressed the
growing unhappiness among the public at the level of suffering inside
Biafra. What I want to argue here is that other forms of intervention
would almost certainly have been more effective in bringing an end
to the conflict and the suffering and in that sense would have better



Michael Aaronson 187

merited the label ‘humanitarian’. I turn now to an examination of what
these other measures might have been.

Other forms of ‘humanitarian intervention’?

In the case of the Nigerian Civil War, although the external use of
force does not appear to have been considered, there was considerable
debate about the sale of arms and ammunition to the parties to the
conflict, which it was assumed would have a crucial role in determin-
ing the outcome. The main area for leverage by the major powers (and
their main area of vulnerability in terms of public opinion in their own
constituency) was exercised in their arms sales policies. Thus, as stated
above, the UK government was reluctant to supply heavy weaponry
(although nervous about losing influence to the Soviets as a result) and
frequently embarrassed at home by its continuing supply of small arms
and ammunition – it was only in the closing months of the war that the
level of UK arms sales to Nigeria increased substantially.28

However, the Nigerian military was largely unprepared to fight the
Biafra campaign – at the outset it numbered only 8500 and although
by the end of the war this had become 200,000, most of its troops had
only the most rudimentary training and were not very effective, to put it
mildly.29 Given this, it is open to question whether a policy of increased
arms sales could ever have been justified as an effective way of reliev-
ing the suffering. Some of the highest profile atrocities – fuelling the
claims of impending genocide – involved the bombing of civilian tar-
gets inside Biafra by inexperienced or just plain incompetent Nigerian
or Egyptian pilots flying Soviet and Czech jets (the Russians would not
allow Western pilots to fly their planes)30; certainly on the Federal side
the ability of the troops to use the arms effectively was as important as
the issue of the arms supplied. Thus, although the Nigerians’ superior
weaponry undoubtedly did play a part in their military victory31 it must
remain doubtful whether additional arms sales could on their own have
brought an early end to the conflict.

This, of course, leaves aside the issue of whether it is morally right
to supply arms to bring a conflict to an early end. Indeed, there were
many who argued for a complete arms embargo to both sides and some
who imposed it. The US, for example, announced early in the con-
flict that it would not sell arms to either side (a move that was deeply
resented in Lagos),32 and for a brief period under the Prague Spring the
Czech government took the same position until arms sales to the FGN
were resumed following the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in August
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1968.33 However, given the lack of any effective regulatory regime for
arms sales at that time and the proliferation of arms in the context of
the Cold War and the continuing liberation wars in Africa, it is highly
unlikely that an arms embargo could have been effective.

The most obvious alternative intervention to save lives would have
been more determined diplomacy by the major powers and the OAU,
combined with effective third-party mediation. Interestingly, when in
April/May 1968 Tanzania, Gabon, Ivory Coast and Zambia broke ranks
with their fellow OAU members and recognized Biafra they all to a
greater or lesser extent justified their action on humanitarian grounds.
Although they did not necessarily support Biafra’s right to a separate
existence they were critical of the Nigerians’ position on negotiations
and expressed the hope that their action would force the Nigerians to
agree to a ceasefire and to come to the negotiating table – and thereby
relieve the suffering of the Biafran people. But these four countries –
despite the international standing of leaders such as Tanzania’s Nyerere,
Ivory Coast’s Houphouet-Boigny and Zambia’s Kaunda – were always a
minority voice in the OAU and even Nyerere and Kaunda to an extent
moderated their own positions as the prospect of anything other than a
Nigerian military victory eventually receded.

It is of course easy at a distance to argue that more effective diplo-
macy and mediation would have saved lives. But what is indisputable
is that the personalities of both Gowon and Ojukwu – particularly the
latter – played a major role in the course of the war. They had a shared
background as British-trained Army officers, but in terms of personality
they were very different people. Ojukwu was a natural politician; Gowon
a straightforward soldier. Gowon was a dove in his own camp, whereas
Ojukwu was a hawk in his. Gowon’s position was relatively weak domes-
tically but strong internationally; Ojukwu’s the exact opposite. Anyone
attempting to reconcile the positions of the two men would have needed
to understand them as individuals and the constraints under which they
were operating. And yet it is striking that after the abortive Aburi discus-
sions before the outbreak of hostilities they never once met throughout
all the attempts at mediation during the 30-month armed conflict.34

The inability of the OAU, the UK, the US and the UN to bring the two
principals together represented a disastrous failure of diplomacy and
effectively doomed the mediation efforts.

It is salutary to contrast this failure with the example of the inter-
vention in Kenya in response to the political violence following the
December 2007 elections. The disease affecting the body politic in Kenya
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was chronic – as it had been in Nigeria 40 years earlier – and the post-
election violence following allegations of vote-rigging could easily have
descended into civil war. As in Nigeria, politics was split along ethnic
lines. As in Nigeria much rested on the personality of the two oppos-
ing leaders: Mwai Kibaki and Raila Odinga: former political allies now
at each others’ throats. Like Nigeria Kenya was a former British colony
of considerable strategic significance in Africa – too important to fail.
However, in the intervening 40 years the OAU had been succeeded by
the African Union (AU), which had adopted a much more robust com-
mitment to humanitarian intervention in the event of human rights
abuses.35 And, unlike the rather feeble attempts at mediation in the
Nigerian case, in Kenya the AU not only appointed a mediator of real
substance – the former UN secretary-general, Kofi Annan – but also gave
him the mandate and the resources to intervene decisively to prevent
a slide into chaos. In addition, both the US and the UN made it clear
that they supported his efforts. Annan decided to play the role of a
strong mediator and was able to do so effectively. For the most part he
worked with negotiating teams mandated by the two sides, but when
(on 28 February) the negotiations reached a critical stage he insisted on
the presence of the two principals and would not allow them out of
the room at the office of the president in which discussions were tak-
ing place until they had reached the key agreement on a power-sharing
arrangement that defused the immediate crisis.36

The Kenya mediation was not unequivocally successful – while Annan
succeeded in brokering a deal to end the immediate crisis the parties
made much less headway on the underlying structural issues that he
had insisted also be addressed – and in any case it has to be set within
a context of many years of neglect of crisis prevention in Kenya by the
AU, UN and others. But as an example of effective diplomacy support-
ing a determined effort at mediation it stands in strong contrast with
the Nigerian example of 40 years earlier and – I would argue – offers a
much better model for effective ‘humanitarian intervention’ in Africa in
future.

One other relevant intervention in the Nigerian conflict was the
deployment of an International Observers Team – the Observer Team
in Nigeria (OTN), comprising representatives from Britain, Canada,
Sweden, Poland, the OAU and the UN. A British suggestion, but will-
ingly adopted by Gowon, its purpose was to reassure the Igbos and
the outside world about the behaviour of the Nigerian army in Igbo
areas. Between August 1968 and the end of the war the OTN produced a
series of reports, none of which supported the increasingly implausible
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hypothesis of Nigerian genocidal intent. Although the main purpose of
this mission was political, if one allows it may also have had a deter-
rent effect in moderating the behaviour of the Nigerian Army it could
conceivably be said also to have had a humanitarian dimension.

‘Humanitarian intervention’ in the aftermath of Biafra

People in all countries were shocked by the scale of the human suffering
in Biafra and the apparent inability of the outside world to intervene to
bring it to an end. One consequence was a 1969 memorandum written
by two US international law scholars, who argued that there was a right
of unilateral military intervention and recommended that the Interna-
tional Law Association (ILA) be asked to draft a protocol for eventual
adoption by the UN.37 This was indeed taken forward by the ILA and
fed in to a growing debate over the next 30 years among scholars of
international law and international relations alike on the subject of
‘humanitarian intervention’.38 This discussion is yet to be concluded,
as the debate as to whether the 2011 NATO intervention in Libya was
‘humanitarian’ or not demonstrates.39

Before coming back to this question it is worth noting that the Biafran
war also sowed the seeds of a more muscular humanitarianism among
the aid agencies, exemplified by the formation following the conflict of
Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) by Bernard Kouchner and other French
doctors who had been working for the French Red Cross/ICRC in Biafra
and were dissatisfied with what they perceived as an overly neutral
approach taken by the ICRC. (Indeed internal pressure from the French
Red Cross and some of the Nordic Red Cross societies contributed to
the ICRC’s difficulties during the conflict.40) MSF went on to become
one of the most powerful and outspoken advocates of its own version of
humanitarianism, often at odds with others who preferred a more dis-
creet approach. From the Biafran war MSF and other aid organizations
also learnt the lessons of using the media to good effect to raise aware-
ness of human suffering, to generate public support through fundraising
and to put pressure on political leaders in the West to take more effective
action to intervene (sometimes with unintended consequences, as in
Somalia in 1992–3). From Biafra stems the now familiar image of the aid
worker on the front line, delivering life-saving assistance and speaking
with apparently unimpeachable authority about the actions needed to
bring an end to the suffering. The power conferred by this moral author-
ity and the ethics of its uses and abuses – often in a highly politicized
environment – were little understood at the time of the Biafran crisis,



Michael Aaronson 191

but have created new dilemmas for aid agencies as well as engendering
a whole new area of academic debate.41 I return to this below.

With the Cold War continuing, the 1970s and 1980s were in many
respects the high point of old style ‘humanitarian intervention’ in Africa
and elsewhere. Following on from Biafra, if political action to resolve
armed conflict was deemed too difficult – usually for reasons of super-
power rivalry – humanitarian action was often used as a proxy. Thus,
for example, in the war in Ethiopia between the Tigrayan and Eritrean
liberation movements and the Mengistu government, humanitarian
intervention to assist the people of Tigray and Eritrea was left to the aid
agencies, operating across the border from Sudan illegally and at some
risk to themselves. In the repeated food crises in the Horn of Africa in
these two decades – caused at least in part by continuing internal armed
conflict – massive and very visible relief operations involving an expand-
ing community of international agencies were launched. INGOs claimed
an increasingly high profile, their funds grew both from private sources
and from government donors and their ranks were swelled with willing
new recruits. The culmination of this in 1985 was the landmark Band
Aid event, which had a profound impact on a whole new generation for
whom the memory of Biafra was already a distant one.

However, it would seem that some of the hard lessons from the
humanitarian operation in Biafra took longer to learn. Relief work
always throws up complex and difficult ethical dilemmas, from deci-
sions about triage – whom to save and whom to leave – to whether
to collaborate with those known to have committed atrocities in order
to access vulnerable populations. In Save the Children’s case in Nigeria
one such dilemma, already referred to above, was whether to continue
to try to work on both sides of the conflict – in the end it decided to
work exclusively on the Nigerian side of the line and the organization
closed its operations within the secessionist enclave. Then, because of
very limited resources during the latter stages of the conflict, it decided
it could only provide intensive care to severely malnourished children;
we relief workers were therefore in the uncomfortable position of telling
desperate adults that we could not help them. In addition, a large part
of our job consisted of negotiating access to newly liberated areas where
we knew many thousands of people were hiding and in need of help
but were too scared to come out; this involved regular socializing with
the Nigerian military, which might have been seen as compromising our
neutrality, but without which we would have been able to achieve very
little. These are the kind of tough practical choices that have to be made
by agencies when they are trying to provide relief in emergencies.
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A further dilemma is whether there are circumstances in which it is
better to withhold aid. By adopting an uncompromisingly ‘humanitar-
ian’ approach – providing relief to the victims of conflict regardless of
any other consideration – INGOs become more exposed to charges of
exacerbating or prolonging the conflict. Although such criticism was
relatively muted at the time of the Nigerian Civil War, it became more
insistent in subsequent years. As a result some theorists and practition-
ers argued for a more consequentialist approach; accepting the need
for certain restrictions on humanitarianism if adverse consequences
were to be avoided. This was conceptualized by some as ‘the new
humanitarianism’, which was supposed to be more politically sophisti-
cated but which for others represented a dangerous step along the road
to instrumentalization of humanitarian action for political purposes,
where humanitarian objectives become confused with – or subordinate
to – political and military ones.42

This threat became more acute following the end of the Cold War
and the increasing participation in conflict of Western countries, inter-
vening ostensibly for humanitarian reasons, as a consequence of the
so-called liberal interventionist foreign policy pursued by the US and her
allies in the new world order. Initiated by Operation Provide Comfort
in 1991 in Northern Iraq, supported by UN Secretary-General Boutros
Ghali’s ‘Agenda for Peace’ in 1992, it included armed interventions
in conflicts in Somalia (1993), Bosnia (1992–5), Kosovo (1999), Sierra
Leone (1999) and others. All of these to a certain extent posed difficulties
for independent aid agencies to the extent that politicians increasingly
expected them to contribute to the success of the intervention while
from their perspective they needed to distance themselves from the
political and military objectives that sat alongside their humanitarian
ones. On the other hand there were shocking examples of ineffective
intervention or no intervention at all in, for example, Rwanda in 1994
and Darfur in 2005,43 which laid the West open to charges of selectivity,
inconsistency and hypocrisy.

Following 9/11, the increasing prominence of the securitization
agenda and the interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq, the challenges
facing neutral, independent, humanitarian action in situations of armed
conflict have seemed more daunting than at any time since the pio-
neering work of Henry Dunant and others nearly 150 years ago. Aid
agencies believe that aid – whether emergency relief or long-term devel-
opment assistance – is an end in itself, not to be given in support of
any political or military objective. Although improved security may be
a necessary condition for long-term development to take place, it does
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not follow that humanitarian assistance or development aid should sup-
port security objectives. Yet in situations such as Iraq and, particularly,
Afghanistan there has been considerable pressure from ‘our’ govern-
ments to put aid at the service of the overall mission objective. One
of the most egregious examples was the comment of the then US sec-
retary of state, Colin Powell, that international NGOs in Afghanistan
would be ‘a force multiplier . . . such an important part of our combat
team’ (a remark for which he later apologized).44 The UN’s drive in the
direction of ‘integrated missions’ – which brought UN humanitarian,
political and military action together under a single command struc-
ture – while offering the welcome prospect of improved coordination
within the UN system, contained similar threats to the independence of
humanitarian action.

Faced with this challenge, there is a temptation for relief agencies
to describe themselves as ‘humanitarian actors’ in order to distinguish
themselves from, for example, the military. This, however, fails to recog-
nize that anyone can carry out a humanitarian act – there are in fact no
humanitarian actors, only humanitarian actions. Most actions, whether
taken by individuals or by institutions, involve a range of motives, but
provided there is a demonstrable intent to produce a beneficial outcome
for other people purely on the basis of our shared humanity – and that
this intent is translated into action consistent with it – there is no reason
in principle why any action by any actor should not qualify as a human-
itarian intervention. (There is, of course, the additional question of how
the act is perceived by those affected by it; it may be harder for some
actors – such as the military – to have credibility as ‘humanitarians’,
however worthy their motives may be.)

A new attempt to formulate the principles of ‘humanitarian inter-
vention’ without attracting some of the difficulties of the latter term
came in 2001 with the launch of the concept of ‘The Responsibility
to Protect’.45 By placing the emphasis on the responsibility of the state
where the crisis is taking place, rather than on the right of an outside
actor to intervene, it was hoped that a more acceptable and effective
framework could be developed, with a stronger emphasis on preven-
tion and capacity building both locally and internationally. R2P, as it
is widely known, offers, as Lee Feinstein has put it, an alternative to
the hard choice between ‘doing nothing or sending in the Marines’.46

This is work in progress, but offers a useful framework for the kind of
actions I have been advocating in this chapter. However, as the case
of the NATO intervention in Libya in 2011 shows, Western states still
find it hard to work out how to fill the gap Feinstein identifies. Too
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often the choice seems to present itself precisely as one of doing noth-
ing or sending in the Marines (or, in this and most other recent cases,
NATO bombers). Arguably, in the Libyan example, there was a range of
alternative policy options available: trying to broker a ceasefire between
Gaddafi and his opponents, securing access by the ICRC and other agen-
cies to civilians affected by the conflict and exploring the potential for
third-party mediation. However, none of these was seriously attempted
before the intent to enforce a no-fly zone was declared.47 The subsequent
deadlock in the UN Security Council over Syria in 2011/12 provides an
even sharper example.

A more enlightened approach to ‘humanitarian
intervention’?

If we compare Biafra and Libya a curious irony presents itself. In this
chapter I have argued that in Biafra ‘humanitarian intervention’ (i.e. an
emergency relief operation) proved to be less effective at relieving suf-
fering than other, more ‘political’, measures could have been had they
been pursued vigorously. More forceful diplomacy by the major powers,
more determined mediation by the OAU targeted directly at the person-
alities of Ojukwu and Gowon rather than their representatives, a UN
mandate for an enhanced Observer Team – policing relief corridors as
well as human rights abuses; all these would have increased the likeli-
hood of a resolution of the conflict and saved many lives. I accept that
in the world of 1967 some of these ideas would have been ahead of their
time and my aim is not to prove the counterfactual – rather to demon-
strate the lessons from this example and suggest how things might be
done differently in future.

In Libya, by contrast, in the face of threatened and actual atroc-
ities, ‘humanitarian intervention’ – although it did include an arms
embargo – consisted in the main of a hastily put together and very
speculative bombing campaign, in the absence of a political strategy,
informed by very little local knowledge and with a high potential risk
that it would create more problems than it solved. This will remain
the case even if the eventual outcome appears to make the risks seem
justified. The lesson from Biafra is that effective humanitarian inter-
vention should mean a lot more than sending in food and medicines.
But the lesson from Libya is that it does not have to mean the mil-
itary option, either. Between these two extremes lies a wide range of
policy options, preventative as well as reactive, from which a ‘humani-
tarian intervention’ can be crafted. The ability to intervene effectively as
an outsider, under the humanitarian banner, essentially requires one to
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have credibility that one’s interest is primarily to relieve human suffer-
ing, rather than the pursuit of a geopolitical agenda. It is above all about
knowing how to use power wisely. In the case of the Nigerian Civil War
power was not used wisely by those who could have done so. There are
still lessons to be learnt from this massive human tragedy, 45 years later.
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Building State Effectiveness:
Evolving Donor Approaches
to Good Governance in
Sub-Saharan Africa
Claire Leigh

Introduction

In 2010, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, president of Liberia, wrote that ‘Africa’s
crisis is a failure of leadership and management. Sub-Saharan Africa is
rich in resources, talent, energy and spirit. But it has not been rich
in leadership. It is made up of rich countries that have been poorly
managed and the results have been disastrous.’1 The implication is
that development has stalled in Africa primarily because of a failure
of governance and institutions. It’s a view that an increasing number
of people in the development community share, partly informed by a
better understanding of the political economy of development, and a
clear ‘governance turn’ can be observed over the last decade in both the
rhetoric and spending priorities of the major development actors.

There is also a more pragmatic reason why state capacity-building is a
la mode at present. With aid budgets frozen as a result of the economic
crisis and new questions being asked about the value of aid, donors have
converged around the narrative of a ‘post aid’ future and the importance
of building the capacity of recipient states to lead the delivery of public
goods and services for themselves.

In what follows I first look at the understandings of ‘good governance’
that have dominated the development debate since the 1990s and
briefly explore the factors driving the new significance placed on state
capacity by development actors, in particular why donors have recently
been channelling more resources into the area. Secondly, I examine
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some of the practical challenges of implementing donor-led governance
work, including the ways in which donor-led approaches continue to
undermine effective governance and emerging understandings of what
works and what doesn’t. In particular I look at some of the opportunities
presented by a new class of ‘arm’s length’ governance-focused initiatives
and organizations that have appeared in recent years. Finally, I consider
the broader implications of a renewed focus on governance in Africa,
including some of the normative challenges raised and prospects for the
future.

Why the new emphasis on governance?

The current preoccupation with good governance among donors has
its origins in two separate and potentially conflicting forces at work
within the development sector. The first is an emerging consensus that
sustainable economic development in Africa depends on the ability and
willingness of African governments to shape, lead and deliver change
for themselves, a consensus expressed in evolving terms through the
various High Level Forums on Aid Effectiveness in Paris, Accra and most
recently Busan.

The millennium, with its eponymous development goals, also her-
alded a decade of soul-searching by multilateral and bilateral donors.
This process found its first formal articulation in the Paris Declaration
on Aid Effectiveness in 2005.2 The Paris Declaration reflected lessons
learnt over several frustrating decades of aid activity, which led donors
to conclude that sustainable development depends primarily on efforts
at the state (as opposed to international or sub-national) level and that
aid needs to focus on facilitating country-led efforts, not on trying to
replace them.3

The resultant ‘Paris Declaration’ saw donors sign up to five core
principles. These were:

1. Ownership: Developing countries should set their own strategies for
poverty reduction, improve their institutions and tackle corruption;

2. Alignment: Donor countries should align behind these objectives
and use local systems;

3. Harmonization: Donor countries should coordinate, simplify proce-
dures and share information to avoid duplication;

4. Results: Developing countries and donors should shift their focus to
development results and results get measured;

5. Mutual accountability: Donors and their country partners should be
jointly accountable for development results.4
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The subsequent ‘Accra Agenda for Action’ in 2008 went even further
and – through pressure from developing countries themselves – donors
agreed that the concept of ‘ownership’ should be extended to mean
recipient country leadership on aid coordination itself and more use of
country systems for aid delivery. The implications of the Accra Agenda
were significant; whereas in the past donors could run a programme
in practical isolation from a recipient government and hence insulated
from its dysfunctionality, the Accra principles required donors not only
to work in partnership with host governments and their line ministries
but indeed to allow their work to be led by these national agencies.5

However, Paris and Accra contained a paradoxical logic. In states –
particularly post-conflict states – where the current capacity of state
institutions and civil servants is often very low, the expectation that aid
be increasingly channelled through state structures under the command
of local officials was in clear contention, at least in the short term, with
the demand that aid achieve better results and is spent more efficiently
and accountably.

The second factor at work has been an increasingly vocal demand
from taxpayers in donor nations themselves for better accountability
and demonstrable results from aid. As donor nations struggle to achieve
the international aid target of 0.7 per cent of Gross National Income
by 20136 and in circumstances of greater fiscal austerity at home, devel-
opment organizations are painfully aware of the need to justify money
spent in terms of concrete results, while at the same time mitigating
taxpayer fears that the same money is lining the pockets of government
officials or politicians.

The effort to resolve these two competing imperatives – to hand
the reins of development to recipient country governments and at the
same time to demonstrate more value and accountability for the money
spent – is driving ever greater involvement by donors in recipient state
institutions and ministries. For most donors the solution to the own-
ership/results paradox inherent in Paris and Accra has been an upsurge
in governance and capacity-strengthening activities to complement or
precede any shift towards greater use of country systems.

The impact on the donor modus operandi has been dramatic, in terms
of the spread of now-ubiquitous ways of working, including joint donor
and government coordinating structures such as sector working groups,
ministry-based programme management units (PMUs), the rise of direct
budget support and in terms of massive amounts of additional donor
support to build governance systems and state institutions able to cope
with the new expectations placed upon them. The total proportion of
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ODA funds spent on governance programmes today has tripled since
1993.7 Consequently, the great irony of the ‘country ownership’ agenda
is that Western actors are perhaps more directly involved in supporting
the administration of government in sub-Saharan Africa than at any
time in the postcolonial period.

Good governance as accountability

Aid agencies have often been accused of privileging process over out-
comes and the same could be said of the renewed drive for good
governance. Process dominated the Paris Declaration, informing four of
its five main principles and since 2005 donors have arguably done more
to change how things are done rather than what is achieved as a result.

Good governance in business or in public sector contexts is usually
taken to mean two things; governing successfully (i.e. achieving stated
objectives) and governing accountably (i.e. doing so in an appropriate,
accountable way). Within the development discourse, however, good
governance has arguably acquired a narrower meaning and has been
used as shorthand for efforts to eradicate corruption, to promote the rule
of law and otherwise create a positive environment for the free market
economy. On its website the UN says ‘In the community of nations, gov-
ernance is considered “good” and “democratic” to the degree in which
a country’s institutions and processes are transparent.’8

This somewhat one-sided interpretation of good governance is per-
haps unsurprising, reflecting aid organizations’ dual accountabilities to
both aid recipients and to taxpayers at home, as discussed above. These
dual accountabilities have created what Alan Hudson and Paolo de
Renzio have called the ‘impossible geometries’ of aid.9 Accountability
to recipients’ interests require donors to strengthen state institutions,
offer more money in terms of direct budget support and programmes
run with or through government structures and crucially to take
greater risks, including the risk that a proportion of spend will be
wasted through inefficiency or corruption. Accountability to taxpayers
instead requires donors to act cautiously and to demonstrate measurable
results.

In other words, while development partners have come a long way in
recognizing the importance of country-led development, underpinned
by a capable state, too often this has – for reasons that frequently have
more to do with the concerns of domestic taxpayers than those of
recipient countries – meant a focus on improving governance processes
rather than governance outcomes, in other words a ‘good governance as
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accountability’ approach. While this undoubtedly matters, the capacity
of recipient states to plan and deliver development programmes has
been comparatively neglected as a result.10 In the World Bank Gov-
ernance Strategy of 2007, for example, corruption is mentioned 576
times, whereas references to the term ‘governance’ in its ‘successful
government’ usage appear just 32 times.11

Good governance as effectiveness

‘Good governance as effectiveness’ represents an important second pillar
of the country ownership agenda. Without effective state institutions
able to take the lead in the planning and delivery of development pro-
grammes, the ambitions of donors set out at Paris and Accra will remain
just that.

Lately the development sector has started to show signs of widen-
ing the scope of governance programmes to encompass the objective of
improving state capacity to deliver public goods and services. A renewed
emphasis on the impact of aid was reflected in the theme for the
2011 iteration of the fourth High Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness at
Busan, the successor to Paris and Accra, with its emphasis on improving
development outcomes as opposed to donor processes.12 The increasing
importance placed on state effectiveness and capacity in international
development is also evidenced by the series of global summits that have
taken place since 2009.

UNDP’s global conference in 2010 addressed the theme ‘Capacity is
Development’ and governance and public-sector capacity have been ele-
vated to one of the three themes that make up the World Bank’s 2011
Africa Strategy.13 Callisto Madavo, former World Bank vice president for
the Africa Region, endorses this more holistic conception of good gover-
nance: ‘An effective poverty reduction strategy process and a productive
partnership can only be built on a platform of strong public sector capac-
ity: Capacity to formulate policies, to build consensus, to implement
reforms and the capacity to monitor results, learn lessons and adapt
accordingly.’14

This trend is also reflected in the programming of the major bilat-
eral donors. GTZ, USAID and DFID now regularly include a government
capacity-building element across their African programming. USAID
administrator Rajiv Shah, in his landmark June 2011 speech at the
Conference on Democracy, Rights and Governance, explained the shift,
saying that ‘In the end, our assistance is no substitute for the capacity
necessary to drive through reform. We must promote, build and nurture
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leadership and institutions so that governments have a realistic chance
to provide results.’15

The importance of state effectiveness to development

Arguably, a broader understanding of good governance as implying state
effectiveness is on the rise because the major development partners
increasingly see that their own impact is dependent on the capacity of
their partner governments, and because it is becoming ever more appar-
ent Paris and Accra presupposed capable state infrastructures which at
present do not exist. But there is also an emerging empirical foundation
for the new emphasis on state effectiveness within the good gover-
nance discourse, with recent research highlighting the ways in which a
lack of state capacity can undermine political stability in young African
democracies, in turn undermining socio-economic progress.

Paul Collier provides a helpful model for understanding why this is.
His argument is that while democracy is generally assumed to increase
stability and reduce conflict, that logic does not hold for poor democ-
racies. This is because the chief mechanisms through which democracy
contributes to peace are legitimacy – that is, that leaders have an elected
mandate – and delivery, whereby a government earns the right to rule
through its performance and provision of the things that people want.

The latter mechanism approximates to the ‘effectiveness’ pillar of
good governance – the ability of a regime to achieve its stated aims.
Collier’s argument continues that conflict is often perpetuated in poor
democracies in part because governments lack the capacity – in terms of
the ability to collect taxes, prioritize and implement programmes effec-
tively – to perform and live up to election promises.16 If a government
does not know how to succeed, if it lacks the skills to overcome the
already difficult constraints it faces, then the next election cannot possi-
bly be fought on the grounds of policy choices or performance. Instead,
self-interested politicians will be encouraged to lie, cheat and bribe their
way to electoral victory. They will often turn to violence, as will their
outraged opponents and the results of this have been seen in Nigeria,
Cote D’Ivoire and Kenya (to name but a few) in recent years.

In summary, Collier argues that ‘in encouraging elections, we have
landed these societies in an unviable halfway house that has neither
the capacity of autocracies to act decisively nor the accountability of a
genuine democracy’.17 Donors hope that if poor, young democracies can
be supported to govern effectively (and the ‘if’ part of that sentence is
critical) then just maybe the cycle of underdevelopment and conflict in
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LDCs identified by Collier can be broken. That alone should be enough
to make state effectiveness the Holy Grail of development.

How donor activities can undermine state effectiveness

It is worth pausing for a moment to reflect on how traditional ways of
working in the aid industry have in the past acted to actually undermine
both country ownership and government capacity. A major problem
with how donors have tended to work in the past, and often still do,
is that they have focused on the direct provision of tangible public
goods and services such as roads, schools and hospitals. The focus on
straight-to-citizen outputs has rightly been criticized for being paternal-
istic – playing into Western constructs of African victimhood, charitable
magnanimity and shouldering the ‘White Man’s Burden’ – as well as for
undermining local capacity and ownership.18 Again, dual accountabil-
ities to domestic taxpayers/political masters may partly explain donor
preference for direct provision. Schools and hospitals are what voters in
donor countries expect their money to be spent on, not on subsidizing
African Big Men or bankrolling core state functions.19

A second explanation pertains to the respective timeframes involved
in delivering directly versus delivering through dysfunctional state insti-
tutions. State-building takes time and is notoriously difficult. Political
changes in the recipient country can unexpectedly reverse years of work.
Meanwhile humanitarian needs in particular demand urgent responses
and donors have understandably been unwilling to hang around. As a
consequence aid agencies have arguably sought shortcuts to poverty
reduction that avoid state-building altogether.

The temptation to bypass the state has been compounded by growing
demands from donor headquarters that field programmes demonstrate
fast, measurable results. This has further deterred donors from the slow,
painful and hard to measure business of state capacity building.20 The
impact of stronger government institutions takes years to take root and
end results are hard to attribute to upstream capacity-building work that
in and of itself produces nothing but better-designed ministries or more
competent civil servants.

Finally, it has simply been easier for donors to operate independently
than to engage meaningfully with the byzantine complexities of befud-
dled bureaucracies. Donors often struggle to reconcile their program-
ming priorities and internationally set budget cycles with local priorities
and budget cycles, creating practical barriers to working through state
institutions. Unsurprisingly most have instead opted to take the path
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of least resistance in such circumstances and to work independently in
contexts where they can control inputs and risks.

The preference of donors to operate outside of state institutions and
to deliver developmental programmes directly has of course acted to
emasculate and weaken those very institutions. The by-products of the
resultant parallel delivery infrastructures are well documented, includ-
ing the brain drain they incentivize, whereby local talent drifts from the
civil service into donor organizations.21 Salaries are raised as ministries
attempt to woo people back, but only enough to encourage the poorest
performers never to leave and to inflate recurrent budgets at the cost
of project funds. In the Ministry of Agriculture in Liberia, for example,
80 per cent of the core annual budget is typically spent on recurrent
costs (mainly wages) leaving almost no money to actually do anything
or deliver projects.22

The decision by donors to bypass government has been short sighted
and counterproductive to the long-term strengthening of state insti-
tutions for other reasons. Unintended negative consequences are both
operational and political in nature – operational because the institutions
and public sector staff being bypassed are demotivated and de-skilled in
the process and political because the public quickly becomes aware that
their elected leaders are not the ones delivering core public goods and
services.

Returning to Collier, the persistent lack of state capacity means lead-
ers are rendered incapable of earning legitimacy through delivery on
their electoral promises.23 It is difficult to win loyalty and respect as a
leader, or to build belief in the state and the political system, if taxes
are seen to be wasted on government institutions that seem to achieve
nothing but ever more ingenious methods of corruption while all the
things that people want and like – the roads, schools and hospitals – are
being delivered by foreign organizations.

Where angels fear to tread?

Since the public self-flagellation of the High Level Forums on Aid Effec-
tiveness in Paris and Accra, all of the aforementioned issues have been
acknowledged by the major aid players and there have been significant
moves recently to work with and through developing country govern-
ments to deliver aid programmes and to build capacity within state
institutions so that they can start to undertake some of the heavy lifting.
But these early efforts have been patchy at best and have raised issues of
their own.
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Traditional donors are partly constrained by who they are and what
they are perceived to represent, as agents of Western powers with vested
interests. Because of this, where donor-led programmes have attempted
to address capacity weaknesses in state institutions, they have gen-
erally ignored the ‘centre of government’ (including presidents/prime
ministers offices and cabinet functions) in favour of supporting line
ministries; those budget-spending ministries that are (in theory) in
charge of delivering public goods and services. The centre of govern-
ment presents many barriers to entry for traditional donors. They are
either denied access to the quarterdeck by a country’s leadership, who
feel that intervention in, for example, the president’s office would be an
incursion too far, or donors themselves make the decision that central
institutions of state are too politically risky, or too upstream, for their
tastes.

In the Government of Liberia, for example, there are a growing num-
ber of programmes dedicated to state capacity building. The German aid
agency GTZ (now GIZ) has undertaken a major programme supporting
the Public Works Ministry, which is responsible for road construc-
tion.24 Meanwhile USAID has just completed the TASMOA programme
of capacity-building support to the Ministry of Agriculture.25 But not
one major development partner works with the Ministry of State for
Presidential Affairs. In countries where frequently power and decision
making are concentrated around the person of the president, this often
leaves their efforts in line ministries unavoidably and fatally weakened.

The exceptions to this bias towards line-ministry support are
Ministries of Finance, which often host the largest number of donor-
funded consultants and capacity-building programmes. However, this
can be better explained by the concern, discussed above, to minimize
the risk of corruption and to ensure accountability, rather than a con-
cern for enhancing a government’s central delivery capacity. Where
capacity-building support programmes have been undertaken, efforts by
donors have exposed a variety of persistent issues and there are signs
that in reality less has changed in donor approaches than they would
have us believe.

There are many concerns with current development partner approa-
ches to capacity development. Donors often succumb to the temptation
to quickly disburse their newly inflated governance budgets by hiring
temporary international consultants to give training or write reports
under the banner of technical assistance (TA). TA tends to focus on pro-
viding specialist policy advice and on supporting policy design rather
than policy delivery. This means priorities and strategies frequently fail



206 Building State Effectiveness

to take full account of local political concerns, interests and constraints,
hence go undelivered. Donors prefer to support the direction-setting
end of the policy supply chain for obvious reasons. But a commensurate
lack of support for implementation means that these policies can often
simply gather dust on the shelf. Capacity-building programmes done
badly can also impose priorities and processes that overlap and some-
times conflict with a government’s own agenda and systems, adding
ever new layers of complexity and placing a huge coordination burden
on country officials.

Another common temptation for donors is to achieve gains in effec-
tiveness in state institutions by ‘gap-filling’ key posts with international
staff and bringing in international consultants to do the work of local
civil servants for them. This can achieve results and certainly has its
uses in terms of quickly driving forward priorities, but is ultimately
unsustainable and can be just another means of bypassing internal
government infrastructures.

Finally, when ministries are given control of donor-funded pro-
grammes or trust funds, donors’ main concern is often to ensure that
the ministry’s processes meet their organization’s own global standards.
Thus development partners can ostensibly meet their Paris commit-
ments while in practise maintaining control and making no significant
changes to their ways of working, making the ministry or agency adapt
rather than vice versa. At worst there are multiple donors doing this in
the same ministry at the same time. This adds a huge administrative
burden to already weakened institutions.

In Liberia, for example, Programme Management Units (PMUs) are
now commonly bolted on to ministries as delivery vehicles for donor
programmes. However, donor programmes are integrated into govern-
ment systems only in the loosest sense. In the Ministry of Agriculture,
for example, one major co-funded programme that is being run through
the PMU has two funders, two sets of reporting and accounting require-
ments and two sets of staff, none of which match the ministry’s own
systems.26 And the PMU is in charge of several programmes at any one
time. The added complexity of multiple accountabilities and ways of
working imposed on developing country ministries under the auspices
of country ownership is a perverse outcome of the Paris Agenda that its
architects presumably did not anticipate.

Arms’ length capacity-building initiatives

The constraints on the ability of traditional donors to deliver effec-
tive and direct capacity-building support within recipient country
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governments has led to the emergence of a new cluster of niche NGOs
and initiatives that specialize in governance support and are able to
operate at arm’s length from (although often still funded by) donors.
These include the Africa Governance Initiative (AGI), which was set up
by former British Prime Minister Tony Blair in 2008 with the ambi-
tion of working with African states where weak institutions are seen
to be holding back progress on ambitious government development
agendas. The Overseas Development Institute’s Budget Strengthening
Initiative, the International Budget Partnership, the Africa Capacity
Building Foundation and the International Growth Centre are among
other examples.

The AGI in particular emphasizes the importance of state effective-
ness as a necessary complement to efforts to improve accountability.
It regards an effective government as having a strong strategic centre (i.e.
strong coordinating and direction-setting centre of government institu-
tions), a capable set of line or delivery ministries, senior civil servants
skilled in the dark arts of bureaumancy and a leader able to provide
strategic direction and unity.27 AGI promotes three key aspects of gover-
nance effectiveness, which it sees as particularly weak in many African
governments:

1. Prioritization of the most important objectives and to focus central
government resources on these;

2. Effective planning for the implementation of policies to achieve
priorities; and

3. Performance management to provide an evolving picture of the
progress that is being made, in order to inform future decisions.

This approach to effective governance, lifted from common pri-
vate sector management practises, is reminiscent of the managerialist
approach of the UK’s Labour Government between 1997 and 2010.28

The application of managerialist approaches to African governments is
particularly useful for international actors. Managerialism is predicated
on the universal applicability of subject-neutral tools and methods to
improve efficiency, helping donors to avoid accusations of introduc-
ing ‘westernized’ approaches to developing country governments, while
turning a lack of deep knowledge of a particular country context into
something of a virtue.

As an example of the managerialist approach in action, AGI worked
with the senior leadership of the Government of Rwanda to support
its annual leadership retreat. Each year at the ‘Kivu retreat’ the president
sets out his strategic priorities for the year ahead. Rather than supporting
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the president’s office on the substance of the government’s priorities,
AGI instead advised senior officials on agreeing a process for selecting
priorities across government and designing the system and tools neces-
sary to drive and monitor implementation after the retreat. As a result,
the number of goals set at Kivu fell from 134 in 2009 to just 6 in 2011,
allowing the government to focus on a small number of carefully chosen
goals. These were subsequently overseen by a new Joint Delivery Com-
mittee, which project managed and monitored implementation of the
chosen priorities. This kind of substance-neutral implementation sup-
port is in stark contrast to the capacity-building interventions typical of
many traditional donors, which tend instead to focus on the provision
of expert policy advice.

Interventions by this new breed of niche capacity-building initia-
tives also aim to be collaborative, sustainable and sensitive to local
circumstances and demands. Some of the most successful governance
interventions follow what is often called the ‘Botswana model’ of capac-
ity development, where practitioners are bought in on a longer-term
basis as embedded employees of state institutions to work alongside
local counterparts.29 Under the Botswana model, through a gradual pro-
cess of skills transfer, formal training, coaching and mentoring of senior
staff, along with the introduction of systems, tools and processes to
enable effective delivery, the overseas practitioner can in theory eventu-
ally step back. Supporters of the Botswana Model argue this is ultimately
both more sustainable, ensuring local ownership and developing local
capacity and politically more viable, as it works from the premise that
the intervention should enable leaders to achieve their own goals rather
than imposing goals from the outside.

For example, in Rwanda between 2008 and 2010 the AGI worked in
the Coordination Unit in the prime minister’s office, which is respon-
sible for producing quarterly reports on the progress of a small set
of presidential priorities. AGI advisors worked intensively with the
local team in the first iteration of reports to agree methods, standard
templates and tools, then purposely became less involved with each suc-
cessive quarter, until they were able to exit altogether from the process
and unit.30

Emerging lessons

Although there is still a long way to go in working out how and if
sustainable capacity development can be accelerated by external sup-
port, from AGI and other similar organizations’ experiences in doing
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this kind of work, five emerging lessons can be identified about how to
increase the impact and sustainability of external capacity-development
interventions:31

Offer independent, embedded advice. First, capacity development is per-
haps better undertaken by small specialist operators able to credibly
demonstrate that they are working on the side of the recipient govern-
ment. It is arguably harder for a major donor to undertake state capacity
development work, as a large portfolio of in-country programmes will
mean it brings with it its own agenda and potential conflicts of interest.
Embedding advisors in government institutions improves contextual
understanding, builds trust and allows advisors to act as enablers and
coaches of local counterparts, rather that coming for short periods to do
the job themselves.

Work from the inside out. Second, in political contexts where power
is often concentrated at the centre and around a handful of people,
it is vital to gain the trust and visible support of a country’s leader-
ship, without which any capacity-building intervention will likely fail.
For this reason, organizations like the AGI maintain that it is vital to
work with the centre of government as well as line ministries. Central
institutions may work upstream, but they provide the necessary coordi-
nation and influence to get the rest of government pulling in the same
direction.

Close the implementation gap. Third, AGI has found that the focus of
capacity development should be on closing the implementation gap
between the plethora of strategic plans in existence and the relative lack
of delivery on the ground, rather than drafting new high-level strate-
gies. Moving from priorities to delivery requires planning and project
management skills that are often lacking in many developing country
civil services.

As discussed above, this managerialist approach to capacity building
is premised upon the universal applicability of standard management
techniques in improving the effectiveness of any organization. If the
premise is accepted, it enables external actors to support government
effectiveness through a focus on systems, soft skills and structure,
as opposed to substance. Thus boundaries are, in theory, maintained
between intervention and interference in domestic policy. In other
words, the ideal is for the external advisors to be a force magnifier
for the recipient government’s ability to pursue its own priorities in its
own way.
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Demonstrate tangible results. Fourth, the effectiveness of capacity
development should be measured by its outputs not its inputs. Capacity
has to be for something. If it does not deliver change on the ground then
why do it? Achieving real results will mean that a country’s leadership
(be they ministers or presidents) will continue to be bought in. It makes
them look good to each other and to voters and means that officials all
along the delivery chain see the purpose of changing the way they do
things. It also makes measuring the success of the intervention easier
and enables the rigorous monitoring and evaluation that most donors
and funders demand.

AGI maintains that focusing on outputs means working back from
what you want to achieve, identifying capacity gaps that are preventing
the relevant institutions from implementing priorities and then target-
ing capacity-building efforts accordingly. For example, AGI supported
the Government of Sierra Leone to launch its Free Healthcare Initiative
in 2010, which ended user fees for new mothers and under-fives. Capac-
ity development was targeted at points of weakness in the healthcare
delivery chain. The programme has already had some impressive results.
Since its launch, there has been 85 per cent drop in the malaria fatality
rate for children treated in hospitals and a 214 per cent increase in the
number of children accessing medical care.32 This has won the capacity-
building programme credibility with leaders and officials and has been
shown to have an ongoing impact of the capacity of the Ministry of
Health.

Avoid gap-filling. Fifth, the sustainability of capacity development rests
on whether outside TA can avoid the temptation to simply fill gaps.
Instead, AGI believes that capacity builders should focus on develop-
ing, in partnership with counterparts, skills, systems and structures that
will outlast the lifespan of the given capacity-development intervention.
A good example of where gap-filling can badly go wrong comes from
Liberia, where the UN’s Mission in Liberia (UNMIL) has arguably created
a dependency on the UN Police Force to provide civilian policing and
has retarded the development of a capable home-grown police force.
The UNMIL drawdown now raises serious concerns over the ability of
domestic police services to take over.33

Persistent constraints

However, while these five lessons can arguably help to improve the
effectiveness of capacity-building interventions, they are not silver
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bullets and carry with them their own challenges. Working from the
inside out and as independent advisors embedded in a government,
is easier said than done when donors control most of the funding for
governance projects, even if actual interventions are implemented by
specialist, independent organizations. Focusing on outputs rather than
inputs makes it treacherously difficult to measure a specific interven-
tion’s effectiveness and not ‘gap-filling’ involves resisting the pressure
to demonstrate quick results to funders.

Perhaps most difficult challenge of all is the question of how far exter-
nal organizations are willing to go on the country ownership agenda.
NGOs and donors who genuinely place themselves at the disposal of
the country’s leadership and who follow a truly demand-led approach
to capacity building, are faced with the dilemma of what to do when
a recipient government makes decisions with which they disagree. This
tests to the limits the extent to which NGOs and donors are willing and
able to remain impartial advisors and exposes potential weaknesses in
the much-lauded commitment to country ownership.

Normative constraints

Beyond the practical challenges facing external actors engaged in
capacity-building interventions, there remains a set of normative ques-
tions and controversies about the export of governance norms to the
African context. Critics have pointed to the danger of imposing Western
modes and in the process eroding the normative principle of self-
determination.34 At worst governance interventions could be suspected
of being Trojan Horses to advance a neo-colonial agenda and discourse,
or as a way for donors to maintain influence without conditionality, in
an era when tied aid is frowned upon.

The first normative issue, around the ‘Westernization’ of African gov-
ernance practices, is perhaps the most challenging. The claim that a
managerialist approach to capacity development uses tools and tech-
niques which are somehow ‘culture neutral’ and applicable across
contexts and organizations is a contentious one and requires rigor-
ous analysis and debate going forward. Donors and NGOs operating
in this area should note that some of the best governance innova-
tions emerging from Africa combine indigenous modes and traditions
of governance with Western approaches to form hybrid systems.35

In Rwanda, for example, the government has revived various forms of
governance that trace their origins to the pre-colonial era. The gacaca
system of community courts was famously revived to cope with the
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huge backlog of genocide cases after 1994. Meanwhile in 2006 the Gov-
ernment of Rwanda started using the traditional imihigo system as an
equivalent of management-speak ‘performance contracts’ or Public Ser-
vice Agreements. Imihigo is a long-standing cultural practice in Rwanda
whereby two parties publicly commit themselves to the achievement
of a particular task. All ministers are expected to sign imihigo contracts
annually, committing them to key objectives over the year.36 Some
exciting new research programmes are developing research into hybrid
solutions, such as Africa Power and Politics (APP) and the Institute for
Development Studies’ ‘Working with the grain’ programme.37 The APP
advocates a move away from best practise towards ‘best fit’, building on
what works and modifying approaches to the local context and culture.

The second normative concern is around the question of sovereignty
and whether interventions in state institutions constitute an affront to
state autonomy. ‘Country ownership’ may be the watchwords in devel-
opment these days. But as we have seen, the great irony of the concept
is the fact that the agenda may be driving ever deeper incursions into
state institutions by donors and NGOs.

Defenders of governance programmes have met this concern by
emphasizing that donor incursions into the governance sphere are part
of a temporary and necessary effort to address key market failures in
the short term in order to restore the recipient state’s sovereignty and
independence in the long term. Paul Collier, for example, argues that

[j]ust as the high-income world should provide a vaccine against
malaria for the citizens of the bottom billion, so it should supply
them with security and accountability of government. All three are
public goods that will otherwise be chronically undersupplied. Only
once they are properly supplied can the societies of the bottom
billion achieve their aspirations of genuine sovereignty.38

In other words governance interventions to strengthen the ability of
states to govern successfully, rather than undermining sovereignty, are
seen by their supporters as a means to return genuine sovereignty
to developing country governments, a sovereignty currently crippled
by a reliance on donors to supply the most basic functions of the
state.

Conclusion

The recent governance trend in donor programming in Africa has
its origins in three insights: that good governance means governing
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successfully as well as accountably; that state ineffectiveness drives insta-
bility and underdevelopment in important ways; and that to enable
African states to govern successfully involves fundamental changes in
the current modus operandi of the aid regime, which until recently
has arguably done more to undermine than to promote effective state
institutions.

Effective governments have the potential not only to make real
improvements to people’s lives but to enhance stability and belief in
the political system and to reassert their sovereignty. Since the Paris
Declaration and Accra Agenda it has been in donors’ interests to turn
state institutions into effective delivery vehicles. Under moves towards
country ownership, donors realize that their own effectiveness as orga-
nizations is increasingly bound up in the effectiveness of the state
institutions in recipient countries and that they need to support, not
just exhort, institutions to become better functioning.

In practice the challenges of supporting state effectiveness are mani-
fold and donors and NGOs are only starting to learn how to do so effec-
tively and sustainably. Questions remain around the appropriateness of
deeper incursions into the realm of the state by Western organizations.
These could be seen as neo-colonial at worst or at least reminiscent of
paternalistic attitudes to the continent that have persisted for some 200
years.

Donors have to show that they can work in and with recipient gov-
ernments in a way that genuinely leaves their sovereignty intact, in a
way that takes seriously and respects indigenous forms of governance
and that builds genuine and sustainable capacity. If they cannot, then
they risk fostering a new form of dependency that will undermine coun-
try ownership in the long run. The emergence of a new breed of niche
initiatives, enabling donors to support capacity building at arm’s length,
may offer a way to overcome many of the pitfalls and barriers, but the
challenges are still prodigious.
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Beyond Humanitarian Imperialism:
The Dubious Origins of
‘Humanitarian Intervention’ and
Some Rules for its Future
Richard Drayton

The problem of humanitarian intervention sits at the crossroad of ideas
of human rights, theories of sovereignty and Just War theory. Any
respectable argument for such collective violence depends on the asser-
tion that international military intervention is necessary where a polity
either causes or allows mortal danger to the life and liberty of its citi-
zens such that its sovereignty is suspended. What remains absent from
both international law and practice, however, are clear rules on how
we decide when such collective violence is justified, whose obligation
and right it is to intervene and what limits and sanctions exist to
restrain the behaviour of those who intervene, or to punish those who
intervene without international agreement. The problem in all human-
itarian interventions is that those powers with the capacity to apply
force at a distance for humanitarian or other ends are generally also
those with economic and strategic interests overseas and are often also
states which refuse any cosmopolitan restraint on their own military
action. From the nineteenth century to the twenty-first, ‘humanitar-
ian’ interest has repeatedly been used by Britain, France and the US to
justify what to critics appeared to be the naked prosecution of selfish
national foreign policies.1 Ryan Goodman may ultimately be right that
legalizing unilateral humanitarian intervention would ‘discourage wars
with an ulterior interest’ but only if the international community makes
rules which specifically protect against the risk of imperialism wearing a
humanitarian mask.2

217



218 Beyond Humanitarian Imperialism

This chapter seeks to confront this entanglement of humanitarian
intervention and imperialism and to ask if and how the idea of cos-
mopolitan action for human rights might be rescued from the grip of
Great Power interests? It shall first examine the origins of ‘humanitarian
intervention’ in the nineteenth-century context of the European domi-
nation of the world. Second, it will turn to the span from 1918 to 1989
and to the emergence of postcolonial doctrines of humanitarian inter-
vention. Third, we shall look at the current period, from c. 1989 to the
present, in which serious crises, a collapse in confidence in the United
Nations as an efficient actor, expanded ideas of human rights and a cri-
tique of national sovereignty, have made ‘humanitarian intervention’
and, after 2000, ‘the Responsibility to Protect’ – or R2P, its UN abbre-
viation – into significant problems for international relations. Last, we
shall examine the dangerous relationship of intervention with civil war
and the erosion of national sovereignty and suggest some new protocols
which might be applied to all theatres of proposed ‘humanitarian inter-
vention’. It is in particular my aim here to urge the case that all powers
who propose such collective action should be compelled to make a full
declaration of their interests, that those who seek to prosecute ‘human-
itarian’ ends should seek international approval for the weapons and
tactics they will apply and all participants should submit to the super-
vising and if necessary punitive discipline of the International Criminal
Court.

European and American Imperialism and the origins of the
claim of the right to intervene, c. 1815–1914

The doctrine of humanitarian intervention may, if one wishes, be traced
to Vattel, Grotius and Roman precedent and to European state rela-
tions after the Peace of Westphalia.3 But in its modern form it emerged
more from the practice than the theory of international relations in
the decades after the Congress of Vienna. Clearly it depended upon
nineteenth-century doctrines of human rights.4 But it was part of a
world order in which Europe in general and Britain, in particular,
had acquired a temporary ascendency over the rest of humanity and
expressed the Vienna idea that the powers of Christendom had the right
to organize cosmopolitan peace. Its partners were the linked British cam-
paigns for the enforcement of anti-slavery, the expansion of free trade
and the spread of Christianity, in the name of which merchants and
missionaries sought the protection of gunboats in China and Africa.
One kind of right flowed easily into another: as John Bowring, whose
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manoeuvring would later lead to the Second Opium War, put it when
campaigning for parliament: ‘Free Trade was Jesus Christ and Jesus
Christ was Free Trade.’5 The morality and legitimacy of the collective
action of ‘civilized’ nations, by which contemporaries understood white
European and Christian nations, was never in doubt.

Even in the nineteenth century, the new discipline of International
Law was unhappy with the way in which the idea of humanitarian inter-
vention infringed on the principle of national sovereignty, arguing it
was more a ‘high act of national policy’ than a matter of law.6 ‘On the
strict legalistic principles’, wrote Oscar Straus, the jurist and diplo-
mat, when lecturing on ‘The Humanitarian Diplomacy of the United
States’ in 1912, ‘it is very doubtful if humanitarian intervention can
be justified’.7 The solution, however, was to argue that less civilized
communities did not enjoy a claim to sovereignty equivalent to that of
Europeans and their overseas diasporas. The rule of law was premised on
European norms and its frontier was coextensive with that of European
power.8 Few were the voices which objected with the French jurist
Gaston Jèze that ‘civilized powers have no more right to seize the ter-
ritories of savages than savages have to occupy the European continent
[and that] the law of nations does not admit any distinction between
the barbarians and the so-called civilized’.9 Far more common was the
view that the option to intervene was the prerogative of the ‘civilized’,
as the representatives of a higher constitutional and legal regime. The
most complete example of this tendency, expressing a claim the outlines
of which resurface in the twenty-first century idea of the ‘failed state’,
was the assertion of the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine
(1904) that

chronic wrongdoing, or an impotence which results in a general
loosening of the ties of civilized society, may in America, as else-
where, ultimately require intervention by some civilized nation and
in the Western Hemisphere the adherence of the United States to the
Monroe Doctrine may force the United States, however reluctantly,
in flagrant cases of such wrongdoing or impotence, to the exercise of
an international police power.

European and American norms were to stand as the measure of a
‘civilized society’, with the dominant imperial power in any region
of the world having the duty and right to decide if abuses justified
intervention.
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No audit was done then or later of the the destructive impact of these
European and American ‘humanitarian’ invasions of Africa, Asia and
Latin America. That perhaps half of the population of the Congo died in
the generation after the Berlin Conference consigned them to Belgium
is blamed on King Leopold alone, when the European nations were col-
lectively responsible. The aftermath of intervention was often brutal
wars of counterinsurgency, as in Cuba and the Philippines, and genera-
tions of colonial tyranny. In the Congo, the Balkans, the Levant many
future humanitarian crises would be direct consequences of nineteenth-
century interventions. It is clear too that no reciprocal obligations and
rights were extended to non-European nations for their intervention in
defence of human rights in Europe. Only briefly, in the Congo, was there
even the glimmer of a chance that the international community might
combine against human rights abuses committed by Europeans. Extra-
European custom and law always had to yield to European principle and
adjudication, a principle given its starkest expression in the doctrine of
extra-territoriality which denuded the Chinese state, even on its own
territory, of any right to police abuses committed by Westerners.10

It might be argued, following Lauren Benton, that much of the infras-
tructure for postcolonial ‘humanitarian intervention’ was laid in the late
nineteenth century. The prerogative, indeed the responsibility of impe-
rial powers to intervene against slavery, or the collapse of order, in areas
under their supervision created a system of precedents for the weakening
of the claims of sovereignty at the periphery of European power.11

‘Humanitarian Intervention’ and the international system,
1918–89

War in 1914 and 1939, the Russian Revolution of 1917 and the rise
of a global anti-colonial movement opened divisions in the consensus
bequeathed by the age of Imperialism, during and after the great crisis
of 1914–45. In its aftermath the universe of sovereignty and human
rights was radically extended and doctrines of ‘just war’ tightened,
with contradictory consequences for the doctrine of humanitarian inter-
vention.12 Attempts to regulate the international system, in particular
through the League of Nations and the United Nations, the rise of the
Soviet Union, the emergence of non-European political elites able to
argue for rights in European terms and languages and the closing of
the arms gap which once existed between Europe and the rest, placed
new limits on the agency of the Great Powers. But at the same time,
the experience of genocide and the horrors of wars and dictatorships
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and expanded ideas of human rights provided a slow but ever-growing
international consensus that there were universal rights which both pre-
ceded and went beyond national sovereignty.13 On the one hand, the
exclusive prerogatives of a state within the territories it administered
was acknowledged by Article 2(4) of the Charter of the United Nations
which required members to ‘refrain in their international relations from
the threat of use of force against the territorial integrity or political
independence of any state’. Its authors, after all, were supremely aware
that Adolf Hitler had invoked the humanitarian ‘defence of oppressed
minorities’ when he dismembered Czechoslovakia in 1938 and invaded
Poland in 1939. But, on the other hand, the 1948 Genocide Convention
created an international responsibility to intervene and punish perpetra-
tors of crimes against humanity and to rescue civilians in danger. The
United Nations, however, was understood to be the instrument through
which the international community responded to humanitarian crises.

Decolonization after 1945 represented a new Westphalian moment
of proliferating claims to exclusive national rights which collided with
many of the economic and strategic interests of the Great Powers.
Within its immediate shadow, at least as long as the Soviet Union
represented a counterweight to Europe and the US, the principle of non-
intervention in the internal affairs of other nations was respected in
theory until late in the twentieth century. But in practice, old imperial
habits, the need to protect interests and the new imperatives of the ‘Cold
War’ created from the 1950s a practice of open and covert intervention
in the former colonial world. New leaders, such as Patrice Lumumba in
his famous speech of 30 June 1960, on the day of independence of the
Congo, understood themselves to be achieving strict equality with the
formal colonial powers. Their former masters, it might be argued, merely
considered they were conceding local internal sovereignty within a
system in which the West set the norms, much as the Victorian Raj
acknowledged the sovereignty of the princely states of India. Among
the nations of the world certain powers, identified by their permanent
presence on the Security Council of the United Nations, would be more
equal than others, with the right to veto any collective action by the
international community and an unanswerable right to act. And yet,
it was commonly asserted that national actors were prohibited from
intervening in other nations and only collective action constituted by
the United Nations was legitimate, as Peter Falk put it in 1964, ‘Basic
doctrines of sovereignty, territorial jurisdiction, equality of states, inde-
pendence, non-intervention and recognition each acknowledge this
primacy of the nation state.’14
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A critical breach in this post-war consensus and the first example
of a pattern of ‘humanitarian intervention’ which would characterize
the very end of the century, started much as the modern version of
humanitarian intervention had begun in Africa with the Congo cri-
sis. In July 1960, Lumumba had been forced by the mercenary-backed
insurrection in Katanga to seek intervention from the United Nations.
After his capture and murder, his former allies rallied their forces from
Stanleyville, in the east of the country. On 9 December 1964, US and
Belgian forces acted beyond United Nations sanction, intervening uni-
laterally for ‘humanitarian’ purposes, attacking Stanleyville putatively to
protect whites who were being held there as hostages.15 After the Congo
debates in the Security Council, Weisberg argues, the legal principle of
Article 2(4) remained, but ‘there was now an unwillingness on the part
of the world community to read it as an absolute prohibition on the use
of force in humanitarian intervention’.16

Yet the assumption of the primacy of national sovereignty still pre-
vailed. In 1970, the General Assembly of the United Nations passed
unanimously ‘The Declaration on Principles of International Law
concerning Foreign Relations and Cooperation among States’ which
affirmed that ‘No state or group of states has the right to intervene,
directly or indirectly, for any reason whatsoever, in the internal or
external affairs of any other state.’ The majority opinion among inter-
national lawyers remained that the United Nations Charter had made
force illegal except in self-defence or if commanded by the Security
Council.17 But a series of crises in postcolonial Asia and Africa, from
the late 1960s into the 1970s – the Biafran war and famine in Nigeria
(1968–70), India’s intervention in East Pakistan in the Bangladesh war of
independence (1971), Vietnam’s intervention against the Pol Pot regime
in Cambodia (1978) and Tanzania’s removal of power of Idi Amin in
Uganda (1979) – generated new debates about the limits of sovereignty
and new supporters of humanitarian intervention.18

By the 1980s, from a variety of directions, there were complaints that
the United Nations and the international community had not proved
itself able to act effectively on humanitarian issues. While the Left
pointed at the repeated vetoes of the Western powers in the Security
Council of proposals for collective action against the apartheid regime
in South Africa and US support for brutal dictatorships in Latin America,
the Right complained of state repression in the Communist bloc. The
deaths of perhaps three million Ibos in the Nigerian Civil War and the
horrors of Cambodia, where perhaps one in five people died under the
Khmer Rouge regime, awakened a concern that genocides could happen



Richard Drayton 223

again. Even before the end of the Cold War, there was a growing number
of voices arguing that the commission of major human rights abuses in
any polity should dilute the prohibition against foreign humanitarian
intervention.19

After 1989: The collapse of national sovereignty and the
‘Responsibility to Protect’

The scope for humanitarian intervention would however be dramati-
cally transformed by the collapse of the USSR and the connected emer-
gence, temporarily, of a de facto unipolar world. Coming into the 1990s,
there was no significant strategic or ideological opposition to the norms
of the US and Western Europe becoming the rules of the international
system. This was clear in the domain of international political economy
where the Reagan-Thatcher attack of the 1980s on the Keynesian and
welfarist orthodoxies of the post-1945 era and the ‘Washington Consen-
sus’ culminated in the neo-liberal logic of the World Trade Organisation
of 1996. At the same time technical and industrial developments of the
late twentieth century, particularly in computer and space technologies,
opened up a significant military power gap between the core powers
of the West and the rest of the world, as exemplified in the First Gulf
War (1991).

Into this context of a significantly increased confidence in the West,
both about its moral and institutional centrality and its capacity to inter-
vene, came the collapse of Yugoslavia into a bloody civil war and the
Rwandan genocide. The protection of Kurds by a ‘no fly’ zone in north-
ern Iraq, the NATO war on Serbia (1999) and the British intervention
in Sierra Leone (2000) appeared to present practical demonstrations of
how the West’s military power might be applied to solve what appeared
to some as genocides.20 In a linked process over the 1990s, old ideas of
national sovereignty came under ideological attack just as humanitarian
intervention acquired an unprecedented legitimacy.21

Precedents set in the 1990s hardened rapidly into orthodox doc-
trines about humanitarian intervention in the early twenty-first century.
In 2000 the Canadian government organized the International Com-
mission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS). Its co-chairs
Gareth Evans of the International Crisis Group and Algerian diplomat
Mohamed Sahnoun wrote candidly in Foreign Affairs: ‘The issue must
be reframed not as an argument about the “right to intervene” but
about the “responsibility to protect.” ’22 The commission’s 2001 report
argued that where ‘a state’s population is suffering serious harm, as a
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result of internal war, insurgency, repression or state failure and the
state in question is unwilling or unable to halt or avert it, the prin-
ciple of non-intervention yields to the international responsibility to
protect’.23 While the United Nations’ version of ‘Responsibility to Pro-
tect’ restricted the power to use military means to the Security Council
and the General Assembly, the doctrine still represented a dramatic
renegotiation of the meaning of Article 2(4) of the United Nations
Charter.24

The dangerous potential of the ‘Responsibility to Protect’, particularly
in the train of the precedents set in the Kosovo War by NATO acting
outside of the mandate of the United Nations, was apparent around
the world. In the Havana declaration of 2000, the Group of 77 nations
declared:

We reject the so-called ‘right’ of humanitarian intervention, which
has no legal basis in the United Nations Charter or in the gen-
eral principles of international law . . . humanitarian assistance should
[only] be conducted in full respect of the sovereignty, territorial
integrity and political independence of host countries and should
be initiated in response to a request or with the approval of these
States.25

The Non-Aligned Nations meeting of February 2003 in Kuala Lumpur
repeated this rejection and noted explicitly the potential threat which
the doctrine of the ‘Responsibility to Protect’ posed to the ‘principles
of non-interference and non-intervention as well as the respect for
territorial integrity and national sovereignty of States’.26

International concern about possible abuse of the ‘Responsibility to
Protect’ was not diminished by the assertion of the Bush and Blair
administrations, supported by some influential theorists of ‘humanitar-
ian intervention’ such as Fernando Tesón, that the invasion of Iraq,
which took place without United Nations sanction and against the
opposition of the vast majority of members of the United Nations, was
justified by the need to protect Iraqis from Saddam Hussein’s regime.27

While in 2006 R2P was invoked in a UN resolution on the crisis in
Darfur, no collective action was proposed and no powers chose to
act beyond the UN mandate. The true human cost of the Iraq War
was by then apparent, with estimates, by the same reliable epidemi-
ological methods used for civilian deaths in Bosnia and Darfur, to
be somewhere around 600,000 unnecessary deaths from the violence
and collapse of state and society which accompanied ‘humanitarian
intervention’.28
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In 2011, the Libyan civil war, however, provided a case on which
France, the US and Britain were finally able to act with the sanction
of the United Nations under the doctrine of R2P. Resolution 1973 of
the Security Council empowered member states to ‘take all necessary
measures’ to protect civilians under attack via a no-fly zone. This was
taken, at the time, as a critical departure, a vindication of R2P and a
precedent which could be appealed to in the future.29 But, from another
perspective, the visible mission-creep in 2011 from protecting civilians
to regime change, with France, Britain and the US as active allies of one
party of belligerents and the aftermath of civil war and the possible par-
tition of Libya, made other powers wary about granting future mandates
for military intervention under R2P. If it was true after Iraq that ‘regime
change was . . . the ghost at the banquet of humanitarian intervention’,
after Libya that spectre appeared to preside over the feast.30 All could see,
moreover, how Iraq and Libya had been devastated by Western bombing
but not, as the original 2001 R2P manifesto had imagined, rebuilt with
Western assistance. Instead, most strikingly in Iraq, the aftermath of
‘humanitarian intervention’ was the destruction of public health, edu-
cation and safety. It is easy to understand why the Chinese Assistant
Foreign Minister Le Yucheng commented, when the issue of possible
intervention in Syria arose in April 2012, ‘What we need is not just “the
Responsibility to Protect” but also “responsible protection” ’.31

Humanitarian intervention and the question of civil war

In Libya, as earlier in Rwanda, Biafra and the Congo, as well as in other
examples outside of Africa, the question of humanitarian intervention
has almost always been linked to civil wars. The proponents of inter-
vention and the ‘Responsibility to Protect’ argue that it is the duty of
the international community to protect minorities in conflicts from
the violence of those who command the state and its military power.
But what happens, in such a context, to any government’s right to use
force to protect its territorial integrity or to restrain internal disorder?
Should the international community have come to the protection of
the confederacy when it faced defeat by Union troops in the 1860s,
and when rioters took over the streets of the cities of the UK in August
2011, should Libyan and Iraqi troops been mobilized to protect them
from the response of the police and the armed forces? If we assume
that the administrations of Lincoln and Cameron had a popular man-
date to preserve the territorial integrity of the nation and the rule of
law, who then gets to decide when a civil war exists, in which a weaker
party needs to be protected from state belligerents, or when instead civil
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order has broken down and Leviathan is obliged to draw his sword?
If, with Machiavelli, Hobbes and every theorist of the state, we accept
that political society always emerges out of complex tensions between
groups and interests, what are the implications for the social peace and
political stability of nations, particularly new ones, of an international
understanding that those who rise against the state can count on exter-
nal assistance if they prove too weak to overthrow it on their own and
face annihilation? To what extent therefore does the doctrine of the
‘Responsibility to Protect’ not make the evolution of civil conflicts into
civil wars more likely and in particular encourage the taking up of arms?

The full logical implications of ‘Responsibility to Protect’ doctrine are,
thus, that Great Powers (or at best the United Nations Security Coun-
cil), become the arbiters of what in other countries constitutes order
and disorder, good governance and failed states, legitimate police pow-
ers and oppression and can choose to decide when it is fit to replace
sovereign governments with foreign protectorates. Great powers which
have ulterior economic or strategic interests now might need only to
foment disorder or arm covertly local belligerents to acquire the right
to invade. Given that, throughout history, imperial powers have always
been able to find or make local collaborators, with greater or lesser suc-
cess, humanitarian justifications could easily become the basis of new
de facto colonial order based on cycles of divide et impera of permanent
revolution from above. At the very least, to the extent that intervention
is by definition something the strong do to, or for, the weak and always
in their territory and society, it risks entrenching the power differences
in international society. There is also, even in a most benign scenario of
honest international concern about state violence, a double-sided ‘moral
hazard’. The decision to intervene and essentially to provide external
support for regime change comes with an asymmetry of risk: if the
intervention ends in chaos and social breakdown, it is the intervened
upon and those who respond to foreign encouragement and not the
intervenors, who pay the price. At the same time, Alan Kuperman has
identified ‘moral hazard’ from the other direction: as minority interests
seek to provoke state violence knowing that the international commu-
nity provides insurance against defeat in the event of the failure of an
insurrection.32

The idea of the ‘Responsibility to Protect’ has at its core the assump-
tion that nation states only exercise sovereignty with the consent
of the international community. This is not only profoundly cor-
rosive of national sovereignty, it might also be seen as profoundly
anti-liberal, since it gives external opinion an importance above the
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internal processes, consensual and non-consensual, through which a
regime achieves that coalition of support which allows it to govern.
Implicit among the supporters of the doctrine is that the ideal type
of good governance and the ‘rule of law’ is a political system which
resembles a Westminster-model parliamentary democracy and which
protects a market economy and property rights.33 Are there any grounds
other than narcissistic prejudice for assuming that this is necessar-
ily and eternally the case?34 Might it be also that violent internal
conflict, in which there are significant losses of life, as in seventeenth-
century England, eighteenth-century France, nineteenth-century US, or
twentieth-century China, are sometimes the foundations of new sta-
ble political orders? Tragic always is the loss of human life and the
spectacle of violence excites in anyone a desire to end it. But vio-
lence may sometimes be a necessary means through which an old
order, whose destructive impact on local experience is masked by its
entrenched character, is replaced by a new one. If this is the case,
then violence should always be at the choosing of those closest to its
effects and who will themselves and through their kin bear perpetu-
ally its consequences. The intellectuals, statesmen and public of the
West, who only know Asia, Africa and Latin America through privileged
exiles, computer and television screens and brief tourist adventures,
need to learn a kind of humility about taking sides in other people’s
civil conflicts. The catastrophic legacies of earlier Western interven-
tions in enduring civil wars, weak states, destroyed infrastructure and
diminished living standards, from the Congo, to Iraq, to Libya suggest
that it is not clear that action necessarily yields better outcomes than
inaction.

Some rules for humanitarian intervention and the
‘Responsibility to Protect’

If in the spirit of the UN Resolution of 2005 we accept the principle of
the ‘Responsibility to Protect’, how can the international community
protect itself from the principle being hijacked by Great Powers for their
own interests? We might suggest three rules which should be incorpo-
rated into the procedures of global governance. First, much as we accept
today in the West that those who make decisions in private and public
bodies declare their interests, members of the Security Council should
be required, before any meeting in which a matter is discussed, to make
a declaration of the strategic and economic interests which they and
their nationals have in the territory under discussion. What applies to
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good corporate governance in civil society today, should also apply to
international governance. In 2011, for example, when the provision of
air support for the Benghazi rebels in Libya was discussed, the Sarkozy
regime in France should, for example, have declared Total Elf Fina’s
actual and potential future interests in Libyan oil and the negotiations
of French actors with the Libyan rebels in the weeks before the matter
came to the Security Council.

Second, there should be a similar declaration of means. Great pow-
ers should not simply be granted the licence to use whatever weapons
and tactics they choose in fulfilling a Security Council mandate. The
international community should be allowed before a conflict to decide
whether civilian infrastructure and systems of water, electricity, tele-
phone and television systems are legitimate targets. It should be allowed
to prohibit cluster bombs, land mines, remote killing by cruise mis-
sile or drone and in particular the use of depleted uranium weapons.
It should require the protection of captured belligerents and impose the
obligation to punish the soldiers and allies of the intervening power
when they commit murder, rape and theft in the midst of a cam-
paign. It should prohibit torture, collective punishment and the removal
of prisoners from the country without their consent. There should
be a declared exit strategy, through which the international commu-
nity envisions the restoration of national sovereignty within a limited
time frame.

Third, there should be a formal process of audit of the implementation
of ‘protection’ during and after the use of violence in the name of the
international community. The intervening powers should be required
to declare and to prove that they and their nationals have derived
no benefit from intervention. From the moment that intervention is
commissioned by the Security Council, it should appoint a prosecuting
judge, on the European model, to collect testimony and records of how
force was used and to what ends, with the aim of bringing prosecutions
in the event of delinquencies. All powers who act in the name of the
international community should certainly accept the supervisory and
punitive powers of the International Criminal Court and not seek to
exercise any latter day version of extra-territoriality.

With these three safeguards we might be more confident about
humanitarian intervention and the ‘Responsibility to Protect’ not pro-
viding a mask for the abuses of great powers. But, perhaps, were these
rules in place to protect the interests of the Global South, the Great
Powers might lose their taste for such adventures.
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Conclusion
Bronwen Everill and Josiah Kaplan

This volume, covering perspectives from international relations, poli-
tics, history and practical experience, helps to demonstrate a number
of continuities in the concepts, debates and ideologies of humanitar-
ian intervention in Africa stretching from the eighteenth century to
today. Through the preceding chapters, contributors to this volume
have explored the empirical and conceptual linkages between past and
present across a wide diversity of Western aid, development and mil-
itary interventions on the African continent. The presence of such
continuities does not mean that the international humanitarian project
has failed to evolve since the colonial era. Indeed, the chapters strongly
illustrate the significant changes which Western humanitarian engage-
ment with Africa has undergone over several centuries of complex
development. Nonetheless, the parallels which these authors identify
across these eras are clear and unmistakable and point to the need for
both historians and social scientists to reinterpret several fundamental
premises in their study and understanding of the phenomena of human-
itarian intervention in Africa. In particular, the themes explored in this
volume suggest that perhaps a new critical awareness could disrupt the
often-dysfunctional cycles of intervention and aid that currently define
the West’s relationship with Africa.

Continuities

One of the continuing debates over international interventions in
Africa has been the role of global governance. Although sovereignty is
often raised with relation to the legality of humanitarian interventions,
throughout the history of humanitarian engagement with Africa, global
actors and organizations – from the United Nations to transnational
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aid organizations, colonial governments to coalitions of countries from
inside and outside of Africa – have preferred to disregard or overstep
the state in order to reach the suffering individual. Even in situations
where humanitarian military intervention was called for by the interna-
tional community but not received, the decision rarely proceeded from a
concern over the sovereignty of the state, but rather other factors includ-
ing the likelihood of success and the perception of the potentiality of a
quagmire.

Recognition of this tradition is critical for understanding the contem-
porary international humanitarian project. The implications of Western
aid, economic and military assistance and intervention in Africa on the
normative foundations of state sovereignty and international rule of
law are hotly debated and closely watched topics in the study of inter-
national relations. So too are critical questions regarding the degree to
which the international humanitarian project is coercive in nature, pro-
mulgates hegemonic Western power, authority and forms of knowledge
in the global order and encourages dependency within African contexts.

Linking the study of contemporary global governance to its impe-
rial and colonial past, as the preceding chapters have done, provides
an invaluable framework of empirical evidence, conceptual perspec-
tive and historical context for better understanding such issues. This
volume has lent insight into how the present architecture of global gov-
ernance arose and what best practices and dangers already implemented
in past practice might inform future policy and practice in Western and
African relations. More broadly, by identifying the long-standing pat-
tern of tension between Western interventionist projects motivated by
universalist values on the one hand and their dismissals of African state
sovereignty on the other, the contributing authors have demonstrated
that the liberal and neo-liberal models upon which current global gover-
nance and humanitarianism projects rest belong to a long, problematic
and contested tradition.

One central theme common throughout the chapters in this volume,
to this end, has been the role of universality in specifically African inter-
ventions and aid. From the time of the missionary interventions in
the slave trade and their establishment of aid provision in the early
nineteenth century, a humanitarian universalism has guided Western
policymakers, INGOs and individuals with regard to the provision of
military intervention, development agendas and aid. That missionary–
humanitarian liberal universalist link becomes clear in the investiga-
tions of not only motives but practices throughout this volume. From
lobbying to campaigning to on-the-ground aid provision, interventions
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on behalf of African humanity seem to stem from a common image of
African suffering representing world suffering.

This highlights another continuity that emerges from all of the
chapters, that is the role of what Philip Curtin and Chinua Achebe call
the ‘Image of Africa’. Many of the specific interventions described in this
book cannot be regarded as useless or unsuccessful; in many instances
real lives were changed by the interventions of outsiders through mil-
itary or more peaceful means. However, given the above-mentioned
continuities in the disregard for sovereignty and the liberal universal-
ist ideals that drive Western motivation, it is perhaps unsurprising that
interventions and aid provision in Africa continue to shape an image of
Africans as either helpless or (in the context of armed conflict) savage
and violent and Western interveners as saviours.

The inherent flaws of such reductionist depictions of African and
Western identity quickly become apparent under the scrutiny of more
detailed scholarship, as the preceding chapters strongly demonstrate.
Far from reflecting evidence of African ‘helplessness’, a number of the
chapters in this book have emphasized the central role of local agency
in determining the nature of past interventions on the continent. Chal-
lenging the image of African states, institutions and people as ‘symbols
of helplessness’ developed by Western cultural imaginations of the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries, the historic reality instead consistently
demonstrates examples of Africans acting as political and cultural agents
of change and decision-making. While the geopolitical realities of the
period show clear asymmetries of power between the West and Africa,
that power was itself more consistently negotiated between local and
global forces throughout history and in the interventionist projects of
today, than might be expected.

The image of the Western agent as ‘saviour’ has, throughout each
case, also been problematized. A very wide diversity of agendas and
impetuses – political, ethical, religious – drove each manifestation of
intervention studied in this volume. Lofty humanitarian and eman-
cipatory rhetoric coexisted with, and often masked, realpolitik goals
and ambitions for engagement with the African continent which were
anything but salvationary in intent. Western actors also routinely inter-
jected themselves into the same complex conflicts and emergencies in
whose roots they themselves held (or continue to hold) varying degrees
of complicity. And repeatedly, Western interventions have failed to
achieve their goals, either by failing to fully address the humanitarian
challenges which they were intended to address, or indeed, by exacer-
bating the situation through intervention’s unintended consequences.
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In such instances, the identity of Western actors acting as salvationary
agents to the African people has been challenged further by the gap
between rhetoric and reality.

Through their chapters, contributors to this volume have also raised
important investigations into why such constructs have proven so
resilient and enduring between the colonial and contemporary eras in
the portrayal of Western and African identities. One consistent finding,
to this end, has been the means by which self-empowering narratives
have served and continue to serve a powerful ideational function for
Western audiences. Here, Western agents of humanitarianism in Africa,
through their acts of intervention and the discourses surrounding them,
create spaces of opportunity in which their own potency, agency and
moral and ethical virtue are justified through action. This act of identity-
building requires, in turn, the presence of the African ‘Other’ as a symbol
of either helplessness or as a perpetrator of irrational, barbaric violence.

Going forward

So what do these continuities mean? What use is there in pointing them
out? Perhaps there are three potential impacts of the comparisons.

First, such continuities between the colonial and contemporary
rhetoric and practice demonstrates that the lineages of humanitarian
intervention ideologies with regard to Africa have always been shaped in
Africa and in European engagement with Africa. With these continuities
shaping engagement with Africa, perhaps it is time to better acknowl-
edge and reflect upon, that the way that the West thinks about Africa
has been shaped by the colonial and pre-colonial relationships forged in
‘humanitarian’ intervention and aid. These relationships were shaped
by imperial and sometimes colonial engagements, and the types of
global governance that have emerged in the postcolonial period are
still shaped by many of the fundamental underlying assumptions of
enlightenment, and universalist, liberal ideas of humanity. Rather than
looking for the roots of African humanitarian intervention in the Red
Cross movement, or drawing out arguments about sovereignty from the
history of European states’ engagement with other European states, per-
haps it makes more sense to look to these Western actor’s imperial pasts.
It is time to understand that intervention and aid have long histories
in Africa that might differ from the histories of intervention and aid in
European contexts – histories which are and have always been shaped
by power and assumptions of dependency, premodernity and the liberal
idea of an individual’s ability to affect change.
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Second, this study emphasizes the importance of language and
rhetoric in understanding how ‘humanitarian intervention’ has
changed and in other ways, remained the same, across a wide historical
spectrum of practice. The preceding chapters have all explored the fluid,
often contested, definitions of what constitutes humanitarianism, the
nature of ‘consent’ and ‘coercion’ as they relate to acts of intervention
and whether objective standards of ‘success’ and ‘failure’ can be used to
judge the impact of endeavours which often combined positive benefits
and negative unintended consequences simultaneously. Here, observ-
able continuities in discourse between the colonial and contemporary
eras highlight the ways in which conceptualizations of ‘humanitarian
intervention’, international humanitarianism and models of liberal and
neo-liberal peace have evolved and remained consistent, over several
centuries.

Third, interdisciplinary comparison shows the persistence of prob-
lems with interventionist development and aid schemes, first in the
nineteenth century, but ultimately over the longer term. Despite the
lessons learnt, even in the nineteenth century colonial governors, mis-
sionaries and humanitarians ignored the common problems in their
model. Some adaptations were made, but the limitations of the model
itself prevented too much change, particularly as the humanitarians and
missionaries were (and continue to be) reliant on host governments
and consciously aiming at ‘civilization’, ‘progress’ or ‘development’ in
education, health and civil society. In thinking about refugees, develop-
ment, aid and the fallout from military interventions, perhaps it is time
to move out of this eighteenth-century mould?

What emerges from a study that looks at humanitarian activities in
Africa in the longue durée are the cycles of intervention. Although calcu-
lated military intervention might be useful or necessary, it also brings
with it considerations of choosing sides, of providing for displaced peo-
ple, of participating (in one way or another) in the rebuilding efforts.
Although professionals in the aid and development sectors have long
tried to distance themselves from the political or military in favour of
the purely humanitarian, questions remain about whether this is pos-
sible. Considerations of local political conditions – discussed in several
places in this volume – reveal the local role in intervention and aid
provision, as well as in the rebuilding efforts after interventions.

This point is critical to recognize for contemporary scholars of inter-
national relations, development and security, whose own disciplinary
engagements with contemporary policy analysis too often lack requisite
historical grounding. It is true, as the preceding chapters have certainly
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acknowledged, that the roles, relationships and identities of Western
and African political actors in the post-Cold War, post-9/11 world, the
modern and ever-changing structure of the aid and development indus-
tries and their approach towards African populations and the evolving
practices of military humanitarian intervention, peacekeeping and sta-
bilization operations, all caution against any neat symmetry between
colonial and contemporary.

At the same time, however, the very strong continuities in rhetoric
and practice between the eras illustrated in this volume represent a clear
invitation to study the empirical record and conceptual legacy of past
successes, failures, challenges and experiences preserved in the West’s
long history of interventionist engagement with the African content
as part of humanitarian undertakings. Continuities in practice, as well
as in the paradigms of power and engagement with Africa demand a
closer look at the historical record and demand a focus that takes into
account the specificity of the West’s engagement with Africa over the
past two centuries. While broader imperial and international relations
dynamics have been crucial in developing ideas of humanitarian inter-
vention and aid, Africa’s unique position in Western thinking about
humanitarianism requires an approach that takes historical roots into
account.

Moreover, building on the idea of adding historical context to the
study of intervention, this volume has also adopted a purposefully broad
definition of humanitarian intervention, one which reaches beyond its
typical usage in IR to refer only to military interventions. By doing so, a
wider breadth of examples highlighting the core dynamic of Western
intervention in Africa for humanitarian justifications has been made
available, drawn from past and present missionary, aid, development,
economic and military interventions. Adopting a similar degree of flex-
ibility, IR scholars primarily interested in the contemporary military
manifestations of humanitarian intervention might perhaps find greater
opportunities for exploring the intrinsic themes of humanitarian inter-
ventions common across this wider taxonomy and locating a longer
and larger sample size for measure the role of impact, accountability
and cost-benefit assessments of military interventions.

For historians, it may be valuable to look to the contemporary work
in interventions and humanitarian work. This discourages the kind of
a historical thinking that predominates when thinking about histori-
cal ‘failed’ projects or unintended consequences. By looking at modern
parallels, historians can give fuller account of the motivations, per-
sonalities, organizational structures and institutional factors at play
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in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century engagements with Africa. The
chapters in this volume from contemporary practitioners also help to
demonstrate that although there are core continuities in the paradig-
matic constructs of humanitarianism, practices have changed over time.
These changes are reflective of the changing international system and
the relationships of key concepts of power, race, class and gender to
ideas of intervention over time. While it is extremely useful to draw out
the practices and constructs that have remained the same for under-
standing why norms come to dominate global discourse, it is also useful
to see how contemporary practitioners conceptualize their engagements
with Africa and demonstrate how changing paradigms really can filter
into practice.

This volume, in summary, hopes above all else to challenge the widely
prevalent perception that Africa can be understood a site for interven-
tion and aid without first possessing critical awareness of the colonial
and pre-colonial historical legacies of aid and intervention. Questions
should be raised about assumptions held in the West, not only about
Africa as a site of intervention, but about the fundamental issues at the
heart of ‘humanitarianism’ and interventionism. Is self-determination a
humanitarian issue? Who is accountable for an intervention’s effective-
ness? Can there really be a ‘clinical’ in-and-out intervention, or do all
come with the need for follow-up interventions into politics, economics
and culture, especially now, with the R2P doctrine’s ‘responsibility to
rebuild’? And if so, how do these fit into a cost-benefit analysis of inter-
vention effectiveness? Are human, civil and political rights all subject to
intervention? And how do local conditions effect these decisions?

The chapters in this volume have begun to raise and address these
questions from a variety of interdisciplinary perspectives and the con-
tributors do not all agree on their answers. This is a contentious debate
that requires a balancing of a variety of principles and positions in
modern liberal ideology. Consensus is unlikely. However, that does not
preclude investigation and collaboration. It is clear that more work
is needed. By combining the perspectives of historians, policymakers,
NGO workers and international relations experts we hope to present
some of the more critical perspectives, while still remaining aware of
the fundamental impulse to help. We also hope to invite further inter-
disciplinary exploration of these themes, so as to generate new research
which deepens our understanding of the nature and complexity of
humanitarian intervention as a phenomenon firmly rooted in both the
past and the present.
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