
 humanitarianism, humanity, human 73

4

Humanitarianism, 
humanity, human

1

A few people have a bed for the night
For a night the wind is kept from them
The snow meant for them falls on the roadway

– Bertolt Brecht2

Brecht’s poem A Bed for the Night tells how a man stands on a street 
corner in New York soliciting beds for the homeless. Although this 
‘won’t change the world’, it does mean ‘a few men have a bed for the 
night’. The reader is called upon not to ‘put the book down on reading 
this’, because there is more to be said. What remains to be said is the 
other side of the coin: that the fact that a few people have a bed for the 
night won’t change the world.

When journalist David Rieff writes on humanitarianism, he begins 
his book with talk of witness.3 In a sense he sees himself as a survivor 
as well as a witness. But as a camp follower of war and violence in 
far-flung parts of the world over many years, he feels compelled to 
make some ‘moral repayment’ for the life he has lived.4 And as a New 
Yorker, the events of September 11 brought home to him the degree of 
moral license involved in visiting other people’s atrocities. Rieff is one 
of many international humanitarians, who, as David Kennedy argues, 
are ‘intensely self-critical, calling themselves repeatedly back to values 
and forward to their pragmatic implementation’.5

The frontispiece of Rieff’s book is the poem by Brecht, whose 
title A Bed for the Night is taken for the book as a whole. Rieff 
argues that, in its utopian focus on a better world, humanitarianism 
has lost its way. It is no longer independent, but has become a tool 
of the state – and the militarised state at that. He calls this new 
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74 change and the politics of certainty

form ‘state humanitarianism’. What has been lost, he claims, is what 
humanitarianism can contribute that nothing else can: a concern for 
human dignity and direct acts of solidarity and sympathy with those 
suffering oppression. An increase in talk of humanitarian norms has 
been accompanied by a sell-out of independent humanitarianism. 
Rieff argues for an acceptance of the limits to effective action and a 
recognition that it is the tragedy of the human condition that there 
is always more that could be done: aid is always ‘insufficient to the 
need’.6

In his discussion of the bombing of Afghanistan, Rieff notes that ‘it 
was as if war had become impossible for a modern Western country to 
wage without describing it to some extent in humanitarian terms’.7 In 
the years since he wrote, war has indeed become ‘humanitarian war’ 
– the use of military force justified at least in part as  humanitarian 
– waged to aid the suffering or oppressed.8 Maja Zehfuss calls this 
‘ethical war’. She argues that, although the idea of ‘just war’ has a 
longer history, contemporary ethical war can be traced to the period 
when ‘the West pursued a proactive intervention strategy, formulating 
and enacting the view that it had the ability and responsibility to help 
make the world a better place for others’.9 In an argument that has 
interesting parallels with Rieff’s, although they disagree fundamen-
tally on the question of just war, Zehfuss advocates an acceptance 
that we cannot be heroes and calls for a response at what she calls ‘the 
limits of ethics’. While Rieff points to what has been lost in humani-
tarianism’s focus on a better world, Zehfuss’s work demonstrates that 
there is more to it than that. She argues that the pursuit of ethics is 
mistaken: ‘such a commitment, counter-intuitively, has led to enhanc-
ing the violence’ of humanitarian war.10

In his book, which was controversial at the time, Rieff insists on 
locating humanitarianism, not as an unchanging abstract notion, but 
as a narrative that has had different expressions at different periods. 
His focus on ‘actually existing humanitarianism’ and its ambiguities 
is important, and his work points to some crucial aspects of humani-
tarian discourse and its functions. In this chapter, I explore his work 
and several other attempts both to locate the historical origins of 
humanitarianism and delineate what it does. I examine what might 
be meant by what I take him to be advocating instead: the return 
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to a neutral humanitarianism, one outside politics in so far as poli-
tics implies the state. The notions on which humanitarianism draws 
– notions of humanity and the human – must also be located and 
examined. So often the idea of the human is taken for granted, as if it 
were unproblematic. In the second part of the chapter I challenge the 
assumption that we know what is human and what is not, and argue 
that making these distinctions – drawing these lines – is exactly what 
‘humanitarianism’ seems to want not to do, although it nevertheless 
does it. I argue that even the neutral humanitarianism Rieff advocates 
falls victim to that problem. Finally, I attempt to address the question 
of what could be done if we were to give up on the idea of making the 
world a better place.

Humanitarianism

It is crucial to locate any discussion of the concept of humanitarianism 
and its political impact historically, as Rieff does. Humanitarianism 
is not a timeless truth, but an ideology that has had particular func-
tions and taken different forms at different times in the contemporary 
world. Rieff takes us through the phases of colonialism and develop-
mentalism, drawing out the way in which their moral and ideological 
foundations parallel those of the later move to humanitarianism, and 
he catalogues the shift in forms of humanitarianism from Biafra and 
Bosnia to Kosovo and Afghanistan.

Neta Crawford was one of the first to draw out the connection 
between the debates surrounding humanitarian intervention and 
those that took place over colonisation and decolonisation.11 Many 
others have said the same since, such that making that connection now 
almost risks becoming formulaic. Several recent interventions elabo-
rate the intricate histories of humanitarianism further, looking back 
to the eighteenth or nineteenth centuries. Margaret Abruzzo explores 
the emergence of humanitarianism in debates over slavery and its abo-
lition in the United States: a slow and complex modification of ideas 
about cruelty, pain and suffering. Interestingly, the use of these new 
ideas by the pro-slavery advocates as well as abolitionists shows that 
‘the language of humanitarianism can serve decidedly unjust ends’.12 
Through a study of a group of well-off white male philanthropists, 
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76 change and the politics of certainty

Amanda Moniz traces how a ‘common imperial humanitarianism’ in 
the service of empire morphed, after American independence, into a 
transatlantic movement that saw itself as universalist.13 Her work sit-
uates the influence of the anti-slavery movement in a broader context. 
Caroline Shaw recounts how refugees were seen in the UK in the 
nineteenth century as ‘the ideal liberal subject’ and how ‘refuge for 
persecuted foreigners, like the campaign to abolish the slave trade 
… was thus a foundational act of an increasingly triumphant liberal 
ideology’. Offering succour to the victims of foreign despotic govern-
ments became ‘a triumphant exercise of humanitarian conscience’.14 
Peter Stamatov argues that what he calls ‘long-distance advocacy’ can 
be traced to the work of religious activists in the course of European 
imperialism from the sixteenth century onwards.15

In Rieff’s account, humanitarianism was the only feasible direction 
for ‘the ethically serious European’ following the discrediting of both 
communism and developmentalism after 1989.16 I have argued that the 
changes in humanitarian practices and discourse from then onwards 
can be seen as a succession of radicalising critiques and moderating 
or reactionary responses.17 A series of boundary debates – about the 
relief-development continuum, about the degree of political involve-
ment or ‘human rights advocacy’ that humanitarians should engage 
in, about questions of ‘co-ordination’ of humanitarian and military 
action – marked stages in the movement from the relatively inde-
pendent, poorly resourced and fairly marginal humanitarian groups 
of the Cold War period to a hugely well-resourced state humanitari-
anism, where the so-called ‘non-governmental’ sector remains central, 
but as a subcontractor to state agencies. More recently, the term 
‘humanitarian war’ has come to prominence, as noted above, with 
military force increasingly justified in humanitarian terms. Indeed, the 
detailed accounts locating the origins of the humanitarian impulse in 
abolitionist movements or philanthropy could be seen as an attempt to 
resuscitate humanitarianism as a practice distinct from war.

Other writers have located humanitarianism historically not only in 
terms of its different ideological forms but its political functions. Rieff 
notes that talk of humanitarianism implies failure, but what we should 
ask is: What functions does that failure perform in the political system? 
How does the co-option of humanitarianism by the state enable global 
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governance? The work of David Keen and Mark Duffield is interesting 
here; both have traced how identifying and acting on ‘humanitarian 
emergencies’ reproduces the international system.18 Keen, as we saw 
in Chapter 2, argues that famine has beneficiaries as well as victims, 
and should be seen as a product of the system rather than its failure. 
Duffield points to the production of a state of ‘permanent emergency’ 
that maintains a particular hierarchical political economy and justifies 
continuing interventions and contemporary wars. For Duffield, secu-
rity and development have become one and the same.

Ilan Kapoor emphasises the way that humanitarianism, and celeb-
rity humanitarianism in particular, serves to draw a veil over the 
operations of a capitalist economy and its production of inequality. 
It ‘closes down political contestation and attempts to naturalise the 
socio-economic status quo’. Drawing on Slavoj Žižek, he demon-
strates how it works as an ideological fantasy and acts ‘as a cover for 
the advancement of the neoliberal global order … [panning] away 
from the grimy foundations’ that produce the need for aid in the first 
place.19 The audience helps sustain this fantasy and reproduce the 
global order of inequality.

One of the responses of the humanitarian international to criti-
cism over the years has been to develop sets of criteria formalising 
the practices of humanitarian relief.20 Reports from human rights 
organisations in the 1990s pointed to the way in which food aid and 
famine relief was used by warring parties in places like Ethiopia and 
the Sudan – and the human rights abuses in which aid was thereby 
implicated – even before the activities in the camps in Goma and 
Bukavu after the Rwandan genocide made the problem plain.21 These 
reports led to the attempt, notably by Mary Andersen in her Do No 
Harm, to set out general principles through which humanitarians 
could avoid becoming implicated in distasteful activities.22 The setting 
out of general principles and operational criteria is a predictable reac-
tion of bureaucratised and technocratic agencies to the problems they 
face. Zehfuss points out that the same attempts to set ground rules 
can be seen in contemporary Western wars.23 Such a move is not, 
however, the answer to dealing with specific political situations on 
the ground, where ambiguity, lack of information, and contradictory 
imperatives are the order of the day. Having a set of rules to apply is 
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78 change and the politics of certainty

one thing, but in applying those rules to a particular case the difficult 
political decision still remains to be taken.

Humanitarians themselves know this only too well. In a meeting 
held to discuss one of my papers, one of the people there was a prac-
titioner, a senior staff member in a large international relief organisa-
tion. As we talked, I could see that, in his copy of my paper, he had 
put five lines in the margin next to a quotation from Jacques Derrida. 
This was what the quotation said:

That justice exceeds law and calculation, that the unpresent-
able exceeds the determinable cannot and should not serve as 
an alibi for staying out of juridico-political battles, within an 
institution or a state or between institutions or states and others. 
… Not only must we … negotiate the relation between the cal-
culable and the incalculable … but we must take it as far as 
possible, beyond the place we find ourselves and beyond the 
already identifiable zones of morality or politics or law, beyond 
the distinction between national and international, public and  
private, and so on.24

This quotation, and others from the same source, had prompted the 
editors of the journal to ask for more unpacking and clarification.25 
The humanitarian practitioner clearly understood it immediately. It 
reflected his everyday predicament, and the battles he had to fight.

A secret solidarity

As well as not providing the answers, criteria and rules set up to 
address humanitarianism are in any case based on unexamined 
assumptions. One of the debates initially centred around establishing 
principles to help us decide at what point we should intervene to help 
strangers. What are our responsibilities towards those who are not 
fellow citizens? Should we take action to help them when to do so 
would mean intervening in the affairs of another state? How should 
we do this so as to avoid inadvertently doing harm? These questions 
take for granted that the people we are concerned to help are what we 
call ‘strangers’.26 The assumption is that ‘we’ and ‘they’ are already 
distinct, before there is any relationship between us. The only question 
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to be resolved is whether and how ‘we’ should help ‘them’ – and it is 
not seen as problematic to look for general, ahistorical rules that will 
provide solutions to those questions.

The state system under which we live is one based on and produced 
by such distinctions: between domestic and foreign, inside and outside, 
us and them, here and there.27 To take these distinctions for granted 
is already to frame the whole debate in a way that leads inexorably 
towards a solution supportive of state sovereignty. This is why, far 
from challenging sovereignty, humanitarianism often reinforces it.28 
And I would suggest that this is the reason too why an increase in 
talk of normative criteria and the moral basis of humanitarianism 
is accompanied so closely by the incorporation of the independent 
humanitarian movement in practices of governance: whether those 
of individual states or those of the interstate community is largely 
immaterial.

Does this mean that all forms of humanitarianism will in the 
end succumb to incorporation by the state? Is it possible to envis-
age a humanitarianism that restores the concept of neutrality and 
 re-establishes an ‘autonomous humanitarian space’ distinct from 
state politics, as Rieff suggests?29 To address this question we need to 
examine closely what he has in mind here. The success of the enterprise 
may well depend on whether it can move away from the assumptions 
underlying contemporary humanitarianism and develop an approach 
that does not rely on the constitution of the subjects of its concern in 
a way that so closely imitates the production of subjects of the state.

The concepts of neutrality and impartiality are often seen as part 
of an attempt to render humanitarianism apolitical. As a result of 
the experience of ‘actually-existing humanitarianism’ since the early 
1990s, it is now generally accepted that humanitarian action cannot 
be separated from politics in the broad sense: it inevitably has political 
consequences. Rieff does not dispute this, and when he argues for a 
return to a neutral, independent humanitarianism, I take it he means 
a humanitarianism that is not closely linked to the politics of the state 
rather than one that is apolitical. What are the implications of the call 
for a neutrality of this sort? Is it possible? Can humanitarianism return 
to its ‘core values – solidarity, a fundamental sympathy for victims, 
and an antipathy for oppressors and exploiters’?30
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80 change and the politics of certainty

Neutrality can be read in different ways, some more conducive 
to state humanitarianism and others to the independent humani-
tarianism Rieff advocates. The concept of neutrality can be seen as 
drawing on some notion of common humanity – a form of lowest 
common denominator that all human beings possess and to which 
humanitarians respond. The human rights discourse relies on a 
similar concept of a basic humanity to which rights are attached. This 
approach is problematic, however. As Rieff points out, it emphasises 
the innocence of victims. Images of children are particularly potent in 
this discourse because of their guaranteed ‘innocence’.31 Those that 
humanitarianism helps are ‘human beings in the generic sense’, in a 
tale ‘devoid of historical context, geographical specificity’ and ‘any 
real personalisation’.32 In other words, they are treated as lives to be 
saved, lives with no political voice, or what Giorgio Agamben calls 
‘bare life’.33

Bare life is the form of subject produced by, and captured in, 
the state.34 Since its inception, the state – a form of what Agamben 
calls sovereign power – has operated through the distinction of bare 
life – the life of the home, and politically qualified life – the life of the 
public sphere. Bare life is inevitably included in the sovereign sphere 
by virtue of being excluded from it. The process of setting this form of 
life outside means that it is nevertheless included in a different sense. 
Bare life is initially found in exceptional places: zones such as the Nazi 
concentration camp. Later such zones extend beyond the camp. At this 
point, the exception becomes the rule and all life becomes bare life. 
Life under the sway of sovereign power in the contemporary world is 
no longer politically qualified.

Crucial to the whole process is how bare life is both the object 
of sovereign power and the subject of democratic attempts to hold 
that power to account, first through citizens’ rights and democratic 
accountability, then through human rights and humanitarianism. This 
means humanitarianism and sovereignty share a ‘secret solidarity’: 
‘Humanitarian organisations can only grasp human life in the figure of 
bare or sacred life, and therefore, despite themselves, maintain a secret 
solidarity with the very powers they ought to fight.’35 Both sovereign 
power and that which presents itself as opposed to it take bare life as 
their object or subject.
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An example of where this leads is provided by Barbara Hendrie’s 
account of what happened in a refugee camp in the Sudan.36 The 
people who had crossed from Ethiopia to Sudan between October 
1984 and June 1985 were a highly politicised group. Most were sup-
porters of the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) and had been 
living in areas controlled by the Front and taking part in their political 
reform programmes. The agencies involved in the relief operation 
that was mounted in the camps were largely unaware of this back-
ground: the refugees were seen as usual as victims of drought and 
war. Families, households and communities were split up on arrival, 
priority being given to the ordering of camp spaces into a series of 
zones and grids, with new arrivals simply allocated the next available 
space on the grid.37 Later, the refugees began to reorganise themselves 
according to their district of origin. This caused so much anger from 
camp administrators concerned at the disruption to their systems that 
eventually it was carried out secretly and at night. The physical con-
dition of the refugees was by contrast a focus of attention, with data 
being collected on births and deaths, disease and nutritional status. As 
far as assistance to refugees was concerned, the main objective of the 
camp officials was ‘to get the death rates down’.38 Restoring produc-
tivity and economic livelihoods was a secondary concern, relegated to 
‘phase two’ of the relief operation.

The Tigrayans themselves did not share this view. Matters came 
to a head when large numbers of refugees began returning home to 
begin cultivation in time for the new agricultural season. The camp 
personnel were alarmed: ‘Here we were trying to save lives, trying 
to provide food and services, and the refugees wanted to leave!’39 
The operation of the relief effort, and particularly the camp, by the 
international community and its humanitarian agencies produced ref-
ugees as ‘bare life’ – life that could be ‘saved’ but not life that had a 
political voice. Victims of famines are expected to be passive recipients 
of aid and the camp is the location where that passivity is expected 
to be played out.40 In this case, the sovereignty of the humanitarian 
agencies was contested. Hendrie reports a telling exchange that took 
place between the UN High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) and 
the relief organisation of the TPLF over who had the more legitimate 
claim to speak for the refugees, ‘Geneva’ or ‘Tigray’. To the UNHCR 
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82 change and the politics of certainty

representative’s statement, ‘You must tell these refugees to turn back. 
We are waiting for orders from Geneva’, the response was, ‘We are 
waiting for orders from Tigray, not Geneva. Get out of the way – we 
will take our people home.’41 The exchange makes very clear what is 
at stake here.

The notion of humanity risks complicity with state forms – in the 
same way as the us/them distinction discussed above. Both the state 
and a humanitarianism based on the concept of a common human 
essence produce (and depend on) a particular form of racialised 
subject: one excluded from politics.

Humanity, human

Primo Levi begins the memoir of his time in Auschwitz-Monowitz 
with a poem addressed to ‘You who live safe in your warm houses’.42 
He enjoins us to

Consider if this is a man
Who works in the mud
Who does not know peace
Who fights for a scrap of bread
Who dies because of a yes or a no.43

The next stanza begins ‘Consider if this is a woman’. He commands 
us to ‘meditate that this came about’, to carve the words on our hearts 
and repeat them to our children – or face his curse.

Levi’s account takes us to a world where simple distinctions between 
human and non-human no longer make sense: a world where people 
die for no reason except that a guard has decided to kill them; a world 
where there are no comrades in adversity but an endless ‘grey zone’ 
where many are implicated in the evil that is taking place and all are 
contaminated by it. In the universe of the concentration camp, most 
prisoners are stripped of all dignity and lose even their will to survive. 
They become part of ‘an anonymous mass, continually renewed and 
always identical, of non-men who march and labour in silence, the 
divine spark dead within them, already too empty to really suffer’.44 In 
one sense they have become non-human. They no longer care whether 
they live or die; their only interest is in food and shelter: ‘One hesitates 
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to call them living: one hesitates to call their death death, in the face 
of which they have no fear, as they are too tired to understand.’45 
However, not everyone in the camp is brought to this state. Some 
manage to retain their human dignity through various strategies or 
through luck: they become camp officials, or they steal from fellow 
inmates, or they obtain privileges that mean they have more to eat 
or less strenuous work to perform. Survivors are drawn mainly from 
this group, and they are the ones that bear witness to the camps. The 
question is: In this context, is it more human to retain one’s dignity, 
one’s ‘humanity’, or to lose it?

Agamben calls this Levi’s paradox. The distinction between the 
human and the non-human is revealed as impossible. The survivors 
were not ‘the best’.46 On the contrary,

Preferably the worst survived, the selfish, the violent, the insen-
sitive, the collaborators of the ‘grey zones’, the spies. It was not 
a certain rule (there were none, nor are there certain rules in 
human matters), but it was, nevertheless, a rule. … The worst 
survived – that is, the fittest; the best all died.47

Those who survived, then, those who seemed to have preserved their 
‘dignity’ and their ‘humanity’, they were the ones who were inhuman. 
It was ‘not decent to remain decent’ in Auschwitz; to remain decent 
was shameful in this context.48 The drowned, those who lost all 
their dignity and self-respect, they were the human. In this situation 
Agamben argues that Levi’s paradox can be rewritten: ‘The human 
being is the inhuman; the one whose humanity is completely destroyed 
is the one who is truly human.’49

The narrative of human being as a common essence risks the same 
exclusionary practices that produce the sovereignty of the nation-state, 
with its narratives of national identity, and produces the same dehu-
manised, racialised and depoliticised subjects. Once we start from the 
idea that there exist first of all separate, atomised individuals, we are 
compelled to look for commonalties to account for social cohesion. 
Shared national identity and a shared interest in security account for 
order within the state. To account for ties that extend beyond state 
borders, it is logical then to propose a common humanity or human 
essence. However, if we do not begin with the idea of a separate, 
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84 change and the politics of certainty

sovereign individual, who has to surrender some of that sovereignty to 
take part in social practices, but instead look at subjects as produced 
always already in and through relations with other subjects, as was 
hinted at in the Lacanian approach described in the previous chapter, 
the questions change. It is no longer surprising that people feel com-
pelled to respond to those in distress, since their own existence as 
subjects depends on the dignity of all and the continuance of the 
social order. What becomes surprising and in need of explanation 
instead is why sometimes people see others’ suffering as none of their  
business.

David Campbell argues that a more relational view of subjectivity is 
capable of transforming the way we figure humanitarian action.50 He 
suggests that such an approach leads us to a different notion of ‘being 
human’, one that ‘is not a question of humans having … an essential 
and universal matter prior to the involvement in relations of power’, 
but a question of their being ‘necessarily implicated in and produced 
by those relations of power’.51 This means that what is shared is not 
an essential humanity, but that fact that ‘we are all governed and, to 
that extent, in solidarity’.52 When we sympathise with someone caught 
in a humanitarian crisis, what we feel is ‘not a feeling of one citizen 
towards another, … not a feeling peculiar to a citizen of the world’, 
but rather ‘a protest against citizenship, a protest against membership 
of a political configuration as such’. The bond is not one between 
fellow members of a political community, national or international, 
but rather ‘a form of political solidarity opposed to the political qua a 
politics tied to the nation-state’.53

The suggestion, then, is that the grounds for human solidarity 
should not be based on some shared, basic, common humanity. Such 
an approach depersonalises and depoliticises, and operates in symbio-
sis with the state. The grounds are rather a ‘solidarity of the shaken’, 
a coming-together of the governed in the face of the inequities of 
governance as such. However, it is interesting at this point to return to 
Levi’s depiction of the concentration camp. The relational approach 
presented by Campbell draws on Michel Foucault to argue that being 
human involves being implicated in relations of power. However, 
power relations imply a certain freedom, and a certain resistance, 
however limited. In a relationship between two people,
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if one of them were completely at the other’s disposal and 
became his thing, an object on which he could wreak boundless 
and limitless violence, there wouldn’t be any relations of power 
… a power can be exercised over the other only insofar as the 
other still has the option of killing himself, of leaping out of the 
window, or of killing the other person.54

In the concentration camp, then, for ‘the drowned’ there were no 
relations of power. They had been reduced to a state where they were 
unable even to commit suicide. They were the non-human.

This returns us to the paradox Levi articulated. We do not want 
to repeat the totalitarian impulse and deny the humanity of the con-
centration camp prisoner. The only alternative would seem to be to 
refuse the distinction between the human and the non-human, even 
one based as Campbell’s is on Foucauldian relations of power. We 
cannot draw the line.

What might seem like a contradiction at the core of Rieff’s 
 argument – his insistence that humanitarianism is historically located 
and intensely political alongside his argument that humanitarianism 
needs to retain or revert to its neutrality – can be read as a reiteration 
of Levi’s paradox. He is trapped by the way in which it is impossible 
to draw the line between the human and the non-human in a way that 
does not reinforce the politics of sovereignty. Humanitarianism can 
be analysed as a historical practice – or a principle running through a 
series of historical practices: colonialism, developmentalism, human-
itarianism. But to attempt to isolate an abstract principle of humani-
tarianism independent of the historical context is already to buy into 
a particular politics: the politics of drawing lines, that is, the politics 
that is inherent to the sovereign state.

So what do we do?

In my writings on famine and aid, I, like many others since, come to 
the conclusion that it is not at all a given that aid is a good thing. All 
aid is inevitably political: it benefits some whilst further impoverishing 
others, and it is increasingly only a disguised form of self-interest. It 
reinforces the racialised distinctions between donor – white, Western, 
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civilised, wealthy – and recipient: abject, poor, dependent and, most 
often, black. And it functions to produce a permanent state of emer-
gency that, ironically, enables the world to continue as it is. But when I 
teach classes on famine, although people follow and mostly agree with 
the arguments, in the end they cannot accept the inevitable conclusion. 
Aid may produce all sorts of problems, but surely, they ask, we can’t 
not give aid? We have to try to stop people dying. They may well be 
right. So, what can we do? How can I answer my students when they 
insist that we can’t do nothing?

Brecht’s poem with which the chapter began presents a dilemma: 
the contrast between small actions that offer help in a particular 
situation, and large-scale attempts to change the world. These two 
are in tension: attempts to change the world can stop us carrying out 
more immediate actions to relieve suffering, while on the other hand, 
alleviating the suffering that is immediately apparent can hide the need 
to seek to end systems of oppression. Our language ties us in knots 
here, and we do not know what to do.

As I have argued, whether famine relief solves or exacerbates the 
famine is a political matter. On the one hand, famine relief must be 
given; food cannot be withheld from the starving. On the other hand, 
famine relief must be withheld, since it is the relief aid that is causing 
the famine (or perpetuating famines). We have here an example of the 
‘double contradictory imperative’. This leads to what Derrida calls 
an aporia, and ‘ethics, politics and responsibility, if there are any, 
will only ever have begun with the experience and experiment of the 
aporia’.55 It is only through the logic of the aporia, where a decision 
has to be made, that we will arrive at something that can be called 
‘political’. Without this, what we are doing is following a programme, 
claiming a priority for knowledge and certainty:

When a path is clear and given, when a certain knowledge 
opens up the way in advance, the decision is already made, it 
might as well be said that there is none to make: irresponsibly, 
and in good conscience, one simply applies or implements a 
programme … the condition of possibility of this thing called 
responsibility is a certain experience and experiment of the 
possibility of the impossible: the testing of the aporia from 
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which one may invent the only possible invention, the impossi-
ble invention.56

It is through the experience of this contradiction or aporia, to which 
no answer can be found, that ethical responsibility becomes possible. 
By accepting the question of famine relief as undecidable, in the sense 
that an answer cannot be found through knowledge, the way is opened 
to the process of ethico-political decision.

Zehfuss extends the argument. She reminds us that ‘ethics – like 
knowledge – is dangerous’.57 Ethics is seductive, as she demonstrates 
in War and the Politics of Ethics. She argues that we have to give 
up on seeing ourselves as the potentially heroic saviours of others. 
Instead, she suggests that we be ‘more attentive to the ways in which 
life is never quite as we wish, never quite adds up and will always 
expose us to difficult questions’:58

From the position of an ethics that is separate from politics, 
the world always looks in need of improvement because life 
necessarily falls short of what is imagined to be the good. 
Ethics therefore works to enable violence rather than to limit 
and constrain it. … The idea of ethical war creates pressure to 
continuously improve its techniques, driving … a technology of 
ethics in which implementing the right protocols or guidelines 
is impossibly considered to promote the good. The fiction that 
the harm-inflicting aspect of war can increasingly be overcome 
is part of the problem in that it seduces us into an impossible 
expectation of our own harmlessness and indeed heroic ability 
to help others.59

Rieff proposes the direct relief of suffering on a face-to-face basis, by 
people who have no qualifications for their action other than either 
a shared experience of being subject to practices of governance or a 
shared feeling for dignity in the face of the inevitable vulnerability of 
existence. He comes down, in other words, on the side of offering a 
bed for the night. The alternative, according to Rieff, is to let ourselves 
be seduced into thinking that such a form of action can be extended 
through utopian schemes or elaborated norms and criteria to some 
overall project of humanitarian action. Such a humanitarianism, based 
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on a concept of common humanity, would no longer be a solidarity of 
the oppressed but itself a potential form of oppression.

However, the lesson of the Brecht poem with which Rieff begins 
his book is perhaps that there is a continuing and valuable tension 
between giving one person a bed for the night and changing the world. 
He would appear to be calling on us to recognise both the necessity of 
attempting to do both and the impossibility of succeeding. It is not an 
either/or choice but a question of doing both, somehow, like Derrida’s 
double contradictory imperative. Only some form of independent 
action, whether by individuals working within state institutions or 
outside them, seems likely to be able to do this. Expert, codified, 
state-serving action has different imperatives.

One book that stands out among recent work tracing the origins 
of humanitarianism, and not only for its focus on the Middle East, 
is Keith David Watenpaugh’s Bread from Stones.60 It stands out for 
me because of the close attention it pays to the experiences of people 
doing humanitarianism. Rather than merely tracing the discourse, or 
drawing connections between the logics of colonialism and humani-
tarianism, Watenpaugh draws on accounts found in archives, memoirs 
and first-person accounts in a range of languages, as well as literary 
and artistic responses, as he describes in his preface.61 These accounts 
are grounded. They demonstrate the complexities and impossibilities 
that people encounter, and raise questions of responsibility. All of a 
sudden, we are not dealing with abstractions, but with people and 
what they did. Like Rieff’s book, its title is intensely material, practi-
cal: bread, like a bed for the night, is a fundamental need. Yet those 
placed in the position where their survival is at stake in this way are 
not depolicitised in his account: Watenpaugh reads their accounts as 
well as those of humanitarians. This is where Watenpaugh’s Bread 
from Stones is striking. Like Rieff’s A Bed for the Night, it does not 
only locate humanitarianism historically; it locates it in face-to-face 
interactions and negotiations.

Maybe, then, there is another lesson to be learned from Brecht. Not 
perhaps that changing the world is in tension with providing a bed for 
the night, but that all actions are these small actions. We are part of 
the world – embedded in it, not separate from it – and whatever we do 
ultimately has an impact. Grand fantasies of changing the world are 

EDKINS 9781526119032 PRINT.indd   88 22/02/2019   08:34

Jenny Edkins - 9781526147264
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:36:57AM

via free access



 humanitarianism, humanity, human 89

irrelevant. We can’t help changing the world, all the time. We come 
back to the idea that slow, small, careful actions are what make and 
remake the world, as mooted in Chapter 2.62

While Chapter 3 examined the question of knowledge, and argued 
that if we cannot know what the world is like now, we cannot predict 
the future, the lesson of this chapter turns from knowledge to ethics. 
The argument has been that searching for answers in the so-called 
ethical framework of humanitarianism is as problematic as searching 
for complete knowledge about how things are. We cannot be sure we 
have done the right thing – indeed, we can never ‘do the right thing’ 
since we can never fulfil all our responsibilities at the same time, as 
Derrida reminds us. And yet, not only do our fellow beings demand 
that we do something, there is no way we can stand outside the world 
as neutrals: we are always already doing something, however much we 
might prefer not to.

Towards the end of his book, published a couple of years after 
A Bed for the Night, Kennedy reflects on his disillusionment with 
humanitarianism and his scepticism that attempts at renewal through 
institutions, norms and professionalism will do other than contribute 
to the problems they are attempting to resolve. He identifies another 
side to how he is feeling:

A brief and exciting vertigo can accompany the loss of the 
experience of knowing what to do or what to denounce; along 
with it, an experience of humanitarianism in power. A feeling 
of responsibility – precisely the heightened responsibility which 
comes when one must decide, and when one can no longer simply 
denounce. When one must decide without knowing, without 
having calculated costs and benefits or reached clarity about the 
requirements of virtue – when one must decide in freedom.63

This brief sense of impossibility, of the aporia, soon disappears, 
however. Despite his vertigo, he cannot resist ending the book with 
ten ‘suggestions’. Although he hastens to assure us that these are not a 
programme of action, they do seem to set out for the rest of us what we 
must do. Number ten is ‘Decision, at once responsible and uncertain’. 
He urges his fellow international humanitarians to ‘exercise power … 
with all the ambivalence and ignorance and uncertainty we know as 
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human. … The darker sides of our nature and our world confronted, 
embraced, and accepted, rather than denied.’64

It seems that, for Kennedy, whatever else we might not know, we 
still know what it means to be human, in all its ‘ambivalence and igno-
rance and uncertainty’. But this is precisely the problem. The idea of 
humanitarianism relies, as we have seen, on the impossible distinction 
between the human and the non-human. But this is not just a question 
of recognising other humans as human and extending our sympathies 
beyond the borders of the state. As Jean-Luc Nancy puts it,

Being cannot be anything but being-with-one-another, cir-
culating in the with and as the with of this singularly plural 
 coexistence. … This circulation goes in all directions at once, in 
all the directions of all the space-times … opened by presence to 
presence: all things, all beings, all entities, everything past and 
future, alive, dead, inanimate, stones, plants, nails, gods – and 
‘humans’.65

Nancy’s framing is refreshingly inclusive; the totality of being includes 
‘all the dead and all the living, and all beings’.66 I return to this 
thought in Chapter 8.

Distinctions between forms of being have operated differently in 
different periods. At one time ‘women’ were considered not fully 
human; they were not politically qualified. At another time, different 
‘races’ were considered primitive or savage, without full capacities as 
human; colonisation was legitimised on such grounds. Such racialised 
and gendered distinctions subsist today in perhaps more covert forms. 
Each of these exclusions were, in their context, considered obvious, 
unproblematic, and even unchallengeable. Today, the exclusion of 
non-human animals from the realm of politics is deemed obvious in 
much the same way. The exclusion of other forms of being is rarely 
even noticed as such.67

Humanitarianism, it seems, functions not only to perpetuate and 
legitimate distinctions between human beings – rich and poor, deserv-
ing and undeserving, donor and recipient – but to establish human 
being as an independently existing and uniquely valuable form of life.
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