
A Short Note about "Humanitarian War" 

Abstract 

The justification of N A T O  actions in 
Kosovo in  "humanitarian " terms leads 
us  to examine what exactly is meant by 
this concept, whose definition is not ex- 
actly clear. Indeed, the term suggests 
something diferent when used by "hu- 
manitarian organizations" such as the 
ICRC, than when used by state actors. 
This is not to say that the actions of 
N A T O  in Kosovo, which may be better 
understood i n  conventional human 
rights terms, are necessarily invalid. 
Rather, i t  is to draw attention to the dif- 
fering interpretations of the concept, the 
consequences of which aresignifican t for 
all- involved. 

RCsumC 

La justification des actions de l'OTAN 
au Kosovo en termes chumanitaires~ 
nous force ri examiner qu'est-ce que Iron 
entendexactementparceconcept, dont la 
de'finition n'est pas tout ci fait claire. De 
fai t,  le t e m e  suggkre quelque chose de fort 
dif trent lorsqu'utilist par des ~corgani- 
sations humanitairesu comme le CICR, et 
lorsqu'utilist par des in tervenant e'tati- 
ques. I1 ne s'agit pas d'afirmer que les 
actions de 1'OTAN au Kosovo, qui de- 
vraien t de fait plu tat se concevoir en ter- 
mes de droits humains conventionnels, 
sont ntcessairement sans validitt. I1 
s'agit plu t6t d'a ttirer l'attention sur une 
diftrence d'interprttation d'un concept, 
dont les conse'quences son t significa tives 
pour toutes les parties impliqutes. 

In the wake of the Rwandan genocide of 
1994, much was written about the dan- 
gers of humanitarianism being misused 
as an excuse for politicalinaction. It was 
suggested that there was a danger that 
humanitarian action can become 
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merely "a welcome focal point," and a 
way of showing that "something is be- 
ing done," in situations where the inter- 
nationalcommunity willnot commit the 
necessary resources toward finding a 
politicals~lution.~ It was further argued 
that the construction of such anevent as 
a "humanitarian disaster" effectively 
helps to depoliticize it, rendering it a 
simple case of saving the lives of victims, 
almost devoid of the broader context. 

Five years later, it appears that hu- 
manitarianism is again in danger of 
being misused, but this time as a justifi- 
cation for doing too much. Tony Benn, 
the British Member of Parliament and 
a critic of the NATO operations in 
Kosovo, noted that, "they say that it is a 
war for humanitarian purposes. Can 
anyone name any war inhistory fought 
for humanitarian purposes? Would the 
Red Cross have done better with stealth 
bombers and cruise  missile^?"^ 

In certain respects, his observation is 
misleading, but only so if one recog- 
nizes the confusion that surrounds the 
discourse of humanitarianism. In fact, 
Benn is distinguishing the kind of ac- 
tion carried out by the "humanitarian 
organizations," such as the Red Cross 
and a variety of humanitariannon-gov- 
ernmental organizations (NGOs), 
which is far removed from the activities 
of NATO-and indeed from other cases 
where state actors have intervened 
militarily under a "humanitarian ban- 
ner." 

The concept of humanitarianism is in 
some ways contested, or at least means 
different things to different people. 
Larry Minear and Thomas Weiss have 
argued that "the core meaning of 
humanitarianism revolves around a 
commitment to improve the humancon- 
di'ti~n."~ At face value, this would ap- 
pear to be a fairly broad offer and it is 
likely that most other "political" or ideo- 
logical doctrines would claim to offer 
something similar. In further work by 
the authors and their wider project of 

research, the humanitarian imperative 
is defined as an individual belief that 
wherever there is human suffering the 
international humanitarian system 
must respond, regardless of political 
 consideration^.^ 

For the Red Cross, the principle of 
humanity is the root of humanitarian- 
ism. This principle is defined by Jean 
Pictet as the sentiment or attitude of 
someone who shows himself/herself to 
be human, by which he means someone 
who is good to his or her fellow beings. 
Therefore, humanity becomes a senti- 
ment of active goodwill towards hu- 
mankind.5 The liberal humanist roots of 
the position have come under examina- 
tion by some authors, and humanitari- 
anism has traditionally encompassed a 
whole spectrum of activity; indeed, it 
has meant different things to different 
people at different times, and continues 
to do so.6 Nonetheless, it appears that 
whatever the philosophical underpin- 
nings of humanitarianism, the term is 
used most readily, and perhaps most 
appropriately, in terms of the action of 
humanitarian organizations such as 
the International Committee of the Red 
Cross (ICRC) and a variety of NGOs. 

For the humanitarian organizations 
such as the Red Cross, there is an obvi- 
ous lack of military enforcement in their 
action, which suggests that the idea of 
"humanitarian war" is something of an 
oxymoron. The Red Cross has an obvi- 
ous role in terms of international hu- 
manitarian law, and relief agencies 
more generally are seen mostly to spe- 
cialize in one or more of the five activi- 
ties of: food distribution, provision of 
shelter, water, sanitation and medical 
care.' The way in which they carry out 
their work is also governed by a series of 
principles which help to define these 
organizations. For the Red Cross, the 
principles of impartiality, neutrality 
and independence are perhaps most 
important. While impartiality supports 
the aim of providing for all "victims" in 
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a conflict, neutrality seeks to ensure that 
organizations do not take any side in 
conflict. This is clearly not the kind of 
action which NATO is carrying out in 
Kosovo. The independence principle 
aims to ensure heedom from the pressure 
exerted by any other authority, and would 
ensure a "distance" from organizations 
such as NATO.8 Such principles are 
deemed to be crucially important for 
"humanitarian organizations" in 
positioning themselves and gaining 
access for their work. Not all 
organizations will operate on the basis of 
these principles and others will interpret 
them differently. In particular, the 
neutrality principle is controversial in 
cases where groups feel that they have to 
engage more critically with the dynamics 
of a situation. Kosovo is perhaps a case 
in point. Nonetheless, however 
problematic and contested the principles 
may be, they do to some extent represent 
a demarcation of territory.  

 

put an end to human rights abuses. In 
order to do this, if air strikes are chosen 
as the means, it is probably"inevitable 
that civilian casualties will result. For 
some, state intervention in such cases is 
clear-cut and not the subject for concep-
tual debate.12 Others have correctly 
highlighted the problems with state-led 
intervention for "humanitarian purposes," 
such as the abuse of the concept and its 
selective use.13 What is necessary is that 
the differences between this type of 
action and that of the humanitarian 
organizations be clearly recognized and 
demarcated. II  
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