“Relief as a neutral form of aid or a politicalcommunal mobilization? Doing politics in
emergencies and war and the politics of aid in
Lebanon”
This case study explores the issues of neutrality and local commitment in providing
assistance during war and conflict. It aims at placing the humanitarian principle of
neutrality, a global principle of humanitarian assistance that posits a specific form
and stance in providing aid, in conversation with local forms of political and
communal mobilization of relief, by taking as an example the July war in 2006, and its
aftermath. The purpose of this case study is to unveil the assumptions embedded in
the concept of “neutral aid”, and the type of politics that apolitical humanitarian
action and intervention posit and produce. What does it mean to provide or impose a
neutral form of aid in a politically charged environment during war? What does it
mean to ask local actors and collectives to be neutral and act like professionalized
NGO workers? This case study draws on the narratives and experiences of several
activists 1, experts and individuals who were involved in providing different kinds of
aid and relief during the July war and its aftermath, to describe the type of aid and
relief provided by them outside of a state and non-state structure, in a volunteered
and politically committed way. This study then moves to provide a review of the
current anthropological and humanitarian debates and critiques of the neutrality of
global aid. A synthesis of activists’ experiences and critical literature is then provided
in order to formulate a set of recommendations for current humanitarian practice and
action in Lebanon.
Methodology
Drawing from in-depth interviews conducted with several individuals about their
experiences in providing relief during the war and its aftermath, this case study seeks
to highlight the difference between volunteering and engaged forms of local relief that
emerge to resist and mobilize against wars, and the humanitarian expectation and
framings of “relief” as neutral. The case study is also based on a general review of the
literature on the critiques of humanitarian neutrality in war and conflict. By bridging
both experiential fieldwork with critical literature on the politics of neutrality in

humanitarian action, this study will provide an overview of this discussion in both
theory and practice, while drawing recommendations for current humanitarian work
in Lebanon. Relying on the previous two case studies published on the experience of
several activists, experts and volunteers during the July War in 2006, the study will
focus on the politics of communal and committed aid and support during war and its
confrontation with a global humanitarian politics that adopts neutrality, in the form
of standardized professionalism, as a way to provide aid and support. The first section
describes the type of aid and local support that emerged outside state and non-state
structures and took on a volunteered and politically committed form in the July War.
The second section reviews academic and humanitarian research and debates that
critiques and analyzes the principle of neutrality. This section will summarize the
main current debates in the literature. The last section will provide an analytical
summary of the last two sections, and provide recommendations for current
humanitarian work in Lebanon.
A roundtable discussion was held around the topic of this case study both informing it
and framing its limitations. some of the topics addressed in the roundtable varied
from the difference between neutrality and impartiality in providing services for aid
communities, the difference within international humanitarian organizations around
ethics and principles of practice during war, as well as whether they are oriented by
foreign state’s agendas or not, experiences of communal engagements in aid and
support during the 2006 war, the role of faith-based organizations, the inequalities of
life care for and the different strategies one can take to provide a more communitybased aid service during conflict and its aftermath.
I. The Politics and relief during the July war: experiences of local–political
forms of relief.
Based on interviews conducted with several individuals who volunteered in the July
War and were engaged in different forms of aid and relief initiatives, relief work
organized by different local and political groups was considered to be first and
foremost an act of engaged solidarity and popular mobilization against the war.2 In
other words, “the work of relief in itself was the not the goal but the means employed
to show solidarity and resistance to the war”.3 The relief and aid support initiatives
that emerged as a reaction to the July war revealed that the act of providing aid was
perceived as a political position against the Israeli war, in the sense that politics and
aid were mutually constitutive of one another, where the work of relief produced a
national and international solidarity campaign that in itself enriched the process of
aid and made it efficient and productive.4 While international humanitarian
organizations imagined aid as separate from politics, local aid and politics during the
July War formed and informed each other and were not necessarily in placed in a

binary opposition an opposite binary form.
Moreover, providing aid to war-affected communities during the conflict produced a
process of political self-transformation for the individuals who volunteered and were
part of volunteer-based initiatives.5 This work of volunteering set the basis for a form
of aid that can be described as locally committed and politically motivated. The form
of local aid that emerged during the July War is quite different from the specific form
of professionalization and standardization exerted by international humanitarian
organizations on relief work.6 It established a form of aid exchange between local
actors and the affected community that transcended its monetary or material value
and had a different affective and emotional influence on both the person receiving
relief, and providing it. This form of aid also established a personal relationship
between the affected communities and aid providers that affected the quality and
depth of the needs expressed and satisfied during the war. Building engaged forms of
solidarity with war-affected communities also had an effect on the type and
complexity of the needs collected during war.
Moreover, many of the activists, experts and volunteers interviewed saw the politics of
postwar reconstruction as a process that requires awareness, intervention and
mobilization.7 The influx of international humanitarian organizations, interventions,
policies, funds by the end of the war and established a political economy of aid for
reconstruction and rehabilitation that followed neutralized (i.e. professionalized,
bureaucratized and standardized) channels, disengaging the aid from communities’
needs and demands, rendering it a commodity.8 Interviews have revealed that many
volunteers and experts’ aid reliefs clashed with global humanitarian policies that
began to take shape after the war and some of whom tried to resist or work against, as
is the case for trying to influence the reconstruction process in South Lebanon, 9 or
trying to influence humanitarian psychological programs focusing on war trauma and
PTSD.10 These new policies imposed a political economy of postwar reconstruction in
terms of aid that materialized in funding, new concepts and notions that gained
economic value, and an overall site for corruption and misuse of aid11 Thus political
economy was literally translated into a ‘market of aid’, where NGO jargon,
professionalization and expertise were seen as highly valued commodities on one
hand, and as the way to produce rights, development and social change in Lebanon.
This serves to show that neutral and standardized forms of humanitarian aid produce
and enable and influence political economies of postwar aid.
On the other hand, humanitarian organizations sought to neutralize aid work and
conform it under one process by making it a professionalized and unified work,
thereby separating it from its emotional and subjective value, and rendering it into
‘work’ or a business. Politically engaged relief was perceived to be biased, not

professional and overall an improper form of aid. Standardization of aid was seen as
the most efficient way to neutralize it within the internal political tension.
II. Critiques of the neutrality of humanitarian assistance from the literature
The following section compiles and reviews academic and humanitarian literature on
the principle of neutrality in humanitarian action. The latter has been a topic of
debate between global humanitarian actors and critics, with Medecins Sans Frontieres
(MSF) emerging out of the International Committee for the Red Cross (ICRC), holding
the principle of “witnessing” as a replacement to ICRC’s neutrality principle that was
becoming more controversial.12 Another rupture within MSF created Medecins Du
Monde with Bernard Kouchner as a founder, which adopted “the right to intervene”
under any circumstances, including military intervention as a new and guiding
principle of action.13. These diverse humanitarian principles, ranging from neutrality
to the humanitarian right to intervene beyond state sovereignty and approval, have
challenged what was previously imagined to be a more unified set of ethical norms for
humanitarian action, thereby raising critical debates on the politics of neutral
humanitarian assistance, especially with the current confusion between military and
humanitarian intervention.14 The critiques this section explores can be divided in the
following three categories: 1) a critique of the new identity of humanitarianism rising
after the fall of the Soviet Union; 2) a critique of the politics of life in humanitarian
action; and 3) a critique of the political economy of psychological aid during war.
The politics and ethics of the new humanitarianism
One of the critiques of humanitarianism focuses on the recent development and
changes it went through after the cold war that drastically shaped its identity and
ethics.15 Contemporary debates on the purposes, principles and politics of
humanitarianism attempt to recapture the unity and idealized purity of humanitarian
identity, which is intrinsically tied to a presumed universality of action.16 While there
have always been different “strands” or identities of humanitarianism, defined by
different practices, organizations and principles, the International Committee for Red
Cross (ICRC)’s definition17of humanitarian action, as neutral, independent and
impartial relief action, was arguably the “industry standard” until the late 1980s.18
Humanitarian action in the post-cold war period however began to include
development, gender equality, democracy promotion, human rights, and peace
building activities that do not mesh well with principles of neutrality, impartiality and
independence.19
The critique of the ‘new’ humanitarian identity therefore aims to raise questions and
debates on the - previously taken for granted - unity and purity in humanitarian

identity, as well as its purported universality and neutrality. Humanitarianism ideally
aspires at saving lives regardless of nationality, religion, culture or other identity
markers. Its principles of impartiality, neutrality and humanity serve to establish it as
a depoliticized and universal form of action. However, as more agencies became more
closely linked to European/North American states and are committed to implementing
Western ideologies, policies and values, humanitarianism’s universality has been
continuously critiqued as posing a moral threat to its very identity. 20
Another critique in the literature focuses on the reasons behind the increasing threat
and targeting of humanitarian workers in conflict and post-conflict sites. Contrary to
arguments that define these increasing threats and risks as an expression of a new
world order that is becoming more violent and terrifying, Hammond argues that the
difficulty in maintaining the humanitarian principles of neutrality and impartiality,
and the adoption of European/North American values of democracy and human rights
have made it hard for humanitarian workers to distinguish themselves from political
parties and agents who are sometimes involved in conflicts.21 It seems that both the
humanitarian workers and the locals are confused as to who is whom since the
boundaries of what constitutes humanitarian work is now blurred, especially that
humanitarian intervention seem to arrive in parallel with political conflicts .
Moreover, the militarization of humanitarian action has become a common feature of
conflicts in many parts of the world.22 This has contributed to an inability to clearly
distinguish between humanitarian workers as idealized aid-providers and as actors
participating in and influencing the conflict itself.
The politics of life in humanitarian assistance
This form of critique deals with the process through which humanitarianism as an
institution of knowledge and intervention makes a decision on who deserves to be
saved and who does not.23 By relying on minutes of a meeting held by MSF during the
Iraq war of 2003, Fassin shows how humanitarian workers engage in a dialectic
discussion over the lives to be saved and the lives to be risked in order to decide who is
worth risking a humanitarian worker’s life for and who is not, which lives are worth
saving and which lives worth risking.24 Fassin argues that this dichotomy becomes
conflated when a humanitarian intervention becomes also military, when military and
humanitarian intervention become one. Even humanitarianism, an institution that
believes in equal human rights and universal humanity, imprints specific values and
meanings onto different lives and bodies.
By looking at the different forms of decisions taken by MSF in the 2003 Iraq war for
example, the politics of life behind humanitarianism become clearer and more
explicit. The humanitarian worker has the choice and freedom to sacrifice himself,

while the Iraqi must be sacrificed.25 Both Fassin and Redfield argue that these two
forms of life, the life to be saved and the life of the savior, are ontologically different
and hierarchical. In that sense, humanitarian intervention therefore becomes an
apparatus of regulation and classification through which lives are governed through
the act of saving.
Another form of critique deals with the professionalization and commodification of
suffering and conflicts. standardized and universal humanitarian interventions have
managed to transfer, translate and mediate people’s complex experiences of suffering
into objective data that donor societies and agencies can read, where war becomes a
technical problem that require a technical solution.26 Other critics have questioned,
through case studies and programs from Northern Uganda, who has the right to be a
“victim” within the humanitarian imaginary of suffering, where men for example are
more difficult to be recognized by humanitarian indicators as an innocent and
suffering refugees, like women and children.27
The political economy of trauma during war
Another form of critique focuses mainly on the political economy of suffering as a
consequence of war and humanitarian intervention and the adoption of global
humanitarian “concepts” like trauma and PTSD. Erica Caple James is interested in the
unintended consequences of humanitarian intervention in Haiti and what these
interventions produced.28The state and non-state interventions intersected with the
politics of local communities to contribute to the commodification of suffering, thus
producing a political economy of trauma.29
While these humanitarian interventions make suffering audible and visible,
humanitarian psychology helps “authenticate categorize and legitimize” certain forms
of suffering.30 While these humanitarian interventions make suffering audible and
visible, humanitarian psychology helps “authenticate categorize and legitimize”
certain forms of suffering.31 In some of her articles, James focuses on public
testimony in Haiti, and the idea of “truth telling” in psychological rehabilitation and
justice.32 These public testimonies show the willingness of the state to acknowledge
the “human rights culture”, “democracy” and “human security”: this is a marker for
human rights performance, an outcome of humanitarian intervention that is
constantly being demanded by funders. Through public testimonies in Haiti,
narratives of suffering circulated and are performed and become commodified.33
James’s work generates questions concerning the efficacy of therapeutic initiatives
aimed at “victims” and how emotional distress manifests in Haiti and is appropriated
into a political economy market. These “trauma portfolios” represent a marker for
humanitarian aid’s success and for the authenticity and efficacy of humanitarian aid

workers.34 This commodification of suffering contributes to an actual humanitarian
market, where specific refugee experiences become valued, coveted and enacted in
order to receive aid and legal status . James uses narrative to show the political
economy of trauma, misery and truth and the channels through which people’s
embodied and narrated experiences of violence become commodified and a part of
human rights performance.
III. Recommendations for current humanitarian work
Emergent local initiatives of aid and support during the July war posited a form of
humanitarian work that was inseparable from a political engagement and solidarity
with war-affected communities, thereby taking a stance against the war, and resisting
it, through relief, aid and support. While international humanitarian organizations
saw this form of aid to be non-neutral, and therefore non-professional or effective,
they sought to standardize and unify humanitarian assistance in Lebanon, especially
in the postwar period, enforcing policies, concepts of aid, programs, and relief
procedures, reconstruction processes that were not in direct contact with the complex
and local needs of the communities, who seem to lack any kind of participatory role in
the reconstruction process.
However, the review of the critiques of the humanitarian principle of neutrality
reveals that the apoliticalness of humanitarian assistance is in itself a political
position that influences economies, decides who is worthy of being saved and assisted
and who is not, and produces a specific politics of suffering from war. Moreover, the
transformative history of humanitarianism from the principle of neutrality to the
principle of witnessing and ‘the right to intervene’, have intersected with an increased
incorporation of development, advocacy for human rights and gender equality,
especially in post-conflict humanitarian programs. This has revealed the confused and
paradoxical nature of humanitarianism as a neutral form of aid.35
Moreover, international humanitarian organizations sought to neutralize aid in
Lebanon by standardizing and professionalizing it. For them, the purpose of neutrality
was to service individuals and communities regardless of religion, culture and gender.
Neutrality serves to form a kind of humanitarian work that has to potential of being
global and mobile across cultures and beliefs. However, global aid as imagined by
humanitarian organizations, as mobile, accessible to all equally, became in reality
bounded by donor state policies and European and North American values, concepts
and assumptions; thus the imagined global and neutral interventions of humanitarian
society became nonexistent.
Experts, academics and critics, along with local activists and aid workers, talk about a

rupture in the principle of neutrality today, especially with the increase adoption of
“humanitarian military interventions” and “just wars” by global powers.36
Humanitarian internal debates around neutrality seem to focus on the intersection of
neutrality in humanitarian assistance with faith-based international humanitarian
organizations and the incorporation of religious spirituality in healing the suffering of
war and disaster-affected communities, rather than clinical forms of interventions,
seen as more neutral and standardized.37 Another notable debate is on the increasing
role of the United Nations in managing and coordinating humanitarian interventions
through the interagency guidelines, and how the politics of the UN intersect with
humanitarian interventions.38
Following these debates and the field experience and expertise from the July war, it is
recommended that current humanitarian work and organizations in Lebanon should
encourage and collaborate with politically engaged, committed and grassroots
initiatives of aid and development. These initiatives and groups have the potential of
building deep ties and relationships with the serviced communities, understand their
needs and be creative in satisfying them outside of a bureaucratized and standardized
procedure that might not always be compatible. Moreover, further professionalization
and standardization of current humanitarian work have transformed it into a
business-like act where the humanitarian worker has to detach herself emotionally
and political from the crisis. It is recommended that a de-professionalization of aid
and development work be established in order to ensure a more engaged and therefore
more efficient support for the serviced communities.
Conclusion
The principle of humanitarian neutrality during war and conflict relied on a thick
process of standardization, training and professionalization that turned aid, relief and
support into a work of expertise provided by paid NGO workers. It turned relief into an
aid market at the end of the July War, thereby de-politicizing the complex and
structural needs of aid communities. In contrast , local volunteer activists and experts
during the war saw relief as an inseparable mixture of politics and aid, which were
mutually constitutive, predicating a somewhat national support for the war-affected
communities. The debates and critiques of the neutrality argument in academic and
humanitarian circles are also telling of the complex and paradoxical nature of
humanitarianism today as it strives to remain apolitical in highly charged political
contexts.
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