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History Matters 
If you want to glimpse the future, first understand the past. Wise advice, yet the business of 
disaster response is, I’m afraid, rather obsessed with the present. The urgency of response 
fueled by short-term, mission-specific funding leaves little room for reflection, yet history 
can tell us a great deal about why humanitarianism is the way it is today, about how it may 
change and about how it informs longer term development. 
 
Our mind set, at least on the humanitarian side, has tended to see humanitarian action as 
something separate from long-term development, both conceptually and practically, yet 
most predictions for the future envisage rapid change, more extreme events, and greater 
challenges of adaptation to these trends: a future where development and humanitarian 
response are closely entwined. 
 
So if I may, I want to take a few minutes to talk about the past, to examine our present, and 
then to go on to look at our future and propose one insight from each of these time-snaps of 
the humanitarian world, which may help international NGOs concerned with development. 
 
The Past 
My father was born in 1931, the year of the great depression, not so long ago. A year when 
New York exhibited many of the symptoms we associate today with humanitarian crisis: 
massive unemployment, feeding stations, famine sales, scavenging on refuse tips, IDP 
camps in Central Park. Up until this point, where New York was set to implode, the Federal 
government had taken no part in responding to the crisis. It simply was not conceived as 
part of the role of central government. Charity responded, and the theory was that the 
market would eventually solve the problem. Roosevelt and the New Deal he ushered in 
changed all that.1 He instigated, and paid for, cash-for-work schemes. He funded soup 
kitchens and brought in legal reform to get people back to work. Within a very few years, 
the market, the American people and the New Deal had pulled the country out of a 



 

humanitarian crisis and back on the road to prosperity; a road made so much easier a few 
years later when Europe went to war and the US became the economic engine that fed the 
allied forces and eventually financed European recovery.2  
 
Today we would have classed this as humanitarian action and post-war recovery. Back in 
the 1930s and 40s it was just the business of the day. 
 
Looking further back in time we can detect three very different attitudes to the cause of 
humanitarian suffering, its nature, and its consequent cure. 
 
The famine of 1837-8 in then-colonial India marked the first time that modern principles of 
relief were applied. Organized public works providing food or cash in return for work, 
coupled with free food distribution for the most destitute, were first experimented within 
northern India, despite the formal adherence by the British colonial rulers to an unfettered 
free market economy.  
 
The language used to describe those seeking relief at the time is instructive. They were 
referred to as destitute, paupers, vagrants, and the “laboring poor,” all terminology which 
essentially set them up as a threat to law and order and stepping out of their assigned role 
as the workforce of agricultural and industry. Relief works not only sought to put the 
laboring poor back to work but were seen as opportunities to encourage discipline and 
obedience to authority within the confines of the controlled relief camps.3  
 
In other words, humanitarian action by the state was essentially an issue of containment. 
The crisis was a threat to security and prosperity and thus had to be contained for the 
greater good of society and the economy. We see this repeated in the response to the Great 
Famine in Ireland in the 1840s and again following World War One when the American 
Relief Administration, headed by soon-to-be-President Herbert Hoover, was feeding over 
10.5 million people a day in famine ravaged Russia.4 After the Second World War, the 
Marshal Plan rebuilt Western (not Eastern) Europe off a series of loans which allowed 
Europeans to exchange their devalued currencies for dollars and use those dollars to buy 
imported American goods. The spread of communism was contained and Western Europe’s 
economy rebuilt. Trade—sustainable trade—resumed. 
 
Alongside this agenda of containment there are two other discernable agendas. Most 
obviously the agenda of compassion, typified by the formation of the Red Cross in the 1860s 
and its creed of impartiality, neutrality, and a focus on the alleviation of immediate 
suffering.  
 
No questions here as to why the suffering exists. No judgments as to the rightness or 
wrongness of this side or that in a conflict. It is essentially an utterly pragmatic approach. 
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Wars exist, cruelty exists, do what you can to limit and address the more extreme 
suffering.5

 
And finally there is the agenda of change. When Eglantine Jebb founded the Save the 
Children Fund in the UK in 1919, she was focused on alleviating the suffering of children in 
Austria caught up in the arrogance of the continued allied blockage (and this despite the 
official signing of a peace agreement).  
 
By 1924, when she successfully lobbied for the then League of Nations to adopt the 
Declaration on the Rights of the Child, she realized that the alleviation of suffering was not 
enough. Action was needed to change the systems and attitudes that bowed to the 
inevitability of suffering.6  
 
So when today someone talks of humanitarian action, understand that they can mean any 
one of these three very different agendas: containment, compassion, or change. In 
Afghanistan and Iraq, the billions spent on so-called post-war reconstruction are politically 
no different from the Marshal Plan or the famine codes of colonial India. They are about 
stability and security. But are they effective? A law was passed in the Afghan parliament a 
few days ago. The law says that all warlords—past, present, and future—will be covered by 
a blanket amnesty for what they may have done. That does not strike me as being a victory 
of stability, security, and justice. 
 
History therefore tells us that responding to crisis is inextricably linked to the big drivers of 
human development: physical security, economic prosperity, and intellectual freedom, 
drivers hard-wired into the post-World War Two institutions that still dominate our 
international system. 
 
An individual or an individual organization may choose to constrain its actions to deal with 
symptoms only in a crisis and espouse impartiality and neutrality, but inevitably there will 
be others around them that seek to play the larger game: of recovery, reform, or revolution.  
 
The Take-Away 
The take-away lesson I think is that the “humanitarian community” must stop kidding itself 
that it can come up with a single, coherent agenda. The fudging of the containment, 
compassion, and change agendas under the banner of humanitarianism is just not 
sustainable.  
 
My guess is that humanitarianism needs to retreat into a much more limited agenda to 
protect its ability to alleviate current and future suffering in the evolving wars of today and 
that the real ideological battle ground is going to be, to paraphrase Mark Duffield, in the 
borderlands of the metropolitan states.  
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Is the agenda in the borderlands that are Ethiopia, Somalia, Iraq, or Afghanistan about 
containment to foster the security and economic prosperity of the metropolitan states of the 
US, Europe, and, increasingly, China, or is it about changing that relationship to the 
advantage of the marginalized communities who make up the bulk of the world's poor, 
dispossessed, and crisis victims?  
 
I suspect that the heady days of the 80s and 90s when states and global responders sought 
to build a common modus operandi are fast fading and that the real lesson from the 
disaster responders to the development community is that the purpose of change is as 
important as the process of change.  
 
There may be overlaps between the containment agenda of security and stability and the 
change agenda of people-first development, and the compassion agenda of the impartial 
alleviation of suffering, but that is more a matter of coincidence than design. If 
humanitarian agencies are to add value, then they have to reassert their intrinsic worth and 
be willing to go it alone and not fall in, by default, design, or mistake, with the prevailing 
view of the world. If this is true for the humanitarian community, I suspect it is also true for 
development. INGOs in the development field also need to think much more critically about 
to whose agenda they are marching. 
 
The Present 
This is how we, the outsiders, perceive and respond to other people’s crises. What about 
those caught up in crisis? How do they see it? Unfortunately most histories are written by 
the external responders and so reflect the dominant views expressed above. There are 
exceptions. A more objective analysis, for instance, of the criminal records of colonial India 
during times of famine sees such crime more in terms of a moral economy with, 
particularly, collective attacks on the wealthy and food stores being both about acquiring 
relief but also about protesting and challenging the system that is viewed as causing the 
suffering in the first place.7

 
The livelihoods analysis many of us use today to try and understand what is happening in a 
crisis seeks to understand and react to not just the proximate causes of suffering but the 
more pervasive policies, institutions, and politics that shape communities’ abilities to 
control and use their assets to build more sustainable and secure futures. Our own 
Center’s research in Darfur and Afghanistan, for instance, understands the suffering there 
in terms of centuries of evolving tribal alliances, land use systems and rights, market 
relations between pastoralists and agriculturalists, exploitation, neglect, and poorly 
informed action by succeeding waves of external powers: Ottomans, Egyptians, the Brits, 
Soviets, Americans, and Islamists.8 9
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For many communities, crisis—at least what we label crisis—is the norm. Many pastoralist 
communities live in marginal environments, with marginalized economies. They are actually 
extraordinarily effective in exploiting these environments, but crisis and crisis management 
is the norm.10  
 
In Somalia, Afghanistan, regions of Ethiopia, and many other locations, environmental and 
political change are either so rapid or so chaotic that communities and their economies 
simply cannot adapt quickly and robustly enough to get beyond basic survival. We call it a 
chronic crisis; they call it normality. In these environments we are seeing new forms of 
asset building going on: the use of cell phones to acquire market prices for small-scale 
traders and the use of diaspora remittances to build up assets. Crisis generates innovation, 
and opportunities are there for outside agencies to support such innovation.  
 
So, outside of some truly abnormal events—we can think of hurricane Katrina hitting New 
Orleans or the tsunami hitting Indonesia—there are few exclusively humanitarian crises. 
There are extremes of normality, and some outsiders may choose to respond using a 
charitable humanitarian modality, but for most people caught up in the crisis, causing the 
crisis and responding to the crisis, they are simply pursuing the normal development goals 
of security, prosperity, and freedom. 
 
Observing INGOs working in these chaotic environments we have observed a number of 
trends, or at least common shortcomings, mostly identified by the field staff of the agencies 
in question. One we have already alluded to and that is the tendency to go along with the 
prevailing political agenda and become part of the intervening security and stability plan. 
 
Second, field workers worry that they actually have little understanding of the true impact 
of their programming and that, overall, their programming is becoming less flexible, less 
nuanced to the local environment, and less relevant than it was a decade ago. Many point 
to the intense pressure to program according to the deliverables defined in grants, usually 
governmental, and in time frames that are essentially unrealistic. There is a sense that, as 
the volume of resources flowing into humanitarians agencies has mushroomed, CEOs and 
their staff have quite rightly focused on ensuring that growth is controlled but in so doing 
have inadvertently stifled innovation and decision-making at the cutting edge of their 
organizations. 
 
Finally, field workers agonize over the superficiality of accountability to their clients. There 
are excellent attempts to become more accountable. Much consultation with beneficiaries 
takes place before operations are implemented, but the norm is that the amount of 
consultation drops off as one moves from planning to implementation to monitoring and 
finally evaluation.  
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The Take-Away 
The lesson, I think, is that context matters just about more than anything else. Standard 
operating procedures, models, frameworks, and all the intellectual tools we use to structure 
our view of the world construct generalities, but the extreme environments that make up 
humanitarian crisis always push the models to the limits. Programming must be location- 
and time-specific and based on a deep knowledge of that location. This means that agencies 
need to structure so as to put decision-making closer to where programming takes place 
and to give programmers the authority to adjust programming to the needs on the ground 
rather than the requirements of back-donors. It also means that field staff need the skills, 
knowledge, and maturity to best use this authority. Just as in medicine, the surgeon in the 
operating theater is the most highly trained, respected (and paid) member of the medical 
team, so too the field programmers of humanitarian agencies should be. Promotion should 
take one closer to the action, not always away from it. 
 
The Future 
If that is the past and present, what of the future? We are astonishingly bad at predicting 
the future, which may be no bad thing, but we can identify the key drivers, particularly 
those which are rapidly changing.  
 
From our research we would pick out three as being of particular importance: 
climate change, economic globalization, and organized violence. 
 
We don’t need another Inconvenient Truth lecture here. There will be more extremes of 
weather—floods, droughts, hurricanes. There will be more communities that fail to adapt 
quickly enough or skillfully enough to creeping change. And all of this will result in more 
crises and more places where crisis becomes the norm. There will of course also be 
locations where things get better, crops grow stronger, and change equals prosperity. 
 
Economic globalization is rapidly bringing every community into the global monied 
economy. It is bringing new prosperity to parts of India and China. Cell phones are allowing 
illiterate women traders in Darfur to get fair prices for their goods locally as they tap into a 
knowledge of prevailing market prices at the national level. 
 
Borana pastoralists in southern Ethiopia find that their prosperity has more to do with how 
Ethiopia interprets, and is constrained by, WTO export regulations than it is by NGO efforts 
to sink wells and deliver health care. Indian banks wake up to the realization that a billion 
poor people each with one dollar to save is still a potential billion dollars of investment.  
 
Globalized communications and economies mean that people can organize globally. 
Diaspora can move funds back home and can also support and drive political movements. 
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The disaffected and disillusioned and chose global causes to ally themselves with. 
Transnational corporations can reside everywhere economically and nowhere legally.  
 
Globalization has also allowed for our third trend of concern: the changing nature of 
organized violence. Rupert Smith, the just-retired head of the British armed forces, in his 
new book The Utility of Force, is adamant that wars, in the classical sense for which most 
professional armies are designed, no long exist. The last true tank battle, he points out, was 
fought for the Golan Heights back in the 1970s—over 30 years ago. War today (or whatever 
we call it) is fought amongst the people. Smith identifies six characteristics of warfare 
today.11

 
1. The goal of warfare is changing from the absolute objective of inter-state war to 

the malleable and ever changing objective of individuals, causes, and societies. 
2. Warfare is conducted amongst the people: in the field of the farmer in the DRC, 

and the living rooms of families in Iraq, literally, and in the living rooms of the 
tax payer of Washington, figuratively.  

3. Conflicts tend to be timeless: the hoped-for end condition is often never reached 
and the war continues, adapting to new threats and new objectives. 

4. Regular armies fight more nowadays to minimize loss of force rather than using 
force at any cost to achieve the objective. 

5. New uses are found for old weapons whilst new weapons for fighting amongst 
the people are constantly appearing. 

6. The sides are mostly non state. Multilateral forces, global terrorist movements, 
insurgences, and apocalyptic cults are the antagonists today. 

 
And all this is fueled by an ever-facilitated, ever-easy trade in small arms whose firepower 
and ease of use seems to increase exponentially as each decade passes.12

 
In effect warfare has been globalized just as economies have.  
 
Where to Now? 
What does all this add up to? In a phrase: chaotic change and rapid adaptation.  
 
Change today is fast, unprecedented, and a heady mix of opportunity and risk. There is no 
longer a simple linear model to predict development. We can no longer just project the 
present forward. Rather we have a more chaotic future where communities and the 
institutions that seek to serve, or exploit them, will have to adapt rapidly and with risk to 
an ever-changing environment. It will be a constant game to balance short-term gain (or 
survival) against longer term prosperity and freedom. Rapid and ever evolving adaptation 
will be the name of the game. It is not new, but it is infinitely harder and more fragile than 
in the past. 
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The Take-Away 
A few years ago there was a popular management book called Teaching the Elephant to 
Dance: The Manager's Guide to Empowering Change. That’s the take-away. The change-
organizations of the future need to be far more nimble, far more aware of the constant need 
to readjust their structures and tactics to fight today’s battles, not the textbook battles of 
yesterday.  
 
The vision and goal of the work of those engaged in humanitarian assistance and 
development aid has not changed. Indeed Immanuel Kant summed it up nicely nearly two 
hundred and fifty years ago. He wrote, “The greatest problem for the human species is that 
of attaining a civil society which can administer universal justice”.13 Two hundred and fifty 
years ago this sounded like pure metaphysics. Today, in our globalizing world, we can 
glimpse its possibility, but it won’t happen unless we make it happen.  
 
 
Peter Walker, 
Medford, May 2007  
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