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The monograph by Jonathan Goodhand and the anthology edited by Oliver Richmond and Henry
Carey supplement each other well, both illuminating the increasingly salient role played by
NGOs in and after armed conflict.

Goodhand offers a comprehensive, indeed almost exhaustive, overview of the topic.
Although most of the book is devoted to practice, it nevertheless starts with a general
introduction to conflict theory, the rationale for which is that “policy and practice are not
theory-free zones, they are based on a set of implicit or explicit assumptions about the causes and
nature of conflict. Good practice is likely to be based on good theory which is rigorous, coherent
and tested empirically. Practitioners who dismiss theory as arcane and irrelevant are likely to be
unknowing slaves of someone else’s theories — most likely those of their founders” (p. 45).
Besides theory, the book offers a number of useful taxonomies for NGOs and their multi-faceted
roles in conflict and postconflict situations.

Further, it traces the evolution of the NGO field, the most prominent feature being its
continuous growth, especially accelerated after the end of the Cold War. NGOs are now asked by
governments and international organizations to engage in a wide range of tasks previously held to
be the prerogative of states. In the past, NGOs mainly had been slotted into low-politics fields
such as humanitarian assistance and were not allowed into high-politics fields, in part because of
the confluence of aid with security issues. Since then, the aid typically administered by NGOs
has been politicized (“securitized’) and NGOs proved useful for the states of the West as
vehicles for influencing domestic policies in recipient states.

For all its merits, the book may be taken to task for not dealing critically enough with some
of the tough questions and dilemmas facing NGOs in conflicts such as whether to accept or reject
the blurring of lines between military and humanitarian matters; whether and how to maintain
impartiality in very conflictual settings where even humanitarian assistance is bound to favor one
side at the other’s expense; and above all how to avoid doing harm in the attempt at doing good.
Even in emergencies as dire as famine or genocide, where the provision of food may
inadvertently assist what Alex de Waal calls famine crimes or provide resources to armed
genocidaires. The book would also have benefitted from looking more at what might be called
the political economy of NGOs, for example, the conditions of the aid industry; the competition
between NGOs in this industry over scarce resources such as government funding and the



resultant need to follow the TV crews; and the economic consequences of the very presence of
expatriate NGO staff in conflict settings which are usually characterized by abject poverty. The
book mention, but does not elaborate much on, another difficult question — how to distinguish
between bona fide NGOs and “fake” ones in recipient countries where donor countries often seek
a foothold by channeling funds via their own NGOs to local ones, thus almost inviting
entrepreneurial local elites to set up fake NGOs to get a share.

These limitations notwithstanding, the book is a very useful and insightful overview of the
topic. Although academics may find it insufficiently critical, practitioners may regard it is too
critical, suggesting that Jonathan Goodhand may have struck a reasonable balance between the
two.

The anthology edited by Richmond and Carey would be a useful companion to Goodhand’s
book. The bulk consists of short case studies of NGO involvement in conflicts from all
continents — as well as one chapter devoted to the role of private military companies — but it
also features a couple of more general surveys and analyses. Oliver Richmond reviews the role
played by NGOs as builders of “civil peace,” a central component of the broader “liberal peace.”
NGOs comparative advantage, seen from the point of view of the state of the West, is that they
are good at bypassing the sovereignty of recipient states. But their reliance on rich-country funds
can turn them into rich-country agents in projects of “social, economic, humanitarian and
developmental engineering” (p. 23) and into “norm entrepreneurs,” thereby making invaluable
contributions to the “governmentality” of the Third World.

The chapter by Kim Reimann tackles some of the tricky questions mentioned above. It shows
how NGO activities can have detrimental consequences, for instance by providing resources to
combatants, distorting markets in beneficiary countries, reinforcing social divisions, freeing up
internal resources for war, and legitimizing warring parties. Even the provision of food or
medicine to civilians entails risks, as these may be sold and the proceeds used to purchase
weapons. The author also generates a list of “fake” NGO types that may be brought into being by
the prospects of funding: BRINGO (briefcase NGO), ComeN'Go (come and go NGO), CONGO
(commercial NGO), CRINGO (criminal NGO), GONGO (government-owned NGO), GRINGO
(government-run and initiated NGO), MANGO (mafia NGO), PANGO (party NGO) and
MONGQO, standing for “my own NGO” (p. 42). With the same kind of charming cynicism he
further addresses the question of (lacking) NGO accountability and the blurring of the not-for-
profit criterion, when NGOs have to make the same kinds of market calculations as commercial
companies and when their leaders increasingly see their work in NGOs as entirely comparable to
executive positions in government or the private sector.
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