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Abstract

What is the role of humanitarianism amid Israel’s ongoing genocide against the
Palestinian people? This short contribution probes this question, drawing from
long running critiques of humanitarian complicity in Israel’s illegal occupation
of Palestine, while balancing consideration of the necessity of humanitarian
aid in the current context of extreme violence that is intended to end, maim
and displace Palestinian life. The authors argue that humanitarianism
amid the genocide is ambivalent; it is both fundamental in the face of mass
dehumanization and death, and yet remains incredibly limited in its capacity
to care as a result of humanitarian’s own limits to confront politically crafted
violence, and the severe limitation of the negligible humanitarian space
afforded by Israel’s genocidal regime.
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Introduction

This contribution grapples with the genocidal obliteration of Palestinian lives,
and the ensuing desperate demands for life saving interventions. We place this
discussion within a longer history of humanitarian complicity in maintaining
Israel’s illegal, brutal occupation, and humanitarianism’s role in frustrating
movements for Palestinian liberation. While we are cognizant of the critiques
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HUMANITARIANISM IN THE GENOCIDE 179

around a tendency to exceptionalize Palestine within a global panoply of violence
and injustice rooted in colonialism and racial capitalism, these critiques in fact
speak to one of the key tensions shaping the generative discussions and dilemmas
that underpin our contribution. We recognize the exceptionalization of Palestine
as perhaps the prime case du jour of colonial violence—and to borrow from
Catherine Besteman*°—*“globalized military apartheid,” in the present.

We also recognize the current exceptional levels of violence being inflicted
on Palestinians throughout occupied Palestine, while being careful to situate
this within one hundred and fifty years of Zionist settler colonialism, a seventy-
six-year long Nakba that spatially disaggregates Zionist aggression across
historic Palestine, and the latest suspension of UNRwWA funding. At the same
time, we draw on the anthropological demand to root knowledge production,
analysis, and critique in experiences from the field rather than focus on debates
around, for example, what constitutes genocide. As such this contribution is
planted in, and sprouts from, our own experiences of working in Palestine
across many years and in the current calamitous moment as researcher and
humanitarian practitioner. We reflect on these experiences, our professional
habitus, and our struggles with finding voices*! and actions that do justice to
the current levels of violence, as we grapple with intransigent institutions and
diverging temporalities of what it means to uphold and defend Palestinian life
and liberatory demands now and in the future.

Writing in the Genocide

We write this amid a marked acceleration in Israel’s “slow-motion"#? genocide
against the Palestinian people. We write this as—both practitioner and
academic—critics of humanitarianism who have argued elsewhere that today’s
western humanitarianism has its roots in European colonial genocides.*3 We
have been forced to reckon with what humanitarianism represents, and can
offer, during Israel’s ongoing genocide against Palestinians in Gaza, and amidst
increasing levels of violence against Palestinians in East Jerusalem, the West

40 Besteman, C. (2020). Military Global Apartheid. Duke University Press.

41 Salamanca, OJ.,, Khosla, P. and Aruri, N. (2024). It's Been 164 Days and a Long Century:
Notes on Genocide, Solidarity, and Liberation. Antipode https://antipodeonline
.org/2024/04/11/notes-on-genocide-solidarity-and-liberation/.

42 Nijim, M. (2022). Genocide in Palestine: Gaza as a Case Study. The International Journal of
Human Rights, 27(1): 165—200.

43  Pallister-Wilkins, P. (2022). Humanitarianism: Race and the Overrepresentation of “Man.”
Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 47: 695-708.

PUBLIC ANTHROPOLOGIST 7 (2025) 147-201


https://antipodeonline.org/2024/04/11/notes-on-genocide-solidarity-and-liberation/
https://antipodeonline.org/2024/04/11/notes-on-genocide-solidarity-and-liberation/

180 PALLISTER-WILKINS AND SMITH

Bank, and throughout historic Palestine. In this short intervention we grapple
with how Israel’s ongoing genocidal assault on Palestinian lives and futures
has shifted the contours of what it means to practice humanitarianism and
what it means to engage in scholarly critique of humanitarianism in Palestine
and elsewhere. This critique most regularly understands humanitarianism as
a security practice that aims to maintain a liberal internationalist world order,
and in the case of Palestine to prevent Palestinian liberation and preserve and
reinforce Zionist settler colonialism.**

In what follows we reflect on the politics of providing care in the face
of genocide, as the pinnacle of dehumanization, while questioning what
humanitarianism can practically do, and be asked and expected to do,
when faced with such extreme levels of brutality and deadly assaults on
the humanitarian space. Following this, we turn to consider the role of
humanitarianism in the wake of the genocide, questioning what Palestinian
futures a forward-looking humanitarian action may help to usher in, and what
this means for humanitarianism itself.

But before we turn to our substantive intervention it is necessary for us briefly
to position ourselves in relation to humanitarian practice and critical scholarship,
as well as in relation to Palestine. Polly is a political geographer whose work
critically engages with the uneven geographies of humanitarianism and its role in
perpetuating systems and structures of injustice (past, present, and future). She
lives and works in the safety of Amsterdam and holds a tenured position as an
associate professor. Before joining the academic world, she worked for a number
of years in the Occupied Palestinian Territories and her move to academia was
in part influenced by her experiences of liberal internationalism’s complicity in
Israel’s ongoing occupation and the denial of Palestinian liberation.

James is an emergency physician who has worked for several years in the
fields of academic humanitarian public health and humanitarian practice,
most notably holding various clinical and non-clinical roles with a prominent
international medical humanitarian organization. Of particular relevance
to this intervention, he worked as a medical doctor and later in a medical

44  Bhungalia, L. (2010). A Liminal Territory: Gaza, Executive Discretion, and Sanctions Turned
Humanitarian. GeoJournal, 75: 347—357; Ophir, A. (2010). The Politics of Catastrophization:
Emergency and Exception. In: D. Fassin and M.Pandolfi, eds. Contemporary States of
Emergency: The Politics of Military and Humanitarian Interventions. Zone Books, pp.
59-88; Tabar, L. (2012). The “Urban Redesign” of Jenin Refugee Camp: Humanitarian
Intervention and Rational Violence. Journal of Palestine Studies, 41(2): 44—61; Winter, Y.
(2016). The Siege of Gaza: Spatial Violence, Humanitarian Strategies, and the Biopolitics
of Punishment. Constellations, 23(2): 309—319.
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managerial role with two international organizations that were coordinated
through the wHO’s emergency medical team (EMT) initiative during Israel’s
genocide in Gaza, between December 2023 and January 2024, and April and
June 2024. James lives and works in London as a lecturer in humanitarian
studies while continuing to practice emergency medicine.

While what we present here draws on our own experiences, we have been
actively engaged in ongoing discussions within the humanitarian sector that
are concerned with the politics of humanitarian care during the genocide.
Our arguments have been formed in community with other humanitarian
practitioners frustrated at the limits of humanitarian assistance and the
“business-as-usual” approach of the sector when confronted with Israeli
genocidal violence.

Genocide and the Changing Contours of Humanitarianism

This genocide is confronting. It is confronting for those who continue to
endure and survive the tightening grip of Israel's occupation of Palestine,
and the attendant “logic of elimination™5 of Zionist settler colonialism. It is
confronting for those beyond Palestine who follow the continuous images of
unimaginable horror that are live streamed onto our handheld devices for all
to see, at all times of the day, and who must reckon with the active and passive
consentto violence by complicit states.#6 It is also confronting ontologically and
epistemologically as every day, those of us whose academic and professional
lives revolve around grounded critiques of humanitarian norms and practice,*
are forced to reckon with this time of monsters and the changing terrain of
genocidal violence. More concretely, as the genocide makes starkly visible the
political contours of humanitarianism, we question how this has not ushered
in a new humanitarian world that is supposedly struggling to be born amid
widespread demands for decolonization and more equitable approaches to
humanitarian response.*® Instead this violence has prompted a circling of the

45 Wolfe, P. (2006). Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native. Journal of Genocide
Research, 8(4): 387-409.

46  Fassin, D. (2024). Moral abdication: How the World Failed to Stop the Destruction of Gaza.
Verso.

47 Pallister-Wilkins, P. (2022). Humanitarian Borders: Unequal Mobility and Saving Lives.
Verso; Hanbali, L., et al. (2024). Israeli Necropolitics and the Pursuit of Health Justice in
Palestine. BMJ Global Health 9: eo14942.

48 Moallin, Z., Malik, N. and Fouad, L. (2024). Gaza: A Litmus Test for the Humanitarian
Sector’s Commitment to Decolonisation? Overseas Development Institute; Smith, J., et al.
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wagons in defense of the bare minimum of humanitarian assistance as Israel
murders Palestinians in their tens of thousands and turns whole cities to dust.

Long running critiques of humanitarian complicity recognize the part played
by the humanitarian system in sustaining Israel’s occupation of Palestine,*?
whereby humanitarian organizations ensure the necessary conditions to
sustain life, despite this responsibility lying with Israel as the occupying power.
Israel proceeds to further enact its occupation by titrating humanitarian
service provision as a means to enact biological harm, foster dependency, and
stifle political organizing and liberation movement-building.>° These critiques
of humanitarian action under occupation remain important and crucial, and
yet also at this moment seem crass and cut-off from the visceral harm and
urgent need for the most basic forms of life sustaining relief. This realization
has led to a recalibration of our positionality towards humanitarian relief in
the context of Palestinian lives and Palestinian futures. The arguments around
humanitarianism that functions as a tool of Palestinian securitization and
pacification by providing just enough to keep Palestinians alive but unequal®
and, importantly, politically unable to achieve the demands of liberation,52
remain present and will surely be reanimated in any post-genocide future.
But under the current conditions there is also something politically crucial in
providing care in the face of the endgame of Zionist dehumanization and its
genocidal obliteration of Palestinians.

The sheer scale of violence enacted against Palestinians living in Gaza, and
within such a shorttimeframe, isunprecedented in the history of the Palestinian
struggle against the encroaching Zionist settler colonial project. To simply save
and sustain Palestinian lives from one day to the next, the immediate needs are
immense. At the same time, the direct targeting and intentional destruction of
essential Palestinian health, social and other infrastructures continue to form a
core pillar of Israel’s genocidal strategy. In large part, this strategy of destruction
has been successful; concerning health specifically, at least 595 healthcare

(2025) Realising Health Justice in Palestine: Beyond Humanitarian Voices. Conflict and
Health, 19(7).

49 Feldman, L. (2018). Life Lived in Relief: Humanitarian Predicaments and Palestinian Refugee
Politics. University of California Press; Medien, K. (2021). Israeli Settler Colonialism,
“Humanitarian Warfare,” and Sexual Violence in Palestine. International Feminist Journal
of Politics, 23(5): 698—719; Tabar, L. (2016). Disrupting Development, Reclaiming Solidarity:
The Anti-Politics of Humanitarianism. Journal of Palestine Studies, 45(4): 16—31.

50 Farhat, T.,, Ibrahim, S., Abdul-Sater, Z. and Abu-Sittah, G. (2023). Responding to the
Humanitarian Crisis in Gaza: Damned if You Do ... Damned If You Don't! Annals of Global
Health, 89(1): 1-6.

51 Puar, JK. (2017). The Right to Maim: Debility, Capacity, Disability. Duke University Press.

52 Tabar, L. (2012). Opcit.
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workers are verified to have been killed (the total number of those killed
could exceed 1000),%3 while the majority of community clinics, and secondary
and specialist tertiary hospitals, have been damaged, destroyed or otherwise
rendered non-functional.>* Direct violence-related needs have remained
consistently high for more than fifteen months, while so-called indirect
violence-related needs have increased exponentially with the decimation
of water and sanitation services, repeated mass forced displacement into
overcrowded makeshift camps, and Israel’s intentional obstruction of entry
into Gaza of water, food, shelter items, medication and medical equipment, and
fuel. With this in mind, immediate lifesaving needs far surpass what remains
of Palestinian community, civil society and state capacities to respond. A
Palestinian and international humanitarian architecture has coalesced in this
manufactured gap. Needs-based justifications for “surge support” are clear in
the current moment. Such justifications do not diminish established critiques
of humanitarianism, specifically as they have been articulated in relation to
the ongoing occupation of Palestine. Rather, these critiques have the potential
to assist us in defining clearer time-, space- and form-bound parameters for
ethically and politically justifiable humanitarian engagement.

The genocide hasredefined immediately necessary actions and imbued them
with new political purchase. Insofar as Israeli genocidaires seek to exterminate
Palestinians, and furthermore render Gaza unlivable, survival becomes a form
of counter-genocidal resistance within longer histories of sumud.5> Here we
note that we should be careful—as Malaka Shwaikh5%6 recently cautioned—
not to romanticize Palestinian sumud as some discussions are prone to do. But
people and processes that seek to safeguard immediate survivability embody
and enact an intrinsic form of resistance to the genocidal current, regardless of
whether they articulate their presence and actions as such.

At the same time, we recognize that there can never be a functional
humanitarianism that is able to respond adequately to the demands of
those in need when faced with such unrelenting violence and the deliberate
destruction of its operational means. A genocide is, simply put for those
humanitarians operating within repertoires of liberal internationalism shaped

53 Healthcare Workers Watch—Palestine (2024). Report snapshot. Sept 20, https://health
careworkerswatch.org/ (accessed 10th Feb 2025).

54 WHO (2024). oPtemergency situation update. Issue 53. 7 Oct 2023—8 Jan 2025, https:/ [www
.emro.who.int/images/stories/Sitrep_s53.pdf (accessed 10th Feb 2025).

55 Ryan, C. (2015). Everyday Resilience as Resistance: Palestinian Women Practicing Sumud.
International Political Sociology 9(4): 299-315.

56  Shwaikh, M. (2023). Beyond Expectations of Resilience: Towards a Language of Care.
Global Studies Quartery, 3(2).
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by white innocence and ignorance,? a different beast—a time of monsters.
It is not the standard emergency to which humanitarian organizations and
their practitioners have developed plug and play tool kits in response (also
the subject of much critique®®). There is no humanitarian operating manual
for genocide. But there are perhaps still strands of critique that can help us
think with reflexive empathy about the role and position of humanitarianism
in confronting the monsters. Here we return to the oft repeated argument
that emergencies are not in fact exceptional events but instead politically
crafted, as with this latest phase in Israel’s protracted genocide of Palestinians;
the genocide has reached its zenith at this temporal moment but is rooted
in one hundred and fifty years of Zionist settler colonialism in Palestine, was
accelerated by the Nakba of 1948, and has proceeded through various forms
of continuous violence against Palestinians, their land and ecologies until the
present onslaught.

This should give us pause both to reflect on what we can realistically expect
of humanitarianism in this moment—that is, what we can expect it to achieve
practically speaking—but also to reflect on what this means for humanitarian
positioning vis-a-vis such a politically crafted event; an event importantly
rooted in a history and contemporary reality of settler colonialism, shaped
by vicious racist ethnonationalism predicated on a denial of Palestinian
humanity. Questions remain as to how humanitarianism, seen by many as a
tool of liberal internationalism,5° or to put it more bluntly, an insurance policy
for racial capitalism,®° positions itself in relation to such a politics and its
historical complicity in Palestinian subjugation. At this current juncture the
international humanitarian community appears like a rabbit in the headlights.

But what is humanitarianism’s role here? And what does a focus on the power
of humanitarianism to respond to genocide mean for Israeli responsibility
and accountability? We caution against an over emphasis on the power of

57  Wekker, G. (2016). White Innocence: Paradoxes of Colonialism and Race. Duke University
Press; Mills, C.W. (2007). White Ignorance. In: S. Sullivan and N. Tuana, eds. Race and the
Epistemologies of Ignorance. State University of New York Press, pp. 11—38.

58 Krause, M. (2014). The Good Project: Humanitarian Relief NGOs and the Fragmentation of
Reason. University of Chicago Press; Redfield, P. (2013). Life in Crisis: The Ethical Journey of
Doctors Without Borders. University of California Press.

59 Pallister-Wilkins, P. (2020). Hotspots and the Geographies of Humanitarianism.
Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 38(6): 991-1008; Reid-Henry, S. (2014).
Humanitarianism as Liberal Diagnostic: Humanitarian Reason and the Political
Rationalities of the Liberal Will-to-care. Transactions of the British Institute of Geographers,
39: 418—431.

60 Khalili, L. (2023). Humanitarianism and Racial Capitalism in the Age of Global Shipping.
European Journal of International Relations, 29(2): 374—-397.
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humanitarianism to adequately respond to this genocide. It both over inflates
its power to respond—with all the accompanying (re)production of liberal
internationalism that implies—and functions to relieve the Israeli government
of its legal, political and moral responsibilities both for the unimaginable
harm caused and for the provision of essential services, including the ability of
humanitarians to operate throughout occupied Palestine. To this end, we insist
that the focus must remain on Israel as the perpetrator of genocide, and the
arbiter of humanitarian assistance, while remaining cognizant of the complicity
inherent to humanitarian engagement and its repeated appropriation as an alibi
by the Israeli regime in an attempt to absolve itself of its heinous crimes.

Since October 2023 this humanitarian alibi has manifested repeatedly and
tangibly in everyday political discourse, in the co-option of the language of
humanitarianism by the Israeli state and its military, as the obfuscation of
Israel’s genocidal violence as Israel, complicit states, and mainstream media
outlets have fixated on counting aid trucks and aerial aid drops while Israel’s
military violence continued effectively unabated. A central thread of Israel’s
defense against the accusation of genocide at the International Court of
Justice has revolved around the suggestion that Israel’s supposed facilitation
of humanitarian assistance in Gaza undermines accusations of genocidal
intent.®! This argument ultimately did not withstand judicial scrutiny; it is
clear that genocidal violence and humanitarianism can—and do—co-exist,
for which claims to the latter have no bearing on accusations of the former.

Humanitarianism after the Genocide ...

We end by interrogating the role of humanitarianism in the wake of the
genocide. The temporalities of emergency in which, as discussed earlier, the
current genocide both sits and unsettles, shape the contours of humanitarian
responses. But the extent of harm inflicted on Gaza as a space of wounding,52
and on Palestinians living in Gaza as a wounded population, will require care-
focused interventions for many years and decades to come. Therefore, it is
politically necessary to ask what role humanitarianism may play in possible
post-genocide Palestinian futures, which is all the more urgent as we see US

61 1CJ (2024) Public sitting held on Friday 12 January 2024, at 10 a.m.,, at the Peace Palace,
President Donoghue presiding, in the case concerning Application of the Convention on
the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide in the Gaza Strip (South Africa
v. Israel). Verbatim record. The Hague, The Netherlands: International Court of Justice.

62 Jones, C. (2022). Gaza and the Great March of Return: Enduring Violence and Spaces of
Wounding. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 48: 249—262.
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President Donald Trump advocate ethnic cleansing amid wider attacks on
the US aid system. This is politically expedient and ethically necessary as any
attempt to consolidate humanitarian solutions going forward risk “obfuscating
the violence on the ground—of taking the expanding forms of colonization,
enclavization, strangulation and displacement as the new starting point for
each new plan, proposal and ‘peaceful’ solution.”¢3

At the time of writing, a host of debates and dialogues pertaining to the
“post-” genocide period have been organized, typically incorporating a
recognition of a changing burden of population needs generated by this new
“war biosphere,”5* a decontextualized focus on technical interventions, and
the uncritical consideration of opportunities for private sector and other forms
of non-Indigenous, external investment. The structure of preliminary planning
discussions pertaining to the post-ceasefire period indicate that intervention
modalities are likely to reproduce many of the shortcomings of humanitarian
government, through which political aspirations are again stifled and obscured
by a technical focus on reconstruction and recovery.

Alongside this technical solutionism any discussion of a role for
humanitarianism in post-genocide Palestinian futures assumes that
humanitarianism will have been at least partly successful in securing
Palestinian life in the genocidal present. Suggesting as it does so, an inability
to conceive of failing in such a task. We are not advocating that humanitarians
should conceive of failing to save Palestinian lives. To conceive of such would
be an acknowledgement, in part, of humanitarianism’s complete futility in the
face of Israel’s genocidal violence, where the genocide has effectively become
an existential question for humanitarianism. However, we wish to acknowledge
the assumptions about the role such a future-oriented position carves out for
humanitarianism and the powerful subject position it (re)produces, wherein
humanitarianism’s role as a security actor in the liberal internationalist order
remains untroubled amid widening calls for changing approaches to aid,
decolonization, and the blooming of many humanitarianisms.5

63 Joronen, M., Tawil-Souri, H., Amir, M. and Griffiths, M. (2021). Palestinian Futures:
Anticipation, Imagination, Embodiments. Geografiska Annaler: Series B, Human
Geography, 103(4): 277—282.

64 Abu-Sittah, G. (2024). The War Biosphere: A Lecture by Dr. Ghassan Abu-Sittah. Institute
for Palestine Studies. https://www.palestine-studies.org/en/node /1655238 (accessed 28th
July 2024).

65 Pallister-Wilkins, P., et al. (2023). Humanitarian Futures. In: K. Mitchell and P. Pallister-
Wilkins, eds. The Routledge International Handbook of Critical Philanthropy and
Humanitarianism. Routledge, pp. 292—304.
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