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This edited volume from Ayesha Ahmad
and James Smith offers an expansive
tour across the difficult landscape of ethi-
cal conundrums in humanitarian action,
traversing issues related to “moral dis-
tress,” triage and treatment of mental
health and Ebola patients, cross-border
health provision, humanitarian failures,
and humanitarianism’s place in the neo-
liberal global order. The volume’s seven-
teen chapters are diverse, addressing
ethical decision-making, offering reflec-
tions on the ethics of practice, and taking
ethical stances from the perspectives of
practitioners and academics. The ethical
dilemmas the contributors tackle are indi-
vidual as well as structural, arising out of
both personal experience and extensive
research. The chapters are loosely orga-
nized into themes that focus on organiza-
tional issues; humanitarian responses to
specific crises (including the European
refugee “crisis,” the Syrian conflict, and
Haiti); mental health responses; gender-
based violence; and the political economy
of the humanitarian system. Ethical reflec-
tions about the provision of healthcare
repeatedly appear, and represent the
strongest and most comprehensive theme
of the book.
The diversity of chapters usefully high-

lights a series of often-neglected topics
that are deserving of concerted ethical
reflection in humanitarian response. For
example, chapter  discusses the invisi-
bility of sexual violence directed at men
and the ethics of classifying some acts of

sexual violence against males as torture,
which exacerbates its overall underreport-
ing. Chapter  examines the ethics of
disclosure in relation to gender-based vio-
lence, suggesting that in some circum-
stances requiring individuals to verbally
acknowledge this violence may represent
a form of coercion. Other chapters decon-
struct the role and motivations of volun-
teers (particularly with regard to the
European refugee crisis and the ethics of
“voluntourism”) and the moral distress
that afflicts humanitarian workers, often
long past their deployment and return
home.

A number of engaging chapters explore
the tensions between various approaches
to health and humanitarian action and
their intersection with current debates.
For example, chapter  analyzes the con-
ceptual frameworks that guide practition-
ers providing mental health and
psychosocial support, looking at how
these frameworks engage with notions of
vulnerability. Using a composite case
study from Syria, the authors compare
the potential implications of treatment
that is attentive to individual rights with
those of a treatment emerging from a
focus on the “public good.” In the case
of the former, the focus on conceptions
of vulnerability places attention on
women and children as the most vulnera-
ble populations, whereas in the latter, the
focus is on treatment of the husband/fa-
ther since he is the one considered
responsible for the health of the entire
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family. Such tensions intersect with cur-
rent conversations about vulnerability
and the provision of culturally appropri-
ate mental health services in emergency
contexts.

Other chapters engage, in differing
ways, with issues of power in the human-
itarian system. Chapter  explores the
ethics of including foreign actors and
excluding the state, using the humanitar-
ian response to the Haitian earthquake as
a backdrop for examining questions of effi-
ciency and accountability and how these
questions are shaped by history and local
context. Chapter  asserts an “ethic of
refusal” for principled humanitarians to
adopt for use against the “philanthrocapi-
talism” of the donor foundations that
both respond to and create inequality in
the world. Both chapters reflect topics of
current debate in the humanitarian sector:
the former deals with issues of local
humanitarian action and the latter with
the role of the private sector in humanitar-
ian response.

The expansive breadth of the volume is
both its strength and its corresponding
weakness. The editors explicitly state in
the final chapter that they accepted all
submissions to the volume. While I appre-
ciate this open approach, the results are
somewhat uneven. Some chapters are
clearer than others in their intent and
focus, and even in their engagement with
the ethical questions that they raise. And
while some chapters narrate stories and
ethical dilemmas, others advocate ethical
positions that are closer to moral stances.
In a few chapters, ethics appears as a
friendly acquaintance instead of a serious
relationship.

An analytical framework could have
provided an overarching coherence to
the volume, supplemented with succinct

introductory sections preceding the themes
implicit in the volume’s organization. This
approach could have highlighted recurrent
themes, such as the professionalization of
the humanitarian response or the tensions
between medical ethics and a holistic
response. Each of the editors respectively
provides an introduction and an afterword
that picks up on the plurality of the book’s
“encounters with ethics” (p. ), but these
chapters offer little in the way of recom-
mendations for the humanitarian sector
as a whole beyond a call to engage in fur-
ther ethical reflection.
The editors’ decision not to refuse any

contribution is itself the subject of ethical
reflection as well. In his closing chapter,
Smith writes briefly about this choice,
underscoring that some perspectives in
the volume are “underrepresented in
mainstream discourse” and acknowledg-
ing the “profound injustices” (p. )
that are visible from this choice and the
inherent power of authors and editors to
shape our understanding of events. He
gives the example of including in the vol-
ume a chapter in which the authors—all
Israeli medical officials—write about the
ethical dilemmas of first providing care
in Israel to patients injured on the Syrian
side of the Israel-Syria border and later
“voluntarily returning” them to Syria.
Smith recognizes that their perspective is
not juxtaposed by the narratives of the
Syrian patients themselves and writes
that “despite six chapters related either
directly to the ongoing conflict in Syria,
or to the mass displacement that followed,
Syrian contributors are notably underrep-
resented as authors in their own right”
(p. ).
Even as some perspectives are absent,

many of the chapters provide thought-
provoking assessments based on the
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lived experience of working in or
researching the multifaceted dimensions
of humanitarian response, and as such
give voice to its profound quandaries.
Overall, Humanitarian Action and Ethics
it is a welcome addition to the annals of
reflection on the ethical dilemmas

inherent in responding to humanitarian
crises.

—LARISSA FAST

Larissa Fast is senior lecturer in humanitarian
studies at the Humanitarian Conflict Response
Institute, University of Manchester.
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For roughly four decades, a paradigm
rooted in analytical philosophy has domi-
nated global justice theory. In Injustice:
Political Theory for the Real World, Michael
Goodhart claims that this dominant para-
digm’s quest for “spotless” justice blinds
scholars to the lived injustices of marginal-
ized peoples, and he outlines a broad cri-
tique of numerous thinkers and schools,
from John Rawls to contemporary cosmo-
politans, republicans, and democratic theo-
rists, among others, who fall into this trap.
As a remedy, he argues for a paradigm
shift toward the politics of injustices across
the world. That is, he encourages readers
to disengage from the abstract philosophiz-
ing of pristine moral “oughts” and instead
engage in political analysis that incorpo-
rates the insights of activists challenging
existing power arrangements.
The book starts with Goodhart confess-

ing his personal and academic disillusion-
ment with the dominant paradigm’s main
feature—the tendency toward what he
calls ideal moral theory (IMT). His worry
that philosophical theorizing makes little

actual impact on the world sustains an
engaging argument. Consistent with the
argument, the prose is lively, provocative,
and informal. The author outlines a set of
clear problems, proposes a new paradigm
and methodology, and considers the impli-
cations of the radical political stances that
he adopts. The book is challenging, lucid,
and mostly convincing. At times, however,
the argument lacks nuance, is insufficiently
reflective on the author’s assumptions, and
overlooks certain real-world injustices, such
as genocide and war crimes. Of course, no
book is perfect, and with Injustice the
imperfections are mostly a consequence of
the author veering from the provocative to
the polemical.

As noted, Goodhart identifies a problem
of excessive idealism and abstraction that
exists in much of the theorizing about
global justice. Here he builds on Judith
Shklar’s writings to argue that the problem
is not a lack of progress in achieving spot-
less justice but rather a flawed assumption
that justice is simply the absence or oppo-
site of injustice, which leads to a subsequent
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