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Humanitarian space is both a physical as well as a metaphysical concept: shortly the geographical
area where humanitarian action is deployed and the process of unhindered humanitarian action
based upon the sacrosanct principles of neutrality, impartiality and humanity respectively. With the
pivotal year 1991 great changes have occurred in humanitarian space. On the one hand, the
disappearance of the bipolar stalemate and the increased role and visibility of intergovernmental
agencies involved in humanitarianism have widened humanitarian space considerably. On the other
hand, however, numerous new phenomena have challenged the width of humanitarian space and
have created conceptual problems concerning the essence of humanitarianism and its underlying
principles. To be mentioned: an enormous extra amount of especially non-governmental agencies n
the humanitarian arena; the politicisation of aid; the increased role of the military in what NATO
labels ' comprehensive peace operations'; the imposition of a so-called rights based approach to
humanitarianism; and finally heightened donor demands for instantaneous effectiveness, greater
transparency and professional accountability. In this lecture the concept of present day
humanitarian space will be explored after which each of the challenges will be analyzed for their

effects on the width of humanitarian space, both physically as well as metaphysically.

Joost Herman studied International Law and History, Leyden University. In Utrecht he received
his doctorate on the effectiveness of international law concerning the protection of national
minorities. Today he works at the University of Groningen, International Relations and
International Organisation Department being Director Humanitarian Action Program; Director
Globalisation Studies Groningen (GSG) and Financial Director / Executive Board member of the
European NOHA (Network on Humanitarian Assistance) Association. His most recent
publications are: D.Dijkzeul, J. Herman and D. Hilhorst, Eds., ‘Social Dynamics of Humanitarian

Action’ Disasters (Special Issue, April 2010); D. Dijkzeul en J. Herman ed., Humanitaire Ruimte.




