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Introduction 

 

Bernard Kouchner’s passion for human rights, his unstinting commitment to 
humanitarian causes, and his charismatic personality have made him one of the most 
admired figures of our time. He is regularly voted the “most popular political figure” in 
his native France, and he was recently chosen as one of Time magazine’s 100 most 
influential people of 2004, in the category of “Heroes and Icons.” But his career has not 
been without controversy. In this brief biography we chart the course of Kouchner’s 
involvement in humanitarianism. His life is at once a moving story and an up-close look 
at the fissures within the humanitarian aid community.  

The Medium Is the Message  

In 1979 Bernard Kouchner, then president of the medical aid group Médecins Sans 
Frontières (MSF), chartered a hospital ship to Bidong Island in Malaysia and to the 
Anambas Islands in Indonesia to assist the hundreds of thousands of people escaping 
Vietnam by boat.  

It was a moment of triumph for the young doctor, who had long held the conviction that it 
is never enough to help victims of human rights abuse: humanitarians must also speak out 
about the atrocities they have witnessed. These views had taken shape during his more 
than ten years in the field, beginning with his service as a medic during the Nigerian-
Biafran civil war.  

Thus Kouchner’s “boat to rescue boat people” (it would soon be followed by six others) 
was not just a field mission: it was a media event. On board were a number of Western 
journalists whom Kouchner had invited in hopes of generating publicity about the plight 
of the refugees, tens of thousands of whom had already perished at sea. In his view, it 
was just as important to mobilize Western public opinion around the humanitarian 
disaster as to give medical and surgical care to survivors.  

However, many in MSF were uncomfortable with Kouchner’s Vietnamese boat project. 
They saw it as a publicity stunt that deflected attention away from the true nature of the 
humanitarian assistance, which is administered away from the limelight and does not 
seek public comment. Some also saw Kouchner’s project as a slippery slope: if aid 
groups flock to media-focused conflicts, then they might not heed the call of victims in 
forgotten or neglected parts of the world.  

As a result of this dispute, Kouchner (along with several others) broke with MSF to found 
a rival organization, Médecins du Monde/Doctors of the World. Under Kouchner’s 



leadership, the new group went on to stage such campaigns as “a plane for the refugees 
for El Salvador,” “a boat for Lebanon,” and “rice for Somalia.”  

During the Somalian operation, Kouchner posed on a Mogadishu beach carrying a sack 
of rice on his shoulder—and once again was reviled for turning an act of charity into a 
media event. As journalist David Rieff has written in his thought-provoking book, A Bed 
for the Night: Humanitarianism in Crisis: “In the humanitarian world, Bernard Kouchner, 
for all his acknowledged virtues and charisma, has long had a well-deserved reputation 
for being publicity-crazy.”  

From Kouchner’s point of view, however, “publicity-crazy” is “publicity-smart”: 
speaking out about atrocities is the only way to help prevent them. As he remarked during 
the twenty-third Morgenthau Memorial Lecture, “The media creates pressure on public 
opinion. Without this pressure, there is no pressure on politicians, who are sensitive only 
to pressure from people within their own countries.”  

Notably, Kouchner’s determination to transform the way aid groups do their public 
campaigning was a decisive factor in awarding MSF the Nobel Peace Prize in 1999. In 
recognizing MSF, the Nobel Committee acknowledged Kouchner’s pivotal role and 
praised the group’s founders for helping to engage public opinion against oppressive 
regimes whose policies have led to humanitarian catastrophes.  

Kouchner’s Activist Roots  

Born in 1939 in Avignon, France, to a Jewish father and a Protestant mother, Kouchner 
identifies with the “generation that emerged too young to be able to participate in the war 
that invented the holocaust.” Kouchner says he followed his father into medicine in part 
because he admired him and in part because the experience of growing up during the 
Holocaust had instilled in him the desire to “fight against the savagery of men.” At an 
early age, he chose the vocation of “peace warrior.”  

While still a medical student, Kouchner seized the opportunity to join the group known as 
the “French doctors,” which were assisting the International Committee for the Red Cross 
(ICRC) with its operations in famine-stricken Biafra. He once told Time magazine, “I ran 
to Biafra because I was too young for Guernica, Auschwitz, Oradour, and Setif.”  

The ICRC required doctors to sign a vow of discretion; but Kouchner and his fellow 
French doctors were so horrified by the atrocities they saw being committed against the 
Biafrans that as soon as the war ended, they broke with the ICRC to found Médecins 
Sans Frontières (MSF), the world’s first nongovernmental organization specializing in 
emergency medical assistance.  

MSF’s slogan “soignez et temoignez” (care for and bear witness) directly contradicted 
the position of neutrality and silence that the Red Cross had assumed. As Kouchner put it 
in his remarks to the Carnegie Council: “Neutrality, never. Don’t confuse those who are 



hit by bombs with those who are throwing the bombs. Impartiality, yes—we have to take 
care of all of the victims on both sides.”  

The new group was furthermore determined to develop a reputation as the aid agency that 
remains behind even when others pull out.  

The Humanitarian Right of Intervention  

MSF’s founding members were highly critical of traditional aid agencies for their failure 
to surmount legal and administrative obstacles to get to people in need. Health workers, 
they argued, should break rules and cross borders—illegally if necessary—to respond to 
the call of the suffering.  

Particularly in the early years, MSF was criticized for taking such a rebellious approach 
(its doctors soon earned the epithet of the “hippies of medicine”). Some saw it as the 
modern version of the ethic of service to the colonies that Britain had preached a century 
ago, when Rudyard Kipling wrote of the “White Man’s burden.” To Kouchner’s mind, 
however, such criticisms were unfounded. Health providers who cross borders “do not 
behave like colonialists” because “we arrive only on request. Also, we are there to protect 
the weakest and the disinherited, not the strong.”  

The way Kouchner saw it, far from being a throwback to another era, MSF had hit upon 
something truly revolutionary in its approach to interventionism, with important 
implications for the international community at large. He thought that an intellectual leap 
could be made from the right of health workers to challenge the law under dire 
circumstances to the right of states to challenge the sovereignty of other states—what he 
terms the “right to interfere.”  

In 1987, law professor Mario Bettati and Kouchner coauthored an influential work Le 
devoir d’ingérence: peut-on les laisser mourir? (The duty of interference: can we leave 
them to die?). Drawing on Kouchner’s years of witnessing the fallout of human conflict, 
they argued that states have not only a right but also a moral obligation to override the 
sovereignty of other nations to protect human rights. Just over ten years later, NATO 
would invoke the same doctrine to justify the bombing of Yugoslavia.  

Despite the growing acceptance of Kouchner’s views on the “duty to interfere,” many 
activists regard humanitarianism and politics as a potent cocktail, pointing out that it 
creates fundamental misunderstandings about the nature and origins of the humanitarian 
mission. As Rony Brauman, another former MSF president, writes, humanitarians must 
always ask, “Who needs help because of this war?”—not “Who is right in this war?” 
They should get involved with politics only to the extent that it enables them to “obtain 
sufficient freedom of movement so that they are able to assist the victims.”  

Moreover, as David Rieff has observed, mixing aid and human rights aims can result in 
aid groups adopting a position of “moral overreach or even hubris,” with the consequence 
that they sometimes blunder into situations where they stand to do more harm than good. 



For example, according to Rieff, although some humanitarians based in Biafra during the 
civil war believed at the time that genocide was taking place, subsequent studies have 
suggested that it did not, and that the ICRC was correct in its policy of discretion. In fact, 
therefore, MSF was founded on what its former president Rony Brauman has called a 
“productive mistake.”  

Still more worrying, as humanitarian aid groups proceed down the path of identifying 
closely with national governments or UN agencies, they are at greater risk of becoming 
military targets. By the same token, they set themselves up as apologists for Western 
governments, who can point to relief efforts as a way of shirking their responsibility to 
take constructive action.  

So will Kouchner’s notion of the politics of humanitarianism prevail, or will it be 
supplanted by the more traditional idea of humanitarianism-against-politics? Clearly, 
some hard strategic thinking is required if humanitarian aid groups are to deliver 
emergency aid and avoid putting their field workers at unnecessary risk.  

Kouchner as Politician  

One of the most striking features of Kouchner’s life is his passion for politics. As he told 
his Carnegie Council audience, “I love politicians acting as humanitarians and vice versa. 
I do not advocate a complete, strict, rigid separation between the humanitarian and the 
political worlds.” Against this background, it is hardly surprising that Kouchner has had 
another incarnation as a politician, holding a variety of ministerial posts under several 
French governments.  

Kouchner the politician quickly earned notoriety for having the courage to speak his 
mind even when it meant having to betray partisan interests. He was also taken to task for 
being overly political. “When I was Minister of Health,” he told the Morgenthau 
audience, “I was accused of politicizing the ministry because I was looking at public 
health issues and not simply coming up with ways to take care of patients.”  

In 1999 Kouchner’s political skills and acumen were put to the supreme test when UN 
Secretary-General Kofi Annan sent him to Kosovo as his special representative and head 
of the UN’s civil administration for the province. Many saw this appointment as the 
achievement of a lifetime of work for human rights. Kouchner, however, admits that 
there were limits to what he could accomplish in such a difficult situation. “In a way, we 
saved the Albanians. That said, we didn’t protect the Serbs in the province enough 
because it was difficult to do so. This remains my deepest regret.“  

At sixty-five, Kouchner remains a prominent moral voice on international affairs and 
continues to be deeply involved in the questions that are shaping the future of the 
movement that he worked so hard to create. Most recently, he spoke out about the Bush 
administration’s decision to wage war on Iraq. As we shall see in the excerpt from The 
Warriors of Peace, he interpreted the situation rather differently from most French 
government officials as well as European intellectuals, emphasizing that Iraq met the two 



main criteria for the “right to interfere.” First, the Iraqi people had long been calling out 
for help: “They wanted to be rescued and liberated.” Second, Saddam Hussein was the 
kind of leader “absolutely not worthy of the international community’s respect,” having 
killed 500,000 of his own people (according to Saïd K. Aburish, in his book Le vrai 
Saddam Hussein).  

But while Kouchner was one of the few public figures in France to express support for 
deposing the “bloody reign” of Saddam, he opposed the Bush administration’s strategy. 
In a February 2003 article in Le Monde called “Ni la guerre ni Saddam” (Neither war nor 
Saddam), he urged that international and diplomatic pressure be brought to bear on Iraq 
before resorting to the use of military force.  
 
* * *  

In some sense, the war in Iraq attests to Kouchner’s prescience in identifying the key 
issues of modern humanitarianism. For instance, the movement continues to wrestle with 
the question of whether aid groups belong in media-focused wars. (MSF for one has 
withdrawn from Iraq in favor of concentrating on more pressing humanitarian crises in 
West and Central Africa.)  

In addition, Iraq makes clear the danger of humanitarian interests becoming too closely 
tied to those of Western powers. The head of the US Agency for International 
Development, Andrew Natsios, recently informed the leaders of American humanitarian 
aid groups that he sees them as an “arm of the U.S. government.” Is it any wonder, then, 
that aid workers are now facing unprecedented threats—as tragically evidenced by the 
bombing of the headquarters of the International Committee of the Red Cross and UN 
mission in Baghdad nearly a year ago?  

At the same time, Iraq also demonstrates the impact of Kouchner and other leading 
humanitarians on the direction of traditional foreign policy. This was evident in the 
months leading up to the war on Iraq, when humanitarian goals were made explicit and 
given almost equal status to the security goals of that offensive. To give Kouchner the 
last word: “The international community has experienced some major defeats such as 
occurred in Rwanda. Nevertheless, I continue to believe that ethics can be part of 
international affairs. The globalization of information has led to a globalization of 
involvement, of understanding, along with a global debate about the right to intervene in 
order to protect minorities and victims of persecution. All of these trends are a sign of 
substantial moral progress.”  

-- Mary-Lea Cox and Madeleine Lynn  

 


