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effective monitoring and genuine accountability (ti 2010). There is moreover 
some evidence that such downward accountability can empower beneficiaries 
to report corruption, if not restrained by hierarchical institutional policies, lo-
cal power structures, and cultural inhibitions.

A significant issue relates to the normative understanding of corruption 
that still predominantly characterizes international donors and anti-corrup-
tion agencies’ approaches, with a lack of grounded knowledge about the ways 
in which corruption itself may be seen as a modality of governance (De Lauri 
2013).
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Criminalization

Criminalization in the humanitarian space is a form of governance whereby 
national and supranational entities control and sanction humanitarian actors 
and affected populations. This includes criminalization processes, through 
which states, media, humanitarians, or citizens define particular groups and 
practices as criminal or as a crime, and the use of penal power to sanction vio-
lations of public law and harm to public welfare.
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In humanitarian discourse, the word “criminalization” is used broadly. It in-
cludes state-based penal practices and punishment imposed by courts, as well 
as civil penalties and administrative sanctions by national or supra-interna-
tional courts and regulative bodies. Administrative sanctions are disciplinary in 
nature and used when policy, procedure, or codes of conduct have been violat-
ed. Sanctions or punishments include monetary penalties, suspension or de-
motion, loss of authorization to operate, or confiscation of equipment import-
ed or used illegally. They can even involve the suspension of an employee found 
guilty of sexual misconduct, the expulsion of an international organization by 
the host country, or the confiscation of drones flown illegally in an emergency.

Socio-legal research has highlighted the blurred relationship between legal-
ity and illegality, and the co-constitutive relationship between processes of le-
galization and juridification and the rise of illegalities. This includes belief in 
“magical legalism”—the assumption that if an act or transaction is prohibited 
it either does not occur or it occurs as an anomaly (Sandvik 2011). Focus is given 
to how classifications, justifications, and enforcement practices originate, and 
through which moral and political projects they are enacted and changed over 
time (Schneider and Schneider 2008)—for example, legality claims in formal 
institutional settings, such as courts, or outside this structure. Legality claims 
refer to efforts to portray actions as legal or illegal regardless of how the law or 
elites address or see the actions (Cook 2011), and they also include framing ef-
forts to transform grievances into “criminal” injustices (Sandvik 2018).

The use of penal and quasi-penal legal approaches amounts to a series of 
sorting exercises involving the demarcation of the kind of activities that are 
legitimately accepted as humanitarian aid (not violating counterterror mea-
sures, bans on proselytizing); the permitted organization of aid activities (mea-
sures against money laundering and corruption); and the changing demarca-
tions of legitimate encounters among humanitarian practitioners and between 
practitioners and beneficiaries (involving bans on harassment, sexual exploi-
tation, and violence by humanitarian workers).

Normatively, from the perspective of the sector, this engenders a stratified 
conceptualization of criminalization as a narrative of decline of the humani-
tarian space—but importantly, also as a progress narrative that promotes the 
imperative to “do no harm.” As a narrative of decline that hampers access or the 
ability of actors to deliver “principled humanitarian aid,” criminalization in-
cludes counterterrorism measures and criminalization of local networks 
through “material support to terror” provisions, restrictive non-governmental 
organization laws and the merging of migration control and criminal justice, 
whereby organizations and professional and volunteer humanitarians are 
punished for assisting displaced individuals. It also refers to the criminalization 
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of displaced people’s self-protection mobility strategies, thereby perpetuating 
the criminalization of poor people and deviant male youths. Criminalization 
as progress narrative concerns the criminalization of wartime rape; the safe-
guarding (harassment, sexual exploitation, violence) against unlawful behav-
ior by humanitarian staff; and initiatives to tackle corruption (e.g. in food aid 
or refugee resettlement).

Kristin Bergtora Sandvik
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Crisis

A humanitarian crisis is framed as “an event or series of events that represents 
a critical threat to the health, safety, security or wellbeing of a community or 
other large group of people, usually over a wide area” (Humanitarian Coali-
tion). Humanitarian crises can be the result of different causes such as natural 
catastrophes (an earthquake, a cyclone, a flood, a drought, etc.); human-driven 
actions (armed conflict, fire, etc.) or a combination of the two (famine, dis-
placement). Such classifications, however, are contestable, as natural events 
are not merely the result of natural processes. The effects of and responses to 
natural disasters are related to social inequalities and wider political and eco-
nomic processes.

Historian of concepts Reinhart Koselleck (2006) has followed the concep-
tual journey of the term “crisis” from classical Greece to contemporary times to 
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