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This book is a study of compassion as a global project from Biafra to Live
Aid. Kevin O’Sullivan explains how and why NGOs became the primary
conduits of popular concern for the global poor between the late 1960s
and the mid-1980s and shows how this shaped the West’s relationship
with the postcolonial world. Drawing on case studies from Britain,
Canada and Ireland, as well as archival material from governments
and international organisations, he sheds new light on how the legacies
of empire were repackaged and repurposed for the postcolonial era, and
how a liberal definition of benevolence, rooted in charity, justice, devel-
opment and rights, became the dominant expression of solidarity with
the Third World. In doing so, the book provides a unique insight into the
social, cultural and ideological foundations of global civil society. It
reveals why this period provided such fertile ground for the emergence
of NGOs and offers a fresh interpretation of how individuals in the West
encountered the outside world.

Kevin O’Sullivan is Lecturer in History at National University of Ireland,
Galway. He has written extensively on NGOs, aid, global justice and
human rights, including the book, Ireland, Africa and the End of Empire
(2012). He is co-editor of the Royal Irish Academy’s Documents on Irish
Foreign Policy series.
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This book has its origins at Lar da CEAST, on Rua Antonio Assis Junior,
in the Maianga district of Luanda. Or, at least, every time I try to pinpoint
when I became aware of the themes that run through The NGO Moment,
my mind returns to that Catholic-run guesthouse and a conversation
I had there, over breakfast, in December 2007. My companion was a first-
generation Angolan, whose parents had migrated from Portugal in the
early twentieth century. The meal (mine; I don’t remember his) was
bread and marmalade. Our chat started innocuously. I was there,
I explained, to help make a television documentary about China’s influ-
ence on the Angolan economy, particularly its wealthy oil industry. My
associate, however, was more interested in the narrative of outside inter-
vention that my presence represented. “You Americans are all the same’,
he told me, before brushing aside my correction and attempts to highlight
Ireland’s anti-colonial credentials with a gruff but brutally to-the-point
rejoinder: “What’s the difference?’

I tell this story not to suggest that there was anything unique about this
encounter. After all, I was just one in a long line of interlopers from the
West to be faced with the limits of how far their good intentions could take
them. Rather, I recall it because it opened my eyes to just how deeply
normalised the presence of outsiders in postcolonial states had become,
and how little thought we gave to why — and whether — their compassion
might be wanted. That realisation sowed the seeds of another idea: to ask
how we had gotten to that moment. Having grown up in Ireland in the
1980s and 1990s, it was difficult to escape the self-congratulatory tone
that accompanied any discussion of Ireland’s role abroad (see Bono, Bob
Geldof, Mary Robinson, Irish peacekeepers, missionary orders and
NGOs like Trocaire and Concern). Yet here, in my Angolan friend’s
provocation, was a challenge to that assumption. It seemed pertinent
not only to ask how we had come to that image, but also to try to
document some of its longer-term consequences.

It took time to piece that story together. The NGO Moment began life at
the University of Birmingham, where I spent a year as an Irish Research
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