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Poor children: charity appeals and ideologies of childhood

Erica Burman

I want to address the psychological politics of how children are portrayed in charity appeals, and in particular images of Black, Southern children.' These arguments will not be news to the charity organisations whose appeals I will be commenting on: in some instances it is they who have pointed out these tensions and difficulties in their work. Rather I want to address those of us, psychologists, educators, legal and welfare professionals, involved in the business of producing and conducting definitions of childhood. It is in relation to these definitions that the currency of images of Southern children circulate: the poor starving Black child is so central to the idiom of charity appeals that aid campaigns depart from this convention only at the risk of prejudicing their income. I want to explore what significance these images convey, how Northern and Southern representations of Southern children mesh together, and some consequences for the formulation of public perceptions of, and policies for, the alleviation of world poverty and inequality.

What I have to say may seem very banal. Simply commonsense truths. Yet if this is so, then the question arises as to why psychologists have had so little to say about these issues. In psychology we are (quite rightly) suspicious of commonsense, as, to put it crudely, the recycling of ideology under the guise of truth. But the political disengagement of psychologists can constitute a refusal to take responsibility for what we do. We treat our productions as external and autonomous, and earn our livelihood regulating them (Rose, 1985). In relation to the topic of this paper, I want to argue for the importance of recognising our involvement within the cultural politics of images of Northern and Southern children and of the models of North-South relations that underlie them.

Secondly, I must acknowledge that researching for this paper has taken me way outside the typical literature and debates of developmental psychology. This is indicative both of the limited perspective of the discipline, and a reluctance to attend to the parameters that structure its topics. It is a challenge to move beyond the apparatus of universalised norms and milestones to consider what assumptions underlie our models of developmental progress, and whose development they reflect. Those of us who produce prescriptions for individual and personal development that are exported along with the neo-colonial production of markets have some obligation to explore how the terms of our trade relate to those of the global market. This involves engaging with discussions of macro-economics, international aid and post-colonial critiques. It involves explicitly adopting positions.

Thirdly, the difficulties I have experienced in writing this paper reproduce those of the aid appeals I am analysing. The issues are complex. The answers cannot be reduced to a simple slogan or media soundbite. This paper should not be read as a criticism of these charities. Rather I am concerned with the discourses with which the charity appeals engage. As they readily acknowledge (Black, 1992; Coulter, 1989; Reeves, 1988), these discourses function as ideologies of childhood and representations of the South (Graham and Lynn, 1989).

picturing children

Within the general cultural arena, images of children have increasingly been used to sell products. Children and rural landscapes have long connoted the "naturalness", goodness and health of honey or blackcurrant drinks, for example. They evoke in the adult purchaser a nostalgic recollection of consuming this product as a child and thereby recovering a romanticised version of their childhood either by consuming it themselves, or by providing it for their children's consumption. In more recent advertising children are used to sell products in three ways: first they are addressed directly as consumers following recognition of the increasing spending power of children; second, their "pester power" is mobilised in the light of ways children are becoming more involved in decisions about more major household purchases (whether of margarines or ecologically safe washing machines). Third, images of children are used indirectly to express adult preoccupations with themes of protection and security, permitting a corresponding de-emphasis from the harsh realities of economic recession (Myers, 1989, 1992). Although they may seem to depart from the general cultural economy of childhood, what images of suffering children connote are precisely those qualities of dependence and powerlessness that constitute the defining characteristics of childhood. What that evokes in us as adult viewers of these images is a sense of our own potency, a reassurance of adult capacities (Holland, 1992, p.148).

Developmental psychology has informed and reflected the consumption and commodification of childhood. The flux of change, growth and development has been fixed into taxonomies of ages and stages. The conflation of mental ability with physical maturity has moved beyond the production of toys labelled for particular age ranges, so that toy manufacturers now produce the developmental charts with specific toys identified with each stage. An equation between developmental time and money has recently taken on more literal forms, with bank accounts mobilising a practical relationship between youth and inheritance, as in the National Westminster Bank advertisement picturing a baby with the slogan, "From the moment you're born, life changes". The growth of money in bank accounts is linked with normative but naturalised events within the life-course of motherhood and marriage (as in the Abbey National, 1991, "Growing, Growing, Gone" campaign). Car advertisements also either relive the fantasy of lost mastery (Peugeot, 1992, asks, "Remember that feeling of total control?", juxtaposing a boy playing with a toy car with their latest model). Or they promise the repair of past insufficiencies through the adequate provision for one's own children (as in the Rover, 1992, slogan, "All life's journeys should be unforgettable). In general, played out in these images is a representation of the life-course as structured by the rhythms of investment and consumption.

Just as significations of childhood are used by advertisers to promote appealing qualities of their products, so also many charity appeals use children (Coulter, 1989). The child functions as the quintessential recipient of aid, and the paternal feelings mobilised to care and protect children are thereby extended to the circumstances of other peoples who are deemed needy. The invocation to give to the poor and needy here recalls the power conferred by the adult capacity to provide for children. In the case of images of Southern children this power maps onto Northern privilege. The images of children enlist our help, and the child becomes the vehicle or voice through which the general appeal is made. The individual starving child functions as the general idiom for hunger (Black, 1992).

We are now familiar with the fund raising strategies of hunger lunches, celebrity appearances, and sponsored activities. With the massive expansion of charity shops providing outlets for Third World goods, "Helping by selling" has brought consumption into the charity business. The 1950s and 1960s were the heyday of the hungry child images with Oxfam's income generation peaking in the early 1960s with £31.00 raised for every £1.00 spent on advertising (Black, 1992, p.80). Comic Relief, Red Nose day and Squashed Tomato day have succeeded Bandaid in raising more money than their targets, with more people giving each year, even though the actual amount raised has reduced over the years. These events have mobilised young people as a new sector of charity supporters. In an era of cutbacks on public spending and where the Government is hiving off its responsibility for welfare activity to non-governmental organisations, the competition for donations is getting tough, with corresponding professionalisation of the charity business (Brindle, 1993). 
mediating the disasters

It was the press coverage of the Ethiopia famine which prompted the spate of fund-raising events: Liveaid, Sportaid, and the Telethons. In this sense, public reaction has come to lead organisational response, such that the media and the public conscience have come to guide some of the aid organisations' activities. It was the public response that forced public figures to comment. In this world view children function as indices of vulnerability and need that transcend culture and politics in aid appeals:

"As the symbol of common humanity, a child may be the bearer of suffering with no responsibility for its causes" (Holland, 1992, p.157). The point is that the innocence connoted by the imagery of children also confirms the culpability of the rest of their peoples, peoples who are seen as having failed them. The parents have thus forfeited their parental rights through failing in their parental duties. The relationship set up echoes that of colonial paternalism and corresponding infantilisation of the peoples of those countries in receipt of aid, with the North acting in loco parentis.

The US has in part based its claims to benign superpower status on its response to food emergencies all over the world, with its slogan "a hungry child has no politics" formulated at the time of the outbreak of public concern over the Ethiopia famine of 1984. It should be pointed out that despite mounting evidence of the impending catastrophe in the years leading up to 1984 and the Ethiopian government's desperate appeals, the US actually reduced its food subsidies and economic assistance to the Ethiopian government. It did this on the grounds firstly, that some US interests had not been sufficiently compensated for when these became nationalised after the revolution; secondly, because it had not repaid past loans made for military assistance, but thirdly and primarily because Ethiopia, now as a state with a supposedly Marxist government, was considered a Cold War enemy (Gill, 1986).

stolen children and global childhood

So childhood is celebrated as a universal stage or period of life which is characterised by protection and freedom from responsibilities. But although it purports to be universal, this representation of childhood turns out to be specific and geographically distributed. In this view, childhood becomes an entity the deprivation of which constitutes a violation of human rights. The polarities set up between this supposedly universal stage, and those deemed to lack it map, of course, onto the North-South divide: in the North children develop, and in the South they merely survive, if they're lucky. While we in the North are exhorted to encourage "development through play" (as the toy manufacturers, Duplo, put it), the dilemma we are invited to resolve for children in the South is "starvation or survival" (Ethiopiaid, 18 November 1992). For us in the North, development is equated with consumption, as in the 1992 Children's World advertisement, "she's got the whole world before her". Here the coincidence of the child-centred discourse with that of colonialism through the multiple nuances of "discovery" speaks volumes for the putatively general child's class, gender and racial privilege. We identify more modest goals for children in the South; we hear only of appeals for food and water, to make the difference between life and death. This life stage that all have a right to enjoy is in. fact an idealised representation of Northern models of childhood. It achieves a globalised status through its inscription within international aid and development policies and legislation (Boyden, 1990).

charity ads and ideologies of childhood: the high cost of helping

The texts I am going to be concerned with from now on are what are known as "the 20 double", that is, the double-columned charity ad that generally appears on the bottom right-hand corner of the front page of national newspapers, and sometimes inside too. In terms of possible substitutions in this slot, it alternates with ads for investment and savings accounts, ads on learning a language, how to extend your memory, travel offers and (in some papers) ads for the Labour party.

The adverts elaborate a set of distinct positions for "us" and "them". This splitting produces different-domains of action and reaction. What "we", as donors, can do is offer help and sponsorship. We are exhorted to "stop the genocide" by a variety of miracles, gifts and acts of restoration (Gronemeyer, 1992), with the iconography of rescue by representatives of a technological society exemplified by doctors, nurses and aid workers bearing handpumps and plastic shelters.

Images of starving children, as the idiom of hunger generally, convey qualities of dependence, passivity and illness that aim to solicit care, as in UNICEF's "for as long as the children need us we'll be there: you can help save children's lives in Somalia" (UNICEF, 11 January 1993). But these images, together with the text that generalises from one child or family to a whole region, or even to the more general category of "the poor" can incur costs, operating in:

... a dangerous area between sympathy, guilt and disgust. In abandoning the attractiveness of childhood these pictured children may well have sacrificed the indulgence childhood demands. Without the flattery offered by the appealing image they may arouse adult sadism without deflecting it and confirm a contempt for those many parts of the world which seem unable to help their own (Holland, 1992, p.154).

Although these images remain prevalent, the predication of compassion on the representation of humble and submissive recipients makes it difficult for aid organisations to highlight project partners' own activities for reconstruction, and advertising campaigns which did this failed (Black, 1992).

There is an alternative discourse elaborated within the aid ads, that of self-reliance. Examples include: "if you sponsor Shomita no one will have to sponsor her children" (Actionaid, 18 June 1992); "The last thing we want to give Jalib is food" (Actionaid, 21 January 1993, 13 March 1993); "She was sponsored when she was six. Now she teaches sixty" (Actionaid, 10 December 1991); "Sometimes the burden of the Third World is not what it appears to be" (Intermediate Technology, 1992) which focuses on teaching partners-not recipients-to promote productivity, and the development of and capitalization of local skills. This seemingly more positive approach emphasises the resourcefulness and commitment of Southern children (and their families) to helping themselves. It aims to counter the model of passive recipients, but it reinforces it too. Hidden within this there is a tacit assumption of conditionality: that "we" are only prepared to "help" if giving now means we won't have to give later. The message of self-reliance is so laboured (in the effort of overcoming the previous model of passivity) that it seems to protest too much: "Wateraid encourages people to take responsibility for their own lives" (Wateraid, March 1992). The question that this begs is surely this: didn't they take responsibility for their own lives before colonialism? Charity therefore sets up subject positions of "us" and "them", where the help "we" offer "them" is on "our" own terms. The current move to focus on the participation of those who receive the aid, while apparently an improvement from the portrayal of passive helpless recipients, can function in similar ways (Rahnema, 1992).

A recent addition to the charity ad discourse is the theme of population. Population Concern's text reads: "For the first time in four years Saba is not pregnant" (Population Concern, 1991). The rhetoric here is of access to birth control as a basic human right. But nested within this seemingly incontrovertible proposition is a set of assumptions about poor people's responsibility for their own poverty. There is also the assumption that the fertility rates of peoples of the South endanger not only the financial wellbeing of those individuals and their countries, but also pose an ecological threat to the whole world. This ad was published at the time of the "give women jobs and condoms" recommendation at the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio, Brazil. The text of the advert continues: "This rapid rise [in the birth rate] is compounding the crisis of poverty and the environment in developing countries". In fact it is an ironic reflection of the Northern failure to comprehend the meanings and investments children hold for Southern parents that larger families have been found to have a direct and positive correlation with financial insecurity (Duden, 1992). In this sense, as Nancy Scheper Hughes (1989) has argued, the fertility rate is a response to high infant and child mortality rates, so that having more children is a rational response to labour-intensive production. 
beyond the sentimentality of childhood
Highlighting the colonial inscriptions of charitable endeavour permits us to move beyond the sentimentality of the imagery of children to interrogate the agendas that prompted child-saving. In her analysis of photographs taken by British colonialists in Africa, Jennifer Beinart (1992) argues that the attention to the health of children in the South arose from three factors: first, the demand for labour, with a corresponding focus on the reproduction of the labour force. Second, the position of the child as the future consumer of European goods. Third, the role of health services, medicine and health education as acceptable ways of entrenching colonial control. She points out that, from their records, up to 1920 children were objects of less interest than game to Europeans in Africa. Indeed the racist infantilisation of all Black people meant that a grown man was routinely called "boy". But from 1920 to 1940 there emerged initiatives to promote healthy babies with competitions for the prize baby which Beinart interprets as in part functioning to construct a new and compliant citizenry. The emergence of childsaving as a movement was seen from 1920 to 1945, with the apparatuses of schooling, medicine and health education as means of shaping colonial subjects and post​independent malleable negotiators. Hence the schooling of children and the education of mothers-both key aspects of development programmes-can be understood as the (now secularised) missionary organs of Northern culture and (physical and mental) hygiene.

This paper was first given at- a symposium called "The burden of development: child development as cultural political regulation". The resonance between models of developing children and so-called developing countries in that title was deliberate. The question, in both the psychological and the global political sphere, is "who should bear the burden of development?". Children carry the weight of our expectations, their activity is transformed into measures on scales and tests, their states classified into hierarchies of "need", with scant attention paid to who defines what their needs are. Southern countries are burdened by Northern models of industrial progress as the direct legacy of colonialism. Definitions of need, wealth and poverty disenfranchise indigenous cultural practices and saddle them with massive debts. It is clear that both developing children and so-called developing countries have borne our burden of development.

Since the 1970s, aid organisations have attempted to grapple with the tension between fund raising and public education (Black, 1992; Coulter, 1989; Eayrs and Ellis, 1990; Hart, 1988; Reeves, 1988). Many, as charitable organisations, are proscribed from entering into the domain of "politics". The focus should not only be on how they are subordinating the dignity of the "project partners" to the compassion of the donor, or what models of North-South relations they are colluding with, but rather on what intrapsychic and political investments maintain these. Images of Northern and Southern children exist in relation to each other. The image of the Southern child victim is reassuring, securing and maintaining our sense of what childhood is precisely through its violation of this. If we can recognise that our fantasy of childhood is more concerned with adult and Northern insecurities, we may be better able to engage with the situations of real children in their varieties of cultural, political and geographical contexts.
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