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Children

Nearly 400 million children worldwide lack access to essential health care ser-
vices, 264 million do not go to school, and, as of the end of 2017, 31 million have 
been forcibly displaced through war, violence, natural disasters, and other cri-
ses (unicef 2018, 2019). The world’s leading child-focused aid agencies that 
deal with these major issues include unicef, Save the Children, Plan Interna-
tional, and Defence for Children International. A large number of big, medi-
um, or small national and local organizations also have the protection of chil-
dren as their main goal.

Images of suffering children capture the moral imperative of humanitarian 
action. Moving photos of starving babies, walking skeletons with distended 
stomachs, have become iconic since the Nigerian–Biafran war, one of the first 
televised conflicts in contemporary history. As a quintessential embodiment of 
victimhood, decontextualized images of childhood vulnerability articulate 
specific aesthetics, emotions, and politics that trigger feelings of compassion, 
mobilize donors’ solidarity, and persuade public opinion of the need for im-
mediate lifesaving actions, including those of a military nature. In popular 
imagination, saving children’s lives encapsulates the essence of humanitarian-
ism (Malkki 2015). Child-focused aid agencies operate in contexts of emergen-
cy (e.g. war, natural disaster, extreme poverty) to provide protection and care 
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services to children in a number of interlinked fields, from children’s health 
and education to child development and well-being. Displaced children, traf-
ficked children, malnourished children are special targets of humanitarian 
protection. Child soldiers, street children, and child workers, on the other 
hand, exemplify a category of victims whose “stolen childhood” is addressed 
through humanitarian programs of rehabilitation and social integration.

The modern project of saving “distant children” can be traced back to 19th-
century missionary work, British philanthropy, and the emergence of a roman-
tic conceptualization of “childhood” as a time of innocence in Europe. The first 
child rights document ever adopted by an intergovernmental organization, the 
1924 League of Nations’ Declaration of Children’s Rights, was drafted by Eglan-
tyne Jebb, a British social reformer best known as the founder of Save the Chil-
dren. The 1959 United Nations Declaration on the Rights of the Child, subse-
quently replaced by the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child (crc), 
departs from Jebb’s original text and incorporates insights from (Western) de-
velopmental psychology, dictating that “children” are persons under 18 years of 
age, demarcated from adults by a series of psychobiological characteristics 
that are universally valid (Boyden 1997). The crc marks a pivotal moment for 
humanitarian child protection as the first legally binding international treaty, 
which provides for the rights of children in several fields. However, the crc is 
deeply entangled in the civilizational trajectories of Western modernity and 
sets out a Eurocentric standard of childhood that at times contrasts with local 
cultural notions of “childhood” and children’s material conditions in contexts 
outside Europe and North America (Hart 2006). When asked about their rights, 
for example, street children in Johannesburg talk about the right to safely cross 
roads, beg, and work (Swart-Kruger and Chawla 2002); in Ethiopia, girls protest 
against non-governmental organizations (ngos) that define their rights in 
terms of autonomy and individual success, arguing that they have duties and 
moral responsibilities towards others as well (Nieuwenhuys 2001); in Thailand, 
“children” and “adults” are not locally construed as fixed age categories but as 
hierarchical concepts varying according to the interlocutor’s social status (Bo-
lotta 2017).

The predominance of psychological frameworks of child development in 
humanitarian practice can have the effect of obscuring the historical, econom-
ic, and political determinants of children’s struggles, while their “deviancy” 
from the established standard of innocence is mainly interpreted as the result 
of parental abuse and/or backward beliefs. The crc is thus in danger of har-
nessing long-standing colonial imaginaries of the North–South divide, where 
the adult/Northerner offers help to the infantilized/Southerner (Burman 2017).
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The developmental formulation of children as dependent and not yet fully 
formed humans extends the temporal horizon of humanitarianism beyond the 
space of immediate crisis, making childhood the point of convergence between 
short-term emergency responses and long-term development endeavors. Social 
scientists contend that these are cultural politics of future-making for the trans-
fer of Western social values, technologies, and professional forces (Scheper-
Hughes and Sargent 1998). As a result, child humanitarian policy has become 
the locus of fierce ideological battles over the political future of childhood: reli-
gious groups, ngos, development agencies, and nation states compete at all 
levels to define what childhood (and society’s future) is and should be.

Giuseppe Bolotta
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