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not a partisan or political act and should not be viewed as such”
(Sphere Project 2004:317). And yet a number of NGOs have abandoned
neutrality in the name of a “new” humanitarianism that “sees apolitical,
neutral, humanitarian relief as both na�̈ve and morally questionable”
(Fox 2001:275; see also Slim 1997).

Neutrality is the more contested of the two principles because it de-
mands silence during so-called complex political emergencies (CPEs)25

whereas impartiality allows for outspoken political judgements (Fox
2001:277). Retreat from neutrality (however contested and incomplete)
is also a response to questions raised in the wake of aid efforts in the
former Yugoslavia and Rwanda, where NGOs were accused in both
cases of empowering human rights abusers and prolonging conflicts.

Critics agree that the impact of humanitarian intervention in CPEs can
never be neutral because “so-called complex emergencies are essentially
political in nature” (Duffield 1994:38; see also De Waal 1997:1). Aid
can support either peace or war (Anderson 1999), but it can only do the
former if NGOs recognise that choice of location and type of assistance
inevitably alter relations of power. This was amply demonstrated by
the humanitarian response to the Rwandan genocide of the mid 1990s.
International NGOs accused of following “the television cameras” and
concentrating support on external refugee camps unwittingly supported
the perpetrators of genocide in control of those camps (Storey 1997:391).

The basic message that abstraction from context can be counter-
productive has implications for the image debate, where it applies
equally to neutrality’s more legitimate relative. The “universal child
of developing nations” (Ruddick 2003:341) connotes abstraction from
politics. Any child image may serve the cause of neutrality, as the use
of children “allows NGOs to raise funds for politically loaded topics in
a relatively neutral way” (Lamers 2005:48).

Impartiality, however, is arguably better served by the two classic
iconographies reviewed earlier. The “starving baby” image signifies
proportionality of need as well as (or indeed because of) the spectre of
death. The underlying principle of non-discrimination, which precludes
“adverse distinction of any kind” (Sphere Project 2004:317), is equally
well served by the conventional mug shot of the lone anonymous child.
As in Figure 1, children are “often portrayed alone in aid appeals, without
markers of culture, history, or community” (Burman 1994:243; see also
Ruddick 2003:341). Without any meaningful distinguishing features (at
least to the viewer incapable of reading culture, time and place into
physiognomy),26 the lone child represents humanity as a whole and not
any of the actual children affected by political circumstances.

And here again there is an obvious paradox, because the Save
the Children photography guidelines demand images that “show the
circumstances and environments in which children and their families
live”. Those who use or take photographs are explicitly asked to avoid
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abstract pictures “where the child could be anywhere in the world, in any
situation”. As the issue is framed as a matter of “reality and context”,27

the implicit concern is with accuracy and truth. Abstraction is a problem
in itself when the aim is to educate and inform. But as the following
section additionally demonstrates, misinformation can leave powerful
(mistaken) impressions.

Paradoxes of Absence
In the missionary iconography it is the missionaries who occupy
the central and dominating position. . . What is remarkable,
furthermore, in drawings as well as photographs, is a certainabsence:
representatives of the native population are excluded. . . Hence we see
the missionaries and nuns. . . usually surrounded by children rather
than adults (Pieterse 1992:71).

Contemporary images of children recall the child-centrism of what Jan
Pieterse calls the “missionary subculture” of the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries (Pieterse 1992:71). Statues of African children
were sometimes used as collection boxes for missionary fundraising.
Furthermore, a missionary society tradition of buying children from
slave markets to raise and baptise transmuted after the Slavery Abolition
Act of 1833 into a latter-day child sponsorship scheme. Purchase of a
“heathen child” entitled the buyer to provision of a baptismal name and
a photograph of the chosen one (Pieterse 1992:72).

The most significant element of old-style missionary subculture, for
current purposes, is the aforementioned iconography. The reference
reinforces an insight from theories of visual culture, which highlight
the relevance of the “unseen” (Foster 1988:ix) and the importance of
“conceptualising absence” (Rogoff 2000:10). Representation, in other
words, is about absence (what wedon’t see) as well as about presence
(what wedosee).

The problem with images of anonymous and autonomous children—
somehow cast adrift from surrounding adults, local cultures, and
indigenous aid organisations—is the way they can doubly mislead.
When isolated anonymous children appear without recourse to any
indigenous kinship structures or community support mechanisms, an
impression of their vulnerability is encouraged. At the same time, the
visible connotations of protection and rescue suggested by the presence
of colonial missionaries and nuns and (more recently) of contemporary
aid workers magnify the power and influence of external forces.

When seen against the colonial backdrop, the absences produced
by signifiers of neutrality and impartiality are thus both paradoxical
and counter-productive for NGOs. The mistaken impression given of
children’s total dependence on outside forces for protection and care can
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