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Abstract Although the philosophical literature on both poverty and childhood is
certainly increasing, the status of children living in poverty has been largely ignored
as a philosophical subject. The condition of children and the justice-related issues
that derive from it compel us to look more deeply into the sources and responsibili-
ties of and towards poverty during childhood. We highlight four challenges raised
by studying child poverty, and the mechanisms through which philosophical analy-
sis may aid in addressing them. Philosophy can work as an important tool to (1)
conceptualise what child poverty is, (2) assess the limitations of current research on
the subject, (3) normatively evaluate how to address this condition, and (4) offer
guidelines for how society, law and the polity ought to act in response to it. Child
poverty must be looked at from what it is in itself, and how it intersects with other
features of the child’s life which may exacerbate it. The role of the family is funda-
mental in any evaluation of what child poverty is, and how to tackle it. Understanding
child poverty in the vacuum omits fundamental sources of it, and solutions to it.
Other intersecting conditions such as the social and cultural ethos, citizenship sta-
tus, gender or disability may play a fundamental role also. The second section pro-
vides an overview of the volume.
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2 N. Brando and G. Schweiger

1 Introduction

Child poverty is a structural issue of our contemporary world. The fact that hun-
dreds of millions of children suffer from under- and malnutrition, lack access to
sanitation and clean water, sleep on the ground without a proper floor, and become
sick, dying of preventable diseases is a severe injustice and moral evil. The inequal-
ity in today’s world, in which millions of children live in luxury while billions can-
not satisfy their basic needs poses great burdens on our moral commitments. Unlike,
maybe, previous generations, child poverty today can be effectively alleviated and
eradicated, and this suggests, if not proves, that child poverty is a structural, human-
made and unnecessary injustice. We have the resources to tackle it; we are just miss-
ing the willingness to do so. That said, the philosophical, political and academic
debate is still not resolved, by whom and how child poverty should be alleviated.

Child poverty is also not an isolated phenomenon. It intersects with and is rein-
forced by other disadvantages, being strongly determined by an individual’s social,
cultural, and political position in her community (Boyden and Bourdillon 2012;
Biggeri et al. 2010). Although children (through brute luck, let us say) inherit their
socioeconomic position from their elders, it is the social, economic and political
institutions and practices (economic exploitation, social stratification and exclusion,
and cultural and political oppression) which enable and sustain their disadvantaged
position by limiting the options available to the poor to escape from poverty.

Talking about child poverty puts the focus on how this condition affects children
and their lives directly. But, who is a ‘child’? The concept of childhood is itself
contested and dependent on social assumptions and cultural interpretations
(Schapiro 1999; Cunningham 1995; Gittins 2009; Graf 2015). This book does not
follow a distinct definition of childhood, but most chapters either take the pragmatic
route, following the definition given by many legal documents like the Convention
on the Rights of the Child (CRC), which defines a child as every born person under
the age of 18, or they simply assume a common sense position, which largely over-
laps with this legal definition. The common sense position, though, often assumes
younger children (not teenagers) to be the pragmatic case, aligning with certain
other common sense assumptions about typical childlike-features such as immatu-
rity, innocence, incapacity, vulnerability or dependency.

But child poverty is not only about children: much social research on child pov-
erty, and also various philosophical reflections in this volume, look at children as
embedded in families (Broussard and Joseph 2009; Fernandez et al. 2015). The
“black box” of the household is both a useful tool and a problem for a proper under-
standing and measuring of child poverty. Certainly, most children in poverty live in
families, whether they are constituted through the traditional family structure or not,
and the family is an important factor to be considered when evaluating the poverty
suffered by children. Thus, many chapters in this book are concerned with children
as part of a family, how family and child poverty are intertwined, and how policies
can deal with families and parents to support children in poverty. On the other hand,
looking at children solely as an element of the family structure may hide certain
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manifestations of poverty which affect children in particular. This debate about the
right unit of concern is present in philosophy and the social sciences exploring pov-
erty across all populations (Wisor 2012). This volume intends to offer, thus, both
views: some chapters explore poverty as it is lived by children within the family
structure; and others intend to account for the particularities of poverty as it relates
to children.

But why should philosophy come into the picture? Is child poverty not an issue
of the social sciences, and social and development policies? There are various rea-
sons why it may be important to have the philosophical discipline reflecting about
poverty and childhood. Firstly, we believe that philosophy has something valuable
to contribute to the understanding, evaluation and alleviation of child poverty. If one
does not stand on an assumption that pure quantitative analyses of efficiency can
solve poverty, we need philosophical reflection on how we understand what poverty
is, on its particular manifestations during childhood, and the moral groundwork
which should guide our policies and practices to alleviate this evil. As we will show
in the next sections of this introduction, philosophical questions arise from many
different philosophical branches. Although this book is overwhelmingly concerned
with ethical issues in moral, social, and political philosophy, this is certainly not the
only area of concern. Epistemological, conceptual and methodological issues are of
equal importance. Secondly, a philosophical take on child poverty does not substi-
tute social research on the issue, but rather complements it. We believe that philoso-
phy, if concerned with real world issues such as child poverty, does not only depend
on the data produced by social research but should enter into a closer cooperation
and engage in a mutual learning process with more empirical research on the sub-
ject. Social research on child poverty is full of conceptual, theoretical and method-
ological considerations worthy of philosophical attention. Likewise, social research
can be enriched and improved by learning from philosophy and its particular per-
spective, its analytical and evaluative work. Finally, it is worth noting that although
the philosophical literature on both poverty (Barry and Overland 2016; Gilabert
2012; Ingram 2018; Schweiger and Graf 2015) and childhood (Bagattini and
Macleod 2014; Brighouse and Swift 2014; Gheaus et al. 2018) is increasing, the
status of children living in poverty has been largely ignored. We consider that the
condition of children and the justice-related issues that derive from it compels us to
look more deeply into the particular sources, disadvantages and responsibilities of
and towards children living in poverty. With this aim in mind, the book intends to
fill a significant gap of child-specific philosophical discussions on poverty by bring-
ing together original contributions from an international group of scholars who can
shed light on this important topic.

In the next section of this introduction we will now name and discuss four chal-
lenges posed by child poverty, which are not exclusively philosophical but nonethe-
less are of philosophical importance. But before that, we also want to say something
about the limitations of this book. It was not the aim of this volume to cover all
philosophical topics related to child poverty, but to provide an original and substan-
tial treatment of a variety of particular issues. Otherwise we would have aimed for
a handbook or similar and not a collection of research papers. Still, three
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4 N. Brando and G. Schweiger

shortcomings are worth noting. Firstly, this book is overwhelmingly concerned with
child poverty in highly developed countries, although some chapters do not mention
this explicitly but speak about child poverty in general. There are, though, important
differences in the extent, depth and severity of poverty between the developed and
the developing world. Secondly, and connected to this focus, is the lack of reflec-
tions on global justice and the institutions, which could or should be responsible for
change on the global level (Pogge and Moellendorf 2008). Thirdly, this book lacks
chapters on the philosophical (ethical, epistemological etc.) issues involved in pov-
erty research and methods used to investigate and analyse child poverty (Bostock
2002; Abebe 2009; Sime 2008).

2 Four Challenges: Conceptualising, Researching,
Evaluating, and Responding to Child and Family Poverty

The first challenge is conceptualising child poverty. We can briefly name some
interrelated aspects of this challenge here, without going into much detail and also
avoiding technical issues. All conceptions of poverty are highly contested because
poverty is a complex and dynamic social phenomenon (Wisor 2012; Addison et al.
2009; Anand et al. 2010; Besharov and Couch 2012). Partly, this contestation is
grounded on the combination between the dynamic nature of poverty in itself, and
its descriptive and evaluative (moral) interpretations. Conceptions of poverty tend to
be concerned with suffering, deprivation and harm. But defining what this suffering,
deprivation and harm is, cannot be neutral but, rather, closely related to normative
evaluations about what is (morally) good and bad, just and unjust, and what it means
to suffer, to lack and to be deprived. Furthermore, this definition is conditioned by
socioeconomic contexts. Conceptions of poverty that fit one purpose (for example,
to analyse it in the European Union at the country level) might be inadequate for a
different purpose (to understand poverty in rural India). Depending on our moral
commitments, and the case in mind, what is understood by ‘poverty’ and how it
should be evaluated changes drastically. The same variation is true for the case of
child poverty, where not only our definitions of poverty change due to the incapacity
of certain traditional metrics to apply to childhood (think of income metrics, for
example) (Alkire and Roche 2012; Main and Bradshaw 2016; Minujin et al. 20006);
but also because what is understood as ‘childhood’ varies. Standard measurements
and analyses of poverty (in general) fail when assessing child poverty because the
condition and experience of poverty during childhood cannot be framed within
these standard evaluative mechanisms. It is no surprise that within poverty research
so many different concepts of (child) poverty have been developed, based on differ-
ent normative concepts and theories about what matters in life and how to best
capture it: capabilities, basic needs, social inclusion, well-being, just to name a few.
How these concepts and related theories can be applied properly to children (as
opposed to adults) remains a key challenge. These discussions are philosophically
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relevant, and philosophy might contribute to them. They are philosophically rele-
vant because all discussions about (social and global) justice for children or rights
and responsibilities of and towards children somehow have to deal with the obvious
fact that some children are worse-off than others and that poverty plays an important
role here. So, if philosophy wants to engage with the real-world problems that chil-
dren face today, what might be unjust about them and how they should be resolved
is dependent on such conceptual questions, which underlie all knowledge we have
about child poverty as well as other inequalities in children’s lives. The contribution
philosophy has to offer to these debates is equally important. As far as all concep-
tions of child poverty, and poverty in general, are somehow related to normative
issues, philosophy can help to clarify them. This should not be understood as saying
that philosophy has the key to solve all normative and conceptual issues in poverty
research, but it does claim that philosophy can offer a unique approach to how these
normative and conceptual issues can be understood.

The second challenge is researching child poverty. This is a double challenge
because research with children comes with methodological and ethical issues as
does research with marginalised groups and people in poverty. Let us further dif-
ferentiate this challenge: firstly, children as well as people in poverty are often not
given a proper voice when it comes to evaluate their situation. They face epistemic
injustices, and their opinion and knowledge is undervalued (Schweiger 2016; Murris
2013). There are approaches that challenge these limitations, researching children
in a way that takes them, their views and feelings seriously, providing more depth
and better knowledge about their situation and the deprivations they face from their
particular perspective. For children in poverty both their status as children and as
poor individuals needs to be taken into account here, as both these statuses pose its
own obstacles for carrying out a respectful and thorough investigation. Secondly,
research with children in poverty often involves a certain degree of attachment to
those children and their families, for example, if ethnographic or participatory
methods are employed. Doing ethically sound research with poor children thus can
be emotionally and socially demanding for both those researched and those research-
ing (Sime 2008; Abebe 2009). Thirdly, the families, in particular parents, or other
care givers or guardians will be involved when researching poor children. Consent
to research raises its own problems, especially if children are older and more mature
but legally unable to give consent. Guardians may withdraw consent for unsubstan-
tiated reasons of fear, shame, humiliation or because they want to cover-up parts of
the children’s lives (for example that they are exploited, beaten or abused). In many
countries there are no functioning child protection services, and researchers are
confronted with messy realities, which they have to navigate. Fourthly, poverty
research should probably not be I’art pour I’art. It comes with obligations towards
those researched both in respect to how the research is conducted and also what the
aims of this research is. Participatory methods aim to empower those in poverty and
to respect and enhance their agency, although these are sometimes not more than
“pbuzzwords” (Cornwall and Brock 2005). This is crucial for the research with chil-
dren in poverty, because they are often active agents in their lives (they must be
when, for example, they take care of themselves or family members socially and
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economically), and because it follows the moral imperative to support the transition
of children to become autonomous. Fifthly, conceptualisations and research in pov-
erty are often not detached from politics. Poverty research is often used to guide
politics and policy (which groups, regions, deprivations should be tackled and how)
(Harriss 2009). This implies certain responsibilities on the side of the researchers,
the funders of this research and those who use this research for certain purposes,
like policy design.

The third challenge relates to the normative evaluation of child poverty and the
deconstruction of the many ethical issues involved in child poverty. We already
mentioned that the conceptualisation and research of child poverty are in them-
selves involved with normative questions, but many more come to the fore. Is child
poverty unjust or otherwise morally bad? What kind of theory of justice or morality
is needed to make such an evaluation? As many have noticed before, philosophy and
theories of justice are often based on assumptions about the rationality of agents,
which do not fit in the case of children (Macleod 2015). Furthermore, it needs to be
examined what kinds of goods are at stake when normatively assessing what is
owed to children in poverty, and how can we value and evaluate them. The discus-
sions about kindergoods and the value of childhood and child well-being feeds into
this question (Bagattini and Macleod 2014; Graf and Schweiger 2015; Gheaus
2015). Such evaluations must navigate also in between the extremes of considering
children as fully mature (thus, overestimating their agency), and viewing then as
fully immature (thus, lacking agency all together). Here, descriptive empirical
observations and normative assumptions meet again, forcing philosophical analyses
to face the task to come up with a substantial concept of childhood both as a social
and a biological phase, of the social setting in which children are embedded, and of
their agency, capacities, vulnerabilities and development. It also needs to be
acknowledged that child poverty is not a matter of material deprivation or family
income alone. It also affects political participation, subjective well-being and emo-
tions such as shame and humiliation (Ridge 2011; Schweiger and Graf 2015). It
relates to the way in which children understand themselves and their situation, what
they aspire, their education and social behaviour. All these are of (potential) ethical
weight to a normative evaluation of child poverty, especially when evaluating the
potential interests and claims that children have as individuals being in poverty in
the present, and how this affects and frames them throughout their whole life-
course. Lastly, we must name the under-researched area of global justice for chil-
dren, which takes a true global look at children and the differences among
childhood(s) and the normative commitments tied to them. Children’s lives differ
vastly according to cultural norms and practices, and injustices often intersect: dis-
advantages based on sex, gender, disability or race and poverty can become toxic
and corrosive in many ways.

Finally, the fourth challenge we want to flag relates to the (moral) duties, respon-
sibilities, policies and politics tied to child poverty. Closely related to the evaluative
challenge is the task of reflecting on reasonable and feasible applications of the
theory to prevent and alleviate child poverty. This involves the search for ways to
pin down particular responsibilities and the agents (individual or collective) who
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must carry them out. Most often, discussions on responsibility target the family and
the state as primary duty-bearers (Archard 2003; Archard and Benatar 2010; Adams
2008; Brighouse and Swift 2014). Both are certainly important, for various ethical
reasons. States have particular duties of justice towards the children within their
borders or to those who are their citizens. Furthermore, states are powerful actors,
and have a wide range of mechanisms for intervention at their disposal. The family
is of obvious importance because it is the social sphere where child poverty most
often takes place, and those within the family are at the closest physical and emo-
tional distance to bear responsibility over poor children. Children are often poor
because they are embedded in poor families, and these heavily influence their well-
being, their options and their development. The relation and allocation of responsi-
bilities between the state and the family is not straightforward, involving issues of
privacy, consent, self-determination, parental and children’s rights (and duties) and
paternalism, to name just a few. This picture becomes even more complex if one
admits that, in many countries, the state and its institutions are weak, failing chil-
dren and families in poverty. On the other hand, the role of the family (its structure,
internal duties and relations) varies greatly across cultures and social practices,
thus, making a strict and universal allocation of responsibilities impossible in many
instances. Likewise, tendencies of the state to shift responsibilities to poor parents,
in many cases poor mothers, and to blame them for what is truly a structural prob-
lem, needs to be countered. Even if, in some cases, “bad” decisions may lead fami-
lies to fall in poverty, the thick of the problem is beyond the poor individual’s
control. State policies, economic deregulation and lack of social safety nets and
supports tend to be the core reason for most, if not all, cases. Besides the family and
the state other potential agents of justice with moral responsibilities might be pinned
down: companies and multinational corporations, who exploit children and their
parents, transnational organizations like the World Bank or the International
Monetary Fund, which shape the economic and social policies of poorer countries
and how child poverty is tackled. Understanding responsibility for child poverty,
thus, must think beyond the state and the family as the sole duty-bearers.

3 Volume’s Synopsis

Finally, we want to present an overview of the sections and chapters in this book.
The first section of the book (‘Definitions and Measurements’) will deal with philo-
sophical questions on the conceptualisation and measurement of child poverty. An
important task at hand is to explore the ways in which philosophical and ethical
research may contribute to our understanding of poverty during childhood. The
chapters in this section address structural questions on how to conceptualise what
childhood and poverty are, and the amendments required by the particularities of
children when assessing their poverty status.

Douglas Hanes’ chapter explores how our normative assumptions regarding
what childhood is, strongly affect the way we understand poverty during childhood,
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and the responsibility of parents towards their children. Hanes argues that the par-
ticular way in which ‘childhood’ is defined and understood in the Global North
(namely, as a preparatory stage of life in which children are taken as innocent, and
in need of special protections) is used to understand who children are across the
globe, having a problematic impact on how child poverty is addressed in the Global
South. He considers that the “neontocracy” which pervades the Global North’s rela-
tion towards children, and its use as a ruler to evaluating child poverty worldwide
fails to take into account the historical and cultural particularities of childhood in
different social and cultural settings. After presenting his critical analysis of present
approaches to child poverty, it offers an alternative understanding of it that does not
impose a Westernised normative model on the rest of the world.

Katarina Pitasse Fragoso’s chapter addresses the epistemic and moral problems
that derive from current poverty measurements within populations. She argues that
using the household as the unit of analysis when measuring poverty may come with
problematic omissions and biases when assessing the poverty of individuals within
the household. She considers that inequalities within the family may not be assessed
through household measurements, and that we would do well in amending current
poverty indexes in order for them to include the voices and claims of all representa-
tive groups. She considers that there are both epistemic and moral reasons for doing
this: regarding the epistemic reasons, the particular child-perspective on how pov-
erty affects them can be omitted if children’s voices are not heard; regarding the
moral reasons, the status of children as equal moral beings entitles them to be
included directly in poverty measurements, in order to show the respect that is owed
to them in their own right, instead of being taken merely as appendixes to adults.
The chapter considers the role that story-telling exercises may play for including
children directly in assessment of their own poverty condition.

Jonathan Wolff’s chapter questions the validity of certain assumptions regarding
the reasons why families are poor. Namely, those that put the whole burden of their
poor condition on the poor person’s own incompetence, improvidence or irrespon-
sibility. Developing a framework inspired on Amartya Sen’s capability approach,
Wolff claims that an individual’s choice and behaviour is much less relevant than
structural factors in creating and sustaining their condition as poor. He argues, how-
ever, that choice and behaviour of parents do a play an important role in determining
what kind of disadvantages take priority over others, thus leading certain families to
suffer from either primary or secondary forms of poverty.

The final chapter of this section, written by Cabezas and Pitillas offers an origi-
nal understanding of what child poverty is, and how this conceptualisation can
reframe the way poverty is addressed, and of the individuals and groups responsible
for its existence. They consider the possibility of understanding child poverty as a
“moral damage”, thus expanding how child poverty is understood, beyond its mate-
rial and social dimensions. Understanding child poverty as a moral damage implies
looking at the different forms in which individual or collective intentional actions
may lead to morally relevant psychological damages to the child, even if she is
unaware that the damage is being inflicted on her. The objective of this chapter is to
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expand our conceptualisation of the actions which may affect a child living in pov-
erty, and the psychological responses which these actions trigger on the poor child.

The second section (‘Children and Families Living in Poverty’) brings together
papers that explore the condition of children and families living in poverty. The situ-
ation of children living in deprivation is also intertwined and highly conditioned by
various phenomena, while affecting how we understand other relevant philosophi-
cal issues. Thus, this section intends to explore the ways in which research in other
philosophical topics (such as gender, migration or disability) may feed into the dis-
cussion on child poverty. Furthermore, chapters in this section address the issues
that arise from the dependence of children on the family structure and their parents’
quality of life. If the family structure suffers great deprivations and parents cannot
fulfil their own basic needs, children tend to get the worst out of the situation.
Intergenerational transmission of poverty creates many problems to child poverty
research: focusing only on the child may be insufficient for tackling the founda-
tional causes that locate her in a deprived situation.

The chapter by Bagattini and Gutwald uses the concept of vulnerability to
explore the problems of child poverty, and, through a capability approach as their
evaluative framework, they explore the role that resilience may play in the life of a
poor child. The chapter introduces the different ways in which a child may be con-
sidered as “vulnerable”, and argues that, on top of the inherent vulnerabilities tied
to the biological condition of the child, poverty during childhood reinforces certain
vulnerabilities and creates others which could be labelled as pathogenic. The latter,
they argue following Catriona Mackenzie’s work, are created by harmful social
arrangements and institutional responses to the condition of poverty. As such, they
cannot be addressed exclusively through the individual’s own actions but require
political and social responses in order for them to be eliminated. They consider that
understanding social justice through Amartya Sen’s capability theory is the most
appropriate framework to evaluate who is being wrongfully affected by their social
arrangements, and offers the most effective tools to tackle these potential setbacks
to an individual’s basic interests. The chapter, then, explores how the promotion of
resilience during childhood may be fundamental for ensuring that children have the
tools to counter their poverty status. The chapter considers that the creation of resil-
ience in children should not be seen as an individual matter, but as a matter of jus-
tice: the fact that social institutions are partially responsible for the pathogenic
vulnerabilities of children, compels them to compensate these harms by ensuring
that children have the tools to respond to these forms of harm.

In his contribution, Gottfried Schweiger explores an entitlement of children,
namely, to have positive self-relations (self-confidence, self-respect and self-esteem)
and considers the ways in which we may understand humiliation as a fundamental
obstacle for children to be able to develop these fundamental traits. The chapter,
first, explores why are positive self-relations fundamental entitlements of justice,
and examines what this entails regarding what should be provided to children as it
relates to their self-confidence, self-respect and their self-esteem. He, then, looks at
the concept of humiliation and explores the ways in which humiliating acts restrict
a child’s capacity to develop positive self-relations. Finally, Schweiger links the
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discussions between self-relations and humiliation with the particular condition of
children living in poverty, and considers five different arguments which show why
poverty is humiliating for children, thus, an injustice that should be amended.

Alison Denham’s chapter explores the issue of poverty in its intersection with
debates about gender equality. Through an analysis of individual cases of low-income,
employed single mothers, Denham delves certain underrated tensions that affect their
choice-vectors. Namely, the tragic choices that many women must make, due to their
particular disadvantaged condition, regarding their opportunity to fulfil their valued
interest in being a worker and a mother. Childrearing is a valuable capability for many
women, and one of the great inequalities that many women suffer is precisely tied to
their incapacity to have access to this valuable good. Through an in-depth exploration
of the particular condition of two women, Denham considers questions of who they
are, what they value, what gender inequalities affect them the most, and how they
should be addressed. She argues that these women stand in a position in which they
cannot avoid certain tragic choices regarding the functioning-sets which they can
aspire to achieve due to their condition both as women and as poor.

The chapter by Anke Snoek looks at another important intersection between the
family and poverty; namely, the case of substance dependent parents. Children of
substance dependent parents very often suffer from their parents’ choices and
dependence. Proclivity towards being neglected, and towards having both their
present and future wellbeing and agency affected are consequences of children liv-
ing under these family conditions. Addressing the issue of substance dependent
parents tends to take a punitive approach: parents tend to have their children taken
from them, they face jail time and other punishments. Snoek intends to argue that
the burden which tends to be imposed on substance dependent parents’ responsibil-
ity over their actions must be reduced, and that the practices intended to solve their
condition should change. The fact that poverty plays a structural role in shaping an
individual’s reasoning capacities and self-control, implies that we should revise the
actual sources of their behaviour. Snoek considers two effects of reasoning in sub-
stance dependent parents: a shift from global to local reasoning (meaning that the
individual’s priorities and behaviours change from fulfilling long-term preferences
and interests, to more immediate ones), and second, a resignation regarding their
inability to escape their condition, and thus of improving their lives and their chil-
dren’s. The chapter claims that when resignation appears in the behaviour of sub-
stance dependent parents, policies should aim at reducing their punitive approach to
their actions, and rather search for more constructive mechanisms which may sup-
port them into “turning their live around” and avoiding the pitfalls of resignation.
This, Snoek argues, is necessary in order to avoid long-term effects on the agency
and well-being of the parents themselves, and, very importantly, to address at its
root the vicious influence that resignation of substance dependent parents has on the
intergenerational transmission of this condition and behaviour to their children.

Sarah Gorman uses philosophical tools to study a different type of case. Namely,
she looks at the intersection between disability and child poverty, and argues that
the ways in which a society frames who is considered as disabled may have very
problematic implications on the individual’s (and their family’s) poverty status.
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Based on her personal experience as a child living with two parents with disabilities,
she considers the way in which social and political institutions may affect the fam-
ily’s socioeconomic condition, and the well-being of children living with parents
who have disabilities. The chapter studies the ways in which certain inherent vul-
nerabilities may turn oppressive through their stigmatisation. The fact of living in
poverty with disabilities already poses certain difficulties to a family’s life and wel-
fare, but the social stigmatisation (of both the condition of poverty and of disability)
reinforces these difficulties and obstacles making it even more difficult for families
in this situation to counter them. Gorman argues that a political system responsive
to vulnerabilities is necessary in order to better address the particular condition of
many families living in poverty.

Ang analyses the situation of children living in the ASEAN member states through
Judith Butler’s ideas of precariousness and livability. She considers that the way soci-
ety frames whose life has value may hide the precarious reality of many children in
this region of the world. The widespread exploitation of the lives of children in
ASEAN member states, and the income that children are expected to bring home,
argues Ang, forces them to embrace not having a childhood in order to be recognised
as valuable beings who contribute to their family’s income. She considers that
Butler’s work does not only help to diagnose why many children in this region are
forced to not have a childhood, but also presents a way out. The idea of livability, and
the conditions that it imposes on how we understand what poverty is, can challenge
the current status quo by reframing our definition of whose life has value.

In a similar line, the chapter by Cummins and Sharifi uses Victor Turner’s con-
cept of liminality and Vittorio Buffachi’s three-dimensional approach to social
injustice to assess the condition of asylum-seekers and refugee children in Ireland
and Iran. Although the cultural, institutional and political situation for each of the
two cases is very different, this chapter considers how an analysis of liminality and
social injustice allows us to see certain fundamental commonalities among the Irish
and Iranian situation. The chapter argues that both Ireland and Iran, through diverg-
ing practices, and through their legislation and treatment of asylum-seekers and
refugee children, have institutionalised and enforced a life in poverty to those chil-
dren who come within their border with these two statuses. The fact that in both
cases children are kept in a liminal state with relation to the state’s protections and
securities leaves them in an especially vulnerable situation from which they are
unable to escape by themselves. The chapter’s objective is to make the reader reflect
on the potentially pernicious relationship between institutional practices and how
they impact child poverty.

Finally, the third section (‘Rights, Responsibilities and Policies’) explores cer-
tain responsibilities and policy mechanisms tackling child and family poverty. Many
social institutions and agents play a determinant role on a child’s life, and the
sources of responsibility towards the alleviation of childhood poverty may rest in
many hands. The last part of the book intends to explore the potential ways in which
responsibility may be assigned, and possible mechanisms that could deal with
poverty during childhood. Furthermore, the peculiar position of children in our
society and their condition as especially vulnerable and dependent beings demands
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areflection on how their characteristics makes them relevant subjects of justice, and
on how the social institutions that surround them may frame their deprived
condition.

The first chapter in the section, written by Stamatina Liosi, revisits the debate on
children’s rights, the duties of others towards children, and the particular way it
affects the socioeconomic rights of children (with a focus on the right to be free
from poverty). The chapter takes Immanuel Kant’s work as its guiding theory to
argue for a duty-based approach to children’s right to freedom from extreme pov-
erty. Although not dismissing the discourse on rights in its entirety, the chapter does
argue that, especially in the case of children, duties must be considered as taking the
centre stage. The particular vulnerabilities and dependencies of children makes the
rights-discourse feeble in order to address urgent political questions, and, following
Onora O’Neill’s Kantian approach to children’s rights, the chapter considers that we
should start with the moral duties that are imposed on others in order to ensure chil-
dren’s wellbeing, prior to talking about rights. Liosi clarifies the particular way in
which these duties, and their consequent rights, ought to be understood, by clarify-
ing the relation between duties and rights, the distinction between human and socio-
economic rights, and the role that constructivism should or should not play in a
Kantian approach to moral duties.

Justin Clardy’s contribution introduces the concept of “civic tenderness” as a
response mechanism to the situational vulnerabilities suffered by children who live
in poverty. The chapter considers how certain stigmas attached to living in poverty
(with ascriptions such as being lazy, incompetent and irresponsible) lead to a certain
social invisibility and institutional indifference towards the lives and outcomes of
individuals who are poor. Clardy argues that this indifference is particularly prob-
lematic in the case of children who live in poverty due to the special and prominent
vulnerabilities that poor children have. Not only do they (in the present) suffer from
inadequate nutrition, bad health, lack of education, violence and homelessness, but
their long-term prospects in these areas and others are also threatened by their con-
dition. The chapter, thus, considers that the social development of the process of
tenderisation is necessary in order for the public ethos to address the particular
vulnerabilities that affect children living in poverty. The objective to be achieve is,
thus, the formation of the public emotion of civic tenderness supported by a soci-
ety’s members, institutions and systems towards poor children is necessary in order
to alleviate the vulnerabilities that threaten their wellbeing.

The contribution by Karakasis also considers the value of similar mechanisms in
order to tackle the problems that affect children in poverty. Standing on Martin
Heidegger’s concept of “being with others in solicitude”, the chapter considers the
appropriate way in which the social responses to child poverty must materialise. It
argues that mechanisms to tackle poverty must go beyond mere provision for basic
needs, requiring an ethics of care in which society actually re-evaluates how it
understands the relational requirements to support the fundamental needs of certain
individuals. Karakasis approaches children’s particular relation to death from an
ontological angle, in order to assess the particular threats that their incapacity to
understand this event has over their condition. He argues that an ethics of care in
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which children’s lives are supported and guided through solicitude is necessary in
order to actualise their potential to address their condition. The chapter considers, in
this respect, the concept of de-severance as a fundamental tool to reframe the social
response to the condition of children living in poverty. The objective is to revise the
perception of distance between those who suffer from poverty and those who do
not, in order to allow caring ties and networks to develop.

Douglas MacKay offers an ethical evaluation of a different type of policies which
may be implemented to address child poverty, namely, those that target parents’
decision-making. In this chapter, he looks at a particular type of anti-poverty poli-
cies labelled parent-targeted paternalistic policies. These are supports given to par-
ents by the state, as long as parents comply with certain conditions (vaccinating
their children, sending them to school, etc.). The chapter asks whether this type of
paternalism which is intended for ensuring the wellbeing of children within the fam-
ily are pro tanto wrong, and offers an account of the elements which would allow
policy-makers to evaluate whether these mechanisms should be implemented or
not. He considers that an assessment of a threshold of parental competency (together
with other fundamental elements) is required in order to evaluate whether parent-
targeted paternalism can be seen as justified or not. MacKay considers the particular
cases of the Bolsa Familia policy in Brazil and the Housing and Urban Development
policy in the United States, in order to exemplify the validity of parent-targeted
paternalism, and to explore the elements which must be taken into account when
evaluating anti-poverty policies.

The final chapter of the collection, written by Mornington and Guyard-Nedelec,
addresses the problematic tension between policies of forced adoption and the rights
of parents who have their children taken away from them. Forced removal of chil-
dren from their parents has become an increasingly normal practice in the
United Kingdom. A concern with a rise in the harms suffered by children from the
hands of their parents, made British policies to turn more inclined towards removing
children from their parents if there is likeliness of them being unduly harmed.
Mornington and Guyard-Nedelec explore the moral limits of these types of policies,
especially concerning the potential bias against poor parents when enforcing them.
Although acknowledging that the interests of children should not be harmed within
the household, the consider alternative mechanisms that reduce threat of harm,
while not violating the parents’ rights to keep their children. They argue that poten-
tial biases in British policy which hint that poverty is a factor that justifies forced
removal ought to be addressed.
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Child Poverty, Impoverished Parenting,
and Normative Childhood: Some Words
of Caution

Douglas William Hanes

Abstract This chapter uses examples of the use of child poverty for racist, colo-
nial, and sexist violence to highlight the dangers of our efforts to address child
poverty. Using international appeals for aid, transnational adoption, and the seizure
of Black children in the US and Aboriginal children in Canada, it becomes evident
that understandings of child poverty assume conceptions of normative childhoods
and parenting. These conceptions are grounded in modern Western understandings
of children as innocent and in need of special protection, and of childhood as merely
a preparatory stage for adulthood. Many efforts to address child poverty fail to see
these conceptions as historically and culturally specific, and instead treat them as
timeless and universal. This justifies the imposition of this framework on the poor,
including through the violent disruption of families and communities through the
dispossession of their children. Finally, this chapter offers brief comments on what
an approach to child poverty that does not universalize the Western, Global North’s
normative models of childhood and parenting would look like.

Keywords Neontocracy - First nations - Child welfare - Transnational adoption -
Charitable giving - Child labor - Education - Development

1 Introduction

This chapter will address the major pitfalls that any philosophical approach to child
poverty should avoid, especially if such an approach wishes to adequately under-
stand the nature of child poverty and its harms. Specifically, it will focus on the ways
that we—philosophers as well as those more directly participating in child-poverty
alleviation efforts—imagine “good childhoods” in contradistinction to childhoods
spent in poverty. Often, this imagined good childhood is the product of an unac-
knowledged ethnocentrism that takes the idealized form of childhood in the Western
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Global North as a universal.'To make this case, much of this chapter will draw on
contemporary social-scientific scholarship about childhood and child poverty. It will
not offer a systemic philosophical account of the nature of child poverty, its wrongs,
attribution of responsibility, or solutions to it; although in the final section, it will
offer potentially fruitful new approaches to the problems of child poverty.

The dangers in our approaches to child poverty are very real: there is a long and
ongoing history of racist, sexist, and colonial projects that have attempted to address
child poverty. These efforts have used white, Western ideals of good childhoods as
the basis for negative judgments of communities of color, colonized peoples, and
peoples in the Global South; they then uses those judgments to impose corrective
actions onto those peoples, sometimes through state violence, but often through acts
of seeming benevolence, such as development aid and charity. Most notable among
these efforts are the removals of aboriginal children from their families and com-
munities in settler-colonial societies, such as Canada, the United States, and
Australia, acts labeled “cultural genocide” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission
of Canada [TRCC] 2015) by Aboriginal peoples.

The violence against poor children, their parents, and communities in the name
of solving that poverty includes not only family separation, but also the incarcera-
tion of impoverished parents, physical and psychological abuse of poor children,
and the loss of cultural heritage and communities. While it is tempting to see this as
a problem of the past, the legacies of these often-recent actions—as well as those
activities that still happen today—are not so easily dismissed, nor are they easily
separated from well-intended desires and good-faith efforts to address child poverty.
When philosophers fail to account for the conception of childhood they are relying
on in their analysis of child poverty, including its ethnocentrism and constitution by
racial, colonial, and geopolitical hierarchies, they often justify these same projects.
The primary questions this chapter will address, then, are: (1) How to understand the
normative ideals of childhood and parenting that are foundational to understandings
of child poverty; and (2) How these normative ideals are enacted into action, includ-
ing those that oppress people in the name of resolving child poverty.

The violence committed for the good of poor children is rooted in Western con-
ceptions of childhood and the cultural universalism and superiority they constitute.
The cautionary words offered here challenge these conceptions by intervening in
the contemporary literature on child poverty that informs mitigation efforts. This
literature falls into two large groups. The first are empirical studies of specific
aspects of poverty, such as malnutrition, child labor and trafficking, education and
development, and health and access to healthcare. The second, more commonly
located in philosophy and other humanities, focuses on identifying the nature of

'There are no uncontroversial terms for either the wealthier parts of the world, or for those areas
more strongly influenced by the culture and institutions of western Europe, but Western and Global
North are, at the moment, among the more common. Because the Global North can include wealthy
nations outside the West, such as Japan, I will mostly reserve use of “Western” for discussions
when the intellectual and cultural history is especially important, while “Global North” and
“Northern” will be used primarily in the context of the contemporary makeup of institutions and
the flow of resources and power.
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poverty’s harms, apportioning responsibility for poverty, and investigating the best
means for addressing these problems. Both literatures raise debates that are essen-
tial to addressing poverty, but often remain bounded within the Western conceptions
of normative childhood and parenting. They often fail to interrogate this larger
framing and its implications for thinking about child poverty, including its history
of violence. A key task of any philosophy of child poverty, then, is to observe how
these understandings of childhood are culturally and historically specific—and
quite recent developments at that (Ariés 1962; Kessen 1979; Heywood 2001; Lancy
2015)—and to reflect on the consequences of that often-unacknowledged specificity
in any normative analysis.

The first body of literature I identified, empirical studies of specific aspects of
poverty, is often found within the social and health sciences (Arrighi and Maume
2007; Camfield et al. 2009; Jones and Sumner 2011). A philosophical intervention
here is necessary because, while this literature is empirically focused, it is also often
normative, serving as an exhortation and justification for policies and actions. As
Schweiger and Graf (2015) note, because for many poverty researchers the knowl-
edge they generate “should be also used to a large extent to change something and
to help end poverty,” they find that “many studies about poverty conclude with some
sort of policy advice or name institutions that could make a difference.” (p. 3) They
locate this dynamic in the nature of the term ‘poverty’ itself: “describing an adult or
child as poor is in most cases also meant to describe the living condition of this
person as bad and, to some extent, morally wrong.” (p. 2) Thus deployment of ‘pov-
erty’ “is used to trigger actions of other people or institutions” (p. 2), while the
empirical account of poverty in each study points to the problems in need of rem-
edy, and often, goals to strive for.

The second body of literature, philosophical reflections on the nature of child
poverty, is usually more explicitly normative. It includes questions about who is
responsible for and should act to address it, and how we can bring about that action.
However, these normative claims often fail to interrogate which conceptions of
childhood the authors are deploying, and ignore alternative conceptions of child-
hood among the impoverished people they are theorizing. We can see these uninter-
rogated conception of childhood, for example, in the rhetorical deployment of
children’s poverty and attendant suffering in this literature. For example, while Peter
Singer’s stated goal is overall poverty reduction, his examples and thought experi-
ments most often center on children, especially on infant- and child-mortality rates
as the measure of success of poverty-alleviation efforts (2009, pp. 4-5; 2015, pp. 3,
8). Thomas Pogge also speaks to the question of poverty more generally, yet rhetori-
cally singles out children’s suffering: “50,000 people each day, including 29,000
children under the age of five” die from poverty-related causes (2008, p. 2). What
remain unstated in both cases, and in many other invocations of poor children’s suf-
fering both popular and academic, are the differences between children in poverty
and adults in poverty that would lead to authors’ singling the former out. That is:
Why would these authors invoke child poverty specifically if their arguments do not
depend upon it? What is it about child poverty, instead of poverty more generally,
that causes it to be invoked so frequently—and often persuasively? Why children?

nicolas.brando@kuleuven.be



22 D. W. Hanes

The remainder of this introductory chapter will present the conceptual frame-
work needed to answer these questions. The structure of the rest of this chapter is as
follows: The following two sects. (2 and 3) will address solutions to child poverty;
these include actually practiced and proposed solutions. In both cases, I will address
the normative justifications of them found in the philosophical literature. Schweiger
and Graf (2015) identify four possible responses to child poverty:

If the parents of poor children are responsible for their children’s poverty and/or for severe
but preventable deprivations to to their to support the parents and help them become better
parents and escape poverty; to take the children away and put them in state care; to take the
children away and give them to other parents; and, as a preventive option, to to make it less
likely that poor parents have children in the first place. (p. 148)

I will use a modified grouping of their possible responses to structure my examples
in the first sections of this chapter. First, in sect. 2, we are going to consider exam-
ples and justifications of the second and third options, child removal; the following
sect. 3, will examine the first, support for parents (as well as their communities and
nations). (The last option, reproductive control, will receive brief attention in sect.
4.) While Schweiger and Graf posit these four options as state responses to child
poverty, we shall see that other organizations have also pursed them.

After these case studies, next two sections will critically describe ongoing
attempts to address child poverty, and are primarily empirical. Drawing upon criti-
cism of these solutions, sects. 4 and 5 will look more deeply at how child poverty
raises questions about the nature of poverty itself and the responsibility for address-
ing that poverty. The final sect. 6, will contain proposals for new approaches to child
poverty and its solutions.

1.1 Why Children?

Many of the answers to the above questions center on those aforementioned assump-
tions about the nature of childhood: contemporary Western ideals of children as
special and sacred, or as anthropologist David F. Lancy describes them, “precious,
innocent, and preternaturally cute cherubs”. This image of children is the hallmark
of what he terms “neontocracy” in the modern West (2015, pp. 2-3).2 He contrasts
this treatment of children with that of the “gerontocracy” that characterizes pre-
modern and non-Western societies: “the norm for most of human history has been a
society dominated by attention to the oldest members” in which adults “adopt a
laissez faire attitude toward the young”, who are “devalued, seen largely as a liabil-
ity until they reach an age when they become useful” (2015, 12, 22).

2] am using “Western societies” and “Global North countries” as shorthand for elites within those
societies. There are, of course, diverse conceptions of childhood and childrearing practices within
these societies that often fall along class and race lines (see, for example, Lareau 2011). And, as we
shall see, those who differ from neontocratic norms and standards within these societies, or who
are unable to meet the demands of neontocratic childrearing, are subject to negative
consequences.
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Similar to Lancy, Malkki (2015) finds that, in the context of humanitarian aid,
children consistently appear not only as “as embodiments of a basic human good-
ness and innocence,” but as sufferers and as “embodiments of the future.” (p. 80)
Viviana Zelizer (1985) highlights another feature of the neontocratic framework,
what she calls the “sacralization of child”, in which instead of their economic value,
“children, regardless of their social class, were defined as emotionally priceless
assets, [and] their death became not only a painful domestic misfortune but a sign
of collective failure.” (p. 32) This constellation of children’s innocence, goodness,
and their emotional pricelessness means that children’s suffering is “particularly
serious and worse than” adults’ (Meyer 2007, p. 96).

Alan Prout’s (2005) characterization of children draws out traits related to this
description of neontocracy, but emphasizing the ways in which modernity positions
children as subaltern to adults: “By the end of the nineteenth century, conceptions of
children as innocent, ignorant, dependent, vulnerable, generally incompetent and in
need of protection and discipline were widespread.” (pp. 35-6) Children’s assumed
incompetence, in combination with their vulnerability and innocence, licenses adults’
paternalism over them, especially on the part of parents or other familial caregivers.
While Gheaus (2015b) places these two characterizations of children, innocent and
incompetent, in opposition to one another, Prout encourages us to see them as com-
plementary reasons to disenfranchise children to both protect them from themselves
and from the corrupted world of adults. This also creates the possibility for crisis:
What happens if those adults—or, indeed, whole cultures or nations—are unable or
unwilling to successfully discharge these responsibilities? What happens to adults
who have failed to have “good childhoods”—and what happens to their children?

In the context of child poverty, innocence and incompetence result in the impos-
sibility of children’s being autonomous, and so responsible, agents. That is, unlike
adults, children cannot be blamed for their own poverty. Because childhood is future-
oriented and preparatory, producing good adults requires that children have good
childhoods, which are the responsibility of adults and their institutions to secure.
Living in poverty precludes this, an attitude evident in empirical studies of child
poverty’s effects on children’s educational and cognitive development and in politi-
cal and educational philosophy’s debates over the place of children within a polity
and the requirements of their education in preparation for full citizenship (Callan
1997; Arneil 2002; Hirschmann 2003, ch. 2). Embedded within this understanding of
“children as the future” are assumptions about the nature of human and societal
development, as well as a sense of lost opportunity. As each child matures into adult-
hood, they move from the future into the present, making children potent and urgent
sites for change, including solutions to seemingly intractable problems like poverty.

This neontocratic approach to childhood is a problem in part because it is
abstracted from real children’s lives, and in part because it is treated as a universal
ideal, instead of historically and culturally specific. Rather than seeing it as one
among diverse forms of raising children, it becomes a standard by which to assess
childrearing imposed on impoverished people: Dominant imaginaries—the sets of
cultural associations and affective relations mobilised around ‘the oppressively
occlude the real conditions of children’s lives, with the complexity and diversity of

nicolas.brando@kuleuven.be



24 D. W. Hanes

children’s lives typically reduced and abstracted (especially from class and national
identifiers) int some notional, highly symbolized and usually singular (and often
young and/or female) ‘child’. This means that children whose life circumstances
and practices of daily living fail to confirm to those idealized norms suffer further
marginalisation, or even pathologisation. (Burman 2008, p. 11).

What we will see in the remainder of this chapter is how neontocratic attitudes
have shaped practical approaches to child poverty, including licensing violence
against impoverished children, their families, and their communities. But, as we
shall also see, neontocratic attitudes toward children are likewise evident in philo-
sophical arguments: in the rhetorical invocation of children to define poverty and to
attempt to set it outside politics; in the presentation of poverty as an urgent problem
in need of solutions; and in the advocation for certain solutions, such as greater state
oversight of parenting, transitional adoption, charitable giving to poverty-alleviation
efforts, and the development of greater educational opportunities and protection
from child labor. This chapter is going to criticize this broad range of proposed solu-
tions to child poverty, and the justifications for them; it is not going to offer concrete
solutions. The purpose in demonstrating the role neontocratic assumptions play in
each of these, and the dangers those assumptions create, is not mere naysaying.
Rather, it is to demonstrate that child-poverty alleviation is always advancing a
substantive vision of good lives for children and adults, visions that are historically
and culturally specific to those who proffer them; and these visions have often been
realized violently, forced upon unwilling children, families, and cultures. It is only
by remaining aware of these risks, by being attentive and cautious in how we under-
stand and react to the problem of child poverty that we can end the ongoing violence
enacted in the name of children’s well-being and avoid it going forward.

1.2 Against Neontocracy

The neontocratic understanding of childhood is not, however, the only one with cur-
rency in contemporary scholarship on child poverty. In 1962, Philippe Aries’s
Centuries of Childhood (1962) claimed that “in medieval society the idea of child-
hood did not exist” (p. 128). This claim about the existence of childhood in premo-
dernity has since faced scholarly challenge, but it nevertheless reinvigorated interest
in children among historians and other scholars, including among those studying
poor children (Archard 1993; Heywood 2001; Prout 2005). In contrast to scholar-
ship that relies on modern, Western neontocracy, this social constructivist literature
makes a broader empirical observations about childhood as a diverse phenomenon,
both historically and across cultures in the contemporary world. This pluralism
includes variation in how children are raised, their perceived role in the family and
in society more generally, in the boundaries between childhood and adulthood, and
in visions of what constitute “a good childhood” and “good parenting”—or indeed,
if these are issues of widespread concern at all. For most of human history, it appears
that they were not (Heywood 2001; Weisner 2014; Lancy 2015).
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These observations about the diversity of childhoods historically and globally
will enable us to address the shortcomings in how contemporary approaches to child
poverty imagine good childhoods and good parenting. In so doing, they enable us to
think differently about the problem of child poverty, as well as the assumed norma-
tivity of contemporary childhood in the West and North. We can posit a greater
normative diversity in how children live their lives and how parents raise them, even
under conditions of material want. This in turn will allow us to better understand the
nature of poverty and to avoid condoning violent solutions to it.

Such a culturally pluralist approach rests on two related challenges to neonto-
cratic conceptions of childhood, especially in relation to children’s futurity and their
incompetence. First, “since the 1980s, there has been a paradigm shift in childhood
research,” as, “what was previously often a predominantly adults perspective
directed toward developmental goals projected into the future is now being coun-
tered increasingly by a perspective focusing more strongly on the ‘here and now.”
(Fegter et al. 2010, p. 8) This focus on the “here-and-now” is also taking place in
philosophy, as some scholars like Anca Gheaus (2015a, b) have argued against
childhood as merely a preparatory stage, and instead “defend the view that child-
hood is intrinsically valuable instead of having value only to the extent to which it
leads to a good adulthood”—although she still maintains that as it is only as adults
that “we become capable of full moral agency.” (2015b, pp. 1-2; cf. Weinstock
2018). The second challenge to neontocracy takes up Gheaus’s qualifier about moral
agency, and instead understands children to be agents, capable of making morally
and politically meaningful decisions about their own lives:

One of the strongly underlined assumptions in childhood studies is that children are ‘social
actors’ and active participants that contribute to the everyday life of the societies in which
they live. Children’s long-lived invisibility in most social science research is seen to be
linked to various forms of developmental and socialization thinking which have placed
children within the processes of first becoming (and not being) full social actors, adulthood
being the assumed end point of childhood development. (Alanen 2014, p. 134)

The results of these two challenges has been to rethink how we study children, their
poverty, and the well-being by challenging the assumed moral and mental hierarchy
between adults and children that has largely disenfranchised the latter in knowledge-
production and decision-making, even as it holds them up as objects of our care and
moral urgency. It is not enough to simply study objective material conditions;
instead, it is necessary to take into account their own subjective assessments of their
lives. “Children should be thought of as the ‘experts on themselves,” and... research
on their well-being should (also) be based on their self-reports.” (Fegter and Richter
2014, p. 740) Similarly, it is not enough to simply resolve the problems of material
want and subjection to violence and exploitation. Resolving child poverty must also
take into account children’s self-stated desires and life projects, a project that is also
political insofar as it asks “how a democratic society can bring about the participa-
tion of all its members (and thereby of children as well)” (Fegter and Richter 2014,
p. 742; see also Deveaux 2016). This is not to claim that material deprivation, such
as insufficient food, housing, and clothing are unimportant; children themselves
have highlighted their necessity (Singer 2009, pp. 5-6).
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Finally, recent scholarship has shown that the neontocratic view of childhood is
not only culturally and historically specific, it also constituted by race, gender, abil-
ity, and class hierarchies. Goff et al. (2014) show that, in the United States, “as the
perception of innocence is a central protection afforded to children, it follows that
this social consideration may not be given to the children of dehumanized groups,
such as Black Americans” (p. 527). This failure to see Black children as children is
evident in their treatment in the criminal justice system: “Black children... are 18
times for like than White children to be sentenced as adults” (p. 526). Similarly,
“Black girls constitute a disproportionate number of juvenile arrests for prostitu-
tion,” and “they are more likely than their white counterparts to be adjudicated
through the juvenile system, and... are more likely to be detained in a locked facil-
ity even if identified as a victim of sexual trafficking.” (Ocen 2015, p. 1588) Because
they are denied the neontocratic traits like innocence, vulnerability, and incompe-
tence, Black children are not seen deserving or needing protection. As we shall see,
this exclusion of children from neontocracy justifies greater state intervention in
their lives, and sets Black parents up for failure.

2 Responses to Child Poverty I: Child Removal

All four above-listed options can be used to globally and domestically, and there are
numerous examples of invoking impoverished children’s welfare as justification for
a variety of oppressive actions, from negative stereotyping to systematic violence,
dispossession, and cultural genocide. In this section, I am going to provide three such
examples of child removal: the removal of African American children, which often
occurs simultaneously with the criminalization of their parents; the forcible removal
of Aboriginal®*North American children from their families and communities; and
transnational adoption of children from the Global South by families in the Global
North. These three cases all arise from the neontocratic conception of good child-
hoods, and assume that such childhoods requires responsible adults who are able to
provide material goods and responsibly paternalistic supervision for their children.

2.1 Punishing Black Families

As shown above, Black children are perceived and treated as non-children, denied
the innocence, vulnerability, incompetence, and resultant protection, afforded white
children. Black parents are also perceived and treated as failures, assumed to be
irresponsible and otherwise incapable of good parenting, with Black children’s per-
ceived criminality often used as the justification for this view. Dorothy Roberts

3There is widespread disagreement about how to refer to the first peoples of the Americas; I have
opted for “Aboriginal” here, following the use of the TRCC (2015). When referring specifically to
Aboriginal Canadians, I will use “First Nations.”
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(2002) observes that, in the US, “Black children make up nearly half of the foster
care population, although they constitute less than one-fifth of the nation’s chil-
dren.” (p. 5) This is part of what she describes as “the fundamental conflict between
the child welfare system and the integrity of the Black family and community,” the
outcome of which is that “Black families are being systematically demolished.”
(p- 7) This is evident in numerous racial disparities in the treatment of Black chil-
dren versus those of other races by child-protection authorities: “Child welfare
authorities consider foster care a last resort when it comes to white families”, while
“Black children, on the other hand, are separated from their parents with relative
ease.” (p. 17) Moreover, Black children tend to spend longer amounts of time in
foster care, and are less likely to be either reunited with their parents or adopted,
even as Black parents are more likely to have their parental rights terminated, a
precondition for adoption (p. 22).

There are several dynamics that explain these statistics: first, in the US, concep-
tions of child welfare became conflated with concerns about child abuse; the former,
a social problem, was displaced onto the latter, a problem of individual pathology or
depravity. This then led to a shift in resource allocation; as funding for welfare was
cut, more children came under state supervision and out-of-home care, like foster
care and other institutions, including juvenile and adult incarceration facilities. In
short, instead of providing material resources to help families care for their children
in their own homes, governments have removed poor children from their homes,
often using stories of abuse and neglect as justification. But this does not entirely
explain the overrepresentation of Black children in out-of-home care, even given dis-
proportionate rates of poverty among Black families (Roberts 2002; Hancock 2004).

Black families did not acquire the access to state-welfare provision that whites
had until the 1960s, as a result of the Civil Rights and feminist movements. At the
same time, Black families came under particular scrutiny from the US government;
in its efforts to explain their high rates of poverty, the government singled out Black
families as uniquely pathological, for example, in having more female-headed
households with absent fathers than white families. This stereotype of the too-
fecund, sexually and reproductively reckless—yet also too strong and controlling—
Black woman would persist into the 1970s and ‘80s in the form of the “welfare
queen”, and provided justification for huge cuts to welfare funding, along with strin-
gent and degrading requirements that proved recipients’ worthiness (Cohen 1997,
pp. 453-7; Roberts 2002; Hancock 2004, pp. 40-64; Briggs 2012). The need to
receive state assistance, and thus poverty, became signs of Black parents’ deficiency
of character or pathology, and so demonstrates their unsuitability to raise their chil-
dren themselves; this in turn justifies the removal of their children into state protec-
tion. “Single, poor, Black mothers... are cast at best as incompetent mothers
struggling to survive in a bewildering world. At worst, they are presumed to be lazy,
baby-making system abusers in violation of the country’s most cherished political
values.” (Hancock 2004, p. 60) Ostensibly to redress the problem of Black children
being raised in poverty, and thus by unfit poor parents, governments have under-
taken a program that simultaneously reproduces the worst stereotypes about Black
parents and systematically destroys Black families and communities.
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2.2 First Nations Child Removal and Ongoing Cultural
Genocide

These efforts at destroying a specific group’s culture by removing their children is a
historical commonplace, as is the use of poverty to justify these efforts at cultural
destruction. We witness it in the history of settler colonies such as Canada, the
United States, and Australia, all of which engaged in child removal from their
aboriginal populations as part of their larger projects of “cultural genocide... the
destruction of those structures and practices that allow the group to continue as a
group. States that engage in cultural genocide set out to destroy the political and
social institutions of the targeted group.” As part of this practice, “families are dis-
rupted to prevent the transmission of cultural values and identity from one genera-
tion to the next.” (TRCC, p. 1).

In Canada, the residential schooling system was the largest and longest-lasting
program of child-removal,* but there have been other programs, such as the Sixties
Scoop’; and, as with Black Americans and Black Canadians (Ontario Human Rights
Commission 2018), there are ongoing practices of removing First Nations children
from their families and communities by child-welfare authorities. Residential
schools had the explicit goal of terminating First Nations cultures, including the
abolition of spiritual and religious practices, as well as extinction of Aboriginal
languages, with the goal of the cultural assimilation of Aboriginal people into the
Euro-Canadian polity. This would then enable the Canadian government “to divest
itself of its legal and financial obligations to Aboriginal people and gain control over
their land and resources.” (TRCC, p. 3).

In contrast, contemporary practices of removing First Nations children from
their families and placing them in foster or state care lack this explicit end, even as
the government of Canada continues to limit both its financial obligations to First
Nations peoples—including child-welfare expenditures—and First Nations’ rights
to land and resources. The statistics remain alarming: “Although Aboriginal chil-
dren make up just 7% of the child population in Canada, they account for 48% of all
foster children.” (Sinclair 2016, p. 9).

First Nations children are often removed from family homes because those fami-
lies lack the resources to meet the standards demanded by child-welfare authorities,
but this has become a problem primarily because federal and provincial governments

*The residential school system existed prior to Canadian federation in 1867, and lasted throughout
most of the country’s history; “the government’s partnership with the churches remained in place
until 1969, and, although most of the schools had closed by the 1980s, the last federally supported
residential schools remained in operation until the late 1990s.” In terms of size, “the [Canadian]
federal government has estimated that at least 150,000 First Nation, Métis, and Inuit students
passed through the system.” (TRCC, p. 3).

SThe Sixties Scoop was the seizure by the Canadian governments of approximately 20,000 First
Nations children for fostering or adoption by white families, (despite the name) lasting from the

1950s to the 1980s. Most children taken never returned to their communities. (Manitoba 1985;
Sinclair 2007; TRCC 2015).
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have shifted funding from providing support to those families to foster and other
out-of-home care programs. Alongside these material and institutional changes,
Canadian jurisprudence has diminished the significance of cultural heritage to its
definition of Aboriginal children’s “best interests” (Sinclair 2016), making it easier
to place them with non-Aboriginal foster families and more difficult to reverse place-
ment, even after families have remedied the problems that led to the initial removal
(Sinclair 2016). The result is that more First Nations children are in government and
foster care in Canada today than at the height of the residential school system in
what is now being called the “Millennium Scoop” (Canadian Press 2011).

In both these examples, we see institutions and individuals acting in ways they
believe are in the best interests of impoverished children; but often these beliefs are
grounded in neontocratic assumptions about what constitutes a good childhood,
including the material resources it requires. For example, both African American
and Canadian First Nations families have been refused the return of their children
because child-welfare authorities held that there was insufficient room per child in
the home, even if that home was otherwise safe and clean (Roberts 2002; Canadian
Press 2011).° Similarly, child-removal is often justified on the grounds that the fami-
lies have have the wrong kinds of food at home, usually (more subsidized and thus
cheaper) processed and quick-serve foods instead of fresh fruits and vegetables,
even if there is enough food and the children are not hungry or malnourished
(Canadian Press 2011). The privileging of fresh over prepared foods is especially
troublesome, given their differential roles in North American cultures; they also
demonstrate the way that historical standards of childcare have changed historically.
Prepared foods were until recently signs of modern technology and middle-class
tastes; nowadays, government subsidies keep them cheaper than fresh produce,
which in many poorer neighbourhoods are difficult to access (Levinovitz 2015).

2.3 Transnational Adoption and the Location of Neontocracy

Laura Briggs (2012) links the removal of Black and Aboriginal children from their
families and communities to the phenomenon of transnational stranger adoption.
Alongside the growing acceptability of white women’s unwed motherhood, “more
and more women with access to education and careers (or female lovers and part-
ners) were finding themselves involuntarily childless” because of “a structural
increase in impaired fertility” (p. 6; see also Yngvesson 2010). The result was a
decrease in supply, or a “white baby famine” simultaneous with an increase in
demand, so that “adoptable babies and children became disproportionately black,

°As Weisner (2014) notes: “Co-sleeping or growing up in ‘crowded’ spaces by some Western
standards may not lead to dependency or stress and can be associated with interdependence, and
symbiotic relationships as a goal for well-being.” (p. 99).
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Latino, and Native, or came from overseas.” (p. 6)’ Just as removing children from
Black and Aboriginal families were part of larger political projects, so too is transna-
tional adoption: “the interventionist history of overseas adoption to the United States
was born during the Cold War”, with “roots in evangelical Christian anti-Communism”
that replaced “the defeated model on the left that preceded it, largely involving sup-
porting refugee children until parents or other relatives could reclaim them.” (p. 130)
This history “is the sedimented effect of nearly a century of stories of children who
will die without ‘us’—middle-class folk in the United States —who need the home
and emotional investment that only ‘we’ can provide.” (pp. 129-30) For Briggs, this
history also includes the fact that many of the primary countries of origin for trans-
national adoptees “was run by a right-wing government with close ties to the United
States; each was engaged in a civil war against leftist insurgents that included mas-
sive human rights violations against civilian populations and used ‘disappear-
ances’—clandestine arrests, kidnapping, and murder—as a tactic of terror.” (p. 161)
“Many of the children of those identified as ‘subversives’ and ‘terrorists’” ended up
“adoptees who were sometimes kidnapped from their (at least supposedly) leftist
parents to prevent the rearing of another generation of ‘reds.”” (p. 162).

As part of this geopolitical project, the US (as the largest receiving nation for
transnational adoptees) codified into the Hague Convention on Intercountry
Adoption permission for private adoptions, despite the corruption, profiteering, and
coercion they allow. Intercountry adoption, even now in the post-Cold War era,
bears the traces of this project, and abuses of the system continue. In many coun-
tries, parents are duped into giving up their children to boarding schools, which are
then presented as orphanages to prospective adopters from the Global North, with
the children either lacking living family, or having been given up by them. In some
cases, children are kidnapped, trafficked, and sold to orphanages for adoption out-
of-country (Briggs 2012, p. 197; African Child Policy Forum [ACPF] 2012). Other
children have living parents who lost their parental rights forcibly, despite “numer-
ous international declarations on the rights of children [that] demand that poverty
alone should not justify the loss of parental authority.” (Eng 2010, p. 105). This is
permitted because of lax regulation internationally and within both sending and
receiving countries, and it is driven by the profitability of private adoptions, not just
to adoption agencies, but to many sending countries (Briggs 2012).

We can see in contemporary transnational adoption stereotypes of child poverty
and the desire to bring Western childhoods to Southern children. Daniel Eng (2010)
describes it as “a popular and viable option not only for heterosexual but also, and
increasingly, for homosexual couples and singles seeking to (re)consolidate conven-
tional structures of family and kinship in the face of declining birth rates in the
West.” (p. 94) This not only reproduces “traditional ideals of the nuclear family as
the primary contemporary measure of social respectability and value” for adoptive
parents, especially queer and single ones; there are also “generalized narratives of
salvation—from poverty, diseases, and the barbarism of the third world—often

"Briggs (2012) points out that there was no change in the availability of babies and children for
adoption, as “every generation in the twentieth century faced a ‘baby famine’” (p. 6); instead, the
racial and national composition of adoptees changed.
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attached to narratives of transnational adoption” that ignore the history Briggs
describes (Eng 2010, pp. 101, 102) In many cases, the adopted children have birth
parents whose parents were duped into giving up their children (Briggs 2012),
Insofar as many of these children are girls, we must also understand transnational
adoption as part of the larger “historical and economic legacy of war brides, mail-
order brides, comfort women, and sex workers... emerging under the shadows of
colonialism and now sustained through the practices of global capitalism.” (p. 105)
Finally, transnational adoption presents the solution to child poverty as the transfer
of children from the South to North, instead of “a transfer of wealth from rich coun-
tries to poor ones to enable the mothers of poor children to continue to take care of
their children themselves.” (Perry 1998, p. 155).

For Briggs, this offers “a powerful counter narrative to those who would start
with the assumption that adoptable children are orphans, unwanted, or being sepa-
rated from abusive or neglectful parents (2012, p. 11). This rescue narrative exists
popularly, but we see it in philosophy, too. For example, Daniel Friedrich (2013)
begins his argument in favor of transnational adoption thusly:

All over the world millions of children are without parental care. These children often have
insufficient food, clothing and shelter. They struggle in cold, uncaring and commonly abusive
environments.... These children are in desperate need of loving families that could protect
them, satisfy their basic needs, and help them overcome the adversity of early years. (p. 1)

Friedrich builds his argument for a moral duty to adopt instead of have children on
the assumption that the former is rescuing children and providing them with goods
their own families and societies cannot. Similarly, while she recognizes that “the
need exact number of children in need of adoption is a matter of deep controversy”,
Tina Rulli (2016) nevertheless makes explicit an understanding of adoption as res-
cue: “This situation is structurally similar to familiar duty to rescue cases.” (p. 311)
This framing ignores both the troubling history and consequences of transnational
adoption, as well as extant cultural practices to care for orphaned children or chil-
dren whose parents currently lack the material resources to care for them, such as
reliance on extended family to serve as temporary caretakers. It also precludes other
possible responses to the problems of poverty, such as increased aid to sending
countries, which many women in sending countries have advocated for instead of
adoption (Yngvesson 2010).

Finally, intercountry adoption rescue narratives also ignore the consequences for
adoptees, many of whom report experiences of racism, ableism, and sexism with
their adoptive families (Kim 2010; Yngvesson 2010). Adoptive parents bring chil-

$Near the end of his essay, Friedrich addresses the counter-claim that there are few adoptable chil-
dren by claiming that “it is easy to see there must be a huge gap between adoptable children and
children in need of adoption” (p. 11), and that this gap is accounted for by a failure of cultures and
institutions. Many countries that he claims have children in need of adoption lack “a cultural envi-
ronment in which adoption is seen as an option, and sufficiently resourced institutions that identify
and look after children in need of adoption” (p. 10), which it is the Global North’s job to remedy
“whether we should relax the consent conditions in the Hague Convention, whether we should
invest more resources into the bureaucracies tasked to handle adoption cases, whether we should
promote the possibility of adoption in communities that do not usually consider it an option.”
(p. 15).
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dren of color from the Global South to the Global North, often to live with white
families ignorant of the lives of people of color in Euro-North American society. As
part of the project of rescue and salvation, transnational adoption is premised on
incorporating adopted children into their receiving families and nations, a kind of
wish for colorblindness that is belied by white adoptive parents’ and societies’ own
treatment of adopted children of color. Yet, “difference” in the adoptee is an effect
of “early disturbances” that occurred before the child’s arrival in the adopting
nation, rather than an effect of postadoptive relations of an adoptee to his or her
social surround, such as parents, school teachers, friends, and strangers.” (Yngvesson
2010, p. 9) The assumptions about the superiority of adoptive families and countries
over those sending children occludes the possibility of self-examination for these
shortcomings, and the harms they inflict on adoptive children.

3 Responses to Child Poverty II: Aid to Impoverished
Parents, Communities, and Nations

In 1984, Band Aid, a “supergroup” of recording artists, released “Do They Know
It’s Christmas?”” with the goal of raising awareness and funds for famine victims in
Ethiopia. The lyrics portray the continent of Africa as devoid of all the hallmarks of
Western Christmas celebrations, from snow to toys and happiness. These lyrics,
indeed the very title of the song, betray an ignorance of Africa’s large Christian
population and the varied physical terrain, including snow-topped mountains.
Beyond this ignorance, “the song is patronizing in its large-scale assumptions about
African deficiency*, by “celebrating the goodness of European music fans while
romantically depicting the whole continent of Africa in the song as dark, back-
wards, fearsome, and deadly. The song acknowledges the good work of those who
donate while describing pathetic African victims as helpless and deprived.” (Jackson
2014, p. 1072) Given the ubiquity of these stereotypes across charitable-giving
campaigns like Band Aid, and elsewhere in popular media, we might wonder
what—and whose—ends these portrayals serve. While the stated intention of this
portrayal is to encourage donations, it also serves to uphold the Global North’s
sense of superiority over the backward, child-like Global South.

There are numerous material consequences of these portrayals of poverty, espe-
cially child poverty and their suffering, throughout the Global North. I want to focus
here on the effect of charitable giving for aid purposes, especially in light of philo-
sophical debates about Singer’s (2009, 2015) proposal that wealthy persons should
increase their charitable giving to aid organizations like Oxfam. Singer indulges in
the same kind of stereotyping as the authors of “Do They Know It’s Christmas?”,
portraying the Global South as helpless and deprived, and in need of aid to help
bring them up to the standards of the Global North (2009; pp. 5-9). This benighted-
ness understands the Global South as not having yet developed, and so their poverty
is the result of their failure to achieve full modernness. As we shall see, this has
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echoes in the way that Western culture conceives of children as “becomings” instead
of “beings”, but for now I want to highlight how this story about the need for aid and
development ignores the sources of poverty in development and global capitalism.
“Singer’s charitable giving based approach to extreme poverty has been criticized
for failing to understand poverty as a form of injustice and for not acknowledging
that it requires institutional change.” (Kahn 2016, p. 210) Specifically, he ignores
the ways that poor countries are “locked into a complex global economic and politi-
cal order dominated by strongly neoliberal presumptions.” (Kuper 2002, p. 111)
The demands of development for participation in global capitalism have led to the
impoverishment of entire societies, through the disruption of traditional means of
production and property regimes, as well as through the enforcement of fiscal aus-
terity programs that have, in many countries, greatly reduced state-provided aid
programs and social services, including healthcare and education (Escobar 2012).
Singer’s focus on charitable giving, instead of challenging imposed austerity pro-
grams or seeking to preserve non-capitalist political-economic arrangements, risks
not just ignoring these problems but more deeply entrenching them.

This entrenchment occurs in part because of the requirements for charitable aid
programs to succeed, in two ways. First, charitable programs that rely on advertising
to acquire donations must create narratives that are recognizable to would-be donors
and that are able to best motivate them to give. Because emotional appeals are effec-
tive means of motivating donations, such charitable appeals are likely to rely on
stereotypical portrayals of poverty, especially those that focus on children: “Poor
innocents with frail limbs and big, brown eyes and flies crawling up their nostrils.
They stared at us out of smudgy newsprint or pixelated images from satellite news
feeds, but always with a resolution hard enough to make my heart leap into my
mouth. Who wouldn’t want to help them, these blameless victims—as soon as pos-
sible, no questions asked?” (Wark 1995, p. 36) Indeed, while Singer characterizes
his system of “effective altruism” as rational instead of emotional (2009, pp. 15-16;
2015, p. 5-7), the feelings, such as a “sense of fairness” and the satisfaction of giv-
ing are some of the major reasons he provides to justify charitable giving. Indeed,
we can see in his repeated invocations of children, including repeated comparisons
between poor children and his readers’ own children (see, 2009, p. 16 and ch. 8),
that the argument rests on neontocratic sentimentality as much as on logic.

But we need to be wary of relying on the work of such sentimentality: “emo-
tional appeals increasing a sense of urgency regarding dire issues like child poverty
should not necessarily be prioritized... in the face of competing possibilities....
Emotions can be difficult to directly develop, regulate, and sustain.” (Jackson 2014,
p. 1070) In the context of child poverty, for example, the urgency of emotional
appeals can lead oversimplified solutions (like Singer’s) to complex situations
(Wark 1995). The assumed innocence of poor children on which these appeals lean
easily turns into suspicion, even resentment, of adults who make claims for aid and
a search for “good” and “bad” poor people who are more or less deserving of our
compassion and assistance (Hancock 2004; Harkins and Lugo-Ocando 2018).
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Second, charitable giving programs also often rely on donations or grants from
wealthy donors and the foundations they create to organize that giving. Indeed,
Singer’s system demands that people become as wealthy as possible in order to be
able to give more (2015, ch. 4). Given the resources these donors and the organiza-
tions they founded command, this places a large amount of power to dictate certain
development goals over others. As with charitable giving, this is going to favor
certain development goals that may or may not lead to poverty alleviation. For
example, the efforts to bring down child mortality rates, which are the focus of
Singer’s argument and a seemingly incontrovertible good of poverty alleviation, are
more popular than reproductive rights and access to birth control and safe abortion.
And yet, these need to come together: “The agencies that intervened to reduce infant
mortality were not as ready with contraception and family-planning interventions,
and the rest has been masses of humanity living on the ragged edge of poverty.”
(Lancy 2015, p. 15) This absence of family-planning resources has not been solely
due to short-sightedness, however. It was not until 1994 that reproductive rights
supplanted “population control” as United Nations goal, when it was “declared that
were no longer to be treated as a convenient means toward the ‘end’ of population
control.” (Eager 2004, p. 1) At the same time as the UN’s codification of reproduc-
tive rights as a goal, both the Catholic Church and the US government had become
more forcefully opposed to birth control and abortion, instead focusing on maternal
health and child poverty (Eager 2004, pp. 88-91).

This donor-led development is premised on the exclusion of the voices and
knowledge of the poor recipients of aid: “development aid often fails in treating its
target population as equivalent partners and valid agents of knowledge production”
(Diibgen 2012, p. 74) This exclusion of poor voices extends beyond the problems
that will aid will address, and includes how those problems are defined, measured,
and attempted solutions assessed. For example, as part of his charity-based approach,
Singer (2009, 2015) advocates for “effective altruism”, “a philosophy and social
movement which applies evidence and reason to working out the most effective
ways to improve the world.” (2015, p. 4) The evidence he applies to define
effectiveness of charitable giving provides a cost-benefit analysis—which lives are
saved for the least amount of money—using metrics developed by former finance
executives and North American academics (2009, ch. 6; 2015, ch. 2). This process
of measurement once again reproduces extant hierarchies between North and South:
“Since those who choose the template and the modes of data collection are typically
powerful individuals with experience and connections to statistically advanced
countries, this means that powerful and wealthy countries are likely to set the mod-
els for less powerful ones and that weaker states and nonstate actors will have dif-
ficulty influencing the shape of the indicators.” (Merry 2016, p. 7) The result is that,
while this “information appears to be objective, scientific, and transparent”, it is
actually “decontextualized, homogenized, and remote from local systems of mean-
ing.” (Merry 2016, p. 3) This hierarchy of knowledge will be exacerbated when it
intersects with the neontocratic hierarchy between children and adults that assume
the former to be innocent and incompetent to understand their own needs, desires,
and to evaluate programs directed toward their benefit.
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4 What Is the Harm of Child Poverty? Visions of Good
Childhood Under Global Capitalism

In the previous two sections, we saw how efforts to address child poverty can license
harmful and even cultural-genocidal practices, especially in combination with
structural inequalities like race, colonization, and class. These inequalities and con-
ceptions co-constitute neontocratic conceptions and standards of “good child-
hoods”. As we shall see in this section, this problem of cultural and historical
specificity of the prevailing understandings of good childhoods are also evident in
less controversial topics on which there is seeming consensus both philosophically
and politically, such as child labor and education. The belief in the wrongness of
child labor and the universal good of education, both for children and as solutions
to child poverty, are themselves premised on certain understandings of how child-
hood should look normatively and the functions that children should have within
their families and societies. Children’s labor and education rates are common as
signs of poverty as well as measures of societal or national levels of development,
especially when there is a large gender gap in education levels. For example, in
Pogge’s listing of statistics on global poverty, in addition to such figures as the 8§30
million people who are chronically undernourished, he includes “218 million child
laborers” (2008, p. 2). Within poverty literatures, children’s work is seen as harmful
when it deprives children of access to Western, Global North-style education, which
is both an intrinsic good and an instrument to opening up better opportunities later
in the child’s life.

Philosophers, too, tend to treat child labor as a harmful evil in need of eradica-
tion: “The widespread existence of child labor has provoked both popular outrage
and legislative initiatives aimed at banning the sale of all products made by children”
(Satz 2010, p. 155). What debate remains, and that which Satz focuses on, is pri-
marily directed at whether banning all children’s labor, rather than just the most
egregious kinds, is likely to be effective, rather than interrogating more seriously the
assumed harms of children’s labor. Debra Satz, for example, finds child labor “mor-
ally problematic”, but argues “the worst forms of child labor, including child pros-
titution and the use of children as bonded labourers, should be unconditionally
prohibited”; we can mitigate the harms of other forms of child labor by “ensuring
that all working children are educated.” Her ultimate goal, however, remains aboli-
tion: “Other types of child labor may need to be tolerated under certain circum-
stance, at least in the near future, even as efforts are made to eradicate them.” (156).

Satz (2010) articulates a neontacratic view of labor in her argument: “Child labor
rates moral concerns because of the weak agency of children (and sometimes their
parents), its connections to underlying vulnerabilities, and especially its potential
for extremely harmful outcomes for children themselves, and for society.” (p. 157)

° Among the most notable and consistent dissenters from this consensus is Michael Bourdillon. See
Bourdillon et al. 2010; Bourdillon 2014. For a free-market defense of children’s labor, see Powell
2014, especially ch. 6.
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She recognizes that “child labor cannot be addressed without considering our moral
and political values” (p. 156), and that these values, as reflected in the very defini-
tion of who is a child and who is not, vary across cultures. But Satz nevertheless
universalizes the “modern society’s view of childhood”, in which “a child is a per-
son who is some fundamental way not developed, but rather developing” (pp. 156—
7). As anthropological research like Lancy’s (2015, 2018) has shown, all societies
we know of treat children, at least the very young, as in need of active care and
training from adults. Satz’s model, however, is premised on children becoming cer-
tain kinds of adults, who resemble Western ideals of liberal individuality: “children
have not yet developed the cognitive, moral, and affective capacities to deliberate
and act competently in their own interests.” (Satz 2010, p. 157) Childhood, in Satz’s
theory, is the process of acquiring these capacities, and working during that stage
threatens that outcome.

This approach to child labor and education in the context of child poverty, how-
ever, is the product of an understanding of good childhoods that are based on the
standard of living and lifecourse of middle-class children in the Global North.
Interrogating these bases will ultimately lead us to more seriously question in what
ways poverty is harmful, as well as the contexts in which some features of poverty
apply and in which contexts they do not. For example, child labor might be deleteri-
ous in Global North societies in which formal education is strongly correlated with
income, lifelong welfare, and other life chances. But in other contexts, children’s
performing paid work is both a necessary component of a child’s place in the family
and in society, as well as being good preparation for the child’s adult life (White
1999; Lancy 2015, 2018).

A neontocratic understanding of good childhood comes to define the very cate-
gory of “labor” itself. Paid and other forms of labor performed predominately by
poor children are non-normative and harmful. But because they are seen as
preparatory for adulthood, and so beneficial, the unpaid labor of wealthier children
in the forms of chores, formal education, and extracurricular activities are norma-
tive. Furthermore, the assumption that formal education is a universal and value-
neutral good ignores the many ways in which wealthy societies use this unpaid
labor to prepare Global North children to be certain kinds of adults: good and obedi-
ent citizens who respect authority and value productivity as workers (Foucault
1977; Qvortup 1994; Alderson 2008; Levey 2009). Children’s paid labor and their
unpaid schooling are both “activities that produce transferable use value and/or pro-
duce human capital” (Levey 2009, p. 197). In light of this, we can characterize the
Global North’s interest in limiting child labor and encouraging certain kinds of
formal, Western education differently: “There have been longstanding colonial
interests in the regulation of children and mothers for the production of new, able
labour forces and market outlets, and the current debates...to prohibit child labour
can be seen to reiterate familiar themes about monopoly capitalism and control of
markets in the not-so-New World Order. (Burman 1996, p. 47).

This becomes clearer when we consider the changing distribution of the costs of
childrearing: “the costs of schooling are not an investment primarily to the advan-
tage of children and their parents”, but instead “must be understood as a general

nicolas.brando@kuleuven.be



Child Poverty, Impoverished Parenting, and Normative Childhood: Some Words... 37

expense in line with traffic, research, defence, public administration and the like, to
be regarded as beneficial for the common good and therefore shared by all taxpay-
ers.” (Qvortrup 2001, p. 91) Instead of the neontocratic sacralization of children, in
which they are valued purely emotionally instead of economically, Qvortrup
reminds us that there remains “a positive net wealth flow of resources from children
to adults” (p. 92). In the Global North the state expropriates these resources through
compulsory, unpaid education that prevents children from working to produce
immediate value. The move toward free—but compulsory—state-provided educa-
tion in the Global South could, absent other changes, prove disastrous for families
and communities that depend more directly on children’s labor for survival.'

Absent this compulsion into schoolwork, “in the village, as soon as children can
‘help out’ and make a contribution, they will do so—eagerly, without coercion, and
with minimal guidance.” (Lancy 2015, p. 254) This is because “work is central both
to the nature of childhood... and to the child’s progress toward adult standing.”
(p- 20) Beginning as young as 4 years old,] researchers observe that “most children
are quite eager for these opportunities to assume more adult responsibilities” in
their working duties (Lancy 2015, pp. 20—1). While there is variety across cultures
in terms of the kinds of work and the degree of compulsiveness for children’s labor,
in many cultures there remains “respect for the individual and his right to make
work choices” (p. 271), even when that individual is a young child. In contrast, “in
societies where traditional subsistence practices are very labor-intensive, where
there are many mouths to feed, where taxes are levied, and where globalization
reduces the value of adult labor, children’s choices (and playtime) will be con-
strained.” (p. 271) We can highlight two conclusions from this research: the first is
that, rather than treating formal education and labor dichotomously, we can see
children’s labor itself as educational and preparatory for their future roles in their
societies. Second, when child labor has deleterious effects for children, it is impor-
tant to think as expansively as possible about the sources of those effects; child labor
that once was benign or even beneficial may become pernicious when exogenous
macroeconomic and social changes occur.

4.1 Child Poverty Between Social Construction and Social
Hierarchies

Much of the focus of this chapter has been on the problems of universalizing visions
of “good childhood” that undergird our treatment of child poverty. But the issues of
child labor and education bring into relief the tension that exists when we theorize

10Satz points out that removing children from the labor market could also drive up adults’ wages
by shrinking the labor pool overall. This, however, is primarily applicable to societies in which
wages, rather than say family farming, is the predominant source of income for families; moreover,
there is no guarantee that such an increase would be enough to offset either the lost unpaid labor
that children, often girls, provide through domestic work.
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and seek to address child poverty. Relying on Western neontocracy, “there is always
a risk of falsely claiming that circumstances in other communities that might seem
harmful to children and to well-being from the Euro-American cultural perspective
are in fact deleterious” (Weisner 2014, p. 98) But while this ethnocentrism is one
problem, social construction and the focus on children’s agency likewise have their
pitfalls, both analytical and normative. Analytically, there is the possibility of a
naive assumption of agency that “may lead to the risk of no longer seeing either the
social conditions underlying children’s actual abilities to act, decide, and shape their
lives or the specific bodily vulnerability of the child.” (Fegter and Richter 2014,
p. 741) If we assume that children are always already agents, or that all childhoods
are adaptations to their cultures, we will fail to understand how poverty constrains
that agency and may even be harmful. Secondly, a strong social construction risks
inadequate normative analysis by lapsing into a kind of cultural relativism, failing
to adequately address the problems of children’s oppression, marginalization, and
exploitation within cultures as well as globally.

These worries about social constructivism in addressing poverty are especially
acute in addressing child poverty, because childhood is an key stage of life at which
individuals’ understandings of themselves and their worlds form. Assessing the
conditions of childhood from within a social-constructivist framework must also
attend to oppression and marginalization because “the fundamental abilities of
human beings are not innate but first have to unfold through being reared and cared
for in a nurturing environment.” (p. 744) Childhood, perhaps more than other stages
of life, provides the groundwork for individuals to both formulate and address their
life projects, including challenging social hierarchies associated with poverty
(Weinstock 2018). There also remains the possibility that children in poverty will
accommodate themselves to their situations instead of endeavoring to change their
situations, whether through individual actions like education or collective actions
like political organization. We see this, for example in the phenomenon of adaptive
preferences, “the term used to describe how people adapt to situations and, to some
extent, can still be ‘happy’ despite exposure to ‘objective’ maltreatment (such as
slavery or violence and abuse.” (Fegter and Richter 2014, p. 745). As the literatures
on socialization and adaptive preferences show, people are adept at interpreting
their own oppression, exploitation, and marginalization as satisfying. Moreover, as
Satz (2010) argues, parents’ ignorance about the values of education and the harms
of work can exacerbate the intergenerational transmission of poverty.

More fully understanding the consequences of these problems requires attention
to the Western conception of adulthood, especially in the liberal tradition, because
it exists in a constitutive relationship with neontocratic childhood in its liberal form.
It is the liberal ideal of the adult, namely that of the rationally autonomous person,
that is presumed only potentially in children. Childhood has posed a problem for
liberal theories of citizenship and adulthood since their origins; as Locke realized,
children are not rational and thus cannot be autonomous, but unlike animals, the
mentally disabled, or (not just for Locke) women, non-rationality coexists with the
potential for the development of rationality. As Barbara Arneil notes: “If there is one
word that might summarize the role of children in early liberal theory, it is that of
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‘becomings’ rather than ‘beings’. Conceiving of children as ‘becomings’ with the
potential rights of citizenship has enormous implications for the ways in which
liberal theory has developed in relation to children, up to and including the introduc-
tion of children’s rights theories.” (2002 pp. 70-1).

That childhood is a necessary stage of life poses a problem for modern liberal-
ism’s aspiration toward universality; given the fact of diverse childhoods, which are
differentially conducive to the achievement of autonomy, how can such a claim for
universality of autonomous citizenship be justified? The answer, as many of liberal-
ism’s feminist, Marxist, and anti-racist critics have noted, is that such autonomy is
not accorded to all persons equally: women, the working class, and people of color
have historically been denied rationality and, consequently, full citizenship. Much
of this difference is essentialized to the natures of these groups; but it is also the case
that, as Hirschmann (2003) argues, liberal writers on rationality and citizenship,
including Locke, Rousseau, and Mill, present an account of the social construction
of individuals through education. The unequal educations of men and women, of the
wealthy and the working class, and of white and racialized people are at least par-
tially responsible for the differences those who are fit for citizenship and those who
are not. But, as many liberal philosophers of education (e.g. Callan 1997) argue, if
the unequal distribution of such an upbringing is a problem for producing adults that
possess these traits, then the solution would seem to be to change how children are
raised to guarantee that they all develop the necessary rationality. The solution to the
problem of non-autonomous adults is the creation of an ideal childhood that will
produce such adults. This is exactly the goal of global liberal regimes like the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child, which seek to universalize neontocracy, such
as education in children’s development: children must be “fully prepared to live an
individual life in society”, and their education oriented toward “preparation of the
child for responsible life in a free society” (UNOHCHR 2018, Art. 28) It remains
unclear, however, that such aspirations to universality are even practicable. While
“claims ‘on behalf of” or ‘in the name of” children tend to be formulated in global
terms, that is, as universally applicable,” it is also the case that because of the nature
of such treaties, which seek to address individual children and adults in particular
situations, we should “see the concept of rights and childhood as necessarily local.”
(Burman 1996, p. 47).

Even recognizing these issue with social construction, however, does not under-
mine the lager problems with neontocratic responses to child poverty, including a
focus on education. One problem with neontocracy is its universality, including its
failure to interrogate its shortcomings even for the children within its own societies.
We need instead to question both the “badness” of features of childhood that we
think of as impoverished, such as work, and we need to question those features of
childhood in our own cultures that we would replace them with. These good fea-
tures include not just schooling, but many of the perceived luxuries of modern neon-
tocratic childhood. The idea that adults in the North are providing children with
what they want and what they need is often contradicted by children’s own, often
unheeded desires. Alderson (2000) argues that many children are “virtually impris-
oned in their own homes in Britain... because of dangerous traffic and undue fear of
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strangers exacerbated by media panics, because crowded built-up areas have no
safe, clean outdoor spaces to play, and so much of of the countryside is fenced-off
as private property.” (p. 13) Instead, she says, childhood has become oriented toward
consumption of goods and activities, even though this is not necessarily what chil-
dren themselves desire: “when asked what they most enjoy, children tend to say
‘time with my friends’, ‘playing games in the park’, ‘messing about on the beach or
by the river’, ‘taking my dog for a walk’. These answers are closer to basic human
rights: freedom to enjoy and move around the area where they live, to meet their
friends and be members of their local community, to enjoy nature, to play actively
and creatively rather than be passive consumers.” (p. 13) These are opportunities
often denied rich and poor children alike.

5 Who Should Do What About Child Poverty? Good
Parenting, Politics, and Responsibility

How we characterize the nature of child poverty, and the solutions we come up with
in order to address it, are going to in part depend upon the accordance of responsi-
bility for meeting children’s needs, however defined. Here we again confront a
dilemma: denying the possibility that parents or societies can be responsible for
their children risks infantilizing them, and reproducing historical hierarchies
between white people and people of color, and between the Western Global North
and their former colonies in the Global South. But accord them too much responsi-
bility, and we blame them for problems that they have little control over.!! While
this conceptually paradoxical, on the ground we often see their coexistence and
mutual reinforcement.

Despite the problems facing wealthy children, and the context-specific notions of
“good” that underly assessments of their upbringing, children in poverty are often
seen as in especial danger. The result is that, as we have seen in this chapter’s exam-
ples, the quality of children’s lives measured against the wrongly universalized
neontocratic standard. This, in turn, becomes a way of assessing the overall quality
of a country or ethnic group. Addressing the perception of children in the context of
international-aid appeals, Erica Burman observes that the North’s perception of
children’s suffering in the South, while oriented toward providing help in the form
of charitable aid, also serves to justify the sense of colonial paternalism that contin-

"One related problem is evident in Satz’s distinction between children and adults, in which she
attributes too much agency to to the latter. The result is a confusing conclusion, such as morally
condemning certain forms of labor when children perform them, but not when adults do. Satz
argues that particularly harmful and exploitative work, such as sex work, dangerous industrial
work, compulsory military service, or bonded labor, are unacceptable for children to engage in.
But it remains unclear why, especially among the most dangerous and coercive jobs, it is morally
acceptable to participate in systems in which adults perform this labor, either. Especially, as Satz
also recognizes, those children who do perform such labor often fail to develop the very capacities
for agency that she nevertheless attributes to adulthood (2010, pp. 158-9).
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ues to characterize North—South relations “The convention of portraying needy chil-
dren abstracted from context, as the indicator of a more generalized deprivation, has
consequences fo the maturity, responsibility and autonomy associated with the
class, families, countries, and even regions those children are association with”
(2008, p. 11-2), so that “the innocence connoted by the imagery of children also
confirms the culpability of the rest of their peoples, who are seen as having failed
them.” (1994, p. 29) Societies unable to properly care for their own children are
deficient, backwards, and possibly even pathological, according to Burman, and so
in need of correction.

According to this logic, one reason for children’s suffering in the South is the
inability for parents and other adults to properly provide for them, or even to know
what they need, because these adults are themselves victims of failed childhoods.
When we in the North address face poverty, in contrast, we experience “a sense of
our potency, a reassurance of adult capacities,” over and above those of the South,
child and adult alike. (Burman 1994, p. 35) Such a view of poor adults undermines
the very ideal of childhood innocence upon which it is predicated: if non-
autonomous, suffering children grow up to be non-autonomous, suffering adults,
then these adults are also like children in their innocence and lack of choice for their
situation and can be treated as such. What results is a pattern of infantilization and
“humiliating paternalism” (Diibgen 2012, p. 72; Deveaux 2016) of the Global
South, even as the stated goal is to mitigate the problems of maldistribution through
aid to the children. This infantilizing of poor adults through neontocracy retains
institutional and epistemic power in the hands of the “true adults” in the Global
North, while ignoring the larger problems of capitalist development and exploita-
tion that those same people perpetrate.

Singer (2009) provides an example of this idea of understanding of child poverty,
when he describes modern attempts at poverty-alleviation as “an attempt to reach the
summit of an immense mountain. For all the eons of human existence, we have been
climbing up through dense cloud.... Now at last we have emerged from the mist and
can see a route up the remaining steep slopes and onto the summit ridge.” (p. xiii,
italics added) In Singer’s historiography, all human history has been oriented toward
the reduction of child poverty, especially early child mortality, and aid through
“effective altruism” represents the near-pinnacle of those efforts. In this account,
those countries that still experience high levels of child poverty remain in the clouds
and are in need of aid to catch-up. This idea of development is also at the heart of
Singer’s practical suggestions, such as his endorsement of microcredit programs,
industrialization, and his unquestioning support for enrichment in order to give.

Contrasting “modern societies” and other, non- or pre-modern ones that also
exist today is a conceptual framework even those more dedicated to valorizing more
plural approaches to children’s work are guilty of. For example, Lancy (2018), con-
trasts “contemporary society” (i.e., Western, Global North societies) with “tradi-
tional or indigenous, small-scale societies” (p. 6), despite the coexistence of both
kinds of societies in the contemporary moment in time. It is a problem that postco-
lonial scholars have long decried as ethnocentric for its failure to account for both
the simultaneous existence of the modern and the so-called premodern, as well as
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the narrowness of how it defines modernity itself (Appadurai 1996; Chakrabarty
2000; Eisenstadt 2000; Gaonkar 2001). As Erica Burman (2008) notes, parallels
exist between the Western developmental model of childhood and Western theoriza-
tion of countries’ economic development, including its codification and enforce-
ment through international financial systems and organizations. In the context of
child poverty, we can see how this conceptual shorthand functions to underscore the
backwardness of poor children’s families and cultures, as well as the need for aid
from the Global North to help them on their path toward modernity, often coercively
through international institutions (Burman 2008, ch. 9; Eager 2004).

There is a parallel structure at work domestically, for example, in the treatments
of Black Americans and Canadian First Nations. Historically, Aboriginal-child
removal was partly motivated by an explicit belief that good childhoods had to
involve conversion to Christianity and the purging of Aboriginal beliefs or behav-
iours to best facilitate children’s assimilation into white settler-colonial society.
Tom Flanagan (2008), which claims that “European civilization was several thou-
sand years more advanced than the aboriginal cultures of North America” (6), and
that First Nations people in Canada would need to assimilate or else “individuals
and bands will remain mired in poverty and social pathology.” (p. 233) While this
belief is no longer as common as it once was, it persists—sometimes explicitly—in
both discourse and government policy.!'?

In the US, sociologists continue to debate the concept of a “culture of poverty”
among Black Americans. Even those identifying as liberals have commented that
“welfare recipients ‘were essentially failed persons.”” (Hancock, 2004, p. 59, quoting
Moynihan) Hancock observes the ways in which scholars, journalists, and politi-
cians, liberal and conservative alike, have simultaneously identified Black poverty in
the US as a problem with an African-American “culture of poverty”, of which the
aforementioned welfare queen is the central figure, and “produced policy proposals
that encourage behaviour modifications of individual mothers rather than systemic
change.” (2004, p. 62) These individual-level solutions include drug-testing and job-
search for welfare-recipients, encouragements for single Black mothers to marry, and
the shift of resources from welfare provision to support childcare to the out-of-home
care and child-protection services described in sect. 1. There are several problems
with this approach. First, “an exclusive focus on individual transformation didn’t lift
welfare recipients, particularly the percentage who were Black, out of poverty.”
(Hancock 2004, p. 62) Second, the persistent failure of these policies has both relied
on and reinforced the characterizations of Black families, Black culture, and Black
mothers in particular to create a public identity that justifies their perceptions as sec-
ond-class citizens and unfit parents whose roles are better served by white families
and the white-dominated state. The removal of Black children from their families and

2While it is tempting to see Flanagan’s views as outside the mainstream, the first edition of hi
book received the Canadian Political Science Association’s prize for the best book on Canadian
government and politics. Flanagan, a political-science professor at the University of Calgary and
advisor to former Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper, was made a Fellow of the Royal
Society of Canada in 1996.
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communities has wrought the destruction of normatively and psychologically valu-
able connections that are wrongly characterized as pathological and immoral. Second,
as with child poverty in an international context, there is a tension at the domestic
level between the “culture of poverty” arguments that lead from failed childhoods to
failed adults, and thus justify cultural destruction through state intervention.

6 Where Do We Go from Here?

Given my criticisms of prevailing neontocratic approaches to child poverty, two
questions naturally follow: (1) Are there any universal harms of poverty? (2) Is there
arisk of falling into a kind of relativism when arguing for the problems of commit-
ting violence against cultures in the name of poverty alleviation? I am not going to
answer these questions fully; though I will note that nothing I have argued for here
denies that inadequate food, clean water, shelter, or healthcare are serious problems
in need of redress. But we do need to be critical of what we think of as adequate
provision of these needs, and we need to be aware of the context-dependent nature
of needs definition. We also, following Pogge (2008), need to think more strongly
about our own active and complicit involvement in perpetuating the harms of pov-
erty and harmful solutions to it. This is true in a proximal sense, in that many short-
ages of food and shelter occur through our actions, including our economic choices,
and the actions of our democratically elected leaders. Domestically, these shortages
occur because of, for example, the decline of the welfare state; transnationally, they
are often due to interventions by Global North countries and international organiza-
tions into Global South societies. It is also true at a larger, structural level, as these
organizations have disrupted previous ways of life in the Global South in the name
of development for capitalist purposes. In sum, material need often occurs not
because those are scarce in absolute sense, but because of institutions, social struc-
tures, and material maldistribution.

Even if we could agree on what poverty is and how it harms children in particular;
and even if we could agree on remedies to them, this is but part of the theoretical work
needed to respond to child poverty. As Nancy Fraser (2013) argues, thin accounts of
need are uncontroversial but also insufficient and question-begging: “‘A needs X in
order to Y’... poses no special problems when we consider very thin, general needs,
such as food or shelter simpliciter.” (p. 55) The problem, however, is that “such theo-
ries assume that the politics of needs concerns only whether various predefined needs
will or will not be provided for. As a result, they deflect attention from a number of
important political questions.” (p. 56) These “thicker” questions include who gets to
establish a need as properly political, define that need and its satisfaction; as well as
more practical questions about what kinds of solutions are considered, how to evalu-
ate different proposed solutions, which institutions are responsible for meeting those
needs, and how deeply to consider the roots of the needs problem.

These questions are ultimately political in nature, and answering them requires
that we treat child poverty politically, including as questions of resource allocation,
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prioritization, and trade-offs, as well as questions of power. Child poverty alleviation
“is a moral-political project and if it displaces, competes with, refuses, or rejects other
political projects, including those also aimed at producing justice, then it is not merely
a tactic but a particular form of political power carrying a particular image of justice,
and it will behoove us to inspect, evaluate, and judge it as such.” (Brown 2004, p. 453)
But addressing child poverty often denies this political aspect, and instead “generally
presents itself as something of an antipolitics—a pure defense of the innocent and the
powerless against power.” (p. 453) In the context of neontocracy, especially the
sacralization of the child and its attendant sentimentality and urgency, treating child
poverty as a political problem seems unacceptable, if not inconceivable.

Singer, for example, responds to those who criticized him for presenting a
charity-based solution instead of a political one by claiming to shield poverty-
elimination efforts from politics. Government “aid is still not given solely—or in
some cases, even primarily—to relieve global poverty,” but “to serve political ends”
(2009, pp. 106-7). We must, then, turn to private charities: “The political and
bureaucratic constraints that encumber official aid only make private donations to
effective nongovernment agencies all the more important.” (p. 110) Singer thus not
only fails to treat poverty as a political problem, he also fails to understand NGOs
as political actors—and so fails to see his own project as a political one.

Singer’s reliance on charities is political partly in the way Brown describes
above, as a “moral-political project”. Addressing child poverty is also political in
that “it is in the nature of every significant political project to ripple beyond the
project’s avowed target and action, for the simple reason that all such projects are
situated in political, historical, social, and economic contexts with which they
dynamically emerge.” (Brown 2004, p. 459) In particular, by trying to exempt child
poverty from politics, Singer is also effectively shielding charities from scrutiny
about the power imbalance between themselves, as well as their donors, and the
receiving countries and communities.

Development aid’s hegemonic image represents itself as a gesture of generosity while at the
same time it serves to sustain the status quo, effectively affirming existing power hierar-
chies. This dominant narrative of ‘aid’ neglect the fact that the present imbalances are often
grounded in previous and more fundamental injustices, inherited from the period of colo-
nialism and slavery. (Diibgen 2012, p. 73)

That is, while Singer encourages us to think about what we could be doing differ-
ently, what we could and should give up to help alleviate poverty, he does not require
that we look to what we are already doing, that is, that we interrogate our own roles
in creating and perpetuating poverty. There is no demand that we look to ourselves
and our institutions, and the benefits we continue to derive from the history of those
institutions, for complicity in child poverty.'?

13Singer, in his more recent work (2015), is more open to political advocacy, though he remains
skeptical that “whether policy advocacy offers better or worse value for money than direct aid
programs.” (p. 164) He also does not include any discussion of our or major donors’ direct respon-
sibility for or complicity in poverty.
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I have returned to charitable giving in this section as a way to begin to think dif-
ferently about child poverty—namely, as a political project that involves struggles
over definitions, agendas, and actions, and that requires us to confront structures of
power relations and our own places within them. Highlighting politics thusly will
enable us to think in new and different ways about questions not only of needs, but
also of responsibility. Brown (2004) highlights that moral-political projects like
child-poverty alleviation are also political in that they produce political subjects:
“there is no such thing as mere reduction of suffering or protection from abuse—the
nature of the reduction or protection is itself productive of political subjects and
political possibilities.” (p. 460; italics in original) I discussed above the ways in
which, for example, education seeks to produce children as citizens, workers, and
consumers. But the subjects being produced also include their families, communi-
ties, and societies that we are trying to help—as well as we, the prospective helpers.

This returns us to a recurring theme of this chapter: the questions of our own
responsibility and complicity in the systems that create and perpetuate child pov-
erty. Often, as has been noted, we participate in systems with effects that, at the
same time, we are trying to mitigate—indeed, this contradictions lies at the heart of
criticisms of Singer’s effective altruism, including its neotocratic approach to child-
hood as an urgent and pre-political need. But we can rethink the kinds of political
subjects we want to be, including in relation to those whose poverty we would see
ended. Iris Marion Young’s (2004, 2006) work on responsibility for global injustice
demands that we account for and see ourselves as connected to those who suffer
injustice: “the ‘social connection model’ of responsibility says that all agents who
contribute by their actions to the structural processes that produce injustice have
responsibilities to work to remedy these injustices.” (Young 2006, p. 102) This is
oriented not toward blame, because “we cannot trace the outcome we may regret to
our own particular actions in a direct causal chain, we bear responsibility because
we are part of the process.” (p. 119) This is less about individuating blame in order
to recriminate, but rather to understand ourselves as “belonging together with others
in a system of interdependent processes of cooperation and competition through
which we seek benefits and aim to realize projects.” (p. 119) Our responsibility is
then future-oriented, to make these structures more just and to enable all to partici-
pate in them more fully.

Carol C. Gould (2009) expands on Young’s project to show the value of solidar-
ity with the impoverished, treating them as co-agents in a shared political project.
This repositions us as actors with solutions, and instead requires “action in support
of these others that they judge helpful” (p. 201; emphasis added) This, in turn,
“requires receptivity as well as deference to these others.” (p. 210; emphasis in orig-
inal) Rather than being a kind of simple moral relativism, I read Gould as encourag-
ing us to understand more deeply the needs and desires of the poor whom we wish
to help, including their own desires and life projects—and to also enable that under-
standing to provide a critical window in our own desires and projects, and the insti-
tutions within which we realize them.
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Abstract Measurements of poverty generally rely upon assessments made of the
situation of the household. Children are currently omitted from direct measure-
ments of poverty: their situation is assessed indirectly by taking the household as
the unit of analysis (by income and/or surveys). According to these assessments,
when family income or levels of deprivation are below a given poverty line, every
member is considered poor. In this chapter, I argue that poverty should not only be
measured using such a general assessment. A measurement of poverty should con-
sider children as being part of the population and take into account individual dif-
ferences in levels of deprivation, varying needs and interests. I will argue, first, that
measurements of poverty should take universal and individual approach in order to
include representative groups and to reflect intra-household distributions of depriva-
tion that especially affect children. Second, not only should children’s individual
conditions be measured, but their voices should be included in the assessment as
well. Based on this idea, my ambition is to provide two philosophical arguments to
justify why we should consider the situation of children in measurements of poverty
(understood as epistemic and moral reasons). I suggest, finally, some recommenda-
tions for and directions towards a participative child-based measurement with
storytelling.
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1 Introduction

Measurements of poverty within populations! aggregate information to provide a
proxy of who is living in extreme deprivation. The definition of extreme deprivation
is commonly associated with a lack of income to satisfy basic needs. Most measure-
ments within populations calculate poverty in terms of absolute or relative depriva-
tion. This is currently done using either adult income or household surveys for they
provide a picture of the intensity of poverty (how deprived poor people are) and/or
the extent of poverty (percentage of people who are considered poor) in order to
analyse, design, implement and evaluate a public policy (Wisor 2012; Pogge and
Wisor 2016).

These measurements and their data are aggregated into indexes in order to reflect
poverty in a given area, region or country. For instance, information is selected
according to one or more dimensions and indicators (based on access to income,
clothing, food, shelter, education and health), collected by objective or subjective
datasets (with closed-ended or open-ended questionnaires), and focused on the
household (that is, the head of the family is the only one measured directly and his/
her replies will determine the situation of the other members). Depending on the
selection of this information and its scope, some types of deprivation and individual
conditions will be highlighted whilst others will remain overlooked.

Measurements of poverty within populations are generally biased towards adults,
that is to say, they are made by collecting data on income or asking adults about
household living standards, and they measure the situation of children by extrapo-
lating from the condition of their parents.> Children sometimes count as just an
addition to adult or family data. For instance, measurements of poverty normally
exclude respondents below the age of 16 (Bradshaw and Main 2012: 503; Ridge
2002: 3). This can be justified by reasons of practicality and feasibility, as well as by
the idea that adults tend to provide more reliable information, which allows govern-
ments to classify families’ positions along the poverty line. I contend that this gives
us merely a partial picture of who counts as poor, because these measurements
assume that if a child lives in a poor family, she will also be poor. Although there is
a strong correlation between a child’s condition and that of their family, indirect
measurements of poverty are unable to portray significant variations in deprivation
and inequalities within the family and children specific needs (Roelen 2017).

"Here I am interested in the measurement of poverty within populations (macro data at regional or
country level) meaning aggregated information about who counts as poor in a given society and
what scope these measures have. I focus on three of the most common measurements of poverty,
rather than on child-specific measurements.

2T understand children as a group of individuals that is restricted by age, as defined by the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child, meaning any person aged 0—16, or according to state legal
definitions of childhood. It is important to bear in mind that children are in various phases of devel-
opment and may lack the ability to escape from vulnerability and to act independently (Kallio
2009: 5). It is also important to acknowledge that this is a rather heterogeneous group that involves
a variety of particulate development stage and physical, cognitive and emotional capacities.
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My task in this chapter is to elucidate the following philosophical claim that
measurements of poverty within populations should move from household-centric
sources that take only general family deprivation® into account, towards particular
measures that are universal and individual in scope. For a measure of poverty within
a population to be more accurate and inclusive, it must first be representative of
every group in society (including women, children and the elderly); second, the
individual scope should serve as its unit of analysis. I will focus on children in order
to illustrate how important it is to capture their condition directly when analysing
their deprivation for designing public policy.*

An understanding of three of the most widely-used poverty measurements (i.e.
income, subjective, and multidimensional measurements) is needed in order to
identify what is being measured, with a special focus on the way they obtain access
to data on children. I believe that the normative analysis of these measurements of
poverty could help us provide a diagnosis regarding what is missing in current mea-
surements. I shall then show that these indexes fail to take into account an inclusive
format and the individual level. After providing this diagnosis, I clarify why we
should involve children directly in poverty measurements, drawing upon epistemic
and moral reasons. I appeal to the former by developing the idea that children suf-
fering from poverty have a particular situated knowledge of their condition, which
theorists and policy experts should take into consideration, and I support the latter
by claiming that it is arbitrary not to take into account the position of children
directly, because this entails denying their moral status as beings individuals and
capable of speaking, having needs and interests by themselves. This violates a fun-
damental condition of an inclusive concept of justice. Finally, I close the chap-
ter with some recommendations for a participative child-based measurement with
storytelling.

2 Excluding Children from the Unit of Analysis
in Measurements of Poverty

Generally speaking, measurements of poverty draw upon data aggregated at the
household level. The definition of household or family is broad, but for pragmatic
reasons, most measurements are based on the United Nations’ idea that a household
is “the arrangement made by persons, individually or in groups, for providing them-
selves with food or other essentials for living” (UN 1997:50). Additionally, the

3By this I mean the situation of household acts as a proxy for assessing children, but it provides
only a bare minimal picture of their deprivation and needs.

I am only focused here on what unit of analysis and what kind of representation a measurement
of poverty should have. I argue that children should be both identifiable as a distinct group in data
sets, and also be included in measurements within the population. But I will not address the ques-
tion of how the individual dataset collected should be aggregated and be balanced when trade-offs
are to be made.
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representation of the household is quite often “headed by ‘economic man’” (Okin
2003:286) and this person is also the source of information in income-based and
survey-based measurements. The problem with the household definition and its
application is that it leads us to a belief that individuals within the same household
experience similar levels of deprivation, excluding the needs and perceptions of
non-active or non-respondent members. However, in reality, we know that there are
wide discrepancies within families (based on gender, age, etc.) in terms of access to
resources and wealth, and in terms of well-being, standards of living, and so on.

I proceed now to explore three of the most common methods for measuring pov-
erty: income-based, subjective and multidimensional measurements. I selected
these three measurements because they comply with our general understanding of
poverty by monetary and nonmonetary spaces of evaluation. Second, they have
been used by the majority of national governments around the world to identify who
is poor and to guide the allocation of resources to alleviate poverty in a context of
limited resources. Finally, they are based on the available dataset collected in the
last years, which makes them comparable measurements (Pogge and Wisor
2016:649). Although these measurements have their own merits, my aim here is to
highlight their weaknesses when it comes to taking into account the individual as a
unit of analysis, as they constitute indirect measures of who is poor. Let us begin
with income-based measurements.

Income-based assessments can establish a poverty threshold by using either an
absolute or a relative line. An absolute line is one focused on income minus the
household expenditure necessary for a family to afford basic needs. This level is
calculated in real terms (i.e. it responds to price changes, but it does not respond to
income growth or changes in living standards) (Foster 1998: 336; Blank 2008:234).
The United States has a regular absolute measure of poverty (Smeeding 2006: 70).
In this case, families are said to be living in poverty when they do not have a budget
of up to three times the cost of a minimally adequate meal. A relative line, on the
other hand, is set by a percentage of the median income in a given society. This
could be fixed at say 40%—60% of the overall income (Ravallion and Chen 2011:
1251). This line is thus sensitive to income growth or standards of living. Currently,
Western European countries use a relative poverty line. The European Union, for
example, sets an at-risk-of-poverty threshold, which is 60% of the national median
equivalised disposable income (Damon 2012:10; Blank 2008:234).

These income-based assessments provide objective and quantitative indicators
which allow for an assessment of family incomes in comparison with an absolute or
relative poverty line. However, they clearly do not provide a good way to include
children in the measurement. First, simply tracking a family’s income will not
reflect the intensity of the multiple types of deprivation a child may face. We could
easily envisage a case where the household itself is not considered poor, but the
child is not receiving essential resources (e.g. nourishement). What is more, two
children living in the same household may have different opportunities to access the
fundamental resources and services that they need (such as food, education and
health) (Wisor 2012:161). Third, income-based assessments such as unidimensional
measurements are, generally speaking, insensitive to the actual living conditions of
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a person (child or adult), and to the many different types of deprivation he or she
may suffer. Finally, income-based measurements are inadequate for capturing the
incapacity of certain children (as well as adults) to convert income into achieve-
ments in terms of well-being (Sen 1992: Ch.2).

Another method for identifying who is poor involves the use of subjective mea-
surements, meaning self-evaluation of one’s own deprivation. This method involves
questionnaires, which include questions asking whether respondents feel poor or
not. This allows us to understand a person’s subjective assessment of how poverty
is experienced through the evaluation of one’s own well-being. Subjective measure-
ments shed light on the basis of happiness and subjective well-being (such as the
Gross National Happiness index — GNH). Because subjective measurements reflect
on how deprived a person may feel on an individual level, it can be a complement to
the monetary evaluation of her status. On the face of it, this measure would seem to
suggest that it is possible to both include the individual as a unit of analysis, and
focus on the particular situation of children. Hence, this can be a good method for
capturing the particular position and the deprivation a child may face according to
her own evaluation and voice. This is exactly the aim of the research made by Mario
Biggeri et al. (2006), which proposes experimenting with a measurement based on
the conceptualisation of children’s capabilities and deprivation using children’s own
subjective understandings. For example, if this measurement is used to evaluate an
individual child’s subjective conception of poverty, it will help us to clarify why a
girl who lives in a poor family is poorer and more deprived in many dimensions of
development than other siblings in her family.

However, at the national and institutional level, subjective measurements have
been based only on family surveys; that is, questionnaires are answered by adults
(normally, the head of the family), leaving aside children’s intra-household position,
needs and deprivations (Okin 2003). Additionally, subjective measurement is
directly affected by the respondent’s mood and personality, which may lead to mis-
understandings, since people tend to disagree on the meaning of happiness, depriva-
tion, oppression and well-being (Posel and Rogan 2016: 58; Pogge and Wisor 2016:
649). Given its potentially arbitrary identification of who counts as poor and its
inability when used alone to compare the situations of different people, the subjec-
tive method must be carefully used and complemented by an objective measure-
ment (Bradshaw and Finch 2003; Wolff and De-Shalit 2007).

Finally, the third method, multidimensional poverty measurement, is based on
the idea that poverty is either not solely about a one-dimensional assessment or not
solely about a subjective evaluation. Multidimensional measurement expands upon
the evaluative basis for understanding poverty by including multiple indicators and
dimensions based on living standards (access to water, cooking fuel, sanitation,
electricity, and so on) and basic necessities (health, education, etc.). For instance,
the Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) used in the Human Development Report
is an international measurement assessing the fundamental types of deprivation that
affect a poor family in terms of living standards, health and education (Alkire and
Foster 2011). It is based on 10 indicators, each with the same weight, divided into
two indicators for education (years of schooling and school attendance), two for
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health (nutrition and child mortality), and six for standards of living (cooking fuel,
sanitation, water, electricity, floor type and assets). This information is obtained
from available national family surveys (as we have seen, responded to by the head
of the family) and its aim is to gather statistical information concerning adult and
child well-being (Alkire and Sumner 2013:2). The MPI expands the elements used
in measurements of poverty by introducing multiple indicators and dimensions of
well-being that consider both adults’ and children’s needs, and by comparing them
with a combination of similar national datasets from household surveys (Wisor
2012:103). However, because it is based just on household surveys — as decided
upon by its creators- and so remains only a partial proxy of well-being (Alkire and
Santos 2011:13; Roelen 2017:505), it tends not to be so accurate regarding indi-
vidual conditions and it does not reflect child-specific voices. Furthermore, its unit
of analysis does not indicate how deprived a child is in absolute terms and in com-
parison with other members of his family (Brando and Pitasse 2018).

Therefore, depending on the unit of evaluation used in measurements and the list
of dimensions aggregated, population indexes may exclude certain groups (in par-
ticular those who tend to be underrepresented such as women, children, the elderly
and the disabled) and certain forms of inequality between members of the family.
The household as a unit of analysis assumes, for instance that if a child is living in
a poor family (e.g. a group of people that share the same sources of income or living
standards), she must also be poor. Although there is a strong correlation between the
condition of a family and the condition of a child in that family, the household as a
unit of analysis is biased towards adults and is not able to accurately portray child
poverty. The three measurements presented here thus fail to consider individuals
separately, and fail to provide specific and focused information about children living
in poverty.

Recall that, income-based measures track the monetary status of a family based
on adults’ earnings. This is a fundamental proxy of poverty which entails the
assumption that children live in the same conditions as those disclosed by their par-
ents. However, by its scope, this form of measurement cannot access children
directly leading us to a restricted view of poverty; which does not take into account
differences in the levels of deprivation among individual members of the family, or
illuminate children’s varying personal, social and environmental circumstances
such as age, gender, social roles and geographic location, amongst other factors.
These circumstances directly affect the possibility for a person to transform
resources into well-being (Sen 1992: Ch. 4; Wisor 2012:160). Subjective measure-
ments, on the other hand, because they are based on adult surveys, seem not to offer
ways to include children in measurements of poverty and are therefore unable to
reflect household inequalities. Multidimensional measurements expand upon our
idea of poverty, by aggregating relevant dimensions and indicators as well as by
highlighting children’s needs. For instance, the MPI takes into consideration child
mortality, nutrition, school enrolment and years of education. For practical reasons,
these indicators are calculated by the household datasets which are available in the
country or area of analysis. These have a tendency to under- or over-estimate the
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extent of deprivation suffered by children,’ because the MPI does not take into
account the individual’s and child’s specific capacities (or lack thereof) to make use
of the resources at their disposal, by their own voices (Brando and Pitasse 2018).
Finally, using the household as a unit of analysis does not allow for an assessment
of intra-household inequalities which are unevenly spread among different genders,
roles and ages, and ignores for instance, the specific position of the child (as well as
other subgroups) (UN 2015).

With this diagnostic, I shall claim that in order to capture an accurate and inclu-
sive picture of the poor, we should expand upon the evaluative space of measure-
ment by including individual unit and children directly in measurements of poverty
wherever possible (Wisor 2012:160). Moreover, we need to do this via adequate
modes of communication. In philosophical terms, we have at least two main reasons
to formalise the inclusion of children in measurements of poverty: epistemic and
moral. I elaborate on these reasons in the next section.

3 Expanding Poverty-Measurement: Two Reasons
for Taking Children into Account

Children are one of the most disadvantaged groups in society. According to Harry
Brighouse (2002), what it means to be a child general involves a combination of
three characteristics. First, children are profoundly dependent beings, that is to say
they depend on adults and institutions for their well-being. Second, they are pro-
foundly vulnerable to the decisions and actions of adults and institutions, insofar as
they need access to special levels of well-being in order to grow up in optimal con-
ditions encompassing survival factors (e.g. sufficient nourishment, access to clean
water and sanitation, clothing, food and shelter), developmental factors (e.g. educa-
tion, health and safety) and relational factors (e.g. family support, friends, love and
care). Finally, they are in development, implying a process of mental and physical
construction of their beings which can cause them to be profoundly affected by
external influences (Brighouse 2002:40). The combination of these three character-
istics (dependence, vulnerability and development) is fundamental to our under-
standing of child poverty and its implications.®

Poverty is an extreme deprivation; it constitutes an unacceptable situation.
Overall poverty rates are higher among children, and children also tend to be the
group most severely affected by poverty (Main and Bradshaw 2018). Talking into

>For Jonathan Bradshaw and Gill Main, the inclusion of children in measurements can avoid two
kinds of common errors: “non-poor children living in poor households are not counted, and there-
fore child poverty may be over-represented; at the same time, poor children in non-poor house-
holds are assumed not to exist” (Bradshaw and Main 2012:505).

Children are a unique group that is different from certain disabled individual, who may lack the
ability to escape from social and economic vulnerability and to act independently, but who are not
a being in development. I owe this distinction to Nicolas Brando.
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account the conditions of childhood described above (e.g. mental and physical
development, vulnerability to external influence and dependence on adults), we can
say that poverty has an irreversible effect on the life of a child (Graf and Schweiger
2015: Ch. 2). That is, poverty constrains children’s lives differently in comparison
to those of adults; for instance, children depend on specific dietary requirements as
well as robust health and education systems for their present and future lives. Also,
a poor child is likely to become a poor adult because growing up in precarious
health and education conditions affects their future access to basic needs, social
activities, social networks and the labour market (UN 2015; Ridge 2002). To sum
up, when we talk about child poverty, we should consider the child’s current devel-
oping conditions, as well as his/her future flourishing life.

Additionally, children are often seen as unable to speak about and evaluate their
own conditions. Although this is true in some cases, especially at a very early age,
it does not apply to all. In Martin Woodhead’s words, children are “social actors,
trying to make sense of their physical and social world, negotiate with parents and
peers (...) and make the best of the oppressive and difficult circumstances in which
they find themselves” (Woodhead 1999:29). Omitting children from measurements
of poverty due to their age therefore seems unjustified, as clearly children have par-
ticular needs and concerns, and are capable of voicing these. Furthermore, some
children perform vital bread-winning roles within the family, and actively contrib-
ute to the upkeep of the household; as such, they should be treated as integral mem-
bers, whose perspectives should be actively sought for (Abebe 2007: 90). However,
in practice, children are rarely consulted in measurements of poverty. To be sure, I
think that data on poverty needs to be obtained equally through the lens of children,
by including them in surveys related to poverty measures (Bradshaw and Main
2012). The rationale behind this is both epistemic and moral.

The epistemic claim for including children in measurements of poverty is based
on the instrumental justification of accessing new insights in order to create accurate
policies. Children living in poverty are sources of practical and relevant knowledge
regarding their circumstances and conditions, which may provide theorists and pol-
icy experts with valuable insights for improving their understanding of poverty and
their strategies for tackling it (Harding 2004; Young 2004).

The inclusion of children in measurements of poverty may help clarify the nature
of their condition and the level of their access to basic needs as well as how inequal-
ities within a family affect their lives (Roelen 2010: 145). Particularly in the case of
children, activists and practitioners are not always able to abstract and imagine the
conditions children face simply by considering the situation of their families. They
must recognize the generation gap and the need to supplement their information by
encouraging the participation of children.

More specifically, the participation of children should be encouraged because,
first, poor children have a social perspective that is different from that of adults,
meaning that they have a particular way of framing the experience of living in a
state of deprivation. Second, they suffer from multiple and accumulated disadvan-
tages that cannot easily be reflected in a general family measurement (Graf and
Schweiger 2015; Wisor 2012). Third, inequalities may exist within families meaning
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that it is even more important to listen to children, whose particular conditions may
need a particular set of policy responses (for instance, think of families that prevent
girls from obtaining a formal education whereas boys are encouraged to do so)
(Pogge and Wisor 2016). Including children in such measurements would make it
possible to provide a more complete identification of the child’s position within the
family and facilitate the design of a more tailored public policy (Ridge 2002; Roelen
2010).

Another advantage of including children in measurements is that it prevents the-
orists and policy experts from committing bias or injustice in their analysis: if we
agree that poverty measurements, by nature, should be universal, this means that
every representative group within society should be taken into account (women,
children, the elderly and so on). The inclusion of children within measurements of
poverty may prevent us from falling into knowledge biases and, consequently, from
enacting potentially unjust policies (Roelen 2017).

It may be helpful to consider the notion of epistemic injustice here. Miranda
Fricker refers to epistemic injustice in two ways: first, in terms of testimonial injus-
tice which prevents a person from having credibility; and second, in terms of herme-
neutical injustice which prevents a person from creating knowledge and shared
meanings. The case of testimonial injustices can be explained when a person — for
instance a young girl — gives her point of view about her situation (such as depriva-
tion), but her testimony is not viewed as credible. She is disregarded because she
encounters prejudices, which constitute an obstacle to the proper consideration of
her views.” The second form of injustice, according to Fricker, is hermeneutical
injustice, which prevents some people from understanding what is going on around
them and from being understood by others. Moreover, what lies behind the notion
of hermeneutical injustice is the reduction of a person’s capacity as a knowledge-
able contributor for she is not part of the group that ‘makes’ knowledge. In this case
she possesses traits (age and lack of ability to escape from vulnerability and to act
independently) that constitute a barrier to entering that group (Fricker 2015: 78-79).
Indeed, the young age of children plays a role in generating an epistemic injustice.
Karen Murris, inspired by Fricker’s ideas, makes this point when she claims that
children suffer epistemic injustices in two ways: in their capacity as givers of knowl-
edge (testimonial injustice) and in their capacity as knowers (hermeneutical injus-
tice) (Murris 2015: 333). By including children in the measurements of poverty, we
may avoid these two types of epistemic injustices.

What is more, even if the perceptions of children could not provide any new
information or insight that could expand on or improve existing measurements of
poverty, we would still have moral reasons to include them. Signatories to the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child already acknowledged in 1989 the impor-
tance of giving children a voice when decisions are being made that concern them:

7Karen Murris argues that testimonial injustices currently appear at school where “teachers do not
believe a child because it is a child who is speaking” (Murris 2013: 248).
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1. parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views
the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child (...);

2. for this purpose, the child shall in particular be heard in any judicial and admin-
istrative proceedings affecting the child, either directly, or through representative
or an appropriate body (...) (UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989:
article 12).

This article 12 identifies children as being a unit of moral concern and as being
capable of speaking for themselves and representing their own interests by consid-
ering their voice in “any judicial and administrative proceeding”, such as in mea-
surements of poverty. This is based on the intrinsic criterion that involving children
is a moral way of treating them as ends in themselves. First, this recognises children
(and all their varieties) as having a moral status in their own right with particular
deprivations, needs and interests, and not being seen as just a part of a household
unit or intrinsically linked to other individuals. Second, treating children as ends in
themselves also means respecting them as individuals capable of saying what they
have, lack and need, instead of being defended by others (adults) (Putnam 2015).
This is especially true because adults and children have different interests, which
may at times conflict® (Ridge 2002:150). This does not entail, however, that children
are always the best defenders of their interests or that others cannot represent them.
Children are in a state of development and at times need help to convey their best
interests. Adults and institutions should be prepared to listen to them and discern
what they really want (Brighouse 2003:44), without rejecting their moral status and
denying their voices.

Child poverty is commonly measured based on the household unit for at least
two conceptual reasons: the assumption that the deprivation suffered by a family is
an adequate representation of the deprivation suffered by children, and the idea that
adults are adequate judges of children’s needs and wants (Main and Bradshaw
2012). We have seen that not only is this form of measurement insufficient in terms
of identifying children’s deprivations and needs, but it is also unjust as it excludes
children from actively participating in data collection exercise. A universal and indi-
vidual measurement should aim at capturing child-specific deprivation and recog-
nize children’s capacity to exercise an active role. This raises the question of how
we can best develop a practical and flexible communicative format that allows us to
capture children’s social, cultural and monetary circumstances within the family
and society.

8For instance, it has been observed in Brazil that poor parents in rural areas are inclined to send
children to work instead of school; thus the parents’ short-term interests are in conflict with the
long-term interest of their children (Rego and Pinzani 2013).
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4 Possible Routes for Involving Poor Children
in Measurements of Poverty Within Populations

So far, I have discussed why children should be included in measurements of pov-
erty: firstly, it may expand our knowledge of the nature, intensity and extent of child
deprivations and needs, and secondly, can recognise children as having a moral
status and an active role. However, the question remains: how should children be
heard, and to what extent? This section contains a limited set of practical sugges-
tions for accommodating children in measurements of poverty within populations
using existing methods of communication.

As we saw in section one, income-based measurement is too simplistic a way to
reflect child poverty, because it cannot assess children directly as part of the mea-
surement or consider them on an individual level. Children have different conditions
and experiences in comparison to adults. This is why in order to assess them, it is
imperative to use data provided by surveys and participatory measurement (Roelen
2017:507). We have at least three common modes of communication in poverty
studies that can capture their situation: (1) surveys with closed questions; (2) sur-
veys with open questions; and (3) storytelling based on their personal experiences.

Firstly, closed-ended surveys are used to obtain simple statistical information
about the population. This is gathered using questionnaires with selected possible
answers in which respondents simply need to say yes/no or rate different options.
This kind of survey is currently used to gather national census data for a numerical
representation of the poor population. For instance, the Multidimensional Poverty
Index (MPI) presented in section one has used this kind of survey to calculate the
extent and intensity of poverty. It can avoid certain forms of data distortion because
questions have been previously studied, and are restricted by a closed-ended format,
and guided by external experts. This means that the information collected will be
presented in a statistical and impartial format. Concerning the current measure-
ments focused on child well-being, the 2012 Poverty and Social Exclusion research
project (PSE-UK 2012) and the Multiple Overlapping Deprivation Analysis
(UNICEF-MODA) are standard examples. Both measurements are based on sur-
veys focused on children, and questions were asked of all children within the house-
hold, taking adults as respondents (Main and Bradshaw 2018; Ferrone and Chzhen
2016). For example, they included questions regarding the number of family mem-
bers living in the same house, the number of children enrolled at school, the number
of meals children receive per day, and so on. PSE-UK 2012 and UNICEF-MODA
reflect whether a child is living in a deprived household or not, and measure some
types of well-being deprivation suffered by them (Main and Bradshaw 2018:151;
Ferrone and Chzhen 2016:7). Although these modes of communication are focused
on children’s well-being, I believe that closed surveys are too restrictive in their
institutional design to be able to include and access their accurate conditions. More
precisely, a closed-ended survey, because of its scope of measurement, does not
include children as respondents directly and its format employs objective questions
to extract simple quantifiable and statistical information. This type of survey, then,
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does not address the issue of children’s non-participation measurements of poverty.
Using this means of communication alone may be misleading and may misrepresent
the extent and intensity of child poverty.

Another way to involve children in poverty measures is through surveys with
open-ended questions. This is a method based on interviews, which allows for a
wide variety of responses to be recorded and taken into account. The World Bank’s
Participatory Poverty Assessments (PPAs) are an example of this type of survey
(Robb 2002). PPAs select a number of poor people to take part in public meetings
that focus on understanding what it is like to live in poverty. Practitioners and facili-
tators from the World Bank propose an open-question method in order to evaluate
public policy against the poor’s preferences and experiences of living in extreme
disadvantage (Narayan et al. 2000; Ballet et al. 2011). Using a similar format, but
applied in particular to children, Mario Biggeri et al. proposed an exercise at the
Children’s Congress on Child Labour with an open-question survey. Biggeri and his
team applied an open- ended survey questionnaire to a selected group of children in
order to create a list of deprivation types based on children’s own subjective assess-
ments (Biggeri et al. 2006:67). Open surveys, then, have the advantage of allowing
children to formulate their own answers, without being restricted by closed-ended
questions. What is more, open-ended surveys are capable of accessing a range of
complex information regarding the structure of the family and the position of chil-
dren. Finally, even if the questions are already formulated by practitioners and
research groups, there is still room for a dynamic process of interaction between
practitioners and children, leaving the latter to express a specific and contextualised
answer (Roker and Colema 1998; Spicer and Sarche 2012; Davis and Ridge 1997).
Although this format allows for the inclusion of children as main respondents, it is
a mode of communication that does not allow for a deeper exchange of views
between children and practitioners. That is, it still presents a predetermined script/
set of questions that may affect the nature of the data collected, and be too restrictive
when it comes to capturing the full range of circumstances that poor children find
themselves in. Finally, an open survey does not transfer to the children an active role
to influence the ongoing process of measurement (such as including them in one of
the process of the formulation, analysis and interpretation of the questions).

Lastly, storytelling goes further than open-ended surveys, as it takes the form of
a conversation and dialogue in an ongoing collaborative process of participation.
Storytelling (or the telling of personal narratives) is a mode of communication based
on first-person narratives that takes into account memories, social experiences and
power struggles experienced by individuals. According to Francesca Polleta and
John Lee (2006), stories integrate description, explanation and evaluation; they also
create a space of interaction capable of bringing new narratives and interpretations.’
Storytelling has a simple format of exchange; it is used in small groups, within local
institutions (such as neighbourhood associations and schools) and does not require

°Officially, this mode of communication was used, for instance, in the “Listening to the city”
forum in the United States, established to discuss in a virtual forum and decide what should be built
on the site of the former World Trade Center after the attacks (Polleta and Lee 2006; Black 2008).

nicolas.brando@kuleuven.be



Children in Measurements of Poverty Within Populations: Two Problems with Current... 63

prior education or a high level of argumentation. There exists considerable scope in
the design of storytelling formats, instruments, and degrees of participation. It can
be held in a circular conversation table, or involve the exchange of pictures and
photos to help participants share a story. Because of this, it is an appropriate method
for including children directly. It permits them to be in a comfortable position to tell
their stories using a natural way of communicating (that does not require the con-
stant intervention of adults) and is capable of accessing their multiple and complex
views (Sarti et al. 2017:3).

Insights from experimental research and from social movement can exemplify
how storytelling as a mode of communication has been used in practice to include
children. This is the case of the empirical research done by Asia Sarti and her team
of researchers in the Netherlands. They have used photos, focus group discussions,
casual conversation and participant observation in order to gather stories about a
selected group of children living in poverty. They met the children weekly over a
period of one and a half years. Children are seen as partners during this research
process, as they consent to participate or not, and decide what to include in their
stories. Asia Sarti et al. (2018) have collected information from children about how
poverty has affected their lives, what it is like living in inadequate accommodation,
not having access to basic needs, and having parents who are unemployment long
term (Sarti et al. 2018:2-4).

Another example of using storytelling to involve children in poverty reflection is
that of the ‘Sem terrinha’ meetings (Children without Land) — a group of Brazilian
children that grew out of the agrarian land movement (Movimento dos Trabalhadores
Rurais Sem Terra — MST).!° One of the aims of the Sem terrinha meetings is to
allow children to share stories about the agrarian land movement. In their meetings,
there is a workshop called “building stories” where children are invited by local
educators to recount their experiences of living in the agrarian land settlements.
Children have the opportunity to express their stories through discussion, drawing
or writing. They also have an active and powerful role in choosing the topic of each
meeting as well as setting the speaking time for each participant.!! This exchange is
centered on agrarian issues and the social dynamics of the Sem terrinha, including
insights into the agrarian movements, education, social and political struggles (see
MST’s blog 2018'?).

These examples show how storytelling has been put into practice. I contend that
storytelling provides an appropriate way to include a group of children in measure-
ments of poverty and to capture their individual needs and conditions as well as

IOMST is a group of politically-organized farmworkers fighting exploitation, the seizing of land,
expropriation, expulsion and social exclusion.

" According to Mdrcia Ramos, member of the Education Sector of the MST, children are an impor-
tant part of the MST where they play an active and critical role (Brasil de fato 2017). Indeed, it is
vital for the movement to integrate children in their daily struggle, as they are also the future of the
agrarian land movement.

2See here: http://www.mst.org.br/2018/07/26/0-sonho-de-josue-pelo-direito-das-criancas-sem-
terrinha-contarem-sua-propria-historia.html
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highlighting their achievements. Storytelling is not just an extraction of statistical
information or a description of facts, as pointed out by David Ryfe: “stories pivot
around a problem, what is sometimes referred to as a dilemmatic situation or a com-
plicating event” (Ryfe 2006:74). If it is well-designed, for instance and held in a
safe and friendly environment with a facilitator to guide the exchanges of stories
and another person to record the information shared (Woodhead 1999:30), storytell-
ing can allow for valuable interactions between children, parents and practitioners,
and improve our understanding of child poverty.

However, including storytelling may create epistemic distortion or be intrusive in
children’s lives. The first issue of epistemic distortion arises from the fact that chil-
dren may provide an exaggerated or biased version of their experiences or circum-
stances that may affect negatively the outcomes of the process. What is more,
children’s views of poverty may conflict, with varying kinds of narratives concern-
ing the same issue arising from the same group. Is this really problematic? We
should not pay too much attention to these cases; what is problematic, rather, is to
systematically regard children as always having incorrect insights into their own
lives (Herzog 2017; Fricker 2015; Murris 2013). Also, children’s statements can be
combined and countered with other sources of information, from existing datasets
such as income-based measurement or closed and open ended surveys (Roelen
2017).

Indeed scholars and practitioners usually agree that storytelling may bring about
new insights and fill the information gap on groups of different backgrounds and
ages (Young 1996; Black 2008; Ryfe 2006; Sarti et al. 2018). However, it could also
raise some ethical issues regarding the extent to which we should involve children
in poverty measurements. For instance, Valeria Ottonelli argues that whenever we
involve a group that shares its experiences, especially on sensitive and private issues
(e.g. children sharing their stories regarding poverty, exploitation or harm within
their families), and by placing this information in the public arena, we could inad-
vertently cross certain ethical lines of respect and dignity (Ottonelli 2017: 9).

This kind of worry can be eased. A measurement of poverty using storytelling
can be carried out whilst at the same time respecting children’s privacy. First of all,
practitioners and researchers using storytelling must be discreet and avoid sensitive
issues that could humiliate and cause harm to the children. Second, storytelling
ought to respect children’s autonomy by being founded in the principle of voluntary
participation with a relationship of trust between practitioners and children. By this
I mean that children should not be forced to participate or to disclose sensitive sto-
ries. Third, children should have the power to decide by themselves what they would
like to share, and consent to their participation (parents as well as may be consulted,
that is to say, they may be informed about the content and nature of the participation
of their sons and daughters). Fourth, children should act as co-researchers in the
ongoing measurement of poverty; practitioners should simply give some direction
and facilitate the exchanges of narratives among the group of children and with
themselves. This creates a sense of collaboration among the participants, which can
ensure the active role of the children, raise their self-esteem and incentivise them to
work together in order to provide their views and perspectives with regard to the

nicolas.brando@kuleuven.be



Children in Measurements of Poverty Within Populations: Two Problems with Current... 65

issues under discussion (Main 2013: 57; Main 2018:242). Finally, children’s inter-
ests can often be better understood and respected by employing a communicative
and inclusive strategy that is based on expression of affect and struggles, which may
help to create empathy between the storyteller and others'® (Mansbridge et al.
2010:68).

In this chapter I have explored the idea that we should involve children in mea-
surements of poverty by drawing upon the tools provided by storytelling approach.
I believe that this mode of communication and data gathering has the potential to
provide us with new information, allow for empathetic identification, and broaden
our understanding of children’s conditions, assessments and interests, to a degree
that is not possible with closed or open ended survey questions alone. Measurements
that already exist should be combined with storytelling in order to construct a more
accurate and inclusive map of poverty within the population. My limited capacity as
a philosopher does not allow me to give more practical details about storytelling in
poverty measurement, but I do hope I have at least clarified why it is so important to
include children’s voices in our measurements of poverty; and what such a mode of
communication and date gathering might looks like.

5 Concluding Remarks

I have tried to show that despite the increasing importance placed on including
children in measurements of poverty, all current methods — income, subjective and
multidimensional indexes — are biased towards the use of household datasets that do
not directly take children into account. There are two main problems with existing
measurements of poverty: they do not target individuals, and they do not reflect
children’s needs and state of deprivation. However, we have epistemic and moral
reasons to include children directly in measurements of poverty. With regard to the
epistemic reason, I have appealed to the fact that we obtain greater insight into child
poverty and intra-household inequalities by including them in the analysis. Such an
approach may help us to avoid two types of injustice - testimonial and hermeneuti-
cal - as some are omitted from participating in the construction of information
(about themselves) and in its interpretation. Unless we are prepared to address this,
we stand to lose a great source of knowledge about the complexities of child pov-
erty. The social justice perspective provides us with morality-based reasons for
including children in poverty measurements: it allows us to recognise children as
individuals in their own right, that are owed equal opportunities for expressing their
own needs and their ability to speak for and by themselves. I have also reflected in
these pages on the need for an inclusive mode of communication and data gathering.
I proposed to employ storytelling as a route to listen to and take into account the

13 Jane Mansbridge et al. brought this point: “Acts of empathy, which require trying to put oneself
in another’s place, usually engage the non-cognitive faculties and require non-cognitive forms of
communication” (Mansbridge et al. 2010:68).
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views and experiences of children. This mode of communication and data gather-
ing, combined with existing adult and family data, may provide an accurate and
inclusive way to inform and enhance public policy aimed at alleviating poverty.
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simply a matter of lack of financial resources to live the type of life that is regarded
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1 Introduction

What explains the fact that even in a country as apparently wealthy as the UK a
significant number of people live in poverty? No doubt causes are complex and will
vary over time and place. However, a reactionary line of argument has been com-
mon for as long as poverty has been observed. It is to say to a large degree poverty
can be explained by the choices that people in poverty, and especially heads of
households, make. In the words of Digby Anderson, writing in 1991, the ‘unmen-
tionable face of poverty’ is that ‘domestic incompetence, improvidence, and male
irresponsibility’ has a significant role to play in turning low income into the experi-
ence of poverty (Anderson 1991). This theme has been revived in the more recent
report on child poverty by Labour Member of Parliament Frank Field, notoriously
writing:
I no longer believe that the poverty endured by all too many children can simply be mea-
sured by their parents’ lack of income. Something more fundamental than the scarcity of
money is adversely dominating the lives of these children. Since 1969 I have witnessed a
growing indifference from some parents to meeting the most basic needs of children, and
particularly younger children, those who are least able to fend for themselves. I have also
observed how the home life of a minority but, worryingly, a growing minority of children,

fails to express an unconditional commitment to the successful nurturing of children (Field
2010, 16).

Note that there are several possible claims here, aside from the implication that
something has changed for the worse. Anderson uses the terms ‘incompetence’,
‘improvidence’ and ‘irresponsibility’. These are different. The first refers to a sup-
posed lack of ability, the second a lack of foresight, and the third a lack of responsibil-
ity, in the sense of parents putting their own interests before their children. Field’s
idea of a ‘growing indifference’ suggests something close to irresponsibility in this
sense too, although some would insist that incompetence and improvidence are them-
selves symptoms of irresponsibility, as a truly responsible parent would take steps to
improve competence and foresight. Whether or not that additional move is made,
these are very serious allegations. Anderson and Field are accusing low income par-
ents of pursuing their own selfish interest at the expense of damaging the lives of their
children when they could have done otherwise. These charges need to be examined.!

Anderson’s critics, such as poverty researcher Elaine Kempson and colleagues,
say that they have found scant evidence to support Anderson’s claims (Kempson
1994, 83). More recently David Gordon, in explicit response to Field, has insisted
that ‘poverty is not a behaviour’ (Gordon 2018, 26). In the large, most theorists
agree that structural factors, such as economic recession, business failure, low
wages, job loss, and the high cost of housing and child care, play the overwhelming
role in the explanation of the existence of poverty, at least in the UK and other
higher income countries.

'For a parallel discussion of the US debate see Young 2011, Chapter 1.
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There is, however, something of a puzzle in the empirical material. Field’s report
is sub-titled ‘preventing poor children becoming poor adults’, which seems to pre-
suppose that without concerted social action, poverty will be transmitted from one
generation to the next. Children living in poor families today, so it is assumed, will
be the parents of poor children in the future, and hence it is vital to break this gen-
erational recycling of poverty. This is also an assumption made by many leftist
thinkers, believing that social disadvantage creates a type of trap that is replicated
over the generations. The main disagreement is the supposed mechanism of trans-
mission. Conservatives emphasise irresponsible behaviours and attitudes that first,
are said to explain poverty, and second, are passed on to children, which is a view
that is repeated in part in more popular works (see, for example, Vance 2015).
Progressives, in contrast, are likely to look to structural factors which either directly
determine poverty, or do so indirectly, by reinforcing patterns of behaviour, which,
while understandable, or even unavoidable, in the circumstances, again are passed
on to children who will become poor in adulthood, and in turn pass on those behav-
iours to their children. Both sides, for example, may point to educational failure of
poor children, but have different diagnoses of the why these failures occur in the
way they do.

On the surface, therefore, this looks like a debate about the best explanation of a
known phenomenon. The puzzle, however, is that the phenomenon may not actually
exist, or not in the form it is thought, at least in developed economies such as the US
and UK. Writing in 2005 about the US, Mark R Rank set out evidence that poverty
generally has relatively short duration of a few years (Rank 2005, 28), and that
around 50% of Americans will experience at least 1 year of poverty as an adult
(Rank 2005, 3), and 75% ‘near-poverty’ (an income of 1.5 times the poverty line)
(Rank 2005, 81). These figures vary considerably by race in the US. Astonishingly,
for example, at time of his study, by the age of 75, 91% of black Americans can
expect to have spent at least 1 year of their adult lives living below the poverty line
(Rank 2005, 96). Morduch and Schneider, in their detailed studies of how low
income Americans manage their money, show how many families cycle in and out
of poverty (Morduch and Schneider 2017), and similar points are made by Elaine
Kempson in her 1994 UK study. Rank uses the analogy between poverty and sick-
ness: it is something from which many people recover, yet can suffer again in the
future (Rank 2005, 180). The group of people in poverty undergoes substantial
shifts from year to year, and certainly from decade to decade. Even in 1901 Rowntree
argued that there is a life-cycle to poverty, with different experiences at different life
stages. Yet this observation appears in conflict with claims that social mobility is
currently falling in the UK and US (for discussion regarding the US, see Chetty
et al. 2014), as well as studies that indicate patterns of behaviour leading to low
educational and economic success are, indeed, passed on from generation to genera-
tion (see, for a striking example, Lareau 2011).

Notably, however, Lareau remarks that, in her study, the characteristics of poor
people and those of the working class (those in work, and above the poverty line)
are similar. I think this provides the clue to the puzzle that, on the one hand, poverty
is thought to be transmitted over the generations, but on the other, there doesn’t
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seem to be a persistent group of poor people passing their poverty on, as ‘those in
poverty’ does not pick out a particular group. Instead, I think, the evidence supports
two closely related claims. First, there is transmission not so much of poverty,
according to official definitions of falling below an income line, but of living one’s
life in the lower income bands (which is consistent with a lack of social mobility
taken in a broad sense). Second, accompanying low income, and with it lack of fam-
ily wealth, is an increased risk of falling into poverty. A striking fact about some of
the poverty stories told in this literature is how little it takes to tip some families into
extreme financial difficulties, where others might have weathered the storm by rely-
ing on savings or the generosity of a richer family member. But even this needs to
be set in a broader context, as structural factors, such as economic recession, clearly
greatly influence the absolute numbers who are in poverty at any one time (Schweiger
and Graf 2015, 151).

In sum, the theory that children who grow up in poor families will become poor
adults, and continue then to pass on their poverty to others, rests on a number of
assumptions. The most notable are first, that there is an identifiable group of persis-
tent poor families, and second, there is something that happens within those families
(child neglect), or the situation in which they find themselves (structural injustice),
that leads to the replication of poverty. We have seen some reasons to doubt the first
claim, as poverty is generally a limited-term phenomenon in wealthy countries.
Nevertheless, there are, no doubt, families who live for many decades in poverty,
and therefore children who will experience poverty throughout their entire child-
hood, and others for a considerable part. Hence there is still reason for investigating
whether the behaviours of poor people exhibit the patterns that Anderson and Field
suggest; namely that the chosen behaviours of poor, mostly male, adults leaves their
children grossly deprived during their childhood, and leads to a pattern of behaviour
that they will repeat with their own children. My focus, however, will be on what
evidence there is for the first claim: that poor adults act in ways that deprive their
children. The research literature (as opposed to opinion pieces) of which I am aware,
however, suggests the opposite, and that poor parents are much more likely to sac-
rifice themselves for the sake of their children; not only for their health and safety,
but also so that they are not humiliated by failing to be able to meet social expecta-
tions (see, for example, Kempson 1994; Ridge 2002; Daly and Kelly 2015; Morduch
and Schneider 2017; Gordon 2018).

For this reason I want to suggest that the connection between choice and poverty
is not the one that the conservative discourse suggests. Rather, I will argue that,
especially for families with children, individual choices, though rarely improvi-
dence, greatly influence the form that poverty takes. By this I mean decision-makers
within a family can determine how poverty will be experienced and distributed
within the family, which is not the same thing as whether or not a family is in pov-
erty. In short, choices rarely lead to poverty, but they do shape how poverty is expe-
rienced, especially in relation to the choices parents make in regard to their children.
I will use a framework inspired by Sen’s capability approach as a way of making
these issues vivid, and explain what I believe to be a characteristic form poverty
takes, as a family adapts to some social expectations at significance cost. Essentially,
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in the following sections, I will argue that a substantial number of parents put them-
selves in secondary poverty in order to shelter their children from relative poverty.

2 The Experience of Poverty

What is it to live a life of poverty? It is not my purpose here to investigate the defini-
tion of poverty, or how it is measured, which are questions I have considered else-
where (Wolff forthcoming, 2019; Wolff et al. 2015). Wherever the line is drawn the
same considerations as those discussed in this paper will apply. Instead, I will start
with the rather unusual strategy of beginning with the contrast case. At what point
can we conclusively say that people, though living modestly, are not in poverty? I
want to build on a picture that the St Lucian development economist Arthur Lewis
set out in 1949, as what he considered to be the demands of the socialist
movement:

A society in which every child shall grow up in pleasant homes and attractive surroundings
and with good educational opportunities; in which every adult shall be provided for in sick-
ness and adversity; and in which the pensioner can take untroubled ease (Lewis 1949,
32-3).

On reading this it is easy to think that this simple standard is, first of all, a reason-
able aspiration for all, in the sense of not being too much for anyone to ask, provided
that they are prepared to make a reasonable effort or contribution of their own to
help themselves and others achieve it. Consequently, it may also seem reasonable
that governments should accept that they have a responsibility to put into place the
social and economic infrastructure to make this an achievable aspiration for all. The
idea that governments have such obligations is hardly unique to socialism, given
that I have stated the obligation in deliberately vague terms, saying nothing about
means. Ideologies will vary over how governments should act: should there be
extensive state provision of all relevant services, including housing, schooling,
health and pensions, or is the government’s job to unlock free enterprise so that the
great majority of people can earn the necessary resources to purchase the appropri-
ate goods (including insurance) on the free market?

Putting Lewis’s picture into the terminology of contemporary political philoso-
phy, we can interpret him as providing an account of what ‘sufficiency’ could
amount to, adding details to theories such as that of Harry Frankfurt, who proposes
that justice requires not that everyone should have an equal share of resources, but
that everyone should have enough to live a good life (Frankfurt 1987). The particu-
lar strength of Lewis’s picture is that it takes the entire life cycle into account, rather
than focusing on family income alone, or, even more commonly in political philoso-
phy, only considering those of working age as subjects of justice and distribution.

It is unclear whether Lewis regards himself as having given a complete account
of the demands of justice, or, indeed, socialism, but on reflection it appears overly
individualistically, in the sense that it seems to take people as largely self-contained.
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Mentioning different stages in life implicitly assumes the existence of family rela-
tions, but there is little in this account that sees an individual as anchored in social
relations, which themselves can be a source of fulfilment, but equally, of anxiety.
Consider, for example, this brief account of child poverty from the Child Poverty
Action Group (2018). ‘Child poverty blights childhoods. Growing up in poverty
means being cold, going hungry, not being able to join in activities with friends.’
This social side, while compatible with Lewis’s account, is not obviously present in
it, but needs to be made explicit. And, typically, a social life requires resources,
whether, for a child, it is money for a school trip, or the right trainers or the latest
toy or gadget, to feel part of the group.

Social participation requires resources, as do other aspects of life. For the pur-
pose of what follows, it will be helpful to divide forms of consumption, rather
crudely, into six types. I am not claiming that all consumption will fall into these
categories, and it is clear that some consumption will fall into more than one cate-
gory. Furthermore, there are complex causal relations between them. But neverthe-
less, I will use the following ideas:

1. Basic goods: this is consumption of those things that are needed simply for day
to day survival. Food, clothing and basic shelter fall into these categories.
Without them, even for a reasonably short period, serious illness, even death, is
a near certainty.

2. Physical efficiency goods: here I use Benjamin Seebohm Rowntree’s rather
dated terminology. Rowntree suggested that there is a type of cut-off threshold
of consumption. Below this level one risks significant detriments to health
through malnutrition or the type of respiratory or infectious illness associated
with living in unsanitary accommodation. In practice it may well not be the case
that there is some clear threshold, rather than a continuum, at least over a certain
range. But it is plausible that at a certain increasing level of consumption the risk
of illness and early death is reduced, though of course never eliminated. (I will
return to this later.) The difference between physical efficiency and basic goods
is that without basic goods (food, water, shelter and heating if living in a harsh
environment) you have a very high chance of dying in a matter of weeks or
months. Lacking physical efficiency goods is likely to damage health and lead to
early death, but over a much more extended period and in a much more mundane
fashion. Again, we can ask whether there is a clear threshold, though the general
distinction seems clear.

3. Normal goods: as Rowntree himself observed, physical efficiency focuses on the
individual person’s physical well-being, without considering the quality of the
life that is preserved. But life must be led on more than a ‘fodder’ basis, to use
Rowntree’s term. Hence in his later work Rowntree included, for the working
man, an allowance for such things as a newspaper, tobacco, a small amount of
alcohol, a wireless and a ticket to a football match or to spend on other hobbies.
(Rowntree 1937) To call these luxury goods doesn’t capture the idea that these
ordinary extravagances are part of a normal human life. Hence, for want of a
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better term I have called them ‘normal’ goods. They will vary greatly from soci-
ety to society. Some may be sceptical that normal goods are necessities in any
sense, but consider this passage from a speech by the Labour MP, Dr. Edith
Summerskill at the time of the founding of the NHS:

It was the suffering of a woman which finally drew me into the political world. One wet
cold night many years ago at the age of 22, a newly qualified doctor, I went to attend my
first confinement. Very nervous I arrived with my new black bag. My knock was answered
by the young husband, pallid and shabby, with the familiar signs of long unemployment
upon him. He took me upstairs to a room stripped of all but the bare necessities of life.
There lay the patient on a mattress covered by a threadbare blanket — a girl of my own age —
in labour with her second child. By the bed stood a cot and standing grasping the wooden
bars was a child with bulging forehead and crooked legs, the classic picture of rickets, a
disease of undernourishment. The young mother clutched my hand with her own moist
bony fingers on which she wore a greenish brass wedding ring twisted round with cotton to
prevent it falling off. In that room that night I became a socialist and I joined in the fight —
not against a class but a system — a system which refused to accept responsibility for the
welfare of the most helpless among us (BBC 2008). Notice that the image of the cheap,
ill-fitting, wedding ring is just as much a part of the picture of poverty, alongside the signs
of illness and malnutrition.

4. Participation goods: these will overlap considerably with normal goods. The ear-
lier example of a school trip falls into this category, as would an evening with
friends, over a meal or in the pub, or a birthday party. They are normal goods but
allow you to enjoy relations with, or at least the company of, other people. These
goods facilitate social participation (Kempson 1994, 281) or help create a special
sense of family (Daly and Kelly 2015, 73). Some participation goods may seem
extravagant, such as the cost of a wedding or other celebration, and of course
they can be a form of ostentation, but equally, often not providing the right type
of celebration can be a source of shame.

5. Status goods: here I have in mind such goods as the branded clothes that a teen-
ager may feel is needed to be accepted, or one good suit or dress for special
occasions, so that you ‘fit in” with social expectations. Without the right clothes
you might not be able to accept an invitation to a relative’s wedding, for exam-
ple, or if you do go wearing unsuitable clothes, you may feel awkward and
unwelcome, even if others make an effort to be kind to you. Adam Smith’s
famous examples of a linen shirt and leather shoes, which he regarded as neces-
sities in the England of his day, fit into this category. (Smith 1976, 869-872.). It
is easy to think that items in this category are optional, but for children they can
make the difference between a happy and an anxious childhood, for example,
and for an adult can make all the difference about whether one is taken seriously
by an official. Many goods are both participation and status goods, such as a
school trip, which can also be seen to be a normal good too.

6. Luxury goods: goods that are not needed simply for a normal life. This will vary in
different social circumstances, but some examples are obvious. A collection of high
performance cars, holiday houses in addition to a primary residence, season tickets
to the opera, and so on are rather cliched examples. The position is somewhat com-
plicated by the thought that a normal life should include some minor luxuries,
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although calling such things ‘treats’ perhaps better captures their role. I add this
category for completeness but it will play little role in the following analysis.

One common ‘hard-nosed’ attitude to poverty is that only the lack of the first two
categories of expenditure are significant enough to call for social action. If people
cannot afford to go to a football match, or to purchase fashionable clothes, that may
be sad, but, it is sometimes said, does not make them poor, or generate claims on
others. Furthermore, it is thought, if people do have enough money to meet their
physical efficiency needs, but spend some of it on something else, then that shows
they don’t really need any more. Rowntree used the term ‘secondary poverty’ to
describe those who had the money to meet their physical efficiency needs but chose
to spend at least some of that money on other things, and thereby did not manage to
meet their physical efficiency needs. Later he realised that this distinction encour-
aged the attitude that somehow those in secondary poverty had brought their situa-
tion upon themselves. Indeed in 1991, Anderson revived Rowntree’s distinction for
exactly this purpose and Field (2010) draws on Rowntree in the same way, though
without using the terminology. However, Rowntree, understanding that he had given
a hostage to fortune to conservatives, changed his position, as we saw, to include an
allowance for modest normal and social spending in the calculation of a poverty
line, rather than keep the primary/secondary distinction, a practice which has subse-
quently been followed in social policy. In books published in 1936 and 1937 he
explicitly considered versions of the ‘poverty is the fault of the poor’ argument, in
the form of the objection that if people on low incomes wasted their money drink-
ing, smoking and going to the cinema then any resulting hardship was their own
responsibility. Talking of the poorest older people in York in 1936 Rowntree
remarked: ‘Of course they do get the occasional ounce of tobacco, or a glass of beer,
but only by suffering a little more from cold or under-nourishment’ (Rowntree
1936, 99). And with regard to low income working people in 1937, he commented:

Working people are just as human as those with more money. They cannot live just on a
‘fodder basis’. They crave for relaxation and recreation just as the rest of us do. But... they
can only get these things by going short of something which is essential to physical fitness,
and so they go short .... They pay dearly for their pleasures! (Rowntree 1937, pp. 126-7).

What, though, is the price people pay? In the immediate future the sacrifice will
be felt in terms of routine scrimping and saving: lower consumption of healthy food;
an exhausting walk to and from work or social events to avoid travel costs; or not
heating one’s home. In the medium term debt may follow, and, by definition of
secondary poverty, risks to health. Virtually all detailed investigations of poverty
emphasise the stress and anxiety of shortage of money to pay bills; the juggling of
finance; domestic rows about money, including violence; even court cases.
Ultimately there is fear of destitution, meaning that it is no longer possible to stay
in the family home, or children will be taken into care.

The ‘price’ that people have to pay will vary from case to case. Skipping a meal
to go to the cinema is very different to the accumulation of large debts to finance the
purchase of luxury goods. Yet what looks like extravagant spending may be nothing
of the sort. For example, Kempson points out that many people, especially in a
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recession, will suffer from low income as a result of unexpectedly losing their job.
Some will have taken on financial commitments, such as a mortgage, or loans to
finance home improvements or to buy furniture premised on their income remaining
stable. Kempson found that most loans of this sort were for items such as cookers,
washing machines and vacuum cleaners (Kempson 1994, 195). Once people lose
their jobs and income paying these bills can be daunting. Staying in the family home
can become very difficult, and furniture and appliances often cannot be sold for
anything close to their purchase price, leading to continuing demands for payment
for goods that are no longer wanted but can’t be returned or sold. Those with savings
will soon run them down, and debt is a very common consequence.

And once debts are occurred different outcomes are possible. Some will be able
to turn to family to help, but others who are unable or unwilling to do so instead risk
health further by taking on multiple jobs. Others will step outside the law, engaging
in benefit fraud, not paying car tax or TV licences, or buying stolen goods (Kempson
1994, 118, 215). Most of these are ‘victimless’ crimes, or at least have no immediate
victim, but it is not uncommon for this line to be crossed into shoplifting for food,
or other forms of robbery (Kempson 1994, 286). These in turn have psychological
costs, as well as the risk of being caught and sentenced. And, of course, some will
turn to sex work, which, while not illegal, is nevertheless highly stigmatised and has
its own risks. Kempson, for example, quotes one woman who was considering sex
work but says that she would leave the country and go to Germany where she does
not run the risk of being found out and shaming her children (Kempson 1994, 287).

Understanding the experience of poverty also allows us to appreciate what is so
appealing about the picture that Arthur Lewis presents in the quote I started with, in
which every child should have a pleasant home and good educational opportunities,
adults protection against sickness and adversity, and the pensioner can take untrou-
bled ease. Of course, no one can be free from anxiety: a child will be worried about
exams or making friends; an adult falling sick or losing a job; a pensioner how to
cope with the extreme change in life of no longer working. But, we can say, they are
all spared the compound anxiety of how to cope financially with life’s contingen-
cies. With an adequate national health and insurance scheme, a worker will still be
able to provide for his or her family even if sickness prevents work. The pensioner
loses the companionship of work, but will not have to worry about the electricity
being cut off because of inability to pay to the bills. And so on. Lewis depicts a
society with a high safety net. For those in poverty, in the worst cases, the experi-
ence can be more like falling down into quicksand, and finding that everything you
do to try to make it better makes it worse in the longer term.

3 Concepts of Poverty

To recall the purpose of this paper: I want to explore the claims made by conserva-
tives that the cause of the low standard of living experienced by people on low
incomes is a result of irresponsible behaviours, and especially forms of child
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neglect. This then leads them to the two-fold policy recommendation that, first,
providing poor people with more money will not help them (as much as might be
expected) and, second, the situation of poor people could be significantly improved
by bringing them to change their behaviours. Here I am less concerned with anti-
poverty policies, which I have discussed in detail elsewhere (Wolff 2019), but on the
role of choice and behaviours on poverty. I want to argue that people living on low
incomes do have a measure of choice over the type of poverty they face, but much
less (though not none) about whether they are in poverty. In the next section i will
provide an analytical framework, inspired by Sen’s capability approach, combined
with empirical studies of poverty, to demonstrate my claims. But informally we can
understand the issues by considering this summary from Digby Anderson, who
claims that many poorer people are in difficult circumstances through their own
disorganised habits. He writes:

For those ‘living’ as one study puts it ‘on the edge’ domestic incompetence can push them
into lasting misery and a tangle of debt and prolonged welfare dependency. The studies also
show, some of them unwittingly, that the difference between managing and failing to man-
age is not due simply to skills — which might be taught in a brief advice session — or even
information. The families which organised their slender resources successfully display
moral characteristics; perseverance, a willingness to go without in the short term to stay out
of debt, fortitude and especially in the case of many of the wives, personal sacrifice and
sustained commitment. Managing is a mix of skills, moral commitment and habits
(Anderson 1991, 5).

Anderson is in a tradition of commentators who have suggested that better habits
could greatly improve the standard of living of poor people, without an increase in
resources. Even in 1901 Rowntree mentions diet sheets produced by good inten-
tioned well-to-do ladies for use of the poor that are utterly unrealistic, by, for exam-
ple, assuming that it is possible to have the money and the storage facilities to buy
in bulk, or that one already has a pantry well-stocked with spices and condiments.
Maud Pember Reeves pokes fun at the middle class visitors who preached ‘the gos-
pel of porridge’ as she calls it, to women struggling on meagre resources to provide
healthy nutrition for their families. As Reeves points out, women on very low
incomes often also had to tend to a number of infant children, in danger of coming
to great harm if left unwatched. This alone was incompatible with giving porridge
the attention it needs to prevent it from spoiling as it cooked. Furthermore, milk and
sugar were often beyond the means of these families, who also generally only
owned one or two old and damaged saucepans. An evening meal of fish or stew
would ‘leave a taint’ that affected the taste of porridge cooked in the same pan the
following morning, rendering it too disgusting to eat (Pember Reeves 1914, 57-9).
Close to 100 years later, Anderson points out that few poor people seem to make
their own bread or jams, even though, he says, they have plenty of time on their
hands (Anderson 1991, 18). By contrast he praises an unemployed man who goes
night fishing and has a freezer full of cod (Anderson 1991, 13). (Yet one wonders
whether the freezer remains full because the family has eaten all the cod they can
stand.) In other words, the advice and values of the middle classes often fails to
reflect the constraints under which people have to live.
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In the passage quoted above Anderson is especially concerned with the distinc-
tion between managing your poverty in the sense of achieving a measure of stability
in pressed circumstances, and failing to manage, which is likely to lead to chaos or
a downward spiral. Yet, one has to ask, is ‘going without in the short term’ or mak-
ing ‘a personal sacrifice’ a way of avoiding poverty? Or is it simply one form that
poverty can take? I assume the latter, and will in the following sections set out a
framework to help understand the position. This will also allow me to develop the
picture further by considering how consumption within the family — and here I
mean how parents spend in relation to their children — adds further complexity and
reveals some common patterns.

In doing so, I will also be relying on two important distinctions. One I have
already mentioned several times, the distinction between primary poverty — failing
to achieve physical efficiency — and secondary poverty, as revived by Anderson and
Field, which is having the means to achieve physical efficiency, but spending some
of the resources on other things. Contrary to the impression that some have taken
away, Rowntree does not claim that achieving physical efficiency makes possible
anything like an adequate human life. Far from it:

And let us clearly understand what ‘merely physical efficiency’ means. A family living
upon the scale allowed for it in this estimate must never spend a penny on railway fare or
omnibus. They must never go into the country unless they walk. They must never purchase
a halfpenny newspaper or spend a penny to buy a ticket for a popular concert. They must
write no letters to absent children, for they cannot afford to pay the postage. ... The children
must have no pocket money for dolls, marbles and sweets (Rowntree 1901, pp. 133-4).

The question of how money is, or could be, spent gives rise to a more familiar
second distinction, between absolute and relative poverty. Absolute poverty can be
understood along the lines of Rowntree’s idea of primary poverty, while the concept
of relative poverty, which still shapes contemporary poverty research, was intro-
duced in the following terms by Peter Townsend:

Individuals, families and groups in the population can be said to be in poverty when they
lack the resources to obtain the types of diet, participate in the activities and have the living
conditions and amenities which are customary, or at least widely encouraged or approved,
in the societies in which they belong. Their resources are so seriously below those com-
manded by the average individual or family that they are, in effect, excluded from ordinary
living patterns, customs and activities (Townsend 1979, 31).

The concepts of secondary and relative poverty will be important in what fol-
lows. The concept of relative poverty is open, however, to a range of interpretations.
The aspect of it that I will fasten on to here is that of being ‘excluded from ordinary
living patterns’, by which I will mean not be able to afford to do what is taken to be
normal within your society. In this respect it is outward facing, and concerns social
expectations.
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4 A Framework for the Analysis of Poverty

As indicated above, I wish to introduce a framework which allows us to recognise
the role of choice in the experience of poverty. Now, immediately this project faces
an important objection. There is an important and impressive body of research in
behavioural economics suggesting that poverty impairs the decision making pro-
cess, with the result that the ‘choices’ made by people in poverty are far less ‘free’
than is commonly assumed (Mani et al. 2013; Sheehy-Skeffington and Rea 2017).
Clearly this is very important when debates about poverty become moralised, and
when policy options are under discussion. For present purposes, however, the rele-
vance of this point is more limited, as my project is to look at options and the
choices people actually make, without exploring whether those choices show per-
fect rationality or the degree to which they should be defended or criticised on moral
grounds. For my limited current purposes, I can leave this vital issue to one side.

The schematic picture of poverty I shall build is inspired by Sen’s understanding
of the capability approach (Sen 1983), and in particular, Sen’s idea that a person’s
capability is a vector of a set of functionings, but I will render it in more intuitive
terms and use the language of ‘option” and ‘sets of options’ rather than Sen’s lan-
guage of functionings and capabilities as what I say does not depend on any particu-
lar theory of well-being. I am very well aware that the abstract model I shall present
leaves out of account what Daly and Kelly appealingly describe as ‘how people
create rules rituals and practices to organise their lives and their relationships in a
familial context” (2015, 13). However the purpose of the model is to provide a
framework by which some elements related to family poverty and choice come out
clearly, rather than to provide a faithful description of the situation as a whole.

I will start with a simplified model, based on an example from Elaine Kempson
of a family that has faced a dramatic fall in income and realizes it can only sustain
something approaching its previous way of life by going into debt (Kempson 1994,
286). Therefore, it has to make the stark choice between ‘keeping up appearances’
(what I have been calling ‘meeting social expectations’) and ‘keeping out of debt’.
Anderson and others might say that this is a basic choice between irresponsibility
and responsibility, but it is not always that simple, especially when children are
involved. One single mother, for example, reports that she took out a loan at high
interest in order to take her children on holiday, so that when they go back to school
they don’t have to say that for the summer holiday ‘we went round the garden’
(Kempson 1994, 238). The subtext is that ‘keeping up appearances’ can be critical
to confidence and psychological well-being, especially for children. But at this
stage I want to look at the range of options people have, rather than their reasons for
choosing one set over another.

One way of representing this family’s choice is that they have to make a choice
between two sets of behaviours:

1. {Not keeping up appearances, avoiding debt}
2. {Keeping up appearances, getting into debt}
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This contrasts with their earlier life when they experienced a third, much more
comfortable position.

3. {Keeping up appearances, avoiding debt}

Sadly, option 3 is no longer available, and so their set of feasible options has been
reduced to the choice between sets 1 and 2.

Looking more deeply into the issues, however, we can see that their set of feasi-
ble options is actually larger than represented, which is to say that the family may
have other so far unstated options, of varying appeal, in the sense that there are other
behaviours that could allow them to both keep up appearances and avoid debt. I will
continue to assume that they have no prospect of increasing regular income through
the formal economy, which would generally be the preferred behavior. But neverthe-
less, there can be things they could do. To use examples from Kempson’s discussion
of other families, they might be able to run down savings, or sell goods the absence
of which would not be missed by friends or neighbours. (Pawning goods is also pos-
sible, but that can be considered to be covered by ‘going to into debt’.) They might
turn to crime, or even to sex work. There may be other possibilities too. For example
Kempson describes one woman who attempted to reduce her poverty by allowing a
violent partner move back in, thereby putting her personal safety at risk again
(Kempson 1994, 284). But to keep the discussion within bounds, let us assume that
this family has no savings, or other alternatives, and so the additional possibilities it
faces are: sell goods, engage in crime, or engage in sex work. From this it follows
that the statement of sets of options 1 and 2 are not complete, for each assumes that
these alternatives are not taken. A fuller list of options, with the fully expanded set
of behaviours now appears to be this (with the key strategy picked out in bold):

1. {Not keeping up appearances, avoiding debt, not selling goods, not engaging
in crime, not engaging in sex work}

2. {Keeping up appearances, getting into debt, not selling goods, not engaging in
crime, not engaging in sex work }

3. {Keeping up appearances, avoiding debt, selling goods, not engaging in crime,
not engaging in sex work}

4. {Keeping up appearances, avoiding debt, not selling goods, engaging in crime,
not engaging in sex work}

5. {Keeping up appearances, avoiding debt, not selling goods, not engaging in
crime, engaging in sex work}

Anderson would ask why I have not included the further behavior ‘improve man-
agement of household economy’ but at this point I will leave that aside, although I
will return to it shortly. It might equally be asked, however, why I haven’t included
the option of ‘going without adequate nutrition’, and that will be an option for most
families, even though it may well not be sustainable over time.

The need to continue to add options suggests that while the schema just given is
a useful way of representing the particular family, there is a risk that the option sets
will become so large as to be unmanageable and incomparable between different
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cases. Hence for theoretical purposes it would be much better to group different
options into categories, to provide a more general schema. And indeed the first five
categories of consumption I laid out in Sect. 2 above (leaving aside luxury goods),
provide a ready made way of starting such an analysis. Those categories are:

. Basic goods

. Efficiency goods

. Normal goods

. Participation goods
. Status goods

W AW N =

The first stage of analysis is to see which combinations of these goods are avail-
able on the family’s resources. A family that is not in poverty will have the option
of achieving an acceptable degree of all of them, whatever they, in fact, end up
choosing. A family in poverty will have hard choices to make. This leads us to the
second stage of analysis in which they may consider other strategies such as crime,
sex work, selling possessions and so on, which I will collectively refer to as ‘distress
behaviours’, as these are all somewhat desperate remedies, that have high cost, or
high risk, and are also highly likely to affect physical and/or mental well-being.
However, I will put these into two categories ‘socially disapproved distress behav-
iours’ (crime, sex work, benefit fraud) and ‘socially approved distress behaviours’
(selling possessions, working multiple jobs for low pay and/or at unsociable hours).
Some behaviours are hard to classify. A modest interest-free loan from a family
member may be a socially approved distress behavior, but a large loan from an ille-
gal doorstop lender could be socially disapproved. Taking a government loan, but
lying about what it will be used for, seems to be in borderline territory. Working
cash-in-hand while on benefits is illegal, and socially discouraged, if above a certain
very low limit, but working, for example, on a market stall and being paid in food is
harder to classify. I do not, therefore, aim to be comprehensive, but rather to use this
schema as something of an idealization.

For ease of representation, when referring to the goods or behaviours mentioned,
I shall use the first initial of the category, hence the five listed categories above are
b(asic), e(efficiency), n(ormal), p(articipation) and s(tatus), and the additional cat-
egories d for disapproved distress behaviours and a for approved distressed
behaviours.

Let us consider again a low income family that cannot afford all of b, e, n, p, and
s, unless they engage in d(issaproved distress behaviours) or a(approved distress
behavious). Let us suppose that they are not prepared to consider the distress
behaviours and therefore are committed to not-d and not-a. They do have the
resources to achieve basic day-to-day survival and would not think of doing with-
out. Hence, they have chosen b. And they also, if they so decided, have enough
resources to choose e rather than risk health. But this is their limit, and if they
attempted to choose n, p, or s they could not achieve e. Rowntree’s example of the
person or family that chooses to go to the cinema but ‘pays a price’, could be an
example. This is a useful case as going to the cinema with friends who expect you
to go would be an example of a normal good, a participation good, and a status good
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all in one. Hence, we can represent the family as, in effect, having to make the
choice between these options in the following set of options:

1. {b, e, not-n, not-p, not-s, not-d, not-a}
2. {b, not-e, n, p, s, not-d, not-a)?

As noted they do, theoretically, have other options such as crime or sex work, but
they have ruled these out, probably simply by never seriously considering them.
Although this framework may seem to do little more than restate the obvious, it has
the great advantage that it allows us to understand the relationship between second-
ary poverty and relative poverty (Wolff, forthcoming). A family that chooses 1 can
be described as being in relative poverty, in that it is not engaging in behaviours that
are normally expected in its society, because of its gravely limited resources. And a
family that chooses 2 can be described as being in secondary poverty as it has cho-
sen not to spend its money on physical efficiency, but on other things instead. But it
avoids at least one very significant aspect of relative poverty, that of failing to meet
a certain type of social expectations.® This is interesting because the concept of rela-
tive poverty is at the heart of the progressive discourse on poverty (e.g. Dermott and
Main 2018) while only conservative commentators have retained the concept of
secondary poverty in words or spirit (Anderson 1991; Field 2010). Yet at bottom we
can see that they are very closely related. Those in secondary poverty and those in
relative poverty will very often face the same set of feasible options, but simply
make different choices within that set. Hence, we can already see that choice can
shape the form that poverty takes, as I suggested above. The main difference
between conservative and progressive narratives appears to be this: conservatives
sometimes appear to suggest that the cause of poverty is that people on low incomes
sometimes choose option 2 (secondary poverty) over 1 (relative poverty) thereby
‘wasting’ valuable resources on such things as going to the cinema, whereas pro-
gressives say that the fact that people are forced to choose between 1 and 2 is the
problem, and overcoming poverty requires giving people a wider range of options.
If poverty is a matter of not having enough to meet your needs, the root dispute
comes to what counts as a ‘need’ with conservatives taking a much narrower view.

However, in order to accomodate the conservative discourse on poverty, it is
necessary to add yet another category, as touched on above, that we can call
‘improvident’ behavior, or ‘i’ in the category set. This would include very poor
household management, such as buying expensive food and letting it spoil, shop-
ping at expensive shops rather than taking a slightly longer journey to get cheap
food, ignoring cheap but nutritious options, and so on. But it would also include

20f course, while going to the cinema will provide some normal, participation and status goods, it
is likely that it will still leave the family short of what is normally expected in their society. But I
will leave this complication aside.

3Tt can be argued that it still suffers relative poverty in another respect, in that it is likely not to be
meeting social expectations related to diet. This is a fair point, though in this paper I am particu-
larly concerned with what is available to public view, and diet is much less visible than joining in
group activities, for example. I thank Gottfried Schweiger for pressing this point.
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spending money on alcohol or gambling to a degree that is in excess of what is rea-
sonable on the family budget. Improvident behavior differs from buying status
goods that are in the normal range for your society, but could include very extrava-
gant status purchases, copying the life-styles of the rich.

Improvident behaviour is always possible. Sometimes it will be the result of
addiction or, perhaps, mental illness, making responsibility problematic, but fully
chosen improvident behaviour must surely also happen. However, many theorists
have argued that there is no evidence that it is widespread among the poor (Kempson
1994; Gordon 2018; Dermott and Main 2018; Main and Bradshaw 2018).
Nevertheless, the addition reminds us that for various reasons, it is important to
understand that these option sets are not necessarily static. Some option sets include
the possibility of improvement, in the sense of widening the future set of feasible
options. Accordingly, it is equally important to add the mirror image to imprudent
choices of what we could call “future-oriented choices’ (f), which is a type of deferred
consumption in contrast to the immediate consumption choices already listed.* This
represents sacrifices or investments taken with the expectation that they will yield
dividends in the future. Training to acquire skills is an obvious example, as is stretch-
ing the family budget to save to build up the capital for a small business.

In many cases there is uncertainty about the consequences of an option, although
such uncertainty is too complex to model using the simple tools adopted so far. For
example, taking a cash-in-hand job, while on benefits, will improve options in the
short term, and could lead to opportunities that will provide a route out of poverty,
but at the same time carries a risk of being detected, which in the worst case could
lead to a prison sentence and loss of home and family. Borrowing to retrain, or to start
a business, carries a great risk of leaving significant debt without positive benefits.
Elsewhere I have referred to this situation as one of extreme disadvantage: where the
only steps available to you to improve your situation run a significant risk of making
you much worse off than you were to start with (Wolff and de-Shalit 2013).

5 Poverty and the Family

So far I have been treating the family as a ‘black box’, but of course poverty affects
family members in different ways, as feminist theorists of poverty have persuasively
argued (eg Bennett and Sung 2014). Children too will be affected in different ways.
In a full treatment each option should be broken down with a line for each family
member. So, for example, Anderson’s claim that poverty can be a result of ‘male
irresponsibility’ would have a line for the male adult member of the family showing
that he had chosen ‘i’ (improvidence) as well as other selfish behaviours, with other
family members suffering, perhaps lacking everything except ‘b’ — sufficient con-
sumption of basic goods to allow day to day survival, but nothing else. It would be
wrong to rule this out as never happening, but the available evidence suggests it is
very rare. For example, Main and Bradshaw suggest that, on the contrary, without

*T’'m very grateful to Anna Snoek for emphasising the importance of future oriented choices.
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parental sacrifice most children in poverty would be doing significantly worse than
they are (2018), and Daly and Kelly tell a similar story (2015).

Kempson concurs, finding little evidence of irresponsibility in the families she
studied. Gambling did take place, but was generally budgeted for and took only a
small part of income. At the time she was writing football pools were pervasive, and
complex to a degree that it was a type of leisure-time relaxation. Some also took part
in bingo, which has a social and leisure aspect to it as well (Kempson 1994, 153).
The football pools have now been replaced with the lottery, which may well lack the
‘hobby’ aspect of the pools or the social side of bingo. Rowntree was particularly
interested in how poor people spent money on alcohol, but observed that few con-
sumed more than a moderate amount as an understandable form of social relaxation.
Kempson suggests that heavy drinking was very rare among the families she stud-
ies, although, in 1994, smoking was regarded as a normal activity and part of the
family budget. For modelling purposes, therefore, irresponsible behaviour should
be included, but the evidence suggests that it is rarely a significant factor. The one
exception is borrowing at a high rate of interest, which can be better thought of a
‘distress’ behaviour.

Such debt may need separate analysis, for it does highlight the role of behaviour
in escaping from poverty, at least in some circumstances. Although she does not
discuss it in detail, Kempson has clear examples where people could only extract
themselves from debt, and the threat of destitution, by radical behaviour change.
This is confirmed by the experience of social enterprises such as Fair Money Advice,
which describes its activities in the following terms:

Fair Money Advice (FMA) helps individuals regain control of their money. FMA assists

with emergency debt issues, whilst also helping clients work towards long term financial

stability, resilience and control. We offer clients impartial advice and support in times of

financial crisis, and provide preventative financial capability programmes to strengthen
financial literacy and efficacy. (Annual Report 2017).

Sometimes, if debt can be repaid or forgiven then a stable situation would be
possible. This is most likely if debt is the result of a one-off misfortune. But if debt
is a response to the recurrent mismatch between income and expenditure then for-
giving debt will only bring temporary relief, and something else needs to change to
stop the pattern repeating. It does not, however, follow that the previous spending
patterns were reckless or inefficient, only that they cannot be sustained on current
income. Nevertheless, money management may be the one kernel of truth in the
conservative argument, where for some families a change in spending and borrow-
ing habits will bring much-needed stability, if not an end to poverty.

But even here the picture is complex. One reason why people get into debt is for
the sake of their children. I have already mentioned the single mother who borrowed
money to take her child on a summer holiday. In fact, she was deceptive about the
purpose of the loan (Kempson 1994, 238). This is just one of many ways in which
low income parents make risky personal sacrifices for their children. Other examples
include losing days of work to look after sick children, or in the summer holidays,
or during unexpected teacher absences. Putting the interest of children first is very
common. Examples include buying fruit only for the children to eat, as well as the
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occasional higher quality snack as a treat (Kempson 1994, 111); making sure there
are Christmas presents of the same type that schoolfriends are getting (130); making
sure that children have decent clothes, rather than being a ‘scruffbag’ (117) or being
sent home from school (40), making sure that there is an emergency electricity sup-
ply for the TV so that children can join in conversations at school (122), and the
importance of going on school trips. All of these can require the further pinching of
a very strained budget. Sometimes relatives can help out, for example paying for the
cost of Holy Communion and Christmas and providing childcare (Daly and Kelly
2015, 113-5). Another example is taking children for a few weeks in the summer so
that they get some kind of holiday. It is reported, nevertheless, that 50 per cent of
families in the bottom income quintile would like, but cannot afford, to take their
children on holiday for 1 week a year (Child Poverty Action Group 2018).

While it is very common for parents to make sacrifices for the children, Tess
Ridge points out that the sacrifice is not always one way. Children learn not to ask
for things that are difficult in order not to humiliate their parents (Ridge 2002, 140).
But this has a cost in terms of how well those children will be able to enjoy what I
called normal, participation and status goods. And the lack will have further effects.

Notice, however, that the examples show that parental sacrifice is made to be able
to ensure that children can enjoy goods in all categories. Parents are very concerned
that their children are not marked out and stigmatised as coming from a poor home,
as well as being able to have the fun of joining in group activities. This is in addition
to concerns about living a healthy life and not getting in trouble with the police, or
being put under undue stress. In the notation used here, parents try to ensure that
their children have at least a minimal threshold level of the following ideal goods
and behaviours, which allows them something close to a ‘normal’ life, free of
stigma. If generalised to the family as a whole it would put them above any reason-
able definition of poverty: {b, e, n, p, s, not-i, f, not-d, not-a}.

When this is not possible children will react in different ways. Some will accept
that they cannot do what other children, can, but others will steal (a disapproved
distress behaviour) or find ways of working themselves, legally or illegally.

Empirical evidence allows us to understand more about the dynamics of families
on low incomes. It suggests that ‘parents are likely to prioritise basic survival needs
such as food and clothing over more social and developmental needs relating to fam-
ily and children’s participation in wider society’ (Main and Bradshaw 2018, 145).
And there is evidence concerning the issue of whether, as Anderson and Field sug-
gest, somehow the irresponsible behaviours of parents are making their children
poor. Indeed, government minister Ian Duncan Smith was so convinced of this
explanation that he proposed giving poor families vouchers rather than cash benefits
in order to cut down such alleged misuse of funds (Guardian 2014). However, there
are now studies that allow us to examine the poverty of family members individu-
ally, in terms of their consumption of age-appropriate necessities. On this basis
Main and Bradshaw suggest that in the UK there are 27% of households where all
household members are poor, but 16% of children lived in households where the
adults but not the children were poor. These, therefore, are households where adults
are going without to a significant degree to ensure that their children can have access
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to all necessary goods and services. And only 1% of children live in households
where the children are poor but the adults are not, or, in other words, where the par-
ents put themselves before the children (Main and Bradshaw 2018, 148). Of course,
this does not prove that parental neglect does not cause child poverty, but it hardly
supports the Anderson/Field position. Generally, Main and Bradshaw’s analysis
confirms Kempson’s earlier study. Commonly observed parental sacrifices include,
in increasing order: skimped on own food (in about 23% of low income families),
buying second hand clothes, wearing old clothes, not visiting hairdresser, not visit-
ing dentist, spending less on hobbies, and cutting back on social visits (which is
reported by about 60% of low income adults) (Main and Bradshaw 2018, 162).

In conclusion, we can see that various types of family poverty are possible. The
main choice faced by many parents is stark. We start from the assumption that the
‘ideal set’ that avoids poverty for all family members is not possible. What happens
next? There are three main possibilities in terms of distribution within the family.
First, the parents could put themselves first. This is the Anderson, Field and Duncan
Smith worry. Second, the burden could be shared by the family as a whole, and the
decision will have to be made between secondary and relative poverty for the entire
family, as we have seen in the examples where we did not try to disaggregate the
family. Both will have costs. Finally, the parents could put the children before them,
trying as best they can to provide the ideal set for the children. And we saw that this
is very common. But it comes at severe cost, requiring one or both of secondary
poverty or distress behaviours. In other words, parents are very commonly putting
themselves in secondary poverty in order to avoid a very significant aspect of rela-
tive poverty for their children. They are, therefore putting themselves at a high level
of risk for their children. Far from ‘irresponsible’ this could be described as ‘heroic’
behaviour. Indeed, what Anderson regarded as the model case that he recommends
of parents making considerable sacrifices appears to be perhaps the standard case.
But, as noted above, it is not a way of avoiding poverty, it is a way of being poor. It
is not a replacement for expanding the set of options available to poor families.

Hence, although the conservative arguments that children are poor because of the
consumption behaviour and/or poor household management of their parents is pos-
sibly true of a small number of families, the evidence in the literature is that it is
very much the exception, especially regarding the claim that parents privilege them-
selves. While it is clear that choices can partially determine the shape of the poverty
a family experiences, the literature does not support the claim that the selfish choices
of parents plays any significant role in child poverty. Indeed, without substantial
parental sacrifices, many more children would suffer the effects of poverty.
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Abstract In this chapter, we aim to develop a set of considerations regarding the
status of child poverty as moral damage. This approach may enrich the perspectives
centered on material and social aspects, by enhancing our understanding of the
complexities involved in the experience of child poverty. The consideration of child
poverty as a form of moral damage could offer a complementary theoretical tool to
analyze how the classic binomial aggressor-victim changes its shape in systemic
collective problems. Hence, the aggressor could be made of multiple hands; the
damage could be understood as omission or enabling of some conditions; and the
victims could be both aware or to some extent unaware of their conditions. In this
sense, moral damage would work as a key concept of ethical reasoning, allowing us
to identify instances of damage with and without conscious victims, as well as cases
without one clear direct aggressor. Emphasizing the key role of moral damage for
the ethical argumentation on child poverty may be especially useful to shift the
focus to children and to their development. Thus, we will explore the mechanisms
by which poverty specifically promotes parental neglect, and how this phenomenon
creates developmental and intergenerational impacts that objectify, in a very
concrete way, the nature of child poverty as moral damage. Based upon this
exploration, we will delve into the basic lines of a resilience-centered approach to
policy as a measure to make justice in the long term, which intends to protect the
child’s integral development, and to prevent revictimizations, in the face of adversity.

Keywords Poverty - Neglect - Childhood - Moral damage - Social justice -
Prevention

M. Cabezas
Complutense University of Madrid, Madrid, Spain

C. Pitillas ()
University Institute for Family Studies (Pontifical Comillas University), Madrid, Spain
e-mail: cpitillas@comillas.edu

© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2019 91
N. Brando, G. Schweiger (eds.), Philosophy and Child Poverty, Philosophy and
Poverty 1, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-22452-3_5

nicolas.brando@kuleuven.be


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-22452-3_5&domain=pdf
mailto:cpitillas@comillas.edu

92 M. Cabezas and C. Pitillas
1 Introduction

Child poverty has traditionally been approached from an economic or social per-
spective, taking into consideration development and welfare markers of a given
state (Schweiger and Graf 2015), as well as its structural aspects. However, it is a
complex phenomenon that affects and modulates different interconnected aspects of
a child’s life. In this sense, although the aforementioned approaches are necessary
and the eradication of poverty through measures focused on the lack of basic
materials is also a priority, we aim to add some considerations that may enrich the
understanding of child poverty and open complementary pathways to reflect upon
the responsibilities related to it.

In order to accomplish this, we suggest delving into the conceptualization of
child poverty under the category of moral damage. Labeling child' poverty as such,
we hope to generate a potential fruitful path to explore the ways in which ethical
considerations may enrich our understanding of this phenomenon, making more
visible an individual or micro perspective, without excluding other frameworks that
highlight the lack of material resources, social capital, or social justice.

Poverty is both a multi-causal phenomenon and a complex concept. As Schweiger
and Graf (2015, p. 1-2) point out, the questioned nature of poverty, alongside its
double nature as a descriptive and normative concept, makes it almost impossible to
reach a shared definition. Moreover, child poverty exists in a wide variety of shapes,
and there are some open questions concerning poverty thresholds and the boundaries
between relative and absolute poverty. That being said, we will take Townsend’s
approach to poverty as a starting point: “Individuals, families and groups in the
population can be said to be in poverty when they lack the resources to obtain the
type of diet, participate in the activities and have the living conditions and amenities
which are customary, or are at least widely encouraged or approved, in the societies
to which they belong. Their resources are so seriously below those commanded by
the average individual or family that they are, in effect, excluded from ordinary
living patterns, customs and activities” (Townsend 1979, p. 31).

Our main interest here is to add some new considerations that might enrich the
understanding of poverty and its effects on childhood by addressing its connection
to moral damage. Concretely, we will advocate for the idea that child poverty entails
an instance of moral damage per se. In order to accomplish this, we will firstly
explore the concept of moral damage and secondly, we will defend how child
poverty fulfills the criteria to be considered as such.

'As a preliminary clarification, we will not explore the philosophical debate regarding the social
construction of childhood, as doing so would surpass the scope of this chapter. For this reason, we
will understand childhood as the concept that refers to the period of human life from zero to
18 years old, with an especial focus on young children and preadolescents.
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2 An Approach to Moral Damage

Moral damage, as it occurs with other thick concepts (Goldie 2009) that imply some
descriptive and normative traits, could be seen as a contested concept. However,
some shared ideas of what an instance of moral damage is, can be found. Moral
damage could be defined in general terms as a wrong coming from human actions:
“the wrong that we do to each other without having to do it” (Arteta 2010, p. 24). To
damage someone could be understood, following Feinberg (1984), as to treat
someone wrong and, in this sense, as a violation of someone’s right. In the same line
of arguments, moral damage could be labeled as “the human form of evil” (Thiebaut
2005, p. 18).

However, the assimilation of moral damage with human moral wrongness or evil
could lead to tautologies as well as it would imply to delve into some ontological
premises on nature evil versus human evil or even debates on theodicy, all of which
would make it hard to find shared standards. Therefore, we opt for decoupling the
term moral damage from the more metaphysical one of evil. Instead, we suggest
defining it in less abstract terms, closer to human interactions and human experience.
Thus, moral damage could be defined as an undeserved suffering inflicted upon (at
least) another human being. It is the consequence of a human -and therefore
contingent- action that could have been avoided, which tends to cause indignation
and shame. In other words, moral damage would be the consequence of “intentionally
inflicting pain and suffering on another human being, against her will” (Vetlesen
2005, p. 2). In this sense, the aggressor must be an agent who is susceptible for
being charged responsible for the consequences of their actions. Moreover, the
victim should be a subject with moral standing or moral consideration,? that is,
someone whose wellbeing is morally relevant,> someone who deserves to be well
treated or respected. Hence, an abuse by human hands of a morally relevant subject
generates feelings of indignation as well as rage, fear and shame, both in the victim
and the moral spectator.*

Accidents, natural catastrophes and harm executed by beings that cannot be held
morally responsible for their actions, such as non-human animals, would surpass
the scope of moral damage. Non-moral agents cannot be charged with moral
responsibility and moral intention, for we cannot demand them to have acted in a
different way. Such would be the case, for example, of the lion that aims to harm
you in order to get something.

2A deeper analysis on moral status and moral consideration can be found in Goodpaster (1993).
3We are aware of the open debate on the limits of the moral community and who deserves moral
consideration, namely humans, non-human animals, nature, etc. The work developed by Velayos-
Castelo (1996), as well as Tugendhat (1997), provides an in-depth look of these positions, from
anthropocentric views to the deep ecology movement. However, given that the implementation of
the idea of moral damage in this chapter is only concerned with child poverty, a deeper analysis
would surpass the purpose of our main thesis here.

*A good study on the relation between damage, wrongness and moral emotions can be found in
Nichols (2004).
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Given that moral damage is the consequence of human actions (or omissions), it
is by nature contingent, avoidable and unnecessary. Moreover, from a moral point
of view, the occurrence of moral damage breaks the assumption of reciprocity and
recognition between human beings. In this sense, moral damage would refer to that
type of suffering that “does not need to happen and that, with different agents and
motives, would not have happened” (Arteta 2010, p. 24-25). It becomes something
contingent that “should not have existed” (Thiebaut 2005, p. 25) in a normative
sense.

When the focus is on the agent, actions involved in moral damage can be collec-
tive or individual. When the focus is on the type of action, they can be direct, indi-
rect, or omissions. This is key for a consideration of the place of moral damage with
respect to poverty, as we will develop in what follows.

Finally, with regard to the suffering involved in moral damage, this may be phys-
ical, but it is at least always psychological at some level, as it implies both the viola-
tion of the assumption of reciprocity and recognition, and the violation of some
explicit or implicit rule on how the person should be treated. In this sense,
humiliations, broken promises, betrayals, lies, apart from physical violent
aggressions, would be examples of moral damage. As such, moral damage would
be, following now psychological terminology, a form of victimization (Finkelhor
2008).

3 Child Poverty as an Instance of Moral Damage

We will now shift the focus towards child poverty, in order to answer the question
on whether child poverty fulfills the conditions to be considered a case of moral
damage.

For an event to be considered an instance of moral damage:

—_—

. The aggressor should be a moral agent, being so the result of human actions;
2. The event has to be the result of an intentional act; and
3. The victim should be morally relevant.

The first criterion, the harm being the result of human actions, and the second
one on intentionality are deeply interwoven, and key in order to establish
responsibilities.

Child poverty is the result of a specific human way of organizing resources and
the access to them. Nevertheless, one might argue that there is no intention of
denying resources or deprivation in child poverty.

This line of arguments would lead to the debate of the “harmless torturers”
(Parfitt 1984). Similarly to the case in which an act can be morally incorrect despite
the absence of harm (there is no victim), an act could be morally incorrect despite
the apparent absence of an agent, as long as it is part of a complex network of
consented and tolerated acts that do harm someone.
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In this sense, the same action, analyzed out of context, would not be wrong or
morally relevant per se, but when analyzed inside a given social context, this same
action may acquire a qualitative different sense, meaning and range, as long as it is
part of that system. This would be the case of the aggregation of omissions and
indirect actions that tend to perpetuate child poverty or at least enable its
chronification.

In other words, “this gap between the (almost or perhaps entirely) harmless sin-
gular act and the harmful performance of the same act by many spells trouble for the
moral evaluation of these acts and for assigning responsibility”(Spiekerman 2014,
p- 75). As a kind of Frankenstein, the parts may not be incorrect, but the result of
adding all of them is in fact a perversion. Thus, speaking of moral damage instead
of moral wrongness/correctness may help visualize the sometimes-invisible
connections between aggressors, victims, and damage, which may go unnoticed
when context and relationships are complex. Such would be the case of multiple-
hands damage. As Spiekerman states, “in an increasingly crowded and interactive
world, there are more and more ways to harm people in an indirect way” (2014,
p- 75). This would be the case of child poverty.

Although it might be hard to recognize, child poverty is not an accident, but the
sum of human actions, omissions, and decisions in a given system. When structural
systematic problems are the case, it might be harder to identify a single responsible
hand. However, this relative ‘anonymity’ of the causing agents does not mean that
the damage is of a non-human nature. Instead, the responsibility may be extended
through a collection of events, and the hand that holds the weapon (using a metaphor
from Scarry 1985) may be made of many hands.

In relation now to the second criterion (intentionality), it would be hard to label
child poverty as moral damage, if by intentional we only contemplate actions that
pursue a desired outcome. On the contrary, if also collateral, predictable effects of
one’s actions are considered as intentional, although unwanted, then child poverty
would be a clear case of moral damage. Being aware of the potential — and, to some
extent, predictable- consequences of one’s actions, and consciously acting (or
omitting an action that would prevent the consequences) may be sufficient to
categorize an act as intentional - not as a synonymous of wanted, but as a synonymous
of non-accidental. The difficulty in assessing intention to agents involved in child
poverty may lie in the fact that, here, moral damage is closely related to omissions
or neglect, rather than direct actions. Child poverty has a lot to do with omissions
that deprive the child of the necessary supervision and/or attention for her
development, and with basic needs that go unmet. Thus, it would entail any omission
of physical and psychological care of the child that can cause an instance of moral
damage through physical, cognitive, emotional and social damage, such as the
abandonment of functions of supervision and care related to health and hygiene,
custody, food or education.

Assigning intention to negligent behaviors might result problematic to some
approaches, moreover when neglect is of a social or structural nature, instead of
being the result of a single person’s actions and omissions. Nevertheless, the
difficulty in recognizing individual responsibilities in collective problems might be
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due, among other reasons, and beyond the philosophical debate on intentionality, to
the fact that “power is cautious. It covers itself. It bases itself in another’s pain and
prevents all recognition that there is “another” by looped circles that ensures its own
solipsism” (Scarry 1985, p. 59).

In this sense, the idea of enabling (Barry et al. 2014), both in the sense of allow-
ing and facilitating, is crucial to show how child poverty entails an instance of moral
damage.

Given the fact that the determination of responsibility is largely linked to the
causal relationship between the action of the agent and the result, and not only to
the agent’s desired intention, the distinction between action, omission and facilita-
tion of moral damage becomes clarifying. Between causing an instance of moral
damage, letting it happen and preventing it, one can enable it. This category would
indeed help seeing how child poverty entails a case of moral damage and fulfills the
first criterion, even if many agents of justice cannot be found responsible of causing
it in a direct active way. To put it in a nutshell, one enables an instance of moral
damage when one’s behavior is linked to the final damage in a relevant — although
indirect-way. The causal line is less clear than in other direct relationships of
aggressor-victim and cause-effect. Therefore, the attribution of responsibilities van-
ishes among all the agents involved, so that child poverty would be a type of moral
damage that implies a sum of cases of neglect.

With regards now to the third criterion, it is undeniable that children are morally
relevant and belong to the moral community, that is, they are beings with recognized
basic rights and moral status, and deserve consideration, so that whatever one does
to them is relevant. Another question would be if one argued that, in order to be a
victim, you have to be aware of your condition as such or have a reference framework
that enables comparisons. This would mean that there is no damage in cases where
the potential victim does not recognize herself as such.

One could argue that, especially in cases of absolute poverty or cases where the
victim lacks other experiences to compare with or other expectations, it would be
hard to defend that there is a case of moral damage involved since, in order to label
something as moral damage, a victim is required.

It is our view that, when it seems that there is moral damage without a victim,
these are examples of a double victimization, which involves both damage and the
lack of awareness of it (Cudd 2006). Thus, an analysis of child poverty through the
lens of moral damage may help visualize the instances of epistemic injustice (Fricker
2007) and active ignorance (Medina 2013), which perpetuate the asymmetry
involved in child poverty, especially when the victim lacks the symbolic and
narrative resources to consider herself as such. Once the three criteria to recognize
moral damage are applied to the analysis of certain situations, many cases of both
testimonial and hermeneutical injustice may easily arise without requiring the
subjective evaluation of the victim as such, on the one hand, and without requiring
the acceptance of any ontological position defending moral objectivism, on the
other hand.

In this sense, moral damage would fulfill the previous criteria and work as a key
concept of ethical reasoning on child poverty, allowing us to identify cases with and
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without conscious victims, as well as cases without one clear direct aggressor.
Being child poverty a systemic collective problem and, at the same time, a
phenomenon with a tremendous impact on children’s lives, the consideration of
child poverty as a form of moral damage could offer a complementary theoretical
tool to analyze how the classic binomial aggressor-victim changes its shape in
systemic collective problem, as we have tried to argue throughout this section.

Likewise, emphasizing the key role of moral damage for the ethical argumenta-
tion on child poverty may be especially useful to shift the focus to the child and to
his/her development. It would be a way of denouncing and making explicit how
both forms of poverty harm the child’s identity in a deep sense, even if some basic
material needs are met, or when the child does not perceive the situation as somehow
harmful given a lack of other previous experiences or a reference to establish
comparison. Therefore, an approach focused on moral damage could help advocate
for interventions based on resilience as a complementary tool to make justice and to
avoid the perpetuation of poverty (as well as some corrosive forms of paternalism),
as we will advocate for in the following sections.

4 Objectivizing the Wound: The Psychological Trace
of Moral Damage in Child Poverty

Understanding child poverty as moral damage helps us understand that measures
against child poverty must not only deal with the redistribution of material goods,
the minimization of threats, and the guaranteeing of equal respect to the citizens’
interest in their well-being (Cabezas 2016). Agents of justice should also provide
specific measures to recover or rebuild identities that have been damaged morally.

This is to say that the implementation of the principle of justice, in an inclusive
sense, should include a long-term perspective, that is, measures focused on providing
the agent the tools to lead the life she or he desires. In this sense, measures focused
on resilience should not be perceived as contrary to distribution-centered measures,
since resilience reinforces autonomy and recovery from psychosocial harm.

In turn, understanding moral damage in relation to some sort of psychological
suffering, as we will develop in this section, may help include the non-material
aspects of child poverty in the agenda of measures against poverty and in favor of
social justice. If moral damage is understood in terms of psychological suffering
(from the point of view of the victim) and neglect (from the point of view of the
actor’s responsibilities), and not only connected with moral wrongness, then the
trace of moral damage would be more visible, objectively determinable and
changeable, which is key to address a problem of social justice and implement
measures.

Needless to say, an event becomes a matter of social justice if it is objectively
determinable and bears social influence, that is, if it is socially changeable (Anderson
2010). The first criterion allows including shared standards beyond subjective
preferences, whilst the second one allows tracking the efficiency of a given measure
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as well as it helps distinguishing accidents and natural catastrophes -which would
be outside the scope of social justice- from negative or tragic events that are linked
to human actions, which are controllable and changeable through some measures
(Cabezas et al. 2014). For this reason, once moral damage is measurable, objectively
determined or somehow materialized, understanding child poverty as an instance of
moral damage may enrich us in two ways. First, by enabling us to ascertain it’s the
non-material aspects of poverty that impact upon the person’s well-being, what a
person deserves and how a person should be treated at an individual level. Second,
by promoting a discussion around what we owe each other at a social level, as well
as the incorporation of those aspects in the social justice agenda.

In the interest of implementing preventive and non-material measures in favor of
social justice, moral damage could be tracked in view of whether a phenomenon
resulting form human action increases or diminishes the psychological suffering of
the victim. This does not imply that any suffering entails a moral damage. Rather, it
only points out that, as previously mentioned, any moral damage implies some sort of
psychological suffering to the victim. In this sense, the trace of moral damage in child
poverty, beyond its material aspects, could become tangible through its psychological
cognitive, social and emotional effects. These effects, in turn, can be measurable,
alleviated and prevented as required in order to implement social justice measures.

Bearing in mind that suffering an instance of moral damage implies to some
degree the breakage of basic moral principles such as trust, reciprocity, and the
recognition as someone valuable, we will now shift the focus into useful ways to
track the trace of moral damage in child poverty in an objective way.

One of the ways by which poverty creates moral damage upon children, is by the
distortion of the early attachment relationships between parents (or other primary
caregivers) and child, where dynamics of basic care and protection take place. In
this sense, child poverty is a form of structural neglect that reaches to the child
through her primary caregivers. In the context of poverty, dynamics of care within
the family may be transformed into dynamics of disengagement, threat, and
abandonment. In the following lines, we will explore the mechanisms by which
poverty specifically promotes parental neglect, and how this phenomenon creates
developmental damages that objectify, in a very specific way, the nature of child
poverty as moral damage.

Poverty incorporates into the lives of parents an excess of demands (raising chil-
dren, facing unemployment, making ends meet, etc.), combined with multiple
sources of danger (violence, stigmatization, isolation, etc.), which also tend to be
combined with deprivations in material and social capital (money, knowledge,
community and extended family support, etc.). In a multi-stressful context such as
the one just described, the allocation of parents’ attentional resources can become
inconsistent and unpredictable: parents have so much to attend to, that they care for
the child inconsistently. This allocation of parental resources usually depends upon
the dangers that are most salient at each moment, and not upon the child’s needs
(e.g., mother leaves the baby crying at home because she needs to run to the food
bank before it’s closed). Thus, the competition between contextual cues (which
indicate different sources of danger or multiple tasks) interferes with parents’ ability
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to prioritize the child’s needs and provide consistent care. As a result, different
levels of parental neglect may emerge: the child becomes invisible (extreme
neglect); the child receives insufficient care (partial neglect); or the child receives
care that is inconsistent and unpredictable (intermittent neglect).

In the context of parental neglect provoked by poverty, some of the child’s basic
psychological needs (being protected from danger, being soothed from pain and
distress, obtaining support, receiving social stimulation, etc.) go unattended.
Especially, the child finds herself alone to face emotional states that are difficult and
she cannot manage with autonomy: hunger, anxiety, fear or anger are some
examples. The child faces the paradox of needing help when it is inaccessible, or of
needing to be protected from harm by the very figures that are causing it (in the form
of neglect). The resulting experience of helplessness creates a traumatic effect,
which very easily may derange some aspects of the child’s psychological
development, bringing about chronic problems of social adaptation, or pathology.

The most immediate and powerful effect of neglect upon development consists
of a rupture in the sense of basic trust (Erikson 1950) that supports adaptation and
psychological growth in human beings. According to Erikson, the first developmental
crisis individuals must face is one in which there is a conflict between trust and
mistrust. During this stage, the child is uncertain about the world where she lives.
To resolve these feelings of uncertainty, the child looks towards her primary
caregiver for stability and consistency of care. If the care provided to the child is
consistent, predictable and reliable, she will develop a sense of trust that will carry
with her to other relationships, and will provide a future basis of psychological
security in the face of stress or threat. In face of parental neglect brought about by
poverty, the child is unable to develop a sense of trust in the environment as a source
of care, and in oneself as a social agent capable of generating changes in the
environment.

Basic mistrust is one of the structural elements that, in the long term, may sustain
social exclusion and contribute to the perpetuation of poverty. It may help explain
why adults who suffer from poverty and/or social exclusion may find it difficult to
benefit from support and counseling provided by professional services: basic
mistrust interferes with the use of the professional as a reliable source of information,
and as a secure base that may facilitate personal growth. Also, it may shed some
light on the difficulty experienced by some individuals to profit from economic,
training and job opportunities: basic mistrust in oneself leads the person to feel
hopeless even in the face of a context of new opportunities. Finally, the absence of
trust may interfere with the adult’s ability to provide care when he/she becomes a
parent, thereby contributing to the intergenerational repetition of neglect and the
circle of poverty.

These are only some examples of the pervasive developmental effects of neglect
and the ensuing sense of social mistrust, which in a very clear way materialize the
status of poverty as moral damage. Hence, these effects show how moral damage
during childhood could be materialized through the fracture of basic trust, and
social, cognitive, and emotional development, which are effects that (1) are present
in child poverty, (2) go beyond the lack of material resources, (3) entail a tangible
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impact on the wellbeing and well-becoming of the child, and (4), as a result of
human interactions, are changeable, and susceptible to improve through child
sensitive specific measures.

5 Promoting Resilience as a Measure against Moral Damage

As already argued, emphasizing the key role of moral damage for the ethical argu-
mentation on child poverty may be especially useful to shift the focus to the child
and to her development, which could lead to child-centered approaches, without
dismissing economic measures. In our view, measures oriented only to repairing the
material aspects may eradicate one source of damage while leaving the other sources
of damage unattended. These other sources of damage, of a relational nature (and
linked to early emotional neglect), may modulate the child’s present and future, as
we have shown in the previous section. Moreover, short-term measures oriented to
rebalance the material deprivations without paying attention to the psychological
effects of this type of moral damage could be seen as paternalistic, as well as they
could lead to victimizations, since they would fail in seeing the whole picture in
terms of the impact of poverty on a child’s self-relation. Other measures based upon
our knowledge of the developmental impact of poverty, could help break the circle
of poverty, as they focus on the person’s early relational environment, and her skills.
They could also lead to the reconstitution of the person’s identity, and self-esteem.

As aresult, in this section we will advocate for person-centered measures around
child poverty. Concretely, we will argue in favor of the promotion of resilience in
children as a strategy to counteract the effects related to moral damage. The
following measures would help prevent the perpetuation of damage and double
victimizations in the context of child poverty.

Firstly, it is important to highlight that not every child exposed to poverty-related
neglect shows dysfunction or psychopathology. This is due to resilience. Variable
levels of resilience (i.e. children’s ability to recover normal levels of social and
psychological functioning after being exposed to adversity) have in fact been proven
across a wide array of studies (Cicchetti 2010; Cyrulnik 2005; Gewirtz and Edleson
2007; Werner 1993). Hence, resilience demonstrates that some children may be able
to cope with poverty and neglect related to it, flexibly adapt to these sources of
adversity, and even build strengths out of difficult experiences. This does not mean
that those children who coped better have not suffered an instance of moral damage.
On the contrary, this is important for the measures we will advocate for, since resilience
can be a key ability to surpass or alleviate the deepest aspects of the damage suffered.

Results across a variety of studies show that resilience may be composed of three
interrelated dimensions (Gewirtz and Edleson 2007; Cyrulnik 2005; Gray et al.
2015; O’Donnell et al. 2002): the level of risk and its cumulative nature (multiple
sources of adversity tend to diminish the child’s resilience); the child’s personal
characteristics (temperament, social competence, intellectual abilities, etc.); and the
efficacy of protective processes that surround the child and may buffer the impact of
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adversity (quality of parent-child relationships, relationships with peers, mentors,
the school setting, etc.).

Factors belonging to these three dimensions interact with each other and point to
the importance of integrating the complex, multi-layered nature of resilience into
the design of intervention programs against child poverty, if these interventions aim
to make justice to children in poverty in an integral way.

In line with this, Masten and Coatsworth (1998) posit that intervention strategies
should belong to three different categories: (a) risk-focused (focusing on reducing
or preventing risk and its impact); (b) protection-focused (adding resources to
counterbalance risk); and (c) process-focused (promoting processes that underlie
competence in children). Examples of risk-focused strategies entail the traditional
way of dealing with poverty and might include economic and policy measures to
reduce poverty; legal strategies that reduce exposure to neglect and its effects; or the
development of urban projects that promote integration and accessibility of
resources. Protection-focused strategies might include protocols for the notification
of situations of neglect affecting poor children; the deployment of protective
responses (i.e. separating children from neglectful parents); crisis intervention and
psychological first aid; among others.

Although the two first types of measures are crucial, we will now focus on the
relevance of the third type of interventions, due to its direct impact on the less
visible effects of moral damage, and given the fact that many of the mentioned
effects may modulate the child’s life both in the short and long term. As moral
damage breaks reciprocity, recognition and trust, within this last category,
attachment-centered interventions aimed at enhancing positive relationships
between parents and children may be of special relevance, regarding the subject of
this chapter. A number of programs designed for working with parents in high-risk
contexts have shown promise in the reduction of violent and neglectful parental
practices (see Zeanah 2009). Parents (or other primary caregivers), as agents of
justice for children, play a central role in the impact and depth of the wounds related
to child poverty. Therefore, interventions focused on strengthening secure
attachment within the family or the community may reduce the sense of threat and
helplessness, which could lead to feelings of agency and autonomy, and alleviation
from the feelings of shame and vulnerability that stem from suffering an instance of
moral damage, as it is the case of child poverty and social exclusion. Likewise,
identity-related interventions as an essential part of social justice measures against
child poverty could help children revise their self-concept and their social position
within their family or larger groups (peers, community), which could help build a
strong, healthy sense of oneself and one’s worthiness. Moreover, these interventions
would leave space to cultural and casuistic differences, as they entail a flexibility
that other economic measures would not be able to provide. Other examples of
process-oriented strategies might include the promotion of adapted school curricula;
measures for the integration of the children into wider communities; and the
improvement of their social skills, among others. In general, this third level of
intervention is the one most closely related to the promotion of resilience, insofar as
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it includes measures that aim to provide the child and/or her caregiving environment
with skills that promote healthy social, emotional and identity development.

It should be noted that interventions with families living in high-risk contexts
and poverty are delicate and full of risks. As it has been stated above, most adults
who develop as parents in contexts of extreme poverty have developed a sense of
helplessness and inefficacy as caregivers. Therefore, in order not to perpetuate some
forms of moral damage in form of humiliation, shame or undervalue, interventions
should also be strength-based, and primarily focused on detecting, reflecting and
enhancing parental capacities (versus deficit-focused approaches). Strength-based
approaches aim to build a collaborative relationship between the family and the
professional by detecting and reflecting upon the caregivers’ abilities (e.g. instead
of beginning intervention by highlighting the risks associated to leaving the baby
alone at home while running to the food bank, this approach would start by
celebrating the mother’s investment on her child’s and the family’s nutrition. A
strength-based approach also helps adults build a project of parenting upon their
experiences of good care within relationships, instead of solely focusing on parental
unresolved trauma and parental insecurity (e.g. conversations are often centered
around ‘what was good about my upbringing’, ‘what aspects of the care that I
received I would like to pass on to my children’, etc.). Finally, strength-bases
approaches capitalize on natural processes and networks of mutual support and
understanding that exist in the community. Hence, group interventions where
families share experiences and advice, and where dynamics of mutual recognition
and emotional support take place, are highly recommended; these interventions also
promote the prevention of social isolation among poor families.

Besides their evident benefits, the implementation of these measures would pro-
mote the belief that these children deserve something better and are able to have an
impact on their own life. However, it is noticeable how the general tendency has
been to approach different problems, such as low school performance, violence,
lack of attention, etc., as unrelated issues, forgetting to see the person as a whole.
These measures may get us closer to breaking the circle of poverty.

6 Conclusion

To conclude, we would like to highlight some probable benefits of approaching
child poverty, not only as an economic structural problem, but also as an instance of
moral damage.

Firstly, if this framework had an impact on public opinion, it could drastically
change the prejudices associated to poverty, it could lead to a better comprehension
of this experience and it could also help visualize the collective responsibilities
involved not only in direct active behaviors, but also in systemic injustices where
omissions play a key role in terms of victimizations.

Secondly, setting the focus on the relation between moral damage and poverty,
could also serve as an explicit response to criticisms in relation to the relevance of
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relative poverty in comparison to absolute poverty. That is, one might think that, as
the welfare system does not normally lead to child mortality in affluent countries,
relative child poverty does not really imply a severe violation of children’s rights. In
fact, one could defend, some basic standards are granted as these children have
theoretically access to education and basic health care (Axford 2012), so that
relative child poverty would become a secondary issue. Nevertheless, we have tried
to show, by exploring the non-material wounds of child poverty, how both forms of
poverty imply a case of moral damage to the child, with potential developmental
and intergenerational impacts, even if some basic material needs are met.

Finally, as we have tried to defend, due to the connection between moral damage,
poverty and psychological suffering, this understanding could lead to more integral
policies where psychological and material support are both essential. In this sense,
we have advocated for an implementation of mental health, resilience-centered
measures, and an increase in the awareness of their key role. This, in turn, could
help establish an inclusive vision on the problem in terms of policy design, to both
prevent and alleviate the impact of poverty on children.

When poverty is approached not only as a side-effect of a given economic sys-
tem, or as a problem related to the lack of material and social capital, but as a type
of moral damage with a tremendous impact on the child personal development, then
the justification and the understanding of the need for mental health preventive and
therapeutic measures as a matter of justice may become clearer.
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Abstract The main purpose of our paper consists in establishing the idea that the
negative consequences that result from child poverty can be mitigated if the govern-
ment and social workers promote the resilience of poor children. We use Amartya
Sen’s capability approach as an evaluative framework to argue for this thesis. By
distinguishing different sources of vulnerability we assume that children are inher-
ently vulnerable, because they are dependent and in need of care. Poor children are,
however, even more vulnerable in specific ways. Following Catriona Mackenzie, we
call these vulnerability “pathogenic”; they are caused by social arrangements like
institutional settings. We claim that at least some of those vulnerabilities can and
should be diminished by promoting children’s resilience. We proceed in three steps.
In the first part of the paper, we develop our concept of vulnerability and explain
how child poverty renders children vulnerable to specific harms. Here we also intro-
duce the capability approach by asking which capabilities children need for coping
with this situation. In part two we argue that the concept of resilience helps us to
understand why capabilities (and not resources or abilities) are relevant for coping
with the adverse effects of child poverty. We claim that promoting the capabilities
of children is a matter of justice, and that implementing resilience is, too. It is also
highly important to see that promoting resilience is mainly a social matter, not a task
the individual child has to fulfil on its own. Hence, we argue that children are enti-
tled to gain those capabilities that promote their resilience against the adverse
effects of poverty. In part three we discuss several difficulties of our account, such
as the danger that children will be burdened with coping with the effects of poverty
instead of society fighting poverty.
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1 Introduction

Child poverty is a worldwide issue that occurs not only in undeveloped countries but
in highly developed and rich parts of the world as well, such as Europe or Northern
America. According to the social report of the European Union (EU) of 2007, more
than 19% of children in Europe live in poverty (based on household income,
European Commission 2007). No one denies that poverty has many adverse effects
on the people suffering from it, no matter how poverty is defined, e.g. as mere mon-
etary deprivation or as a more comprehensive from of disadvantage. We will say
more below on how we understand poverty with regard to vulnerability in children.
However, even if one uses a rather narrow definition of poverty as lack of monetary
resources, it can hardly be denied that the people affected are statistically less
healthy, less educated, less happy and more concerned by social and familial prob-
lems. One does not need a demanding conception of poverty disadvantages those
suffering from it and that any adequate conception of justice has to address it in
some way. This is even more pressing in the case of children. Children are at least
less competent than adults when it comes to facing the effects of poverty. Moreover,
children are passively exposed to the conditions they live in and not responsible for
it. Taking into account the adverse effects of child poverty there is, therefore, a
strong rationale for claiming that children should be protected from those effects.
This paper investigates a specific idea for doing so.

The main thesis of this paper is that many adverse effects of child poverty could
be mitigated by promoting the resilience of children. Our background assumption is
that child poverty renders children vulnerable in specific regards. We argue that at
least some of those vulnerabilities that are linked to childhood poverty can be miti-
gated by promoting children’s resilience. In the first part of the paper we develop the
concept of vulnerability and explain how children are specifically vulnerable and
how this vulnerability is a concern of social justice. In part two, we will define pov-
erty as a form of capability deprivation, and ask which capabilities children need for
coping with this situation. We argue that the concept of resilience helps us to under-
stand why capabilities are relevant for coping with the adverse effects of child pov-
erty. We claim that promoting the capabilities of children is a matter of justice, and
that implementing resilience is thus mainly a social matter, not a task the individual
child has to fulfil on its own. Hence, we argue that children are entitled to gain those
capabilities that promote their resilience against the adverse effects of poverty as
capability deprivation. In part three we discuss several difficulties of our account,
such as the danger that children will be burdened with coping with the effects of
poverty instead of society fighting poverty.
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2 Vulnerability and Child Poverty

2.1 What Is Vulnerability?

Vulnerability is a critical concept. Contrary to traditional conceptions of justice -
where the liberal subject plays a key role - the concept of vulnerability draws on
human needs and the constitution of humanity as such. In this paper we advocate
that persons do not inhabit those empty social spaces that are presumed in liberal
accounts of justice. Furthermore, people depend on specific social relations that
they, at least sometimes, do not choose themselves. Persons like children, elderly or
very ill persons, and some severely disabled persons need special care. In the case
of those people the liberal call for personal freedom seems to be unjust because they
are not able to make equal use of it. Hence, social justice needs to be realized by (re)
arranging social institutions in a way to reduce human vulnerability. In this vein,
authors like Martha Nussbaum, Alasdair Maclntyre or Martha Fineman argue that
the concept of vulnerability should play a central role in any theory of justice
(Macintyre 2001; Nussbaum 2006; Fineman 2008). They do so because they take
vulnerability as an essential feature of the human condition. Hence, according to
these authors, any egalitarian account of justice is in some way confronted with the
question of how to deal with the situation of the vulnerable. Pointing to those uni-
versal features of vulnerability (meaning features that are inherent to the ontological
condition of humans) is, however, not sufficient. As Robert Goodin points out in his
book Protecting the Vulnerable, many forms of vulnerability are “created shaped, or
sustained by existing social arrangements [that are not] wholly natural” (Goodin
1985, 191). The upshot of Goodin’s critique is that mere pointing to human vulner-
ability is susceptible to neglecting circumstances that depend on social arrange-
ments and that render persons vulnerable. In other words: the social arrangements
that we construct to help those in dire need can themselves produce vulnerabilities.
Consider the situation of children having been removed from their families because
of maltreatment. In such cases children typically will become institutionalized in a
protectory. However, this leads to situations which make children vulnerable to their
new situation, for example when being stigmatized as “home-children”, inasmuch
as they lack persons they feel attached to, or simply because they have been removed
from their familiar environments. In some cases the institutional setups might be
even worse for children than the sort of maltreatment they suffered at their homes.
In such cases we would clearly face social arrangements that, as Goodin puts it, cre-
ate new forms of vulnerability for children.

Hence, a thorough analysis of the concept of vulnerability needs to take account
for different sources of vulnerability. Such an analysis has been proposed in two
recent papers by Catriona Mackenzie and Susann Dodds (Mackenzie 2013; Dodds
2013). Both distinguish three different sources of vulnerability: inherent vulnerabil-
ity, situational vulnerability and pathogenic vulnerability. Some sources of vulner-
ability are part of our human nature. This is why they are called inherent sources of
vulnerability. According to Mackenzie “we should expect from the just society [...]
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that its social and political structures are responsive to and mitigate the effects of
inherent vulnerabilities [...]” (Mackenzie 2013). Examples mentioned by Mackenzie
are: universal health care, social welfare support, and subsidized child-care. In con-
trast to inherent sources of vulnerability, situational sources of vulnerability are
brought about by social and environmental factors like certain institutional norms or
economic and ecological crisis. In such situations, vulnerability is due to human
behavior, which may or may not be unjust towards the subjects of vulnerability. For
instance, environmental crises like storms or earthquakes may be linked to injustice,
e.g. because the population that is their victim may not have enough resources to
cope due to global inequalities, but these events are not inherently unjust. Other
cases of situational vulnerability, however, are brought about by social arrange-
ments that are unjust per se, such as discrimination or oppression. Hence, their
causes are unjust. To distinguish them from situational vulnerabilities they will be
called pathogenic sources of vulnerability. Pathogenic vulnerability is a subclass of
situational vulnerability because it is caused by social arrangements like institu-
tional settings. But it is a specific form of situational vulnerability, since its sources
are located in injustices as such.

To see how these distinctions work, let us again consider a child that has been
removed from his or her family. All children are inherently vulnerable insofar as
they lack competencies like foresight, risk assessment, or emotional stability. Hence
they need the attention of their caregivers. If the caregivers, however, fail to come
up to the needs of the children they are supposed to care for, children become situ-
ationally vulnerable. This situational vulnerability is a case of pathogenic vulnera-
bility if it is created by sources that are themselves unjust. Consider the case of child
poverty. If caregivers are not able to care for their children in an appropriate way
because they simply lack the economic means to do so, we are faced with a situation
when the child is vulnerable, but this vulnerability is due to unjust causes. Or con-
sider, once again, the example of the “institutionalized child” that suffers from inap-
propriate treatment at a children’s home. Again, this would be a case of situational
vulnerability, since the child has already been removed from its home. But further-
more, the vulnerability of the child is intensified on a qualitative and quantitative
level if it is not adequately treated at the institution that is supposed to protect its
interests. We can call this situation pathogenic because unjust rules of our institu-
tional arrangements render situations for children which make them more vulnera-
ble. Those rules are unjust if they violate basic sufficientarian principles according
to which all children should have access to at least a certain adequate amount of
goods that are important for their well-being and development.

2.2  Vulnerable Children

Childhood is arguably one of the most vulnerable periods of human life. Children
are highly dependent on others to satisfy their basic needs, and this makes them
particularly vulnerable. This is, of course, true for other stages of life as well. Many
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elderly people, for example, are not able to care for themselves, and some severely
disabled people are not either. However, they are at least in principle entitled to
choose the persons that care for them. The situation of children is categorically dif-
ferent insofar as they do not start, as elder people normally do, from a position in
which they are autonomous, i.e. entitled to make their own decisions about their
course of life. Children are dependent on decisions that others make for them right
from start. This seems to be the most salient source of children’s vulnerability. All
societies need to take account of this feature of childhood which can best be called
the fact of dependency. While the fact of dependency is an inherent source of chil-
dren’s vulnerability, the respective societal arrangements for coping with this fact
are not. These arrangements might, as in the ancient conception of patria potestas,
be completely in favor of parental (paternal) prerogatives. Nevertheless, even here
we can speak at least of an institutional standard, namely the complete neutrality of
the state in educational questions. Contrary to the doctrine of patria potestas, most
contemporary legal systems have implemented what David Archard calls the liberal
standard (Archard 2004, 153). According to the liberal standard, the parents have
the right to care for their children. The state, however, is not completely neutral
concerning the way in which parents raise their children. Rather, the concept of
custody is best understood as entailing parental duties to the same extent as the right
to raise one’s children. In accordance with this model of child-raising, the state
interferes with parental prerogatives in the context of education if parents neglect
their parental duties. Hence, the liberal standard can be considered a situational
source of children’s vulnerability. Many people endorse the liberal standard, due to
its function to protect children’s interests while, at the same time, it treats child-
raising as a private matter (within families). Nonetheless, some authors consider the
liberal standard a source of unjust disadvantages for children growing up in dys-
functional families (Archard 2004; Exenberger and Juen 2014). If the state’s inter-
vention with parental prerogatives comes only after the parents have been convicted
for child-maltreatment, the maltreated child has already suffered from parental mis-
conduct other children do not experience. This seems to be unjust and leads to the
question if the liberal standard might even be a pathogenic source of children’s
vulnerability. Because any answer to this question is far too presuppositional for the
limited space of this paper, we will focus on the very specific topic of child
poverty.

Are children from poor families more vulnerable or vulnerable in very specific
regards? To answer this question in more detail we first need to understand what
poverty means. Since conceptualizing poverty is a tricky matter, we will devote
more attention to it in the following sections, using the capability approach as a
basis of a plausible concept of child poverty, by using a conventional definition of
poverty as lack of resources in a household (as e.g. in European Commission 2007).
Due to their dependency, children’s well-being and development depends largely on
their parent’s behavior. If parents lack economic resources themselves, their chil-
dren run the risk of being in a disadvantaged situation compared to children from
better-off families. Still, this does not tell us enough about the problematic effects
of poverty as a matter of social justice. If we understand poverty in a conventional
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way as mere absence of material resources in a child’s household, questions of vul-
nerability arise only with regard to this form of deprivation. For sure, there is a
material side of vulnerability which should not be denied, but it needs to be care-
fully analyzed how far the material dimension creates vulnerability. Focusing on the
material lacks can thus be seen as (only) a first step to analyzing child poverty. We
draw two tentative conclusions here, that we will use as a starting point for the dis-
cussion of child poverty below.

First (and obviously), children from poor families have less economic support
than children from higher-income-families. Hence, children from poor families are
more limited in respect of the fulfillment of their desires, which may be seen as a
kind of vulnerability. This point has of course no normative relevance per se. Justice
certainly does not require that persons (children included) are supplied with all the
goods to fulfill all of their desires. It is different with their basic needs though. There
seems to be a certain economic threshold for the provision of goods for children that
any conception of justice has to endorse in our view. We will deal with this point in
more detail in the next section. The next (and less obvious) way in which children
from poor families are more vulnerable than children from higher income families
concerns the habits and naturalness of discriminating and unhealthy behavior of the
parents. Consider, for example, the studies on children’s speech development by
Betty Hart & Todd Risley, presented in their book Meaningful Differences (Hart and
Risley 1995). According to Hart and Risley, there is a strict statistical correlation
between familial backgrounds of children and their speech development. In one of
their studies they literally counted the vocabulary of children from two different
preschools. While the children from one preschool came from poor and low-income
families, the children from the other preschool came primarily from families with
higher income and academic backgrounds. The troubling result of the study was
that, by the age of four, the vocabulary of the children from higher income families
was 0.3 more extensive than the vocabulary of the children from poor families.!
Furthermore, Hart and Risley analyzed the vocabulary growth rates until children’s
enrolment at school. As a result they found out that the children with less vocabulary
even fall more behind until their first days at school (Hart and Risley 1995, 12ff). In
the end, children from poor families do predictably worse when it comes to simply
understand the lessons of their schoolbooks, simply because they lack the necessary
vocabulary. Another example is the far more extensive occurrence of obesity in poor
families. Gopal K. Singh et al. in their long-term-study (1976-2008) analyzed that
obesity among American children from poor families is more than 0.2 higher than
among children from higher income households (Singh et al. 2010). Another quite
recent study has revealed that the rates for severe obesity are 1.7 higher than in
higher income families. Given that there are correlations of obesity and health risks,

"'Hart and Risley counted 15,000 spoken words and recorded the vocabulary size in relation to that.
In the case of children from poor families they counted that the children (statistically) used 1000
different words, while children coming from an academic background used 1500 different words.
(Hart & Risley 1995, 10f)
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life span and general well-being, there seems to be a clear nexus between child
poverty and children’s vulnerability (Voigt et al. 2014).

However, it is not self-evident that such a disadvantaged situation is already
unjust. For making this claim we furthermore need to clarify the notion of child
poverty and the vulnerabilities that can serve as a basis for entitlements to justice.

2.3 Children’s Vulnerability and Capabilities

What do we owe to children because of their vulnerability? In order to answer this
question with regard to child poverty, it is important to keep in mind that vulnerabil-
ity is a complementary concept to conceptions of justice where entitlements of per-
sons are solely founded in notions of consent and individual liberties. Goodin is
very clear in this respect. “Duties and responsibilities are not necessarily [...] things
that you deserve. More often than not, they are things that just happen to you”
(Goodin 1985, 133). Goodin argues explicitly against contractarian and voluntarist
models of obligation because they focus only on situations where in which an indi-
vidual is situated in ideal decision-making-processes. According to Goodin, this
blurs the relevance of situations when a person A is in need of help while another
Person B is in the position to help A. According to Goodin, the obligation to help A
is not derived from B’s consent in the first place but from the mere fact that A is in
need of help. This leads to the question, in which situations is B obliged to help A
(or A is entitled to being helped by B)? Goodin answers this question by introducing
the concept of basic needs. For Goodin, the principle of protecting the vulnerable is
“[...] first and foremost [a principle of] aiding those in dire need” (Goodin 1985,
111). But what are dire needs? In our interpretation, ‘dire needs’ are basic needs.
Connecting the concept of vulnerability to the basic needs of persons is intuitively
compelling. Yet the concept of basic needs leads to notorious obscurities about what
is basic and what is not. Instead of following this path, we suggest another model
for measuring inequalities in relation to children’s vulnerability, namely the
Capability Approach (CA) as it has been developed by Amartya Sen and Martha
Nussbaum. We are aware that there are several differences in Sen’s and Nussbaum’s
accounts, e.g. differences they make between different types of capabilities (Robeyns
2005). Still, we believe that Sen’s and Nussbaum’s critique of resource based forms
of justice and utilitarianism comes from the same concerns for human vulnerability.
Their theories share the core idea of justice as a matter of creating substantial free-
doms (in the form of “capabilities”), and they come from the same philosophical
roots, namely Aristotelian thought.

The CA departs from a critique of resource theories of justice for measuring
unfair advantages or disadvantages primarily in terms of resources or goods. The
CA does not deny that the provision of resources is in some sense relevant for jus-
tice. Still, it stresses that opportunities have to be somehow accessible for a person.
Consider, for example, the case of ‘learnt helplessness’ when persons simply lack
the competencies for actively using their chances and opportunities. If someone
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does not believe that he or she is part of the democratic system, for example, he or
she will probably not be motivated to join political participation. In the same way,
children from poor families seem to have the same chances and opportunities in life
as children from higher income families because they go to the same public schools.
However, they may still lack certain capabilities that children from more economi-
cally well-off backgrounds have.

As we shall argue in more detail below, disadvantages in children’s well-being
should therefore be measured by the evaluative perspective of the CA, which
assesses well-being in terms of capabilities and functionings, because it adds some-
thing to the conception of well-being that alternative accounts lack. Sen argues that
traditional economic and philosophical approaches to measure human well-being
fail to take into account certain aspects of human freedom. Thus, they overlook
crucial human inequalities. For instance, an able-bodied person and a disabled per-
son may well have the same amount of resources at their command, but the latter is
not able to make use of them in the same manner as the former. For instance, she
may need a wheelchair to perform the same tasks as the former, such as getting from
one location to another. The person in the wheelchair thus lacks certain substantial
freedoms that able-bodied persons have, even though their stack of resources may
be the same.

Sen couches this idea in the language of functionings and capabilities: function-
ings are beings and doings a person my value (Sen 1999), such as being adequately
nourished, being able to participate in politics, or personal states such as having
self-respect (Sen 1999). Capability or, more precisely, a person’s capability set, is
defined derivatively from functionings (Sen 1999). Having a capability set means
having a set of potential functionings that one may realize. In a nutshell we could
say that a person possessing a large enough capability set has the real freedom to
achieve various lifestyles. Sen claims that evaluations of human well-being should
focus on both: on what people actually do and are, i.e. their functionings, but also on
what people can do and be, i.e. their capabilities.

Focusing on functionings and capabilities does not mean that resources play no
role for well-being. On the contrary, people need certain resources to achieve func-
tionings. For instance, being well-nourished depends on having food. However, the
CA claims that it is important to regard a person’s ability to convert these resources
into functionings. If, for instance, you possess the resources of a computer, but your
home lacks electricity, you make very little out of that resource. Conversion factors
can be personal (i.e. a person’s abilities, qualities and skills), social (e.g. social
norms, the political system, family) or environmental (e.g. climate, nature, technol-
ogy). We will come back to the topic of conversion factors below, since they play an
important role in resilience promotion among children.

We believe that the perspective of the CA provides a plausible tool to evaluate
disadvantage and characterize the vulnerability of children in poverty more ade-
quately as the conventional definition of poverty as lack of resources in a household.
It presents what Gerald Allen Cohen (1989, p. 921) characterized as the “currency”
of justice, i.e. the goods that are to be distributed within a just state. The CA pro-
vides a valuable insight for conceptualizing human well-being because it captures a
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dimension of freedom that other approaches do not. For instance, “resourcist”
accounts (Schweiger and Graf 2015 p. 19) cannot show the difference in freedom
that exists between an abled-bodied person and one in a wheel-chair (as we have
pointed out above). The same goes for rights-based approaches. Even though two
persons may have the same rights, there may be considerable differences in their
powers and abilities to realize those rights, e.g. if one of these persons belongs to a
group that faces a lot of prejudice and discrimination (Sen 1999; Nussbaum 2001).

We think therefore that the CA also highlights dimensions in children’s well-
being and lack thereof that alternative accounts overlook. Before we can argue for
this claim, however, we must concede that the CA was not originally designed to
apply to the well-being of children, even though recent research aims to change that
(see e.g. Ballet et al. 2011; Stoecklin and Bonvin 2014). Sen and Nussbaum mainly
focus on autonomous adults. Sen emphasizes a person’s agency in choosing the
combination of functionings from the capability set that he may value or rather has
reason to value (Sen 1999). As we have already stated, the abilities of valuing, choos-
ing and deciding are not fully developed in children, especially not in young ones.

In our view, however, excluding children from the realm of capability justice
would be a grave mistake. This move would violate the basic tenets of the CA as
being inclusive of people in their real, actual situation. A considerable part of
Nussbaum’s criticism of Rawls and similar approaches points out how these
accounts fail to include vulnerable people such as the disabled, elderly or severely
discriminated into the basic model of justice (Nussbaum 2006). It would be almost
contradictory to exclude children as a group of concern on the ground that they lack
certain abilities to choose while including the groups mentioned.

Schweiger and Graf (2015) point out that the CA needs to be modified in two
ways if it is to be applied to children. First, along with Schweiger and Graf (2015)
we claim that a theory of justice for children (and for other vulnerable groups)
should not rest on the assumption that its subjects are fully autonomous beings like
in the liberal model, which is not able to adequately deal with vulnerabilities. Even
many adults do not fulfill this assumption. The well-being of children, especially
babies and toddlers, who are hardly able to make the choice of capabilities and valu-
ing them in the ways required, should therefore rather be judged along their actual
achieved functionings. Correspondingly, these are the elements we should promote
in the lives of young children, e.g. making sure that they are well-nourished, learn-
ing how to read and write etc. Second, children’s capabilities evolve along with the
changes and development that they are going through (Ballet et al. 2011, p. 34).
Most important for our discussion is the fact that the development of these capabili-
ties is severely shaped by the social environment of the child, especially the family
and social relations.

As we shall argue in the following, conceiving of children’s well-being along the
lines of the just described CA helps us understand the concepts of child poverty,
resilience and the latter’s role in dealing with vulnerability. Before turning to this
argument, we point out how the CA’s concept of well-being is a plausible normative
basis for assessing the severe disadvantages of child poverty — therefore creating
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entitlements based on the vulnerabilities — also conceived of as lack of capabilities —
that arise for poor children.

3 Resilience, Capabilities, and Child Poverty

As initially claimed, child poverty is a bad thing, however you may look at it and
wherever it may occur. But what exactly is the ethical problem about it? We think
that the considerable body of empirical and normative literature on the topic (e.g.
Zander 2008; Luthar 2003; Ballet et al. 2011) has made a convincing case that pov-
erty poses a severe risk for what we call a child’s present and future well-being. The
risk is multidimensional: poverty has detrimental effects on important functionings
such as being well-nourished, being clothed appropriately, not to be socially
excluded or knowing how to read and write. Also children from poor families are
statistically more prone to developmental disadvantages like having less communi-
cative and educated parents and, as a consequence, developing less vocabulary.
Further, due to the fact of dependency children are extremely vulnerable to parental
misconduct, even if they are not directly affected by it (like in cases of
child-maltreatment).

3.1 Child Poverty as a Capability Deprivation

The CA delivers the normative background for calling these effects of poverty on
children unjust. Consider again Hart & Risley’s example of speech patterns: even
though— formally — the children in the example have the same chances in education,
because they attend the same schools, their actual functionings and their evolving
capabilities are different, due to their parent’s economic disadvantages and its fur-
ther effects which go significantly beyond the material dimension. If we measured
child well-being by rights or resources only, we would not detect much inequality
with regard to education. If, however, we look at the capabilities of these children,
we can pinpoint how children from economically weaker groups are disadvantaged
in a more substantial and multi-dimensional way: they lack many important conver-
sion factors such as social and emotional support, so that many opportunities are not
realizable for them in the same way as for the kids that come from more well-off
backgrounds. Providing these families with financial support will not be enough to
remedy the adverse effects of lacks in education, emotional support or even time for
care (since the heads of many poor families are of single parents, this can be an
important factor). Hence, the CA directs our attention to further important dimen-
sions in which children may be made vulnerably by poverty in giving us a more
comprehensive concept of poverty. As a suffientarian theory of justice, the CA
shows that this form of inequality in capabilities is problematic as a matter of justice
if it is significant enough for children to fall under the threshold. As we have pointed
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out, children are dependent and cannot themselves cope with this situation. Justice
requires that poor children will be supported by societal institutions in developing
their capabilities, if economic and further support from the immediate social envi-
ronment fails.

One recent discussion in this context makes use of the concept of resilience. Its
advocates can mainly be found in social work and pedagogics. They hope that fos-
tering resilience —as the capacity to cope with severe risk — will help children to deal
with the adverse effects of poverty (Yates et al. 2003). They thus use it as a form of
poverty prevention on a secondary level (Zander 2008). So far, the topic of resilience
has not been linked very often with questions of social justice. We think, however,
that a discussion of the normative aspects of resilience is long overdue. For instance,
we may ask: What exactly is it we want to foster here if we talk about coping or
adapting? Is it a good way to foster resilience if we want to change the situation of
children in situational and especially pathogenic vulnerability? If so, do children
have an entitlement to have their resilience promoted? In the following, we cannot
give full attention to solving all of these tricky questions. Our hope is to give a first
account of the normativity of resilience and of how it should be understood with
regard to social justice. We argue that resilience plays an important role in removing
poor children’s (situational) vulnerability by promoting their capabilities.

3.2 What Is Resilience?

The concept of resilience comes from the social sciences and some branches of the
natural sciences (mostly ecological studies, Walker et al. 2012). In addition, resil-
ience has become a buzzword in the media, signifying the hope for training people
to cope with stress e.g. at the work place or at home. We claim that the fact that
nowadays so many people are interested in the idea leads us to certain philosophical
questions that have been troubling people long before the word “resilience” was
invented. Among them are: coming to terms with human shortcomings, dealing with
inequalities and disadvantage in society or identifying the resources we need to stay
strong and hopeful.

Despite its popularity (or maybe because if it), the concept of resilience is often
used in a rather vague way, especially in developmental psychology and social
work, where it is related to “positive adaptation” or “successful life”, but also to
“robustness”, “hardness” or “resistance” (Yates et al. 2003, pp. 243). Different asso-
ciations are evoked which go from extreme flexibility that demands radical adapta-
tion to some form of robustness, which seems to imply just the opposite. If, as we
propose below, human resilience is defined in some form of agency, these seem-
ingly contradictory implications can be matched.

As a first approximation to the idea of resilience, we can say the following. Two
characteristics must be present so that we can call a person or a group “resilient”: (i)
being subjected to a significant risk and (ii) coping with this risk successfully. The
definition of risk and successful coping are heavily dependent on the normative
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definition of child-well-being and vulnerability. In a way, resilience is a counterpart
to certain forms of vulnerability, because it implies that vulnerabilities that are cre-
ated by risks such as poverty.

In developmental psychology, thinking about resilience leads us to another,
rather fundamental, normative question about the general goal of fostering resil-
ience (Zander 2008). To put it provocatively: there may be people that are very well
able to cope with regard to risk, but we may not view this positively. For instance,
criminals or dictatorships may withstand the severest threats and impacts, such as
punishment, violence or embargos. Similarly, people or groups who strongly resist
changes or even deny reality, such as severely delusional persons, may thereby have
a successful strategy to deal with changes. In a way, they may be called resilient, if
resilience is given the mere descriptive meaning mentioned above.

However, if we look at the treatment of resilience in the social sciences, resil-
ience is usually defined in a positive way, especially when it is evoked as a basis for
promoting certain capacities of children that should help them succeed in life. We
also believe that the term “resilience” should be used only for certain positive cases
(whereas in the cases just mentioned we should speak of resistance or survival
skills). This is backed up by our project of closely connecting the notion of resil-
ience with the normative demands of the CA, as we point out in the following.

3.3 Resilience and Capabilities

If resilience is taken to be normatively valuable, we need to identify a normative
basis from which we can form judgements when strategies to cope with risk are
valuable — and conversely when the risk is a bad one that needs to be overcome. A
pivotal normative basis is Sen’s ideal of agency that is closely connected to his CA:
Sen takes an agent to be an active being that brings about change, whose achieve-
ment can be evaluated in terms of her own values and goals (Sen 1999). To realize
these goals, agents need real opportunities, i.e. capabilities.

The problem with this definition is, however, its implications of individualism
and rationalism. It seems that Sen only has adults in mind who are able to set their
goals freely and on the basis of their own individual values. Thus, his view of agency
comes close to the classic view of personal autonomy in liberalism which assumes
that autonomous agents are rational, self-governing individuals, thereby denying
that another person or group has authority over them (Buss 1994). Children clearly
are not autonomous in this way, nor should they be, because they are dependent and
vulnerable in the ways we have already pointed out.

Still, Sen’s conception of agency is interesting for our project in two ways. First,
even though it is not fully applicable to a child’s actual life, it highlights the idea that
we need normative ideals and goals in rearing and educating children. One impor-
tant goal in parenting should be to equip children with the competence to navigate
their way through adult life. Sen’s idea of agency highlights that being someone
who makes changes for himself and in the world happen forms a central part of what
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an agent should be. This ability is already basically present in children and is also
encouraged by their care-givers who teach them how certain feasible goals can be
reached. For instance, good parents gradually teach children how to eat alone, how
to put on their clothes or to reach for an item they want to have. They thus do not
only promote technical abilities to become efficient in bringing about changes but
also enhance children’s self-efficacy, i.e. a belief in one’s ability to complete tasks
and reach goals (Osterndorff 2013). The goal thus should be helping children with
becoming a self-efficient agent.

Second, having actual agency depends heavily on the capabilities that are open
to a person. Therefore, the question whether Sen’s concept of agency is too indi-
vidualistic also depends on the interpretation of capabilities. Going back to the defi-
nition of capabilities and conversion factors set out above, it becomes apparent that
many of them are formed by social and environmental conversion factors. For
instance, the capabilities someone has in graduating from school heavily depend on
public institutions of education, family relations and social acceptance. Even the
impact of personal factors such as sex or age is heavily influenced by the societal
context, e.g. by norms discriminating against women or girls (Nussbaum 2001). We
think it is thus consistent to emphasise the social nature of capabilities and the
dependency of individuals on these contextual aspects. Children are especially
dependent on the social environment, as we have pointed out. Their dependency
becomes particularly obvious by having to rely on the social environment to have
their functionings and capabilities realised.

This social interpretation of the CA gives us more insight in the normative
aspects of resilience we have introduced above. Resilience is often understood, as
we have briefly sketched, as the individual capacity of coping with risk. It thus sug-
gests that resilience is some kind of invulnerability of an individual, often herself
working on overcoming the odds that society has thrown in her way. Emmy Werner’s
pioneering longitudinal study on the Hawaiin island of Kauai, which has introduced
the idea of resilience in the social sciences, seems to support an interpretation of
resilience as an individual capacity (Werner 1993). The study ran over 30 years and
focuses on children within the birth cohort of 1955 facing multiple risks such as
poverty, premature birth or violence. The, then, surprising results of the study sug-
gested that one-third of the children of this cohort grew into competent adults. Many
readers thought that these children must have some favourable genetic makeup or
some other remarkable strength that makes them unbreakable. This is the image of
resilience that has stuck with many popular works on the subject as well as psycho-
logical research. Initial research in psychology also mainly focused on the compe-
tences and abilities of the individual (Exenberger and Juen 2014).

Yet, a closer look reveals that resilience is far from being extraordinary (though
still admirable). Even Werner (1993) herself argued that resilience is a common
mechanism of the human adaptive system which is able to react aptly if the precon-
ditions are adequate, e.g. there are strong social relations (to parents, teachers or
other care-givers). In several works the question of resilience was shifted from the
individual to the issue of what the social environment (parents, teachers, other adults
and children) do to promote coping skills among children. In a second step, larger
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contextual concerns were addressed by including the political system, social institu-
tions and the general provision of resources (Exenberger and Juen 2014). The psy-
chologist Manuel Ungar (2005) assumes that environment and context may count
even more than individual capacity as antecedents of successful coping. He there-
fore demands that the promotion of resilience puts great emphasis on the provision
of resources and respective institutions.

For the reasons just given in our social account of capabilities, we concur with
the following definition of resilience stated by Ungar: “In the context of exposure to
significant adversity, resilience is both the capacity of individuals to navigate their
way to the psychological, social, cultural, and physical resources that sustain their
well-being, and their capacity individually and collectively to negotiate for these
resources to be provided and experienced in culturally meaningful ways” (Ungar
2008, p. 225).

We think that this account of resilience only works fully with a normative back-
ground which explains why the multivariate factors mentioned, e.g. psychological
or social ones, should be viewed as central elements of successful lives. After all, it
is a normative issue what counts as ‘successful life’. Above we have already pointed
out how well-being and agency — understood as having capabilities - should be part
of such a life. Therefore, the CA provides insights into understanding the concept
and value of resilience.

Despite the similarities, we need to be careful in keeping the ideas of resilience
and capabilities conceptually distinct. Resilience is not equivalent with having
capabilities. Rather, capabilities constitute the normative backdrop of resilience in a
system of social justice: as defined, capabilities form the real opportunities a person
needs to sustain her well-being. They are what Ungar calls “resources” in the quote
above: resilient people need them as preconditions for coping which people have an
entitlement to in the name of social justice. Correspondingly, capacities that are
associated with resilience, e.g. self-efficacy, are necessary to fully realise capabili-
ties, because they provide persons with the abilities and competences to do so.
Building resilience in children should aim at giving them the present and future
capabilities (and the suitable preconditions) to lead a life that they can value them-
selves, i.e. that they can be an agent. Thus, the CA and the idea of resilience form
an interesting interplay which provides a basis for fighting child poverty.

3.4 Resilience as Coping with the Negative Effects of Child
Poverty: Protective Factors and Capabilities

What we have left to discuss is how promoting resilience according to the just given
definition would help relieving child poverty. Let us draw attention to the features
of resilience that are relevant with regard to putting it into practice via social policy.
For characterising someone as being truly resilient, we must find out whether that
individual has already successfully overcome a crisis. However, most work in
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psychology and social work that focuses on policy is interested in promoting factors
that make people more likely to be resilient in order to avoid a break-down. Hence,
we should rather speak of resilience potential. The literature on psychological resil-
ience identifies so-called “protective factors” which make it more likely to over-
come the negative effects of a crisis. Among them are strong social relations,
self-efficacy and stable institutions (Yates et al. 2003). Protective factors of these
kinds are almost exactly similar to some of the “conversion factors” which the CA
demands in the name of social justice, which, as we have explained above, individu-
als need to convert resources into valuable capabilities. Hence, we claim that having
resilience potential is the same as having suitable conversion factors: they are what
makes children able to realise capabilities.

There are two crucial ways in which interpreting resilience potential on the basis
of the CA contributes to coping with the adverse effects of child poverty. First of all,
we argue that, for the reasons stated above, child poverty should be defined not only
as material deprivation but also as a lack of basic functionings and capabilities in
children’s lives. As noted, this provides a better way to evaluate the multidimen-
sional disadvantages poverty entails for children. We can thus identify the crisis that
needs to be overcome by resilient conduct. Second, we can classify potential protec-
tive factors such as secure attachment, supportive relationships or institutions, as
those that should be promoted in a poor child’s life, in order to balance the adverse
effects of poverty. Take the example of children brought up in institutions, which we
have sketched above. Those children are often unable to find a secure relationship
on their own. Extra care should be taken by social workers to promote attachments
to other adults such as teachers or foster parents. Thereby social policy and social
workers can meet the vulnerabilities of the situational and especially the pathogenic
kind: children are entitled to certain capabilities, i.e. resources and conversion fac-
tors that counter-balance the injustice of poverty. Hence, they are less vulnerable
with regard to unjust institutions and social settings, because they will be given the
respective social surrounding that substitute or balance these unjust influences.

Still, resilience is not an ideal solution. It is a mere second-best strategy in fight-
ing child poverty, because it does not subvert its structural causes. Thus, ultimately,
the goal of social justice is to prevent poverty on a systemic level — a concern that
the CA strongly has. However, since we live in a non-ideal world that demands
workable solutions for the present, we think that social justice should also focus on
the urgent problems here and now. Also, here is another similarity between accounts
of resilience and capabilities: they are concerned with helping people now, not in an
ideal system of justice (Sen 2010).
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4 Resilience, Children’s Vulnerability and Justice: Some
Tentative Conclusions

In the previous sections we have argued that child poverty constitutes specific vul-
nerabilities of children that should be understood in terms of a lack of capabilities.
Furthermore we have claimed that the concept of resilience combined with insights
from the CA helps us to analyse the normative structure of child poverty insofar as
it helps us to understand in which sense child poverty is unjust to children. Child
poverty is unjust to children because it undermines the development of the capabili-
ties that are necessary for becoming an agent — an agent that is also resilient to risks
because she is self-efficient and has the adequate capabilities to overcome a risk. In
this sense, promoting children’s capabilities is a matter of social justice. The pres-
ence of certain capabilities, e.g. those for education or health care, are necessary
social and political prerequisites to develop factors that make one resilient in a
desirable way. i.e. if they are able to realise their capabilities.

In our account, resilience is a complex competency that helps reducing chil-
dren’s vulnerability insofar as it enforces children’s ways of coping with adverse
effects of child poverty. Consider, once again, the example of obesity in poor fami-
lies. Children from poor families have a much higher risk to develop eating habits
leading to obesity than children from higher income families. Children typically
adapt to parental behaviour, and there is a strict statistical correlation between pov-
erty and obesity. Poorness and neediness of families might be considered an unjust
social phenomenon per se. In this sense, children from poor families should be
treated as situationally (or even pathogenically) vulnerable persons. In this context
the question occurs if society should, for example, solve the situation for children
by a redistribution of wealth. However, as we pointed out at the end of the last sec-
tion, we live in a non-ideal society where child poverty remains a social fact. In this
context, making children resilient by making changes in their social surroundings
might be a proper ‘tool’ for making them less vulnerable to the adverse effects of
poverty. In the case of obesity the solution could be that new policies are imple-
mented in educational domains such as preschools, schools and youth clubs where
children gain knowledge of their diet (Voigt et al. 2014). This knowledge could help
children to become resilient against the influence of their parents concerning their
eating habits. Sport programs, musical programs and other educational approaches
could help taking children’s resilience against adverse effects of child poverty on a
more substantial and holistic level. No doubt, the implementation of such policies
would face many problems and raise difficult questions concerning economic
sources, legal feasibility, and, of course, the authority of the state in general. We are
aware of these issues. However, it has to be kept in mind that child poverty has many
normative and practical implications that must not be ignored. Child poverty can
lead to substantially unjust situations for children, and this is a serious stain for any
society that endorses the idea of equality of chances and opportunities. Furthermore,
consider the negative effects on social systems like the health system and the politi-
cal system if children’s development is neglected. Hence, we believe that making
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children more resilient is not only important from a normative perspective but from
a pragmatic or political perspective as well. We want to conclude our paper by
pointing to some normative worries that any analysis of the concept of resilience
should attend to.

Our first point concerns a hitherto undissolved tension between the concepts of
resilience and vulnerability. In our account resilience means making children more
capable for coping with their specific social set-backs and in this sense making them
less vulnerable. However, the modern concept of childhood entails that children are
vulnerable persons in the sense of needing special protection by their caregivers
(Archard 2004). In other words, the modern conception of childhood entails that
children have a right to be vulnerable. Bringing the concept of resilience into the
discourse bears at least the risk that children might become overburdened with the
responsibility of, so to say, becoming stronger. Resilience is still connected to ideas
like performance, control and strength. While being strong and able to perform are
certainly good traits in general, we run the risk of undermining the modern concep-
tion of childhood if we focus on them too much. Even if we understand resilience as
the capacity to keep capable of acting and exploring the world in a child-like way,
we still face the problem that children are expected to behave in a certain way. This
is what Colin Macleod calls the “agency assumption”. We have to some extent
countered this objection by pointing out how truly valuable resilience should mainly
be dependent on contextual and social factors: children should not be burdened with
responsibility and individualistic expectations. Resilience, as a kind of healthy
behaviour, may thus also involve not overcoming any obstacle or risk — a good agent
(especially a child) should also be able to engage social support and rely on others.
Children should therefore not be made fitter and stronger as individuals. Rather,
their environment should be changed in order to diminish the situational and espe-
cially pathogenic vulnerabilities which are unjust. Nevertheless, this is just a first
approach at a complex normative subject. Much more has to be said about the rela-
tion of the concept of resilience to the concept of children’s vulnerability to make
sure that we do not run the risk of undermining the value of childhood itself when
trying to make children more resilient.

Secondly, and related to our first point, still resilience has some descriptive (psy-
chological) aspects. What we mean by this is that some children may have the nec-
essary capacities and the respective protective factors to a larger degree than
others — partly due to their privileged social surroundings. By highlighting the nor-
mative aspects of resilience, we certainly do not want to enforce the elitist idea that
specially gifted or privileged children should enjoy special treatment. On the con-
trary, we think that making children more resilient is compatible with the notion of
equal treatment insofar as every child could benefit from the transfer of capabilities
that make them more resilient. There is the worry that by expecting children to be
more resilient we might set a new level of normality for all children and that this, in
turn, might lead to more and more pressure and stress for children in general. Again,
to meet this challenge we need to state more clearly how the concept of resilience
and its social nature is related to other important values of childhood.
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Third, by demanding the promotion of resilience in children we have to bear in
mind that there are many factors of child poverty and adverse effects of child poverty
that cannot be solved merely by making children more resilient. As we have stated,
promoting resilience is a second-best solution. We must not forget about the mani-
fold social sources of child poverty that still remain to be solved. Consider, for exam-
ple, the case of families in which the parents have to exert several jobs for earning
enough money. In this case, just trying to make children more resilient by enabling
them to take part in several educational programs or other social ‘substitutes’ seems
to be futile. In such cases the whole family is in need of support. What children in
such a situation need is more time with their parents and not primarily more educa-
tional support. In short: we must fight child poverty on a primary level, so that
extraordinary resilience becomes obsolete. We still must strive for that ideal world.

Our fourth and last critical remark concerns the intra-family-consequences for
the child when it learns to be resilient against the adverse effects of poverty. When
children gain the capabilities that make them more resilient, they run the risk of
becoming alienated from their family-background, especially when the child forms
strong relationships with other care-givers that give them what their immediate fam-
ily cannot. Family relations are still a most important value in a child’s life, and they
can almost never be fully substituted. Hence we strongly suggest that social policies
that are directed to promoting children’s resilience should always be accompanied
by free consulting services for poor families.
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Abstract As a matter of justice children have several claims and are entitled to a
range of goods. In this paper I will argue that one of these goods is positive self-
relations (self-confidence, self-respect, and self-esteem). Since poverty during
childhood distorts the proper development and experience of these three self-
relations it violates children’s claims to justice. I will defend this argument in three
steps: (1) I will introduce and examine three types of positive self-relations (self-
confidence, self-respect, and self-esteem) and argue that children are entitled to all
of these; (2) I will move on to examine the concept of humiliation and argue that
acts of humiliating are unjust even if the victims do not experience them as humili-
ating; (3) finally, I will provide six arguments as to why it is humiliating for children
to live in poverty. The six arguments presented in the last section are: (a) poverty is
connected to other forms of injustice; (b) poverty is undeserved and represents an
arbitrary feature of affected children for which they cannot be held responsible; (c)
poverty is widespread among children; (d) poverty is imposed on children because
they are part of a larger social group; (e) poverty is an enduring humiliation and not
just an occasional incident; (f) the humiliation caused by poverty targets the particu-
lar vulnerability of children as developing beings. Based on the humiliating nature
of poverty, which violates children’s claims to the aforementioned types of positive
self-relations, I can conclude that it is unjust for children to live in poverty.
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1 Introduction

This paper will discuss a certain aspect of child poverty, namely the humiliation it
causes, and how the concept of humiliation can be used to criticize child poverty as
unjust. I do not claim that this supersedes other forms of criticism or is superior to
them, but I do seek to show that this is an important but often overlooked aspect of
criticisms of child poverty (Schweiger and Graf 2015). I will argue that child pov-
erty threatens and undermines the positive self-relations of these children, their self-
confidence, self-respect and self-esteem, because they experience their living
conditions as humiliating. These positive self-relations play a crucial role for chil-
dren’s well-being and well-becoming and children are, as I will argue for, entitled
to them as a matter of justice.

Our approach is grounded in two distinct approaches to justice. One the one hand
it follows the tradition of the capability approach, which acknowledges the impor-
tance of positive self-relations — self-respect, for example, is one of Martha
Nussbaum’s “central capabilities” (Nussbaum 2011) — and their deterioration due to
poverty, especially in contexts of absolute poverty (Zavaleta Reyles 2007). On the
other hand I will employ recognition theory in the tradition of Axel Honneth
(Honneth 1996) to explore the concept of positive self-relations and its differentia-
tion in the three types of self-confidence, self-respect and self-esteem. Both the
capability approach and recognition theory are not originally concerned with justice
for children, which makes it necessary to amend them at some points to fit for the
particular nature children’s needs and agency. I will acknowledge such shifts
throughout the chapter.

Let us begin by saying a few words about the framework of this chapter and how
it understands justice. I will claim that positive self-relations — self-confidence, self-
respect and self-esteem — are dimensions of the well-being and well-becoming of
children and that children are entitled to them as a matter of justice. This focus on
children’s well-being is not new in the capability approach and is based on an under-
standing of children’s well-being as multi-dimensional and comprising a set of dif-
ferent capabilities and functionings, such as being physically and mentally healthy,
being socially included, having sufficient shelter, material resources and goods, or
being well nourished (Biggeri and Mehrotra 2011). Hence, well-being does not
refer primarily to a certain state of mind like happiness or satisfaction. Within the
capability approach, capabilities are to be understood as beings and doings (Robeyns
2011), which people are able to achieve, and functionings are to be understood as
such achieved beings and doings. A person has the capability to be well-nourished
if she has access to sufficient food and is able to consume it, and she has the func-
tionings to be well-nourished if she actually eats the food. This distinction is impor-
tant because on the one hand it highlights choice and autonomy, on the other hand
it highlights a particular differences in what justice means for children compared to
adults. In a nutshell, this chapter assumes that functionings are primary for children
and only as they grow-up and become mature capabilities become the “currency of
justice” for them (Schweiger and Graf 2015). So, as long as children are not
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sufficiently able to make choices for themselves it is not enough to secure that they
have the capability to be well-nourished but to secure that they are actually well-
nourished. I will come back to some complications involved in this claim later on in
this paper, when I discuss children’s agency in relation to their positive
self-relations.

Now, justice should be equally concerned with the well-being and the well-
becoming of children (Schweiger 2015). This means that a view from justice should
not look only at what children have as children but also take into account how they
will fare later in life. Childhood is a crucial phase for one’s future life-course and
certain disadvantages during childhood translate into disadvantages in later life.
Furthermore, the capabilities and functionings which matter for justice should be
objectively determinable, and their distribution among children influenced by soci-
etal and institutional arrangements — although not all of them are fully controllable
by the state. So this chapter employs a state-centred view of justice and understands
it as a virtue of institutions and not of individuals, although the latter have certain
obligations to promote justice. For example, health is largely determined by social
factors that can be controlled by the state; however, there are many cases of ill-
health which are beyond the control of the state, such as those caused by genetic
variation or tragic accidents. That makes health a matter of justice. As I will show,
positive self-relations also fall into this category: they are to a large extent, though
not totally, determined by outside factors. It is therefore not the obligation of the
state to make sure all children have these positive self-relations, but it is the obliga-
tion of the state to provide all children with the resources and conditions that give
them the best chance of gaining these positive self-relations. Henceforth, I will call
this the obligation of the state to provide children with the sufficient “conversion
factors” to achieve those capabilities and functionings to which they are entitled as
a matter of justice. Still there are cases where positive self-relations are not achieved
for reasons outside of the responsibility of the state, for example genetic diseases.
Or because the provision of the needed conversion factors would be unjust in itself.
In an hypothetical case where a child would need to see other people suffer to
achieve positive self-relations it would be unjust for the state to enable this. Such
cases do not fall under the jurisdiction of justice and thus the associated lack of posi-
tive self-relations is not unjust, although they could trigger certain special claims of
justice like to receive the sufficient treatment and support from public health care.

2 Recognition and the “Fertile Functionings” of Positive
Self-Relations

In this section I will first argue that each and every child is entitled to positive self-
relations as a matter of justice. These positive self-relations are part of the set of
capabilities and functionings that are needed for sufficient well-being and well-
becoming. A just society is responsible for securing the conversion factors that are
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needed to develop and sustain these capabilities and functionings throughout child-
hood and a person’s whole life course. I want to differentiate three such positive
self-relations: self-respect, self-esteem and self-confidence, which are closely con-
nected to each other, so as to discuss their respective social bases. For this I will
refer to the works of Axel Honneth and his tripartite model of recognition (Honneth
1996). These three positive self-relations are “fertile functionings”, which means
that they positively influence the development of other capabilities and functionings
(Wolff and de-Shalit 2007). I will go on to stress that children are entitled to these
fertile functionings of positive self-relations and not only to the capabilities to
achieve them if they want to. It is important that children have and develop self-
confidence, self-respect and self-esteem — although, as stated above, the state can-
not fully control that this happens.

Honneth distinguishes three types of positive self-relations: self-confidence,
self-respect and self-esteem (Honneth 1996). Self-confidence refers to the idea of
trust in oneself (and in one’s own body and mind) and also in one’s close environ-
ment. Self-respect describes the view of oneself as possessing dignity and moral
worth. Self-esteem describes the view of oneself as a particular and valuable mem-
ber of a greater community because of one’s traits and contributions. Honneth links
these to three forms or modes of intersubjective recognition that are necessary to
develop and sustain self-relations. These are love and care, moral respect and rights,
and social esteem. While love and care refer to one’s physical, mental and emotional
needs, moral respect refers to the idea of being a moral (responsible) person, and
social esteem refers to one’s particular traits and abilities. Honneth’s model claims
that humans need to be loved and cared for in close personal relationships to build
basic self-confidence, that they need to be respected as moral agents, and that this
respect needs to translate into certain rights that enable a person to respect them-
selves; people also need to be socially esteemed for their particular contributions
within a social group to acquire a sense of their own self-esteem. Together, Honneth
argues, these three forms of positive self-relations are at the core of an individual’s
subjectivity and identity. They are closely connected to the ability to realize one’s
self and one’s own goals and life plans. In this respect, the recognition approach and
the capability approach are congruent, for they both highlight the normative weight
of individual freedom and self-realization; Honneth, however, puts particular
emphasis on their intersubjective conditions, which are described as forms and
modes of recognition (Graf and Schweiger 2013). Only if persons are enabled to
experience all the modes of recognition, and are thus enabled to develop the three
positive forms of self-relations can they become autonomous beings — people happy
with their identity and living the lives they want. To put it differently, the develop-
ment of the “We” is bound to the successful integration of the “I” (Honneth 2012).
On the other hand, the recognition approach also conceptualizes the threatening of
these positive self-relations and their deformation through forms and modes of mis-
recognition, which mirror the three types of positive recognition. Honneth distin-
guishes here physical abuse, which destroys self-confidence, exclusion and the
deprivation of rights, which threaten self-respect, and denigration and humiliation,
which undermine self-esteem. Each and every human being is entitled to be
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protected from such experiences of misrecognition that distort and undermine the
development of personal identity; this is the core of a recognition-theoretical under-
standing of morality and justice, which aims to secure the intersubjective conditions
of self-confidence, self-respect and self-esteem, and consequently autonomy and
self-realization. In recent years Honneth has moved increasingly into the field of
social theory, seeking to develop an institutionalized understanding of love, moral
respect and social esteem (Fraser and Honneth 2003; Honneth 2014). Hence, the
recognition approach should not — at least not primarily — be understood as a psy-
chological or anthropological theory about the development of the self, but rather as
a way to conceptualize the configuration of modern capitalistic societies and the
social embedding — and deformation — of the individuals within them. Love and
care, respect and rights, and social esteem and solidarity describe generalized forms
of intersubjective relations for which people strive (Pilapil 2012). Humans need and
want to be loved, respected and esteemed, and if they are not, then the experience is
harmful and unjust.

Some modifications are necessary to apply Honneth’s model of positive self-
relations to children and their development through the three modes of recognition.
While Honneth discusses self-confidence in regard to children and how love and
care are necessary to develop it, he does not do the same for self-respect and self-
esteem. These two seem for him to be reserved for adults, and maybe also mature
adolescents. Children, especially young children, do have rights, but in a different
way to adults. They cannot act and reason about their actions in a fully comprehen-
sive way and hence cannot be held responsible in the same way as adults (Archard
2009). This means that their self-respect cannot be based on the same grounds. This
is also, although in a different way, true for self-esteem. Honneth understands self-
esteem and the correlating form of recognition of social esteem in the context of a
modern working society, where people are valued for their contribution in the sphere
of work and labour (Laitinen 2012). Children are excluded from this sphere; they do
not and should not work in modern societies. In those societies where children do
work, the practice is often criticized as cruel and inappropriate. Honneth conceptu-
alizes both self-respect and self-esteem in such a way that they do not fit for chil-
dren — this raises the question of whether they simply cannot have them, or whether
it is not also unjust if they lack them. Honneth has not engaged with this question in
any detail, but I believe that it is reasonable to consider it.

Psychological research supports the idea that children need to be recognized in
order to develop and actually experience self-respect and self-esteem from an early
stage; such research shows that these positive self-relations are of actual importance
for children and not only for adults (Thompson 2007). Any approach that focuses on
the needs of children for recognition should take into account the points raised by
Nigel Thomas, who argues that children are certainly not only subjects with particu-
lar needs (to which love and care relate) but also moral beings and rights-bearers,
and that they do make valuable contributions for which they claim recognition
(Thomas 2012). So, children not only need recognition, and are entitled to it because
it influences their development and in consequence their well-being and well-
becoming, but should also be seen as people worthy of recognition in their own
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right. As Thomas also states, the particular contributions of children and their status
as rights-bearers are both under-recognized in theory as well as in practice. Children
are not passive (moral) objects but active (moral) subjects. Their status as subjects
should be taken seriously; children should not be viewed as somehow “defective” in
comparison to adults, although they show important differences in the capabilities
and functionings they possess.

I will now move on to explain the positive self-relations of self-confidence, self-
respect and self-esteem as particularly valuable functionings for children, and which
children should be entitled to as a matter of justice. Positive self-relations are valu-
able in themselves, and without them a child’s well-being could be damaged
severely. But positive self-relations are also of great instrumental value, because
they are the basis for developing other important capabilities and functionings.
Jonathan Wolff and Avner de-Shalit introduced the concept of “fertile functioning”
to describe functionings that have a positive influence on other capabilities and
functionings (Wolff and de-Shalit 2007). Positive self-relations are “fertile” in two
senses. On the one hand, they are fertile for the development of the child, because
these positive self-relations are — as Honneth suggests — necessary for children to
develop into autonomous adults and to realize themselves and become authentic
agents. Without the achievement of self-confidence, self-respect and self-esteem it
is very unlikely if not impossible for a person to develop an undistorted self and to
make important life choices for themselves. However, a sole focus on autonomy and
the ability to live a life one has reason to value would be inappropriate for children.
Autonomy is not the only value during childhood and it is also not the only develop-
ment goal. To focus only on autonomy would reduce children to adults-to-be and
devalue their status as children. On the other hand these positive self-relations are
also fertile for the actual well-being of the child and the achievement of other capa-
bilities and functionings that matter for the child during childhood. For example,
self-confidence, self-respect and self-esteem are connected to and greatly influence
(physical and mental) health and the ability to participate in social activities and to
engage in social relationships or learning and playing. All these are valuable func-
tionings for children, which they should be able to achieve as a matter of justice;
positive self-relations influence whether and to what extent this is possible.

The recognition-theoretical model shows how self-relations and social interac-
tions are intertwined, and how they provide the conditions for valuable “being” and
“doing”. Recognition theory also highlights the idea that positive self-relations are
(normally) the result of interactions with one’s environment and the persons and
institutions within that environment. Positive self-relations are socially influenced,
and material living conditions are an important factor. Because of their importance
for the well-being and well-becoming of children, as well as for their fertility in
respect to other capabilities and functionings, and because they are at least partly
controllable by societal arrangements, positive self-relations can be seen as a matter
of justice. A just society is thus obliged to provide each and every child with the
conversion factors that are needed to develop and sustain self-confidence, self-
respect and self-esteem — although there will always be cases where the state cannot
control and guarantee the actual achievement of these positive self-relations. If
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poverty can be shown to be disadvantageous in this respect, then this gives rise to
obligations of the state to alleviate it.

3 The Injustice of Humiliation

Poverty is humiliating and can undermine and destroy the positive self-relations
children have. Honneth’s notion of humiliation is not very elaborate; it seems he
understands all different forms of misrecognition as (potentially) humiliating
(Honneth 1996, 2003). I want to make a few important points about the relation
between humiliation and justice before I discuss the case of child poverty.

The first point is about the concept of humiliation itself. One important starting
point to discuss this is Avishai Margalit (Margalit 1996). He reserves humiliation to
those practices that target the self-respect of people, which would give them reasons
to think of them as expelled from the community of humans — self-respect is for him
the awareness of being a member of this community of humans —, while he reserves
“insult” for those practices that hurt the person’s honor or self-worth. Humiliation
is for Margalit a normative and less a psychological concept, and many forms of
misrecognition that Honneth discusses are not humiliating in Margalit’s sense. The
fruitfulness of Margalit’s conception and its application to relative poverty (of
adults) was explored by Christian Neuhduser and Julia Miiller (Neuhduser and
Miiller 2011), but I want to use a different and wider concept of humiliation that
targets not only self-respect — in the sense of Margalit — but also other self-relations.
Humiliation does not need to target the sense of being part of the community of
humans but can target all different aspects of the self and identity. It is important for
a theory of justice to uncover and to evaluate also these other forms of humiliation,
because they give a clearer picture of the many injustices in today’s world. The topic
of this chapter, child poverty, is one example as I will show which causes a range of
experiences of humiliation that not all target the self-respect of these children in the
definition of Margalit but are nonetheless important to criticize. Poverty is not a
stigma of not belonging to the community of humans at all but it is a stigma that
those who are poor are of less worth, that they do not have and do not deserve the
same life chances. But I want to take up the main insight from Margalit’s theory,
namely that humiliation needs to be judged based on reasonable criteria and that it
is not enough that victims simply feel humiliated. It is also not necessary that vic-
tims need to know that they are humiliated. For the case of children it is crucial to
keep in mind that it is also not necessarily themselves who have to reason about if
an action that affects them counts as an humiliation, because they maybe not in the
position to reason in such a manner. For our purposes I want to define humiliation
as such acts that can reasonably be judged to injure the positive self-relations of a
child. Or in a different wording: Humiliation is such an act that can reasonably be
thought to cause an experience of feeling humiliated on the side of the victim even
if this is not the case. The actual experience of feeling humiliated is important, and
damaging, but the normative benchmark has to be applied to the act that causes this
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feeling or can be judged to likely cause this feeling. Children are entitled to grow-up
and live in conditions that are non-humiliating in this sense and in which they find
all the sufficient opportunities to develop positive self-relations. Especially because
childhood is a very sensitive phase, children have a right to be protected from
humiliation.

The second point is to highlight is that humiliation can be understood as both an
act (of those who humiliate others) and an emotion (of those who are being
humiliated).! Evelin Lindner describes the act in powerful words:

“Humiliation means the enforced lowering of a person or group, a process of
subjugation that damages or strips away their pride, honour or dignity. To be humili-
ated is to be placed, against your will (or in some cases with your consent as in cases
of religious self-humiliation or in sadomasochism) and often in a deeply hurtful
way, in a situation that is greatly inferior to what you feel you should expect.
Humiliation entails demeaning treatment that transgresses established expectations.
It may involve acts of force, including violent force. At its heart is the idea of pin-
ning down, putting down, or holding to the ground.” (Lindner 2007, 5).

Such acts of humiliation usually, but not always cause victims to experience the
emotion of feeling humiliated. The normative weight of humiliation can be attrib-
uted to both the act and the emotion of humiliation, and both can be separated from
each other. In the first case, people are obliged to refrain from actions that can be
described as humiliating regardless of whether or not those who are victims of such
actions are actually humiliated by them. In the second case, people are obliged to
refrain from such actions that do actually humiliate people regardless of whether
these actions are humiliating according to the above definition by Lindner. Consider
the perspective of those who are humiliated: in the first case people are entitled not
be treated in ways characterized by the above criteria of humiliation even if they do
not experience them as humiliating. In the second case, people are entitled not to be
treated in ways that actually do humiliate them, whatever these actions are.

The third point worth making is that in many cases this differentiation between
the act and the emotion of humiliation will not turn out to produce different results
on the side of justice, because, as Lindner suggests, most acts of humiliation will
cause the emotion of feeling humiliated on the side of the victims. Nonetheless,
there will be cases in which the victims will not experience or describe themselves
as being humiliated, for example due to distorted self-perception or the acceptance
of cultural norms. The capability approach discusses such phenomena under the
term of “adaptive preferences”; they can be developed in people in deprived living
conditions (Teschl and Comim 2005). Adapting to a cultural norm that can be
described as humiliating from the outside can in fact be a way to cope and make the
best of a seemingly hopeless and powerless situation. A normative account of
humiliation should be able to criticize such forms. There are also cases in which

'Tdo not wish to dig deeper into the question of what an emotion is in contrast to a feeling or senti-
ment. What is important here is to note that the emotion of humiliation involves a cognitive and
evaluative element. Most of the literature that is concerned with humiliation and poverty seems to
use the terms “emotion” and “feeling” interchangeably.
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people feel humiliated where there is no humiliating action, because of a misunder-
standing or also a distorted expectation towards another or others. So I suggest inter-
preting humiliation as an act that need not result in a certain emotion of humiliation
experienced by the victim. It is the action that needs to be evaluated against moral
standards — for which the reaction of the victim is a part — and not the actual result
of this action. A similar point was raised by Ann Cudd in her discussion of oppres-
sion, where she argues that I should evaluate it against external rather than internal
standards (Cudd 2006). I mentioned Margalit’s definition of humiliation as a “behav-
iour or condition that constitutes a sound reason for a person to consider his or her
self-respect injured” (Margalit 1996, 9). I wish to preserve here Margalit’s insight
that acts of humiliation need to be judged based on reasonable criteria that go
beyond the experience of the victim. Hence, it is not enough that victims simply feel
humiliated to judge the actions that lead to this emotion to be morally reprehensible
and unjust. It is also not necessary that victims actually feel humiliated and know
that they are humiliated; as long as they would have had good reasons to feel so.
The fourth point that I want to make explores the role that experiences of
humiliation can play. As said, from the standpoint of justice it is not decisive if a
child in poverty feels humiliated but if she was humiliated, although the experi-
ence of humiliation is important in at least three ways: Firstly, such feelings can
be viewed as important indications of injustice, which can guide its detection but
not justify its critique. This idea is particularly prominent in recognition theory,
where the articulation of experiences of suffering and harm are conceived as one
of the necessary pre-conditions to detect and criticize them (Pilapil 2011). I inter-
pret this in two ways: on the one hand, feelings of harm or shame and their expres-
sion by children in relation to their poverty may point towards the detection of
injustices that would otherwise go unnoticed. Being humiliated and ridiculed for
their poverty by peers and feeling depressed and lonely due to fear of others
becoming aware of the deprived situation at home can direct the awareness of
researchers and policy makers in new directions. On the other hand, these feelings
can be interpreted in a way that they point towards such injustices that matter most
for those children. This does not necessarily imply that they should matter most
for the critique of the injustice of child poverty or for policy makers and the design
of just institutions for those children; it is, however, a valuable piece of informa-
tion to know about what victims of injustices care most even if this does not justify
related actions. Secondly, such feelings can be viewed as negative by-products of
injustice, which add something important to their critique but, again, without
much justificatory weight. This seems obvious since no one would claim that it is
not a moral problem that children have such poverty related feelings of suffering
and humiliation. But what can this mean exactly? Our point is that feelings should
not be separated from their causes, and, together, both account for their injustice.
The lack of the functioning of health is unjust because it is exactly a lack of some-
thing that children are entitled to and because this lack is experienced — not by all,
I might add — as suffering. The main weight lies on the lack of that functioning,
which is chosen as important based on the criteria lined out above and which is
measurable objectively — at least to some extent; the fact this injustice is also felt
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and experienced emotionally in a certain way, however, adds to it. It does not auto-
matically become an injustice because children experience it emotionally in a
negative way, but if they do, this must not be neglected. Such by-products of injus-
tice also have a right on their own that they demand to be treated and those chil-
dren helped. For example, if a child has no adequate housing, feeling thus ashamed
and avoiding inviting friends over for that reason, justice demands the housing
situation be changed and these other capabilities and functionings be made possi-
ble; it demands further that this child be provided with the support to talk about its
shame and be helped in order to cope with it. Thirdly, such feelings are relevant
for a critique of child poverty not so much on the individual but mainly on the
group or societal level. Two things should be noted here. Firstly, feelings and emo-
tions shared, experienced and articulated by more children are an indication that
they are not individual, random or arbitrary. For justice that seeks to guide the
design of institutions, it is important to know the causation, severity, depth and
scope of a problem to take the needed measures and also to prioritize them. I have
no definite answer on how many children have to articulate a certain feeling in
reaction to a certain condition in order to be taken serious in this way; this is an
uncertainty that has to be tackled from case to case. Our account would be then
still ethically individualistic in the sense that what ultimately matters is the indi-
vidual child and her well-being and well-becoming, not that of a group or com-
munity (Robeyns 2005). It would also hold it be wrong to dismiss or downplay the
expressions of harm of one child simply because they seem uncommon. Children
experience poverty ultimately in a variety of ways and feel differently about it.
Especially the qualitative literature reports a wide range of reactions and feelings
and emotions and they are certainly not shared by all children. This means that
feelings and emotions that are shared on the group or societal level do not have
more moral weight than those experienced by only one child or a few, but they do
have more functional weight on the matter of formulating a critique on the society
level, on which justice is primarily located. A critique of the injustices of child
poverty can be located on different levels and use different methodologies, it can
focus on single cases, groups and communities or states or the global level.
Normally, and this is also our own approach, justice “thinks big” and not “small”
about child poverty (Schweiger 2016). And it can never hope to account for all
forms of injustices but is always selective; moving from the individual to the group
level makes more prevalent feelings more visible and puts them into focus. To put
it differently: it is a certain kind of priority view, namely to prioritize those feel-
ings that are more common.

The feelings and emotions caused by child poverty are not to be neglected and
taking them seriously does not undermine the goal of objectivity in justice. As a
consequence, the value of asking children how they feel and of giving them the
chance to articulate their emotions becomes prominent. Likewise, as I claimed that
the opinion of children is important for choosing capabilities and functionings, it is
also important to know their feelings about their situation and about living in pov-
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erty. I still hold on to our claim that the capabilities and functionings chosen as
objects of justice and used as the benchmark to criticize the injustice of child poverty
should be, to the greatest possible extent, objective, but that does not exclude giving
feelings and emotions a different place. It is not a feasible and reasonable goal of
justice to make all children perfectly happy or to try to avoid all hurtful feelings —
but the possibility that children will actually feel better without the experience of
poverty is also more than a welcomed by-product, and as I have argued, it gives the
critique of this injustice much more weight.

The fifth point that needs to be considered is about the relation of humiliation
and autonomy. There are as also Lindner points out certain acts of humiliation that
are freely and willingly experienced by those who are humiliated. Such acts are
often thought to be unproblematic from a moral point of view, because the auton-
omy of the person has to be respected. If a person freely chooses to experience
humiliating acts perpetrated upon them by others, or to humiliate him or herself, he
or she should be allowed to do that. The concept of “adaptive preferences” claims
that at least some of these acts of freely chosen humiliation are problematic,
because people can be alienated from what they really want. It is also possible that
victims of abuse can try to deal with what happened to them by convincing them-
selves it was what they wanted. In such cases a certain degree of paternalism in
administering support seems justified. In the case of children, the focus of this
article, choice and autonomy are even more problematic. Children are still in the
process of developing the mental and emotional capacities to choose freely and to
be autonomous. Choice is important for children but it seems unreasonable to think
that children have the capacities to choose to be humiliated, although this ability is
developed during childhood and adolescents can make a wide range of rational
choices regarding their own well-being and what kind of experiences they want to
make (Graf and Schweiger 2017). In general though I reject the proposition that
acts of humiliation towards children can be justified by the argument of free choice
on the side of the child.

Finally and our sixth point is that to speak of humiliation as an social injustice it
is necessary to look at it not as an individual action or behaviour but from a struc-
tural perspective. Individual acts of humiliation can be immoral but do not neces-
sary constitute a problem of social justice. To do that they must be embedded in
structures that enable humiliation, do not sanction it or are themselves humiliating.
Here the state, its institutions and representatives play a crucial role as actors of
humiliations, as enablers and as setting precedents. This has been documented with
respect to poverty at length (Gubrium et al. 2015; Lavee 2016; Reutter et al. 2009).
Thus it is also an important difference is a person is humiliated by an representative
of the state in her function as such or if this humiliation is not tied to this. Humiliation
can be deeply embedded in institutions, societal norms and practices, and become
endemic, or to use the conceptual language of recognition theory, they become a
social pathology (Zurn 2011).
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4 Humiliation and Poverty During Childhood

Poverty humiliates children in different ways. The first question is whether children
actually experience their poverty as humiliating, and how this affects their self-
confidence, self-respect and self-esteem. The second question, which should be
carefully distinguished from the first, is whether it would be understandable and
reasonable for those children living in poverty to have their self-relations negatively
affected by it, although they do not actually experience their poverty as humiliating.
The distinction between these two questions is important because an injustice is still
an injustice even if its victims have the coping resources and resilience to adapt to
their living conditions, and are still able to live a subjectively good life. I argue here
that the injustice of poverty should be determined more or less independently of the
subjective experience of it. To claim that poverty is unjust because it undermines the
positive self-relations of its victims is therefore not to say that this is happening in
all or even the majority of cases, but to say that poverty is a condition that it would
be reasonable to experience in such a way. It is unjust because it puts those who are
affected by it in danger even if they have the resources to avoid the most negative
consequences. | evaluate poverty from a third-person perspective and not from a
first-person perspective. This does not mean that I exclude from our analysis the
perspective of children who are victims of humiliation. The views of the victims of
humiliation in determining these acts as injustice in a moral sense are nonetheless
not authoritative, but play a consultative role (Archard and Skivenes 2009). This
consultative role should not be downplayed but is important in at least two domains.
On the one hand, the views of children feeling humiliated by their poverty are to be
considered because the victims have a right to be heard. That speaks about the moral
status of them as children and as victims. On the other hand many injustices would
potentially go unnoticed if children would not be heard. That is not only to say that
they point towards otherwise overlooked injustices, I mentioned this feature already,
but also has the stronger meaning that without the voice of children the nature and
complexities of some injustices are not accessible. Children in poverty occupy two
important epistemic perspective, those of children and those of victims of poverty,
which are to varying degrees not accessible to researchers and political philoso-
phers. Thus, to discount children and their experiences of humiliation would estab-
lish another type of injustice, namely an epistemic one (Schweiger 2016; Murris
2013).

The available empirical evidence suggests that children, like adults, also experi-
ence poverty as humiliating and that this has sometimes devastating effects on their
mental health and well-being, as well as on their self-relations. Poverty causes
shame; it is perceived as stigma and many children feel they are of less worth than
others because of their poverty (Walker 2014; Boyden and Bourdillon 2012; Chase
and Bantebya-Kyomuhendo 2015). This again triggers coping mechanisms that do
not always work in the child’s best interests, like withdrawal from social relations,
anger and aggression, or giving up. Tess Ridge summarizes the empirical evidence
from qualitative studies on child poverty:
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“Fears about being left out or marginalized pervaded children’s accounts. Poverty
in childhood extracts a high emotional toll on children trying to “fitin” and ‘join in’
with their peers. Children’s inner fears and their experiences of feeling humiliated,
sad and shamed are often hidden and they are rarely asked about their thoughts and
feelings. However, sensitively conducted studies have revealed the deep emotional
costs that hardship can bring to children’s lives” (Ridge 2011, 76).

As already suggested, it would be insufficient to jump from such empirical
descriptions of the experiences of humiliation to the conclusion that they constitute
an injustice. In theory it is easy to construct an example in which a child feels all
these emotions but which is morally unproblematic. For example, a child can feel
sad, ashamed and humiliated for being the only child to get a bad mark on a test or
for being caught stealing some sweets in a shop. The question is therefore whether,
and if so on what grounds can poverty reasonably be judged to injure the positive
self-relations of a child, whether or not these children experience it as humiliating
and harmful. Her I discuss six such reasons:

1. The humiliation caused by poverty is connected to other forms of injustice.
There are many good reasons to argue that the poverty of children is unjust
regardless of its humiliating nature, that it threatens certain central capabilities
and functionings like health and education, or that it is socially excluding
(LeBmann 2014; Alkire and Roche 2012). The humiliation of poverty is closely
connected to these other injustices and would not exist without them; hence, it is
an additional burden with its own normative weight. Two forms of humiliation
connected to poverty can be distinguished here: on the one hand, poverty itself
can be humiliating without children being ridiculed, denigrated or in any other
way humiliated by others for being poor. The public discourse on poverty stig-
matizes those who are poor, and children are aware of this stigma even if others
do not humiliate them directly. Having less in common with others can be humil-
iating if it is a question of lacking basic goods — or capabilities and function-
ings — that are seen as normal in a society. It is not possible to name a specific
actor who is responsible for this kind of humiliation; instead, it is caused by a
societal atmosphere that constantly suggests to the poor that they are of less
worth, that they are lazy and on the bottom rung of society. On the other hand,
poverty is connected to separate acts of humiliation that victimize poor children.
They are humiliated because of the clothes they wear and the toys they have to
play with by others (children and adults), simply for being poor. In both cases —
poverty as humiliation in itself and poverty as the cause of being humiliated by
others —injustice is at the centre of poverty.

2. The humiliation caused by poverty is undeserved and targets a feature of those
children for which they cannot be held responsible. Children growing up in pov-
erty cannot be held responsible for their poverty. Children do not choose to be
poor and they cannot choose the families and social environments they are born
into. Also, children have very little possibility to alleviate their poverty and they
are dependent on support from others. The humiliation they experience as well
as all the other hardships connected to poverty are therefore not deserved or any
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form of legitimate punishment for any actions of these children. This is true for
the humiliation that is inherent in being poor and for the additional acts of humil-
iation that target poor children. Being poor is not a personal failure and nor is
being ridiculed for being poor a legitimate response from other people. It is a
particularly cruel fact that children in poverty often feel responsible for their
situation and blame themselves.

3. The humiliation caused by poverty is widespread and a common experience of
children in poverty. Humiliating acts in connection to the poverty status of a
child are widespread — they are not rare incidents. Children are often confronted
with such acts in both public and private places, for example the school, the
playground or the hospital. Humiliation is also present in the media, where poor
people are labelled as lazy and anti-social. Poverty influences the social relations
children can have and it is nearly impossible to avoid humiliating acts without
huge personal costs such as those caused by withdrawal and self-imposed exclu-
sion. As I have already cited, feeling humiliated and ashamed of oneself is a
common reaction to being poor, even in the absence of particular acts of humili-
ation. This is because the condition of being relatively poor necessarily implies
that one has less and can do less than is seen as normal in the respective society.
Failing that standard can lead one to feel that one is of less worth, and to the
avoidance of displaying that deprivation in public and even in front of friends.

4. The humiliation caused by poverty is imposed on these children because they are
part of a larger social group. The humiliation that comes with poverty targets
children not because of any individual traits in them that make them particularly
different but because they are part of a larger social group, as is the case when
children face humiliation for being part of a certain social, racial, ethnic or reli-
gious community.? Once again, it is important to note that children cannot choose
to be poor or not, and nor can they choose to which social group they belong.
Many victims of poverty, both children and adults, internalize their condition
and the public discourse about it in such a way that they come to feel guilty and
responsible for being poor. They attach blame to themselves for something that
they are not responsible for and which they cannot change. If one takes a neutral
position, in general poverty is not caused by individual choices but is a systemic
issue. Feeling and being humiliated by and for poverty is therefore morally
wrong.

5. The humiliation caused by poverty is enduring, not only an occasional incident.
Even short-term poverty lasts for months and often years, and is very difficult to
escape. The longevity of poverty is problematic because it leaves fewer chances
for recovery and increases the damage caused. Especially child poverty has been
proven to have damaging consequences that influence a person’s whole future
life-course, including his or her socio-economic opportunities and health.

2One important difference should be noted here: being poor is humiliating in itself, whereas
belonging to a racial or ethnic group is certainly not. But in both cases people are humiliated for
belonging to a group and not for whom they are in particular. In the social sciences the notion of
“group-focused enmity” has been developed to describe such acts and beliefs.
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6. The humiliation caused by poverty targets the particular vulnerability of children
as developing beings. Although all humans are vulnerable to the harm of humili-
ation, children’s vulnerability is different for two reasons: children lack coping
resources and children are in development and some harms can have enduring or
long-lasting effects on them (Schweiger and Graf 2018). Both conditions are
often even more precarious for children in poverty, where stresses and strains
and limited resources shape the everyday family life (Barnett 2008; Ridge 2011;
Schweiger and Graf 2015). Children depend on a safe and caring environment to
experience a good childhood and to develop into functioning adults. The humili-
ation connected to child poverty targets human beings in a particularly vulnera-
ble phase, when they lack the resources and abilities to care for themselves in the
face of hardships and the actions of others. This can lead to experiences of a
variety of negative emotions, mental health problems and anxiety issues, which
can stay with them for their whole life (Strohschein and Gauthier 2017,
Straatmann et al. 2017; Yoshikawa et al. 2012). Even if children do not feel
humiliated by their poverty or the actions of others towards them being poor, it
can be reasonably expected that this would hurt them in their emotional and
psychological development. Furthermore such stress, desperation and lack of
perspective can trigger a vicious circle of anger and aggression, which dimin-
ishes life chances even more and can further increase the social exclusion of
these children and young people (Berti and Pivetti 2017; Mazza et al. 2016).

These six reasons are sufficient to criticize the humiliation connected to poverty
as unjust, even if children do not experience the emotion of feeling humiliated and
even if they have the coping resources to protect their positive self-relations (only
very few affected children have these resources). It is reasonable to judge poverty as
humiliating both because it is in itself humiliating and because other people and
institutions engage in humiliating acts that target children living in poverty. Under
the current regime of capitalism, which constantly produces and justifies the exis-
tence of poverty, it is very unlikely that things will change, or that these six reasons
will be enough to trigger such change. Child poverty is unjust for many reasons and
is a major obstacle to equality of opportunity, a value that is held high in the ideol-
ogy of capitalism although the system violates it all the time. I have a much more
modest goal in this article: to show that humiliation connected to child poverty is
unjust and that it should be criticized on this basis.

5 Conclusions: A Society Without Humiliation

Children are entitled to grow up and live without being humiliated. Poverty makes
children more vulnerable to humiliation; it is in fact often experienced as such and
there are good reasons to understand poverty as being humiliating even if children
experience it otherwise. Our argument that poverty should be alleviated because it
threatens the positive self-relations of affected children is built on both empirical
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knowledge about poverty and on theoretical grounds. A just society is also a society
without humiliation, where each and every child lives and grows up in an environ-
ment that lets them develop and achieve the functionings of positive self-relations.
Such an environment is described by the recognition approach with three types of
recognition: love and care, respect and rights, and social esteem and solidarity.
These insights can be integrated into a capability approach and conceptualized as
external conversion factors. In a just society each and every child is entitled to expe-
rience love and care, respect and social esteem. A society without humiliation will
have to end poverty — not only for children but for all. This means that such a society
will on the one hand have to prohibit acts of humiliation connected to poverty that
are perpetrated by its members and institutions, and on the other hand will have to
target the eradication of poverty, or at least change the public framing in such a way
that it is less humiliating to be poor. A society without humiliation will not allow
children to grow up under conditions that diminish their well-being and well-
becoming. The social, economic and political structures that allow poverty to exist
are to be held responsible and changed. Child poverty is a systemic injustice, within
which further acts of injustice and humiliation can happen more easily.
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Education, Voice and Empowerment:
Learning with and from Children
in Poverty

Rosie N. Yasmin and Babak Dadvand

Abstract The social construction of childhood as a period of dependence, inno-
cence and passivity often works to silence children’s voices and undermine the con-
tributions that they can, and do, make to their social worlds. Children in poverty
face a double disadvantage in this regard. On the one hand, they are viewed as
incapable of participation for their alleged incapacities due to being young. On the
other, these children are framed through deficit discourses that identify them as sites
of problems in need of external interventions. In this chapter, we interrogate some
of these discourses. We engage with accounts from five children living in an urban
slum in Bangladesh to examine their experiences in the context of their flexible
education program. We contend that valuable insights can be gained from listening
to these children about their aspirations and what they value in their education. By
engaging with the ‘subaltern’ voices of children in poverty, we highlight their aspi-
rations for futures free of poverty and as contributing members of community. We
also discuss the importance that these children attribute to their school as a space of
belonging which fosters caring relationships, and nurtures their sense of safety, pro-
tection and wellbeing.

Keywords Childhood poverty - Flexible education - Participation - (Re)engage-

ment - Voice

1 Introduction

In this chapter, we draw upon data collected from a flexible primary school program
offered to a group of children living in an urban slum in Bangladesh. We use notion
voice to examine the experiences of five children in the context of their education.
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We contend that valuable insights can be gained from listening to the voices of these
children about their aspirations and what they value most in their education. By
engaging with accounts and narratives from the participants, we hope to provide a
space for the ‘subaltern’ (Spivak 1988) voices of children in poverty who have
become target of increasing policy interventions and are often constructed through
the discourses of ‘immaturity’, ‘risk’ and ‘vulnerability’.

Our child participants deal with varying degrees of socio-material disadvantage
and are burdened with adult responsibilities. Hena, a 14 years old girl, spends up to
5 h a day doing household chores due to her mother’s prolonged illness. Dola,
11 years old, faces a similar predicament; she spends up to 3 h a day assisting in
household work and looking after her younger brother because of her mother’s ill-
ness. Our other participants are Koli, a 10-year-old girl and the youngest in the
group, Milon, a 13-year-old boy and a class Capitan, as well as Sagor who is an
11-year-old boy. Although Koli, Milon and Sagor all have working parents, they are
tasked with care giving duties because of their families’ difficult financial
circumstances.

We used a focused ethnographic methodology in our research to explore the
views and voices of these participants about their education. Our choice of method-
ology was informed by Hulme’s (2004) call for ‘thinking small’ in studies of child
poverty. The notion of thinking small requires the conduct of small-scale research
that foregrounds the story of one person, one household or one community at a time.
Such an approach can provide deep insights into what it actually means to live in
circumstances of material disadvantage. Focused ethnography was deemed an
appropriate methodology for researching and representing slum children, a group
who is often talked about, but is seldom given an opportunity to speak.

Our discussions in this chapter are organized in six sections. Section 2 examines
the theoretical debates about voice, participation and representation and how these
debates intersect with the notion of childhood and poverty. Section 3 provides back-
ground information and a context to our discussion of child poverty and education
in Bangladesh. Section 4 describes our research design, and Sect. 5 draws on the
voices of the child participants to examine their aspirations and what they valued
most about their flexible primary education program. Section 6 synthesizes our dis-
cussions calling for an agentic view of children in poverty. We maintain that such a
view can be particularly useful in designing better educational policies and pro-
grams that can respond the needs of these children.

2 Children in Poverty: Voices from the Margins

Over the past few decades, the notion of voice has gained traction in debates in vari-
ous disciplines from philosophy, sociology and feminist studies to political sciences
and education. When discussed in relation to children, voice acquires a meaning
beyond expressing an opinion; it incorporates wider issues of inclusion, representa-
tion and participation. To have voice denotes having the chance to express an
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opinion, being listened to, taking part and exercising agency in practices that bear
upon one’s life. This makes voice, as McLeod (2011) has aptly argued, a political
project and a metaphor involving identity, agency, as well as a powerful strategy for
promoting empowerment, equity and inclusion.

Debates about child voice are polarized between protectionist and participatory
views. This is because children constitute a particular category in terms of their
rights and responsibilities. Children are often constructed as a group who is both
distinct from and ‘other’ to adults (Smith et al. 2005). This rather precarious space
is reflected in the phrases that cast childhood as preparation for adulthood, phrases
such as citizens-in-making (Marshall 1950), citizens-in-waiting (Kennelly 2011),
not-yet-citizens (Moosa-Mitha 2005), tomorrow’s citizens (Dobozy 2007), future
citizens (Arthur 2015; Print 2007), apprentice citizens (Wyness et al. 2004), or
semi-citizens (Cohen 2005).

More recently, there has been growing acknowledgement about the limits of
‘transitional’ and ‘developmental’ thinking about childhood. Such and Walker
(2005), for instance, argue that children understand and experience the world in the
present, and are actively engaged in its construction. Pugh (2013) also maintains
children should be viewed as “active social agents, strategizing within their con-
straints, deploying and utilizing their cultural fluency.” Such an understanding opens
up a new way of thinking about children, one that transcends the dominant adult-
centric perceptions about childhood as a period of passivity, ignorance, innocence
and vulnerability. It acknowledges the lived experiences of children in the context
of their families, schools and communities and the role that they play in contributing
to their social worlds.

Studies of childhood also need to take into account the social divisions and dif-
ferences that exist among children and that can mediate their experiences (Dadvand
2018). Such an understanding invites reflection on how elements in children’s back-
grounds, for example due to poverty, dynamics of gender and gender relations, dis-
ability, etc., may limit their opportunities for voice and participation and thus act as
a source of social exclusion (Liebel 2008; Savelsberg and Martin-Giles 2008). A
one-size-fits-all approach that presents childhood as a homogeneous social group
masks the diversities of experiences; it conceals the reality that much similar to
adults, children’s experiences are mediated by an intersection of factors including
socio-economic status, ethnicity, locale, gender, sexuality and disability.

An intersectional lens (Yuval-Davis 1997, 2011) also inform our thinking about
the politics of childhood by drawing attention to the dynamics of power involved in
relation to who gets the opportunity to speak and whose voice gets to be heard. As
Alcoff (1991/1992) explains, “rituals of speaking are politically constituted by
power relations of domination, exploitation, and subordination. Who is speaking,
who is spoken of, and who listens is a result, as well as an act, of political struggle.”
Similarly, Hadfield and Haw (2001) argue that debates about voice are inevitably
intertwined with “issues of power and how power intersects with, and emerges
through, positions of, for example, age, social class, ethnicity and gender.”

Understanding child voice as embedded within the already existing structures of
power can account for the subordinate voices of some children. Such an understand-
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ing redirects our attention from the dialogic process in articulating voice to the
conditions that moderate “who can say what, when and how” (Mockler and
Groundwater-Smith 2015). This can be particularly useful in providing an account
of those children who live in poverty. In a sense, these children face a double disad-
vantage. On the one hand, they are viewed as not-yet mature enough to have voice
and agency, and on the other hand, they are burdened with adult responsibilities and
have to undertake work and care giving duties because of economic hardship.

One implication of these theoretical understandings relates to the interventions
that aim to alleviate childhood poverty. More often than not, these interventions are
developed with little consultation with those who are most affected by them, namely
children themselves. We do not aim to critique the intentions behind these interven-
tions. We acknowledge that such interventions often have the best interest of the
child. What we problematize, however, is the wider discourses that position children
in poverty as either ‘at risk’ or ‘a risk’ and thus in need of external intervention.
Absent from these discourses is the understanding that valuable insights that can be
gained by listening to the voices of these children about what matters to them.

In the remainder of this chapter, we apply some of these understandings about
voice to the context of children’s education in the developing world. We focus on an
education program designed specifically to address the needs of slum children in
Bangladesh. Engaging with direct accounts and narratives from five child partici-
pants, we examine their aspirations, and discuss what they value most in their flex-
ible education program. Through our analysis and discussion, we hope to counter
the dominant cultural narratives around slum children as a group who is deemed to
have little to offer to policy discussions about education. Before reporting on our
case study, a brief note is needed about the context in which we undertook this
research.

3 Child Poverty: A Wicked Problem in Bangladesh

Poverty is one of the most urgent global problems that has serious implications for
development. It is estimated that today almost one in ten people lives under the
internationally recognized poverty line of less than $2 US dollars a day (World
Bank 2018). As a result, tackling poverty has become a priority and now many inter-
national, government and Non-Government Organizations (NGOs) are actively
involved in initiatives that aim to alleviate poverty in different parts of the world.
Ending poverty has also gained such a level of significance that it has become the
first goal of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations
2018).

There is no single and universal definition of poverty (Schweiger and Graf 2015).
Broadly speaking, though, poverty denotes more than lack of adequate income and
material resources; its manifestations encompass “hunger and malnutrition, limited
access to education and other basic services, social discrimination and exclusion as
well as the lack of participation in decision-making” (United Nations 2018). These

nicolas.brando@kuleuven.be



Education, Voice and Empowerment: Learning with and from Children in Poverty 149

wide-ranging adverse implications make tackling poverty a social justice issue that
involves not only dealing with the material basis of inequality (Rawls 1972) but also
addressing the impacts of socio-material disadvantage for wider issues of participa-
tion, voice and representation (Fraser 1997, 2010).

The adverse impacts of poverty are compounded when the dynamics of child-
hood is attached to it. This is because of the particular status of childhood as a
period of social and cognitive development which makes the young person more
susceptible to the negative effects of poverty. Lack of access to adequate food,
hygiene and health services, formal education, risks of sexual exploitation and child
labor are some of the many ills emanating from child poverty. Childhood can also
intersect with social divisions and differences rooted in the complex nexus of gen-
der, ethnicity, locale, capabilities and other power relations (Yuval-Davis 2011) to
put certain groups of children at further disadvantage compared to others.

While child poverty remains a global issue, it is a more prevalent and pressing
issue in the context of developing countries. Today poor children account for a third
to a half of the population across developing nations (Biggeri and Mehrotra 2011).
In Bangladesh where we undertook this research, 26.5 million children live below
poverty line (UNICEF 2009). It is also estimated that up to a quarter of Bangladeshi
children who live in poverty are deprived of one of the four basic needs of food,
education, health, information, shelter, water and sanitation (Shohel 2012). Poverty
is also one of the main contributors to child labor, approximately affecting one in
every six children or more than seven million children in Bangladesh (UNICEF
2009).

Dealing with the issues arising from inter-generational nature of poverty and
child labor has been a major concern for successive Bangladeshi governments and
a reason for extensive NGO interventions over the last few decades. With the ratifi-
cation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations 1989), provi-
sion of universal (primary) education has been advocated as a long-term solution to
poverty and child labor in the country. A policy response that focuses on access to
free and flexible education is informed by understanding that children affected by
poverty are less likely to attend school, more likely to dropout from school or be
‘silently excluded’ from education even when they attend schools (Shohel and
Howes 2008).

Primary education in Bangladesh is unique in two ways. First, Bangladesh has
one of the largest primary education systems in the world accommodating for more
than 18 million children (World Bank 2013). In Bangladesh, primary education
extends from Year 1-5 and has been free and compulsory for children aged 6—10
since 1990. Despite remarkable progress in access to universal education over years,
the primary education sector in Bangladesh suffers from significant inequities in
terms of access, participation and outcomes. A third of primary school students are
“first generation learners’ from families with no prior education (Nath 2012). One in
every three children drops out before completing Year 5 (UNDP 2013). Drop-out
rate is also twice as high in the bottom quartile of socio-economic advantage (EPDC
2014).
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In addition, Bangladesh is unique in its reliance on the non-government sector in
the provision of primary education. Government primary schools enroll more than
half of Bangladeshi children (DPE 2014). The rest of the primary student population
is served by other education providers. NGOs are significant stake-holders in the
primary education sector catering for some hard to reach communities that have not
been traditionally served by the central government. One such NGO is Building
Resources Across Communities (BRAC). BRAC provides second chance or ‘catch-
up’ education for children who have not enrolled in or have dropped out of primary
school. Since the inception of the BRAC education program in 1985 until 2011, five
million children have graduated from its primary schools (Nath 2012). BRAC
schools are currently attended by nearly four hundred thousand students (BRAC
2018).

BRAC uses a single-classroom, single-teacher school model which (ideally)
hosts 33 children. Students enroll at the beginning of the school year and complete
the 5 years of national primary curriculum within 4 years. BRAC schools run
between 4 and 4.5 h a day, 6 days a week and most of the teaching materials are
provided free of charge. School locations, opening hours, and schedule are decided
in consultation with parents and communities. The schools adopt child-centered,
participatory and gender sensitive education approaches. There is no summative
assessment except for Year 5 completion exam. BRAC schools use a range of extra-
curricular activities to teach children in drawing, story writing, savings skills and
aesthetics.

Research shows that BRAC primary schools often outperform mainstream pri-
mary schools in terms of learning outcomes, school participation and cost effective-
ness (World Bank 2013; DPE 2014; Ahmad and Haque 2011). This has generated
interest into what contributes to the success of the BRAC primary school model for
children in poverty. Much of the existing research, however, relies on input-output
based economic analyses of school performance (Reynolds 2000). This line of
research does not provide adequate insights into the complex issues that influence
children’s learning and wellbeing in contexts of poverty in Bangladesh. To explore
the lived educational experiences of slum children, one therefore needs a broader
framework that prioritizes the voices and views of young people themselves.

As we outlined in our theoretical discussions in Sect. 1, children who live in
poverty are often constructed through the discourses of immaturity, risk and vulner-
ability. Such deficit discourses relegate the voices of these children to the margins
and undermine the active role that they often play in tackling their social exclusion.
In the remainder of this chapter, we engage directly with the accounts and narratives
from a group of five slum children to tap into their future aspirations, and to explore
their views about what constitutes enabling educational experiences for them. By
drawing on the voices of these children, we hope to provide a ‘situated gaze’ (Yuval-
Davis and Stoetzler 2002) into their lived educational encounters and experiences.
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4 The Present Study

Our data for this study comes from a BRAC school situated in an urban slum in
Dhaka. The school had 30 students. From these students, 27 (19 girls and 8 boys)
agreed to participate in the study. Due to the limits of space, we only report on the
data collected from 5 of these students. Data were collected through a focused eth-
nographic research design which lasted for 6 weeks. We used a range of participa-
tory methods including photovoice, drawing and storytelling, and individual
semi-structured interviews. Given the context of poverty in which the children and
their families lived, a digital camera was provided to the children to allow use of
photos as prompts for discussions, a procedure that can make group discussions and
interviews with young people enjoyable, fluent, stress-free and productive (Colucci
2007).

The data collection phase followed a number of sequential steps. First, the par-
ticipants were invited to draw four pictures about what they liked most to do, what
they wanted to do or to be in future, what they liked most about their school and
what they wanted to change in their school. The students also took three pictures of
their school. The participants then took part in individual semi-structured inter-
views. Children’s interpretations of their drawings and photos elicited using story-
telling techniques provided insights into their experiences in the school and their
future aspirations. This enabled us to explore their visions and what they valued in
their education through their own language. In the final phase, we used ‘member’s
data check’ (Lincoln and Guba 1985) to cross-check the validity of the findings with
the children.

5 Children Speaking Up

Our analysis and discussions of children’s voices are organized in three sections. In
the first section, we discuss what the participants had to say about their aspirations
and the values that underpinned those aspirations. In the second section, we exam-
ine what the participants valued most in their education. Our discussion highlights
the integral role of safety and wellbeing in the construction of educational spaces to
which the participants had a strong sense of attachment. Closely related to and con-
tributing to these spaces of belonging was positive relationships with peers and the
teacher, a topic that we explain and discuss in the third section.
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5.1 Aspirations and Imagined Futures

Given the prevailing deficit discourses of immaturity, risk and vulnerability through
which slum children are often framed and recognized, we first explored what aspira-
tions the participants held for their future. In doing so, we were conscious of the
adverse impacts that poverty can have on young people’s capacities to image futures
unfettered by their current conditions of socio-material disadvantage. As Ray (2006;
emphasis in original) points out, “[p]overty stifles dreams, or at least the process of
attaining dreams. Thus poverty and the failure of aspirations may be reciprocally
linked in a self-sustaining trap.”

Research also shows that children who live in poverty often have lower aspira-
tions compared to their more privileged peers (Dalton et al. 2016). This is often
attributed to an aspiration gap, which denotes “the distance between what an indi-
vidual might aspire to and the conditions she currently finds herself in”” (Ray 2006).
However, contrary to such expectations, our participants showed high levels sophis-
tication in talking about their aspirations and the role that they attributed to educa-
tion in moving towards their future aspirations.

The participants used the medium of drawing to depict themselves as contribut-
ing and productive members of their community. In response to a prompt about
what she would like to do most when she grows up, Dola drew herself as a teacher
standing in front of a book shelf and reading out to her class of students (Fig. 1).
This, in part, reflected Dola’s passion for learning and her reputation in the school
as a ‘book worm’. Koli, who also excelled in the school, wanted to a doctor (Fig. 2)
so that she will be able to help poor families and those in need in the slum.

Hena and Sagor also wanted to become teachers, a profession that is held in high
regard in their slum for the contribution it makes to uplifting children and families
form poverty. All the five child participants in our research aspired for roles that
help them overcome their poverty. For the participants, access to education was

Fig. 1 Dola aspired to
become a teacher to help
other kids in the slum
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Fig. 2 Koli wanted to [ 1
become a doctor to help . l ‘ i I '
the poor and the sick in the 3 |
community nl . I

integral to what they perceived as a valued future life. This highlights not only the
importance of education as a means to a better future, but also the significant role
that empowering educational experiences play in broadening children’s horizons
with regards to their ‘imagined’ futures (Schuller et al. 2004).

Closely related to their future aspirations for a fulfilling life was the way the
participants viewed the role that their school played in helping them to develop and
flourish in present. In their discussion about the contributions of their school educa-
tion, the participants used the Bangla phrase ‘adarsho manush houya’ to explain
how the education they received assisted them to become ‘an ideal person’. For the
children, an ideal person was one who embodied the ethical and moral parameters
of conduct; it represented three qualities of ‘respecting elders’, ‘showing compas-
sion to minors’ and ‘speaking truth without fear’. Milon, for example, shared his
views about the three qualities in the following ways: By ‘respecting elders’, I mean
that I always give Salam (An Islamic way to address others by saying, ‘peace be
upon you’); I listen to the instructions of the elders, particularly those of my moth-
er’s and the teacher’s... I mostly help my junior peers and the teacher in lifting any
heavy stuff such as the school mat. I am also patient to assist my peers in learning...
I’'m not scared of pointing out the occasional errors the teacher might make... I
admit if I am not being able to complete my homework... Our teacher likes us to be
honest about the homework and gets upset if we lie or make lame excuses.

By and large, these values reflect wider cultural norms and codes of conduct in
Bangladesh. For the slum children, however, education was key in providing an
opportunity to learn about and practice these norms and values in their interactions
with each other within the program and later in their encounters with others through-
out the broader community. In so doing, the program played an important part in the
moral and ethical character formation of the children. This was also a contributing
factor in the visions and aspirations that the children held for their future roles as
contributing members of their communities.
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5.2 Enabling Spaces of Belonging

Although all the child participants were burdened with care giving responsibilities
at home, their school attendance was regular. In their discussions, the participants
described their school-time as ‘the best part’ of their day. They used phrases such as
‘moja pai’ (have fun), ‘anonda pai’ (enjoy and become happy) or ‘bhalo lage’ (feel
good) to talk about how they felt in the school. Some of the students also explained
how their school enabled them ‘to do many things that they wished, aspired or liked
to do.” Other students talked about ‘empowerment’ explaining the ways in which
‘the school equipped them with good education’.

These reflections highlight the value that the participants attributed to their
school as ‘a place of belonging’. Contributing to geographies of belonging is a sense
of accord with one’s material, physical, social and relational context (May, 2013).
This highlights the importance of relationships and positioning to the formation of
a sense of belonging (Dadvand and Cuervo 2019). For our participants, a strong
sense of belonging stemmed from the ways in which they were poisoned and treated
in the school. The children talked about how they were often ‘acknowledged’” by
their teacher and their peers for their efforts and contributions.

Safety and protection from harm were among other factors that the students val-
ued about their school, and which also contributed to their sense of belonging. In
their discussion, the participants contrasted their school with other schools, explain-
ing how absence of physical punishment increased their sense of safety and protec-
tion in the school. Corporal punishment remains a common phenomenon in schools
in Bangladesh affecting 9 in 10 students (UNICEF 2009). The non-punitive approach
of the school which emphasized ‘respect for the integrity of the child’ and their
overall wellbeing was perceived in the eyes of the children as an acknowledgement
of their ‘agency’ and their claims for respect, voice and recognition.

Emphasis on skills development for wellbeing was yet another characteristic of
the education valued by the participants. The students talked about the value of care,
and the learning activities that helped them develop the skills that they needed to
maintain their health and wellbeing. Teaching about the importance of hygiene was
an important part of the school curriculum. This was a recognition on the part of the
school that these children often did not receive such an education from home. In the
school, the students also took their health-related instructions seriously. Cleaning
the mats, sweeping the classroom and refilling the water dispenser were all part of
the daily routine for the students. Koli, for instance, stated: Setting-up the school in
the morning is not a big thing to do. We try to make and keep our school beautiful,
tidy and presentable with whatever resources we have. We are happy to work for our
school... Our teacher taught us from grade one how to always keep the school clean.
Now, we know very well what to do for our school.

Health and wellbeing were also discussed in relation to aesthetics. Most of the
children used simple measures such as their drawings to keep their classroom pre-
sentable. A photo taken by Milon of the school’s bulletin board (Fig. 3) provides a
good example of this. For girls, the school mirror and comb (Fig. 4) were important

nicolas.brando@kuleuven.be



Education, Voice and Empowerment: Learning with and from Children in Poverty 155

Fig. 3 The students took an active part in making their school presentable by contributing to the
bulletin board

Fig. 4 The mirror and a
comb reminded the
students about the
importance of health and
hygiene

symbols of aesthetics and hygiene. Koli, for example, explained that combing her
hair was ‘about discipline, looking good and feeling good.’ Similarly, Sagor
explained that being orderly is their way of giving back to the school and would help
them to maintain the school’s reputation as a good school.
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5.3 Relationality and Peer Support

Positive relationship with the teacher and peers was another feature of the flexible
education program which was highly valued by the slum children. Positive relation-
ships also had a significant impact on the students’ sense of belonging to their
school as a safe and enabling space. Research shows that effective schooling is
related to the forms of relationship among students, teachers, parents and the com-
munity (Cahill et al. 2014). The students in our research used the analogy of ‘fam-
ily’ to describe their close bonding with each other. For example, in response to a
question about why she helps other students, Koli replied: In this school, we usually
take care of each other. We’re not only good friends, we’re also like siblings for each
other.

The friendships and the connectedness that emerged among the students within
the social space of the classroom extended well beyond the school. The students
often talked about how they benefited outside the school from the friendships that
they forged within the school. This is reflected in the following excerpt from Sagor:
We, the three best friends, Shopan, Ishan and I, study in a group as we do in the
school; we go to Shopan’s house at 6:00 pm and study until 9:00 pm... It has many
benefits; we can help each other. Group work is particularly useful in math.

A large body of literature on the effectiveness of alternative school arrangements
show that the most effective factors of these schools are their child-friendly class-
rooms, interactive pedagogy, and caring relationships between teachers and stu-
dents (Shohel and Howes 2008, 2011; Nath 2012). Our own research also shows
that establishing positive relationships with students in integral to effective and
reflexive teaching practices (Akbari et al. 2010; Akbari and Dadvand 2014). For
children in poverty, positive and caring relationships acquires extra significance
because of the absence of significant others in their lives who might act as a source
of social and relational support for them. The value that the participants attached to
caring relationships is reflected in Dola’s drawing about what she appreciates most
in her school (Fig. 5).

In the follow up individual interview, Dola commented on her drawing along the
following lines: All members of our group sit together in a round shape. We help
each other to understand the topic, and then assess each other ... The teacher moves
around and supervises our activities ... When we finish, she assesses the lesson ...
She randomly brings one of us in front of the class to repeat the lesson and we write
down in our notebooks.

Other students used the Bangla phrase ‘shahajjo kori’ (to help others) to talk
about their peer relationships. Many viewed helping others not merely as an act of
benevolence, but as a strength and a capability. Dreze and Sen’s (2002) research
shows how helping others can be seen as a valued capability, especially among
people in contexts of poverty who are often positioned as recipients of others’ help
and incapable of making contributions. This repositioning of the children from
source of a problem to solution builders was perceived by the participants as an
acknowledgement of their agency for participation and change.
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Fig.5 There was a focus on positive and caring relationships among the students, and between the
students and the teacher

The importance of providing support for others is also reflected in the following
excerpt from Dola who talks about her reasons for helping one of her peers: I always
help Lina in learning as she is the weakest girl in the class and most importantly, she
has no one at home to assist her... I help her in all subjects... I know that both of
her parents are illiterate, and she has no brother or sister at home to help her in learn-
ing... others also help her.

Implicit in the above reflection is Dola’s commitment to an ethic of care for her
friend. This ethic of care is built upon relationality and a recognition of differences
(Dadvand and Cuervo 2018). The above reflection also highlights how an educa-
tional context that capitalizes on the participants’ strengths can contribute to their
sense of agency as solution builders, rather than as sites of problems. The relational
ties and the caring practices among the students have also been crucial in the social
construction of space (Massey 2005) where the students feel that they are safe and
that they belong. These are also important factors that have played a significant part
in the educational participation and engagement for the students.

6 Concluding Remarks: Learning with and from Children
in Poverty

In this chapter, we examined the school experiences of five slum children in the
context of their flexible catch-up education program. As we demonstrated and dis-
cussed using the voices, drawings and photos from the participants, the children
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valued their education and saw it as a means towards achieving their future aspira-
tions. These aspirations depicted the participants living a life free of poverty and as
contributing members of their community. We also discussed how for these children
a strong sense of belonging to the school was key to their (re)engagement in learn-
ing. A spirit of collaboration entwined with a sense of safety and protection created
atmospheres of trust and mutuality among the students, and between the students
and their teacher. The students also demonstrated a strong sense of ownership of
their learning and education, often acting as a source of support and care for their
peers.

In this section, we reflect on some of these findings to discuss the insights that we
can gain from listening to the voices of children in poverty. As we explained in our
theoretical discussions about voice, childhood and participation, there has recently
been growing recognition of the contributions that children can (and do) make to
their social worlds. However, policies and institutional practices still remain, to a
large extent, oblivious to this recognition. Programs are often developed with little
regard for the views of children with the underlying assumption being that children
have little to offer in decision-making about important matters (Cahill and
Dadvand 2018). While there have been moves in recent years to engage children in
initiatives that affect them, these have often been limited to tokenistic forms of con-
sultation or feedback.

Children in poverty, in particular, face a double disadvantage when it comes to
voice and participation. On the one hand, the cultural politics of age constructs these
children as not mature enough to contribute. On the other hand, these children are
viewed through a deficit lens that focuses on vulnerabilities and risks. We maintain
that these discourses play ‘a governing’ role (Foucault 1975) and limit imagination
as to what is possible to achieve in children’s participation. We take the accounts
that we have reported from our child participants as a case in point. Contrary to
wider discourses around children in poverty, these children have valuable insights
about their conditions, needs, interests and aspirations. These insights can be har-
nessed to better engage them in ways of learning that are meaningful and relevant to
them.

Finally, as our child participants helped highlight, empowering education builds
aspirations and contributes to ethical and moral character formation. For doing so,
such an education takes as its starting point ‘the funds of knowledge’ (Zipin et al.
2012; Zipin 2013) that children bring with them to their schools and classrooms.
Capitalizing on the knowledge that marginalized children already have makes edu-
cation a more a meaningful experience and a relatable encounter for them.
Meaningful and participatory education also requires and contributes to the
formation of ‘spaces of belonging’ that help nurture the overall wellbeing of chil-
dren and cultivate their sense of safety and protection. An important contributor to
such a space is caring practices and relationships that work with these children to
address their needs, rather than acting upon them as objects of adult interventions.
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The Nature of Nurture: Poverty, Father
Absence and Gender Equality
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Abstract Progressive family policy regimes typically aim to promote and protect
women’s opportunities to participate in the workforce. These policies offer signifi-
cant benefits to affluent, two-parent households. A disproportionate number of low-
income and impoverished families, however, are headed by single mothers. How
responsive are such policies to the objectives of these mothers and the needs of their
children? This chapter argues that one-size-fits-all family policy regimes often fail
the most vulnerable household and contribute to intergenerational poverty in two
ways: by denying at-risk children adequate parenting, and by undermining their
mothers’ legitimate interest in nurturing and caring for their own children. The
capabilities of these mothers and the well-being of their children are better served
by policies which recognise maternal caregiving as a productive and valuable occu-
pation meriting equal respect and social support.

Keywords Conditionality - Dual-earner regimes - Early childhood education -
Early childhood care - Single parenthood - Single mothers - Father absence -
Gender equity - Diverging destinies - Parenting - Maternal capabilities - Child
support - Biological capabilities - Welfare-to-work policies

1 Introduction

When Anne-Marie Slaughter stepped down from her role as President Obama’s
Director of Policy Planning, her decision was, by her own account, largely driven by
her maternal obligations. Slaughter had come to feel that she could not both meet
the demands of her office and do justice to the needs of her children — that ‘juggling
high-level government work with the needs of two teenage boys was not possible’
(Slaughter 2012). She reluctantly resigned, leaving behind ‘the job of her dreams’.
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Slaughter did not disappear into domestic obscurity: she remained a full-time, top-
wage Professor at Princeton University, and in due course took up her current post
as President and CEO of New America, a public policy think tank. She has also
made forays into popular journalism, penning her now-infamous article in the The
Atlantic Monthy titled — without irony — “Why Women Still Can’t Have It All”.

Slaughter’s professional achievements may be exceptional, but in other ways her
life has followed a classic trajectory for well-educated, high-income, married
woman of her generation. Despite making some significant compromises, she has
combined family life with a well-paid, fulfilling career, in partnership with an edu-
cated, cooperative husband who supports her professional ambitions and accepts a
large share of domestic and parental duties. Even Slaughter’s choice to step back
from her work to devote more time to her children mirrors current trends among
mothers of similar educational and economic standing, who are increasingly opting
for work arrangements which allow them to invest more in their family relationships
and responsibilities. This is particularly true for married mothers of infants and
young children in countries where family policies provide for income-calibrated
paid leaves and job protection, and where women are assured of professional
re-entry.

This chapter does not address challenges of the kind that Professor Slaughter
faced. It will look instead at the challenges faced by women who do not have her
advantages, and whose concerns are very different. My focus is the low-income
single (unpartnered) mother, whose limited resources and education pose chal-
lenges to both her parenting and her working life. This woman, like Professor
Slaughter, often feels pulled to offer her children more of her time and personal
attention, and to be more intimately involved in promoting their development; she,
too, would like to be an optimal, or at least a capable, parent. Again like Professor
Slaughter, this woman would happily combine parenting with well-remunerated,
rewarding employment with a child-friendly schedule. Unlike Professor Slaughter,
of course, neither optimal parenting nor optimal labour are aims the unskilled single
mother can easily pursue: they are luxuries typically afforded only to mothers who
are either partnered, or well-educated or affluent or, like Professor Slaughter, all
three.

Both Professor Slaughter and the women whom this essay concerns face gender
inequities. It is not obvious how these might be corrected in Slaughter’s case. That
is, it is not obvious how we might alter our social arrangements to eliminate the
special obligations she felt to her children in virtue of her role as their mother. (It is
not even obvious that she herself would have wished these eliminated.) However,
the inequities confronting the low-income, low-educated, single mother are another
matter. Our social arrangements could, and should, better respect both her chil-
dren’s needs and her own legitimate claims. That is the conclusion for which I shall
argue.

Section 1 of this chapter offers a profile of my target population: Who is the low-
income single mother? Why does she matter? What challenges does she pose for
developed societies now, and in the future? Section 2 turns to the question of how
policymakers should respond to those challenges. A near-consensus exists among
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family policy theorists that the best response to the disadvantaged single mother and
that appropriate to the partnered, middle-class one are much the same: state provi-
sion of (high-quality) childcare, conditional upon maternal employment. This strat-
egy, many argue, not only draws the failing single mother away from her parenting
activities (which are, in any case, too often poorly discharged), but reliably recruits
her into the taxable labour force. It therefore seems justified by both paternalistic
considerations (being good for her children) and contractualist ones (moving her
out of dependency and into productive activity). Does this strategy successfully
mitigate disadvantage, fulfilling its ethical aims? That is the question explored by
Sect. 3. Section 4 considers the contractualist justification from the perspective of
maternal capabilities. Does the requirement of workforce participation respect the
single mother’s capabilities and her interest in competently parenting her children?
I conclude in Sect. 5 with some positive recommendations for family policies to
redress the injustices which these mothers so often confront.

2 Having It All or Doing It All? A Tale of Two Transitions

There is considerable evidence that the unequal position of women in our society is rooted
in their preponderant responsibility for rearing children. This should not be. (Cleveland and
Krashinsky 2003)

In the last half-century, the role of mothering has undergone a demographic shift
of seismic proportions, transforming the family structures within which it takes
place, the responsibilities with which it is associated and the subjective experience
of mothering itself. Perhaps the most powerful, single factor in this shift has been
the entry of women, including mothers, into the labour force. This is often rightly
lauded as a triumph for the agenda of gender equality, liberating women from the
historical chains of domesticity and opening a route not only to opportunities at a
personal level, but effecting an unprecedented societal transfer of economic, social
and political power. From this perspective, ‘...the trends associated with...[this]
demographic transition are all of one piece and are fuelled by a common factor, such
as...women’s growing economic independence.” (McClanahan 2004)

The celebrated narrative of female empowerment-through-labour, however, is
only half the story. Indeed, it is arguably somewhat less than half, since in many
OECD countries it only narrates the trajectory of an upper decile of married, college-
educated mothers like Professor Slaughter who, with the cooperation of their
spouses, pursue a valued, remunerative vocation in parallel with parenting. The
enlistment into the workforce of women from less advantaged backgrounds has
yielded a very different experience, both for mothers and their children. As policy
theorist Sarah McClanahan observes,

[T]he forces that are driving the transition are leading to two different trajectories for

women — with different implications for children. One trajectory — the one associated with

delays in childbearing and increases in maternal employment — reflects gains in resources,
while the other — the one associated with divorce and non-marital childbearing — reflects
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losses. Moreover, the women with the most opportunities and resources are following the
first trajectory, whereas the women with the fewest opportunities and resources are follow-
ing the second. (McClanahan 2004: 608)

Imagine a percentage spectrum scale of working mothers, the right pole of which
constitutes ‘choice and welfare enhancement’ and the left pole ‘choice and welfare
restriction’. On this scale, older, educated, married, professional mothers cluster in
the decile furthest to the right — among the top 10%. Occupying the left-most decile
are younger, single, poorly educated, mothers employed in low-wage, unskilled
jobs. These are mothers for whom the question of working-or-parenting is a moot
one because, as their household’s primary or sole providers, they must do both.
They are also mothers who have no stake in the battle for a more equal gender dis-
tribution of domestic responsibilities, for those burdens fall solely to them. Finally,
they are typically mothers who, like most mothers, want to be capable caregivers
and nurturing parents, but who often lack the time, attention, knowledge and
resources to achieve that aim. Many of the ‘hard choices’ that more privileged
mothers face have no bearing on their specific challenges. What does interest many
of them greatly, however, is the possibility that their children’s future opportunities
are better than their own. Unfortunately, the overwhelming evidence is that a statis-
tical abyss divides this possibility from actual probabilities. As Ariel Kalil sum-
marises the research in the US context,

Children growing up in more advantaged families have better achievement and higher
attainment on average, than low-SES children. They have fewer behaviour problems and
are less likely to become pregnant or have a child as a teenager. They also have higher rates
of college enrolment and completion. As adults, they are more likely to be employed, have
higher earnings, avoid participation in welfare programs and enjoy better health and longer
lives....42% of children who grew up in households in the bottom quintile of the income
distribution end up in the bottom quintile themselves as adults, whereas only 6% of such
children reach the top quintile of the income distribution as adults. (Kalil 2015: 63)

Whether one’s concern is with the burdens assigned to single mothers or the
well-being of their children, there is reason to be worried about these growing dis-
parities, especially in association with increases in single motherhood among less-
educated women. (McClanahan and Jacobsen 2015).

There is no denying that the agenda of gender equity that has unfolded in devel-
oped countries over the last half-century has created a much wider menu of alterna-
tive life courses for women of all social classes. Women in industrialised countries
across the board have been brought into the labour market, increasing the percent-
age of working mothers across the OECD from 28% in 1960 to over 70% today.
Working motherhood has become the norm in developed countries around the
globe. (OECD Family Data Base 2018) Many policy theorists now regard maternal
employment not only as an entitlement, but as something nearer to a moral and
economic imperative. Jane Waldfogel, for instance, holds that it is a desideratum of
any acceptable US family policy that it promotes mothers’ employment.

The work ethic is a widely shared American value. Moreover, women’s employment is seen

by many as key to gender equity and women’s well-being. Women should not be forced to

take a backseat to men in the labor market, just because women have children. In this view,
we must be careful not to enact policies that would discourage women from working or that
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would widen existing gaps between women’s and men’s employment or earnings.
(Waldfogel and Washbrook 2011: 76)

On Waldfogel’s view, the tradition of stay-at-home, full-time parenting no longer
serves most families’ wider interests; it is not a realistic option for women (apart
from an affluent few) to make parenting their sole vocation. Perhaps she is right.
Certainly, for many mothers this view tracks a descriptive, if not a normative reality:
in the US, a record 40% of all households with children under the age of 18 now
have ‘breadwinner’ mothers, up from only 11% in 1960. (Child Trends 2018).

Some of these breadwinners are married women like Slaughter, whose incomes
exceed (and are added to) their husbands. More than a quarter of all working moth-
ers, however, are single, and for many of these employment is not so much a choice
as an imperative. The demographic of the single working mother differs radically
from that of her married or partnered counterpart. The returns on her labour are
consistently lower, and her household is far more likely to be impoverished. For
instance, across European OECD countries, children in single parent households
(the great majority of which are headed by single mothers) are three times more
likely to live in poverty than those in two-adult households.! Single parents in many
English-speaking OECD countries (Australia, Canada, Ireland and New Zealand)
fare even worse; their households have a poverty rate of nearly five times that of
partnered households. In the United States, the prognosis is bleaker still, with a
poverty rate for single mothers at more than six times that of partnered ones; roughly
43% of single-mother households are impoverished, compared to just 7% for part-
nered ones.? (OECD FDB 2018) These disparities are perhaps most vividly pre-
sented in absolute terms. For instance, in the US the median total family income of
the single mother is about $22,000. Her household is not only low income, but only
barely above the poverty line.? For the partnered working mother, it is nearly four
times that at approximately $85,000.* (US Census Data 2016).

These interactions between single motherhood and economic disadvantage
should sound a note of caution to theorists who see the emergence of women in the
workforce as a victory for gender equity. As McClanahan says, the feminist revolu-
tion has not produced a single, unified demographic destiny for working women,
but two divergent ones. Married, college-educated working mothers in the US —
both breadwinners and contributors — are disproportionally white and high-income.

"Percentages vary from country to country. However, in every OECD country at least 85% of sin-
gle parents are single mothers; in others, such as the UK, it is more than 90%.

2This is a colour-blind figure. In the African-American population, more than 65% of impover-
ished households are headed by a single mother.

3The Federal Poverty Line for a two-person (e.g., one parent and one child) household in 2017 was
$20,290. However, the median income for single mothers in the US includes a population with
much larger households. According to the NCCP *...on average, families need an income equal to
about two times the federal poverty level to meet their most basic needs”. (NCCP Fact Sheet 2018)

“The income gap between the two groups remains when using personal income as the measure.
The median personal income of married mothers who out-earn their husbands was $50,000 in
2011, compared with $20,000 for single mothers.
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They are also older, with an average child-bearing age of about 30. By contrast,
single working mothers are much more likely to belong to a racial minority, much
less likely to have a college degree, and have a younger median age. (McClanahan
and Jacobsen 2015).

Similar profile gaps also hold in EU countries, despite the generally stronger
systems of family support they offer. As a recent EU Policy Brief observed,

Not only are single mothers on the rise, but their situation is in many ways more problem-
atic than that of other women. Single mothers are more likely to fall into poverty...to be
unemployed, to have taken a part-time job in order to combine professional and family life,
to have poorer physical and mental health — the rate of depression is particularly high
among single mothers — and to have difficulties in building lasting new relationships.
(EU Policy Brief No 42 2016)

While it may be good news that more mothers are working, it is bad news that
single mothers are faring so poorly — not least because their numbers are increasing
precipitously. There have always been single mothers, of course: they have headed
countless households throughout history. In past centuries, this was largely due to
high male adult mortality rates caused by disease, war, and work-related accidents.
Today, however, lone motherhood is overwhelmingly owed to father absence result-
ing from divorce, separation and abandonment. (IPS Report 2018) This is the case
not only in North America, but across the OECD, which has seen a surge in divorce
rates in the last four decades, paralleled by a decrease in marriage rates and a rise in
unpartnered mothers giving birth.> These three factors together have seen the pro-
portion of single parent households in many countries — including mainstream econ-
omies such as France, Japan, Sweden and the UK — double since 1980, and more
than treble since 1968. It has risen in the US from 8% to over 40% today.® (IPS
2018) Looking ahead, OECD projections for the coming two decades see no abating
of this upward trend. Instead, it is expected to continue at an even faster pace, with
the bulk of individual country projections to 2025-35 expecting single parent
households to increase by between 22% and 29%.” Single motherhood seems set to
stay, at least for the foreseeable future. And the single mother’s disproportionate risk
of poverty seems set to increase in concert with her numbers.

These trends arguably represent the inglorious underbelly of the narrative of
women gaining greater choice and independence through employment. For the low-
SES single mother is not so much having it all, as doing it all. While she works at
her low-wage (and often wearing) job, she and her children continue to fall behind,
inviting an intergenerational downward spiral. As McClanahan observes,

SOECD data report.

®The doubling occurred between 1980 and 2005; the Great Recession saw a halt to this increase for
the last decade. As noted above, however, OECD predictions see the earlier trend continuing at an
even faster pace.

"OECD data report. There are exceptions. The US projects a further increase of only around 10%,
but its baseline of 40% still predicts that single parents will head half of all US households. German
is the one exception, with a projected decrease owed to reduced fertility rates.
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The demographic transition is widening social-class disparities in children’s resources....
Children who were born to mothers from the most-advantaged backgrounds are making
substantial gains in resources. Relative to their counterparts 40 years ago, their mothers are
more mature and more likely to be working at well-paying jobs. These children were born
into stable unions and are spending more time with their fathers. In contrast, children born
to mothers from the most disadvantaged backgrounds are making smaller gains and, in
some instances, even losing parental resources. Their mothers are working at low-paying
jobs...for many, support from their biological fathers is minimal.® (McClanahan and
Jacobsen 2015: 2)

In view of these trends, it is time to look again at the merits of workforce participation
for disadvantaged single mothers, and consider how these are moderated by income
and education. We need better to understand how maternal employment affects the
welfare and capabilities of their children. It is also, I shall argue, time to consider how
employment interacts with the capabilities of the low-skilled, single mother herself.

3 Inequality Begins at Home: The Working Mother

It is extremely difficult for a single mother who has two or three jobs to have time with
children. Ways must be sought to facilitate women to engage in income generating activities
that allow them more time at home. ...[T]he youth are raising themselves because grand-
mothers and mothers are away from home. Who in the family circle will sacrifice to spend
time with children? If they do, how will they fight the cost of living ? Waithera Mwangi (BBC
Caribbean 2008)

The aim of promoting more equal employment opportunities for mothers, both
single and partnered, is a cornerstone of gender equity policies. At the same time,
maternal employment is often perceived to be in competition with the aim of pro-
moting the best interests of children, especially when those children are very young.
(In a recent PEW survey more than 63% of US respondents agreed that full-time
maternal employment “is bad for children”.) (PEW Social Trends 2018) The strat-
egy most often proposed to square this circle is state provision of high quality ‘early
childhood education and care’ (ECEC). Numerous studies have assessed ECEC’s
effects on child welfare, producing a convergence of opinion that its benefits to
child well-being largely outweigh the losses incurred. For instance, both the large-
scale US NICHD study and the Canadian NLSCY yielded evidence that young
children whose mothers work show (modest) cognitive and language gains, in addi-
tion to significant social and economic long-term benefits from increased family
incomes and job security. (OPRE 2009) Although some studies have found an
increase in negative behavioural outcomes associated with very early childcare

8In the US, only about 15% of low-income, lone parents receive financial support from the absent
parent. (Child Trends 2018) In the OECD, on average, fewer than half of all lone parents reported
receiving financial help from the absent parent. There is considerable variation across countries.
Less than 25% of sole-parent families in the Mediterranean countries, Ireland, the UK and the
Netherlands received cash transfers from the absent parent, while this is over 80% in Denmark,
Norway and Sweden. (OECD FDB 2010)

nicolas.brando@kuleuven.be



170 A. E. Denham

(before 12 months of age), these are are more pronounced for children of middle-
class and affluent households. Negative outcomes also appeared, unremarkably,
when poor quality early childcare was combined with insensitive maternal care.
Overall, however, analysts concluded that maternal employment after early infancy
is not in itself a risk factor for children:

There is a trade-off: mothers who do not work outside the home have more time to engage
with their child, and this has positive effects...But stay-at-home mothers generally have a
lower family income, and thus their children do not benefit from some of the effects associ-
ated with increased oncome. Stay-at-home mothers also tend to be slightly more prone to
depression, which can have detrimental effects on their child’s development.... On balance,
there are minimal long-term effects of either working or not working outside the home.
What matters most is that the child is cared for throughout the day by warm and responsive
caregivers in an environment with opportunities to learn. (Willms 2002: 348)

The take-home message from the two most comprehensive and large-scale North
American studies is that, all considered, a mother’s employment is not, after all, in
competition with her child’s developmental needs.

Setting aside averages, however, what effect does maternal employment have
specifically on children from less advantaged, low-income households — of which
more than half, in the US and many other countries, are supported by single moth-
ers? An even stronger message seems to emerge in response to this question: disad-
vantaged children stand to gain the most from high-quality ECEC, showing a
‘statistically significant association with achievement, language, and social skills
for low-income children after controlling for background characteristics.” (OPRE
2009) Numerous evaluations of children enrolled in innovative, high-quality ECEC
programmes such as the Perry Preschool and Abecedarian Projects have yielded the
same results. (Heckman 2013) The less advantaged a child’s home circumstances, it
seems, the more he or she apparently stands to gain from being taken out of them. It
is tempting to conclude that if high-quality care is available, then poor, single moth-
ers of pre-school age children not only may, but should seek employment outside
the home. They can best serve their children’s developmental needs by taking paid
12 months’ maternity leave and then turning their care over to ECEC professionals
while they return to work.

The ‘if’ qualifying this conclusion is significant, of course: some coun-
tries offer little or no provision for either paid leave or childcare, let alone high-
quality ECEC. That much is obvious. But there are two further, less obvious worries
that deserve attention. First, the only conclusion the evidence clearly licenses is that,
in the case of disadvantaged single mothers, a (work-conditional) ECEC interven-
tion has better outcomes than no intervention at all. It clearly does not follow that
conditional ECEC is preferable to any other intervention, nor that additional inter-
ventions would not better promote child development. Are there different interven-
tions which would better meet the specific needs of the children of disadvantaged
single mothers? Secondly, the conclusion is drawn from an argument premised on
the child’s interests alone. It sets aside the fact that there are two parties’ immediate
interests at stake: the child’s and his mother’s. Does the mother have her own inter-
ests, or even entitlements, which should be taken into account?
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Without answers to these questions, policy-makers often leap too hastily to a
package of ECEC-plus-employment as a one-size-fits-all solution to the problem of
reconciling maternal employment and children’s needs. This is, indeed, a package
which promises to benefit affluent, dual-earner households. But how successfully
does it address the complexities and conflicts that shape low-income, single
mother households? It is easy to lose sight of the myriad ways in which father
absence combines with poverty to constrain a household’s material and psycho-
social resources on a day-to-day basis. Let us bring into sharper focus some rele-
vant details by considering the individual case of Clarissa, a young, uneducated,
low-income single mother from Sheffield, England.

Clarissa, aged twenty, lives in a one-bedroom rented flat with her son, Sammy,
aged three. Sammy was born when his mother was seventeen.’ Clarissa works two
part-time jobs and receives some state benefits (the welfare-to-work UK Universal
Credit programme).

She left school early in her pregnancy to live with Tom, Sammy’s father, against
the wishes of her parents, from whom she is now estranged.'® At that time, Tom
worked part-time as a housepainter and, with Clarissa’s maternity allowance of
£136 ($180 USD) a week, they felt they could manage. Clarissa was not overly
concerned about abandoning her school exams — she intended to return and finish
the following year after she and Tom were married and he was working full time.

That did not happen. Tom and Clarissa’s relationship deteriorated after Sammy
was born; Sammy had had a low birthweight and was a fretful infant. Clarissa strug-
gled to cope; she tried to breastfeed but was often too agitated and gave up after a
few weeks. When Sammy was a 4 months old Tom moved to Scotland. The Child
Maintenance Service has tried to locate him without success. He has never paid
child support. When Clarissa complained to the CMS, her caseworker told her that
tracking Tom was not their job: “We calculate; we don’t investigate’.

For a time, Clarissa managed on the state maternity allowance, but this ran out
when Sammy was 28 weeks old. Because Clarissa had not been employed before
Sammy’s birth, she had no additional weeks of employer-subsidized maternity
leave. After that, she had the standard child benefit of £20.90 a week and received
welfare benefits of another £248 a week, but her rent alone was £105 a week. She
moved to a less expensive flat across town, where she and Sammy live now. The
area is rough, heavily trafficked and unsafe at night. Clarissa does not know any of
her neighbours.

°In the US, 89% of women aged 15-19 years who gave birth were unmarried, as were 66% of
women aged 20 to 24. (Childtrends, ‘Births to Unmarried Women’ 2018). Over half of low-income
single mothers (52%) are under age 34, compared with 38% of higher-income single mothers.
(Mather 2010)

'%Tn the US over half of low- income single mothers (52%) are under age 34, compared with 38%
of higher-income single mothers. Three-fifths (61%) of low-income single mothers have not
attended college, compared with two-fifths of single mothers in higher-income households. Low-
income single mothers are also more than twice as likely to be unemployed or not in the labor force
(43%) compared to their higher-income counterparts (16%). (Mather 2010)
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When Sammy was 8 months old, Clarissa started working part-time cleaning pri-
vate homes for cash-in-hand payment. She would have preferred above-board work,
but the minimum wage for under-25 s subject to a 30% reduction in the UK. When
Sammy turned three, he became eligible for subsidized ECEC, but this — and
Clarissa’s other benefits — became conditional on her being employed, so she took a
job cleaning at a nearby hotel.!! Her employer usually schedules her for only 29 h a
week, with irregular alterations between morning and evening shifts. This arrange-
ment offers him maximum flexibility and he does not have to provide Clarissa with
the employee benefits due to full-time employees. Sometimes she has fewer hours.

Unfortunately, the subsidized ECEC schedule caters to parents who work regular
office hours: it runs only in daytime hours and requires a termly commitment. This
does not fit with Clarissa’s volatile schedule and evening shifts, and she is only able
to use it a few hours a week. Otherwise, Clarissa pays her 16-year-old step-sister,
Tonya, to babysit during her evening shifts. Tonya has had little childcare experi-
ence and is often occupied on her phone, leaving Sammy in front of the television.
At other times, Clarissa uses a neighbourhood childminder who charges a premium
in the evening. All in, over 50% of Clarissa’s income goes on childcare. She has had
her electricity turned off for non-payment three times already in the past year. She
worries continually about money.

Sammy has frequent colds, and has developed a kind of asthma.!? Clarissa has
access to a family doctor through the National Health Service, but the surgery does
not accept walk-ins after 8:30 in the morning, before Sammy is awake, and advance
appointments are often missed owing to Clarissa’s variable work schedule. She has
never managed to complete his vaccinations, despite frequent notifications. Because
Clarissa is not full time, she is not entitled to paid sick days or vacation days, and
her employer is intolerant of schedule changes.

Outside of her work hours, looking after Sammy is Clarissa’s ‘second shift’. He
seldom sleeps through the night, and when he wakes he is often distressed and
wants a bottle, although he has teethed. Owing to her variable work hours, she finds
it difficult to settle Sammy into a regular routine for either eating or sleeping. The
NHS home health visitor told Clarissa that a more regular routine and more protein
in his diet would help to quiet Sammy’s frequent tantrums but Clarissa finds it hard
to make that happen.

Socially, Clarissa has fallen out of touch with her former classmates, most of
whom have moved on to further schooling or vocational training. Sometimes one of
them invites her out, but Clarissa would have to pay for babysitting, and there would
be other costs. It is usually more trouble than it is worth. Clarissa would like to start
up a new relationship, but she does not know where she would find the time. She
often feels isolated and hopeless. After Sammy is in bed, she usually just has a few
drinks on her own.

""Employed, low-income single mothers are much more likely to work in the service sector (41%)
compared to single mothers in higher-income families (17%). (Mather 2010)

12Children in households in the bottom income quintile are three times more likely to develop
asthma than those in the top quintile.
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Clarissa wants to return to school some day and even go on to university. When
Sammy was about a year old, she attempted to attend a Saturday school-leavers
programme. However, she found that it difficult to focus on the required studying at
home. She also found that this made her short-tempered with Sammy, who tends to
be clingy and fidgety. Further schooling will have to wait.'?

Clarissa’s circumstances are neither anomalous nor exaggerated: they are repre-
sentative of the interactions of low maternal resources, father absence and poverty
not only in the UK, but in Canada, Australia, New Zealand and many southern and
eastern European countries. These interactions produce well-known risk factors for
Sammy’s functionings as an infant and toddler, and for his future capabilities. The
risks may be roughly divided into three categories: those deriving from his mother’s
resources, those deriving from father absence (leaving one, solo caregiver-provider)
and Sammy’s endogenous, developmental characteristics:

Mother risk factors Father absence/single provider risk factors Child endogenous risk factors
Adolescent birth mother Paternal non-involvement Low birthweight
Education interruption Food and housing insecurity Asthma

Low education/low skills Domestic instability Insecure attachment
Low wages No unpaid caregiver reprieve Disrupted/irregular sleep
Variable and volatile work schedules | Irregular/chaotic home routines Breastfeeding failure

No sick leave/holiday leave Non-receipt of child support Externalizing behaviours
Social isolation Low-quality childcare/care by multiple providers | Hyperactivity

Substance abuse Irregular medical care/vaccinations

Persistent/toxic stress Exposure to neighbourhood violence

Anxiety, depression, irritability Exposure to environmental toxins

The categorization of these factors is inevitably somewhat artificial; it fails accu-
rately to reflect their inter-dependence. Above all, it fails to capture the extent to
which the cause of Sammy’s many perils is the combination of father absence and
low maternal resources. Were Clarissa and Sammy financially and emotionally sup-
ported by a second caregiver-provider, almost every one of these risks would be
greatly mitigated. To see this, consider for which factors father absence is likely to
stand as a sufficient condition. Clarissa’s personal and interpersonal vulnerabilities
are good candidates: her social isolation, stress-related mental health disorders,
reduced caregiver reprieve, substance abuse, withdrawal from intimate relationships
and, perhaps, her inconsistent maternal sensitivity and responsiveness, which in
turn influences Sammy’s fragile attachment, externalizing behaviours and incipient
ADHD. It is principally in her role as a combined caregiver-provider that Clarissa’s
personal resources are overstretched. Clarissa’s young age and low education need
not, on their own, exclude her as a capable, caring mother. However, they are clearly

13As Mather observes, ‘A large number of lower-income single mothers have become “discon-
nected” from education.... Given the current state of the job market, these single mothers are at
high risk of remaining poor, with little hope of pulling themselves out of poverty.” (Mather 2010, 3)
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liabilities for her as a solo caregiver-provider, and then inevitably bring in tow
Sammy’s exposure to the risks of low household income, volatile domestic sched-
ule, low quality child care, food and housing insecurity, neighbourhood criminality,
environmental pollution and the rest. Clarissa’s case is no imaginary composite: it
illustrates statistical probabilities for unpartnered mothers with low educational
achievement across the board. (McClanahan and Jacobsen 2015). All of these risk
factors are disproportionately represented in single mother households throughout
the OECD.

Let us now suppose that Clarissa is subject to a compulsory welfare-to-work pro-
gramme, and that she is successfully placed in a new (minimum-wage) job with
daytime hours, giving her access to (work-conditional) ECEC. This would amelio-
rate the negative impacts of Clarissa and Sammy’s home circumstances to some
extent, just as the evidence indicates: Sammy would no longer be subject to a chang-
ing menu of untrained caregivers, his mother’s childcare costs would be reduced,
and both would have a more stable routine. Sammy’s nutrition would improve with
ECEC lunches and he would benefit from more stimulating interactions. These
changes could yield multiple knock-on benefits for his externalising behaviours,
disrupted sleep, attachment insecurity and incipient ADHD.

Nonetheless, access to ECEC alone would most probably fail to remedy many of
the perils of Sammy’s circumstances. A key reason for this failure is that most out-
of-home ECEC leaves untouched the parenting that a child receives. Indeed, when
ECEC provision is conditional on maternal workforce participation, it guarantees
that parenting becomes the single mother’s ‘second shift’. The low-waged mother’s
earnings seldom permit her to buy in assistance discharge the many duties of this
shift; nannies, tutors, music lessons and other child enrichment activities are beyond
her reach. Does this matter, so long as the ECEC provision is extensive and high-
quality? After all, the primary paternalistic aim of ECEC is to benefit the child for
what his home environment anyway fails to provide. As one policy report observes,
‘The main line of attack is to...compensate for skills not acquired in the home.... The
goal is, in effect, to detach the opportunities of the child from the abilities of the
parents.” (Reeves and Howard 2013, emphasis added).

Detaching a child from the influences of his parental ties, however, may be an
unrealistic goal. Parenting may still matter.

4 The Privilege of Good Parenting

The imprint of social origins is...already firmly established before the welfare state plays
any major role in our lives (Waldfogel and Washbrook 2011: 2)

The available evidence suggests that the quality of parenting is the important scarce
resource. (James Heckman 2013: 35)

Home parenting exercises a profound influence on children’s everyday lives,
even for those participating in the very best ECED. Maternal sensitivity, practices of
talking and reading to a child, out-of-home activities, disciplinary style, and paren-

nicolas.brando@kuleuven.be



The Nature of Nurture: Poverty, Father Absence and Gender Equality 175

tal expectations are all important determinants of almost every dimension of a
child’s development.!* The developmental dimension most positively affected by
ECEC is children’s ‘school readiness’ cognitive skills — their verbal, numerical and
reasoning abilities at age five. Yet even there, observational research indicates that
the amount of parent-provided cognitive stimulation and emotional support in a
child’s home environment accounts for up to half of the relationship between socio-
economic status and disparities in children’s cognitive test scores (Klebanov et al.
1998; Smith et al. 1997). And these disparities are considerable. At age four, chil-
dren from US families in the poorest income quintile score on average at the 32nd
and 34th percentiles of the national distribution mathematics and literacy respec-
tively, compared to those in the richest quintile who scored in the 69th and 63rd. The
gap persists as children move on through education, and similar striking gaps exist
on measures of attention and engagement in school’, SAT scores, and college gradu-
ation rates.” Even when controlling for other variables

...parenting behavior [explains] more of the gap between top income quintile children and
bottom income quintile children than any other factor, including maternal education, family
size, and race. Similarly, maternal sensitivity, measured when the child is six months and
again at 15 months, explains one-third of the math and language skills gap at the beginning
of kindergarten between black and white children (Murnane et al. 2006)

What explains these correlations between income and parenting? How, exactly,
does poverty compromise parenting? After all, being poor does not in itself make
one an inadequate parent. Poverty clearly affects housing choices, health options,
educational options and a range of other resources that can improve a child’s out-
comes—but why should it specifically compromise parenting quality, where this
refers specifically to the quantity and quality of interpersonal, parent-child
interactions?

We already know that many impoverished households are headed by single moth-
ers. In fact, in many countries any study of impoverished children is, ipso facto, a
study in which roughly half the population lives in a single mother household. In the
US, for instance, children with single mothers make up the majority (at least 54%)
of poor children and at least 42% of low-income families.!® (Mather 2010) In these
families, father absence at least halves the material resources of a household — even
if we assume, counterfactually, that a working woman’s earning are equal to a
man’s. Does father absence also compromise parenting quality? The mathematics

“Various measures of parenting competence exist. The CNLSY (Children of the National
Longitudinal Study of Youth) measured parenting using the well-validated HOME-SF scale (Home
Observation for Measurement of the Environment-Short Form). The HOME scale consists of
mother self-reports and interviewer observations on the emotional and learning environment of the
home. A full list of items on the HOME scale can be found at http://www.nlsinfo.org/site/childya/
nlsdocs/guide/Appendixes/A-HOMEScales.htm

SFamily income is, overall, a much stronger predictor of children’s school success than race.
(OECD ‘Doing Better for Families’ 2011)

!These are strikingly disproportionate numbers, given that single parents head only about 9% of
all US households,
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alone suggest a provisional answer to that questions: if a single mother works, then
parental time resources are halved as well. As Waldfogle observes,

A single mother, particularly if she is working, will not have as much time to give to her
children as would two parents in a married-couple family. There can be no division of labor
within her household—the single mother bears all the burden.... (Waldfogel 2010)

Unsurprisingly, one of the most important differences between advantaged and
disadvantaged working parents is in how much time the parent spends with the
child. (Lareau 2003) One study found that ‘working mothers...with a college edu-
cation or greater spend roughly six hours more each week caring for their children
than mothers with a high school degree or less’. (Kalil 2015: 68) There is a longitu-
dinal dimension to these differences as well: between the mid —1990’s and 2009,
college-educated mothers increased their childcare time by over 9 h per week, while
the increase for less-educated mothers was less than half that amount. (Ramey and
Ramey 2010)."

It is not just quantity of parental investments that matter, however, but their qual-
ity. Here, too, low-income and poverty predict significant losses. As Kalil reports,

Economically advantaged parents display more optimal parenting behaviours across a
range of domains, including more authoritative (vs. authoritarian) parenting styles..., more
sensitive and responsive mother-child interactions..., greater language stimulation..., and
great levels of parental management and advocacy. (Kalil 2015: 67)

Of course, as any working parent knows, quantity of parenting time directly
affects parenting quality: it simply takes fewer minutes to threaten a child with
authoritarian punishments than to sensitively negotiate boundaries and values
through meaningful conversations. So, if single parents have both less income and
less time, at least part of the correlation between economic disadvantage and poor
parenting is unremarkable. That said, pressure on time is certainly not the whole of
the story. Parenting quality is also mediated by maternal education, independently
of employment status. Why should that be? Are more educated mothers simply bet-
ter placed to know what matters and what works in parenting?

Some evidence suggests that they are. Educated mothers, for instance, more
effectively tailor their activities with their children’s developmental stage across
three categories — basic care and play at ages 0-2, parental teaching at ages 3-5,
and, in the middle years (6—13), parental management. (Kalil et al. 2012) It would
be too hasty, however, to conclude that the educated mother’s advantages derive
soley, or even principally, from an epistemic advantage — that is, that she just has
access to more and better information about her child’s developmental needs.
Maternal educational attainment interacts with numerous other non-epistemic fac-
tors shaping the patterns of domestic life — factors which refer us back again to the
stresses and strains of father absence and its consequences for household income.
For example, economic insecurity is stressful, and persistent stress contributes to

7Financial investment differences are also high. In 1972-73, top quintile families spent $2700
more per year on child enrichment than the bottom quintiles. By 2005-6, this difference had almost
tripled to $7500 (Kornrich and Furstenberg 2013)
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the problem of cognitive scarcity. Cognitive scarcity arises when an individual’s
cognitive resources are overstretched by immediate attentional demands, leaving
too little ‘mental bandwidth’ to plan ahead and to invest in longer-term conse-
quences. Parents whose cognitive resources are strained in this way are more given
to myopic practical reasoning in which future goals — such as Clarissa’s educational
and housing hopes — become less visible, or even disappear from view altogether.
Even if the parenting-relevant information base of the disadvantaged mother is simi-
lar to that of the advantaged one, the immediate and often changeable demands of
daily life can limit the cognitive resources she needs to translate it into strategies
and actions. Kalil describes the problem as a combination of stressors reducing
attention and agentive control:

One potentially important source of income-based differences in parenting is the repercus-
sions of the financial strain typically experienced by low-income parents on their decision
making. The daily stressors of low-income parents’ lives place cognitive and emotional
demands on parents’ attention and self-control in the present. Parents’ focus and energy
needed to meet the demands of today leave little room to follow through on decisions that
can affect the future of their children...Accordingly, the possibilities for purposeful, goal-
directed parenting are greatly diminished. (Kalil 2015: 76)

Access to theoretical knowledge about parenting is one thing; the ability to
implement that knowledge in practical day-to-day practical reasoning is another.
The lone mother whose capacity for strategic thinking is overstretched will, on this
view, be less motivated to invest time and money in supportive home activities for
her child.

Even more importantly, the emotional dimensions of her interactions with her
child are likely to be similarly affected, compromising their sensitivity and respon-
siveness. Consider again Clarissa who, at age twenty, must marshal the cognitive
resources to manage the family finances, handle domestic upkeep, and meet
Sammy’s basic needs (food, clothing, medication, activities, childcare) while work-
ing a volatile schedule at a physically demanding job. By her own admission, she
often finds herself failing to engage with Sammy as she knows she should. This is
arguably the most serious vulnerability to which he is exposed. Analysis of the
exceptionally large and diverse Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-BirthCohort
(ECLS-B) concluded that

compared with a number of other factors (i.e., mother’s education, mothers’ health, pre-
school enrollment child health, and a set of demographics including race/ethnicity, family
structure, nativity, family member disability, maternal age at birth, number of children in
the household, and child gender) parenting style, in particular mothers’ sensitivity and
responsiveness, is the most important fact explaining the poorer cognitive performance of
low-income children.... (Kalil 2015: 70)

Low maternal sensitivity and responsiveness, moreover, is not compensated for
by out-of-home childcare, however good its quality. In the ECLS-B study, differen-
tial enrollment in a quality-controlled ECEC (Head Start) only reduced the gap in
cognitive scores by 6-9%, and by the third grade had no measurable impact on
academic performance whatever. (Reeves and Howard 2013: 2) Related analyses
yielded similar conclusions for children’s behavioural and social outcomes; mater-
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nal sensitivity and responsiveness make a difference that ECEC does not mitigate
(Waldfogel and Washbrook 2011). It is well-known that these qualities matter
greatly in infancy and early childhood, but they continue to matter as a child matures
and needs disciplinary guidance from his caregivers. Summarizing the data on ...

single parenting and discipline, Jackson et al. note that ....single parenting—especially
among mothers with limited access to social and financial support—is associated with par-
ent stress, stemming in part from the single-handed negotiation of heavy parenting respon-
sibilities.... In addition, research has consistently shown that parents who experience
economic stress display less nurturance and more harshness in their responses to their chil-
dren...that poverty diminishes the quality of parenting due to persistent daily stressors; ...
and that emotionally stressed mothers are more likely than others to rely on aversive, coer-
cive discipline techniques’. (Jackson et al. 2010)

These findings strongly indicate that the inequalities which begin — and perse-
vere — at home wield an influence which cannot be remedied by ECEC alone. In the
context of single mother households, moreover, it is the quantity and qualilty of
maternal parenting alone that wields this influence. Clarissa’s concerns about her
inconsistent attentiveness to Sammy are not misplaced: the disadvantaged, working
single mother struggles to provide the time, the quality of interactions, the sensitiv-
ity and responsiveness that her children need.

From a family policy perspective, does it makes sense to offer these mothers the
same programmes that suit their advantaged, married professional counterparts?
The nature of single mothers’ concerns are profoundly different, as are the conse-
quences for their children. Anne-Marie Slaughter and Clarissa both face challenges
in their roles as mothers, to be sure. In Anne-Marie’s case, the challenges are bound
up with the extensive mother absence her preferred career required. These were
partly addressed, for a time, by her access to salary-calibrated maternity leave, high
quality, daytime ECEC and a willing husband to share her domestic and caregiving
responsibilities. These measures did not eliminate the inequities of her maternal
role, but they did go a great distance towards mitigating them. Clarissa’s difficulties,
at the heart of which is the absence of any second, supportive parent, are utterly dif-
ferent. The policies and arrangements which assisted Anne-Marie to become a more
effective and better-paid Policy Director and CEO will not necessarily help Clarissa
to become a better mother. It is doubtful, for instance, that making Clarissa’s access
to childcare conditional on minimum-wage employment stands to improve her par-
enting; indeed, given her limited employment opportunities, it almost certain
contributes to the circumstances which compromise her parenting. For families like
Clarissa and Sammy’s, policies governing work conditionality and ECEC will need
to be reconfigured if they are to achieve its paternalistic aims.

Above all, these policies will need to engage with both generations in the house-
hold — children and their mothers. Conventional, dual-earner models assume shared
earnings, shared caregiving and family-compatible employment alternatives. The
current trend of increasing father absence defeats all of these assumptions.
Successful child development in a father-absent, single-earner household is possi-
ble, of course, but that assumes a mother who is well-resourced materially, voca-
tionally and personally — conditions which in turn are mediated by her gender, level
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of education and maturity. Effective interventions for children in these households
will be interventions as much for their parents as for the children in their care. What
Sammy needs, if he is to have more equal developmental prospects, is the remedia-
tion of various immediate deficiencies in his home experience — deficiencies in
Clarissa’s available time, attention, cognitive resources, and the sensitivity and
responsiveness she brings to her interactions with him. For this to happen, it is likely
that Clarissa would need to leave her wearing and low-waged employment, and be
paid a living wage for what is itself a full-time job: parenting Sammy in his pre-
school years. Longer term, her son needs her to extend her education and qualify for
more stable, higher-waged employment, allowing her to plan for his future without
the distorting influences of isolation, fatigue and financial anxiety. These changes
plainly will not be brought about by one-generation, welfare-to-work family poli-
cies which invest solely in Sammy’s out-of-home ECEC, and do nothing to promote
Clarissa’s economic and educational prospects. If the characteristics of his home
experience remain as they are, Sammy stands to inherit his mother’s disadvantages,
and to pass them on to his own children in turn.

In sum, capable maternal nurturing and parenting matters greatly to a child’s
developmental opportunities. That is the their instrumental value in the context of
child welfare, and a key premise in the argument for not only investing directly in
children through ECEC, but in their mothers. Do maternal capabilities have any other
value? If anything has been learned from the feminist agenda of the last half-century,
itis that women’s capabilities are not mere means to the ends of men, nor even to their
children’s ends. Do maternal capabilities have any non-instrumental, instrinsic value?

5 A mother’s Capabilities: Nurturing and Tragic Choices

When I think about leaving my baby with someone else and not being with her all day, every
day, my stomach literally hurts. I think about her missing me, wondering where I am, and if
I’'m ever coming back. (Lilley 2011)

The view that mothers are entitled to work is now firmly entrenched in the popular
imagination. Indeed, the perception of maternal employment as an entitlement has
played an important part in promoting welfare-to-work family policies throughout
the OECD. Traditionally, contractualist considerations have provided the main nor-
mative support for conditionality. On the contractualist view, it is only fair that
everyone, including mothers, make productive labour contributions to society; con-
ditionality simply prevents free-riding. Conditionality wins a further — and more
marketable — paternalistic justification, however, if maternal workforce participa-
tion is perceived as a benefit, rather than a burden to mothers themselves. So, for
example, when the UK’s New Labour government first sought (in 1997) to abolish
the ‘Lone Parents Premium’ component of Income Support and to introduce man-
datory work requirements for single parents on Income Support, these were pre-
sented as permitting women to ‘concentrate on their longer term goals’. (DWP
2005: 96, emphasis added) Advertising for more restrictive work conditions is now
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generally silent about contractualist social obligations; government apologists
instead enthuse that ‘work is generally good for physical and mental well-being’,
and that conditionality ensures that more women can now ‘enjoy the financial and
non-financial benefits of paid employment’ (Gregg 2008: 10).

Much less is heard about a woman’s entitlement to nurture and parent her chil-
dren. This is unsurprising for at least two reasons. First, it can seem unnecessary to
argue that one is entitled to a role that is anyway imposed on one, and childrearing
is today more often framed as a duty unjustly foisted upon women, than as a funda-
mental interest they endorse. Mainstream media lends ample evidence on this score,
with its regular references to childrearing as a ‘sacrifice’, an ‘unfair burden’, and a
‘barrier to women’s opportunities and gender equality’. (Jericho 2017) Another rea-
son that we hear less about a mother’s ‘right to nurture’ is that, in the distribution of
entitlements and responsibilities surrounding motherhood, we more naturally asso-
ciate the former with the vulnerabilities and needs of children. To the mother fall the
responsibilities.

Yet many women still identify childbearing as a valued personal goal, and many,
even most mothers wish to nurture their children, especially in their early years.'3
Indeed, a mother’s effective nurturing of her child is not typically just one of her
interests alongside others, but an interest interwoven with her personal and moral
identity. A woman’s opportunity to fulfil that interest is regarded by many — albeit
not all — as a valuable capability. In the vocabulary of the capability approach, the
activity of nurturing one’s child — promoting his or her flourishing through personal
engagement — is a valued functioning, a ‘being or doing’ that is available to women
and is regarded by some as having intrinsic value. At the same time, feminist theo-
rists often deride women’s interest in nurturing as an adaptive one, culturally
imposed by several millennia of oppressive masculine coercion. And it is true
enough that, until the last century, women had few opportunities to forego the role
of mother and homemaker. It does not follow, however, that mothering is no longer
an intrinsically valuable functioning for many women.

Evidence from both the developmental sciences and the testimony of mothers
themselves offer a more nuanced story. We now know that (at least for the human
species as it is presently constituted) powerful, biological conditions support mater-
nal felt interest and behavioural investment in child caregiving. Biology is not des-
tiny, and epigenetic interactions make it difficult to disentangle environmental from
nature-given dispositions. Nonetheless, biological privileges permit the vast major-
ity of women an intimacy with their children that is unlike any other personal rela-
tionship. This intimacy typically begins at conception and develops during pregnancy.
Women’s bodies provide the gestation environment and pre-natal nutrition for their

18] here discuss only the mother’s engagement with the child. I do not mean to imply that there are
not equally important interactions with his biological father. However, these interactions do not
have the same biological basis, nor do they typically underpin the same agent-relative moral rea-
sons. My topic in this section is the biological trajectory of mother-child relations, the character of
the mother’s experience of these, and the moral intuitions they very commonly, although not
exceptionlessly, generate.
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children; by the time an infant is born, a woman has been interacting with him or her
physiologically, emotionally and cognitively for almost 40 weeks. Throughout this
time, her experiences have been, quite literally, mixed with those of her infant, not
least through the effects of her serotonin and dopamine neurotransmitter systems on
the development of the foetus — a development that is causally correlated with her
future child’s health, capacity for emotion regulation, intelligence and resilience
against psychological disorders. Post-natally, this symbiotic relationship of physical
and psychological involvement continues far longer for our species than for most
others, simply because human newborns are born at an exceptionally immature
stage of development, wholly incapable of self-sustenance or even independent
mobility. Caregiver proximity is thus crucial to survival, providing the infant with
physical warmth, nutrition and protection. As Susan Gerhardt observes,

Physiologically, the human baby is still very much part of the mother’s body. He depends
on her milk to fed him, to regulate his heart rate and blood pressure, and to provide immune
protection. His muscular activity is regulated by her touch, as is his growth homone level.
Her body keeps him warm and she disperses his stress hormones for him by her touch and
her feeding. This basic physiological regulation keeps the baby alive. (Gerhardt 2014: 38)

The mother’s body and brain are biologically organized to promote this provision
through a multitude of modifications within the mother’s psycho-physical economy.
The hormonal changes which accompany pregnancy continue long after birth, as a
mother’s interactions with her child affect her affective repertoire, perceptual pro-
cesses and cognitive biases in ways that (typically) motivate heightened responsive-
ness to her child’s needs and wants. (Steinberg 2010). Even beyond infancy and
well into the pre-school years, a child’s emotional signals to his mother continue to
activate a range of psycho-physical responses (e.g., the release of oxytocin) affect-
ing his attentional focus, affective arousal and, at the experiential level, his motiva-
tion to maintain proximity. Reciprocally, the child’s focus for his development of
emotional expressions and his guide to his social referencing is his primary care-
giver — most often his mother. (Steinberg 2010) These ubiquitous natural mecha-
nisms potentially promote the persistence of mothers’ engagement with their
children throughout their early years and beyond.

All of this is well known to developmental scientists, child psychologists, pedia-
tricians, social service practitioners and others who engage professionally with
child welfare. What is less often recognised, however, is the extent to which it fea-
tures in the subjective, evaluative perspective of mothers themselves. A woman’s
intimate ties with her child are experienced not merely as one set of desires and
intentions alongside others, but as a personal imperative: caring for her child’s
needs is not just something that she typically wants to do, but that she feels she must
do — a commitment that is bound up with her integrity and psychological identity."
In philosophical terms, this is effectively a moral imperative — not merely a contin-
gent motivation to which a woman happens to be sensitive, but a normative require-
ment to which she feels herself accountable, whatever other motives she may have.

In Bernard Williams’s well-known terminology, it is a ‘fundamental project’ underpinning an
agent’s ability to regard his/her life as meaningful.
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Moreover, the imperative at stake — in the ordinary experience of many ordinary
mothers — is not the agent-neutral one requiring of just anyone that they care for just
any child. It is experienced as an agent-relative one, making an essential, first-
personal reference to the mother’s specific obligations to her child.

It is, of course, possible to mistakenly experience oneself as subject to a moral
imperative. Racists, xenophobes, misogynists and murderers frequently take them-
selves to be acting on moral requirements which should be dismissed as imaginary.
It is not my aim here to assess the accuracy of the maternal moral sensibility; what
matters in this context is how some mothers intuitively perceive and respond to their
commitment to their children — not whether their judgments comply with this or that
normative theory. Nonetheless, it is worth noting that such intuitions are familiar the
world over, and widely regarded as legitimate and warranted; we do not typically
dismiss them as pathological aberrations. Even a debunking, evolutionary view of
moral intuitions can only dismiss them to a point: a mother’s special commitment to
her own offspring is plainly adaptive for our species, and is at least in that respect
wholly justified for those who think human survival a good thing. Historically, in
some religions, its special value is even woven into sacred symbolism and serves as
an archetype of the divine. From a more everyday perspective, the subjective, first-
personal dimensions of the mother-child bond is recognized by many as a source of
profound fulfilment. All considered, a mother’s experience of herself as subject to
an authoritative imperative is neither eccentric nor anomalous. Her sensitivity to
this value is not to be lightly mocked or dismissed.

In sum, for many women, the successful nurturing of their children is an intrinsi-
cally valuable functioning, and one which is often experienced as having moral
value. What does this suggest about the value of the related capability — the value of
having the the real freedom or opportunity to achieve that functioning?*® Amartya
Sen describes some capabilities as ‘basic’ in the sense that they are necessary “to
satisfy certain elementary and crucially important functionings up to certain levels”
(Sen 1992: 45 n.19). In the context of social justice, there is good reason to think
that just social arrangements will ensure that such basic capabilities are available to
all. Put differently, in a just society, basic capabilities will count as something like
entitlements. Martha Nussbaum’s account of ‘minimal social justice’, for instance,
specifies thresholds for a well-known list of capabilities that all nations should guar-
antee to their citizens; citizens are entitled to capabilities at these thresholds (and
perhaps beyond them) as a matter of social justice.?! Is a woman’s capability to
effectively nurture her child a basic capability in this strong sense??? Public policies

A freedom or opportunity is ‘real’ for an individual just if it stands as a genuine option open to
him, and is not merely a formal or legal negative liberty (Williams 1973).

2I'Nussbaum assigns to the phrase ‘basic capabilities” a very different meaning than Sen’s. For
convenience and economy, I adopt Sen’s use of it here, although it does not strictly apply to
Nussbaum’s well-known list of ten capabilities which a minimally just society will guarantee.

21t is worth noting, however, that UK and many other national health service policies allow that a
woman’s capability to conceive a child — her opportunity to achieve reproductive functioning — is
a health entitlement justifying public support for assisted reproductive therapies such as IVF.
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most often reflect the view that, however valuable nurturing may be to this or that
woman, it lies beyond the minimum threshold; it may be a good thing, but it is not,
as a matter of justice, an entitlement. The mother whose circumstances deny her the
opportunity to achieve this functioning may simply face a tragic choice. This is how
Ingrid Robeyns describes the case:

[S]uppose I am a low-skilled poor single parent who lives in a society without decent social
provisions. Take the following functionings: (1) to hold a job, which will require me to
spend many hours on working and commuting, but will generate the income needed to
properly feed myself and my family; (2) to care for my children at home and give them all
the attention, care and supervision they need. In a piecemeal analysis, both (1) and (2) are
opportunities open to me, but they are not both together open to me.... [W]e must take a
comprehensive or holistic approach, and ask which sets of capabilities are open to me, that
is: can I simultaneously provide for my family and properly care for and supervise my
children? Or am I rather forced to make some hard, perhaps even tragic choices between
two functionings which both reflect basic needs and basic moral duties? (Robeyns 2016)

For the poor single mother whom Robeyn’s envisages, the answer to this last
question is, under prevailing family policy regimes, all too straightforward. The
provision of ECEC programmes aimed at detaching children from maternal care,
and policies making such provision conditional upon mandatory employment,
together guarantee that many disadvantaged mothers must make such ‘hard, per-
haps even tragic’ choices. Yet the tragic dimensions of the choices facing the disad-
vantaged single mother have attracted little attention from either justice theorists or
gender activists. The functionings and capabilities of children, not mothers, occu-
pies the centre stage in the former — in the literature of developmental justice and
public policy. This is understandable: there, the debates are often inspired by find-
ings in economics and so framed by utilitarian reasoning focussed on prudential,
rather than moral reasons for promoting children’s welfare. It is unsurprising that
considerations appealing to entitlements, rights-based claims and tragic dilemmas
often go unremarked.

The same cannot be said, however, of the debates surrounding issues of gender
equality, in which the disadvantages and inequities traditionally borne by women
are purportedly front and centre. I confess to some bafflement at the exclusivity of
the issues which often dominate discussion in this arena: corporate glass ceilings,
equal pay in high-income professions (medicine, law, technology), male resistance
to an equal share of domestic duties, the need for more gender-neutral language in
public institutions. I do not mean to belittle the injustices at stake in these disputes,
nor to dismiss their victims. (Anne-Marie Slaughter’s disappointment at trading in
a coveted government position for a professorial chair was, I am sure, sincerely felt
and genuinely difficult.) It is controversial, at best, to rank some inequities as greater
than others; different lives in different environments can generate different, equally
legitimate, grievances. Nonetheless, [ agree with Robeyns that there exist today injus-
tices which confront the ‘low-skilled, poor single’ mother with distinctively tragic
choices — choices with respect to which some element of wrongdoing and
loss are inescapable, leaving behind them a trail of regrettable moral remainders.
These choices, and the social arrangements which allow them, merit more attention
than they receive. Consider Clarissa and Sammy, and the millions of other young
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families who, in growing numbers and despite their willingness to work, face pov-
erty, isolation and, perhaps most painfully, the probability that their children’s des-
tinies will mirror their own. Policymakers and gender activists alike owe them a
more thoughtful response.

6 Giving Mothers a Fair Chance

[This is]an opportune moment to look again at the scope for interventions that tackle the
problem of poor parenting more directly: in other words, parents themselves. (Reeves and
Howard 2013)

This chapter began with a review of data evidencing two key facts. One is that single
motherhood is on an upward trajectory which shows no signs of abating. The other
is that, as single mothers’ numbers have increased, so too has their disproportionate
share in economic disadvantage. We ought, perhaps, to find this combination of
facts puzzling. If single motherhood is so fraught with risks and difficulties, why do
so many women stand by their maternal responsibilities? After all, the pattern of
family and relationship instability that provides the backdrop for single parenthood
typically involves both women and men in equal shares. Yet in more than nine out
of ten single parent households, women alone are the primary caregivers. Why do
mothers so often stay on, long after the fathers have moved on? Why do women not
pursue a more independent path when partnerships fail, as do nine out of ten men?
Why do women persist with the dual burdens of caregiving and breadwinning?
(Why did Clarissa not walk out the door, as did Tom, to pursue a more rational and
less burdensome life course?) A full answer to these questions lies beyond the scope
of this paper. I have proposed just one part of the answer: a woman’s role in creating
and caring for children is often experienced as an intrinsically valuable functioning,
overlain (rightly or wrongly) with a sense of moral obligation. This is only one
dimension of the wider story, of course. But perhaps it is enough to remind us that
the problems associated with impoverished single motherhood are not just problems
of economic inequity, but of gender inequity. If mothers in their numbers responded
to children as do men in theirs, the streets of even the most affluent, developed coun-
tries would be flooded with orphans and waifs.

This has not happened. For all their shortcomings, disadvantaged single mothers
tend to persevere; they stand by their offspring, however fitfully, despite many rea-
sons to choose a different course. It is still common in political debate to portray
single mothers as a problem and a burden. From another, more respectful point of
view, they are not so much a problem as a miraculous, if fragile, tidewall standing
between the storm of father absence and widespread social chaos.

With this prospect in view, how should our family policies be configured to better
serve these mothers and their children? Noble prize-winning economist James
Heckman has vigorously advocated for increased investment in early years develop-
ment, and especially ECEC, under the banner of ‘Giving Kids a Fair Chance’.
(Heckman 2013) His favoured models of successful ECEC, however, are pro-
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grammes that intensively and directly involve and benefit the parents of high-risk
children, and especially their mothers. Heckman has chosen his models wisely. The
sooner we recognize the extent to which the strains of disadvantage are gendered,
the better placed we will be to design policies that give not only children, but their
mothers, a fair chance. I conclude with four provisional suggestions:

1. Single parents need to be assured of an adequate basic income throughout their
children’s pre-school years, not only to protect early development but to permit
a period of regrouping to prepare for the long road of caregiving ahead. (It is time
to recognise that mothers of young children are gainfully employed, and will
remain so for some years.) Receipt of income should be conditional, but not on
dead-end, low-wage employment. Rather than using conditionality to increase
the minimum-wage labour force, a progressive system will use it to increase
participation in parenting development programmes, household and economic
management programmes, and in education and vocational training. Models of
such programmes are widely available, including the not-for-profit Mobility
Mentoring, the UK government home visitor programme and the US govern-
ment Nurse-Family Partnership. These conditions, unlike arbitrary employment
requirements, stand to benefit the mother and the child both in the early years
and beyond.

2. ECEC should not be so much a strategy to detach children from their parents’
abilities, as an opportunity to enhance their abilities. Provision should be univer-
sal, not least to avoid the ‘ghetto-izing’ stigma of programmes such as the US
Head Start. (Progressive initiatives in several OECD countries have already suc-
cessfully implemented universal, standardized ECEC provision serving the chil-
dren of the rich and poor alike.) At the same time, this provision should be
coordinated with bespoke, additional provisions responding to the special needs
of single parent families, low-income families, and households at the intersec-
tion of both. Finally, provision should be means-tested, ensuring that affluent
parents who enjoy the advantages of stable, high income, duel-earner households
contribute an affordable share.

3. Fathers must contribute to their children’s needs. If they cannot or will not con-
tribute as caregivers, then they must do so as providers. Current arrangements, in
which mothers are left to pursue child support from reluctant fathers through
their own devices, often without legal assistance, do not work.?® Not only are
many mothers simply too busy to navigate the slow and byzantine legal bureau-
cracies of state support systems, but the process itself creates divisiveness, stress
and disappointment for the children involved. Fathers should be required to fulfil
their parental obligations as a matter of public interest, if they are unmoved by
the interests of their children. Too often the ‘deadbeat dad’ is seen as a costly

ZLess than 20% of low-income single mothers in the US receive regular child maintenance from
the fathers of their children. In the UK the figure for single mothers overall is only slightly better
at 29%; low-income single mothers fare far worse. Absent fathers are, as an OECD average,
required to pay just 15% of their gross incomes support for one child. Resident mothers typically
spend roughly four times that on their children’s needs.
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burden for mothers and children, when he is, in fact, a costly burden to us
all. Claims that child support enforcement is too complicated or too costly or too
sensitive should be called out for the (patriarchal) nonsense that they are. After
all, governments generally act efficiently with respect to income tax and other
collections of public interest:they do only calculate, but investigate and enforce.
A significant portion of the cost of a guaranteed basic income for children can
and should be offset by child support collections.

4. In developed, western societies, impoverished single mothers bear some of the
greatest burdens of gender inequity. Feminists and gender theorists should direct
due attention to their concerns and entitlements, as they already do to the griev-
ances of advantaged, educated, professional women. Contractualist justifications
for compulsory employment in low-waged, welfare-to-work programmes
express contempt for women’s distinctive, maternal capabilities, and dismiss the
vital interest they often have in realising their maternal aims. Adding injury to
insult, social contempt also undermines one of the disadvantaged mother’s fun-
damental projects: the flourishing of her children. Competent mothering fulfils a
social function of first importance, meriting respect and support. It is the respon-
sibility of the educated, affluent feminist to use her privileges and public voice to
recognise its value.

These are provisional suggestions only, none of which is uncontroversial.
Implementing any of them would require a sea-change in family policies and public
attitudes, reorienting them to the needs of the less advantaged rather than the afflu-
ent, and to women'’s capabilities over men’s opportunities and liberties. Nonetheless,
those with an interest in either justice for children or gender equality have reason to
consider them.
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‘I’ve Been Trying to Change My Life
Heaps But I Always End Up Back Here’.
The Complex Relationship Between
Poverty, Parental Substance Dependency,
and Self-Control

Anke Snoek

Abstract The aim of this chapter is to question the punitive approach towards sub-
stance dependent parents, especially substance dependent parents struggling with
poverty, by outlining the complex ways in which poverty can shape reasoning, and
hence capacities for self-control. I will outline two ways in which poverty can shape
reasoning: a rational shift from a global to a local perspective, and a more invasive
one: resignation. I will argue that when people with addictions become resigned, it
is especially important to not hold a punitive approach, but to treat them with com-
passion while simultaneously bootstrapping their sense of agency. I will argue that
having children can be an important turning point for people struggling with addic-
tion, and possibly resignation. In order to successfully turn their lives around, they
must feel comfortable to seek professional support without fear for retribution or
stigma. This paradigm shift in how we treat substance dependent parents will be an
important contribution to breaking the circle of intergenerational transmission of
resignation, poverty and substance abuse.

Keywords Self-control - Agency - Poverty - Addiction - Substance dependency -
Parental responsibility

1 How Should We Judge Substance Dependent Parents?

Children of substance dependent parents often face poor outcomes in life: they are
at higher risk of becoming substance dependent themselves, to have poor cognitive
and academic functioning, and to have emotional, social and behavioural adjust-
ment problems (Drake and Vaillant 1988; Chassin et al. 1999; Hussong et al. 2008,
2010; Solis et al. 2012). In order to help these families and reduce the poor
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outcomes of these children, we need to have a good assessment of what goes wrong
in these families.

A moralistic explanation (Dalrymple 2006) would be that parents who use sub-
stances must value their own pleasure over the well-being of their children. The
easiest explanation for people’s behaviour, is that their actions reflect their values. A
modern proponent of this view is Stanton Peele. He describes how he cannot imag-
ine that any disease or genetic predisposition could ever overrule his values as a
parent (Peele 1987). I sat with an older woman watching a program in which a
woman who directed a prominent treatment program described how, as an alcoholic
in denial, she drank alcoholically throughout her years as a parent, thus raising six
children who all either became substance abusers or required therapy as children of
an alcoholic. The woman’s argument was that she had inadvertently inherited her
alcoholism from her two alcoholic grandfathers (a model of genetic transmission of
alcoholism, incidentally, which no one has actually proposed). The woman I was
sitting with clucked about how insidious the disease was that it could make a mother
treat her children this way. I turned to her and asked: “Do you really think you could
ever have gotten drunk and ignored your children, no matter how delightful you
found drinking or how it relieved your tension or however you reacted to alcohol
genetically?” Neither she nor I could imagine it, given her values as a parent.

Peele states that researchers tend to ignore people’s values systems in explaining
addictive behaviour because we are uncomfortable with judging people’s values. If
Peele’s analysis is correct, and addicted parents are mostly bad people, then a puni-
tive approach to substance dependent parents is validated. In some states in the
United States there is a tendency towards a punitive approach, and substance use
during pregnancy is prosecutable, also some parts of Australia seem to favour this
approach (DeVille and Kopelman 1998; Flavin and Paltrow 2010; Olsen 2015).
Some have also described the removal of children in the context of parental substance
use as a punitive approach (Olsen 2015). The risk of a punitive approach is that par-
ents will avoid seeking treatment out of fear for retribution (DeVille and Kopelman
1998; Jessup et al. 2003). Many researchers contest that a punitive approach is justifi-
able and in the best interest of children (Garcia 1993; Baker and Carson 1999;
Goldsberry 2001; Flavin and Paltrow 2010; Valentine and Treloar 2013; Olsen 2015).

Recent insights in the neuroscience of addiction have shown that our behaviour
is not always initiated by our values. Mostly we desire what we value, and we value
what we desire, but valuing and desiring are in fact mediated by two different neural
pathways, and can come apart (Berridge et al. 2009). When consuming substances
like heroin, a huge amount of dopamine is released. Dopamine is a neurotransmitter
that fuels the reward system to signal us which behaviours are essential for our sur-
vival. Addictive substances hijack this reward system by creating a strong wanting
for substances, even in the absence of valuing (Robinson and Berridge 2000). The
values of users might not be the best explanation for their behaviour, their actions
are determined by their craving. Some claim that the neurological changes that
result from repeated substance use are so strong, that addiction is best characterised
as a brain disease (Leshner 1997; Nesse and Berridge 1997; Kalivas et al. 2005).
Addictive behaviour is characterised by deformed attention and memory (Field
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et al. 2009), a strong insensitisation of cues (Robinson and Berridge 2008), and
weakened cognitive control (Kalivas et al. 2005).

In the past decade, the brain disease model has become increasingly dominant in
explaining the behaviour of substance dependent people. However, in the discourse
around parental substance use, a moral model is often still implicitly, or explicitly
used. He et al. (2014) gathered data from over 1.600 child welfare and Alcohol and
Other Drug workers (AOD), en found that although AOD workers often subscribed
the view that addiction is a disease, they simultaneously held a punitive approach
towards the parents (He et al. 2014). Adams (1999) interviewed 75 social workers,
and concluded that although the majority state that they favor a family strengthening
approach for these families, they often simultaneously hold strong negative views on
these families, which results in a punitive approach. Yet, if people are incapable to
control their substance use due to the changes caused in the brain, they should not be
punished for their substance use. Proponents of the disease model hoped that it would
counteract the stigma of the moralistic model, lowering the barrier to treatment.
However, research has shown that stigma is not reduced by the disease model, but
has just shifted the stigma from ‘bad people’ to ‘neurobiological others’ (Mehta and
Farina 1997; Angermeyer et al. 2011; Buchman et al. 2011). Treatments targeting the
brains of addicted dependent people are still underdeveloped (Lewis 2015), with an
exception of methadone treatment. However, substance dependent parents describe
that there is a huge stigma attached to methadone treatment (Chandler et al. 2014).

The above explanations implicitly assumed that the substance use of the parents
is the main cause for the poor outcomes of their children. However, there is a grow-
ing amount of literature showing that the link between parental substance depen-
dency and poor outcomes of children is exaggerated due to the stigma these parents
face. Victor et al. (2018) analysed more than 500.000 child welfare cases in which
parental substance use is involved, or domestic violence. They conclude that
although child protection services have moved in the direction of excluding expo-
sure to domestic violence and parental substance misuse in and of themselves from
their official definitions of maltreatment, child welfare workers may still give these
behaviors a prominent place when making decisions around children’s safety.
Studies even found a strong bias among research against substance dependent par-
ents (Glenn 2014; Stadterman and Hart 2015; Torres and Hart 2017; Snoek and
Horstkotter 2018).

In fact, the relationship between parental substance use and poor outcomes of
children is mediated by several factors, among which also poverty (Klee 1998;
Chandler and Whittaker 2014; Benoit et al. 2015; Olsen 2015). An example of how
the poor outcomes of children are wrongfully attributed to the parent’s substance
dependency, rather than to the social circumstances they live in are the so called
crack baby studies in the 90’s. Grave concerns about the effects maternal crack use
had on fetuses, resulted in studies that indeed reveal deficits in babies prenatally
exposed to crack cocaine. However, when studies compared ‘crack babies’ to other
babies from low socio-economic backgrounds with a low birthweight, it turned out
that ‘crack babies’ did not perform worse. Broader life circumstances including
poverty and racial discrimination, and not drug usage, had been the main source of
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damages (Frank et al. 2001; Hurt et al. 2008; Betancourt et al. 2011; Glenn 2014).
Several researchers have highlighted the ‘inherent unfairness of a system that
expects disadvantaged women to provide their foetuses with health care and safety
that they themselves are not able to access’ (Flavin and Paltrow 2010; Benoit et al.
2013). Poverty rather than substance dependency might be the main cause for the
adverse outcomes of the children of substance dependent parents.

Here we see a direct effect of poverty on the poor outcomes of children of sub-
stance dependent parents: poverty puts up barriers for parents to access facilities
that can help them provide good care for their children: sport facilities, schools,
good nutrition, health care, et cetera. One major objection against this point of view
however, could be that if parents would stop using substances, their poverty would
be elevated. This view will still fuel a punitive approach towards substance depen-
dent parents.

The aim of this chapter is to reduce a punitive approach towards substance
dependent parents, especially substance dependent parents struggling with poverty,
by outlining the complex ways in which poverty can shape reasoning, and hence
capacities for self-control. I will outline two ways in which poverty can shape rea-
soning: a rational shift from a global to a local perspective, and a more invasive one:
resignation. I will argue that when people with addictions become resigned, it is
especially important to not hold a punitive approach, but to treat them with compas-
sion while simultaneously bootstrapping their sense of agency. I will argue that
having children can be an important turning point for people struggling with addic-
tion, and possibly resignation. In order to successfully turn their lives around, they
must feel comfortable to seek professional support without fear for retribution or
stigma. This paradigm shift in how we treat substance dependent parents will be an
important contribution to breaking the circle of intergenerational transmission of
poverty and resignation.

We saw above that the punitive approach to substance dependent parents roots in
an assumption that substance dependent parents are somehow responsible for their
own addiction. We saw that the neuroscientific model so far has not been really
effective in changing this view when it comes to substance dependent parents.
Although many have argued that poverty is a mitigating factor, or maybe even the
main cause of the poor outcomes of the children of substance addicted parents, this
is often met with moralistic scepticism. Poor people are often blamed for poor
choices they make with regard to their lives and finances.' Highlighting the complex
way in which poverty influences the self-control of people, we can contribute to
counteracting a punitive approach towards these parents.

I will first outline a philosophical framework on how we can assess loss of self-
control. I will outline two ways in which poverty can impair self-control: by shift-
ing to a local perspective and by causing resignation. I will show how these
impairments can fuel addiction. I will argue that expecting children often hold an
enormous motivational force for people to turn their lives around. This is an
important opportunity for care to support these parents. Having a non-punitive

!'See also the paper of Jonathan Wolff in this volume.
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approach towards these parents will lower the barrier to seek treatment or support,
and will hence increase the changes that the cycle of intergenerational transmis-
sion of poverty and addiction will be broken, and will improve the life of the
children. I will advocate an attitude of ‘responsibility without blame’ towards
these parents.

2 A Philosophical Framework to Assess Loss of Self-Control

In order to help families in which one of the parents struggle with substance depen-
dency, we need to have a good assessment of what goes wrong in these families.
One explanation is provided by the neurobiological model, showing how substance
dependency changes the brain, and hence people lose control over their consump-
tion, all their resources are spend on substance use, hence they neglect their children
emotionally and financially. Other studies have shown that poverty can be respon-
sible for the adverse outcomes of children of substance dependent parents.

We saw that although the neurobiological model has become dominant in
explaining addicted behaviour, when it comes to substance dependent parents, peo-
ple often simultaneously still hold a moral model. The same is the risk with poverty,
poor people are often accused of not doing enough to break their poverty. To elevate
this punitive approach, we need to elaborate more on how poverty influences not
only resources, but also people’s sense of self, and hence their ideas on what they
are capable of in life. To understand how substance dependent parents lose control
over their lives, and the role poverty plays in this, we need a more elaborate model
to assess self-control.

Self-control is often equalised with willpower. In our everyday lives when we
exercise self-control, it is often to resist a temptation by using willpower. For exam-
ple, we want to watch another episode of Games of Thrones, but we control our-
selves, and go to bed in time in order to make sure we will perform well at work the
next day. Kennett has shown that this is only one aspect of self-control (Kennett
2001). She calls this intentional self-control, the ability to carry out an intention.
She argues that although mostly we focus on internal aspects that hinder intentional
self-control, like lack of willpower, there are also many external factors that threaten
our intentional control. For example, I can have the intention to be in time for a
meeting, but a flat tyre can derail my plan.

Intentional control is about a short time frame: watching another episode of
Games of Thrones or preforming well at work the next day; eating an extra desert or
watching one’s weight. But self-control also has a more diachronic aspect, it is not
so much about doing what one wants every day, but about reaching goals we set for
ourselves. Kennett calls this diachronic aspect of self-control instrumental self-
control. From a local perspective, it can seem like someone has self-control: he or
she is doing what she wants, but if this person fails to reach her goals, we will not to
see this person as self-controlled. If someone buys a flat screen television because he
likes watching television, this behavior seems self-controlled, but if as a conse-
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quence he will not have enough money to go to Barcelona with his friends, a holiday
he looked forward to very much, we might judge his behavior as not self-controlled.
The reason why we control our behavior is diachronic: because it enables us to reach
certain long-term goals that are essential to our human nature: investing in long-term
friendships, raising one’s children, or developing one’s talents, finishing an educa-
tion. These long term goals give us fulfilment and define who we are as a person.

This brings us to the third form of self-control: normative self-control. How do
we set goals for ourselves? Hereby our sense of self, and our belief in self-efficacy
is extremely important to determine what we dare to hope and dream for ourselves,
and if we are motivated to pursue these. Normative self-control is exercised by see-
ing oneself as a certain kind of person, being capable of certain things.

Poverty can impair all three forms of self-control. Poverty can deprive us from
our means to carry out our intentions, or our flexibility to deal with unexpected
external circumstances that derail our plans. In the next two sections I will outline
how poverty can impair diachronic self-control and normative self-control.

3 Poverty Makes Us Shift from a Global to a Local
Perspective on Our Lives

Several studies have shown that when people are poor, it can be a good strategy to
adopt a more local view on life. When we have to choose between a smaller sooner
reward, and a larger later reward, we calculate how likely it is that we will still be
around when the larger later reward becomes available. When people grow up in
harsh circumstances, they have less security that they will have a future, so they tend
to choose the sooner, smaller reward (Chisholm 1993). People who are poor are
often very efficient in making the most out of today’s resources, although often at the
cost of future resources. Shah et al. (2012) conducted an experiment in which people
played a game similar to Angry Birds. People could earn rewards by taking shots.
One group was given more shots than the other group. The scarcity group became
very efficient per shot. However, when the groups were given the option to borrow
shots from future games, the scarcity group tended to borrow in a counter-productive
way from future games. Mullainathan and Shafir show that scarcity makes people
very efficient at managing pressing needs, however, they become less effective in
managing their lives in the long run (Mullainathan and Shafir 2013, p. 15).

Adopting this local perspective on one’s life increases the chance of becoming
substance dependent as well. Using substances excessively is often a good local
strategy: it provides pleasure, and numbs pain. Hence people from poor socio-
economic backgrounds are more vulnerable to abusing substances (Becker and
Murphy 1988; Heyman 2009).

There are several ground breaking studies that show how poverty, and the lack of
opportunities and feelings of misery that accompanies it, make substance use more
appealing. In 1978 Bruce Alexander conducted his now famous rat park study. Up
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until then most animal studies on addiction were performed with rats living in so
called skinner boxes: small isolated cages, which does not resemble a natural habi-
tat at all, containing one rat each. Alexander and his colleagues put rats together in
a large cage, where they could interact and entertain themselves. He compared these
rats with rats put in skinner cages. Both group of rats were forced to consume mor-
phine for 54 days by only offering them fluids containing morphine. After a period
of abstinence rats could chose to self-administer morphine by pushing a lever. He
found that the skinner box rats increased their consumption, while the rat park rats
decreased theirs. This study provided important evidence that not so much the
addictive properties of substances determine dependency, but also the social situa-
tion people find themselves in determining how attractive the consumption of sub-
stances is (Alexander et al. 1978).

Neuroscientist Carl Hart came to similar conclusions in his human crack cocaine
study. In his inpatient study, people from poor neighbourhoods addicted to crack
cocaine were given the choice between crack cocaine or a money incentive. Conform
the neuroscientific model of addiction, which claims that addictive behavior has
strong compulsive tendencies, Hart expected that these people could not make ratio-
nal choices about their use. He hypothesised that their brain was altered by their
crack cocaine use, and he expected them to compulsively consume as much cocaine
as possible. However, his participants often chose the money incentives. But when
the choice was between a merchandise voucher, they preferred the cocaine (Hart
et al. 2000; Hart 2013). In his autobiographical book on addiction, Hart describes
that he grew up in a poor neighbourhood as well, and that he himself tried cocaine
a few time with his friends. However, he never became addicted since he got an
opportunity to go to college, and his career took off, while his friends, trapped in a
life without perspective became addicted (Hart 2013). These studies also show that
the addictive properties of substances do not tell the whole story, and that social
circumstances play an important role in the initiation and continuation of substance
use (Zinberg 1984).

These models of Bruce Alexander and Carl Hart enlighten the role of social cir-
cumstances in the development and recovery from addiction, however, I will argue
that they do not explore this role sufficiently. There are three ways in which I will
argue these models are not sufficient. First, in these models, substance use is often
presented as a rational choice. When growing up in poverty and lacking opportuni-
ties for a better future, it is best to enjoy the present, or to kill the pain using drugs.
Take the following quote:

... first and foremost is I'm extremely lonely ... I’m totally unemployable. I'm over the hill,
got no references, no appreciable skills, patchy work history at best, former alcoholic and
addict, homeless ... it’s very depressing. I mean [participating in treatment] is not the
answer to all my problems. Recovery is not going to make my problems go away (Weinberg
and Koegel 1995, p. 217).

Maybe for this person, given the options that he has, substance use is not such a bad
choice. However, I will argue that in the case of poverty, substance use often is not
a rational choice — and neither is it a hijacking of the brain — rather, poverty can
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cause a resignation from one’s normative goals. This resignation is a form of loss of
self-control caused by poverty, rather than a rational choice. Studies on addiction
and poverty often focus on the social circumstances only, and not on how poverty
influences people’s capacities for self-control — their normative outlooks, and their
hopes and dreams.

Secondly, the models of Alexander and Hart mostly describe poverty preceding
substance use, but the model of the resigned addict, which I will present, shows how
poverty in general (whether caused by addiction or preceding addiction) can com-
promise self-control. This is important because often the poverty of substance
dependent people is attributed to their substance use, and hence dismissed as an
important factor that influences their self-control. I will show that whether poverty
is a cause or effect of substance use does not matter for the tremendous effect it can
have on self-control.

Thirdly, the models proposed by Alexander and Hart suggest that once we
improve the social circumstances of people living in poverty, their substance use
will automatically decrease. I will argue that for some people improving their cir-
cumstances will not be enough, they also need to have their feelings of self-efficacy
and self-worth restored.

When we look at a real case of a parent struggling with poverty, we see that pov-
erty is more than material deprivation. Poverty has an influence on how one sees
oneself and what one believe is possible as well.

4 Persistent Poverty Can Cause Resignation

Poverty can also influence normative agency. We saw that normative agency can be
exercised by thinking of oneself as a certain kind of person, with certain possibili-
ties. When people find themselves in hostile environments with very few opportuni-
ties to improve their situation, their external situation can shape their self-concept
and their beliefs concerning what is possible for them. Our image of our ideal future
self needs to be accompanied by certain fundamental beliefs about our agency. In
order to exercise self-control we need to believe that our future self is available to
us: we need to believe in our own capacities to achieve the desired outcome, and we
need to feel reasonably safe from ‘disastrous misfortune’ (Calhoun 2008). When we
constantly meet with persistent adverse circumstances, we can resign from our nor-
mative goals: we stop believing that the life we find worth living is available to us,
and we stop trying. In narrating the life story of her mother Sally, Blackser shows
how poverty can make people resign from their normative goals.

Sally grew up in poverty as one of five children. Their father was an alcoholic.
She left school in the tenth grade, and married when she was 17. She got three chil-
dren. Her husband also was a school dropout, and they both worked in unstable,
low-paid jobs. Her husband, like her father, had a drinking problem and was abu-
sive. Blacksher highlights that her mother has many capabilities: she is creative, she
works hard. Why, Blacksher wonders, did she not tried harder to improve her life?
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Sally could have, for example, studied for and obtained her GED, left a bad husband, and
found a place in the workforce that would have welcomed her work ethic and creativity and
helped her achieve economic independence. But she didn’t.

One explanation for Sally’s lack of motivation to improve her life could be that
under scarcity people tend to develop a more short term perspective rather than a
long term one. They cannot spare the resources to make small sacrifices now for a
better future. Their main priority is to survive to see another day (Summer forth-
coming). It might be the best strategy to save the day rather than invest in the future
when we are not sure whether we will survive to see the future (Chisholm 1993).
However, Blacksher suggests that something else is also preventing her mother
from improving her life. Scarcity can also have a profound effect on people’s self-
concept and what they think they can hope for in life:

Children born into these circumstances, not unlike those born into more advantaged cir-
cumstances, learn how and what to be, what to expect of themselves and others, what to
hope for and aspire to. (...) The deprivation stealthily settles in, coming to characterize not
only one’s circumstances but one’s sense of self, possibility, and aspirations. (Blackshers
2002, 465; 459)

Blacksher suggests that this is what happened to her mother: ‘She did not know she
was capable; she did not think she deserved a better life.” (p. 467) Self-control is not
only about capabilities and opportunities, her mother did have those to some extent,
self-control is also about belief in self-efficacy. Belief in self-efficacy is the belief
that one can succeed in a specific situation (Bandura 1978). If people do not believe
in their self-efficacy, they will not take opportunities or use their capabilities.

Poverty can erode people’s belief in self-efficacy. Take the following example. I
am saving money to buy a bicycle so I can save money on commuting. However,
just before I have enough money, my washing machines breaks down, so I need to
spend the money on repairing the washing machine. In this example adversity only
postpones the enactment of my plan. But if adversity is persistent, it can make us
give up on our goals all together. Imagine that I save money again, but just before I
have enough money the family dog needs to go to the vet. Next time when I nearly
have enough money there is a dental emergency. And so on, until I give up on my
intention to buy a bike or to save money all together.

Chronic adversity can have a persistent effect on reasoning, making people
bound to a short term perspective, even when their circumstances improve and it
should be best for them to start thinking more in the long run. Mullainathan and his
colleagues conducted another experiment among street vendors in India to test this
hypothesis. Most of vendors had debts over which they had to pay high interest
rates. The researchers gave half of the vendors an amount of money that made them
debt free. After a year however, there was no difference between the group that got
a cash infusion and the group that did not. The street vendors who got a clearance
of debt, still prioritised handling short term pressing problems instead of focusing
on being debt free (Mullainathan and Shafir 2013). People who experience chronic
scarcity often stop trying to change their circumstance because they lose hope
(Morton, Summer forthcoming).
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S Case Studies: The Resigned Addict

Resignation is often caused by a set of interacting factors. Below I will describe a
case study of how complex the relationship is between substance use, poverty, and
belief in self-efficacy, and how hard it is to break the cycle. The case study is drawn
from a larger longitudinal, qualitative study among alcohol, opioid and metham-
phetamine dependent people (n = 69) in Australia. Of the sample, 64% were par-
ents. The aim of the larger study was to evaluate how people with addiction perceived
their self-control.? One of the findings was that some people experienced so much
adversity (connected to poverty or other adversity) in trying to turn their lives
around that they eventually gave up on themselves.

Many respondents found themselves in a Baron von Munchhausen-like situation,
in which they had to drag themselves out of the swamp by their own hair: they had
to rebuild their lives with practically no means — no money, no opportunities, no
social support, and ill physical and/or mental health. Although some of their prob-
lems were caused by substance use, poverty made it especially hard to change things
around after someone became clean. Poverty seems to increase a sense of hopeless-
ness that make people give up.

Take for example John, a gentle man in his early forties who is battling a heroin
addiction. He lives with his partner, his daughter and his stepson. He got addicted as
a teenager, he experienced very little family support after his parents divorced and
started new families. He left home early because he could not get along with his
stepfather. He tries to fend for himself as a bouncer, but he gets caught up in a life
of substance use and violence. In his early twenties, he first tried to turn his life
around. He gets on maintenance treatment, stops drinking, and quits his job as a
bouncer to break with the scene of substance use. He decided to become a profes-
sional K1 fighter, however, when he tries to obtain his professional license, he finds
out he cannot because he has hepatitis C. He feels demoralized for a while, but
decides to invest in a new career as a tattoo artist. Things seem to go well, he finds
a job and he enjoys developing his skills. However, his history as a substance user,
and the fact that he is still on methadone makes him insecure. He tries to hide these
facts, but he is afraid that his appearance gives him away as a former user, or that he
will run into someone from the methadone clinic at work.

2Study participants completed a life-line interview at baseline in which they narrated their life
story, and were followed up over a 3-year period (baseline in 2011, and successive 12 month fol-
low-up episodes in 2012, 2013, and 2014). At baseline all participants were asked about their goals
for the following year and any plans they had made to achieve their goals. During the follow-up
interviews they were asked whether they succeeded in their plans, or what got in the way of their
plans. Recruitment and interviewing took place in a public detoxification treatment and an opioid
substitute treatment facility. Most people were from poorer socio-economic backgrounds.
Interviews were recorded, fully transcribed verbatim, and analysed in NVivo. The studies were
approved by the Human Research Committee of St Vincent’s Hospital and Macquarie University.
Written informed consent was obtained from all participants. They were reimbursed for their time
and expertise.
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Then new regulations are announced. In order to continue his job as a tattoo art-
ist, he needs a license, and he is probably not eligible for that because of his criminal
record. The license is also very expensive, 900 dollars, which will not be refunded
if he turns out not to be eligible. Another problem is that he lives in subsidized hous-
ing. If he earns too much, he risks losing his place. Many respondents struggled
with this as well, whenever they found a job, the job was often unstable, yet they
risked losing their pension or subsidized housing. John’s family is not supportive of
his plans as well due to this fear.

whenever I get a job ... whenever I go and go for a job it’s not like ‘oh great, that’s good’,
it’s like ‘oh what would you want to do that for, oh you’ll lose your housing commission’
(...) they just sit there and watch cable TV all day and I reckon it’s a big waste of time,
waste of life you know. (...) it does wear off on you and I just think sometimes I wish they
had more ambitions.

I know that whatever I’'m doing everyone else is just going to be lying there watching
telly or whatever like not really interested (...) I didn’t get off drugs just ... well, like I'm
still on drugs but I’m not getting off them to just sit there and watch telly or whatever all day
and sit in bed, you know?

He is sad that his children have started experimenting with substances as well. He
wants to be a good role model for them.

At the time of the third interview John seems to start to lose confidence in his
plans. He feels like he has a lot more to offer than he is allowed to give. He gets
increasingly fatalistic about whether he will be able to fulfil his plans. While in the
years before, John was very clear about the steps he needed to take in order to
achieve his ideal future, during the third interview, he is very vague about his steps,
or the future. Although he ordinarily makes a list of things he wants to achieve, he
has not done so this year.

I’ve been trying to change my life heaps but [ haven’t ... I always end up back on ... back
here, you know?

I’'m still kind of ... and I guess no matter how much I feel like I’ve changed my life, I
haven’t ... like on paper I'm still bad, I'm still ... like I don’t know what it would say on
paper but it wouldn’t look very good and I don’t know I just ... look, it’s hard sometimes
like really I've been thinking about it and as good as I think I go or whatever I’'m dependent
as well on other things like on Centrelink and stuff like that.

I think that’s just life, there’s always something that’s going to nag at you or get you
down. (...) But that’s just life, isn’t it? Like you feel fear all the time or like ... don’t know,
doesn’t sound like it’s pretty good world really you know like it probably is for some peo-
ple, maybe I just attract it to myself, you know?

John’s story shows how people can resign from their normative goals, and that pov-
erty, or in general aversive social circumstances play an important role in this.

John is not the only respondents I have spoken to who showed signs of resigna-
tion from their normative goals. Who stopped hoping and trying for a better future.
Many other respondents also describe their lives as a revolving door, a merry-go-
round that they cannot get off. Let us look at some other quotes from people who
have resigned from their normative goals —people who express that the life they
value feels unavailable and unachievable.
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I don’t know, since about 30 onwards I've just sort of given up, I’ve just gone fuck it, I'm
going to be an addict, I'm just ... my life’s stuffed, I haven’t spoken to my kids in four years
or something. (R58)

When I'm in the throes of addiction and I'm trying to stop and I can’t stop, my head’s
going: ‘this is who you are.” I can accept that, you know what I mean? That’s ... as weird
as that sounds I can accept that I'm a junkie. I'm ... my life is over and this is what I’ll be
until I die. It’s the only way I can stop is to die. (R2B)

I:  You have any ideas about the sort of person that you want to be these days, things
that..?

M: Not really no. I don’t think I really care all that much. Yeah I just go from day to
day basically, just whatever happens, happens and because I spent so long struggling with
mental illness and alcohol and other substance addiction, and I’ve got ... not really got
anywhere, that I just don’t bother having any aspirations or anything because I can’t really
do anything and I can’t hold down a job because of my mental illnesses and my drug use.
The same with study so anything ... if there was really anything that I did want to do, I
wouldn’t be able to do it anyway and hence why I’'m on DSP (disability pension) yeah. (...)
No there isn’t really anything I can do so I don’t bother having goals because it will just be
disappointment ‘cause I can’t achieve them so. (PO1)

Yeah, got tired of thinking and tired of coming up with all these ideas, I just somehow
deep down knew they weren’t going to happen and I don’t know why but so I just gave up.
(R14)

I don’t want to keep making goals and then have to break it ‘cause then I'm setting
myself up for failure and it’s just no good me doing that, so I've been doing ... a lot of that’s
been happening through my life. (...) [I] don’t try to do something that I can’t do otherwise
I'll basically fail. (R29B)

It just seems like a circle. Like my mind in one part of me says to me ‘oh well it’s going
to happen again eventually’. Because when I look in my past for 15, 18 years ... 20 years,
it’s just been the same thing. So I tell me ... my mind tells me ‘well how long’s it going to
be before something happens?’. (R50)

I’ve thought that by this time in my life I'd have it together, but I seem to start to get it
together and then it slips back. (...) just every time I get to a good stage in my life, I think
things are starting to happen, and something happens and then I’'m back into it. (R50)

I:  Where do you see yourself in 1 year’s time?

R: Maybe dead, dead or still doing this same bullshit in and out of places, on metha-
done, using. Or clean or in a rehab, clean doing the right thing or just on the methadone,
picking up, going there each day picking up. There’s a few images I see and I don’t ... a lot
of them I don’t like but when you’re doing ... when you’ve been doing this for so long you
just think well that’s the reality, come on, don’t bullshit yourself, don’t sugar coat it, let’s
just get to real. (R58)

We can infer, on the basis of these extracts that addicted substance users cease
long-term planning because the life they value living seems unachievable to them.
They see themselves as a certain kind of person: a person who is set up for failure.
I will argue that this loss of self-control often occurs when addiction is accompanied
by poverty (either as cause or result of substance abuse).

People often fail to understand how the resigned addict loses self-control, and
hence fails to understand how we can support this group of people. What is confusing
about resigned addicts is that they do not describe a struggle with substance use.
This lack of struggle with their substance use makes it easy to confuse them with the
willing addict, to view them as people who endorse their substance use. Hence, a
punitive approach is still maintained. I hope that by showing how resignation is a
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form of loss of self-control that there will be more compassion with people strug-
gling with substance abuse and poverty.

6 The Motivational Force of Becoming or Being a Parent

Above I described different ways in which poverty can influence people’s self-
control. And I showed how these ways in which poverty influences diachronic and
normative self-control also makes people vulnerable for substance dependency. The
most invasive way in which poverty can influence self-control is by making people
resign from their normative goals. I would like to focus on this type of loss of self-
control, because I think in the current literature it is underexamined, and because it
is the most severe type of loss of self-control.

Now when someone who is struggling with poverty and substance dependence is
also a parent, there is an important opportunity to break resignation. And there is
also a risk if the resignation is not broken, that the resignation will be transmitted to
the next generation. I will discuss both this opportunity as this risk in further detail.

Although children should never be a mean to an end — initiating their parents
recovery, becoming a parent carries a huge motivational force with it. Health care
professionals can tune it with this motivational force. Children represent hope and a
new chance in life. Research among low-income women in Philadelphia found that
becoming a mother stimulated them to either return to school or seek a job, and to
become abstinent from substances (Edin and Kefalas 2005). Balan and colleagues
also found that motherhood reduces the rate of alcohol disorder in women (Balan
et al. 2014). My own research among alcohol dependent parents showed that not
only becoming a new mother, but also having children in general stimulated people
to seek treatment. A few of my respondent described how their addiction and the
sense of hopelessness in improving their situation often driven them to despair, up
until the point of contemplating suicide. However, the fact that they had children
motivated them to seek treatment rather than kill themselves.

Or take for example Hien’s story. Hien is a middle aged Vietnamese man.
Growing up in Australia as the son of immigrants, he got a sense of hopelessness
from a very early age. He started experimenting with drugs as a teenager, and when
his heroin use got out of control, he left home. For 15 years his life looked like this:
he used drugs and did small crime to finance his use, once in a while he would get
caught and spend some months in jail. He met his wife at a methadone clinic. They
fell in love, and when she discovered that she was pregnant, they both radically
stopped using heroin, and tried to turn their lives around. His daughters, who are
now eight and ten, are everything to Hien.

If I didn’t have the kids or the family, I’d be still sleeping on the street, using drugs, going
in and out of jail. (...) But the children changed me. (...) Without the kids I wouldn’t care
for my life, I would still be using.
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When I ask Hien what his plans for the future are, he states that he does not see
a future at all for himself. There is nothing he hopes for, except for his kids to have
a better life than he had.

So me and my partner don’t wish for much, except for our kids.

However, this motivational spark in itself is often not enough to help sustain the
change. For substance dependent people really to turn their lives around, they often
need a lot of support in many area’s of life. Hien’s life not miraculously turned good
when he got children. Because of his heart condition he cannot work, even walking
uphill is exhausting for him. His wife is a former substance user as well, and she
could not find work either. They have very little money. Yet, Hien made an impor-
tant step forward to turn away from a life of crime and substance dependency, and
to seek support.

In order for people to be able to seek support because they want a better life for
their children, it is essential that they feel safe to seek support. That there is not a
punitive attitude towards them, or that they feel stigmatised. When we fail to sup-
port these parents in a non-judgmental way, we risk the intergenerational transmis-
sion of resignation, which can result in more poverty and substance abuse.

7 The Risk of Transmitting Resignation to the Next
Generation

Blacksher has already outlined it: growing up in certain circumstances influences
what we believe is possible in our lives. Hence there is a risk of intergenerational
transmission of poverty and low belief in self-efficacy. Oyserman studied how chil-
dren from low socio-economic backgrounds could be motivated to perform better in
school. She found that many children struggled with a low belief in self-efficacy,
and had negative self-images, children seemed impaired with regard to their norma-
tive self-control (Oyserman 2015). These findings could be a sign that children from
poor socio-economic backgrounds copy their parent’s resignation.

Oyserman highlights that it is important to see the desired future as achievable,
and that the path towards it must be seen as fitting for ‘people like me’ (Oyserman
2015). Oyserman noticed that many of the children from low-income families that
she researched perceived their desired future as unachievable, hence, they did not
even try (King and Hicks 2007; Pizzolato 2007). Now of course our plans need to
be realistic, e.g., if I have bad eyesight, I cannot become a pilot. However, many of
the children Oyserman studied did have a good chance in life; they only needed to
believe in it. Because they had very few positive role models in their lives, however,
they found it hard to see their desired future as achievable. Oyserman points out that
when we have low belief in self-efficacy, we have a different response to obstacles
compared to people who have a high belief in self-efficacy. We can perceive obsta-
cles as a sign that our goal is unachievable and give up, seeing our efforts as a waste
of time. We can also perceive obstacles as a sign that our future self will be more
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valuable because it is harder to achieve: we come to the conclusion that ‘important
things are difficult’, and double our efforts (Oyserman 2015, 19). We need to believe
in our self-efficacy, especially when confronted with misfortune.

Programs that try to alleviate child poverty should not only focus on creating
opportunities for children, but also restoring belief in self-efficacy. This could be done
by helping children to focus on positive role models, people like them who made it.

8 A Punitive Approach Versus Responsibility Without Blame

I argued throughout this whole paper that a punitive approach towards substance
dependent parents is counterproductive if we want to help these parents and their
children. Punitive approaches are for example the incarceration of women who use
drugs during pregnancy, a stigmatising attitude of healthcare professionals, or even
in some cases the removal of children from their homes is described as a way to
punish the parents rather than benefit the children. However, research has also
shown that excusing people for their behaviour can work counterproductive (Vohs
and Baumeister 2009; Morse 2011; Pickard 2012). Hanna Pickard, however, comes
with an interesting third approach, which she calls ‘responsibility without blame’
(Pickard 2017). Pickard argues that recovery always starts with one’s belief that
change is within the person’s control. If the agent believes he is powerless, he will
see no point in exercising his agency. A key approach in treatment is to hold people
responsible for their behaviour and choices. However, often responsibility is accom-
panied by blame. When we hold people responsible for their behaviour, we blame
them when things go wrong. But, Pickard argues, responsibility and blame are not
necessarily linked. We can hold people responsible for their behaviour, yet acknowl-
edge the factors that diminish their agency, and not blame or punish them for failure.
This approach of responsibility without blame will help substance dependent par-
ents to use the fragments of agency they still retain, while showing compassion for
their adverse circumstances.

9 Conclusion

The aim of this chapter was to reduce a punitive approach towards substance depen-
dent parents, especially substance dependent parents struggling with poverty, by
outlining the complex ways in which poverty can shape reasoning, and hence capac-
ities for self-control.

I have outlined different ways in which poverty can impair self-control, and I
mostly focused on resignation, as this is the most invasive one, and is often poorly
understood. Addicted people are often described as mad, bad or sad. But, as one of
the respondents said: ‘we are just normal people living very complicated lives’.
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I have argued that when people with addictions become resigned, it is especially
important to not hold a punitive approach, but to treat them with compassion while
simultaneously bootstrapping their sense of agency. I have showed that having chil-
dren can be an important turning point for people struggling with addiction, and
possibly resignation. In order to successfully turn their lives around, they must feel
comfortable to seek professional support without fear for retribution or stigma. This
paradigm shift in how we treat substance dependent parents will be an important
contribution to breaking the circle of intergenerational transmission of resignation,
poverty and substance abuse.
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Abstract In this chapter I discuss the particular situation of being at the intersec-
tion of disability and child poverty. I then give a thick description that shows what
it is like to be a nondisabled white girl living in poverty with two parents with dis-
abilities—I give my own story. Then I offer some empirical facts to demonstrate the
problems distilled from the thick description: custody challenges, child as carer,
unemployment, charity, and lack of choice. I then discuss stigma from a theoretical
point of view. I put forward a view of ontological vulnerability that is more expan-
sive than Martha Fineman’s or Catriona Mackenzie’s using Judith Butler’s and
Jackie Leach Scully’s work on vulnerability. After that I offer some ways to combat
stigma of children in poverty and disability. It is upon this that I construct an alterna-
tive political vision that would value human need and be responsive to vulnerabili-
ties without erasing or assimilating difference.

Keywords Disability - Poverty - Child - Vulnerability - Oppression

1 Introduction

In this essay I discuss the complex relationship between child poverty and disabili-
ty.! Much research is being done in Europe on childhood poverty itself, and on the
way it interlocks and compounds with other kinds of oppression, but this is not

"Notably, I want to retain a positive view of disability in this chapter, although T will mostly be
discussing the way in which adults and children are oppressed with regards to their disability sta-
tus. [ affirm it as a political identity with its own rich sociocultural and political dimensions. This
will be tricky because the issue of becoming-disabled comes up in this piece, as something that is
a result of other kinds of oppression—for example, socioeconomic status and race. So how do we
maintain a positive disability identity while still naming and recognizing the fact that certain other
intersecting oppressions make one more susceptible to becoming disabled, implying that it were
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really the case in the US—especially so in the discipline of philosophy.? First I will
discuss some important terms then I will demonstrate the complex and entangled
relationship between poverty and disability in the US. I will give an account of pov-
erty and disability from my own experience of having grown up in poverty with two
parents with disabilities.

After that I will discuss some empirical studies to fill in the gaps that a case study
leaves. Then I will discuss some of the problems associated with child poverty and
how it is conceived of and attempted to be remedied, demonstrating that current pro-
grams are insufficient for accommodating the lives and interests of people in this
particular intersection of oppressions. Last, I will discuss the role of stigma in dis-
abled people’s lived experience and the role that narrative may play as a means for
combating stigma. I will bring attention to Julia Kristeva’s essay, ‘“Liberty, Equality,
Fraternity, and... Vulnerability” as the beginning of a political model that values
human need and responds to vulnerability without erasing or assimilating difference.

Here I will begin by asking two basic but very big questions. “What is a child?” and
‘what is disability?’ I think once we analyze the social position and oppressions each
face, we will see some common ground. Many disabled people report being referred
to or treated like children, seen by the normate as dependent and extra-vulnerable
beings.® This translates to rights being denied under the guise of ‘protection;’ this
happens both to children and to adults with disabilities.* Children and disabled people
often are subject to regulation and surveillance that nondisabled adults are not subject
to because of their superior social, political, and legal status. We shall soon see the
relationship between disability and poverty is complex and entangled.

2 Defining Childhood, Disability, and Their Intersection

I will begin with the question: what is a child? Philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau
admits in his work on childhood and education, Emile, that “Childhood is unknown.
Starting from the false idea one has of it, the farther one goes, the more one loses
one’s way” (Rousseau 1979 [1762] 33). He emphasizes that children are different
from adults and that childhood is a state one cannot know without discovering it

something that no one would want to have come upon them? I'm not sure if I'm graceful enough
a scholar to do this. Therefore I note it as a tension in this work at the outset.

>There is some current philosophical research being done about childhood, see the Special Issue of
The Journal of Applied Philosophy: On the Nature and Value of Childhood (2018), Also see
Schweiger and Graf (2015).

3See Rosemarie Garland-Thomson (1997) for use of the term ‘normate’ to describe the gaze of
those whose bodies are unmarked by stigmatized identities such as disability, race, or gender.

“In the United States we have a department of Child Protective Services and an Adult Protective
Services as well. Both of these departments are social services that pertain in the former, to chil-
dren and, in the latter, to the elderly and adults with disabilities. These services do work well
sometimes but can also be exploited by people with interests in institutionalizing children or adults
with disabilities and the elderly.
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with the child. He says of others “they are always seeking the man in the child with-
out thinking of what he is before being a man” (Rousseau 1979 [1762], 33). In much
of the literature about childhood, children are, at least in part, constructed as
becoming-adults, rather than considering the possibility that the child is a different
kind of being—as Rousseau posits.’

It is true that children are biologically and socially in transition. The common
emphasis on child ‘development’ rather than ‘being in transition’ belies the notion
that it is only children who are developing. Adults are seen as wholly developed
persons—except disabled adults who are constructed as lacking or deficient in some
way. But this is surely not the case, as we continue to age into older adulthood, we
see biological transitions such as menopause; and, if we are lucky enough to age
into elderly status, we face transitions in our social lives, when death generally takes
partners, friends, and siblings. I argue that a life has many stages—if we want to
think of it in terms of stages—one of which is childhood and that what it is to be a
child is a different than what it is to be an adult.® Children have different needs, dif-
ferent projects, different knowledges and capacities, different ways of learning, dif-
ferent social dynamics, and different outlooks on the world. They are also subject to
different oppressions, surveillance in the educational system, and their rights are
often suppressed under the guise of ‘protection.” Children have a level of agency
that society refuses to admit.”

All of this said, there is no one thing that it is to be a child. For example, in the
US, in light of our white supremacist political, social, and economic system of dom-
ination over people of color, white childhood is idolized as a time of innocence and
vulnerability, white children are seen as needing to be protected and cared for.?
Black American children are, however, really the ones who need to be protected:
from bullets shot by police officers, from the juvenile “justice” system, and from the
school-to-prison pipeline. They are in need of protection from the violence that the
state inflicts upon them, yet they are not constructed as innocent and vulnerable
beings, as white children are.” So we see there is no single experience of what it is
to be a child, to be a child is to be at the intersection of a number of different privi-
leges and oppressions that mutually shape and compound upon one another. I will
be conducting an intersectional analysis of child poverty and disability in this paper
because it is important to understand the way that oppressions mutually shape one
another, making the lived experiences of different social locations very different

3See Prout and James (1997) for an explication of the “dominant framework™ theory in sociology
and psychology regarding children’s development. Childhood is seen as a time of developing or
becoming, until adulthood when we move to being considered developed fully. See Michael
Wyness (2012) for sharp critique of the problems with the dominant framework.

©Susan Wendell (1996) theorizes that disability is a stage of everyone’s life, if we are lucky enough
to live that long.

7See Wyness (2012), Oswell (2013), Berridge (2017).

8See Charles Mills (1997) for an account of the United States’ system of white domination over
people of color.

?See Shedd (2015) for an account of how the school to prison pipeline developed. See Michelle
Alexander (2010) to see how this fits in with the problem of mass incarceration in the US.
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from one another. I aim to give as full a picture of disability and child poverty as I
can that does not put whiteness at the center of the analysis,'” a common problem
within the existing literature on disability studies (Bell 2006).

Now that we have discussed a bit about what it is to be a child, I will ask the
question: What is disability? Disabilities can be cognitive, sensorimotor, develop-
mental, psychological, physical, intellectual or some combination thereof. Everyone
experiences their disability in a unique and singular way. Disability is complex,
dynamic, multidimensional and contested. Disability can be visible or invisible;
temporary or long-term; static, episodic, or degenerating; painful or pain-free
(WHO 2011, 3). Historically, disability has been highly medicalized, yet now some
scholars have come to understand disability as something that arises at the nexus of
the biological and the sociocultural.!" Other scholars argue it is purely social,
Rosemarie Garland-Thomson describes disability as “the attribution of corporeal
deviance—not so much a property of bodies [but rather] ... a product of cultural
rules about what bodies should be or do” (Garland-Thomson 1997, 6). Disability is
an attribution, a social marking that labels certain body-minds as deviant or non-
normative. It is a product of social norms that privilege the normal and mark dis-
abled people as people who look or act a certain kind of non-normative way.

I support the view that everyone experiences their disability in a unique and sin-
gular way, that sometimes disability is simply social—a label attached to a person
seen to be abnormal or deviant—but also that some disabilities cause pain and suf-
fering that should be acknowledged, so embodiment is important to my analysis of
disability. I affirm disability as a political identity that a person can claim and around
which a community can form and create its own cultural material and political activ-
ism. In sum I think disability is a biopsychosocial phenomenon that some people
experience as ‘healthy’ and others experience with pain—both physical and psychi-
cal; and that disability can be a means of empowerment for an individual if they take
it on affirmatively as part of their identity.

Race and ethnic group are also factors in disability status. A National Academy
of Sciences study of ethnic representation in special education programs indicates
that, “in that year [2002], across ethnic groups and disability categories, this number
placed African American children at the highest risk of receiving a disability label—
a risk index of 14.28% as contrasted with 13.10% for American Indians/Alaska
Natives, 12.10% for Whites, 11.34% for Hispanics and 5.31% for Asians” (National
Research Council 2002). Language about ‘risk’ and ‘risk factors’ aside, this is prob-

19See Rich (1986) for an explanation of the problem of centering whiteness in analyses.

1'See Wendell (1996) for an account that lies neither on the social model or the medical model, but
is a hybrid view of both. The social model posits that impairments are health problems residing
within the body or mind, but disabilities are a social phenomenon—they arise from the social
environment. For example, a wheelchair user is only disabled in places where there aren’t ade-
quately cut curbs or ramps for wheelchair access. For more information on the social model see
Shakespeare in Davis, ed. 2017, Oliver 2004, and Union of the Physically Impaired Against
Segregation 1975. The medical model, which is largely outdated in the literature, though still quite
in when it comes to common opinion, posits that disabilities are wholly biological phenomena,
which need to be treated or cured through modern medicine.
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lematic because children with disabilities have lower transition rates to higher edu-
cation levels (WHO 2011). So structurally, since many children of color are more
likely to become disabled with labeling of learning disabilities or behavioral disor-
ders, those children are less likely to achieve higher levels of education.

Nirmala Erevelles and Andrea Minear situate the overrepresentation of Black
children in special education programs in a historical context and argue:

The New South replaced ... outmoded mechanisms of segregation with more modern sys-
tems that were more appropriately in keeping with the times. Thus, for example, in educa-
tional contexts the special education bureaucracy with its complex machinery of
pseudo-medical evaluations, confusing legal discourses, and overwhelming paperwork
administered by a body of intimidating professionals now performs tasks that are not very
different from Jim Crow and eugenic ideologies. To put it more simply, special education,
instead of being used to individualize education programs to meet the special needs of stu-
dents, is instead used to segregate students who disrupt the “normal” functioning of schools
(Erevelles and Minear 2010, p. 130).

Erevelles and Minear argue that special education programs are segregation in
another name. The bureaucracy, medicalization, and implementation of special edu-
cation programs in the US echo back to Jim Crow de jure segregation and eugenic
ideologies. Rather than offering an education tailored to a child’s unique needs in
order to nurture an environment where students can flourish in their education, spe-
cial education programs are being used to segregate students who interrupt “nor-
mal” classroom functioning. These students wind up receiving an education that is
not tailored to their needs; they are merely being quarantined from the rest of the
student population. Lack of education—or poor education—at an early age has a
significant impact on opportunity and poverty in adulthood.

Disability and poverty are deeply entangled. The World Health Organization
says that the relationship between the two is ‘bidirectional,” which is to say that dis-
ability increases the risk of poverty and poverty increases the chances of becoming
disabled (WHO 2011, p. 10). Disability is therefore a crucial issue to investigate
when concerned with child poverty. Disability can be a factor in a child’s life as in
the child has a disability, or the child’s parents or siblings have a disability, or any
combination thereof. In any case, the link is clear: poverty and disability often come
together, and mutually affect one another. That said, poverty discriminates. 19% of
children in the US are classified as poor, 41% as low income. Black, Native
American, and Hispanic children are disproportionately classified as poor (Koball
and Jiang 2018). Children of immigrants are also more likely to be classified as low
income (Koball and Jiang 2018).

In the US, poverty and disability are entangled phenomena. I already noted that
the relationship between poverty and disability is bidirectional, which is to say,
poverty increases the chances of becoming disabled and disability increases the risk
of poverty (WHO 2011).!2 As of 2012, research reveals that there are 4.1 million
parents with disabilities in the United States, about 6.2% of all American parents

12Tt is not only in the US that we see poverty having a bidirectional relationship with disability.
WHO states this is the case worldwide and thus argues that disability is a development issue.
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with children under the age of 18 (National Council on Disability 2012, p. 12). Data
from 2000 shows 2.8 million families—or 3.9% of all families—had at least one
child with a disability (Wang 2005). 17 percent of families with a child who has a
disability were under the poverty line (Wang 2005). For families with adults and
children with disabilities, the poverty rate was 28% (Wang 2005). Having disability
in the family in any form thus increases the risk that the family must maneuver liv-
ing beneath the poverty line.

Iris Marion Young says “the concepts of domination and oppression, rather than
the concept of distribution, should be the starting point for social justice” (1990,
p. 16). To be poor is in a very basic sense to lack resources, but it is also to be subject
to domination and oppression. Social justice has a broader scope than the distribu-
tive paradigm admits. The distributive paradigm cannot address domination, a social
phenomenon where one group of people is subjugated by another group, nor can it
begin to address oppression, which comes in many forms," and is systematically
reproduced in major economic, political, and cultural institutions (Young 1990,
p.-41).

When coming from a social justice perspective, it is important to begin with
oppression and domination because it can have an effect on institutions and their
rules, mores, norms, and prejudices. Social justice aims to preserve difference and
to promote institutions that advance reproduction of and respect for group differ-
ences without oppression (Young 1990, p. 47). Now I look to a particular case
study—which happens to be my own childhood—in order to demonstrate some of
the oppressions particular to childhood poverty and its intersection with disability.
I’'m going to give a thick description'* of some of my own experiences of being a
child living under poverty with two disabled parents. After that I will pull out some
of the salient elements and discuss them from an empirical point of view.

3Young says there are five ‘faces’ of oppression: exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness,
cultural imperialism and violence. I prefer her definition of oppression because it emphasizes the
systematic nature of oppression and how it reproduces itself through cultural and political
institutions.

14 A thick description is an account from one child, individual, or family that describes their lived
experiences, in this case, of a child living in poverty with parents with disabilities. Schweiger and
Graf say “a single story of a family or individual is not more than that, but it is ‘thick,” as is every
individual life and it also makes the injustices of living in poverty more visible and tangible.”
(Schweiger and Graf 2015, 108) Thick descriptions can capture the particularities of a social phe-
nomenon that make the description more robust, salient, felt, in the reader. Though no thick
description can give a full account of what something is like, individual detailed accounts are help-
ful in that they show rather than straightforwardly tell (as numbers can in statistics) what the
experience of living under such and such kind of circumstances is like. They convey some of the
differences of experiences and ways oppression can manifest itself in the story of a single person
or family.
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3 What Does It Feel Like to Be at the Intersection
Between Poverty and Disability as a Child?: A Thick
Description

My experience with this issue is having lived as a white girl under child poverty
with both parents having disabilities. Though privileged in virtue of my whiteness
and my nondisabled status, living in poverty was difficult because stigma attached
to that, and the stigma of my parents’ disabilities—my mom’s neurological trauma
from being choked almost to death by an old partner, and my dad’s schizophrenia
and COPD—affected me as well. It wasn’t until adulthood that I became disabled,
perhaps in part because I grew up in poverty. Along with stigma, instability in the
home life was a source of anxiety, the intrusion of the state and its surveillance
apparatuses into our lives was a source of anxiety, and, though this seems rather
trivial, the lack of choice was a source of anxiety for me while growing up. I became
disabled during graduate school. I experienced my first episode of psychosis
between comprehensive exams and the prospectus. I currently manage with medica-
tion and therapy.

Before my brother was born, when I was just an infant, police officers showed up
at our apartment. It seems that one of the neighbors called them on my mom. In any
case, the officers reported to Child Protective Services (CPS) that I was being fed
feces—though it was really carrot baby food—and I was taken out of my mother
and father’s custody to live in foster care. Both my parents have mental illnesses so
getting custody restored took a lot of work. Luckily, I got a black eye in the foster
home which made matters more urgent, and extended family and family friends
were able to help out. Eventually, custody was restored to my parents; though my
mother was not able to spend time alone with me until after she completed a course
with Parents Anonymous, which is a support group for parents who have allegedly
abused their children. Later on, after my brother was born, we were always scared
that we were going to be “taken away,” it was a constant refrain of my childhood.

Food insecurity was always a problem as we lived off of various government
payments that did not adequately cover the expenses of a four person household.
Moreover, we lived in a food desert—a geographical space that lacks a proper gro-
cery store—and so most of our groceries were purchased at a store that did not have
much in the way of fresh fruits and vegetables; it was little more than a convenience
store. We did not have a car most of the time, so getting to the real grocery store was
an hour’s walk away. We took that walk sometimes, and sometimes we ordered
frozen groceries from a truck that took food stamps—called Schwann’s—which
sold overpriced frozen food but delivered to my neighborhood. When the food
stamps ran out we went hungry. Though occasionally, Abdul, the man who owned
the convenience store let my mom have credit until the next month when the food
stamps were refilled.

Another common anxiety-producer was how my family was going to pay the
bills. The phone was always the first to go, then the electricity, and sometimes even
the heat. In those situations sometimes the neighbors would gift us their electricity,
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with a big orange extension cord stretched across the street, or if it was the gas that
was off, we would go stay with my uncle until my mom figured out the HEAP
(Home Energy Assistance Program). We were privileged in that we had extended
family that would help out in desperate times, not so much with money, but they’d
open their homes to us and bring us dinner or groceries on occasion.

There was a lot of instability throughout my childhood because my parents have
mental illnesses that get exacerbated by excess stress and lack of sleep. So it is that
poverty causes excess stress which in turn causes lack of sleep which caused their
symptoms to worsen. They were hospitalized countless times. Some voluntary,
some involuntary. Once the neighbors called the police because my dad was walk-
ing down the street singing opera—he was involuntarily committed that time. Again,
we would go and stay with family while our parents were institutionalized.

There were times when my parents weren’t doing well and we wouldn’t tell any-
one about it for fear of one or both of them being “taken away,” which could in turn
cause us to be “taken away.” Matt would often walk up to the corner store to buy
food and I would stay home and make sure things were okay there. I missed a lot of
school trying to make sure that my mom took her medicine regularly, generally tak-
ing care of her and keeping her company, and taking care of the house as best I
could. That care-giving was not burdensome, though it was abnormal for my age. It
enabled me to exercise a level of agency that children do not usually get to exercise,
since they are the ones who are doted upon and cared for.

We were subject to yearly home inspections by the Belmont Housing Authority
for state-subsidized rent. They were more about the safety of the house but the
cleaning production that happened before it was always a big one. We didn’t want
the housing inspector to come in and see how messy the place was because they
might call a social worker or CPS in and Matt and I might be “taken away”.

My brother always had lots of friends, but I was a little more introverted and
cared about reading. A few times I remember being made fun of for reasons related
to poverty. Once I tried to brush my teeth with soap because we didn’t have tooth-
paste, but the soap didn’t work and my teeth were still filmy, a girl friend made fun
of me for it. Once because my clothes weren’t clean—a boy pointed out “you have
poop on your back.” We didn’t have a working washing machine at that time.

Though I didn’t get made fun of that much there was still stigma attached to
poverty. My neighborhood was a “bad neighborhood,” I lived in project housing.
When I was at the age when I started making friends who didn’t live down the street
from me, some friends weren’t allowed to come to my house because it “wasn’t
safe.” It “wasn’t safe” in a couple of ways, because it was considered to be the hood,
but also because my parents weren’t always recognized as someone you’d want to
let your children near—because of stigma associated with their mental illness.

As a child, I got frustrated because I felt like I couldn’t have choices about cer-
tain things. We had used or hand-me-down everything—toys, clothes, books. I
didn’t care much about those things being previously used but I remember vividly
receiving charity school supplies and crying alone in my room about it. When my
dad was still at home (he was eventually hospitalized long-term due to COPD) he
always walked me to Vix and we picked out my school supplies together. They were
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one of the few things we bought new, and I had very strong preferences about pens
and crayons and paper. Wide-ruled paper was an abomination and the church sent
wide-ruled paper. Though it seems trivial, I remember it so vividly because I was
struck by the thought that since I was poor I did not get to choose my college-ruled
paper, I was subject to the charity that made that choice for me.

One last thing about stigma associated with my parents’ disabilities was that I
was often treated as the adult when we were in public situations together. This infu-
riated me when social workers would talk to me like my mom wasn’t present; or
when she’d ask for directions, adults would tell them to me; or change was always
put in my hand rather than my mother’s. I was fine being a child carer in the family,
but I was consistently disappointed by nondisabled adults who saw my parents as
incompetent. I was happy that my parents had a vibrant community with lots of
other people with disabilities who worked or did advocacy at the Mental Health
Association in town; they’d often come over the apartment to chat and drink coffee,
so at least I knew that not all adults were as disappointing as the nondisabled ones
were.

4 Thinning Out a Thick Description

Issues of distribution aside—food scarcity and the inability to pay the bills—there
are many salient elements that need to be unpacked from this description. I'd like to
emphasize that my story is the story of a white nondisabled child in poverty with
two parents with disabilities. Notably, someone in a different social location might
find other salient elements of their experience to discuss. I will discuss five topics:
(1) custody (2) child as caregiver (3) unemployment (4) charity and lack of choice
and (5) stigma.

4.1 Custody

When people with disabilities do have children, there is a likelihood that they will
face custody difficulties or that they will lose custody of their children. Removal
rates of children whose parents have psychiatric disabilities are as high as 70-80%;
rates for adults with intellectual disabilities having children removed from their
custody are on some estimates at 40%, but on others, as high as 80%; and 13% of
adults with physical disabilities reported facing discriminatory practices in custody
cases (Powell 2014). In every single state, a parent’s disability status may be consid-
ered in determining the best interest of the child in family or dependency court
(Powell 2014). In fully 2/3 of states statutes, a parent’s disability may be the deter-
mining factor in the decision about whether or not the parent is “fit” enough to retain
custody of the child or children (Rochman 2012). The language of ‘fitness’ echoes
back to a past colored by the influence of eugenics.
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We see that instability in family life is a form of oppression that families with
disabled parents face pretty routinely. This possibility of having the family split up
can result in reluctance or fear of accepting or seeking out certain state benefits
because of requirements that the family submit to regular surveillance. Inviting an
agent of the state into the home always carries with it the risk that the family will be
split up and the children will be “taken away.”

4.2 Child as Caregiver

This is when a child has taken on some level of responsibility for caring for their
parent(s) or sibling(s). Michael Wyness, sociologist of childhood says “Carers and
recipients are concerned that any fine distinctions made between intervention and
help might be overridden by agencies in attempts to ‘rescue’ children” (Wyness
2012, 127). The dominant way of seeing children is not as carers themselves, but as
the ones that need to be cared for. In circumstances where the child is doing care
work, there is a chance that outside agencies might think the child is being abused
or neglected since the traditional model of care has been reversed in some ways.
Again, this can result in reluctance or fear of inviting representatives of the state into
the home.

Child caregiving can become a problem if the child ends up missing a lot of
school or is depended on to do too much of the domestic work. The UK has a pro-
gram that takes into account the perspective of the child carer and their rights and
even gives that child the chance to receive compensation for their labor if they are
over 16 and no longer in school.!® This can help alleviate some of the stresses of
poverty for the family.

4.3 Unemployment

Fewer than 1 in 5 disabled adults are employed (Fessler 2015). This often leaves
those adults reliant upon US government subsistence programs such as
Supplementary Security Income (SSI) and Social Security Disability (SSDI) for
their income. SSI is for adults with less than $2000 in assets who have rarely or
never been employed. SSDI payments are for those who have been in the workforce,
paying in to the social security program; their monthly payment amount is deter-
mined by how long they worked and how much money they made.

SSI payments as of 2018 max out at $8830.84 USD for an individual recipient—
and that is per year (Social Security Administration 2018). This is hardly enough to
live off of, so often recipients will receive food stamps (SNAP, Supplemental

15 See https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/social-care-and-support/young-carers-rights/ for an explana-
tion of the rights of the child carer and for more information on eligibility for compensation.
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Nutrition Assistance Program benefits), rent subsidies, TANF (Temporary Aid for
Needy Families, the result of welfare reform in 1996) and other subsidies to attempt
to make up for shortfalls. Oftentimes even with all of the subsidies available fami-
lies still struggle to scrape by from month to month; this is most notable in southern
US states, where payments are typically lower (the states are often in control of how
much one receives for TANF, for example).

4.4 Charity and Lack of Choice

Often, families must rely on charity to supplement a too-meager income from state
benefits and payments. Charity does not tackle the causes of poverty or its oppres-
sions; it only alleviates the symptoms temporarily. It also avoids putting the onus on
the state for changing the distribution of money and resources in a more systematic
way. Indeed since the 1970s and especially during the Reagan administration, laws,
tax code changes and decreasing availability of state services and payments have
caused the number of charities and food banks to rise and have left poor people
more reliant on charity than before.!®

This leaves those who are made to be vulnerable dependent on the whims of
charity, what kinds of things they see as worth giving, how much, and what they
assess is needed for those receiving charity. For example, my brother was often
ashamed as a kid because we could not afford regular haircuts for his short hair. All
my parents needed was $12 extra per month and his bangs would not be either hang-
ing down well over his eyes or chopped by my mom, who has many skills, but
haircutting is not one of them. There was no charity that provided haircuts for peo-
ple living in poverty. Perhaps haircuts were considered a luxury, or perhaps it just
has not occurred to charities that that is something poor people might want access
to."”

Additionally, as we saw in the thick description, charity does not allow people to
have choices. This is a small issue some might say, especially about my preference
for college-ruled paper. But for children, style and the way they present themselves
is the one form of self-expression they have and tend to be judged by. Additionally,
children may have to face stigma due to the fact that their clothes are previously
used or charitably donated. Charities generally do not think of individuals as having
needs beyond subsistence (food, shelter, clothing) nor do they see individuals as
individuals. For the most part, charities see “the poor” as an amorphous group with-
out the resources to have a choice and perhaps in some cases without the right to

1See Parson 2014 for a critique of neoliberalism and its entanglement with charity. See specifi-
cally, the change in tax code that has made it profitable for corporations to give food waste—
unused food—to food banks and charitable organizations who distribute food to people in
poverty.

17See Wolff in this volume for a discussion of these kinds of deprivations and problems with lack
of choice.

nicolas.brando@kuleuven.be



220 S. Gorman

‘luxuries’ such as haircuts.'® In the next section, I will discuss stigma from a theo-
retical point of view and some positive ways of conceiving of these social problems
and relationships.

4.5 Stigma

Stigma is a social phenomenon that attaches itself to some kind of difference that is
considered to be abnormal or undesirable. People experience stigma differently
depending on where they are socially located, at the intersection of different privi-
leges and oppressions. Here we will be dealing with the stigma of poverty and dis-
ability, but we can not make any headway without acknowledging that the kind of
stigma a white girl with a learning disability will face compared to the kind of
stigma a Black girl with the same disability would face inside of the US educational
system. They might have the same diagnosis but they will undoubtedly face differ-
ent kinds of oppression inflected by differing kinds of stigma.

Research indicates that society falsely perceives Black children as being less
innocent than their white peers—even as toddlers (Chakara 2017). So Black girls
are more likely to be punished for their actions, and the punishment they receive is
likely to be harsher. These harsh disciplinary practices in turn harm their social-
emotional and behavioral development and may fail to address any underlying
issues. The excessive discipline Black children experience for offenses such as dis-
ruptive behavior and tantrums—normal childhood behavior—makes them 10 times
more likely to face discipline, retention, or even incarceration later in life (US
Department of Education).

So we see stigma has real, material implications not just in the present, but also
in the trajectory of a person’s life. Moreover, depending on where someone is
socially located, the effects of their particular combination of oppressions and stig-
mas can be radically different—it is not enough to simply layer or add one kind of
oppression to another to understand a person’s unique social position. Nor is differ-
ence accounted for by merely increasing the magnitude of one oppression when
trying to understand another that seems on its face similar or of the same kind.
Scholar Angela Harris calls this way of looking at oppression ‘nuance theory’ and
says “nuance theory constitutes Black women’s oppression as only an intensified
example of (white) women’s oppression” (Harris 1997, 15) The problem with
nuance theory is that, in the case of black women, there’s no way of accounting for
how blackness affects the way gender is perceived. Race and gender, rather, combine

8There is a lot of discourse about what poor people need versus what they might want or enjoy,
with the implication that they do not deserve any little luxuries in life. Just google ‘food stamps
lobster,” ‘food stamps steak,” or even ‘food stamps birthday cake’ and dozens of sites and videos
show up, many of them using the term ‘welfare queen,” which is a derogatory term usually impli-
cating a woman of color on welfare who is ‘too lazy’ to work and ‘just has lots of children’ who
‘live off the system.
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and compound upon one another producing a particular kind of oppression that
black women must negotiate daily. Lerita Coleman Brown offers a way of looking
at stigma that is multidimensional. She argues that stigma has behavioral, cognitive,
and affective components—rather than simply being a property of individuals—and
that stigma is a “response to the dilemma of difference” (Brown 2013, 147). It is
important to think of stigma as having a relational dimension, rather than thinking
of it as a property that adheres to certain individuals. Stigma is determined by social
norms that under- or devalue certain differences and cite them as things to be feared,
abhorred, or avoided. Stigma therefore negatively affects a person’s social
relationships.

Some of the effects of stigma are psychological, some social. Psychological
effects have to do with internalizing the stigma and believing the inferior status is
actually the status one occupies. This can result in feeling totalized by the perceived
negative identity trait and may: “inhibit the stigmatized person from developing
other parts of the self” (Brown 2013 154). If the perceived negative trait is seen as
totalizing, this may result in the individual not cultivating their interests, having
problems in education, and lacking a positive self-image.

Brown says “social rejection or avoidance affects not only the stigmatized indi-
vidual but everyone who is socially involved, such as family, friends, and relatives.
This permanent form of social quarantine forces people to limit their relationships
to other stigmatized people and to those for whom the social bond outweighs the
stigma, such as family members” (Brown 2013, 154). Stigmatized individuals are
relegated to a lower place in the social order and this form of quarantine limits their
possibilities for having relationships with the normate. Stigmatized individuals are
more likely to socialize only with other stigmatized individuals as the social out-
casting also attaches itself to others associated with the stigmatized individual—sort
of on the model of a contagion.

We want to avoid perpetuating oppressive practices and systems, and so, it is
important to expand social knowledge about families with disabilities. Narratives
about disability and child poverty could help combat stigma. An emphasis on dis-
ability’s link with poverty and narratives of what poverty and disability are like
when they intersect could in turn transform the organization of society and result in
increased social support for disabled parents and children with or without disabili-
ties. In the next section I will discuss vulnerability and its role in constructing an
alternative political vision that reduces stigma and increases accessibility for chil-
dren in poverty whose situation intersects with disability in some way."?

“To quickly give a sketch of an answer to three, four, and five I'll say 3. Turn nonpermitted depen-
dencies into permitted dependencies (see below for definitions of permitted and nonpermitted
dependencies); 4. Access and accessibility, dignity, and care are other ethical concepts that an eth-
ics of vulnerability must address and; 5. Involve the subjects in knowledge production and plan-
ning in attempts to ameliorate their situations. For example, if you’re studying how to respond to
child poverty, ask the children who are poor. Involve them in creating solutions and that will avoid
problems with unwarranted paternalism or coercion.
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S Vulnerability

Vulnerability is a condition of being human and mortal. We are vulnerable to fire, to
words, to institutions, to our lovers, to our teachers (and our students); we are vul-
nerable to animals in the sense that they may maim us and also in the sense that our
worlds can turn upside-down upon their loss. We are vulnerable to things and to
others in the sense that we may be harmed or killed by them, yet also we are vulner-
able insofar as we love. Vulnerability is often represented as a bad thing, a weak-
ness, but L hope to show that it can suggest an alternative political vision. Vulnerability
is the thing we share in common and in difference that can bring us together to
recreate the world in a more inclusive, responsive form.

Catriona Mackenzie, Wendy Rogers, and Susan Dobbs enumerate the central
theoretical challenges for constructing an ethics of vulnerability. They say a view
requires five components: (1) outlining the scope of the concept, (2) explaining why
vulnerability generates political and ethical obligations, (3) clarifying the nature of
these obligations, (4) elucidating its relationship to other ethical concepts, and (5)
addressing the danger of unwarranted paternalism and coercion (Mackenzie et al.
2014, 2). Though I do not have the space to thoroughly account for each of these
requirements in this section of the paper, I will at least answer one and two, giving
an expanded account of ontological vulnerability. Then I will discuss vulnerability,
need, and stigma in terms of child poverty and disability.

5.1 Scope

Vulnerability is an ontological component of the human experience, rather than a
status that applies only to certain groups named as vulnerable populations. It is
important to emphasize the universal character of vulnerability because it sets us all
in a class together as a certain kind of being who is open to their environment and
to others in particular ways. Jackie Leach Scully articulates why we might want to
conceptualize vulnerability as ontological rather than focusing on particular groups
as vulnerable. She says “concentrating only on the special vulnerabilities of defined
groups reinforces the notion that although some people need special protections, the
norm of human life is to be, or to aspire to be, invulnerable” (Scully 2014, 206). It
is important to acknowledge that invulnerability should not be a goal, is perhaps
seen to be a norm, and yet, it is in principle impossible. For embodied beings, invul-
nerability is a fantasy.

Martha Fineman puts forward the view that all subjects are vulnerable insofar as
they are embodied (Fineman 2008, 9). Mackenzie makes the appeal that “despite
the importance of the notion of ontological vulnerability, many forms of vulnerabil-
ity are caused or exacerbated by social or political structures” (Mackenzie 2014,
33). Judith Butler argues that we are ontologically vulnerable in light of political
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and social factors: “we cannot understand vulnerability outside this conception of
social and material relations” (Butler 2016, 16).

I argue for a more expansive view of the ontological form of vulnerability. In
virtue of being embodied, speaking beings that live together socially in an environ-
ment that can be enabling or disabling, we are vulnerable to many things, and we are
each vulnerable in different ways. Scully, who writes from a critical disability stud-
ies perspective, says, ‘“a more comprehensive notion of ontological vulnerability,
which includes the vulnerabilities that develop through all forms of dependency,
may be ethically and politically preferable.” (Scully 2014, 206). I agree that a more
expansive conception of vulnerability is ethically and politically preferable because
it can lead to a system which sees the good based not in profit, but on human need
(Lorde 2007 [1984], 55). In other words, our systems and institutions should have
the aim of supporting and empowering people rather than fixating on profit.

5.2  Why Does Vulnerability Generate Political and Ethical
Obligation?

Scully also argues that ontological vulnerability has a wider scope than it has been
said to have. She says some vulnerabilities are “generated intersubjectively; they are
ontological not because they derive from biological embodiment but because the
need to live in groups where members support and care for each other is ... intrinsic
to being human” (Scully 2014, 216). There are many obligations that are generated
simply in virtue of the fact that we are social beings. We have sewage systems
because all of that human waste—formerly dumped in city streets—was making
people sick. The problem with certain obligations arising from vulnerability is that
they have been rendered invisible because of their ubiquity, their constancy in sup-
porting our lives. Scully characterizes these as obligations arising from ‘permitted
dependencies’ such as transport, health care, education, fire departments, trash dis-
posal, and communication, to name just a few.?’ These obligations that arise from
dependencies have become ‘naturalized and normalized’ and so, are not seen to be
responses to vulnerability (Scully 2014, 217).

She contrasts permitted dependencies with nonpermitted dependencies, ones that
fall outside of the norm. She says “[Nonpermitted dependencies] are figured as
abnormal and classed as rendering those people as especially vulnerable” (Scully
2014, 217). A more expansive view of ontological vulnerability would not do such
a thing. Since everyone is vulnerable to the social and material world in different
ways, these vulnerabilities would not be seen as exceptional; rather, they would be
seen as legitimate claims to respond to for making a more inclusive world.

Children living under poverty represent an important case to explore. They are
often seen as exceptionally vulnerable beings. They have not yet transitioned into

20Healthcare is actually not a permitted dependency in the US.
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beings with autonomy; though they do have agency. They are also not able to get jobs
so they are subject to poverty, but do not often have the means to ameliorate it. There
are permitted dependencies we have ensured against for children; for example, we
have free education available through high school. We put this in place as part of our
infrastructure because children are newcomers in the world and they need some guid-
ance and knowledge in order to find their way about in it (Arendt 1961 [1954], 185).

Certain cities in the US have transitioned into giving all students in public schools
free breakfast and lunch; this is the case in New York, Boston, Chicago, Detroit, and
Dallas (Piccoli and Harris 2017). Schools were seeing that children who received
free or reduced price lunches on the old policy*! would often go hungry rather than
face the stigma of being “the poor kid” who gets discounted or free food from the
school. By universalizing the policy, city schools have made things better for all
children, especially in light of the food insecurity many children face at home.
Something that was previously considered to be a nonpermitted dependency (result-
ing from being poor or low income) has now become a permitted dependency—to
the benefit of all students. This is a great example of vulnerabilities being responded
to by structures in order to be more inclusive, that take human need into account
when working towards a vision of a better system.

5.3 Human Need; Combating Stigma

Human need is not simply a matter of resources, to be addressed through distribu-
tion. The need to be heard, the need to be recognized and their corresponding vul-
nerabilities of silencing and misrecognition or “misfitting” the built environment*
can be really harmful to a person. This kind of treatment can be seen as resulting
from stigma about poverty and disability.

One step towards correcting stigma and the mistreatment that results from it is
that people studying the effects of poverty or trying to mitigate the effects of pov-
erty, such as social workers and public policy makers, should always consult people
who are poor, including children, to gauge what their needs are. The same goes for
people with disabilities; in the disability rights movement in the 1990’s the political
slogan “Nothing About Us Without Us” was—and still is—commonly used to
express that we are the experts about what our needs are and how best to address
them (Wolff and Hums 2017). Additionally, this is one way to prevent unwarranted
paternalism or individual coercion in a system’s response to vulnerability. Making
the subjects the agents of knowledge-production amplifies their voices and recog-
nizes them as knowers; solutions should be pursued in response to their input.

Another step towards reducing stigma is to share narratives of what it’s like to be
at the intersection of age, class, disability, gender, and race. There is no one-size-

2I'The “old policy” of offering free and reduced priced lunches is the policy still in place in most
communities in the US.

22For more on the term ‘misfit’ see Garland-Thomson (2011).
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fits-all narrative because all of these identity groups are heterogeneous, that is to say
there is no story anyone can tell that captures “the essence” of the disabled indige-
nous girl’s experience living in poverty, for example. It will be different for each
child depending on where they are socially located, how they are individually,
socially, historically, and politically constructed and how they are self-created.
Therefore, the more narratives given representation—in books, on TV, in films, in
the news, or on the Internet—the more likely stigma is to be reduced.

One last step towards combating stigma is to transform nonpermitted dependen-
cies into permitted dependencies while preserving—and not assimilating—differ-
ence. In making the world more inclusive to “abnormal” body-minds, it is likely that
many will benefit from the changes. For example, curb cuts for wheelchair users and
Blind people have benefitted mothers with strollers, aged people with walkers, peo-
ple shopping with their carts in tow, and children in those shoes that have pop-out
wheels. Building access is not so simple, though. Aimi Hamraie, in Building Access
Universal Design and the Politics of Disability demonstrates that “how we structure
knowledge, interact with material things, and tell stories about the users of built
environments matter for belonging and justice.” (Hamraie 2017, 3). To be a “misfit”
is to bump up against the boundaries of the built environment. That environment
was designed with certain kinds of bodies in mind. The knowledge produced around
design and the body-minds that design is based on is a matter of feeling at home in
the world and of justice for people with disabilities.

6 Conclusion

What promise does vulnerability hold when we add it into our guiding ideals along
with liberty, equality, and fraternity, as Julia Kristeva asks in her piece “Liberty,
Equality, Fraternity... and Vulnerability”? The transformative power of having vul-
nerability as a core social and political value may result in bolstering the status of
those already on the margins, women for example, and children who have no right
from the government to economic security. If we can see vulnerability as central to
the political, generating different obligations based on different vulnerabilities, our
system may be transformed to include care for those lives that are vulnerable in dif-
ferent ways—Black lives, and the lives of other people of color who are subject to
the enduring system of white supremacy and police brutality.

Simone de Beauvoir says “It is by concentrating one’s efforts upon the fate of the
most unfortunate, the worst-used of all, that one can successfully shake society to
its foundations”? (Beauvoir 1970, 6). I have tried to demonstrate the vulnerability
of families for whom disability is a reality—be it as parents or as children—and the

21 do not intend to make claims about who is most vulnerable, as in which social location faces the
most oppression. Such questions don’t come with generative answers. I just mean to note that
focusing on populations and intersections of oppression that are made to be very vulnerable by our
social configuration is something that is generative for thinking politics in new ways.

nicolas.brando@kuleuven.be



226 S. Gorman

role that poverty nearly inevitably plays in their lived experiences. It is by focusing
on disability and its intersections with poverty, race, and the effects it has on chil-
dren, that I attempt to offer an alternate way of thinking about ourselves and our
relations with others; it is through this that I construct an alternative political vision.

If care for vulnerability could inflect our social relationships and political prac-
tices, I think that it will generate environments where people can flourish, rather
than merely subsist or survive, or worse, live in constant fear for their lives or their
children’s lives. It could transform our current political landscape and make it one
that’s responsive to the worst-used and the invisible, that reduces stigma associated
with these social locations, and that understands vulnerability as something that
unites us: in commonality and in difference.
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