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In This Issue
In the first issue of The Child in Community, 
we focused on “Le Cri” (the cry) – the universal 
language of children expressing their deepest 
wants and needs. Perhaps no want is so 
elementary as the deep longing to be noticed, 
appreciated, accepted, and loved. Surely no  
need is so universal as the need we have for  
one another. We need each other. We need 
relationships. We need society. We need to be 
connected to those around us and those who  
have gone before us and those who will come  
after us. We need to belong. We need community. 
This second issue of The Child is all about creating 
the kind of communities our children deserve.  
By design, the Center’s Fellows and Scholars 
address the challenge of community development 
from various fields of inquiry. By definition,  
each writes with a different voice and from a 
unique set of life experiences. What we share  
is the belief that every child born under heaven  
is a child of promise, and that the realization  
of that promise requires community.

In “I Am Because You Are,”  
Dr. Yolanda Pierce retells  
the story of Pecola Breedlove,  
the brown-skinned girl in  
Toni Morrison’s first novel,  
The Bluest Eye. Through this 
artful literary review, Dr. Pierce 
takes us into the heart of a little 

girl who wanted only to be loved. Through her own 
very “grown-up” insights, the Princeton Professor 
– who recently spent time visiting families in 
Ferguson, Missouri – reminds us that there are 
limits to a child’s resilience and there are duties  
for those who have survived childhood. With 
disarming simplicity, we are reminded that those 
duties involve much more than the provision  
of basic physical needs.

In “Child Marriage Hurts Girls, 
Their Children, and Their 
Societies,” Dr. Catherine Ross 
offers a disturbing snapshot of 
the plight of many young girls 
throughout the world – girls who 
become child brides, without 
their consent and against their 

will. Her analysis includes heart-rending examples 
of child abuse here in the United States, where “a 

form of multiculturalism emphasizing respect  
for difference results in extreme relativism.”  
While surveying the current legal protections 
available to girls under the age of majority,  
Dr. Ross builds a powerful case for statutory 
change, better enforcement of existing laws,  
and “efforts to generate attitudinal change.”

In “It Takes a Child: Reflections 
from John Chrysostom on 
Raising a Child,” Dr. Vigen 
Guroian takes us to one of  
the earliest extant manuals  
on childrearing to paint a vivid, 
historically informed portrait 
of “the office of the child.” 

Drawing on ancient and enduring understandings 
of personhood, childhood, family, education, 
and society, Dr. Guroian provides a persuasive 
alternative to the “ontological individualism” that 
has come to define much of the postmodern West. 
His response to the old African proverb, “It takes  
a village to raise a child,” is to more carefully define 
both the village and the child’s responsible role in it.

In “Undernutrition and the 
Survival and Wellbeing of Young 
Children: The Challenge is 
Urgent but Solutions Exist,”  
Yale University’s Richard Skolnik 
provides a nuanced analysis of 
the global issues surrounding 
hunger and nutrition, one that 

challenges simplifications and highlights the 
critical role governments must play in prioritizing 
the health and welfare of their own people. In 
examining both the causes and consequences 
of malnutrition among small children, Professor 
Skolnik introduces several factors other than 
poverty itself. Addressing the effects of education, 
women’s rights, and the free flow of ideas, he 
recalls Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen’s observation 
that, “No famine has ever taken place . . . in a 
functioning democracy.”

Counterpoint

In “Finding the Bright Spots,” 
Tom Davis, Feed the Children’s 
Chief Program Officer, 
addresses issues of hunger  
and malnutrition through his 
own experience in community-
based action. Drawing on 
his effective use of Positive 

Deviance Inquiry (PDI) techniques, Mr. Davis 
makes the case for a wider employment of 
statistically driven, psychologically informed 
methods to accomplish needed behavioral 
changes among populations. In the approach  
he advocates, local women are drawn into  
strategic conversations with “positive deviant” 
mothers of well-nourished children through which 
they learn basic skills. It is a fascinating study 
suggesting the possibilities of leveraging human 
resources already found in every community.

“From Poverty to Prosperity: 
Lessons from South Korea” 
is an essay in which Rear 
Admiral Fred Byus, USN (Ret.), 
builds on Dr. Irma Adelman’s 
periodization of South Korea’s 
development between 1953 
and 1993. Reflecting on the 

“Miracle on the Han River,” Admiral Byus draws out 
several causal relationships within the sequential 
development that turned South Korea into a global 
economic powerhouse. From its early emphasis 
on basic literacy through industrialization, 
infrastructure development, high-tech growth, 
and legal structures that facilitate free trade, Byus 
describes a process with lessons both constructive 
and cautionary for today’s emerging economies.

In “Not Bread Alone,” I make 
the case for Academy Based 
Community Development 
(ABCD). The reader is reminded 
that the systemic poverty, 
disease, and misery of so many 
of the world’s millions, though 
staggering, is but a symptom 

of the fundamental human problem – humans. 
Recruiting expert testimony and examples both 
antique and contemporary, the essay calls for a 
more radical approach – one that treats not only 
the symptoms, but the disease itself.

Cover Photograph and Story by: Tanya M. Roloff 
Producer / Photographer for Feed the Children

To look at the radiant smile of this beautiful little  
girl, one would never know of her daily, painful  
struggle to survive. Our TV crew had been visiting 
families all day long in her remote village around 
Kalokol in the Turkana Province of Northwestern 
Kenya. The day we met this child and her family, we 
learned that one of the younger children had just died 
of malnutrition a few weeks prior. The family had not 
eaten in several days. Still grieving, they didn’t want 
us to interview them, but they allowed us to take a 
few pictures and visit awhile. We learned a lot that day 
about life in Turkana and the extreme conditions in 
which these people must try to survive. We were also 
able to leave them with some much-needed food  
and water.

Of all my travels around the world for Feed the  
Children as a producer and photographer, Turkana  
is the harshest region I’ve visited, by far. But what  
always amazes me most about people living in such 
dire poverty is their resilient spirit. Despite the hunger 
and suffering that these Turkanans battle every day, 
many of the children – like this little girl on the cover –  
still have smiles on their faces and laughter in their 
hearts. Their smiles are forever with me, but their 
indomitable strength in the face of such pain,  
I will never forget.

On the Cover
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A Child’s Biography

KENYA
Country Profile

Counterpoint

At just two months old, Mwema was abandoned  
along the streets of Kinoo Trading Centre in Kenya. 
Two men found him and involved local police, who 
took him to Feed the Children’s Abandoned Baby 
Centre (ABC) 10 miles away in Nairobi.

In Kenya, as a result of violence, disease, and  
poverty, a baby is abandoned or orphaned every  
10 minutes. The ABC first opened in August 2001  
to meet this need. Managed by an expert team of 
child development and medical professionals, the 
ABC is well equipped to meet these babies’ needs. 
Today, the sprawling five-acre facility hosts care 
cottages, playrooms, and a medical center where 
babies can grow, recover, and thrive. The Center’s 
mission is to help ensure every child is given the 
opportunity to grow up happy and healthy, with an 
ultimate goal of reuniting children with their families 
whenever possible.

Upon arrival, Mwema was extremely dehydrated, 
dressed in soiled clothes, and malnourished. 
ABC medical staff performed a physical exam, 
approximated his date of birth, and tested him for 
Hepatitis B, syphilis, and HIV (all three came back 

negative). They started him on a regimen of milk  
and soon introduced soft solid food. In due time, he  
was given the required immunizations that he lacked.  
ABC staff attempted to reunite Mwema with his 
family, but local authorities and possible family 
members made this impossible and police eventually 
declared him a ward of Feed the Children. 

Today, Mwema is two years old and thriving. He  
gets daily baths, three hot meals, and naps, and 
spends his mornings at the Early Learning Center  
for social engagement, playing with toys, social skills, 
and reading. In the afternoons, ABC staff members 
take Mwema outside to play, sing, walk in nature,  
read stories, and much more. 

ABC staff find Mwema to be very social: he smiles 
at everybody, warms up to new people quickly, and 
loves the younger kids at the ABC. He very willingly 
shares his toys, loves music, and is quick to pick 
up new words. His favorite meal is ugali (a maize 
porridge) with meat stew. He also loves fresh milk.  
As one ABC nurse remarked, “Mwema has received 
the care and protection that he deserves. Look at  
how he smiles to everybody; he is simply adorable.”

Mwema
Kenya, in East Africa, is full of natural beauty, 
including Lake Victoria, Mount Kenya, and Maasai 
Mara, one of the most populated wildlife parks in 
Africa. Nairobi is Kenya’s thriving capital city, with 
44 million people. The country lies on the equator 
and shares borders with Tanzania, South Sudan, 
Uganda, Ethiopia, Somalia, and the Indian Ocean.

Even though it’s full of life-giving resources, the 
country lacks many things we consider to be basic. 
Ethnic tensions challenge Kenyan society. Drop-
out rates before 8th grade are high. So are poverty 
rates. It all threatens the lives of Kenya’s children. 
Kids here catch parasites instead of soccer balls 
and carry water instead of backpacks. Many kids 
are born with HIV/AIDS or lose a parent or family 
member to the disease.

Nairobi is also home to Kibera, the largest urban 
slum in Africa. While the official census shows a 
population just over 170,000 in this one-square-
mile neighborhood, most sources estimate an 
actual population of anywhere from 500,000 to 
over one million people – a density magnitudes 
greater than even the most crowded neighborhood 
of Manhattan. Clean water is nearly impossible  
to find and – as a result – disease, malnutrition, 
and poor hygiene run rampant. 

While the UN, the Kenyan government, and 
many NGOs are hard at work in Kibera to tackle 
the problem, significant factors prevent much 
progress. Due to the lack of economic opportunity, 

theft and other crime is commonplace. When 
floods wipe out houses within Kibera – a frequent 
occurrence due to its low-lying location – owners 
of damaged dwellings often have to camp on the 
remnants of their homes until repairs can be made 
in order to protect the materials from being stolen.

Kibera slums in Nairobi, Kenya – the largest slum in Africa

Mount Kenya and lone Acacia Tree at Lewa Conservancy, Kenya, Africa
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A.	 Abdalla says he feels lonely 
when he does not have 
someone to play with.

	 Name:  Abdalla Issa  
	 Mohamedi (Male) 
Age:  	8	 Grade:	 1

A.  Aisha feels lonely when she 
missed her parents who live 
in the city (Dar-es-salaam) . 
She lives with her aunt Arafa 
Kondo.

Name: 	Aisha Adamu  
	 Mgunda (Female) 
Age:  	 7 	 Grade:	 1

A. 	Farida feels lonely when 
her grandmother, mama Kwao, 
scolds her. She then ends up 
thinking about her parents 
who hardly scold or spank her.

Name: 	Farida Sihaba  
	 Mgeni (Female)  
Age:  	 8	 Grade:	 1

A.	 Gadafi said he used to feel 
lonely when he moved to 
Mengwa from Ilala. But now 
that he has friends, he is happy.

Name: 	 Gadafi Selemani  
	 Ali (Male) 
Age:    	 10	 Grade:	 1

A. 	Habiba said she feels lonely 
when she thinks of her father. 
She lives with her mom Zena 
Ally, who is a single parent and 
things were not like they used 
to be when her father was 
around.

Name: 	 Habiba Ramadhani
	 Abdallah (Female)
Age:  	 11	 Grade:	 3

A. 	Hamisi feels lonely when he 
thinks of his mother. With 
tears in his eyes, he said that 
he misses her so much. Hamis 
lives with his father who is a 
single parent.

Name: 	 Hamis Zuberi 
	 Mchabwa (Male)
Age:  	 11	 Grade:	 2

A. 	Hawa lives with her relatives, 
and she said she feels lonely 
when she missed her parents. 
Her parents live in another 
village called Cholesamvule,  
in Kisarawe. She gets to see 
them during the harvest season.

Name: 	 Hawa Silva 
	 Juma (Female)
Age:  	 10	 Grade:	 3

 A.	Ibrahim said he felt lonely 
when his parents used to 
argue. He did not like it.

Name: 	Ibrahim Omary 
	 Kafuruge (Male) 
Age:  	 11	 Grade:	 4

 A.	Jamila, lives with her mom, 
Zena, who is a single parent. 
She said, she felt lonely after 
her parents separated.

Name: 	Jamila Rashid 
	 Mgamba (Female)
Age:  	 8	 Grade:	 2

A.	 Juma said he feels lonely 
when he remembers his friend 
Khalid who died last year. 

Name: 	Juma Ally Sadick (Male)
Age:  	 8	 Grade:	 1

A. 	Zarubia is a very shy girl. She 
said she feels lonely because 
she doesn’t talk as much as 
the other girls and she does 
not many friends to play with.

	 Name:  Zarubia Hifadhi 
	    Juma (Female)
Age:  	13	 Grade:	 4

A.	 Twahili lives with his parents 
and sister Samia, who is 14.  
He says he feels lonely at 
times because his best friend, 
who was also his neighbor, 
moved to the next village. 
They now only get to see one 
another at school.

Name: 	Twahili Hamisi 
	 Kambi (Male)
Age:  	 10	 Grade:	 3

A.	 Salma said she felt lonely 
when she started studying  
at Mengwa Primary School. 
She was scared and shy.  
But now she has so many 
friends to play with and  
she enjoys school.

Name: 	 Salma Mohamedi 
Selemani (Female)	
Age:  	 6	 Grade:	 1

A.	 Riziki said he feels lonely when 
he remembers his mother. 
Riziki lives with his father only.

Name: 	 Riziki Wema Mgeni (Male)
Age:  	 8	 Grade:	 1

A.	 Ramadhan said he feels lonely 
when he misses his parents who 
are in the city. He lives with his 
grandmother, Sharifa Mfunene.

Name: 	 Ramadhan 
	  Ramadhan Muha 
Age:  	 10	 Grade:	 2

CHILDREN HAVE VOICES, LET’S HEAR THEM
Children from different parts of the world were asked a simple question. 
Their answers are as candid as truthful.

Q. Why do children get lonely?

Q & A:  Why Do Children Get Lonely? I Am Because You Are:  
The Village Children 
Deserve
by: Yolanda Pierce, Ph.D.

Nobel prize-winning writer Toni Morrison’s first novel,  
The Bluest Eye (1970), is a haunting tale of an eleven-year-
old African American girl, Pecola Breedlove. 1 Perhaps 
in all of American literary history, there is no child 
protagonist that haunts the reader like Pecola. She 
is ignored, neglected, and abused by her own family. 
She is an outcast in her school and among her peers. 
And while two young sisters, Claudia and Frieda 
MacTeer, attempt to befriend her, Pecola Breedlove 
is abandoned and deserted by the very family that is 
supposed to love and protect her. By the end of the 
novel, Pecola is raped and impregnated by her father. 
Her premature infant dies and the reader is left with  
a haunting image of Pecola wandering the town dump, 
mentally broken and all alone.

In the novel, Toni Morrison highlights the ugliness  
of Pecola’s poverty and the surrounding community’s 
fear that the Breedlove’s poverty and social standing 
would “contaminate” them. In creating the character 
of Pecola, Morrison deftly weaves together society’s 
contempt for the three conditions over which Pecola 
has no control: she is poor, she is young, and she is 
black. Pecola is surrounded by a world that very clearly 
and consistently sends a message to young, poor 
black girls: you are not beautiful because of hair and 
skin, and you are constantly vulnerable to abuse and 
neglect because of your youth and poverty.

Morrison’s searing tale helps us to think about the 
kinds of communities that children deserve, which is 
often in stark contrast to the kinds of communities 
in which they actually live. While she is a fictional 
character, Pecola Breedlove’s story contains many 
truths about the hardness and painful social, 
economic, and racial climates under which far too 
many children come of age. The Bluest Eye can be used 
to extrapolate at least five major conditions that need 
be present for children to have an environment they  
both need and deserve.  

All children deserve a village whereby:

1.	They are taught that they are made in  
the image and likeness of God;

2.	Their beauty is affirmed;

3.	They are protected in their vulnerability  
and defenselessness;

4.	Their needs are recognized as concerns  
for the entire community; and

5.	They are given every opportunity to grow 
 and thrive, not merely survive.

Imago Dei
To be made in the image and likeness of God is a 
theological concept crucial to creating a village in 
which children are treated with dignity and respect. 
The notion of imago Dei is present throughout many 
religious traditions: it affirms that human beings have 
inherent value and worth, apart from their social 
circumstances or conditions of their birth. A child born 
in the poorest nation of the world is as equally valuable 
as a child born in the richest nation of the world. The 
imago Dei is a powerful reminder that each human 
being reflects what the Quaker community simply 
asserts: “There is that of God in everyone.” The imago 
Dei allows you to hold up a mirror and to see yourself 
reflected back, a self that is lovingly made to reflect 
God’s own image, as well as all of creation.

The metaphorical mirror that Pecola Breedlove uses 
to view herself in The Bluest Eye reflects back a self-
understanding that has been tainted by the realities 
of poverty and racism. She sees herself as unworthy 

Essays

“	Morrison deftly weaves together society’s 
contempt for the three conditions over 
which Pecola has no control: she is poor, 
she is young, and she is black.”

Counterpoint
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and unloved because the people 
around her refuse to recognize 
and value her humanity. She 
encounters adults who “do not 
see her, because  … there is 
nothing to see.”2  There is a 
“total absence of human 
recognition” when adults 
encounter Pecola, with her 
small body, her embodied racial 
identity, and her “plain” features 
– preventing those around her 
from truly seeing her and from 
truly connecting with her on a human level.3 

If we affirm the imago Dei, we cannot overlook and 
dismiss those around us because we have nothing 
in common with them, or because they exist on the 
margins of society, or because they are children.  
There is no hierarchy in the imago Dei, where adults 
are somehow more intrinsically valuable than children. 
We often treat the cares and concerns of adults 
as worthy of attention, and dismiss the thoughts, 
emotions, and problems of children as of lesser 
importance. To affirm belief in the imago Dei is to 
insist that we see within all creation—and certainly 
within all children—a reflection of that which is  
worthy of respect and reverence.

Beauty 
In the novel, Pecola Breedlove longs for blue eyes, 
believing that if her eyes were blue, she would feel 
beautiful and would be loved and cherished the way 
in which she sees that blue-eyed and blonde-haired 
children are loved and cherished. She receives 
messages very early in her childhood that her brown 
skin, “wooly” hair, and brown eyes are not beautiful in 
the eyes of the world she inhabits. The movies of her 
youth, the advertisements in the magazines she reads, 
and even the pages of her school textbooks affirm a 
standard of beauty that she can never attain. Morrison 
uses the Dick and Jane basic readers, popularized 
during the 1950s, to provide a counterpoint to Pecola’s 
reality. These children’s classics were an idealized 
version of the American family, complete with a tidy 
green house, a dog named Spot, a mother and a father, 
and two adorable siblings, Dick and Jane.

Pecola’s father is an alcoholic; her mother works as a 
domestic maid for a white family, whose children she 
adores above her own; and the Breedlove’s home and 
neighborhood reflects their poverty. Pecola prays for 
blue eyes, believing that if she looked like the Shirley 
Temple she saw in the movie theatre, or even the Mary 
Jane whose image was on her favorite candy, the world 
would find her beautiful and love her. Morrison’s novel 

highlights the lasting damage 
that is done when a child is 
not taught that he or she is 
beautiful.

Every child deserves a village  
in which his or her self-esteem 
can develop in a healthy 
manner, a village in which  
all children receive the message 
that they are wonderfully 
made and beautiful just as 
they are. The dominance of 

particular Western standards of beauty means that 
many children grow up thinking that their hair or skin 
or physical features are lacking. The pervasiveness of 
media that idealizes certain cultural beauty standards over 
others creates a particularly unhealthy environment 
for children who do not fit the mold.

In ensuring that children are aware of their beauty, 
we cannot just focus on exterior appearances. Pecola 
believed that her exterior “ugliness” is a reflection of an 
internal condition. She internalizes the shame she feels 
when mocked by other children, as well as the shame 
she is taught by the adults around her who equate 
blackness with poverty and immorality. She neither 
sees her physical beauty or her interior beauty, thus 
she fervently prays for blue eyes, which she believes 
will change both her own perception of her self as well 
as how others perceive her.

When we celebrate both the physical beauty of all 
children, as well as the beauty of their spirits, we 
mitigate the damage inflicted on them by multiple 
sources: the media, which upholds a singular standard 
for beauty; communities, which often reinforce 
these standards even if they cannot attain them; and 
churches, whose theologies uplift shame as a virtue, 
rather than the true ethic of humility.

Vulnerability
Reading The Bluest Eye is an incredibly emotional 
experience because the reader comes face-to-face 
with the various vulnerabilities that a defenseless 
child may encounter. Pecola is physically neglected, 
emotionally abused, and brutally raped; she 
experiences physical and psychic trauma. Even in the 
“comfort” of her foster family’s home, the MacTeers, 
she is rendered invisible, silenced, and made to feel 
like an outsider. The fact that much of the trauma she 
endures is at the hands of her own family is particularly 
heartbreaking and representative of the fact that 
much of the abuse children suffer is from those in 
their immediate community. Morrison captures the 
vulnerability all children face, as their very existence is 

“	We cannot overlook and 
dismiss those around us 
because we have nothing 
in common with them, 
or because they exist on 
the margins of society, or 
because they are children.  

dependent on their families’ and the  
larger community’s will to care for them.

Pecola cannot physically fight her abusers and she 
has yet to develop the mental fortitude to block out 
the traumas she experiences. The chaos and disorder 
in her world is dangerous to her development as a 
healthy human being. Her vulnerability to the whims 
of adults – her parents and her entire community – 
place her in an increasingly defenseless position to 
ward away both physical and mental attacks. And 
yet, Morrison offers her reader a moment of hope in 
the space of vulnerability through her characters of 
Claudia and Frieda MacTeer, both also young girls.

It is Claudia, especially, who connects with Pecola  
and treats her with a love and respect that the adults 
in the novel do not. Even though Claudia is only nine 
years old, she attempts to protect Pecola, gives her 
milk from a special Shirley Temple cup, and defends 
Pecola from schoolyard bullies. Claudia, loved and 
cherished by her own family, offers in her own way that 
same love and care to Pecola. When Pecola is forced to 
be vulnerable to adults simply because she is a child, 
she is often abused. But when Pecola chooses to be 
vulnerable by opening herself up to a friendship with 
Claudia (and also with three prostitutes who befriend 
her), she experiences love and healthy companionship.

To create a community that children deserve, we 
must recognize their vulnerability as a gift not to be 
exploited, but protected. We must not see children  
as people whose spirits should be broken, but as 
human beings whose defenselessness causes us to  
be more generous and loving in how we treat them.  
In a novel populated with many adult characters, it  
is other children who model an ethical framework  
of compassion and empathy for the most vulnerable.

Ubuntu 

“	We think of ourselves far too frequently 
as just individuals, separated from one 
another, whereas you are connected and 
what you do affects the whole world. 
When you do well, it spreads out; it is 
for the whole of humanity.”
– Bishop Desmond Tutu 

Pecola functions as the community scapegoat  
in The Bluest Eye. Everyone, including other children, 
feel superior to her. Her “ugliness,” “simplicity,” 
“awkwardness,” “inarticulateness,” and “poverty” 
allow others in her village to feel beautiful, elegant, 
sophisticated, eloquent, and rich.5  Morrison critiques 
this highly individualistic understanding of the human 
community, whereby one person’s life is enriched when 
someone else’s life is diminished. While the hardships 
Pecola endures causes the members of the town to 
individually feel better about their own circumstances, 
the reality of her life is an affront and indictment on 
this entire community. In the spirit of ubuntu, when the 
life of one child fails, the whole village fails because  
the fabric of all of humanity is deeply intertwined.

The philosophy of ubuntu is often summarized as, 
“I am because you are.” It is a South African (Bantu) 
term for a worldview in which a universal bond ties 
together humanity as a village; a community thrives 
(or fails) because of the sum of its parts. Ubuntu is 
a philosophical construction of self and community 
that places both categories in a relationship of mutual 
dependency. In the novel, the reader may be tempted 
to read Pecola’s story as one of failed parenting or  
even one of Pecola’s own personal moral weakness. 
But Morrison does not allow her readers this easy road.

Using the pronoun “we,” Morrison asserts that we all 
“assassinated” something within Pecola.6  As readers 
of her novel, we forced to encounter how we may 
have “assassinated” the hopes, dreams, and plans of 
children, or other persons within our community.  
Have we told children that they could not succeed? 
Have we wondered aloud about whether certain 
children will ever rise above their circumstances?  
Have we assigned children to the margins because 
of their race, creed, or gender? Have we assumed 
that some children are more worthy of our care and 
investment than other children? Have we worked to 
improve the lives of children in our own neighborhoods, 
but failed to consider the global village?

Essays
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The philosophy of Ubuntu can be a guiding force to create  
the villages and communities that children deserve, as no 
child exists in isolation or even solely in nuclear families.  
A child is the product of his or her culture and nation, but  
also a citizen of the world. In Ubuntu, we are only as strong 
as the weakest and most vulnerable among us, so when  
we work to improve the lives of the “least of these,” we 
enhance the whole of humanity.

To Grow and Thrive
At the end of The Bluest Eye, Pecola Breedlove is still alive, 
despite all she endured. However, she spends her days as 
an outcast wandering the margins of her town, searching 
through the garbage, mirroring how she is discarded like 
trash. She survives the various tragedies of her childhood,  
but her life is clearly never one that will thrive and flourish. 
She will never grow into the human being that she could 
have been if she had been loved, protected, nurtured, and 
cherished. While Morrison leaves a narrow ray of hope 
that Pecola finds some internal peace, as she believes that 
miraculously her eyes are now blue, the reader is left with  
a feeling of despair when the book ends. Pecola’s life is one  
of arrested development; her life is as stillborn as the child  
to which she gave birth.
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Seminary, where she 
teaches courses in Religion 
and Literature, Womanist 
Theology, and Race and 

Inequality Studies. Additionally, she serves as Book 
Review Editor for Pneuma: The Journal for the Society 
of Pentecostal Studies. Pierce holds a Ph.D. and a M.A. 
degree from Cornell University and an undergraduate 
degree from Princeton University.

Toni Morrison uses the metaphor of planting 
seeds in the garden at the conclusion of 
Pecola’s tale. Claudia and Frieda MacTeer 
plant seeds the year Pecola is raped and 
impregnated. Their seeds shrivel and die 
despite the girls’ hope that their flowers and 
plantings would somehow help Pecola. The 
ending to Morrison’s novel is a cautionary 
metaphor: despite the natural human resiliency 
which allows children to survive even the worse 
of tragedies, there is a difference between a  
life of mere survival and one in which a child  
thrives and develops in a healthy manner.

Our obligation as citizens of the world is to 
create a climate in which children can grow, 
thrive, and develop into their full potential. 
When we provide for the material needs of 
children, when we teach them that they are 
made in the image and likeness of God, when 
we affirm their internal and external beauty, 
when we protect them in their defenselessness 
and cherish their vulnerability, and when we 
understand that their specific needs are the 
concerns for the entire community, we will have 
created the village that every child both needs 
and deserves.

One day in 2008 in Yemen, 10-year-old Nujood left  
the home of the 30-year-old man she had married 
eight months earlier, took a taxi to court, and 
demanded a divorce. Her situation was hardly 
extraordinary; the average age at marriage for rural 
Yemeni girls is between 12 and 13. Nujood’s father,  
a beggar with 15 other children, had forced her to 
marry. Nujood was extremely lucky; a sympathetic 
judge sheltered her in his home, and a woman human 
rights lawyer represented her. She received a divorce.1

Within months, a second Yemeni “wife” – nine-year-old 
Arwa – sought help at a hospital. She too received a 
divorce from her 35-year-old husband.2

Both girls were exceptions, not only because of their 
fighting spirit. Judges allowed them to appear on their 
own behalves instead of requiring men to speak for 
them. Despite the “happy” endings to both stories, 
Yemeni law has been moving in the wrong direction. 
In 1992, the minimum age of marriage for girls was 15, 
but in 1998, a new law allowed girls to marry at any  
age so long as they did not move in with their 
husbands until they reached sexual maturity. The 
law was ineffective. Nujood and Arwa lived with their 
husbands. Both were raped before reaching puberty.3 

Meanwhile, in Saudi Arabia, a court held that an 
eight-year-old was too young to seek a divorce, even 
with her mother appearing beside her, though not too 
young be a wife. Saudi Arabia allows fathers to marry 
off their daughters at any age. The court reportedly 
ruled that the father had a legal right to marry the 
girl to a middle-aged man to settle a debt; the girl 
would not be able to seek a divorce until she reached 
puberty. Following an international outcry, the husband 
apparently released the girl from the marriage.4 

From a human rights perspective, we are much more 
concerned about keeping children from being coerced 
into marriage in the first place than about how to 
extricate them after marriage has upended their 
lives. The United Nations estimates that more than 15 
million girls are married before they turn 18 every year, 
which amounts to more than 41,000 girls forced into 
underage marriage every single day. Today, roughly 
one in four women between the ages of 20-24 married 
before the age of 18.5

Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia have the highest 
rates of child marriage; the rates are highest in rural 

areas where many girls marry before they are 15.6  
Although some boys are forced to marry before 
maturity too, the proportion is much smaller, with 
estimates of males in marriages they did not choose 
ranging from under five percent to fifteen percent 
based on the limited data available.7 

The 20 countries with the highest incidence of child 
marriage all have child marriage rates of over 40 
percent. In Niger, which has the highest rate of child 
marriage in the world, 75 percent of girls marry before 
their 18th birthday.8 In Bangladesh, data collected in 
2012 shows that 64 percent of all women aged 20-24 
married before the age of 18, and 71 percent in rural 
areas did, even after child marriage rates began to 
decline. The decline meant a short postponement:  
as the marriage rate for girls under 14 declined over 
the last 15 years, the rate of marriage for 16- and 
17-year-olds increased.9 

Child marriage violates our understanding of human 
development as well as numerous international 
agreements on human rights. It is illegal in many 
countries where it is culturally mandated and 
continues to flourish. It is heavily correlated with 
diminished education, higher rates of poverty, death  
in childbirth, and reduced life chances for both 
the child bride and her children. Its causes and 
consequences are interconnected and often self-
replicating. And it is found in every corner of the earth.

My discussion is limited to marriages involving girls 
under the age of 18. Child marriage is often confused 
with two other kinds of marriage with which it overlaps. 
A “forced” marriage occurs whenever one of the 
participants is under duress to enter the marriage;  

Child Marriage Hurts Girls,  
Their Children, and Their Societies
by: Catherine J. Ross, Ph.D., J.D.

“	The United Nations 
estimates that more than 
15 million girls are married 
before they turn 18 every 
year, which amounts to 
more than 41,000 girls 
forced into underage 
marriage every single day.”
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the coercion can range from subtle (e.g. family loyalty 
or cultural norms) to pronounced – up to and including 
violence to ensure cooperation. Forced marriages can 
take place at any age. “Arranged” marriages are those 
in which the participants’ families select a bride or 
groom, with or without the participation of those who 
will marry. Arranged marriages can involve adults or 
minors, and can be consensual or forced. A consensual 
arranged marriage between adults does not prompt 
any human rights concerns, if the consent is fully 
informed and freely given.

Child marriage, however, is virtually always “arranged,” 
rather than initiated by people in love. It should never 
be considered consensual.

Human Rights and Child Marriage 
The freedom to choose whether, when, and whom  
to marry is a fundamental human right, ensconced in 
numerous international agreements.10  The Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (“UDHR”) states that 
“Marriage shall be entered into only with the free and 
full consent” of the parties (UDHR Article 16). Laws 
requiring “consent” generally presume that persons 
below a certain age lack capacity for meaningful 
consent. The Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women (“CEDAW,” 
adopted by the UN General Assembly in 1979) 
expressly prohibits marriage or betrothal of persons 
under the age of 18, which “shall have no legal effect”  
in the event that they take place (CEDAW Article 16). 
The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (the 
“CRC Committee”) has determined that no marriage 
should be treated as valid unless both participants 
have attained legal majority (normally the age of 18).11 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child (“CRC”) 
emphasizes two kinds of rights – those borne by the 
child herself (such as the right to express her views 
about matters affecting her) as well as rights to certain 
kinds of protection. The CRC thus recognizes that 
adults and states need to protect children from  
certain kinds of exploitation, including sexual and 
other treatment “prejudicial to any aspects of the 
child’s welfare” (CRC Article 36).12 

The right to choose whether and whom to marry 
belongs to the individual under international 
agreements, but despite international consensus 
about the primacy of individual rights, in many 
societies individual rights don’t exist in isolation. 
Parents and communities may assert competing 
rights. I have already shown how a Saudi Arabian court 
deferred to a father’s “right” to require his daughter 
to marry, and to force her to remain married. Most 
societies defer to parental decisions, at least as long  
as the parents remain within the confines of 

permissible behavior. Religious and ethnic 
communities seeking to preserve their way of life  
may constitute a third group of rights-holders in some 
societies. Even where there is no established right  
of cultural preservation, social change may be all  
but impossible unless influential persons within the 
group become stakeholders for social reform.

Causes and Consequences of Child Marriage  
in the Developing World
Numerous social conditions encourage child 
marriages. They include community beliefs about 
honor, efforts to control sexuality, the desire to 
form links with other families or to preserve existing 
alliances, as well as extreme poverty or pursuit of 

financial gain. Religious beliefs commonly play a 
role, though many scholars regard those beliefs as 
misinformed. Humanitarian crises (such as war or 
natural disasters like the 2010 flooding in Pakistan) 
may separate families from support networks, and 
exacerbate the likelihood that a girl will be married  
off in exchange for money or loan forgiveness.13  
The link between conflict or disaster and child 
marriage undermines the international effort to 
achieve universal primary education: countries 
affected by conflict are home to half of the children  
in the world who are not in school, and the girls are  
at heightened risk of being bartered into marriage.14 

In Syria, for example, civil war has destroyed one in  
five schools; in Aleppo, only six percent of all children 
were in school in 2013.15 Syrians in Jordanian and 
Lebanese refugee camps have much higher rates 
of child marriage than they did at home, often in 
response to dire poverty or the threat of sexual 
assault.16 Maya, a Syrian refugee, recalled the hunger 
that plagued her family when they fled, telling a 
reporter, “I’m only doing this for security. Isn’t it 
shameful that I’m 14 years old and I have to marry  
a 45-year-old man? … I don’t love him,” she says,  
starting to cry, “I can’t even look him in the face.”17

In Nigeria, Boko Haram seeks to scare communities 
into closing schools. When girls persist in trying to 
get an education, the group seizes them as brides, 
sometimes selling them across borders. In their own 

“	Child marriage, however, is 
virtually always “arranged,” 
rather than initiated by people  
in love. It should never be 
considered consensual.”

twisted logic, Boko Haram’s opposition to education 
makes sense, because postponing marriage transforms 
girls’ lives: girls who stay in school are better equipped 
to support themselves, to participate in marriage as 
equals, and to assert their independent needs, thus 
becoming, in Boko Haram’s view, more “Western.”

In contrast, women who marry as juveniles repeatedly 
recount abuse at the hands of their husbands, and 
sometimes at the hands of their husband’s extended 
family. They are raped and at risk of contracting 
STDs – including HIV/AIDS – which may go untreated. 
Child brides are often forced to work as servants, or 
even put to hard labor. According to one study, child 

brides face “higher risks of violence within the home 
as well as social exclusion.”  Many of the dynamics 
of these marriages – including control, humiliation, 
and restricted contact with outsiders – are common 
indicators of domestic violence. Even where physical 
force is absent, it remains a constant threat.19 

If they have reached puberty, child brides are often 
expected to bear children within a year of marrying; 
as teenagers, they face high maternal morbidity and 
mortality rates.20  According to the Global Health 
Council on Adolescent Youth:

The immature reproductive and immune systems 
of adolescent girls increase their risk for sexually 
transmitted infections and complications during 
pregnancy and childbirth. Girls aged 15 and younger 
are five times more likely to die during childbirth  
than women between the ages of 20 and 24.21 

Women who have more education are more likely 
to be older at first pregnancy, to avoid some of the 
complications of pregnancy, and to seek a skilled 
attendant for childbirth.22  The United Nations 
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization 
(“UNESCO”) estimates that if all girls completed 
primary school, the rate of maternal mortality would 
fall by 66 percent.23 

Children of mothers who have completed more years 
of schooling are more likely to survive their first year 
of life, and to be healthier as they grow. Mothers’ 
completion of primary school is estimated to have 
substantially reduced infant and child mortality 
between 1990 and 2009 – saving the lives of more 
than four million children. Mothers who completed 
primary school are more likely to get their children 
immunized and to understand how to prevent and  
treat diarrhea and malaria. They are apt to seek 
medical care for children when needed. Additional 
years of schooling would likely reduce child mortality 
even further.24 

The correlation between early marriage and leaving 
school prematurely is one of the most frequently 
leveled criticisms of child marriage. Niger, with the 
highest child marriage rate in the world, also has the 
lowest rate of primary school completion. UNESCO’s 
Education for All predicts that Niger will be the last 
country to achieve the project’s goal of a 97 percent 
primary school completion rate for the poorest girls;  
if current trends persist, Niger won’t meet the goal 
until 2120, more than a century from today.25 

Although numerous authorities link early marriage 
to withdrawal from school, Minh Cong Nguyen and 
Quentin Wodon, researchers for the World Bank, note, 
“Relatively few studies have attempted to carefully 
measure the impact of child marriage on education.”26  
It is unclear whether there is merely a correlation 
between child marriage and leaving school early, or 
whether early marriage causes girls to leave school.

Nguyen and Wodon raise an important chicken-and-
egg question: is the decision that a girl should marry 
early “a function of the girl’s educational potential?” 
They wonder if girls whose academic performance  
is weaker may be less likely to want to stay in school,  
and if their families have less incentive to try to keep 
them in school. Some young brides, they suggest, 
might have dropped out of school even if they had  
not married.

Despite these questions, Nguyen and Wodon cite 
studies showing that each year of early marriage 
reduces the likelihood of literacy and of attaining nine 
years of schooling – in Africa by 5.6 percent and in 
India by 3.2 percent. One study of Nigeria suggests 
that “if child marriage and early pregnancies could 
be eliminated,” the gender gap in education could be 
reduced by about half. The authors conclude there 
“is substantial evidence that child marriage is an 
important factor leading girls to curtail their education, 
even if it may not be the main factor.”27 

“	Niger will be the last country to 
achieve the project’s goal of a 97 
percent primary school completion 
rate for the poorest girls; if current 
trends persist, Niger won’t meet 
the goal until 2120, more than a 
century from today.”
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More research on why the poorest girls leave school 
early may be needed, but we should not wait for the 
results before taking additional measures to combat 
child marriage – whether because it violates human 
rights, deprives girls of control over their destinies,  
or diminishes school completion.

Child marriage perpetuates poverty and inequality. 
Daughters of poor parents with little education 
are the most likely to be married at a young age. 
Parents of those girls may be less likely to support 
their daughters’ educations because they expect 
daughters to enter their husbands’ families before 
they are old enough to earn money. As one UNICEF 
report explained, “the benefits of their investment” in 
a daughter’s education “will be lost.”28  Girls who marry 
much older men are at greater risk than other women 
of living as widows, and for a longer period of time. 
Lack of education, correlated with a high likelihood  
of being poor as adults, increases the chances that  
the daughters of child brides will become child  
brides themselves.

Child marriage is not limited to any one geographic 
area or culture. Seven percent of girls in Latin America 
and the Caribbean marry before the age of 15, and 29 
percent are married by age 18.29

Although most prevalent among the poor and poorly 
educated, child marriage is also found among families 
with higher education, higher incomes, and greater 
assets. For these families, affiliation through marriage 
solidifies connections and may be seen as a way to 
preserve or increase wealth, as well as to control 
adolescent sexuality before it gets young people in 
trouble and destroys family honor.30 

Policy Implications 
Cutting girls’ educations short disadvantages the 
whole society, as governments, international agencies, 
and NGOs have recently noted. Economic development 
is diminished when girls leave school and cannot 
perform skilled labor or contribute to the GDP (which 
does not account for unpaid labor in the home).31 

This cycle of child marriage, school leaving, and 
chronic gendered poverty makes modest financial 
incentives for behavioral change more attractive to 
families. Pilot programs in several countries have 
offered the parents of girls unconditional transfer 
payments to encourage girls to stay in school, 
transfers conditioned on the girl not entering into a 
marriage before completing a certain grade, or aid 
designed to increase the family income (either during 
school or upon the girl’s graduation). Improvements 
in community infrastructure (like access to water and 
electricity) may also help girls stay in school by making 

their availability for domestic chores (at home or in  
a husband’s family) less critical.32 

Legal change is an important step toward social 
reform, but statutes are not enough without 
enforcement and education. Just as laws requiring 
universal primary education did not result in education 
for every child, so too do laws setting a minimum age 
for marriage often go unenforced, especially where 
child marriage is deeply embedded in the culture.

My Summer 2014 essay in The Child mentioned an 
NGO in Malawi that helped change adult attitudes 
toward child marriage. The NGO directed its first 
efforts to tribal chiefs who then helped convince 
community members to keep girls in school. Financial 
support for schooling, including costs and uniforms, 
accompanied efforts to change local values. Similarly, 
in Burkina Faso the government implemented a ten-
year-plan in 2000 to increase the proportion of girls 
enrolled in primary school. Publicity campaigns helped 
increase “community support for girls’ education.” 
As in Malawi, concrete incentives supplemented the 
campaign to change cultural norms: scholarships, 
hiring more women teachers, and better sanitation 
facilities at school. The gender gap in education has 
not disappeared in Burkina Faso, but it has been 
greatly reduced. Nonetheless, between 2005 and 2012, 
10 percent of girls in Burkina Faso married before the 
age of 15, and just over half married by 18.33 

Child Marriage Among Residents  
of Developed Countries 
Advanced economies are not immune to child 
marriage. Global migration and transnational networks 
have increased the likelihood that girls who live in 
Western societies may be married before they turn 
18 in the countries from which their families hail. 
The circumstances leading to child marriage in 
industrialized nations are less likely to involve severe 
poverty, but may overlap with other causes seen in the 
developing world: preserving family honor, reinforcing 
family networks, and cultural beliefs, as well as a desire 
or perceived obligation to help relatives emigrate.

Several Western countries, including the United 
Kingdom, are striving to eliminate forced marriages 
among their residents. The UK’s Forced Marriage Act, 
enacted in 2007, gives family courts broad powers 
to issue civil protection orders to safeguard persons 
who are under duress to marry, defined to include 
psychological pressure. Third parties may petition on 
a victim’s behalf. The court may restrain parents and 
any others who aid or abet efforts to force someone 
to marry. 34  Despite its sweep, as of 2012, only a few 
orders had been issued.35 Coordinated efforts to curtail 

forced marriages accompanied the statute. NGOs 
and government agencies provide a national helpline, 
extensive community education, outreach, and 
programs to help individuals who are trying to avoid  
or escape nonconsensual marriages.

Even with this emerging focus on the problem, 
Nazir Afzal, the Chief Crown Prosecutor for North 
West England, estimated in 2012 that 8,000 to 
10,000 forced marriages involving UK residents take 
place each year, with many more still hidden from 
authorities.36  In the face of continuing violations, with 
cases involving 74 different countries and 15 percent 
of those forced to marry under the age of 15, in 2014 
the United Kingdom criminalized forced marriages 
in England and Wales and forced marriages of UK 
residents abroad. Those who participate in coercing 
others to marry are now subject to criminal penalties 
including up to seven years in prison. Those who violate 
civil protection orders issued under the 2007 Forced 
Marriage Act can be sentenced to five years in prison.37 

In contrast to Britain, very little attention has been 
paid to child marriage in the United States. Loukia 
Sarroub’s ethnography of first generation immigrant 
girls from Yemeni families in Dearborn, Michigan, 
offers insight into the way in which traditional cultures 
subordinate individual rights to larger obligations:

	 Marriages were an important event in the Southend 
[of Dearborn]. They signified a girl’s coming of 
age. . . . . During . . . her sophomore year, Layla’s 
family spent six months in Yemen visiting relatives 
[where] Layla was engaged to be married [to her 
first cousin], and upon her return she attempted to 
keep her marriage engagement a secret from her 
friends. Nonetheless . . . her father told most of the 
community about the engagement.38

Layla’s older brothers were attending college, but she 
had little hope of following them to higher education.

The ahked (a binding betrothal) Layla had entered was 
nothing like an engagement in the United States. In 
some countries, the bride is not required to participate 
in either an ahked or a wedding – and she may not 
even know that the commitment has taken place. 
Nonetheless, the US considers the ahked a valid 
marriage, whether or not it has been consummated. 
A divorce or annulment is required before either party 
can marry someone else.

Layla, like many of her friends, did not really 
experience marriage either. Her cousin used the 
marriage to immigrate to the US where he lived 
independently and never saw his “wife.” The marriage 
would not be consummated until some later date.39

By shared understanding, Layla couldn’t file for 
divorce until after her husband received naturalization 
status in the US. Even then, she might not be able to 
divorce because, under Islamic law, women do not 
have the right to initiate a divorce. If a girl manages 

to obtain a divorce in the US, the country in which the 
marriage took place might not recognize it; her family 
and ethnic or religious community might not either. 
Reprisals can include the divorced girl being rendered 
“unmarriageable,” ostracism of her family, or honor 
killings, even in the US.40 

Many child brides have no idea that US law allows  
them to say “no.”41 If they do say no, they risk 
deportation threats, physical violence, deception  
about the purpose of travel abroad, kidnapping, 
physical restraint, and even murder. Some girls have 
been married in absentia in foreign countries that allow  
a marriage ceremony that lacks the bride’s participation.42

Layla in Dearborn was fortunate. A few years after her 
ahked, Layla reported that she had “avoided marriage,” 
which seems to mean that the marriage remained 
unconsummated. It remained unclear whether the 
betrothal could be cancelled, or whether an Islamic 
divorce was needed to free Layla from her obligations 
under sharia law.43

Legal Regimes and Child Protection 
Teachers at Layla’s high school apparently failed  
to report the underage marriages among their 
students to state authorities as required under state 
law. There are several possible explanations for the 
teachers’ silence.

First, the girls’ code of values and loyalty to family led 
them to preserve a wall of silence. Like many adult 
victims of domestic violence, the girls likely collaborate 
to keep their marriages hidden from outsiders.

“	If a girl manages to obtain a  
divorce in the US, the country  
in which the marriage took  
place might not recognize it;  
her family and ethnic or religious 
community might not either. 
Reprisals can include the 
divorced girl being rendered 
“unmarriageable,” ostracism  
of her family, or honor killings”
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Second, teachers who glean hints about these 
marriages might worry that if the families were 
challenged, parents would remove their daughters 
from school and send them back to Yemen (as some 
Muslim families reportedly threatened to do when 
France made veiling illegal). Other risks flow from 
reporting too. One girl, who sought help from a teacher 
as her parents planned to marry her to a man twice her 
age, reported that after child welfare agents contacted 
her parents, “I was beaten black and blue. My head bled, 
I was nearly unconscious…” She attempted suicide.44 

Third, perhaps no one thought the forced marriage of 
an underage immigrant girl amounted to child abuse. 
This attitude is rooted in a form of multiculturalism 
emphasizing respect for difference, which results in 
extreme relativism. “High school teachers … in our 
area” one social worker observes, “did not report girls 
who left school before the age of 16 [in violation of 
compulsory school laws] to marry … because they 
wanted to be respectful” of immigrant culture.45 

In 2011, the Tahirih Justice Center, a US legal services 
and public policy nonprofit devoted to protecting 
women and girls, conducted the first study designed 
to elicit data on forced marriage within “traditional 
immigrant communities in the United States.” Tahirih, 
working with the Urban Institute, surveyed community-
based and government service providers.46 

Most of the roughly 500 respondents (from 47 states 
and Guam) told Tahirih that their disciplines and 
agencies lacked a definition of forced marriage, and 
that they not been trained to respond to forced or 
underage marriages. Yet they also reported awareness 
of forced marriages among women from 56 different 
countries and many faiths, including Christians.47 

Despite the lack of professional training or attention to 
the problem, the 500 respondents shared knowledge 
of roughly 3,000 cases of forced marriage among 
clients they had served in just the two years from April 
2009 to April 2011. Two-thirds of respondents said 
they believed that additional cases of forced marriage 
remained unidentified among the populations they 
served – suggesting a potentially large number of 
“hidden victims.”48

Even more disheartening, many respondents said they 
didn’t know what follow-up questions to ask or what 
services they could offer. Young women don’t want to 
accept help, several said, because they don’t want to 
“get their parents in trouble” with authorities including 
immigration officials, or they worry that younger 
sisters will be sent back to their country of origin.49 

Tahirih found that employees of government agencies 
(by their own account) were the least informed about 
child marriage, and knew the least about how to 

respond to the problem when they stumbled onto it. 
The survey corroborated my suspicion that teachers 
don’t regard child marriage as a form of child abuse, 
and further showed that child welfare workers don’t 
either.50  Julia Alanen, director of the Global Justice 
Initiative’s Forced Marriage Prevention Initiative in 
Washington, DC, reports that many child protection 
agencies refuse to treat child marriage as a child 
protection issue. After interviewing parents, the 
agencies usually return girls to their homes because 
they don’t believe the girl is at imminent risk of harm, 
even when the girl herself has sought help to avoid 
being forced to marry. Domestic violence shelters, 
similarly, are unequipped to help unaccompanied 
minors, and in some instances are barred by law from 
doing so. Parents who have been interviewed by child 
protection workers often remove the girls from school 
and marry them off immediately.51 

By failing to treat child marriage as child abuse,  
state agencies expose girls to nonconsensual, 
underage sexual relations, and allow parents to 
undermine the girl’s ability to exercise autonomy upon 
reaching adulthood. When agencies minimize these 
risks, they expose children to the risk of physical harm 
at the hands of their parents. Moreover, this pattern 
discourages other children from seeking help.

International opinion is sharply divided over the 
wisdom of criminalizing forced marriage of minors 
instead of treating it as a civil offense. Criminalization 
– the approach used in Germany and Denmark – 
sends a message that society views the conduct as a 
serious offense. On the other hand, some argue that 
criminalization will lead participants (including the 
children) to become even more secretive because they 
fear deportation or responsibility for the jailing of a 
parent and the possible breakup of their family, with 
siblings scattered into out-of-home care. Some studies, 
however, suggest this fear may be exaggerated.52 

In the US, eight states, the District of Columbia, and 
the Virgin Islands had criminal statutes in place that 
addressed child or forced marriage as of 2013. One 
analysis found that some of those laws are inapplicable 
to child marriages. The authors did not find a single 
instance in which one of these statutes was used to 
prosecute a person responsible for a forced marriage – 
either of a child or an adult.53 

Global Travel and Transnational Child Marriage 
The failure of the US to protect its residents from 
forced marriage abroad exemplifies the limitations  
of diplomatic efforts to enforce international norms. 
The State Department considers all child marriage  
a violation of human rights and a form of child abuse, 
because once married the child “will presumably  
be subjected to nonconsensual sex,” but a huge 

disparity exists between how the Department frames 
the issue and the protocol it follows.54  The State 
Department has a woefully inadequate approach –  
so bad that Alanen calls it “absurd,” which is hardly  
an exaggeration.55 

If minors in the United States reach out to the State 
Department, as its website advises them to, the 
Department’s protocols instruct employees to give 
them the following advice: “Travel as planned, and 
either hope he or she is mistaken, or that he or she  
can convince the parents or even the prospective 
bride/groom that the marriage should not take place.” 
The protocol continues without a trace of irony, “These 
are both potentially very high-risk suppositions.” The 
remaining options the Department offers: “Accede 
to his or her parents’ demands, and consent to the 
marriage,” or “Do not make the trip…” and try to find “ 
a safe haven in the United States.” 56 

Since protective services are unresponsive and shelter 
space unavailable, the only remaining option might 
be to run away from home, an almost inconceivable 
option for the secluded girls who are most likely 
to need help, and one that we know places minors 
at extremely high risk of exploitation at the hands 
of strangers. If police find these runaways, law 
enforcement too will return them to their parents.

Once US residents or citizens leave the country, US 
consulates distinguish between those who are already 
married and those who have not yet married but are 
at risk of being forced to marry. The consulates don’t 
offer much assistance in either case.

If the marriage is illegal in the country where it has 
taken place, the consular officials will contact local 
authorities, but they warn the child that if they do so, 
he or she may “have to file criminal charges against 
his or her spouse, parents, or others, and this could 
prolong his or her stay in country.” The protocol tells 
consular officers to ask the minor if anyone in the US 
would be willing to pay for their ticket home or help 
them once they return to the US. The only practical 
help appears to be a willingness to issue a replacement 
passport if needed (married minors are emancipated 
and do not need a parental signature for a passport 
application) and perhaps an emergency loan to cover 
transportation home. The protocol notes that in some 
countries a spouse’s signature may be needed to 
obtain a required exit visa, in which case “the situation 
obviously becomes more complex.” 57 

Instructions respecting minors abroad who fear they 
are about to be married are even less helpful. The 
protocol states, “The legal status of a child in these 
circumstances is not clear.”58  If parents have seized 
the child’s documents, their signature might be 

needed to replace a passport or to obtain an exit visa.

Further research is needed to examine whether other 
countries have a better approach to extricating their 
residents from nations that facilitate child marriages. 
An international agreement enabling the country 
whose passport the child carries to remove the child 
from a jurisdiction where he or she is at risk of forced 
marriage might be helpful, but it is doubtful that 
countries that don’t cooperate on exit visas today 
would sign such an agreement.

The United States could also improve its record on 
forced marriage of girls within its borders. Statutory 
change and invigorated enforcement are needed with 
respect to child protection, regulation of the minimum 
age for marriage, and responses to marriages of US 
citizens and residents performed in other countries. 
Girls outside of traditionalist immigrant communities 
may also be at risk. Child welfare agencies in the US 
have proved reluctant to intervene on behalf of child 
“brides” in polygamist communities such as those 
found among Fundamentalist Latter-day Saints 
(“FLDS,” distinct from the Latter-day Saints, popularly 
known as Mormons) and assorted domestic cults. The 
most recent dramatic example involved the Yearning 
for Zion Ranch in Texas, an FLDS community in which 
“there was no age too young to be married.”59

In the US, each state establishes its own requirements 
for entering marriage, including minimum ages. 
Although every state complies with international 
norms by setting 18 as the minimum age for marriage, 
the vast majority of states allow girls (and boys) to 
marry at age 16 with parental consent. A handful 
of states let children marry at an even younger age 
with parental consent, and some also require judicial 
approval of such marriages.60 

Conclusion 
Whether in developing or advanced nations, a few 
principles should guide legal responses to child 
marriage. Statutes should be amended where needed 
to ensure that marriage before the age of 18 is illegal 
(with a possible exception for pregnant girls, beyond 
the scope of this essay). Governments should enforce 
existing laws. To facilitate enforcement, universal 
registration of births and marriages should be 
instituted in developing nations where they are not 
already in place. International pressure should be 
brought to bear on countries that threaten to remove 
existing obstacles to child marriage, such as Iraq, 
which is considering legalizing marriage for Shia girls 
as young as nine.61 

Legal change won’t be enough. Multidisciplinary efforts 
to generate attitudinal change are needed. Beyond 
the pilot projects discussed above, schools and health 
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clinics should inform young people that they  
have a right to refuse to marry, and should 
connect children under duress to marry to legal 
and other support services. Concerted efforts 
to eliminate child marriage will not only benefit 
the individuals who delay marriage, but also their 
societies, their children, and generations to come.

It Takes a Child:  
Reflections from  
John Chrysostom  
on Raising a Child
by: Vigen Guroian, Ph.D.

When Hilary Rodham Clinton published It Takes 
a Village: And Other Lessons Children Teach Us in 
1996, some objected that it takes not a village but 
rather a family to raise a child. In the same year,  
in his acceptance speech at the Republican National 
Convention, Bob Dole said, “… With all due respect,  
… it does not take a village to raise a child. It takes  
a family to raise a child.” I will return to this in  
a moment.

Many municipalities in America are described as 
villages, yet people living in African villages, from 
whence Clinton drew her proverbial title, would  
not recognize them as such. A traditional village  
integrates family, religion, and community.  
My grandparents and great-grandparents left  
such villages in Eastern Turkey at the beginning  
of the twentieth century when they fled from  
genocide. They found no such “village” in the  
America to which they escaped. The traditional  
village is more gemeinschaft than gesellschaft  
(more “community” than “society”). It would not  
occur to someone in a traditional village to say,  
“We need to create a community for the child.”

The New Orthodoxy 
One suspects it is the nuclear family that Bob Dole  
was thinking of when he insisted, “It takes a family 
to raise a child.” Yet for my Armenian grandparents 
and great-grandparents this was not the case. Family 
included not just parents and children, but also 
grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins living in 
proximity.Senator Dole had a point, but his language 
presumed a norm that was already being lost. For 
many in our society whose lives include experiences 
of divorce, remarriage, or regular cohabitation with 
persons who are neither kin nor spouse, customary 
meanings of marriage and family have exploded. 
Today, a new “orthodoxy” claims there never was 
such a cultural norm. Diversity is celebrated and it is 
proposed that the meanings for parent and family are 
multivalent. It could be argued that a culture lacking 
clear images of fundamental human relationships is 
simply decadent and ought not ensconce as normal  
or herald as new its muddled state. Orthodox 
theologian Olivier Clément has written that:

In its decadent phase (using the term with no 
pejorative intent), a culture becomes accessible 
… in a way that simultaneously enfeebles and 
enriches it, … when it spreads beyond its traditional 
organic community. This accessibility and openness 
are accompanied by a certain predilection for 
the unknown, what Spengler called ‘secondary 
religiosity’ which in the end does not satisfy the 
human spirit.1 

Clément judges that when Christianity burst on the 
scene, the ancient Greco-Roman world was in just 
such a decadent phase.

Lessons from John Chrysostom  
Living in that world, John Chrysostom, Bishop of 
Antioch and later of Constantinople, opened his heart 
to the struggle of parents to raise their children in 
a society so very much at odds with the Christian 
faith and teachings of the church. Although the 
circumstances that challenge the health and wellbeing 
of children and the family have changed, there are 
lessons we might learn not restricted to his time.

The child is at 
the heart of 
Chrysostom’s 
vision of family, 
community, and 
– ultimately – the 
kingdom of God.  
In contrast to  
St. Augustine, his 
contemporary in 
the Latin West, 
Chrysostom 
does not hold 
to a doctrine of 
original sin that 
claims all human 
beings inherit from 
Adam both sin and 
the guilt for it. In 
Chrysostom’s view, 

infants and small children are innocents, though they 
soon and inevitably become habituated to the sin 
that has been pervasive in human society since the 
Fall. Chrysostom believed that sin does not degrade 
the essential image of God in the human being, but 
that the image loses its luster. The likeness to God (or 
capacity to grow in divine similitude) is weakened and 
humankind is predisposed to a regression wherein the 
imago Dei becomes tarnished and communion with  
God breaks off.

For Chrysostom, certain attributes or faculties of 
human nature, such as reason or freedom, do not 
alone define the imago Dei. Reason and freedom have 
a purpose, a telos. This telos, or goal, is communion 
with God and one’s fellow humanity. God has instilled 
in human beings a natural bond between parents and 
their offspring, which God also intends for the use 
of strengthening the basis for communion beyond 
the primary family unit. Therefore, the high duty and 
obligation of the office of parent is to restore the image 
of God in children to the luster that belonged to the 
first Adam – a possibility reestablished by the “second 
Adam,” Jesus Christ, Son of God, who is the very  
image of the Father.

Children as Statues of God 
In what may well be the first Christian tract on the 
religious education of children, An Address on Vainglory 
and the Right Way for Parents to Bring Up Their Children, 
Chrysostom elaborates about how parents can build 
up the character of their children into godliness 
(or godlikeness). He returns to one of his favorite 
metaphors, that of the human being as a statue (and 
image) of God. He addresses parents this way:

To each of you fathers and mothers, I say, just as  
we see artists fashioning their paintings and statues 
with great precision, so we must care for these 
wondrous statues of ours. Painters when they have 
set the canvas on the easel paint it day by day to 
accomplish their purpose. Sculptors, too, working  
in marble, proceed in a similar manner: they remove 
what is superfluous and add what is lacking. Even so 
must you proceed. Like the creation of the statues, 
so you give all your leisure to fashioning these 
wondrous statues of God.2 

Chrysostom attributes to children full human status  
(the image of God), but he also reminds parents and 
adults that much remains for their perfection, their 
increase in likeness to the God who is a communion  
of being. Such “wondrous statues” have not been  
made to stand alone, he reminds, but rather to belong  
to a great and ever increasing company bound 
together by love. Chrysostom speaks to our time when 
he urges the church to cultivate strenuously a vision 
of family that is not private but diaconal in the Greek 
sense of the word, meaning service to others and in 
community with others.

A Virtual Religion of Ontological Individualism 
Social scientists inform us that for a vast and 
growing number of Americans, the family has lost its 
public outlook and meaning. The family is redefined 
as a haven for private living, consumption, and 
recreational activities. Personal sacrifice for children 
and community no longer is held up as duty or high 
value. A virtual religion of what sociologist Robert 
Bellah has called ontological individualism takes hold 
of the imagination.3  This is a belief that the individual 
is primary and the individual’s claims to success and 
happiness take precedence over community, even the 
marital bond. Even the most primary forms of human 
association are assumed to be derivative or artificial; 
only the individual is “real.”

Chrysostom is of a radically different mind. His 
Christianity is grounded in a Trinitarianism that  
regards persons in communion as the fundamental 
reality. In this life, sinful egoism obstructs this 
communion and leads to the degradation of not just 
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the self but also all others with whom the self is in 
relation. The first responsibility of parents, therefore,  
is to teach their children “to be good, to be gentle, to  
be generous, to love their fellow men, … to educate 
[their] children … in godliness, … and reveal the image 
of God within them.”4

Communion With Others
The imago Dei is relational. It cannot exist in isolation. 
It exists only in communion with others. In a homily 
on St. Paul’s Letter to the Colossians, Chrysostom 
declares, “How is marriage a mystery? The two have 
become one. This is not an empty symbol. They have 
not become the image of anything on earth, but of God 
Himself.” Chrysostom believed that a godly nurturing 
of children prepares them to become good citizens – 
not just of the earthly commonwealth, but also of the 
kingdom of God.

Against the commercialism and hedonism of late 
antiquity, Chrysostom also preached a “worldly” 
Christian asceticism for both rich and poor. His 
message was as radical then as it is today:

If a child learns a trade, or is highly educated for a 
lucrative profession, all is nothing compared to the 
art of detachment from riches; if you want to make 
your child rich teach him this. He is truly rich who 
does not desire great possessions, or surrounds 
himself with wealth, but who requires nothing…  
Don’t worry about giving him an influential reputation 
… but ponder deeply how to teach him to think lightly 
of his life’s passing glories, thus he will become truly 
renowned and glorious… Don’t strive to make him 
a clever orator, but teach him to love true wisdom. 
He will suffer if he lacks clever words, but if he lacks 
wisdom, all the rhetoric in the world can’t help him.  
A pattern of life is needed.5 

For Chrysostom, a “pattern of life” is comprised of 
persons who habitually and deliberately assist one 
another to fulfill roles and purposes that transcend 
self. Likewise, parenthood is not a subjectively defined 
role that the self assigns to itself. Parenthood is an 
office belonging to this concert of goals and activities, 
which God assigns for the transcendent purposes  
of his kingdom.

The Office of Parenthood 
As I argued in my essay for the first edition of 
our journal, the offices of parent and child are 
complementary. Trust, humility, and obedience  
belong to the office of child, whereas presence, 
authority, and loving care belong to the office of  
parent. In his day, Chrysostom opposed individualistic  
and contractual understandings of marriage and family 
that look remarkably like views prevalent today.  
He regards parenthood as a heroic vocation of 

unselfish contribution to a divine peoplehood.  
Family includes children; responsibility for community 
is not reserved just for adults. Such responsibility  
is incumbent upon parents and children alike.

Chrysostom may compare children to statues for 
instructive purposes, but he also regards children 
as responsible actors. Indeed, for Chrysostom, 
the question at the heart of human community is 
not whether it takes a family or a village to raise a 
child, but rather that for the family and “village” to 
flourish we must raise children who responsibly fill 
their office of child. He teaches us that if we do not 
come to recognize – to “see” – the child in his or her 
office and prepare the child to occupy and fulfill the 
responsibilities of that office, we will have no clear 
comprehension of a family or a “village.”
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Undernutrition and the 
Survival and Wellbeing  
of Young Children:  
The Challenge is Urgent 
but Solutions Exist
by: Richard Skolnik, M.P.A.*

Shireen was a one-year-old from Dhaka, Bangladesh. 
She weighed only 1,800 grams at birth (four pounds), 
significantly below the 2,500 grams (5.5 pounds) 
considered to be “low birthweight.” In addition, 
after she finished exclusively breastfeeding, her 
family lacked the income needed to provide her with 
sufficient protein and energy. Moreover, Shireen was  
ill repeatedly with respiratory infections and diarrhea 
and was now hospitalized with pneumonia. Despite  
the best efforts of the hospital, Shireen died after  
two days there.1,2

Sarah is an 18-month-old child who lives in rural 
Kenya. Sarah’s mother did not know that she should 
exclusively breastfeed her daughter for six months. 
Thus, along with breast milk, she regularly gave  
Sarah sugary water and other food when Sarah was  
an infant. In addition, only a few foods are available in 
the local market and Sarah’s family has not been able 
to feed Sarah a diverse diet. Sarah is about 60 percent  
of the normal weight for a child her age. She is only 20 
percent of the normal height for children her age.  
If Sarah does not get better nutrition 
soon, she will be permanently 
stunted physically and may 
also suffer permanent cognitive 
impairment.

Rafael is an eight-year-old living  
in the Ecuadorian highlands. Iron-
deficiency anemia affects almost 
one in three people from these areas. 
However, a micronutrient fortification 
program has helped Rafael to 
have an adequate iron intake. This 
program is based on the fortification 
of wheat flour, which is a staple of 
the diet of the highland people. Rafael 
has not suffered from anemia. Rather, 
he has been healthy and energetic 
enough to attend school regularly and 
do his best while there. 

Maria is from a poor family that lives in a small town 
in northern Brazil. In the past, many of the poor 
children in this area were poorly nourished, chronically 
underweight, and stunted. Especially in the last 
two decades, however, the government of Brazil 
has implemented a series of programs to improve 
childhood nutrition and related physical and cognitive 
growth. Poor families have received cash supplements 
for ensuring, for example, that their children got well-
baby checkups and preventive health services such as 
vaccines. In addition, Brazil has enhanced its programs 
for food and micronutrient supplementation for  
young children.3,4

The Importance of Nutrition to Child Health 
The children in the vignettes above are not “real.”  
Their stories, however, are real and affect millions  
of children in the world daily. 

In fact, nutritional status is an exceptionally important 
determinant of the life prospects of young children. 
It has been estimated, for example, that all forms of 
undernutrition were associated with 45 percent of  
the almost 6.8 million under-five child deaths in 2011.5  
As shown in the table below, the most important 
nutrition-related risk factors for young child death  
are childhood underweight; suboptimal breastfeeding; 
and deficiencies in vitamin A, zinc, and iron.6  Such 
nutritional risks are especially important in South  
Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, among indigenous 
communities in Central and Latin America, and among 
pockets of the poor and marginalized throughout  
low- and middle-income countries. 
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Global Sub-Saharan Africa South Asia

1. Childhood underweight 1. Childhood underweight 1. Childhood underweight

2. Household air pollution 2. Household air pollution 2. Household air pollution

3. Vitamin A deficiency 3. Vitamin A deficiency 3. Zinc deficiency

4. Zinc deficiency 4. Zinc deficiency 4. Vitamin A deficiency

5. Sanitation 5. Sanitation 5. Ambient particulate matter 
pollution

6. Ambient particulate  
    matter pollution

6. Unimproved water 6. Sanitation

7. Smoking 7. Ambient particulate  
   matter pollution

7. Suboptimal breastfeeding

8. Suboptimal breastfeeding 8. Suboptimal breastfeeding 8. Smoking

9. Unimproved water 9. Smoking 9. Unimproved water

10. Iron deficiency 10. Iron deficiency 10. Iron deficiency

Table 1: Top 10 Risk Factors for Young Child Death, 20107

Given the importance of nutrition to child wellbeing, it important to understand the nutritional state of the  
world’s young children, the factors that determine their nutritional status, and how these needs might be 
addressed as rapidly as possible and at least cost. 

Undernutrition 
Despite some progress, the nutritional status of the world’s under-five children is abominable by any of the 
common measures that are used to gauge it: birthweight, weight-for-age, weight-for-height, and height-for-age.

Low birthweight Birthweight less than 2,500 grams (5.5. pounds).

Micronutrient
Essential vitamins and minerals required in small quantities.  
These include vitamin A, zinc, iron, and iodine.

Stunting
Failure to reach linear growth potential because of inadequate  
nutrition or poor health. Stunting is defined as height-for-age  
two z-scores or more below the international reference.

Wasting
Low weight for height; two z-scores or more below the international  
reference. This is a measure of acute undernutrition, contrasted with  
stunting, a measure of chronic undernutrition.

Underweight
Low weight-for-age; that is, two z-scores below the international  
reference for weight-for-age. It implies stunting or wasting and is  
an indicator of undernutrition.

Table 2: Key Terms and Definitions8,9

Birthweight is a powerful indicator of whether the child 
will thrive or not; we want all children to be born above 
2,500 grams (5.5 pounds). Yet, it has been estimated 
that 27 percent of all the babies born in low- and 
middle-income countries are small for their gestational 
age.10 We also want all children to have a “healthy 
weight” for their age. Yet, almost 17 percent of children 
under five globally are underweight for their age.11 We 
want all children to have an appropriate weight for their 
height. Yet, eight percent are wasted, sometimes a 
consequence of rapid-onset external circumstances.12 
In addition, height-for-age is an important indicator of 

how children are growing, both physically and mentally. 
Yet, 26 percent of children globally are stunted, 
including about 36 percent of children in Oceania and 
sub-Saharan Africa. 

In addition, many children in low- and middle-income 
countries suffer from significant deficiencies in key 
vitamins and minerals, known as “micronutrients.” The 
most important of these, in terms of their impact on 
healthy child growth and development, are vitamin A, 
zinc, iron, and iodine. It is estimated that:
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•	About 18 percent of children globally suffer  
from iron deficiency anemia;

•	About 17 percent of all people globally are  
deficient in zinc; and

•	About one percent of children suffer from  
night blindness due to a lack of vitamin A,  
but roughly one-third of all children suffer  
from subclinical vitamin A deficiency.13 

It has also been estimated that about 20 million 
children a year are born with cognitive impairment  
due to iodine deficiency and that about one-third of  
all school-age children are deficient in iodine.14 

We also need to remember that the above numbers  
are averages. Among the groups that are the least  
well nourished the rates of nutritional deficits can be 
far higher than these averages.

Those who are not familiar with the nutrition field 
might think that children are “normally” much smaller 
in some settings than others. If they visit the highlands 
of South America, or meet indigenous people from 
Central America or the Andes, they may be shocked 
by how short many people are and they often believe 
this is simply genetic. It is not. Rather, if mothers were 
healthy and well nourished at birth, children were 
breastfed exclusively for six months and then fed a 
diverse and healthy diet, and children were kept freer 
from infection, they would be of similar stature across 
populations. In fact, the World Health Organization has 
established global standards against which the growth  
of children is measured.15  We must get as many children 
as possible up to those standards.

The Consequences of Undernutrition and 
Micronutrient Deficiency 
The consequences of undernutrition and micronutrient 
deficiencies can be severe and irreversible.16  Children 
who are chronically undernourished, for example, are 
likely to be stunted or “much too short for their age.” 
Generally, however, it is not just their body that is 
stunted. Chronic undernutrition also limits cognitive 
development. Until recently, it was thought that both 
physical and cognitive stunting that occurred by two 
years of age were irreversible. Evidence is emerging, 
however, that young children whose nutritional status 
improves after their second year may overcome some 
of these cognitive deficits.17 This highlights both the 
importance of focusing on the child under two, but 
also continuing to pay careful attention to children’s 
nutritional needs after two years of age, especially 
those of children at risk.

Most of us learned in school that a lack of iron  
can make one anemic and a lack of iodine can 
give you goiter and reduce your mental capacities. 
We also learned that vitamin A was important for 
good vision. However, most of us did not learn 
how important vitamin A and zinc are to general 
immunity. To a large extent, the young child deaths 
that are attributed to undernutrition often stem from 
suboptimal breastfeeding in their first six months, 
chronic undernutrition, and the lack of vitamin A 
and zinc. To put it simply, if these children were not 
undernourished, they would, among other things, 
get less diarrhea and pneumonia; get sick less from 
malaria, diarrhea, measles, and pneumonia; and about 
three million of the almost seven million children under 
five years of age who die every year would survive.18  

These nutritional deficits have enormous 
consequences on the future prospects of every child. 
Children who are undernourished, for example, are 
less likely to be enrolled in school, to attend school 
regularly, or to perform well in school. These children 
are destined to be less productive in the work force 
and earn less as adults than those who were better 
nourished as children.19,20 

The Determinants of Undernutrition 
The determinants of undernutrition of young children 
are complex. However, UNICEF has a framework that  
can help us understand them. The framework focuses on:
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Why Are So Many Children in India Stunted?

Introduction
India has one of the highest rates of undernutrition in 
the world. Stunting affects 61 million Indian children or 
48 percent of all Indian children under five years of age. 
India alone accounts for almost one in three stunted 
children worldwide.24  

In recent years, India has enjoyed strong economic 
growth and reduced poverty. Although poverty is a key 
determinant for child undernutrition, India’s economic 
gains have not translated into improved child nutrition.25  
Remarkably, even in India’s richest families, one-third 
of the children are stunted. 26 

Perhaps surprisingly, as well, children born in India  
are more likely to be stunted than children born in  
sub-Saharan Africa, despite the fact that India is 
wealthier and has better development indicators, 
including life expectancy, education, and infant 
mortality.27  This paradox has been called the 
“South Asian enigma.” 

Researchers have sought to explain the South Asian 
enigma for the past two decades. Three potential 
causes of India’s disproportionate stunting include 
the status of women, poor sanitation, and cultural 
preferences for the firstborn son, as discussed below.

The Status of Women 
Vulimiri Ramalingaswami, Urban Jonsson, and Jon 
Rohde suggested in an important report in 1996 that 
the South Asian enigma can be attributed to the low 
status of women in South Asian society. The authors 
argued that the particularly low status of women in 
South Asian society might impede mothers from 
optimally caring for their children. The authors noted 
that, “However much a mother may love her children, 
it is all but impossible for her to provide high-quality 
child care if she herself is poor and oppressed, illiterate 
and uninformed, anemic and unhealthy, has five or six 
other children, lives in a slum or shanty, has neither 
clean water nor safe sanitation, and if she is without 
the necessary support either from health services, or 
from her society, or from the father of her children. We 
are therefore talking as much about care of the mother 
as care by the mother.” 28 

For instance, low birthweight, which is the best 
predictor for undernutrition throughout infancy 
and childhood, affects one-third of Indian babies 
but just one-sixth of sub-Saharan African babies. 
Low birthweight reflects the nutritional status of the 
mother during not just her pregnancy, but also her 
own infancy, childhood, and adolescence. The authors 
therefore argued that the low birthweight of Indian 
babies and the resulting undernutrition of Indian 
children could be at least partially attributed to the  
low status of women in Indian society.29  

Sanitation 
Sanitation in densely populated India is remarkably 
poor. Half of India’s population defecates outdoors, 
compared to just one percent of people in China and 
four percent in Bangladesh.30  In addition, no Indian 
city has a comprehensive system for the disposal of 
human waste and half of Indian households drink from 
contaminated water supplies.31,32  As a result, Indian 
children are frequently exposed to infections and 
disease. This inhibits nutrient absorption, decreases 
appetite, and results in nutrient loss through vomiting 
and diarrhea. Furthermore, precious energy is spent 
on combatting infection, rather than on growth and 
development. 33

Not surprisingly, therefore, commentators on 
undernutrition in India have also suggested for many 
years that there is an important link between poor 
sanitation and undernutrition. Recently, however, 
important research has suggested that the lack of 
clean water, sanitary disposal of human waste, and 
poor hygiene explains most of India’s undernutrition 
because of its links with infection. 34 

Birth Order 
Another new study, however, suggests that the high 
prevalence of stunting in India can be explained by 
the cultural emphasis on the firstborn son. This study 
found that firstborn sons in India are less likely to be 
stunted than firstborn sons in sub-Saharan Africa. It 
also found that the disproportionate stunting of Indian 
children begins only with the second-born child.35 

Moreover, this research indicated that firstborn sons 
often enjoy higher diet quality and better medical care 
than their siblings. It also showed that if the mother is 
pregnant with what might be the eldest son, families 
often shower resources on the care of the mother, such 
as nutritious foods and medical care.36 

Finally, the study also indicated that once the “male 
heir” has been born, parental investments decline for 
each subsequent child. The study concluded that as a 
result of this unequal allocation of resources, girls and 
younger siblings are deprived of the resources needed 
to reach their full growth potential.37  
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•	Causes, such as inadequacy of food consumed 
and infectious disease that inhibits the effective  
absorption of the nutrients in food;

•	Underlying causes, like inadequate access 
o food (household food insecurity), inadequate 
health services, poor water, sanitation and  
hygiene, and inadequate care and self-care  
for women and children; and

•	Basic causes, including inadequate education, 
resources and control, and political and  
economic factors and structures.21  

It is easy to believe that the nutritional status of a  
child is solely dependent on family income and how 
much food the family can buy with that money. 
This notion, however, is not correct. Rather, that 
status depends on a variety of factors, including the 
underlying social and political environment, the health 
of the mother and child, how the family cares for the 
child, and the availability and accessibility of food,  
as UNICEF suggests.

Moreover, the nutritional status of children in many 
countries today is constrained by governments that 
may be controlled by elites, who act mainly in their  
own interest and do not prioritize investing in 
the health and wellbeing of the young and the 
disadvantaged. A government that discriminates 
or allows discrimination against women or minority 
population groups will also harm the nutritional 
status of its children. Constraints to free expression, 
in turn, may adversely affect nutrition, as would poor 
economic policies that fail to help people meet their 
basic human needs. As the Nobel Laureate Amartya 
Sen said, “No famine … has ever taken place in a 
functioning democracy.”22  

Good health of the mother is also critical to the  
health of the child. Birthweight is a key indicator 
of child survival, and unhealthy mothers are much 
more likely than healthy mothers to give birth to low-
birthweight children. It is also important that births  
be attended by skilled birth attendants, preferably in  
a health facility, so that the mother and child can avoid 
birth complications.

Parents also need to know how to care for their child 
appropriately and to put into practice good caring 
behaviors. They should know, among other things, 
how to keep the young child healthy; the importance 
of breastfeeding exclusively for six months; and how 
essential it is to introduce complimentary foods that 
are hygienic, nutrient-rich, and introduced in a timely 
fashion – ideally at six months of age.

Of course, availability of food and access to it are also 
essential. These, in turn depend on food markets and 
food distribution and storage systems that work and 
that encourage dietary diversity. In addition, families 
have to be able to afford to buy healthy foods or have 
access to programs that can assist them in making  
up food deficits.

There is also an important link between infection and 
nutrition. Infection makes it harder for children to 
absorb the food they eat; undernutrition, conversely, 
heightens the risk to children of becoming infected. 
Thus, immunization and access to safe water and 
sanitation are central to ensuring that children can 
be well nourished. It is also important for the health 
system to provide early diagnosis and treatment of 
pneumonia, diarrhea, and malaria, among other key 
burdens of disease for young children.

Moreover, it is essential to understand that the first 
1,000 days of a child’s life, starting from conception, 
are especially important to the eventual nutritional 
status and wellbeing of the child. Those working in 
international nutrition have called this period the 
“window of opportunity.”23  As noted earlier, it is very 
difficult to recover from undernutrition occurring 
during this critical period.

These determinants of nutrition play out in different 
ways in different places and some interesting 
challenges have emerged. India is a particularly 
important example, as discussed on the next page.
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Equity and the Nutritional Status  
of Young Children 
Although income and location status are only two 
among many determinants of health, nutritional status 
of young children still varies largely by location, family 
income, and – in some places – the gender of the child. 
In Latin America and the Caribbean, for example, rural 
children have a rate of stunting more than twice that 
of urban children. In South Asia, the children from the 
poorest 20 percent of families have a rate of stunting 
more than three times as high as the children from the 
richest 20 percent of families.38  

Addressing Nutrition Challenges  
In the long run, economic development will reduce 
undernutrition and preventable child deaths. However, 
getting to that point could take many years and many 
young children will needlessly die in the interim. Thus, 
it is critical to make nutrition central now to every 
development agenda and every agenda for enhancing 
the lives of young children.

Sadly, there have been major challenges to enhancing 
the nutritional status of young children in many low- 
and middle-income countries. First, nutrition is an 
“institutional orphan”; in many countries, no single 
ministry or agency is in charge of nutrition and the 
country is unable to think or act strategically about 
nutrition. As a result, the government frequently fails 
to implement needed direct nutrition interventions. 
They also fail to put in place “nutrition-sensitive” 
interventions, those which “address the underlying 
determinants of undernutrition and improve the 
coverage and effectiveness of nutrition-specific 
interventions.”39  Second, there have been substantial 
gaps in governmental understanding of the centrality 
of nutrition to good child health. Parents may accept 
stunting, for example, as “normal” if they do not know 
or realize that it is not. Third, even countries that have 
engaged in sound nutrition efforts may not yet have 
taken them to the scale needed.

This is all the more regrettable, since there is a 
known set of interventions that are low-cost and 
highly effective in improving the nutritional status 
of young children. Evidence suggests for example, 
that fortification programs can cost as little as three 
to five cents for each person reached.40  In addition, 
a group of international economists have rated the 
benefit-cost ratio of trying to reduce undernutrition 
and micronutrient deficiencies as exceptionally 
high.41  There is also increasing evidence of how such 
interventions can be put in place. 

In fact, UNICEF, WHO, and a nutrition series in The 

Lancet have identified a priority set of direct nutrition 
interventions for young children. These include: 

•	Micronutrient supplementation and enhanced 
nutrition of pregnant and lactating women;

•	Delivery with a skilled attendant;

•	Promotion of early and exclusive breastfeeding  
for six months;

•	Supplementation with vitamin A;

•	Supplementation with zinc during bouts  
of diarrhea; and

•	Safe introduction of complementary foods, 
fortified foods, and a diversified diet, with 
continued breastfeeding.42

Some countries 
or regions of 
countries have made 
substantial progress 
in addressing 
important parts of 
the undernutrition 
agenda. The state of 
Tamil Nadu in India 
used a community-
based growth 
monitoring and 
promotion scheme to 
substantially reduce 
underweight in young 
children.43  Many 
countries have made 
excellent progress in reducing vitamin A deficiency by 
providing vitamin A supplements along with polio and 
other immunizations. Despite its poverty, geographic 
challenges, and weaknesses in governance, Nepal has 
been a leader in reducing vitamin A deficiency. Many 
countries have also made good progress in promoting 
the use of zinc with oral rehydration solution to reduce 
the severity of diarrhea. 

Several countries have also made important progress 
in reducing stunting, underweight, wasting, and low 
birthweight. As mentioned in one of the opening 
vignettes, Brazil, for example, significantly reduced 
child undernutrition through strong political will 
and strategic investment in policies and programs 
to improve access to social services.44  Under-five 
stunting fell from 37.1 percent in 1974 to 7.1 percent in 
2007 and undernutrition among children between one 
and two years of age decreased from 20 percent to 5 
percent. As importantly, Brazil dramatically reduced 
the nutritional gaps between their better-off and less 

well-off children over this period.45  In addition, less 
than two percent of children currently suffer from 
wasting. Bangladesh, Malaysia, Mauritania, Indonesia, 
and Vietnam, have also experienced substantial 
reductions in the prevalence of moderate and severely 
underweight children under five years of age.46  

Peru experienced dramatic improvements in stunting, 
particularly in rural areas, through a policy reform 
integrating nutrition into social protection strategies. 
Linked to this, under-five stunting dropped from 22.9 
percent in 2005 to 17.9 percent in 2010, a 22 percent 
reduction. Notably, reductions in poor rural areas were 
greater than the national average.47 

WHO and UNICEF have well articulated the importance 
of keeping young children healthy in order to enhance 
their nutritional intake through well-baby care, 
immunization, and early diagnosis and treatment 
of the most important health conditions that affect 
children in each locale. 

With the help of the Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, a global 
partnership that seeks to enhance immunization 
coverage, many countries have also made progress 
in reducing vaccine-preventable diseases, although 
there remain large pockets of children who are not 
fully immunized in some countries.48  There has also been 
especially good progress in some countries, such as 
Rwanda, in reducing the toll of malaria on young children.49  

In the coming months, the world will announce a 
comprehensive framework for nutrition that will 
articulate measures that countries can take to carry 
out development in a nutrition-sensitive way that 
enables better availability of food and access to it, 
particularly for the poor, the uneducated, and the 
rural. Some of the most important and value-adding 
suggestions of the framework will probably include: 

•	Strengthening institutional arrangements for 
nutrition within countries,

•	Revising policies that affect food security,

•	Promoting dietary diversity and quality,

•	Providing incentives for healthy dietary choices,

•	Providing community-related social  
protection programs,

•	Building nutrition into programs in multiple 
sectors, and

•	Providing additional money for nutrition.50 

In line with the above approach, an increasing number 
of countries are engaging in multisectoral planning 
for nutrition-related activities. On this front, we are 
learning that some of the most successful large-
scale efforts to date to address undernutrition and its 
underlying determinants have been based on: 

•	An institutional base of importance and authority 
for nutrition, such as in the presidency;

•	Nutrition goals that were articulated at the highest 
levels of government;

•	Strategic plans that were multisectoral and 
included both direct nutrition interventions  
and nutrition-sensitive interventions;

•	Individual agencies working on the principle of 
convergence, or the co-location of direct and 
nutrition-sensitive interventions in the same 
nutritionally vulnerable targeted districts, even as 
each agency had its own discrete set of actions;

•	The provision of incentives, on the supply side, 
to the providers of services to encourage them 
to meet clearly specific impact and outcome 
objectives;

•	The provision of incentives in some settings, as 
well, to the beneficiaries to stimulate demand  
for the programs; and 

•	Advocacy for the programs by civil society.51 

To put it simply, these programs worked on the 
principles of “plan multisectorally, implement 
sectorally, and review multisectorally,” rather than 
trying to carry out a diverse set of actions in a 
“coordinated” manner.52 

Moving Nutrition Forward 
Despite important progress in some countries, we  
still live in a world in which around three million deaths 
a year occur in children under five years of age due 
to nutrition-related causes. This is more than 8,200 
children each day who die of such causes. There are 
children who die of hunger. However, the overwhelming 
majority of children who die of nutrition-related 
causes, as described in this piece, die as a result of 
chronic undernutrition or because of micronutrient 
deficiencies. These predispose them to illness, to more 
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severe illness than would otherwise be the case, and, sometimes, 
to death. This happens, despite well-studied and cost-effective 
ways to address these problems.

Nothing can be more central to the health of young children than 
their nutritional status, starting at conception. Yet, many countries 
fail to realize this or to act on it. Those who care about the health 
of children, especially the world’s most vulnerable children in low- 
and middle-income countries, must take steps to make nutrition 
front and center on the development agenda. Without faster 
progress in reducing childhood undernutrition, there is no chance 
that the world can meet its goals on improving child health and 
education or ensure that children everywhere have an increasing 
chance to reach their full potential and “be all that they can be.”

In many crucial ways, the world is a better place  
for children now than it was just a few decades ago.  
This is due in large part to the efforts of donors, NGOs, 
multilaterals, governments, and individuals who were 
determined to make a difference. One would think that 
the public would be celebrating these unprecedented 
gains while enthusiastically redoubling their support  
of efforts to eliminate child hunger. Instead, almost 
half (47 percent) of Americans believe that more 
spending from the US and other wealthier countries 
will not lead to meaningful progress in improving 
health for people in developing countries.1  Some are 
losing hope that they can make a difference. Why is 
this the case? And what can we do about it?

It has been comforting and liberating for me, over the 
years, to better understand how our nature as humans 
is to often see things from a smaller, more provincial 
frame, and to better understand how our tendency to 
forgetfulness can lead to the wrong conclusions. It is 
liberating because – knowing our natural tendency –  
I am more likely to shift my frame of reference, step 
back, and question whether the world situation is as 
dark, threatening, and disparaging as we sometimes 
are led to believe. For example, teen births and 
pregnancies in the US have plummeted over the past 
two decades, decreasing by 50% between 1991 and 
2010.2  Despite this, a 2013 survey of adults aged 
18 and older by the National Campaign to Prevent  
Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy found that 49%  
of Americans thought the teen pregnancy rate had 

increased over the past two decades and 25% believed 
that it had stayed about the same.3 

This tendency is due in part to what psychologists 
and behavioral economists call the “availability 
heuristic,” which says that when an infrequent event 
can be brought to mind easily and vividly, we often 
overestimate its likelihood.4  Our sensationalistic 24-
hour news cycle does a good job of making troubling 
events both easier to recall and vivid. Hearing about 
two well-publicized murders in the city in which we 
live can make us feel like crime is on the rise, despite 
the fact that good statistics may show a substantial 
decrease in crime. In fact, since 2001, a growing 
percentage of Americans believe that crime is on the 
rise when the rate has actually fallen substantially.5  
Ironically, while television shows like 16 and Pregnant 
can make a problem like teen pregnancy more easy 
to bring to mind (and hence to overestimate), their 
effect on social norms can help decrease the problem. 
In fact, a study by Melissa Kearney and Phillip Levine 
found that 16 and Pregnant “ultimately led to a 5.7 
percent reduction in teen births in the 18 months 
following its introduction” and accounted for “around 
one-third of the overall decline in teen births” over  
that period.6 

In a similar way, seeing pictures of malnourished and 
dying children on television can give the impression 
that these problems are on the rise despite the 
progress we have made. As Chief Program Officer for 
Feed the Children, I imagine that I have contributed 

Finding the Bright Spots
by: Tom Davis, M.P.H.

to that problem in some way, since it is common 
among development organizations to focus mostly 
on the problem – dying and malnourished children, 
women dying in childbirth – as a way to engage with 
people in the Global North and to encourage them 
to take action through advocacy and donating funds 
for development projects. But the truth is that – on 
many fronts – things are better now for children than 
they have ever been in the past. More children are now 
surviving infancy. Despite population growth, over the 
past two decades, the number of child deaths in the 
world has been cut in half. More women are surviving 
childbirth; the proportion of women who die during 
or around childbirth dropped by 45 percent over the 
past 14 years. People also have more income; in 20 
years, we have cut in half the absolute poverty rate, 
the proportion of people living on $1.25/day or less. 
There are also fewer new cases of HIV; the number 
of new HIV infections per 100 adults declined by 44 
percent over about a decade. Yes, there’s still a lot to 
do, particularly in nutrition; nearly one in eight people 
in the world are still chronically malnourished. But we 
need to celebrate these improvements and realize that 
we have realized a lot of gains. Along with some of the 
tragedies we have seen, there are a lot of “bright spots” 
– and more light than darkness.

There are two main problems with our usual tendency 
to “focus on problems” and to underestimate gains 
that I have seen, both at the community level in the 
25 countries in which I have worked and at the donor 
level. I discovered one of those problems during my 
training on Motivational Interviewing (“MI”).7  MI is 
a psychological and behavior promotion approach 
that has been used successfully with some of the 
most intractable problems that individuals face 
(e.g. alcoholism, drug abuse, binge eating). In MI, 
an individual is often assessed early on for how 
important they think it is to overcome the problem 
they are facing, and their degree of perceived self-
efficacy (i.e., how strongly one believes in one’s own 
ability to overcome the problem). However, when both 
importance and self-efficacy are low, the practitioner 
is urged to focus on perceived self-efficacy first. The 
reason for this is that when you feel trapped in a 
situation with little in the way of skills to overcome it, 
it does little good to have someone beating you over 
the head with how important it is that you change your 
behavior. (This is reminiscent of the early findings 
on “learned helplessness” by Martin Seligman.) It 
can create despair and cognitive dissonance: “I must 
change … but I cannot change.”

By using techniques to “roll with [the client’s] 
resistance,” while slowly helping the person to build 

hope and skills for change, practitioners have been 
able to help many people to make astounding changes 
in their lives. I believe that our overemphasis on the 
importance of the problems in the world – rather 
than our ability to change them, and the positive 
changes that are occurring – has led to some learned 
helplessness and despair in the donor community 
(including the American public) and a false worldview 
concerning the impact we are making in improving  
life for children. It is stealing our enthusiasm and 
creating cynicism.

A focus on problems also can lead us to develop a 
worldview that increasingly leads to our ignoring 
information which conflicts with our beliefs through 
“confirmation bias,” where we search for and interpret 
information in a way that confirms our existing beliefs 
or hypotheses. If we believe that the world is getting 
worse for children, it becomes harder to believe the 
success stories and breakthroughs and we run the 
risk of selectively looking for – and exclusively talking 
about – the existing challenges and tragedies. But is 
it possible that this focus has led to the sad situation 
where the only option on which Americans can agree 
for cutting government spending (of 19 options 
presented by pollsters in a 2013 poll8 ) is foreign aid? 
If it appears that the world is a darker and darker place 
despite the billions spent, why would they want to sink 
more money into foreign aid? The fact that the average 
American believes that 25 percent of the US federal 
budget goes to foreign aid, despite it being less than 
one percent, makes it even more clear that we have 
failed in telling the story of foreign aid in a way that 
motivates people to further engagement. 

Another downside of focusing on problems is 
that it can lead to an ignorance of the coping 
mechanisms that many people – and organizations 
and governments – already have in place that can 
to be brought to scale to fight poverty. According to 
UNICEF’s State of the World’s Children, 35 percent 
of Sudanese children were moderately or severely 
stunted between 2008 and 2012. This is tragic … but 
what about the other 65 percent? Given the economic 
and health conditions there, how is it possible that 
parents of 65 percent of the children – many of them 
still desperately poor – have children that are growing 
normally? These are the types of questions that we 
need to be asking and researching more often.

Many people are under the impression that ideas, 
interventions, programs, and coping mechanisms 
that are effective will naturally spread, and those that 
are not effective will naturally die out as more and 
more people notice the good or the bad outcomes 
associated with a program or an intervention.  
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This is not always the case. Sometimes word of mouth 
or anecdotal evidence from individual successes 
can paint an image that does not hold true in the 
aggregate. Timothy Wilson, a professor at the 
University of Virginia, details several examples of  
this in his book Redirect. One is the Drug Abuse 
Resistance Education (“DARE”) program. DARE is a 
school-based program that reaches 36 million children 
worldwide in 43 countries. Its purpose is to combat  
the use of alcohol, drugs, and tobacco and it has 
rapidly spread across several countries. The problem  
is that it does not work. For example, in 1992, 
researchers at Indiana University found that those 
who completed DARE subsequently had significantly 
higher rates of hallucinogenic drug use than those 
not exposed to the program. A 1998 study by the 
University of Maryland, funded by the National 
Institute for Justice, concluded, “DARE does not work 
to reduce substance use.”9  A ten-year study by the 
American Psychological Association released in 2006 
involving one thousand DARE graduates found “no 
measurable effects” of the program.

Another example is the Scared Straight program 
where kids who are at risk (e.g. arrested once for a 
petty crime) visit jails where prisoners tell them how 
hard jail life is, yell at them, and generally scare them 
about prison. Randomized studies of Scared Straight 
programs found that – not only do they not reduce the 
likelihood that kids will commit crimes – they actually 
increase criminal activity in children who go through 
the program. This was the same finding in every single 
study – the increase ranged from one percent to 30 
percent, with an average of 13 percent more crime. 
Despite these findings, it is easy enough to find people 
who will give excellent individual testimonials as to  
how the program helped them, or helped the children 
in their community.

So if we cannot rely on positive anecdotes on 
programs and not every organization or community 
has the resources to conduct their own highly rigorous 
research, what tools are available to draw out what 
actually works to help children grow and thrive 
given a particular place or situation? It can be useful 
to think about approaches and tools for two main 
purposes: (1) finding out which practices/behaviors 
(of parents in particular, but also of health workers and 
governments) lead to better survival and development 
of children; and (2) finding out why some people adopt 
those behaviors/practices while others do not (be  
they parents or policy makers – but we will focus  
on parents).

We have a rich body of scientific evidence about 
interventions to promote practices that parents can 

adopt to improve child health and nutritional status 
in general. However, many of the interventions result 
in improved outcomes in some communities, but 
not in others. By using formative research to better 
understand the people who they wish to serve, 
organizations and governments can create programs 
that are specific to the needs of local populations, 
help ensure that programs are feasible and acceptable 
to community members, and improve relationships 
between organizations, government agencies,  
and communities.

Formative research can also help practitioners 
identify priority practices to promote, since there are 
only so many hours in a day, and it is often difficult 
to find the “contact time” with parents needed to 
make changes happen in all of the behaviors that we 
know may improve child growth and health. It can 
help development workers to prioritize, and focus on 
promoting those behaviors that can make the largest 
difference in child growth in a given setting rather 
than taking a “shotgun approach” that targets a long 
list of factors that agencies think are important. One 
formative research methodology that has been shown 
to be very helpful is the Positive Deviance approach 10  
that focuses on reducing malnutrition, now responsible 
for 45 percent of all child deaths.11  Interventions 
that use a Positive Deviance approach identify the 
successful practices and strategies that low-income 
parents with normally developing children are using 
and then work to scale up those successful behaviors. 
A key tool in that approach is a formative research 
tool called the Positive Deviance Inquiry (“PDI”). The 
PDI is basically a case-control type survey where the 
practices of low-income parents of children one to five 
years of age with a good weight-for-age are compared 
to the practices of low-income parents of children 
one to five years with a poor weight-for-age – those 
that are malnourished – in order to identify behaviors 
which are most highly associated with proper  
child growth.

Some programs have done this inquiry in a simpler and 
more participatory way, using local mothers to carry 
out the inquiry, often without written questionnaires. 
With this approach, local women are taught to talk with 
the mothers of children with good nutritional status, 
asking them questions to discover how they care for 
their children in three main areas: food and feeding 
practices, health-seeking practices and home care of 
sick children, and affection and caring for the child. 
This type of inquiry is good at getting mothers engaged 
with the process and connected to the “positive 
deviant” mothers from whom they can learn. The 
findings are used to prioritize the practices that will 

be promoted with mothers of malnourished children 
who come together for a ten-day rehabilitation process 
based in mothers’ homes (around the family “hearth”). 
This is the standard PDI used in the highly successful 
Positive Deviant/Hearth Nutritional Rehabilitation model.

Another more rigorous form of PDI was developed 
by practitioners who currently work with Feed the 
Children (Phil Moses and myself, during our work 
with Food for the Hungry), and is called the Local 
Determinants of Malnutrition (“LDM”) Study. The  
LDM Study uses individual interviews conducted by 
trained project staff and a spreadsheet or statistical 
software to identify statistically significant differences 
between the key practices of the two groups – mothers 
of children who are growing well and mothers of children 
who are not. This type of inquiry can identify smaller 
differences in parent practices that may be harder to 
identify in traditional PD/Hearth programs. The LDM 
Study also includes questions about potential causes 
of malnutrition that may be found in some project 
areas, but not others, such as alcoholism among 
family members, depression in the mother, maternal 
diet during breastfeeding, and intake of specific 
nutrients by the child (e.g., magnesium, potassium, 
and phosphorus). Results of the study are then used 
to decide which practices should be promoted at the 
household level, and which environmental factors 
the project should try to change to bring about 
improvements in nutritional status.

Both the PDI and the LDM studies can be conducted 
rapidly (within one to two weeks), and both have been 
successful in identifying local practices of parents that 
can make a big difference in their children’s growth 
and survival. For example, using the traditional PDI 
that is part of a PD/Hearth Nutritional Rehabilitation 
program, Save the Children (“SC”) project staff 
and participants in Vietnam found that low-income 
mothers who had children that were growing well took 
advantage of tiny shrimps, crabs or snails, and greens 
that grew abundantly in the rice paddies that other 
mothers did not consider a food source appropriate 
for a child. SC brought an estimated 50,000 children 
out of malnutrition between 1991 and 1999 in Vietnam 
using this approach. More importantly, years after 
the project, the younger siblings of these children – 
many of who were not yet born at the time that the 
nutrition program was implemented – were also better 
nourished. The proportion of children in the program 
who were severely malnourished decreased by 74 
percent, from 23 percent to 6 percent (p<0.001).

LDM Studies have now been completed in at least 
seven countries (most by Food for the Hungry). Those 
studies were successful in identifying differences in 

care provided by parents. Here are some examples  
of some of the practices (behaviors) and conditions 
that were found by Food for the Hungry to be associated 
with good child growth using the LDM Study:

•	 In a 2013 South Sudan LDM study, the average 
depression score of mothers was better amongst 
mothers of positive deviant (“PD,” in this case 
meaning properly growing) children when 
compared to mothers of children who were not 
growing well (OR=1.1852, p=0.009) even after 
controlling for the child’s age, mother’s age, 
and marital status.12  We are just beginning to 
see the importance of maternal depression in 
child growth. A meta-analysis by Pamela Surkan 
published recently indicated that elimination 
of maternal depression could possibly reduce 
child malnutrition by 23-29 percent.13  An earlier 
randomized controlled trial in Uganda proved  
that depression could be dramatically reduced  
in four months through a simple community- 
level intervention called Interpersonal Therapy  
for Groups. 14

•	 In a Mozambique LDM study, mothers of positive 
deviant children were seven times more likely 
to say that they usually or always completely 
emptied their breasts when breastfeeding their 
child than mothers of malnourished children 
(OR=7.09, p=0.006).15  This is a good example of 
a practice that is easy to adopt, but where 
mothers may be uninformed about its benefits. 
By completely emptying the breast (before 
switching to the other breast to feed), mothers 
are more likely to give their child more of the 
higher-fat and higher-protein hind milk.

•	 In a 2008 Ethiopia LDM study, 35 percent 
of the PD children vs. eight percent of the 
malnourished children defecated in a proper 
spot the last time they defecated (p=0.001).16  
Mothers of PD children in this study also had an 
average hygiene practices index score of 2.61 
vs. 2.06 for mothers of malnourished children 
(p=0.03). (This was also found in LDM studies 
in Burundi and Kenya.) Since that time, it has 
become clear that water, sanitation, and hygiene 
practices (such as defecation in the open) are 
more highly associated with stunting than we 
previously thought, perhaps because of their link 
with a common condition called environmental 
enteropathy.17 

•	 In a Kenya LDM study, mothers of positive deviant 
children were found to be away from their child an 
average of 5.0 hours a day vs. 6.7 hours a day for 
mothers of malnourished children.18 
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•	 In an LDM study conducted in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, mothers of malnourished 
children were 4.5 times more likely to have 
introduced semi-solid/mashed foods late (at  
nine months of age or after) as compared to 
mothers of positive deviant children.19 

One striking finding that can be seen looking across 
these studies is that many of the associations found  
in one project location and country were quite different 
from those found in another project location and 
country. Practitioners could just try to promote the 
dozens of helpful behaviors everywhere that children 
are malnourished. But given time and resource 
constraints, it makes a lot more sense for practitioners 
to not rely on a “shotgun approach” and instead do 
these sorts of rapid studies in each project location  
in order to identify priority behaviors that can make 
the most difference.

As I have used these methods to identify key positive 
deviant behaviors, another advantage emerged: they 
bring hope. They help both project staff and local 
people to better understand that there are things that 
parents can do now with their current resources to lower 
child malnutrition and the child deaths associated 
with malnutrition. They remind community members 
of their current strengths and resilience, and that 
any parent can be heroic and help their children to 
survive and thrive despite their impoverished situation 
and all of the challenges of living where they live. 
Notwithstanding these positive results and replications 
in other settings, there are – to my knowledge – no 
national Ministries of Health aside from Vietnam’s and 
Burundi’s that have adopted the PD/Hearth model or 
the use of Local Determinant of Malnutrition Studies 
(or other PDIs) as a standard methodology to combat 
malnutrition nationally.

Identifying positive deviant, adaptive behaviors 
that parents use that lead to better survival and 
development of children is only half the battle, though. 
It is also important to find out why some people adopt 
those behaviors/practices while others do not. History 
is littered with good ideas and useful technologies 
that had plenty of science behind them, but were 
never adopted by large numbers of people. About half 
of child deaths could be prevented by adoption of a 
relatively small set of practices if parents adopted 
them universally.

For example, 13 percent of all child deaths could 
be averted if mothers followed recommendations 
regarding breastfeeding – immediate, exclusive, and 
continued – and 15 percent of child deaths could be 
averted if all parents used oral rehydration serum 

(“ORS”) at home when a child has diarrhea.20  ORS 
was first used at Bangladesh’s Cholera Research 
Laboratory (now the International Centre for 
Diarrhoeal Disease Research, Bangladesh, “ICDDR,B”) 
35 years ago. The introduction of ORS and the uptake 
of behaviors that can decrease diarrheal deaths 
(e.g. continued breastfeeding and complementary 
foods) led to dramatic declines in infant and child 
deaths worldwide, with 4.6 million diarrheal deaths 
per year prior to 1980 yet only 2.6 million diarrheal 
deaths per year between 1990 and 2000.21  However, 
many countries still do not have particularly high 
ORS adoption rates. Twenty developing countries 
have entirely failed in promoting good diarrhea 
management, with less than 25 percent of infant and 
child diarrhea episodes treated with ORS.22  While 
there are many causes for this failure (including poor 
supply chain management), failure to use adequate 
and appropriate behavior changes methods are 
undoubtedly a big part of the problem.

Identifying the reasons for these failures in promoting 
behavior change requires tools that many practitioners 
still fail to use. Since the barriers and enablers of these 
lifesaving practices can vary from project area to 
project area, easy-to-use tools are needed to identify 
the behavioral determinants of these practices in 
each project area. Two tools for this purpose that 
are gaining popularity amongst community health 
practitioners (especially among US NGOs) are Barrier 
Analysis (“BA”) and Doer/Non-Doer Analysis.23  
Both of these tools have a similar focus on what 
is going right, on a community’s positive assets, 
and – in this case – a focus on the people who have 
already adopted the behavior. A survey is conducted 
of parents (often mothers) who have adopted a 
childcare behavior (e.g. use of ORS, hand washing 
with soap, water purification) and their responses 
are compared to parents who have not adopted the 
behavior in the same geographical area. The questions 
focus on 12 important behavioral determinants that 
often influence behavior (e.g. perceived self-efficacy, 
perceived social norms, perceived positive and 
negative consequences). The results of this rapid 
study can then be used to adapt project messages and 
curricula to focus on the key behavioral determinants 
that are found.

As practitioners have used Barrier Analysis, in addition 
to increased uptake of important behaviors, another 
advantage has emerged: it can humanize us and help 
us to see things from community members’ points of 
view. In a Catholic Relief Services natural resources 
management project in Guatemala, staff members 
were trained in Barrier Analysis as part of an overall 

Designing for Behavior Change workshop.24  In addition 
to seeing large changes in behavior in the areas where 
they used Barrier Analysis (in comparison to decreases 
in the behavior in nearby project areas where CRS 
did not conduct the study), they also mentioned 
changes in the thinking of their staff members. When 
asked about the helpfulness of developing a behavior-
change strategy based on the results of the BA study, 
one staff member commented, “Yes, this completely 
changed our way of thinking. We no longer think in 
terms of ‘we’ and ‘them’; rather we are a team with 
the participants in finding solutions to the barriers.” 
Another staff member said, “It never occurred to us 
before [the training] to figure out the barriers or what 
makes people want to change. We wasted so much 
time and energy repeating the benefits over and over, 
then feeling frustrated because no one adopted the 
new practices.”25 

This scenario is playing out in many places in the world 
as practitioners begin to use more up-to-date methods 
to help people change, including formative research. 
It’s time for donors to increasingly demand that local, 
rapid formative research be a part of more and more 
development projects. We all need to see things from 
the eyes of those who are most in need, and to value 
what they are already doing that is successful – and 
formative research tools can help us to do that.

It will take better-informed villages for practitioners 
to continue to make progress against child deaths, 
malnutrition, and other development problems. We 
need villages that understand themselves – not just 
their problems, but their resources, their successful 
coping strategies, and why some of their low-income 
members are making progress and have healthier 
children despite their life conditions. It is urgent that 
we refocus on these community assets and scale 
up the use of formative research tools that help 
communities to “find their bright spots.”
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Officer for Feed the Children and a 
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We are writing this essay series in an attempt to do  
the most we can for the poorest, weakest, and neediest 
among us. Whether they live in the United States or 
in distant countries, whether their countries’ leaders 
are well intentioned or ruthless, whether their families’ 
religion is Christian or Muslim or Buddhist or atheist 
or agnostic, children have no control over where they 
are, who governs them, or what their families believe. 
Our hope is that our research, analysis, conclusions, 
and recommendations will contribute to efforts that lift 
even one child out of the frightful grip of poverty.
Through the course of this and two subsequent essays, 
we intend to provide a comparative analysis of the 
approaches – and benefits and limitations – of our two 
case studies to determine if there is an optimal ap-
proach to alleviating childhood poverty that might be 
considered across the world’s remaining impoverished 
communities and countries. We will make conclusions 

and recommendations from the facts embedded in 
each case that will inform and empower those actively 
engaged in establishing self-sustaining communities 
in which children can thrive and mature. While always 
acknowledging the wider context of other variables,  
we hope to identify tools and approaches that can  
be considered or applied in future child-focused  
community development projects.

Definition of Terms
“Technology” has multiple definitions dependent upon 
the viewpoint and objectives of the individuals and 
topics under consideration. For example, technology 
can be tools or processes. It can be simple items in the 
hands of the population. It can be mechanical, electrical, 
electronic, or information technology systems. It can 
be planes, trains, and automobiles. It can be bridges, 
highways, and ports. It can be agricultural or medical 
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technologies. It can range from satellites to submarine, 
from sensors to robotics.

The dictionary provides that technology is the “application 
of knowledge to the practical aims of human life or to 
changing and manipulating the human environment. 
… Whereas science is concerned with how and why 
things happen, technology focuses on making  
things happen.”

We will focus our discussion of technology on the  
materials, tools, techniques, and sources of power  
to make life more pleasant and work more productive. 
More specifically, we will focus on understanding  
electrification, information technology, and transportation 
technology; their advancement through the period of 
study; the key drivers for this advancement; and the 
impacts of their advancement.

“Training” can similarly be used in a variety of scenarios 
from sports to religion to industry to warfighting.  
The dictionary defines training as “a process by which 
someone is taught the skills that are needed for an art, 
profession, or job.” Common to most discussions of 
training is the distinction that training is the process 
of acquiring vocational skills rather than an academic 
effort to simply acquire knowledge.

For the purposes of this comparative analysis, we  
will focus our discussion on training the affected  
population to gain the skills needed to employ the 
technology required to make work more productive. 
Since we have identified specific technologies, we will 
assume that successful deployment of the technology 
implies training has likewise been effective.

“Self-reliance” can be seen as an intended end state  
of the first two terms in succession. We will assume 
this relationship while keeping the alleviation of  
childhood poverty as the goal.

Self-reliance can be defined very simply as reliance on 
one’s own efforts and abilities. This should be expanded 
in scope to cover not only an individual’s efforts, but 
also the efforts of a group of people, a community, and 
larger. The Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee 
(BRAC) strategy for economic development includes 
a goal to foster villagers’ beliefs and abilities to take 
control of their situation.1  We see this goal as refining 
an understanding of self-reliance that is appropriate. 
As such, this broader understanding of self-reliance  
as reliance on the efforts and abilities of a group to 
control the situation of the group and its children  
will be the definition we use for purposes of this  
comparative analysis.

With these terms and definitions in mind, the South 
Korean experience in the sixty-year period from 1953 until 
2013 becomes a poignant and impactful case study.

Historical and Economic Background –  
1945 to 1953 
In 1953, the Republic of Korea was severely  
impoverished, the result of decades of war and exploitation 
brought on by Imperial Japanese occupation; partition  
of the nation at end of World War II; and the  
unprovoked aggression by the north, a neighbor that 
had been, until partition, part of the same country.

Prior to 1945, the economy of Korea was shaped by 
Japan with a focus on wartime industries. As a result, 
the separation from Japan had a huge impact on the 
economy of the Korean peninsula.2  While likely not 
considered by those drawing the line, the partition 
along the 38th parallel in 1945 resulted in separation 
of the agricultural south from the heavy industry of the 
north. At the time of the partition most steel produc-
tion, electric power generation, chemical production, 
and coal production were in the north. At the same 
time, most food production, machinery production, 
and consumer goods production were in the south. 
Concurrently, there was a large migration of more than 
two million Koreans either crossing into the south from 
the north or returning to the south from China, Japan, 
and other formerly Japanese-occupied areas.3 

Since the Armistice – a historically brief period of only 
sixty years – the Republic of Korea blossomed into one 
of the top economies in the world, with a high standard 
of living, a well-educated populace, and significant 
technological advantage. In his book The Koreans, 
Michael Breen posits that the South Korean miracle 
was “led by small groups of powerful men in politics, 
business, and in the military.”4  The shared experience 
and common history of these “powerful men” set the 
stage for economic development that was managed for 
a majority of the time by non-democratically elected 
leaders in collaboration with a small group of industri-
alists and supported by the military. The environment 
for this growth was in many ways fostered by a histori-
cally strong alliance with the United States. Through-
out the period, the United States provided a continued 
security umbrella that fostered South Korea’s eco-
nomic growth.5 

Focusing our Effort 
The multi-dimensional political storylines that unfolded 
throughout this period will be left to other writers as 
we focus on the impacts of technology and training 
on the development of self-reliance and the alleviation 
of childhood poverty with an understanding that the 
interplay of technology, training, and self-reliance  
with each other and with other factors affecting a 
child’s struggle with poverty must be discussed to 
some extent.

To holistically measure and evaluate the real impact 
of the application of technology and training on the 
achievement of self-reliance for the world’s children, 
we will benchmark the state of technology in the  
Republic of Korea at various points through the  
period of our analysis. Specifically, we will focus on 
understanding the state of electrification, sanitation, 
information technology, and transportation technology 
through the period of study and attempt to better 
determine the key drivers for their advancement.

By benchmarking specific technologies, we will be  
able to discern trends in the achievement of self- 
reliance and the resultant effects on childhood  
poverty in a more profound way.

Economic Development from 1953 to 1993 
American economist Dr. Irma Adelman, in her thesis 
“Social Development in Korea, 1953-1993,” postulated 
that South Korea had, through that time, gone through 
five specific periods of development since the Korean 
War. These five periods, in her words, were:

1.	The Reconstruction Period (1953-61);

2.	The Infrastructure and Import Substitution  
Period (1962-66);

3.	The Labor-Intensive Export-Oriented  
Industrialization Period (1967-1971);

4.	The Heavy and Chemical Industry Period  
(1973-81); and

5.	The Stabilization, Adjustment, Liberalization,  
and Globalization Period (1982-1993+).

The Reconstruction Period (1953-61) 
In response to the economic devastation of  
the preceding decades, population survival,  
reconstructing economic and social infrastructure,  
rebuilding industrial facilities, and stabilizing prices  
were the high-priority objectives of the government  
of South Korea through this period. Long-term  
economic development was not a priority. However, 
over this period, the literacy rate increased from  
thirty percent to over eighty percent, with more  
than two-thirds of the cost of education borne by the 
private sector.6  Our conclusion is that this rise in 
literacy rates is both impressive and foundational  
to the technological development witnessed in  
the subsequent periods.

The Infrastructure and Import Substitution  
Period (1962-66)
Severe unemployment, demonstrations by students 
and the unemployed, and the constraints of the trade 
deficit were the primary motivators for the policies and 
programs of this period. Hence, the primary goals for 
development in this period were rapid increases in ef-

ficient employment and improving the balance  
of trade. The method used to generate employment 
was the application of labor-intensive construction  
of certain key types of infrastructure: roads, dams,  
energy, and irrigation. The trade deficit was attacked 
through development of key internal market industries 
including cement, chemical fertilizers, and synthetic fibers. 

In order to reduce the trade deficit further,  
self-sufficiency in food grains was also targeted.7  
The technologies associated with these construction 
efforts and the concurrent internal market industries 
efforts are interrelated and important both individually 
and collectively. The super highway from Seoul to Pusan 
employed a generation of the educated population of the 
country and demanded high volumes of concrete and 
other raw materials, which were produced increasingly 
within South Korea. Further, this and other highway 
projects opened a huge part of the country – formerly 
limited by geography to agriculture or small industry – 
to industrialization on a far larger scale. Connecting the 
relatively warm, accessible, and protected ports of the 
south to Seoul spurred the shipbuilding and automo-
bile manufacturing industries of later periods. Finally, 
these projects also served to improve the defensibility 
and assure the security of the Republic by assuring 
the rapid deployment and redeployment of internal 
and allied defense forces if required. Our conclusion is 
that these choices and efforts were as fundamental to 
the development of the Republic of Korea as the New 
Deal policies and programs of FDR and the Interstate 
Highway Act were to the United States. This was the 
application of technology on a grand scale.

The Labor-Intensive Export-Oriented Industrial-
ization Period (1967-1971)
During this period, the development strategy shifted 
from internal market industries towards labor-intensive 
manufacturing for export. There were monetary  
policies reforms that raised the interest rates paid on 
deposits and devalued the exchange rate. Additionally, 
there was targeted trade liberalization. The result  
of these market liberalization efforts was that the  
percentage of manufacturing in the GNP grew by fifty 
percent while the percentage of GNP due to agriculture 
dropped by a third. The results of these shifts were 
rapid economic growth and improvement in social 
welfare. Life expectancy rose by almost four years.  
Student enrollment in school dramatically increased.8 
Our conclusion is that the policies of the previous  
periods allowed South Korea to reach a tipping point. 
The emphasis on primary education in the Restoration 
Period paved the way for the incorporation of technology 
and the financial results of both the Infrastructure 
Development and Export-Led Periods that followed.  
The freedom of communications and transportation 
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provided by the Infrastructure Development Period 
combined with the large industry technologies and 
business management skills developed during that 

period set the stage for the shift toward and successful 
development of other export-focused industries.

The Heavy and Chemical Industry Period  
(1973-81) 
This period was marked by a major change in  
development strategy. There was a shift in policy  
from labor-intensive, export-oriented industries  
toward heavy and chemical industries (HCI). Six  
strategic and high technology industries were  
selected: steel, petrochemicals, non-ferrous metals, 
shipbuilding, electronics, and machinery.9 

In addition to the key industries, this period  
emphasized “expanding regional development,”  
“improving life in the rural areas,” “improving the  
quality of life of workers,” “achievement of stable 
growth and social development,” and “rural social 
development” to reduce discontent and slow rural- 
to-urban migration.10 

The combined results of these efforts were substantial. 
University enrollments nearly tripled. There were major 
improvements in health, sanitation, environmental 
conditions, and overcrowding. Average life expectancy 
improved and poverty decreased dramatically.11 

Our conclusion is that given the factors that had been 
put into place in the previous periods, the emphasis 
on technology, the infrastructure development, the 
continued pace of education, and the development  
of “commanding heights” industries (a term coined  
by Vladimir Lenin for major, economy-controlling  
industries like steel, petrochemicals, non-ferrous  
metals, shipbuilding, electronics, and machinery),  
combined with government actions to lift up rural  
standards of living, was very wise management.  

However, we would repeat our conclusion that the  
sequence of development is an important factor that must 
be considered in future economic development efforts.

The Stabilization, Adjustment,  
Liberalization, and Globalization 
Period (1982-1993+)
While the policies of the previous periods 
were effective, they left the economy with 
high inflation, a large deficit, and a large 
foreign debt problem. Korea focused on 
a stabilization program that included 
monetary and fiscal restraint, a withdrawal 
of incentives from the heavy and chemi-
cal industries, and trade reforms. After 
a brief downturn in the economy from 
1979-1982, these reforms allowed an 
extended period of stability and growth. 

The heavy and chemical industries matured and became 
the core of the country’s manufacturing sector. With this 
stability, there was a very substantial improvement 
in average social welfare. By 1993, college enrollment 
rates exceeded most other high-income industrial 
economies, life expectancy at birth was on par with 
other upper middle-income economies, and infant 
mortality rates were down to the very low levels  
observed in New Zealand and Israel.12 

Our conclusion is that by 1993, with infrastructure, 
technology, training, and self-reliance in place, it was 
vitally important for policies to be put in place to 
stabilize the economy and prevent high inflation and 
devaluation of currency. While the steps taken were not 
entirely successful – as evidenced by the economic 
collapse of 1997 – the technology in place, the depth of 
the infrastructure that had been constructed, and the 
education of the populace has effectively ensured that, 
absent some future cataclysmic event, the Republic of 
Korea will remain a highly developed country.

The State of Technology from 1953 to Today
Electrification: As an indication of the growth of 
electrical power production in the Republic of Korea, 
it is useful to review the history of the Korea Electric 
Power Company (KEPCO) over the period of this study. 
Founded in 1898 as the Hanseong Electric Company, 
KEPCO is by far the country’s largest electric utility, 
KEPCO generates, transmits, and distributes electricity 
throughout South Korea through a variety of sources, 
including nuclear, wind, and coal.13 Some highlights of 
KEPCO’s development are14 :

Table 1: KEPCO Generation Capacity, 1944-2011

Year Development Capacity (KW)

1944 Completed Supung Hydro Power Plant. 600,000

1968 Exceeded 1,000,000KW in electrical power generation capacity. 1,000,000

2000
Exceeded 40,000,000KW in maximum demand electrical power 
generation capacity.

40,000,000

2011
Capacity as of December 2011 (sources include nuclear, oil, coal, 
liquefied natural gas, hydro, wind, and solar sources).

67,001,000

Table 2: Railroad Prevalence, 1953-199715 
Year	 Length of Track (km)

1953	 2,768

1979	 3,158

1989	 3,120

1997	 3,118

Table 3: Merchant Ships Registered, 1953-1997 16 
Year		  Steam Ships 	 Motor Ships 

1953	 0	 0

1979	 1,287	 3,953

1989	 1,974	 7,832

1997	 0	 7,430

Table 4: Motor Vehicles in Use, 1953-1997 17 
Year	 Passenger 	 Commercial 

1953	 6,600	 11,000

1979	 241,000	 244,000

1989	 1,559,000	 1,092,000

1997	 7,587,000	 2,791,000

Similar to electrification, the development of 
commercial transportation and logistics technologies 
(railways, merchant ships, and commercial vehicles) 
was a significant effort in the first twenty to thirty years 
of the Republic of Korea’s economic development. These 
three technologies increased and stabilized by the 1970s 
and 1980s. Recent efforts are focused on improving 
speed, energy efficiency, and capacity. There are also 
considerable investments being made in improving 
major Korean seaports, railroads, and airports.

An interesting continuing development in the area of 
transportation and logistics is the expansion of privately 
owned vehicles since 1990. The growth in these vehicles 
from 1.5 million to 7.6 million in that period bespeaks 
the expansion of wealth and the middle class in Korea. 
It could also, unfortunately, be a harbinger of greater 
stress on the environment and on the energy needs of 
the country and region.

Our conclusions are that transportation and logistics 
technologies are inextricably linked to Korea’s economic 

Information Technology over the period of the study 
requires consideration of multiple communications 
and information-sharing modalities, including: 

Table 5: Telephone Usage, 1953-1997 18 
Year		  Telephones in Use

1953		  28,000
1979		  2,898,000
1989		  11,792,000
1997		  20,422,000

Table 6: Radio and Television Usage 19 
Year		  Radios	  	 Televisions 

1955		  186,000	0
1980		  20,000,000	 6,280,000
1988		  42,070,000	 8,643,000
1997		  47,500,000	 15,746,000

Broadband IT: The rapid growth of the Korean 
broadband market over the past two decades was 
the result of a combination of government pushes 
and market pulls. Over the past twenty years, the 
government implemented various policies designed to 
increase internet use and “internet literacy” among the 
general population. In the year 2000, the government 
initiated the “Ten Million People Internet Education” 
project to provide internet education to ten million 
people.20, 21

Our conclusions are that the traditional information 
technologies – radio, telephones, and television – are 
lagging technologies. While export-led consumer-
oriented industries were important for Korean economic 
development, they did not appear to spur  
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development. The foundation for development 
of these technologies is an educated workforce 
engaged in the execution of a managed plan 
for industrialization. Future limits on fossil 
fuel availability and concerns regarding the 
environment will require investment in new 
technologies to meet these demands while 
sustaining the quality of life that Koreans in 
the South have today.
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the development of a large internal market. Seeing  
the trends for internal consumption through the 1980s, 
one can conclude that the internal market did not 
develop until sufficient wealth had been generated to 
allow people to feel comfortable with such “luxury” 
expenditures.

The ongoing broadband expansion is not directly 
comparable. The need for greater and greater 
bandwidth, IT competency, and IT training are driven 
by a combination of new market forces including 
government, industry, and consumer demand.  
The future development of other developing countries 
in the broadband IT market could be in jeopardy, as  
the price of entry is very high.

Science and Technology: Korea’s position as a world 
leader in science and technology (S&T) has been 
growing steadily since the 1980s in response to 
government, industry, and consumer (internal and 
foreign) demands for more advanced technology. 
Investments in technology increased twentyfold 
between 1980 and 2000. The number of people 
employed in science and technology has surged 
almost tenfold in the same period. Information 
technology, nanotechnology, and biotechnology 
are currently targeted by the government as areas 
for growth alongside the country’s established 
semiconductor, shipbuilding, automobile, steel, 
chemistry, and textile industries.

Our conclusions are that the maintenance of a 
technological advantage, once gained, requires high 
investment and considerable strategic management. 
The Republic of Korea had the opportunity to develop  
a large portion of its industry and technology base 
prior to the period of rapid technology development 
and improvement of the past two decades. Newly 
emerging economies are potentially at a disadvantage 
as the level of investments needed to get to the South 
Korean level of self-sufficiency and self-reliance are high.

Conclusions
Today, South Korea is one of the world’s leading 
economies and one of the world’s wealthiest nations. 
The current condition stands in stark contrast to the 
scene of economic devastation, poverty, and crisis  
that existed at the time of the Armistice in 1953.  
We have looked at the intervening years with a focus 
on technology and training and have come to the 
following conclusions:

1.	 The rise in literacy rates in the recovery 
period from 1953-1961 is impressive and was 
foundational to the technological development 
witnessed in the subsequent periods. However, 
literacy on its own, without technology, training, 

industry, and employment, is likely not sufficient 
to lift children out of poverty.

2.	 The policy choices of the period from 1962-1966 
regarding the development of infrastructure 
and industry were as fundamental to the 
development of the Republic of Korea 
as President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New 
Deal policies and programs and President 
Eisenhower’s Interstate Highway Act were  
to the United States. In looking at developing 
economies, the commitment of investment  
by other countries is vital.

3.	 The policies of the earlier periods allowed South 
Korea to reach a tipping point between 1967-
1971. The emphasis on primary education in 
the Restoration Period paved the way for the 
incorporation of technology and the financial 
results of the Infrastructure Development 
and Export-Led Periods that followed. In like 
manner, the freedom of communications and 
transportation provided by the Infrastructure 
Development Period combined with the 
large industry technologies and business 
management skills developed during the period 
from 1967-1971 set the stage for the shift toward 
– and successful development of – other export-
focused industries.

4.	 The building blocks that had been put into 
place in the periods prior to 1972, notably the 
emphasis on technology, the infrastructure 
development, the continued pace of education, 
and the development of “commanding heights” 
industries, combined with government actions 
to lift up rural standards of living during the 
period from 1973-1981, was wise management. 
However, the sequence of development through 
this and all the prior periods is an important 
factor that must be considered in future 
economic development efforts.

5.	 The policies in place throughout the period after 
the crisis environment of the immediate post-
war period starting in the 1960s successfully 
matched electrical power generation capacity 
to the needs of the growing industrial base and 
consumer demands.

6.	 Transportation and logistics technologies 
are inextricably linked to Korea’s economic 
development. The foundation for development 
of these technologies is an educated workforce 
engaged in the execution of a national plan for 
industrialization.

7.	 Traditional information technologies (radio, 
telephones, and television) are lagging 
technologies. While export-led, consumer-
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oriented industries were important for Korean economic 
development, they did not appear to spur the development 
of a large internal market. Seeing the trends for internal 
consumption through the 1980s, one can conclude that  
the internal market did not develop until sufficient wealth 
had been generated to allow people to feel comfortable 
with such “luxury” expenditures.

8.	 Broadband technology is not comparable to earlier 
information and communications technologies. The 
need for greater and greater bandwidth, IT competency, 
and IT training are driven by new market forces that are 
a combination of government, consumer, and industry 
demands. The future development of other developing 
countries in the broadband IT market could be in jeopardy, 
as the price of entry is very high.

9.	 And finally, we have concluded that the maintenance  
of a technology base and technological advantage, 
once gained, requires high investment and continuous 
management. Newly emerging economies are potentially  
at a disadvantage as the level of investments needed to 
get to the South Korean level of self-sufficiency and self-
reliance is very high, measured in trillions versus billions 
and decades versus years.

Not Bread Alone: 
The Case for Academy-
Based Community 
Development
by: T. Robinson Ahlstrom, M.A., Th.M.

A Tale of Two Cities
The world is a tale of two cities. One is lit by learning. 
The other gropes in darkness. One liberates the 
human spirit. The other enslaves it. One is prosperous. 
The other is poor. In such a world, equality exists as 
a theological construct not shared by all religions. 
Natural rights exist as a political construct not 
recognized by all governments. “We live in an 
unequal world.” 1

Assuming that narrowing the economic gap between 
these two worlds is a worthy object and that freedom 
and dignity are the birthright of every person, the 
thesis of this essay includes both an observation and 
a recommendation. It is observed that neither aid 
nor trade will achieve these ends. Both are necessary 
to alleviate human suffering, but neither charity nor 
commerce is sufficient to bring liberty, dignity, or self-
sufficiency to the world’s poor. Neither is sufficiently 
radical (from the Latin radicalis, meaning “going to 
the root”).

The recommendation attached to this observation 
is that the work of those who seek not only to relieve 
human suffering but to raise humanity itself and 
advance civilization must be that of building durable 
communities in which the life of the mind and soul is 
garrisoned and nourished. This is the one enterprise 
that results in generalized prosperity, representative 
polity, and human flourishing.

The natural state of man is neither enslavement nor 
poverty. Political oppression and material deprivation 
are entirely human inventions, the former generally 
being the cause of the latter. How did Rousseau say 
it? “Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains.”2  
Contrary to much current chatter, the good Earth is 
abundant beyond measure. It is not the scarcity of 
the planet but the paucity of the human heart that 
continues to bring ruin, riot, depravation, and misery. 
Those who maintain that the creation or redistribution 
of wealth will result in equality, prosperity, or a general 
uplift have conflated causes and effects. Man’s primary 
problem is man.

A Tale of Two Theories 
With the motto “Our dream is a world free of poverty” 
carved into the stonework of its lavish H Street 
headquarters, the World Bank has invested much to 
raise the economic prospects of the world’s poorest 
citizens. It boasts that today only 21 percent of people 
in the developing world live at or below $1.25 a day, 
which is down from 43 percent in 1990 and 52 percent 
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in 1981.3  While no well-informed person will minimize 
the profound human benefit these raw numbers 
represent, no thoughtful person can maintain that 
these efforts have delivered on their fundamental promise.

In 2005, the 34-nation Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (“OECD”) held its 
Second High Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness. 
In something of an understatement, The Paris 
Declaration it published acknowledged, “Aid could, 
and should, be producing better impacts.”4  According 
to William Easterly and Claudia R. Williamson, 
“Despite the transfer of $4.6 trillion (measured in 
constant 2007 dollars) in gross official development 
assistance … from 1960 through 2008, a substantial 
amount of the world remains in extreme poverty 
and stagnant growth.” 5

Economists on left and right spar over the causes 
and cures of the world’s poverty and inequity, one 
of the most important debates being the relative 
importance of aid or growth. Most advocates of 
traditional aid, deeply skeptical of free markets, defend 
the current government/NGO aid approach in spite of 
its disappointing measurable outcomes. Promising to 
do better in the future, they call for more of the same. 
In like manner, growth advocates, sensitive to the 
moral hazard inherent in direct assistance and weary 
of the “fraud, waste, and abuse” rampant in current 
programs, look to commerce, insisting that “a rising 
tide lifts all boats.” They too call for more of the same.

In recent decades, technological advances and 
the rapid expansion of capitalism has given the 
advocates of growth a powerful historical argument 
for the relative benefits of trade over aid. Moreover, 
the “Modernization Theory,” espoused by French 
sociologist Émile Durkheim and later developed 
by Harvard’s Talcott Parsons, has provided growth 
advocates with a persuasive scientific rationale for 
their confidence that free markets will ultimately 
lead to free political institutions. This optimistic 
prognosis – at the heart of current US foreign policy 
– was perfectly stated by New York Times columnist 
Thomas Friedman, who suggested that once a country 
had enough McDonald’s restaurants, freedom and 
democracy are sure to follow.6

Dr. Rajiv Shah, the former Gates Foundation officer 
who now heads the United States Agency for 
International Development (“USAID”), a tough critic 
of the way things have been done in the past, is 
moving USAID away from the old model of providing 
grants to NGOs and government contractors, instead 
recruiting the resources of corporations, banks, and 
pension funds to guarantee loans and capitalize local 

development projects. Defending his approach, 
Dr. Shah states, “We want to build local capacity in 
these countries, and then have them wave goodbye 
to us.” Understandably, his strategy is not without critics 
within legacy government and NGO aid providers.7 

Perhaps no one has drawn out the implications of 
these contrary ideologies more fairly than Oxford 
economist Paul Collier, who states bluntly, “Our 
approach toward the bottom billion has been 
failing.” Collier notes that many within government, 
trans-government, and NGO aid establishments 
“hate capitalism and do not want it to work.”8  Yet, in 
recommending, “The left has to learn to love growth,” 
he does not express blind faith in the magic of the 
marketplace. 9 His analysis begins with the troubling 
fact that, while much of the world has become more 
prosperous, and aid and development agencies have 
alleviated much human suffering, one billion people are 
trapped in the twenty-first century while “their reality is 
the fourteenth century: civil war, plague, ignorance.”10  
While recognizing that entrepreneurs and corporations 
have done more to lift people of out poverty than the 
aid workers who disparage them, Collier argues that, 
“Growth is not a cure-all, but the lack of growth is a 
kill-all.” 11

Does all this matter? Yes. When each year US 
households donate $15 billion to foreign aid, their 
government gives $30 billion in foreign aid, and the 
West collectively gives $150 billion in development 
aid, we all have a real stake in how our money is being 
spent.12  Having said that, the point of this essay is not 
to enter the fray of how best to relieve human suffering 
or to minimize the importance of both commerce and 
charity in the achievement of that objective. It is to 
insist that such suffering is a symptom of causes that 
can be identified and must be addressed.

The Complex Idea of Poverty
There are many kinds of poverty. The want of money 
or material things is but one. While the deprivation of 
pence and property signified by the Latin paupertās 
fixed the first bare meaning of the word, the concept 
of poverty has proven protean from the start. Plato 
referred to our poverty of understanding, and Jesus, 
our poverty of spirit. In a New York Times op-ed, 
Harvard professor Orlando Patterson wrote of 
“poverty of the mind.”13  British political scientist 
Peter Dorey routinely refers to politicians’ “poverty 
of imagination.”14  We speak of a “poor performance” 
in the stadium, a “poor grade” in the classroom, or 
of someone’s “poor health.”

In phrases reminiscent of William Bradford’s Of Plimoth 
[sic] Plantation, Henry David Thoreau writes of Cape 

Cod, describing how the “barren 
heaths, with poverty-grass for 
heather, now stretch away on 
every side.”15 

Anyone who has ever summered 
on the Cape or walked the sandy 
shallows at Truro, sheltered from 
thundering salt seas only by the 
great dunes, knows how sparse yet 
resilient those grasses are – and 
how lovely and fragrant! “Poverty-
grass” is a perfect descriptor 
of stubborn blades spouting 
sometimes alone from undulating 
fields of sand supporting low 
pitch pines and a colorful array of 
bramble, leaf, and flower, aromatic 
in the extreme. Thoreau describes 
“patches of shrub-oak, bayberry, 
beach-plum, and wild roses, 
overrun with woodbine.”16  There 
are no great forests, mighty rivers or tillable fields. 
There is hardly cover from the most stern elements. 
The only fresh water to be found percolates up through 
the sand. (One has to lay flat, face down, to scoop it 
with cupped hands.) Yet this home of poverty-grass is 
among the most sylvan ecosystems under heaven.

While such a terrain is in many respects impoverished, 
it is lovely and worthy of preservation. What is poverty? 
In traveling the world, I have met the children of 
families living on less than two dollars a day who are 
truly rich. I have taught them and played with them and 
been invited into their happy homes. Conversely, as an 
American pastor and teacher, I have visited families in 
some of America’s wealthiest neighborhoods, only to 
see firsthand real poverty in all its dress.

Winning a “war on poverty” will require rightly 
identifying the enemy and choosing the appropriate 
weapon. Without an accurate picture of our prey, 
we best not fire at rustlings in the forest. Creating 
ecosystems worthy of children will require divorcing 
our minds from the money-hued metrics of our 
time. This will be difficult. It will be counterintuitive. 
Nevertheless, a new working definition of poverty 
is required. Our propensity for digitalized statistical 
analysis has served us well in identifying the scope 
of the problem, but not its nature. The still-standing 
poor, arrayed like royalty in the thin garments of their 
tenacity, have much to teach and we, much to learn. 
Like James Agee, we must set ourselves “to look at 
all earnestly, at all in purpose toward truth, into the 
living eyes of a human life.”17  Until such eye contact is 
made and we are slain by their staggering beauty and 

drawn to the simplicity of their state and resolved to 
mix their struggle for daily bread with our own, neither 
our charitable gestures nor our business ventures will 
change much. (This is not to romanticize poverty, but 
to say, “Physician, heal thyself.” 18) As long as we love 
money more than people, our schemes will not turn 
out well.

In Hellenic culture, there was a deep strain of moral 
skepticism around wealth. Dr. William Desmond, 
Professor Emeritus of Classics at Yale University, 
has written an entire tome on the Greek’s “praise of 
poverty,” documenting the classical theorists and 
critics, from Hesiod and Diogenes to Aristotle, who 
lamented the luxury of their time and idealized poverty 
as a nursery of wisdom and virtue. 19 In the Greek city-
states, and then throughout the vast labyrinth of fields, 
fortresses, and fiefdoms we call Rome, the idea of “the 
poor” became a significant social construct involving a 
complex system of meaning.

So it was in Israel where the concept of poverty 
included the widow, the orphan, and the “stranger,” all 
of whom were invested with dignity and enfranchised 
with legal protections. Any earnest reader of Hebrew 
Scriptures confronts multiple hundreds of references 
to “the poor” in which it is quite clear that the use 
of the term is, as often as not, a literary device 
denoting the hardscrabble circumstance of the 
general population who are assured of divine favor 
and protection. Justice was neither to be denied nor 
distorted.20,21  The poorest were to be treated with 
respect and practical provisions were made for their 
economic relief.22,23 Gleaning laws allowed them to 
gather grain from the edges of the field.24  During each 

Essays



41       The Child in Community   Vol.  1 No. 2     The Quarterly Journal of The Center for Children & Social Engagement                   42

seventh or Sabbatical year, debts were canceled and 
the Year of Jubilee required the release of any who, 
through poverty, had become indentured servants.25 

In Israel even the poorest were required to pay taxes, 
because within the elaborate system of sacrifice and 
Sabbath at the very heart of the national covenant, 
the privilege of tithing was a critical component of 
the salvific ritual, and one from which no one was 
excluded. Those too poor to bring the required 
atonement lamb could bring two pigeons. Those too 
poor to bring pigeons could substitute one-tenth 
ephah [about half a gallon] of flour.26 

Within the stream of civilization that is the confluence 
of these two tributaries – Athens and Jerusalem – 
profound understandings of poverty, wealth, and social 
responsibility have emerged. The knowledge we now 
need we have known, but forgotten.

The Puritan Understanding of Poverty, Wealth, 
Education, and Community
The laboratory we call America has invited countless 
experiments in community development. The Quakers 
who founded Philadelphia, the Anglicans who planted 
both tobacco and church in Virginia, the Scotch-Irish 
Presbyterians who tamed the Piedmont, the Jews who 
organized synagogues in Charleston and anywhere 
they could – these and many others, including 
the Scandinavians from whom I descend, came to 
these shores with ideas, habits, and, in some cases, 
blueprints. Among these, none harbored higher hopes, 
laid better plans, overcame greater trials, or achieved 
more success than the English settlers who, in the 
seventeenth century, invented New England. They 
were called Puritans.

Rejecting entirely the medieval social system that 
glorified poverty as something virtuous, or even 
“meritorious,” they accepted the attainment of wealth 
as “a sign of God’s blessing,” while at the same time 
seeing the poor as a chosen instrument of God, 
essential in revealing to all humanity the nature of 
true spirituality, godliness, and poverty of spirit.27,28 
Like Calvin, they attached providential significance to 
the fact that the divine glory was cloaked not only in 
human flesh, but “in a lowly and abased condition.” 29 
This investment of poverty with Christological import was 
perfectly expressed by their great poet Milton, who wrote:

A Carpenter thy Father known, thy self
Bred up in poverty and streights [straits] at home. 30

It was on such a foundation that the leaders of the Bay 
Colony developed their highly nuanced understanding 
of wealth, poverty, and human responsibility – an 
understanding that, between the rivers Charles and 
Merrimack, they put into practice. While drawing on 
Calvin’s earlier critique, they moved far beyond it in 

constructing a comprehensive system of moral value 
and social organization that included church, state, 
family, work, thrift, charity, and liberal education. It 
was unlike anything Europe had ever seen. Their social 
contract (or covenant) laid out a middle way between 
luxury and asceticism in which riches and poverty 
alike were viewed as “mixed blessings” fraught with 
temptations. Neither was idealized, depreciated, or 
associated with election or salvation.

Unlike centuries of casuistic clerics before them, 
Puritans were certain that money and property were 
intrinsically good things, “given to sweeten our passage 
to heaven.”31  They had no bad conscience about 
wealth, which they welcomed as a gift from God. John 
Robinson, the Pilgrim pastor who, with many tears, 
walked with his congregation down to the docks of the 
departing Mayflower, declared that, “The blessing of 
the LORD maketh rich, and as riches are in themselves 
God’s blessings, so are we to desire them for the 
comfortable course of our natural and civil states.”

Yet, while celebrating private property, the social ethic 
governing their Bible Commonwealth was medieval in 
the sense that it was strictly communitarian. After all, 
scriptural warrants were plentiful and all the Founders 
of New England were products of ancient English 
towns and villages. Preaching aboard the Arbella, John 
Winthrop reminded his fellow Puritans that they would 
be “as a city on a hill,” warning them against “false 
dealings” and impressing upon them that “the work 
we have in hand, it is by a mutual consent… In such 
cases as this the care of the public must oversway 
all private respects…”32  Even before landfall, the man 
who would long govern the colony made clear what he 
meant by “Christian charity,” stating, “When there is 
no other means whereby our Christian brother may be 
relieved in his distress, we must help him beyond our 
ability rather than tempt God in putting him upon help 
by miraculous or extraordinary means. This duty of 
mercy is exercised in three kinds: giving, lending, and 
forgiving (of a debt).33 

Thus Puritan economic theory leveled the rich and 
the poor in a seamless system of spiritual reflection, 
personal responsibility, and social obligation – a 
system from which no one was exempt. In a scene 
that would hearten the Occupy Wall Street crowd, 
The Reverend John Cotton required the wealthy and 
wily merchant Robert Keayne to stand up in public 
meeting so that he could dress him down for greed, 
sharp practices, and ostentation.

As work and thrift led to wealth, Puritans insisted on 
restraint in personal consumption matched by mercy 
in social dealings. The same John Cotton who publicly 
excoriated one of his wealthiest parishioners for excess 

defined the narrow way of true saints as “modesty 
mixed with magnanimity.” 34 He noted that “there is in 
every true Christian another combination of virtues 
strangely mixed; and that is busy diligence in worldly 
affairs, and yet dead-heartedness to the world.” 35

Given its spiritual intensity and ethical exactitude, 
Puritanism was from the start a middle-class 
movement. With notable exceptions, it had not much 
appeal to the very rich or the very poor. As Samuel 
Eliot Morison observed, “It was far too exigent in its 
moral demands ever to be popular with earthly-minded 
peasants, or with the nobility and the very rich, who 
saw no point in having money if you could not spend it 
as you liked.” 36

It should surprise none that, in this day of laxity and 
luxury, the very word “Puritan” is a slur – as it was in 
Stuart England. What should matter to those whose 
hopes for the poor go beyond the immediate relief 
of suffering is that the most successful model of 
child-focused community development ever devised 
is right before our eyes. Tocqueville didn’t chronicle 
Democracy in America. He extolled the New England 
town. Robert Frost didn’t write about America. He 
described the New England town. Norman Rockwell 
certainly didn’t paint America. He captured scenes 
from one New England town. If we scour every 
community development model ever tried “in search 
of the useable past,” we will be led back to the Puritan’s 
great invention: the New England town.37  For the 
purpose of this essay, we shall focus on a single factor 
– a main beam in the house they constructed.

The Massachusetts Miracle – 
Liberal Learning for All
The singular success of the Puritans’ “errand into 
the wilderness” was in large measure due to their 
obsession with formal academic education.38  Having 
sold most of their belongings to finance the voyage, 
the passengers on the Mayflower all but sunk the 
ship with their books, and so it was with the waves of 
Englishmen who followed soon after. Drawn largely 
from the merchant middle-class, most knew little 
about planting crops, but they proved expert in 
planting schools. Contrary to popular myth, these 
were not church schools. They were town schools. 
Their mission was not parochial, but public.

Amidst the most primitive physical circumstances, 
the settlers of the Bay Colony established a college 
(Harvard in 1636) and then mandated that every town 
erect elementary and grammar (secondary) schools 
to supply it. While statistics from the seventeenth 
century are sparse, several New England towns and 
antiquarian societies maintained detailed records of 
deeds, petitions, estates, and various enrollments. 

Drawing on those records and previous scholarship, 
Samuel Eliot Morison determined that cumulative 

literacy rates in New England between 1640 and 
1700 approximated 95 percent. A breakdown by 
area demonstrates:

Table 1: Literacy in the New England Colonies, 
1640-1700 39

These literacy rates – achieved in a wilderness – were 
significantly higher than those of the ancient cities 
and towns of Europe and about double the rates 
realized in Virginia during the same period. Moreover, 
having been compiled from town records that indicate 
percentiles of those who could write, they may even 
be understated. In New England, as in Old, writing and 
ciphering were taught only after children learned to 
read through the use of a hornbook or a primer. Yet, 
literacy, or what we now call “functional literacy,” is 
but one baseline measure.

The scope of this essay will not admit an inventory 
of the libraries they maintained, the printing presses 
they operated, the broadsides and pamphlets they 
published, or their original literary output. And of 
course, there was the sermon. Within their empire of 
enlightened piety, pulpit rhetoric was elevated to an 
art form, and the supply never fully met the demand. 
There were regular sermons, elections sermons, 
artillery sermons, elegiac sermons, sermons to open 
the General Court, sermons to send a ship to sea, 
and sermons to welcome it home.

It is all but impossible for those infected by the 
intellectual torpor of our time to comprehend, much 
less appreciate, the beauty of the vineyard that was 
planted in the stingy soil of New England. Their schools 
were not like our schools. They taught Cicero, Virgil, 
Terence, Ovid, Homer, and Hesiod – and that was in 
grammar school. In the same way, their sermons were 
not like our sermons. Most were models of careful 
research, terse reason, and searing psychological 
insight, all mediated through an animated spirit and 
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Region Literacy Rate

Seaports and earliest 
settled towns

99%

Connecticut Valley Towns 
of Massachusetts

97%

Interior and frontier towns 
(mostly Essex County)

90%

Connecticut Colony 94.5%

Plymouth Colony (including 
Cape and Islands)	

81%

Total 95%
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a trained rhetoric to strike both head and heart, 
remaking the moral man.

In the seventeenth century, Puritans brought classics 
and liberal learning to a weather-beaten place only 
thinly populated by rustic tribes, which even the most 
romantic revisionist must acknowledge to have been 
riven with superstition and eking out a Hobbesian 
existence close to the Earth. The extent of the Puritan 
accomplishment can only be fully appreciated in the 
context of what they found upon their arrival. In fact, 
their devotion to classical learning “began to decay 
when puritanism withered,” but the seeds were 
planted and the tree continues to grow.40 

The Federal Understanding of Civil Society – 
Institutionalizing the New England Model
After the Massachusetts Education Law of 1647 
required “every town of more than fifty families to 
hire a teacher,” virtually all of New England’s children, 
including indented servants, had access to either a 
tutor or a school. This community-based system, 
devised long before our national independence, had 
a profound effect on the nation’s founders. In his 
seventeenth year, Benjamin Franklin, himself schooled 
in one of those academies (Boston Latin), headed 
to Philadelphia to improve upon the New England 
model there, creating The Academy, Charity School, 
and College of Philadelphia in 1751, later to become 
a foundation of the University of Pennsylvania. 
Meanwhile, John Adams stayed in Boston, working 
to secure “education for every class and rank of 
people down to the lowest and the poorest.”

Thomas Jefferson, who insisted that “the education 
of the common people” is the surest “security for 
the preservation of a due degree of liberty,” created 
a complete system of free public education “to bring 
into action that mass of talents which lies buried 
in poverty.” Even while serving as the Nation’s third 
President, Jefferson set aside time to serve as the 
first President of the District of Columbia Public 
School Board.

In July of 1785, General George Washington wrote a 
letter to Thomas Jefferson in which he expressed his 
“inclination” to endow a school for “poor and orphaned 
children.” Vowing “to support the new institution as 
far as it is in my powers,” Washington set aside £1,000 
for the promised endowment. In Alexandria Academy’s 
first year, the interest alone provided 21 
full scholarships. Washington purchased the first 
copies of Phaedrus, Eutropius, Sallust, Horace, 
Terence, and several Latin grammars and dictionaries, 
hoping to make the school a model for the new nation.

Fully embraced by the founding patriots, the 
Massachusetts model was then carried over the 

Allegheny Mountains to be implemented throughout 
the 260,000-square-mile area we now call the 
Midwest. With the enactment of the Northwest 
Ordinance on August 7, 1789, Congress made it the 
official community development strategy of the United 
States. Article III of the Ordinance states, “Religion, 
morality, and knowledge being necessary to good 
government and the happiness of mankind, schools 
and the means of education shall forever 
be encouraged.”

Washington’s Farewell Address, published on 
September 19, 1796, ranks with the Declaration of 
Independence and the Constitution as one of the 
three most important documents in American History. 
Written with the help of both Madison and Hamilton, 
the man who had done so much to establish our 
country lined out the precise logic of making liberal 
education the foundation of the nation’s unfolding 
enterprise of community development:

Of all the dispositions and habits which lead 
to political prosperity, religion and morality 
are indispensable supports. … And let us with 
caution indulge the supposition that morality can 
be maintained without religion. … Reason and 
experience both forbid us to expect that national 
morality can prevail in exclusion of religious principle. 
It is substantially true that virtue or morality is a 
necessary spring of popular government.

In his valedictory, Washington restated the great 
lesson of Athens and the fundamental insight of Israel 
– that both human happiness and political prosperity 
depend on personal morality, and that morality cannot 
be “maintained without religion.” But Washington 
went further. After repeatedly grounding “popular 
government” on morality and morality on religion, 
he extended the chain of causation, and in so doing 
turned from the indicative to the imperative voice. 
He moved from a description of history’s lessons to 
a prescription for the new nation, admonishing his 
countrymen to, “Promote then [emphasis mine], as 
an object of primary importance, institutions for the 
general diffusion of knowledge.” In the formula shared 
by all of the Founders, causation ran thusly:

Education » Religion » Morality » Popular Government

So it was that throughout the nineteenth century, and 
well into the twentieth, local schools built specifically 
to support religion, morality, and republican 
institutions sprung up in every town, helping to make 
America a beacon of hope and opportunity for peoples 
from every culture and corner of the world. Unlike the 
societies from which they fled, the United States was 
an egalitarian engine and a material meritocracy. The 
Founders’ moral seriousness and their commitment 

to what might be called Academy-Based Community 
Development made the United States the most 
inclusive, inventive, and productive society the world 
has ever seen.

The Case for Academy-Based 
Community Development
In April 2000, 1,100 delegates from 164 nations 
gathered in Dakar, Senegal, for the World Education 
Forum. In his opening remarks, UN Secretary-General 
Kofi Annan cited the progress made and went on to 
remind the delegates that 800 million adults – two-
thirds being women – were still illiterate; that a quarter 
of a billion children labor for next to nothing, often in 
horrific conditions; and that 110 million school-aged 
children don’t go to school at all. 41

It is now clear that, in the area of education, many of 
the Millennium Development Goals for 2015 will not 
be met, especially in sub-Saharan Africa. It is also 
clear that while the overall goals of Dakar are laudable, 
program priorities and specific countrywide strategies 
to meet those goals must be fundamentally revisited. 
According to a United Nations Educational, Scientific, 
and Cultural Organization (“UNESCO”) report published 
at the September 8, 2014, Conference on Literacy 
and Sustainable Development, “Poor quality education 
is leaving a legacy of illiteracy more widespread than 
previously believed: one in four young people – 175 million 
adolescents – is unable to read a single sentence.”

The warning was sounded in Dakar in 2000, but 
not heeded. In a plenary address, United Nations 
Development Programme (“UNDP”) Administrator 
Mark Malloch Brown expressed both the 
incontrovertible conclusion to be drawn from available 
data and the longsuffering frustration of many who 
actually know something about schools and the 
students they serve. While saying all the obligatory 
things about “progress being made,” Mr. Brown pointed 
to some of the larger elephants in the living room:

The need to prioritize Education for All is more 
morally and economically urgent than ever. … Time 
and again, in study after study and country after 
country, well-run education programs have proven 
themselves to be the best value investment for 
development dollars.42 

In making his case, Mr. Brown took his listeners to 
the villages of Kenya; the paddy fields of Thailand; the 
thriving centers of Korea; the high mesas of Bolivia; 
and the United States where, traveling by Greyhound 
Bus, he could see that “the oldest building in every town 
was always the church or the school.” Beyond his core 
message, that “education works,” Mr. Brown pointed 
out that traditional emphasis on basic literacy, though 
necessary, is no longer sufficient. Stating that “primary 
education is not enough,” he explained how education 

“has moved from being the floor on which a country 
builds its competitive success to being its competitive 
success.”  Of course, he is right. Given the exponential 
development and dissemination of information 
technologies, old measurements of competitiveness 
including natural resources, physical infrastructure, 
political stability, and access to nutrition and healthcare 
– while all still critical – are being superseded by the 
one big question: how educated are your people?
One does not have to travel the world or tour America 
by Greyhound to make the case for what I call ABCD: 
Academy-Based Community Development. Just a few 
blocks from my old apartment on New York’s West 
107th Street, there is a neighborhood called Harlem. 
Back in the mid-90s, while I was at Columbia University, 
a teacher named Geoffrey Canada “set out to address 
not just some, but all of the issues children and families 
were facing within a finite geographic area.” He started 
small, with just one single city block – a block he 
described as “crumbling apartments, rampant drug 
use, failing schools, violent crime, and chronic health 
problems.”44  Over time, the program grew to 24 blocks, 
and then 60 blocks. Today the Harlem Children’s Zone 
embraces 97 blocks serving “more than 10,700 youth 
and nearly 8,000 adults” and the “organization as a 
whole serves over 12,300 youth and 12,400 adults.”45  
After decades in the trenches, Mr. Canada recently 
made the case for ABCD, stating, “It is clear to me that 
the only sure way to win the long-lost ‘War on Poverty’ is 
to provide high quality education to all children.”
George Orwell observed that, “at some times, the 
first duty of intelligent men is the restatement of the 
obvious.” Clearly, memory having failed us, we inhabit 
such times. In a subsequent essay, I hope to line out 
the key elements of Academy-Based Community 
Developments and proven strategies to bring them 
into being. Suffice to say, it can be done—even in a 
wilderness.  The thesis of this essay is merely to restate 
the obvious. “Life is more than food, and the body, more 
than clothing,” and, “Man shall not live by bread alone.”46 
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Poetry

They are all ‘round, underfoot yet out of sight,

Singing the saraband of the morning,

Dancing, ever dancing without lute or even shoes

Over the simmering sands of lost generations.

Like mountain streams, the sound of their speech

Delights the high places but is not heard in the city,

Nor is the book of their soul ever opened

Or searched, or believed.

In their unseen faces

Libraries well stocked with the wisdom we have fled

Remain shuttered, sealed off like the garden tomb

To save us from their incandescent eyes.

Yet their tears, dried not by hands

But by the sun itself, become parched prayers

Shorn of ritual and acceptable

In the Country of the Great King.

The Arts
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world. She explains, “Images of children open up a unique potential for empathy between the viewer  
and subject. From images of crowds and gatherings, I isolate anonymous faces in the crowds, implying 
both a single presence as well as ambiguity.” Her work can be found at www.jaclynconley.com.
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