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In the summer of 1968, my mother, Annie Rutherford, stole her sister’s 
stamp collection. She gave it to the Belfast branch of the Save the Children 
Club, which sold the stamps to raise money for “Biafran babies.” Aged eleven, 
Annie didn’t know where Biafra was, but she felt keenly that it was her duty 
to respond to suffering in far- off places. The proceeds from her stamps—
along with millions of pounds raised by the British public and donated by 
the British government—were used to purchase high- protein drinks for 
children on the front lines of the conflict, including another eleven- year- old 
girl named Affiong, at a Save the Children feeding center in the war- ravaged 
region of Calabar.1

The Biafran famine is remembered as the foundational moment of con-
temporary humanitarianism.2 However, that the mechanisms existed to turn 
stamps stolen by Annie in Belfast into a high- protein drink for Affiong in 
Biafra was due to an aid and development sector that had been fifty years in 
the making.3 This book charts those fifty years—years in which the contem-
porary aid sector was born and grew up during an era of international col-
laboration and imperial decline. To do so, I follow Save the Children from its 
foundation in the aftermath of the First World War, through a further period 
of global conflict and decolonization, and into the era of post colonial inter-
national aid. I argue that British humanitarianism was inseparable from—
and sheds new light upon—the two defining features of Britain’s twentieth 
century: the loss of empire and the rise of the welfare state.

Contemporary British humanitarianism was born out of the peculiar-
ity of Britain’s imperial role in an era of internationalist cooperation. In the 
nineteenth century, British humanitarianism was a product of imperialism. It 
sought to rescue the victims of colonial cruelty, and in doing so demonstrate 
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the benevolence of British imperialism. After the First World War, a new 
imperative to save Europe (and particularly its children) altered the geography 
of British humanitarianism, shifting its focus beyond the British Empire into 
a new “international” area. A new generation of humanitarians styled their 
work as an internationalist attempt to create mutual peace and prosperity 
across Europe in the aftermath of war. They downplayed Britain’s imperial 
ambitions, reconfiguring Britain as a champion and exemplar of collabora-
tive internationalism. Despite this, British international humanitarianism was 
an attempt to create conditions favorable to British imperial rule and free 
trade.4 This became explicit when, after the Second World War, British aid 
organizations increasingly relocated their efforts from Europe to Britain’s colo-
nies—the space in which British humanitarianism had first been forged—in 
a bid to slow the disintegration of British imperialism. After empire’s end, 
humanitarian internationalism became a means of performing Britain’s ongo-
ing global role.5

British world leadership, and the emergence of its modern welfare state, 
were biopolitical projects. Children were central to both. British humanitar-
ians worked to create physically healthy, mentally disciplined, and emotionally 
well- adjusted children across the globe. Drawing on the emerging medical, 
psychological, and even eugenic “knowledge” that undergirded the rise of Brit-
ain’s welfare state, humanitarians believed that children’s bodies and minds 
could be molded to create a world in Britain’s economic and political image. 
The young would grow up to be the workers of European or colonial econo-
mies, and the peaceful democratic citizens (or docile colonial subjects) of an 
interconnected world.6 This imagined world was unequal: the future roles that 
humanitarians envisaged for children—and thus the forms of education and 
intervention they received—were determined by imperial attitudes to race, 
bourgeois views of class, and Protestant visions of productivity.

This study of Save the Children (SCF), one of Britain’s oldest, largest, 
and most influential aid organizations, is an experiment in writing an inter-
national, institutional history. By focusing on a single institution across a 
turbulent fifty- year period in the twentieth century, we can draw together the 
international and imperial contexts of Britain’s global engagement. A study 
of Save the Children also connects domestic and international developments 
in child welfare. It reveals not only how Britain exported ideas about the 
welfare of children and families but also how child welfare practices that 
became embedded in Britain’s welfare state were contingent upon innova-
tions overseas. Annie in Belfast and Affiong in Biafra were connected by both 
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the pennies raised by stolen stamps and a vision of global childhood that had 
emerged from imperial Britain in the twentieth century. 

Humanitarianism, Capitalism, and Imperialism

The rise of humanitarianism is inseparable from the rise of capitalism and 
imperialism. Historians have understood humanitarianism as “concern for 
distant others,” identifying the campaign against the trade in enslaved peoples 
in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries as the first humanitarian 
campaign.7 For Britain, the first state to partially abolish the trade in enslaved 
people, the success of the campaign marked the beginning of an imperial 
superiority complex. British rule was cast as uniquely benevolent coloniza-
tion.8 The British Empire not only freed the enslaved, but also claimed that 
colonization was a tool for civilization and Christianization. The apparently 
“humanitarian” basis of empire went hand in hand with its primary function: 
the accumulation of capital. Missionary schools and hospitals were prepar-
ing colonized minds and bodies to produce goods for an imperial market in 
which the profits of imperial natural resources could be extracted and chan-
neled to British businesses and the British state.9

Humanitarianism did not spring entirely from colonial empires. In 1853, 
the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) was founded by Swiss 
businessman Henri Dunant. Aiding the military victims of wars, the ICRC 
claimed to be impartial, neutral, and independent.10 The two distinct strands 
of nineteenth- century humanitarianism—the colonial tradition and the 
continental tradition—met in the aftermath of the First World War. Mission-
ary organizations and Red Cross societies alike worked together to halt the 
spread of epidemic disease, mass famine, endemic poverty, and the postwar 
refugee crisis in Europe.11 From 1920, humanitarian organizations such as 
the SCF and the ICRC were aided in their war relief and disease control 
efforts by the newly founded League of Nations, an international, intergov-
ernmental organization created to build a lasting peace through collective 
security and cooperation in social, economic, and humanitarian matters.12 
This was because the health of Europe’s workers was understood as integral 
to the health of the international economy which was, in turn, a necessary 
condition for “international peace.”13 

The League of Nations—dominated by Britain and France—also cast 
colonialism as part of an international peace effort. Through colonization, the 
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natural resources and labor of colonized territories were opened to the wider 
world in the name of international prosperity. At the same time, colonized 
territories were being “tutored” in the norms of participatory democracy, and 
would become ready to, eventually, take up their position in an international 
order based on stable, liberal governance. As a recent wave of historical work 
has shown, the “liberal internationalism” of the League of Nations upheld, 
rather than challenged, imperialism.14 In this book, I examine a particular 
humanitarian iteration of liberal internationalism. Doing so uncovers how 
the relationship between internationalism and imperialism was understood 
by the British public, and experienced “on the ground” by the objects of their 
benevolence. Recent histories of liberal internationalism have, broadly, cen-
tered on international intergovernmental institutions (the League of Nations 
and the United Nations) and their subsidiary organizations, tending to begin 
or end with the Second World War, as the League of Nations declined and 
the United Nations was founded.15 Examining the interaction between 
internationalism and imperialism through Save the Children, I disrupt this 
periodization. Save the Children’s version of humanitarian internationalism, 
while it might have been born from the interwar international order, out-
lasted it. 

In the aftermath of the Second World War, “humanitarian” interventions 
became ever more integral to both the external image and the internal opera-
tions of the British Empire. Britain, still paying off its war effort, sought new 
ways to make the empire profitable, fitting more colonial subjects for labor 
through education and healthcare. Welfare interventions were also designed 
to stymy anti-colonial resistance at a moment when, in the context of the 
Cold War and the rise of American power, the international community was 
increasingly sympathetic to calls for democracy and territorial sovereignty. 
However, postwar colonial welfare interventions proved too little too late.16 
By the end of the 1960s, the British Empire, which had once spanned one- 
fifth of the world’s land, was little more than a handful of territories. 

The end of the British Empire led to a rupture in the ideas and practices 
of British humanitarianism. Save the Children’s utopian optimism about the 
world had hinged on growing international cooperation but also, more cru-
cially, on British world leadership. In a world without empire, they ceased to 
imagine a more prosperous future was possible for the world’s poorer nations. 
Despite this, British humanitarianism continued to grow, even while the 
empire contracted, as new development projects were launched in colonial 
territories preparing for independence.17 New humanitarian organizations, 
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such as Oxfam and Christian Aid, brought fresh optimism and idealism to 
the doctrine of “development.”18 These organizations employed former colo-
nial officials to lend their “expertise,” and enlisted the British public in ongo-
ing attempts to build friendship and to “develop” Britain’s former colonies.19 
After decolonization, humanitarianism became a means through which the 
British public and the British state sought to address problems of poverty, 
inequality, and underdevelopment caused by imperialism, while seeking to 
invent empire’s positive legacy. 

Globalizing Britain’s Welfare State 

Like the British Empire, the modern British welfare state sought the maximi-
zation of economic productivity through the creation of a healthy workforce.20 
Its architects, with their diverse origins in the interwar labor movement, late 
nineteenth- century philanthropy, and liberal politics, shared beliefs about 
the inherent moral worth of work and the immorality of idleness. Assistance, 
either from the public purse or private charity, was not a universal right, but 
was owed in times of need to those who had demonstrated they were “deserv-
ing” through industry and thrift in earlier stages of life.21 After 1945, entitle-
ment to the full complement of state services was based on contributions made 
by the employed via taxation, or services were intended for those experienc-
ing brief spells of unemployment: the modern- day “deserving poor” who had 
proven their will to work.22 The British state venerated not only production, 
but reproduction. Through pro- natalist policies, it ensured the creation of the 
citizens of the future, while marginalizing individuals and lifestyles that devi-
ated from heterosexual, reproductive norms.23 

Across twentieth- century Europe, children were the first beneficiaries of 
emerging welfare states.24 Whereas adults’ welfare entitlement depended on 
willingness or ability to work, almost all children were imagined as potential 
future contributors to society.25 For the children of the British poor, this 
future contribution was imagined in biological and economic terms: children 
were white imperial settlers, soldiers, or future producers (and reproducers).26 
Moments when the British Empire’s military strength or economy were under 
threat produced rapid advances in child welfare. In the aftermath of the Boer 
War, when mass enlistment revealed the “physical degeneration” of Britain’s 
lower classes, a raft of child welfare legislation sought to save children’s bod-
ies from the ravages of poverty.27 In the early twentieth century, European 
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powers competed not just to amass warships, but to invigorate future soldiers, 
workers, and mothers through expanded state child welfare provision.28 

Although healthy children had the potential to transcend the poverty of 
their parents, this was by no means seen as a certainty. Poverty was seen as 
a moral as well as material condition. It arose through lack of self- discipline 
and so could be prevented in the next generation through appropriate social-
ization.29 Mass education in Britain aimed to “civilize” the children of the 
working classes, viewed as savage not only due to their social position but 
also because, as children, they were seen as closer to nature.30 Curricula were 
designed to inculcate discipline, self- control, and punctuality alongside read-
ing, writing, and arithmetic.31 State education, increasingly organized and 
planned after the 1944 Education Act, aimed to eradicate unemployment 
(and its attendant “idleness”) by matching the abilities of children to the 
needs of the economy.32 Children with bodies that were deemed incapable 
of contributing to society were often excluded from mainstream education 
or medical care, lest they transfer their perceived physical or intellectual 
limitations to the next generation.33

In the aftermath of the First World War, humanitarian organizations 
scaled up arguments about the importance of children’s health for national 
strength in a new international era. If the present health of children forecast 
the future abilities of future workers, then the international economy—and 
therefore international peace—depended on “all the world’s children.” 
Despite their universalist claims, international humanitarian organizations 
continued to exclude from their care children they deemed unfit. In the early 
twentieth century, humanitarians not only globalized British welfare policies, 
but operationalized British eugenics. After the defeat of Nazism discredited 
eugenics, humanitarian organizations directed racialized psychiatry to the 
same ends: the creation of productive imperial subjects.

Britain imported as well as exported child welfare practices. New forms 
of knowledge, such as psychoanalysis and sociology, which underpinned 
advances in welfare and childcare in Britain, were often formulated else-
where. British child welfare experts watched the rise of the social sciences in 
Germany and the United States keenly, eager to adapt new innovations to a 
British context.34 In the first half of the twentieth century, the British Empire 
functioned as a “laboratory” in which innovations could be tested and mea-
sured before they were implemented in British working- class communities.35 
These flows of knowledge and practice were multidirectional: child welfare 
workers trained in Britain took themselves and their methods to far- flung 



I n t roduc t ion  • 7

parts of the empire.36 Through the apparatus of international humanitarian-
ism the British welfare state—and its moral underpinnings—have been writ 
global. Through the figure of the innocent child, Victorian notions of deserv-
ing and undeserving poor were understood worldwide—never challenged, 
but rather entrenched, by international aid. 

Children and Families 

Affection within families and the special status afforded to the young by 
societies is not—as many scholars have claimed—uniquely modern. Before 
the twentieth century children were important participants in family econo-
mies: their “innocence” and inherent Romanticism had been celebrated in 
the Renaissance humanist movement, in the eighteenth- century Romantic 
movement, and in Protestant religion.37 Yet the particular way that children 
were valued—and who they were valued by—shifted in Western Europe and 
North America over the last two hundred years. During campaigns against 
child labor, beginning in the late eighteenth century, humanitarians identi-
fied the treatment of children (along with the abolition of slavery) as a key 
measure of British humanity. The abolition of child labor in the nineteenth 
century lent industrial capitalism ethical authority (in the way that the aboli-
tion of slavery legitimated British imperialism). The abolition of child labor 
in the nineteenth century, and the decline of multigenerational family liv-
ing in the twentieth, also meant that children’s economic value as earners or 
future caretakers for their parents declined. Instead, children’s value within 
families was imagined in emotional terms. As in campaigns against child 
labor, children were imagined as objects of affection, which placed them 
“above” economic calculations of their worth (or, as was increasingly the case 
for the bourgeois consumerist family, their cost).38 At the same moment, the 
economic value of children to nation- states at large, rather than the family as 
a singular unit, became an organizing principle for emerging welfare states. 

In the twentieth century, Save the Children understood the value of 
children in the economic (or indeed biopolitical) language of welfare states. 
However, when explaining its work to would- be supporters, it spoke of chil-
dren’s special emotional value, using the metaphors of the family, calling upon 
potential donors to honor maternal or paternal obligations to children far 
away. Yet, while these organizations drew on familial metaphors, they tended 
to overlook the children’s existing families. They viewed children as emotive 
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objects, rather than emotional subjects. Privileging physical needs over 
emotional preferences, early international aid organizations often removed 
children from their communities, placing them in orphanages, boarding 
schools, or sanatoria away from violence or urban poverty.39 These settings 
were designed with the intention of maximizing children’s future economic 
potential, creating strong minds and healthy bodies, rather than replicating 
the emotional regimes of bourgeois family life.

During the Second World War, mass evacuations of children from towns 
and cities across Europe prompted a new wave of psychological and psycho-
analytical studies, which argued that children’s emotional stability was 
dependent on secure attachment to their parents, particularly their  mothers.40 
When reports of juvenile delinquency spiked across Europe after 1945, fears 
about the potential of emotionally insecure children to create social and 
political upheaval became widespread.41 The observations of wartime psycho-
analytic studies—as much as the process of evacuation itself—profoundly 
reshaped the relationship between children and families. The protection of 
the nuclear family, and in particular the bond between mother and child, was 
enshrined in the organization of emerging welfare states. Postwar employ-
ment policies and family benefits pushed mothers out of work and back 
into their homes. In Britain, the 1950s and the 1960s saw a dismantling of 
institutional forms of childcare, while (newly professionalized) social work 
interventions increasingly sought to ensure that children were raised in (ide-
ally biological) families.42 The emotional culture of middle- class families 
shifted, as popular child- rearing advice literature foregrounded children’s 
need for secure attachment and affection, in contrast with earlier approaches 
that emphasized training and discipline.43 It was mothers who shouldered the 
burden of these new emotional imperatives.

Mothers also shouldered blame.44 While many nineteenth-  and early 
twentieth- century philanthropists preferred to focus on the image of the 
child in isolation, mothers shifted into focus when they could be used to 
explain bad behavior or ill health. In Britain, early twentieth- century child-
care movements focused primarily on education for mothers, imagining 
that malnourished children were improperly fed rather than lacking access 
to food.45 Fifty years later, professional social workers found the cause of 
children’s behavioral problems to be in their mothers’ “neglect” rather than 
rising levels of urban deprivation.46 Throughout the twentieth century, at 
moments when local philanthropists and international humanitarians faced 
the most ingrained challenges (declines in birthrate, global depression, the 
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economic exploitation of postcolonial states), they sought maternal solu-
tions to structural problems.47 From the slums of East London to the rural 
Gold Coast, humanitarian interventions with mothers involved “teaching” 
standards of childcare and affection that were simultaneously declared to be 
natural, instinctive, and universal.48 

Throughout the twentieth century, humanitarian organizations desig-
nated other people’s children as valuable to Western donors while often dis-
counting how children were valued in their own communities and families. In 
the first part of the twentieth century, aid organizations denied the emotional 
attachment of parents to their own children, disrupting familial connection 
in favor of forms of mass shelter and education designed to enhance children’s 
economic value as future workers. In the second half of the twentieth century, 
humanitarian organizations sought to export new emotional imperatives 
drawn from around child attachment and maternal bonding into the Global 
South. In doing so, they denied the economic value of children to their 
communities, seeking to abolish child labor and early marriage.49 Thus, they 
insisted on a modern, Western childhood as universal: protection, education, 
and family life became the “rights” of all children.50 In this way, humanitar-
ian organizations created the norms of childhood and family life that they 
claimed to uphold.51 

Children and the Anti- Politics of Aid

A common feature of humanitarian organizations across the last two centu-
ries is the claim to be above, beyond, or otherwise separate from “politics.” 
Concerned with the transcendent cause of humanity, humanitarians cast 
their interventions as impartial and nonpolitical. However, humanitarian-
ism desires not just to help people, but also to shape the world in which they 
live. Rather than conceptualizing humanitarianism as a political ethos in and 
of itself, I read it as a set of practices that express political visions.52 In Brit-
ain, humanitarian internationalism emerged from late Victorian liberalism.53 
Early twentieth- century British humanitarians held a series of core liberal 
beliefs in common: the rationality of markets, the importance of self- reliance, 
and the duties of communities to their less well- off members. Many of these 
individuals were Quakers and nonconformist Protestants who viewed work 
as inherently good but profit and accumulation as distasteful.54 Their support 
for British colonialism stemmed from a desire to extend the liberal virtues of 
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self- reliance and trade to the wider world as well as a Christian- influenced 
imperative to “steward” natural resources.55 They therefore understood colo-
nialism and capitalism as moral (rather than political) issues.

Humanitarianism was about saving individual subjects as well as upholding 
normative global systems. Aid organizations attempted to “depoliticize” both 
aid itself and its recipients, through the construction of the ideal humanitar-
ian subject: the inherently valuable and innately innocent child.56 Children 
were thought to lack the self- interested calculation required to be political 
actors. As political objects, their innate value rendered them a universal and 
unifying concern.57 Children, of course, have more political capacity than 
has been recognized either in the past or at the present moment, though that 
is not the focus of this book.58 This is not a study of children as actors, but 
rather an examination of how children were constructed and acted upon by 
humanitarians.

The founders of Save the Children were women, as were many of its early 
relief workers. These women used their femininity and “maternal compas-
sion” for children to distance themselves, and humanitarian work, from 
politics. Yet the majority of female humanitarians had in fact emerged from 
the women’s suffrage movement and saw humanitarian action as a form of 
political participation.59 Aid organizations were able to draw on the expertise 
and rhetoric of women’s suffrage campaigns while casting humanitarianism 
itself as nonpolitical. The women’s suffrage movement had claimed women’s 
right to vote by invoking the transcendent maternal compassion that women 
would bring to the degraded political arena.60 Aid organizations relied on 
these discourses of maternalism to give an impression of political impartiality 
in controversial interventions. However, in the field, as well as back in British 
headquarters, aid work became an intensely masculine profession, dominated 
by ex- military and former colonial officials.61 Women’s contributions, cast as 
expressions of emotion rather than expertise, were easily marginalized. This, 
until recently, has been as much the case in the historiography on humanitari-
anism as in the contemporary humanitarian movement. By reading politics 
through humanitarianism we can recover women’s political visions for inter-
national order.62 Doing so restores ideas about children and their bodies to 
the central space that they occupied in internationalist political thought. 

The ability of British aid organizations to forge relationships with the 
British government during the twentieth century (and indeed the twenty- 
first) has rested on their claims to be nonpolitical. The use of domestic tax 
revenue to aid people outside the national or imperial community has been 




