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Photographers and aid agencies each frame photographs according to their own politics, 
experiences and goals. These, in turn, shape spectators’ interpretations of people’s lived 
realities around the globe, and contribute to formulating responses to humanitarian issues. 
How have photographers and agencies represented refugees? How have refugees been 
pictured? In what way does the photographic version change when it has been published?  
 
See how “Refugees on the road between Gisenyi and Ruhengeri,” a photograph of a Rwandan 
child made by Canadian photographer Roger LeMoyne’s in 1996 for the CIDA International 
Development Photo Library and published in 2000, can help answer these questions.	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
 
 

	  

Children	  are	  considered	  apolitical,	  innocent	  
and	  dependent.	  No	  matter	  the	  political	  
situation	  their	  suffering	  is	  associated	  with,	  a	  
wide	  range	  of	  donors	  will	  support	  care	  for	  
children.	  This	  may	  be	  beneficial	  in	  the	  short-‐‑
term—aid	  will	  come—but	  in	  the	  long-‐‑term	  it	  
has	  had	  led	  certain	  groups	  of	  people	  or	  
entire	  continents	  (e.g.,	  Africa)	  to	  be	  
stereotyped	  as	  infantile	  and	  dependent.	  .	  
	  

If	  we	  look	  around	  the	  
child,	  we	  see	  that	  there	  
is	  a	  community.	  The	  
adults	  may	  be	  
preoccupied,	  but	  
presumably	  with	  
actively	  improving	  
their	  conditions.	  While	  
the	  situation	  is	  dire,	  
and	  assistance	  is	  likely	  
welcome,	  the	  people—
including	  the	  child—
are	  not	  passively	  
awaiting	  assistance.	  	  

Notice	  also	  the	  other	  children	  to	  the	  right	  and	  
left:	  the	  one	  on	  the	  right	  is	  possibly	  smiling	  
while	  the	  other	  of	  the	  left	  is	  more	  critical.	  The	  
iconography	  of	  misery	  seeks	  simplistic	  
passivity,	  and	  quiet	  suffering	  (pathos)	  ,when	  in	  
reality	  people	  experiencing	  desperate	  
situations	  live	  a	  range	  of	  emotions.	  It	  is	  unfair	  
to	  victims	  to	  narrowly	  define	  them.	  	  

Roger	  LeMoyne	  the	  cover	  
picture’s	  photographer,	  is	  
interviewed	  in	  this	  edition	  of	  
the	  magazine	  (2000).	  	  
He	  expresses	  a	  willingness	  to	  
add	  nuance	  to	  the	  visual	  
landscape	  of	  life	  in	  situations	  
of	  disaster:	  daily	  life	  in	  
contexts	  of	  extreme	  
deprivation	  can	  still	  be	  “happy	  
lives”	  (page	  7).	  	  

From	  1968	  to	  2013,	  CIDA	  supported	  numerous	  projects	  for	  refugees	  and	  forcibly	  displaced	  people	  around	  the	  world.	  In	  2009,	  
CIDA	  presented	  its	  strategy	  focused	  on	  children,	  including	  emphasis	  on	  three	  categories:	  child	  survival	  (including	  maternal	  
health),	  education	  access	  and	  safety	  to	  secure	  their	  future.	  Global	  Affairs	  Canada	  (GAC)	  supports	  various	  development	  projects	  
to	  help	  region	  cope	  with	  the	  crisis	  in	  Syria.	  	  Millions	  of	  Syrian	  refugees	  pouring	  into	  neighboring	  Jordan	  made	  Canada’s	  priority	  
to	  support	  Jordan’s	  education	  system	  for	  refugee	  children.	  
	  

Compare	  the	  photographs:	  on	  the	  cover,	  
the	  background	  has	  been	  intentionally	  
blurred,	  and	  text	  overlays	  deliberately	  
isolate	  the	  child.	  This	  makes	  the	  child	  
easier	  to	  see	  as	  a	  being	  in	  need	  of	  care,	  
even	  from	  distant	  foreigners.	  
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Pictures of refugees and displaced persons have been crucial to the successes and failures of 
campaigns of modern humanitarian aid. They set the tone of global relations, emphasizing 
solidarity, inequality, prejudice or justice. Why do images attract public attention? Have they 
changed? Have the ethics, sensitivity, capacity for outrage and sympathy evolved? Have the 
methods of photographers changed? How have NGOs navigated the pitfalls of the “limits of 
empathy and the pornography of suffering”? Is the public more critical? cynical? fatigued?  
 
Collaborative collection, interpretations and diffusion:  In the coming months, the historians, 
archivists, humanitarian worker members of the Canadian Network of Humanitarian History 
(CNHH) will collect and help present a dozen important pictures of Canadian development and 
humanitarian aid in a virtual exhibition to attempt to answer these questions. This 
collaboration will give the story behind the pictures, show the many ways by which a single 
image was used in the media, speak to the outcomes of the campaigns, give clues to viewers 
about how to read pictures, and explore differences in reading pictures over time. A final 
virtual exhibit will be open access, posted on the websites of contributors and of the CNHH. 
 
Interested in contributing? You are invited to participate by sharing a picture or visual story 
from your organization that could contribute to a history of visual representations of Canadian 
aid provided to people forcibly displaced by conflict, disaster or emergencies. Please contact us 
in the coming months. We look forward to seeing how we can work with you in identifying 
photographs that have histories and invaluable insights for sharing in this virtual exhibit.  
 
See the example:  The image featured on the other side of this page was taken for the Canadian 
International Development Agency photo library in 1996 by Canadian photographer Roger 
LeMoyne.  Comments on the picture and publication give an idea of the project.   
 
In the long term: Today, one generation after the exponential growth of aid and modern 
humanitarianism, it is urgent to identify and preserve archives and testimonies. Histories of 
these interventions abroad is invaluable for the study of the cultural, economic, political and 
social implications of the movement of people, and for informing consideration for future 
interventions. The CNHH invites you to be part of the preservation pictures of 
humanitarianism. The project will be of special interest to NGOs celebrating milestone 
anniversaries and looking for ways to take stock of, and share, their institutional memories, 
inventories of best practices, and ensure their financial and institutional future by attracting 
donations from older generations. One specific arm of this project, in collaboration with 
Carleton University’s Disability Research Group, is particularly interested in stories related to 
disability and technology. The project is financed by a Migration & Diaspora Studies TD grant. 
 
Contact us: Dominique Marshall,	  dominique_marshall@carleton.ca  
Sonya de Laat, RA, Refugee & Forged Migration project, delaat@mcmaster.ca 
Beth Robertson, RA, Disability Research Group, bethrobertson@cmail.carleton.ca 
	  


