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Abstract:

STRUCTURAL VIOLENCE AGAINST CHILDREN

Structural violence is harm imposed by some people on others indirectly, through the social system, as they pursue their own preferences. It produces a variety of harms to children, including the massive mortality of children throughout the world. More than twelve million children in the developing world die before their fifth birthdays every year. Children’s mortality is far higher than the mortality from warfare and other kinds of direct violence.

Almost all deaths of small children are due to some form of abuse or neglect, whether by the immediate family or by the society at large. Specific deaths may be beyond the control of the immediate family or community, but patterns of mortality can be influenced by public policy. The failure to introduce effective policies and programs for reducing children's mortality (immunization, for example) should sensibly lead to charges of abuse or neglect by government.

Children, especially poor children, are not attended to because they do not have the power to demand attention from public and private agencies. For some children the situa​tion is worse than being ignored. The powerful often find ways to use children to serve their own interests, whether those interests are economic, sexual, or military. Whether it is a matter of neglect or direct abuse, it is the inter​ests of others that are served; the interests of children are ignored.

The deaths of children throughout the world differ in many ways from the atrocities we commonly describe as genocides. The differences, however, are not sufficient to dismiss the issue. The conclusion is that children's mortality is so massive, so persistent, and so unnecessary it should be recognized as a kind of genocide.
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Historically, the field of peace studies has focused on direct violence, but it is now coming to a deeper appreciation of the importance of indirect or structural violence. This study explores one of its most widespread forms, structural violence against children. Structural violence leads to a variety of harms to children, including hunger, disease, poverty and other miseries. The focus here is on the effects of structural violence on the mortality of children. This permits us to make comparisons with the impacts of direct violence, and it helps us to see that there is far more suffering due to structural violence than to direct violence.

The following section suggests a general framework for peace studies and shows how structural violence can be located within it. This is then followed by an elaboration of the meaning of structural violence. Data are provided to show that the massive mortality of children is far greater than the overall mortality due to warfare or to genocide.

The massive mortality of children should be understood not only in clinical terms but also in social and political terms. It is not natural or necessary, but results from widespread policies of deliberate neglect. While the massive deaths of children are not intentional in the way we normally understand genocide to be intentional, nevertheless, children’s mortality is so massive, so persistent, and so unnecessary, it should be recognized as a kind of genocide.

Finally, alternative remedies to structural violence are considered. I conclude with the argument that one appropriate response to the structural problem of powerlessness is the clear recognition and effective realization of the rights of the powerless.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Structural violence needs to be located within the broader framework of concepts and terms employed in peace studies. The following outline suggests one way of understanding the key terms.

In a conflict situation, a party is an individual, entity, organization, or agency of some sort that has (or can be understood as having) a distinct set of preferences relating to the possible outcomes of a situation. Some parties may be silent.  If parties cannot speak for themselves, they may have advocates or surrogates who claim to know the parties' preferences and speak in their behalf.

Preferences are indications of the choices a party would make among the possible outcomes of a situation. Each party cares about the possible arrangement of things (such as the location of a border between nations, or what there is to be for lunch), and would rather have some arrangements over others. Generally each party could say which of the possible outcomes of a situation he/she/it would choose to be the case, which would be second most desirable, which third, and so on.

Parties generally have some capacities, which are resources or powers they can use to assure that their preferences are fulfilled.
Conflict is an incompatibility of preferences in a situation with several different possible outcomes.

Violence may be defined as doing harm to others in the pursuit of one's own preferences.

Peace is the absence of violence. While peace in the absolute may not be achievable, peace can be viewed as a meaningful objective: working toward peace means working for the reduction of violence. Negative peace is the absence of physical violence. Positive peace is the absence of all kinds of violence, physical, economic, political, and cultural.
Peace is defined here as the absence of violence, not as the absence of con​flict.  Well-managed conflict can be socially constructive.

Security means freedom from fear of violence. It is important to recognize that different people in different segments of society have different insecurities. National security policies often are driven by the insecurities of national leaders.

Thus, the basic architecture of conflicts is made up of a few basic elements: in a situation there are different parties with certain capacities to pursue their preferences with regard to a variety of issues, and their preferences are incompatible.

Violence, harming others in the pursuit of one's own interests, may take different forms and can be categorized in different ways. For example, acts of violence may be distinguished according to the types of perpetrators and victims (e.g., child abuse, racism, international violence). People can hurt others by using many different kinds of capacities (means, powers, forces, instruments). Broadly, violence refers to insults to basic human interests in survival, sustenance and well-being, freedom, and a sense of meaning. Thus we have four basic kinds of violence:

(1) There is the direct physical violence that injures and kills people, as in wars, torture and certain kinds of crimes. Physical violence involves direct injury to the human body.

(2) There is economic violence of the sort that leads to deprivation, malnutrition and disease (as in exploitation). Economic violence is based on the use of material incentives, usually money, but sometimes other sorts of goods such as food.

(3) There is the political violence that violates by repression, depriving people of their freedom and their human rights in general. Thus political violence is based on deprivation of non-material goods.

(4) There is the cultural violence of alienation that reduces the meaning, value, and quality of life. Cultural violence refers to manipulation of the meaning framework within which individuals and communities live. For example, a prevailing view that certain classes of people are less worthy and thus deserve less pay and other amenities would be a manifestation of cultural violence.

Using these four categories we can speak of work toward secure peace, economic peace, political peace, and cultural peace. Violence is described here as physical, economic, political, and cultural in reference to the means used, rather than to the perpetrator's ends or objectives. Thus warfare is described as physical because it is based on inflicting physical injury to the human body. Although its means are physical, warfare can be used to pursue economic, political, and cultural ends.

Structural Violence

Physical violence is direct violence while economic, political, and cultural violence are forms of structural or indirect violence. Structural violence is harm imposed by some people on others indirectly, through the social system, as they pursue their own preferences. For example, if many rich people begin moving into a community, they may drive up housing costs, harming some of the people who had already lived there. A guerrilla in El Salvador explained the concept to an American volunteer physician this way:

You gringos are always worried about violence done with machine guns and machetes. But there is another kind of violence that you must be aware of, too.

I used to work on the hacienda. . . .  My job was to take care of the dueño's dogs. I gave them meat and bowls of milk, food that I couldn't give my own family. When the dogs were sick, I took them to the veterinarian in Suchitot or San Salvador. When my children were sick, the dueño gave me his sympathy, but not medicine as they died.

To watch your children die of sickness and hunger while you can do nothing is violence to the spirit. We have suffered that silently for too many years. Why aren't you gringos con​cerned about that kind of violence?

The violence here is not simply that in the relationship between the speaker and his dueño. It is also in the larger social context in which the speaker has so few alternatives that he must submit to whatever treatment the dueño offers.

Structural violence is accomplished by political repression, through which people with power gain benefits for themselves at the expense of others who have less political power. The existence of political repression and the resulting structural violence is what distinguishes negative peace from positive peace. Martin Luther King, Jr. was clear about the difference:

"Sir," I said, "you have never had real peace in Montgomery. You have had a sort of negative peace in which the Negro too often accepted his state of subordination. But that is not true peace. True peace is not merely the absence of tension; it is the presence of justice. The tension we see in Montgomery today is the necessary tension that comes when the oppressed rise up and start to move forward toward a permanent, positive peace."

I went on to speculate that this was what Jesus meant when he said:  "I have not come to bring peace, but a sword." Certainly Jesus did not mean that he came to bring a physical sword. He seems to have been saying in substance: "I have not come to bring this old negative peace with its deadening passivity.  I have come to lash out against such a peace.  Whenever I come, a conflict is precipitated between the old and the new. Whenever I come, a division sets in between justice and injustice. I have come to bring a positive peace which is the presence of justice, love, yea, even the Kingdom of God."

The racial peace, which had existed in Montgomery, was not a Christian peace. It was a pagan peace and it had been bought at too great a price.

With direct violence there is a specific event, an identifiable victim, and an identifiable perpetrator. In contrast, structural violence is not visible in specific events.  Its effects are most clearly observable at the societal level, as systematic shortfalls in the quality of life of certain groups of people. In direct violence there is physical damage to the human body occurring in a distinct time-bound event, and individual victims and perpetrators can be identified. In structural violence, however, people suffer harm indirectly, often through a slow and steady process, with no clearly identifiable perpetra​tors. Structural violence cannot be photographed; only its patterned effects know it. Most victims of home​lessness or chronic malnutrition, for example, are victims of structural violence.

The common thread in all forms of violence is the fulfillment of one party's purposes at the expense of others. Violence entails the use of power. The connections may be direct and immediate, as when a mugger punches a pedestrian for his wallet, or it may be structural, as when government leaders decide to purchase armaments rather than vaccines.

Defining violence broadly, as doing harm to others in the pursuit of one's own preferences, creates space for drawing the distinction between direct and structural violence, for comparing them, and for exploring their interrelationships. At the conceptual level, there is no reason to suggest that one type of inflicting of harm is more important than another.

children’s mortality

Estimated numbers of under-five deaths for selected years are shown in Table 1.

TABLE 1. ANNUAL CHILDREN’S DEATHS

	YEAR
	CHILD 

DEATHS

	1960
	18,900,000

	1970
	17,400,000

	1980
	14,700,000

	1990
	12,700,000

	1991
	12,821,000

	1992
	13,191,000

	1993
	13,272,000

	1994
	12,588,000

	1995
	12,465,000

	1996
	11,694,000

	1997
	11,574,000

	1998
	11,140,000

	1999
	10,630,000

	2000
	10,929,000

	2001
	10,803,000

	2002
	10,889,000

	2003
	10,643,000


Source:  United Nations Children’s Fund, The State of the World’s Children, (New York: UNICEF/Oxford University Press, annual).

The number of children dying each year has been declining, but the numbers are still enormous, with more than a million dying every month.

The children's mortality rate is the number of children who die before their fifth birthday for every thousand born alive. The rate fell sharply between 1950 and 1980 but declined more slowly in the 1980s.
 The trend in the 1990s again shows that the decline in under-five mortality worldwide may not be steady and decisive.

Children's deaths account for about one-third of all deaths worldwide. In northern Europe or the United States children account for only two to three percent of all deaths. In many less developed countries more than half the deaths are deaths of children, which means there are more deaths of young people than of old people.
 The median age at death in 1990 was five or lower in Angola, Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Guinea, Malawi, Mali, Mozambique, Niger, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Somalia, Tanzania, and Uganda. This means that in these thirteen countries at least half the deaths were of children under five. In the United States the median age at death in 1990 was 76, and in the best cases, Japan, Norway, Sweden, and Switzerland, it was 78.

About one-third of the children who die each year are African, although they account for little more than ten percent of the world's population of children.

The number of children who die each year can be made more meaningful by com​paring it with other mortality figures.

There have been about 101,550,000 fatalities in wars between the years 1700 and 1987.
 That yields an average of 353,833 fatalities per year. William Eckhardt estimated that the total number of civilian and military deaths due to warfare in 1991 was 443,500, and that the yearly average between 1986 and 1991 was 427,800.
 These figures can be compared to the more than 12 million children's deaths in each of these years.

The most lethal war in all of human history was World War II. There were about 15 million battle deaths.
 If we add in civilian deaths, including genocide and other forms of mass murder, the number of deaths in and around World War II totaled around 51,358,000.
 Annualized for the six year period, the rate comes to about 8.6 million deaths a year—when children's deaths were running at well over 25 million per year. This most intense war in history resulted in a lower death rate, over a very limited period, than results from chil​dren's mortality year in and year out.

There are 58,156 names on the Vietnam war memorial in Washington, D.C. That is less than the number of children under five who die every two days throughout the world. A memorial for those children who die worldwide each year would be more than 250 times as long as the Vietnam memorial, and a new one would be needed every year.

Historically, governments have killed many of their own citizens outside of warfare. According to R. J. Rummel, the total number of people killed by governments outside of war has reached about 170 million in this century.
 While this figure is far higher than the numbers killed in warfare, it is far lower than the number of children's deaths over the twentieth century. Early in the century the world's population was smaller but the children's mortality rate was higher. If we estimate an average of, say, 20 million children's deaths per year, we arrive at a figure of over 1.8 billion for the number of children's deaths in this century, more than ten times the number of people killed by governments.

Children die for many different reasons. The practice of infanticide has been widespread.
 Even if children were not directly murdered, they were often abandoned or "exposed" in ways that, but for the "kindness of strangers" who might rescue them, could lead to their deaths.

Child abuse and neglect is still widespread in modern times, in both rich and poor countries, and many children die as a result. Millions of children live and die on the streets. In some countries street children are systematically killed. Children are being counted among the casualties of warfare at a steadily increasing rate. Often children are pressed to participate in armed combat as soldiers. State-sponsored torture of children has taken place in Argentina, El Salvador, Iraq, and South Africa.

For most children, however, the immediate cause of death is not murder or incurable diseases such as AIDS, but a combination of malnutrition and quite ordinary diseases. In 1986, for example, there were about five million children’s deaths due to diarrhea, three million due to malaria, and two million due to measles.
  Given adequate resources, diseases such as diarrhea, malaria, and measles are readily managed problems.

Even with the best of care the children's mortality rate can never be reduced to zero. In 1991 the lowest rate in the world was in Sweden where there were only five deaths of children under five years of age for every thousand children born alive. If the world's resources were fully devoted to minimizing children's mortality, presumably the children's mortality rate could be reduced to about five everywhere. But that is a very demanding standard. It is quite reasonable, however, to suggest that if our worldwide priorities called for it, the worldwide average children's mortality rate could be reduced to, say, 10 per thousand live births.

This can be demonstrated by examining the data for a representative year. In 1991, for example, twenty one countries had children's mortality rates of 10 or less. If the children's mortality rate had been 10 for all countries in 1991, children's deaths would have numbered 1,410,000. We can take that as a conservative estimate of the "minimum possible" number of children's deaths. The actual estimated number of children's deaths for 1991 was 12,821,000.
 The difference, 11,411,000, can be taken as a reasonable estimate of the number of unnecessary or excessive children's deaths. Thus about 89 percent of the total number of deaths of children under five were excessive.

We know the immediate causes of the massive deaths of children in clinical terms, but we also need an understanding in social terms. Why are the world's children devastated by so much malnutrition and disease? Describing the conditions of children around the world is not nearly as difficult as deciding how we should understand it.

Priorities, Not Poverty

Almost all deaths of small children are due to some form of abuse or neglect, whether by the immediate family or by the society at large. Even congenital birth defects are largely preventable with improved prenatal care. Even accidents are to a large degree preventable.

If enough resources and attention were given to small children, most would thrive. Many do not do well because their families are desperately poor. But focusing on the children and their families alone blinds us to the ways in which their conditions reflect the policies and actions of their societies. What is the role of government policy?

Many countries spend very little on children. Poverty is their explanation. But contrary to common assumptions, poor countries, like poor people, do have money. Poor countries are not uniformly poor; most have a middle class and a wealthy elite. They all manage to muster sufficient food and medical services for the wealthy. Soldiers don't go hungry. Even poor countries find money for monuments and armaments. Poor countries are constrained in what they can do, but viewed globally, surely the limited allocation of resources to serving the interests of poor children is due more to the ways in which available funds are used than to the absolute shortage of funds.

Specific deaths may be beyond the control of the immediate family or community, but patterns of mortality can be influenced by public policy. The failure to introduce effective policies and programs for reducing children's mortality (immunization, for example) should sensibly lead to charges of abuse or neglect by government.

The plight of children arises not so much out of the bad things that have been done directly to them as out of the many good things that have not been done for them. In the aggregate, much more harm results from child neglect than from direct child abuse. The failures of governments in relation to children are partly due to bad policies and programs, but more often to absent and inadequate programs resulting from the treatment of children's programs as low-priority items in national budgets. Children could be fed adequately in almost every country in the world, even the poorest among them, if that were regarded as high priority in government circles. Massive children's mortality is not necessary and inevitable.

That the problem is national priorities rather than national poverty is nowhere more clear than in the richest country in the world. The infant mortality rate in the United States is now about seven per thousand, which is quite good. But how do we come to terms with the fact that many other developed countries have lower rates, rates that are declining even faster than in the United States?  More than twenty percent of the children in the United States are under the official poverty line. That is not because the United States is a poor country.

Government officials say that of course they don't want children to go hun​gry or die—and they don't. The problem is that they place so many other concerns at a higher priority. Where there are serious problems of hunger or homelessness or children's mortality, decision-makers claim that they cannot deal with the problem because they don't have the resources. Often the truth is that they will not respond to the problem. Children's well-being could be sharply improved if that objective was of high priority to governments. Cannot is an attempt to evade responsibility. The cannot defense should not be accepted as an excuse where low priority—will not—is the truthful explanation.

Children, especially poor children, are not attended to because they do not have the power to demand attention from public and private agencies. For some children the situation is worse than being ignored. The powerful often find ways to use children to serve their own interests, whether those interests are economic or sexual or military. Whether it is a matter of neglect or direct abuse, it is the interests of others that are served; the interests of children are ignored.

Small children cannot make their own claims for recognition of their rights; they require surrogates to speak on their behalf. A number of organizations, private and public, national and international, have emerged to take up the advocacy of children. International agencies such as the United Nations Children's Fund, Defense for Children International, and Save the Children do a great deal, and within countries there are organizations such as the Children's Defense Fund in the United States that are very effective. But much remains to be done. Millions upon millions of children still die unnecessarily each year.

denial

The low priority accorded to children is linked to their invisibility. The numbers of children who die year after year are remarkable, but even more remarkable is the fact that so few people know them. Wars and terrorism and airplane crashes are in all the newspapers, but the massive mortality of children is not. I think there are several major reasons:

Distance. The massive mortality of children is viewed as something that takes place far away, beyond where you and I can reach to do anything about it.

Racism. Powerful, white people in developed countries do not show as much concern for the deaths of people of color as they do for other white people.

Nationalism. Closely related to racism, nationalism means that people feel that their nation's resources should be devoted to solving their own nation's problems, not those of other nations. Charity may be given overseas, but there is little sense of obligation or duty to those in other countries. There is no sense that children of, say, Malawi, are also children of the world, and thus are entitled to a share of the world's resources. Nationalism is just one of many levels of tribalism by which we distinguish our children from their children.

Events orientation. The news media are geared to reporting on events, not on steady-state conditions. Famine events in Africa are reported when they yield dramatic photographs. Most children's deaths, however, are associated with chronic malnutrition, a steady condition that is dispersed throughout the world, especially in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. People are much more capable of seeing direct violence than they are of grasping indirect or structural violence in the social order.

Triage. There is a deep concern that solving the problem of massive children's mortality will result in runaway population growth, resulting in deterioration in the quality of life everywhere. Thus there is a notion that, sad as it may be, some must be sacrificed for the benefit of others. The best known spokesman for this view is biologist Garrett Hardin, who argues that we must not let everyone climb into the lifeboat lest it be swamped and sink.

We tend to deny problems when we do not know what to do about them. Certainly the long-term denial of the threat of the AIDS disease by many governments has been partly because they didn't know what to do about it. But the techniques for saving children are simple and straightforward. Children need only simple things like food and shelter and attention.

We have the technical capacity to reduce children's mortality sharply, but we do not. We know how to end hunger technically, but lack the political will. We are fearful that any workable solution would require those of us who are rich and powerful to forego some of our advantages.

The denial of children's mortality is due more to an unexamined fear that saving them will in some way require sacrifice in the quality of our own lives. We prefer massive costs to others who are small, vulnerable, and far away to modest and uncertain costs to ourselves.

Intentionality

In some killings, witnesses observe the accused caught with a "smoking gun," and the accused is known to have motives for taking the life of the victim. In other cases, the accused may acknowledge having caused the death but argue that the gun went off accidentally, or say that he was temporarily insane and thus not responsible for his action. In criminal trials, distinctions are made according to the nature of the intentions:

Homicide is divided into four different types: Criminally negligent homicide (sometimes called vehicular homicide) is an unintentional killing resulting from indifference or reckless disregard for human life, such as speeding through a school zone. Manslaughter is killing someone intentionally in the heat of passion; unintentionally while committing a violation or a misdemeanor; or unintentionally while performing a lawful act in a negligent manner, such as while cleaning a loaded gun. Second-degree murder involves malice, which means that the killer must have intended to cause death or to inflict severe bodily harm. First-degree murder, the most serious form of homicide, involves both malice and a premeditated decision to kill someone.

We can make similar distinctions in connection with other sorts of death scenarios. Are the widespread deaths of children worldwide intentional in some sense? There is also the question of where the locus of these intentions might be. Who exactly is the responsible agent?

Most children's deaths cannot be described as murders. But that does not mean that they are accidental or natural or inevitable. Many can be described as resulting from a form of negligent homicide. Negligent homicide is still homicide in that the deaths are avoidable and unnecessary.

Can governments commit negligent homicide? Certainly it should be possible to charge governments with crimes of omission, crimes of neglect. Consider the case of Joshua DeShaney vs. Winnebago County Department of Social Services, brought before the United States Supreme Court. The child, Joshua, had been beaten by his father, causing him to be retarded and permanently institutionalized. A county social worker who knew of the abuse took no action. A majority of the court ruled that the state had not inflicted the violence, and thus was blameless. In his dissent Justice William J. Brennan argued "inaction can be every bit as abusive of power as action. . . . I cannot agree that our Constitution is indifferent to such indifference."

Most criminal law deals with those who take actions that should not have been taken; it does not deal so effectively with failures to take action that should have been taken. This is true whether the failure to act is attributed to individuals or to governments.

This skew means that child abuse gets much more attention than child neglect, despite the fact that far more children's deaths can be associated with neglect. Neglect may be difficult to observe in individual households, but at the societal level the systematic neglect of children shows up in high morbidity and mortality rates.

We tend to draw too sharp a line between deliberate and neglectful. Deliberate neglect describes the pattern of many governments' responses to the needs of children. The term is not an oxymoron; it is not self-contradictory. If the failure to attend to children's needs persists over time, even in the face of repeated complaints and appeals, that neglect can be described as intentional or deliberate. Neglect can be understood as the failure to do something that should be done—and that failure may or may not be intentional. If it persists and it is obvious, it must be regarded as intentional.

There is a difference between not knowing what your actions will lead to and what is described in law as "reckless disregard" for the predictable consequences of one's action. Manufacturers of cars and pharmaceuticals are expected to pull their products off the market if they learn they have serious harmful effects. When infant formula was first promoted in the third world, it may not have been anticipated that it would kill babies. But when international governmental and nongovernmental organizations documented and warned and campaigned about the problem, and the World Health Assembly passed guidelines to control the behavior of sellers of infant formula, and still the sellers persist in selling the product in a way that is known to kill babies, that is unforgivable.
 It is a form of killing.

Usually killings are concentrated in a particular time and space. The deaths of chil​dren, however, are dispersed all over the globe, and they are sustained over time. There certainly is no central command structure causing these deaths to happen. There is nothing like the Wannsee conference of January 1942 at which the Nazis systematically set out their plans for the extermination of the Jews of Europe.

There is that difference. The widespread deliberate and sustained neglect of children is not the calculated program of a few madmen assembled at a particular moment in history. The massive mortality of children is more frightening precisely because it occurs worldwide with no central coordination mechanism. The culpability is not individual but systemic.

Hatred?
The plight of children can be explained by the indifference of policymakers to the well being of children. Children are ignored or they are used to serve other people's interests, and apparently the interests of the children themselves simply do not matter very much.

Is it just a matter of indifference, or do some societies harbor a desire to harm children? Marian Wright Edelman, president of the Children's Defense Fund in Washington, D.C., is one of the most articulate advocates for change in United States policy toward children. Reporting on her views, on May 19, 1991 the San Jose Mercury News headlined "There's a War on, Our Children Are the Target. In May/June 1991 Mother Jones magazine, also reporting Edelman's views, offered a cover highlighting "America's Dirty Little Secret: We Hate Kids. Could they really mean hate? Do we really target kids, or is that just hyperbole, designed to attract attention? Do our societies go beyond simply ignoring kids, and actually want to harm them?

In his 1974 anthology on the History of Childhood, Lloyd deMause argued that it is not simply a matter of neglect. There are darker forces at work, a real deep-rooted malice, an urge to sacrifice children. More recently he has suggested that "Direct budget cuts in child aid and recessions that mainly affect children are modern equivalents of ancient child sacrifice—only our sacrificial priests are now presidents, budget committees and Federal Reserve chairmen".

On the whole, is public policy merely indifferent to the well being of children, or does it actually show signs of hatefulness? Is there an active desire to hurt children?

In my view there is no widespread societal motivation to harm children for its own sake, out of intrinsic hatefulness. But there is a well-established pattern of accepting the sustained and undeniable harm that befalls children as societies pursue other interests. While there may be no widespread intention to harm children directly, there is widespread acceptance of their being harmed indirectly, as a kind of "collateral damage" from other activities regarded as more important. In that sense there is instrumental hatefulness. The idea is frightening, but given the history of human capacity to do—or tolerate—violence to other human beings, it cannot be dismissed.

There are many programs to serve children, in the United States, in other countries, and in the world as a whole. But the persistent inadequacy of these programs, especially for poor children, does result in persistent harm, and often death.

The point is ultimately inescapable. Deliberate neglect of children, sustained over an extended period, leads to definite harm; thus it is hateful behavior. It is not forgivable in the way that momentary inattention might be forgivable. The conventional distinction between negligent homicide (manslaughter) and deliberate homicide (murder) is meaningful only as it refers to a singular, fleeting event. You may get away with the story that your gun went off accidentally the first time, but if the same thing happened repeatedly the story would not be accepted. No court would view repeated, sustained killings, with full knowledge, as accidental.

The widespread deliberate neglect of children by governments must be understood as being, in a way, intentional. But it is also important to distinguish it from deliberate targeting, with hateful desire to harm, as in the Holocaust, or the Armenian genocide, or King Herod's systematic killing of the children of Bethlehem.

Genocide?

On June 24, 1981 a group of 52 Nobel Prize laureates issued a Manifesto Against Hunger which began:

We appeal to all men and women of goodwill . . . to bring back to life the millions who, as victims of the political and economic upheavals of the world today, are suffering from hunger and privation.

Their situation has no precedent. In a single year, more people suffer than all those who died in the holocausts of the first half of this century. Every day spreads the outrage further, an outrage that assaults both the world around us and our own spirit and conscience.

Would it be reasonable to suggest that the treatment of children worldwide, allowing the deaths of over 12 million children under five each year, amounts to a form of genocide?

The Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on December 9, 1948 and entered into force on January 12, 1951. According to article II:

In the present Convention, genocide means any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group as such:

(a) Killing members of the group;

(b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group; 

(c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part;

(d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group;

(e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.

Children do constitute a group, but they are not a national, ethnic, racial, or religious group, the only victims recognized in the genocide convention. Also, the massive mortality of children is not the deliberate action of readily identified actors in the pattern characteristic of other commonly recognized genocides.

Some argue that genocide should be defined narrowly to prevent the debasement and trivialization of the concept. The difficulty is that a narrow definition may suggest that other kinds of large-scale mortality that are permitted to take place are less important. The sensible alternative is to systematically acknowledge that there are dif​ferent kinds of genocide associated with different categories of victims and different forms of intentionality. This is the approach advocated by Israel Charny in his taxonomic scheme. He defines genocide in the generic sense as the willful destruction of a large number of human beings, except as that might be necessary in self defense. He then suggests that in distinguishing different categories of genocide, the degree of willfulness or intentionality should be assessed, leading to rating of different degrees of the crime of genocide.

Perhaps the definitions used in assessing homicides could be adapted. Just as there can be first, second, or third degree murder, so too there might be first, second, or third degree genocide. Further distinctions must be made, however, to take account of sustained deliberate neglect.

The deaths of children throughout the world differ in many ways from the Holocaust and other atrocities we commonly describe as genocides. The differences, however, are not sufficient to dismiss the issue. The conclusion is virtually inescapable: children's mortality is so massive, so persistent, and so unnecessary it should be recognized as a kind of genocide.
Where children's mortality rates are much higher than they need to be, the government's policies may amount to a form of genocide. When not just one child but children as a class are not adequately nourished and cared for, that constitutes an ongoing crime by society. And as a crime there should be mechanisms in law for correcting that manifest injustice, including means for calling not only parents and local communities but also govern​ments to account. The foundation of that mechanism would be the clear recognition in law and practice of children's rights.

remedies

In doing the work of peace studies one of our major tasks is to learn to see violence of all kinds, and help others to see them. We need to be attentive not only to direct violence such as warfare but also to oppression and injustice. While warfare may be dramatic and newsworthy, there is far more harm to the human condition rooted in injustice in all its forms. Patterns of systematic and sustained disadvantage for particular groups or classes of people is usually a sign of systemic injustice, violence that is structural rather than direct because it works through the social system.

Warfare and other forms of direct violence are comparatively easy to stop, in principle, through separation of the parties that are inflicting harm on one another. Addressing the roots of structural violence, however, requires reconsideration of the fundamentals of governance and the rules we live by. Currently prevailing social systems—legal, educational, economic, etc.—tend to serve power more than they serve need. While they may do some people a great deal of good, at they same time they result in systematic disadvantage to many others. Some of these systems may need to be overturned. In other cases it may be worthwhile to preserve the systems for the advantages they produce, but if they are to be saved there is a need to compensate those who are disadvantaged by them.

Until new, more just systems of governance can be instituted, there two different ways in which we can respond to the suffering caused by widespread structural violence.  One approach is the offering of assistance to the needy to alleviate their suffering, on the grounds of charity, compassion, humanitarianism. The second approach also calls for assistance to the needy, but transforms the relationship by basing the assistance on the explicit legal recognition that the needy have specific rights to assistance.

Humanitarian assistance

It is possible to compensate for the ravages of structural violence through programs of assistance to its victims. Assistance can take the form of human service (welfare) programs within countries, and international humanitarian assistance when it is delivered between countries. Assistance can be provided by individuals, nongovernmental organizations, local and national governments, and international governmental and nongovernmental organizations. International humanitarian assistance (IHA) may be private or public; that is, it may be supplied either by private agencies (nongovernmental agencies–NGOs, or private voluntary organizations–PVOs), or by governmental (public) agencies.
 Governmental agencies often work with and through nongovernmental agencies, sometimes on a contract basis.

International humanitarian intervention refers to humanitarian assistance provided to people within a nation by outsiders without the consent of the national government. Such assistance has been provided to the Kurds in Iraq, to Bosnians and Croats in what had been Yugoslavia, and to Somalians.
 It is important to note that all such international humanitarian interventions have been associated with armed conflict situations. Outside of conflict situations (and often within conflict situations), the poor are left to starve in what I have described elsewhere as a kind of silent holocaust.
 The motivations for international humanitarian intervention have been more political than compassionate. There is some indication of this in the fact that, although U.S. government efforts in Iraq in fiscal year 1994 cost more than $38 million, mainly for military operations, only about one half of one percent of that ($212,254) was channeled through the United States Bureau for Humanitarian Response in the Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance. The humanitarian component of this military intervention apparently was quite small.

International humanitarian assistance generally focuses on “complex humanitarian emergencies,” defined as internal conflicts with large-scale displacements of people, mass famine, and fragile or failing economic, political and social institutions”.
 These are important situations. They get special attention largely because these pockets of instability can lead to serious regional security concerns. However, this focus leads to the neglect of other important kinds of situations, especially the pockets of quiet suffering that continue on a chronic basis in several parts of the world. In the Indian state of Orissa hunger and poverty are so intense that families sell their children for small sums of money.
  In places such as Malawi, Niger, and Togo the disasters seem to have no beginning and no end.

As the International Federation of the Red Cross counts things, “worldwide disasters, excluding war, kill over 150,000 people a year”.
 More than $3.5 billion a year is spent currently on IHA. At the same time we know that about ten million children die each year before their fifth birthdays. Yet the budget of the United Nation’s Children’s Fund (UNICEF) runs at little more than one billion dollars a year. Apparently the chronic pattern of massive child mortality is not viewed as a disaster.

Both within countries and internationally, some assistance programs that are quite effective. But their coverage is uneven, largely a matter of charity and chance. Often they are targeted more on the basis of political considerations than on the basis of human need. They tend to reinforce rather than remedy the existing skew in structures of power.

HUMAN RIGHTS

Clear recognition and realization of the human rights can be an appropriate structural remedy to a structural problem, empowering the powerless, and compensating them in at least some degree for their disadvantage. In particular, there is now an evolving understanding that if children everywhere are to be treated well, there must be a recognition that they have specific rights to good treatment. There is now a vigorous movement to recognize and assure the realization of children’s rights.

Children's rights have been addressed in many different international instruments.  On February 23, 1923, the General Council of the Union for Child Welfare adopted the Declaration of Geneva on the rights of the child. On September 26, 1924 it was adopted by the League of Nations as the Geneva Declaration on the Rights of the Child. It was then revised and became the basis of the Declaration of the Rights of the Child adopted unanimously by the United Nations General Assembly in 1959. The declaration enumerates ten principles regarding the rights of the child. It is a non-binding declaration, and does not make any provisions for implementation of those principles.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights was approved by the UN General Assembly in 1948. It was given effect in the International Covenant on Civil and Politi​cal Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights. There also was an Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. The two covenants and the protocol were adopted in 1966 and entered into force in 1976. The covenants include specific references to children's rights.

After ten years of hard negotiations in a working group of the United Nations Commission on Human Rights, on November 20, 1989 the United Nations General Assembly by consensus adopted the new Convention on the Rights of the Child. It came into force on September 2, 1990 when it was ratified by the twentieth nation. Weaving together the scattered threads of earlier international statements of the rights of children, the convention's articles cover civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights. It includes not only basic survival requirements such as food, clean water, and health care, but also rights of protection against abuse, neglect, and exploitation, and the right to education and to participation in social, religious, political, and economic activities. All countries except Somalia and the United States have ratified or otherwise acceded to the Convention on the Rights of the Child.

The convention is a comprehensive legal instrument, legally binding on all nations that accept it. The articles specify what States Parties are obligated to do under different conditions. National governments that agree to be bound by the con​vention have the major responsibility for its implementation. To provide added international pressure for responsible implementation, Article 43 called for the creation of a Committee on the Rights of the Child. It consists of experts whose main functions are to receive and transmit reports on the status of children's rights. Article 44 requires States Parties to submit "reports on the measures they have adopted which give effect to the rights recognized herein and on the progress made on the enjoyment of those rights." Article 46 entitles UNICEF and other agencies to work with the committee within the scope of their mandates.

Some human rights advocates, taking their cues from criminal law, advocate an approach centered on identifying and prosecuting violations of human rights.
  However, there are other approaches. As I have argued elsewhere in relation to nutrition rights:

The nutrition rights idea is based on the use of the law, but this does not mean that it should be based on punitive sanctions against wrongdoers. There may be some cases in which children go hungry because they have “bad” parents. In such cases, the law should be more concerned with assuring that the children do not have to pay for the sins of their parents than with assuring that their parents do have to pay for them. In much the same way, it would be foolish for the international community to think about punishing bad governments when it should emphasize the positive things it can do for children victimized by such governments. Although it is obviously not always true, the law should be based on the presumption that people and governments want to do the right thing, but sometimes need added incentives or some sort of help. The law can be used not only in punitive ways but also in positive ways to support and reinforce doing the right thing. It can be used to mandate positive life-affirming actions, quite literally . . . .

Malnutrition among children should be viewed as illegal, a condition that is not allowed, but this does not mean that anyone should be punished. The presence of a malnourished child should trigger a series of legally mandated positive actions by families, communities, and governments that are designed to remedy the condition.

Children have not only the rights enumerated in the Convention on the Rights of the Child, but also, with few exceptions, all other human rights. The articulation of these rights in international instruments represent an important advance, but there is still much more to be done to assure that these rights are fully realized. Although technically binding on the states that ratify these international human rights agreements, the human rights claims are ambiguous. The ambiguity in the international instruments is to some extent deliberate because it is left to the national governments, representing the states that are parties to the agreements, to concretize them in ways appropriate to their particular local circumstances. Much more needs to be done by national governments to assure that human rights within their jurisdictions are realized.

Remedies for structural violence are not easy to design or implement. However, in every case we must begin by learning to see the pervasive and persistent impacts of structural violence in our societies. As should be clear from the example of children’s mortality, there are massive and systematic patterns of disadvantage to particular categories of people that are neither natural nor necessary, and signify ongoing massive injustice. That injustice can be corrected over time through clear recognition and progressive realization of their human rights.
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