
RESTRICTED VISION = (some comments on the 40 hour famine). 

There i s a f a m i l i a r argument against cha r i t y and we l fa re : i t 
i s said tha t they undermine people's se l f respect , that they 
create dependence on the g i v e r , and tha t they ignore the root 
causes of the problem. In t h i s way, i t is argued, char i t y 
re - in fo rces the system tha t creates the problem, and makes i t 
less l i k e l y tha t the v ic t ims w i l l organise towards change. 

This argument i t s e l f can be c r i t i c i s e d . I t i s a very cynical 
person indeed who says tha t s ta rv ing people must wait u n t i l 
" a f t e r the revo lu t i on " before they can be properly f e d . But 
i t remains t rue tha t the e f fec ts o f any cha r i t y programme need 
to be c a r e f u l l y assessed. For such programmes can be mis
leading about the root causes of hunger and pover ty , and can 
draw a t t en t i on away from what needs to be done to change th ings . 

World V is ion 's "40 hour famine" is a case in po in t . For the 
l as t two years World Vis ion (an Evangelical Chr is t ian body) 
has organised such " famines". The idea i s that people fas t 
and get sponsored f o r each hour tha t they don ' t eat . World 
Vision uses the money tha t i s raised in t h i s way to sponsor 
feeding schemes around the country . 

According to a p u b l i c i t y pamphlet the f a s t i s "aimed at mobi
l i s i n g publ ic compassion and resources to wipe out ma lnu t r i t i on 
in Southern A f r i c a . " This i s where the f i r s t question a r i ses . 
There can be no serious argument about the causes of ma lnu t r i 
t i o n in South A f r i c a . I t is unemployment, landlessness, 
economic exp lo i t a t i on backed by p o l i t i c a l repress ion, the 
bantustan po l i cy and migrant labour tha t are the major strands 
in the web of poverty and socia l d i s rup t ion that are f i n a l l y 
responsible f o r hunger and s t a r va t i on . World Vision is doing 
nothing about these problems, and yet c la ims, through i t s 40 
hour famine to be t r y i n g to wipe out m a l n u t r i t i o n . In t h i s 
way the organisat ion turns a t t en t i on away from these problems. 

The second f law in the World Vision campaign is the kind of 
a t t i t u d e that i t helps to c reate . Those who have taken part 
in the f a s t are o f fered a s t i c ke r to put on t h e i r car or school 
bag. The s t i c ke r reads: " I have starved . . . so tha t others 
won ' t " . There are a number o f problems which resu l t from 
slogans l i k e t h i s . 



F i r s t l y , i t i s pa r t i cu la r l y se l f r ighteous. I t says: " I 
have done my b i t f o r the starv ing masses. I am a good 
person". Secondly, the s t i cke r is misleading. Starving 
oneself de l ibera te ly has absolutely no e f fec t on whether other 
people starve or not. The money could be col lected j us t as 
well without se l f i n f l i c t e d " s t a r v i n g . " This starv ing of 
oneself i s l i t t l e more than a way of escaping one's g u i l t a t 
the fac t that others are rea l l y s ta rv ing , and fee l ing good 
about "doing one's b i t " . I t also enables many people who 
d i r e c t l y or i nd i r ec t l y uphold the very system that leads to 
s tarvat ion in South Afr ica to feel complacent about t h e i r 
ro le-
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Indeed, a major c r i t i c i s m of the World Vision campaign, and 
many s imi la r welfare act ions, is that they present the so lu
t i on to the problem as being non-po l i t i ca l acts of ind iv idual 
char i t y . This ignores two th ings. F i r s t l y , the wealth of 
South Afr ica r i g h t l y belongs to a l l the people of the country 
anyway. Secondly, a j us t r ed i s t r i bu t i on of t h i s wealth w i l l 
only take place when the poor and the starv ing nave su f f i c i en t 
p o l i t i c a l strength to claim what is r i g h t f u l l y t h e i r s . 

Indiv idual acts of char i ty may be valuable i f they help to 
feed the vict ims of Apartheid. But tc suggest to school 
ch i l d ren , to churches and to the public that such char i ty 
is the so lu t ion to the problem is misleading in the extreme 
because i t draws a t ten t ion away from the p o l i t i c a l tasks that 
are necessary to change society. 

To achieve these p o l i t i c a l tasks requires j o i n t and united 
ac t ion . To subst i tu te acts of se l f - s ta r va t i on fo r such 
united act ion is to encourage p o l i t i c a l pass iv i t y . 

By a l l means l e t us t r y to feed the hungry. But l e t us a l so , 
r e a l i s t i c a l l y dedicate most of our energy to understanding 
and to changing the society that causes hunger in the f i r s t 
place. 


