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We often describe countries as first, second, or third-world countries; first-world countries are defined as the

 

wealthiest, most highly developed, and having the highest standards of living among the nations in the world; third-
world countries are countries that are under-developed and experience extreme poverty on a daily basis. There is a 
common misconception that cases of extreme poverty do not exist or cannot happen in first-world countries like the

 

United States. However, this is far from accurate, and one can find American families living in extreme poverty 
associated with third-world countries. However, people living in first-world countries can experience a phenomenon 
referred to as the “pornography of poverty.” 
The “pornography of poverty” as defined in The Pornography of Poverty: A Cautionary Fundraising Tale by Betty 
Plewes and Rieky Stuart states that pornography of poverty is a “derogatory term used by development practitioners 
in the North and in the South to describe the worst of the images that exploit the poor for little more than voyeuristic 
ends and where people are portrayed as helpless, passive objects” (Plewes and Stuart pg. 23). The people portrayed in 
pornography of poverty photographs are often treated as a means to an end, and that end is usually financial in 
nature. In many instances, these photographs show people of color from third-world countries around the world such 
as the Philippines, China, and countries throughout Africa. These images exploit impoverished people without their 
consent and/or understanding. However, it has been found that this type of photograph often gets positive reactions 
from people; they are an effective fundraising tool for a variety of organizations and charities. For example, five 
Canadian NGOs raised about $300 million in one calendar year using pornography of poverty images (Plewes and 
Stuart pg. 23). 
These “pornographic poverty” images themselves are indeed powerful, and they do show real examples of people 
living in extreme poverty. But the question is - do these organizations actually want to tell the truth? The people in 
these images are objectified and treated as a “product” that people can “sponsor” or “buy”. This type of image often 
causes people to donate money to these aid organizations because they feel bad or guilty about their own standard of 
living; which then causes people to donate out of pity. In many cases, people who donate money to these charitable 
organizations do not become activists or do anything to actively fight situations that may cause extreme poverty in the 
world. It is far easier for a successful person to simply write a check and make a donation to ease one’s guilt. 
An ethical organization is always striving for the truth. The pornography of poverty tells a truth, but this is not an 
ethical truth, and an ethical organization would never use this tactic. The messages behind these types of photographs 
are prejudicial, objectifying others, and overall misleading in their message. In a study done by VSO, interviews were 
conducted regarding the impact of Live Aid. Interviewed participants told researchers that they felt “ignorant, even 
blinkered, due to their perceived lack of knowledge” when presented with another contradictory view of developing 
countries (Plewes and Stuart pg. 28). This survey is just one example of how telling the whole truth is important. When 
an organization chooses to sell half-truths, they are saying that the truth is only important when it benefits them. The 
whole truth does not benefit the type of organization that chooses to use this type of photo, so they ignore it.
There are multiple reasons why an organization would choose to use the pornography of poverty, and just as many 
reasons why another organization would not use it. One reason that an organization would use it is simply that it is an 
effective way to obtain generous donations to support your organization. Why change something if it is not broken, 
and as long as you are willing to ignore the ethical or moral concerns? Another reason is that it creates empathy and 
causes people to feel bad. Many times, these signs are placed in bigger cities with higher standards of living, or 



commercials are shown in first-world countries that have fewer cases of extreme poverty. It makes people question 
themselves, and the things that they allow - which causes them to either donate, learn more about the organization, or 
do both. In the same fashion, these images are usually followed with a call to action, and that call is going to be taken 
more seriously the more dramatic the image the statement is paired with. Finally, an organization might choose to use 
this type of picture because other organizations are. It brings up the question of: “If they are using it, why can’t my 
organization?”
One reason why an organization might choose not to use the pornography of poverty is that it perpetuates racial 
stereotypes. We have all seen images of malnourished, slightly dirty, children with distended stomachs. When you 
think of these pictures, are you thinking of a child of color? Another reason why an organization might not use this 
tactic is that it perpetuates and reinforces negative self-images of people from countries portrayed in the pictures 
(Plewes and Stuart pg. 24). The pictures in themselves are misleading in nature and put a lot of pressure on the viewer 
of the picture. Similarly, these pictures cause the people featured in the picture to be dehumanized; their dignity is 
being taken away, they are being exploited for the benefit of others.
The pornography of poverty is an ethical dilemma for many reasons. Whether you evaluate this phenomenon using 
ethical principles or ethical issues, it comes down to a derogatory concept. The definition itself discusses how it is a 
problem. Although it is an effective way to fundraise for organizations. It furthers inequalities, creates an “us vs. them” 
mentality, worsens the self-image of those from countries being exploited, and creates pity donations.
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