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Philanthropy

The etymology of the term “philanthropy” refers to the love of humankind 
(philos + anthropos) and it is associated with altruistic and disinterested giving. 
Humanitarianism and philanthropy have been the focus of distinct bodies of 
scholarly work that, to a large extent, remain disconnected. Although the his-
toriography of philanthropy is extremely rich and vast, social science’s explora-
tions of humanitarianism have infrequently, if at all, drawn upon relevant his-
torical studies of philanthropy. Apart from being unproductive, such a 
disconnection ignores the historical roots of Western humanitarianism. As 
Craig Calhoun (2008) notes, the emergence of the term “humanitarian” may be 
traced to the late 18th and early 19th century. Initially, the concept had theo-
logical connotations and referred to the humanity of Christ, but later it came 
to depict systematic efforts to alleviate human suffering and advance human-
ity in general. In fact, initially, humanitarianism and philanthropy largely con-
verged (Calhoun 2008: 79).

As efforts to alleviate the pain of the suffering stranger, humanitarianism 
and philanthropy have much in common. Yet they are based on differences in 
scale, scope, technologies, and modi operandi. The cosmopolitan character of 
humanitarianism is a key differential component. Michael Barnett (2011: 18) 
describes humanitarianism as “nothing less than a revolution in the ethics of 
care” and stresses the internationalization of care in a shifting global arena. As 
the impulse to alleviate the suffering of the “other,” humanitarianism has a 
clear orientation towards the distant stranger. Philanthropy, on the other 
hand, can be both local and international. Nevertheless, recent studies have 
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unsettled the de facto cosmopolitan character of humanitarianism, focusing 
on small-scale local humanitarian endeavors that could easily be defined as 
philanthropic, such as fundraising projects for acquaintances or nearby (rath-
er than distant) strangers. Finally, although philanthropy is often associated 
with an impulse and an affect, historical studies of “scientific philanthropy” 
have demonstrated that, like humanitarianism, philanthropy is also regular-
ized and institutionalized (Howe 1980).

There are a few exceptions in the literature that seek to bridge the distinc-
tion between philanthropy and humanitarianism. Erica Bornstein’s ethnogra-
phy of humanitarianism in New Delhi (Bornstein 2012) is one such example. 
Bornstein draws on the anthropological discussions on the gift to explore ev-
eryday and, mostly, informal humanitarian practices in India. As she shows, 
these mundane philanthropic practices are shaped by the broader global econ-
omies of philanthropy and humanitarianism, and efforts to regulate and insti-
tutionalize giving. Other studies of religious philanthropy, such as Islamic phi-
lanthropy (Benthall and Bellion-Jourdan 2003), draw upon local gifting 
practices and explore their manifestations in the contemporary humanitarian 
and philanthropic worlds. As Peter Redfield and Erica Bornstein have stressed 
(2010: 9), drawing parallels between humanitarianism and religious traditions 
can help unsettle Eurocentric assumptions around humanitarianism and, in 
the case of philanthropy, bring continuities and affinities to the fore.

The demarcation of spheres and ethics of care implied by the distinction 
between philanthropy and humanitarianism can be traced in the vernacu-
lar understandings of the two words, their genealogy, and the historical bur-
den they carry. In the mid-19th century, the term philanthropy was widely 
used by the people who participated in the emerging forms of collective 
intervention towards the poorest sections of the population. At the begin-
ning of the 21st century, however, particularly in Europe, philanthropy has 
increasingly been accompanied by criticism, at times being seen as an effect 
of bourgeois hypocrisy and class domination. In a similar vein, local under-
standings of humanitarianism underline similar inequalities and hierarchies  
of lives.

Katerina Rozakou
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Photography

Photography is the process of impressing a transparent film coated with a light-
sensitive emulsion (analog photography) or a magnetic memory (digital pho-
tography) with the light reflected from a subject or object through the lens of 
a camera and reproducing the image thereby created. Photography has been 
commonly associated with a higher true value than other genres, such as pic-
torial art or sculpture, because of the particular technology that it uses. Victor 
Bürgin (1982) notes how pictorial art and films are usually received by the pub-
lic as objects that need to be experienced critically, whereas photography pres-
ents itself as part of the environment. Similarly, Susan Sontag (1973) explains 
how photography is commonly perceived as a transparent method showing a 
piece of reality, while writing and paintings are associated with interpretation. 
On the contrary, scholars have highlighted how the act of taking a picture is not 
only about appropriating what is represented, but also about locating the im-
age producer in a certain position toward the subject/object photographed, this 
being a position of knowledge and therefore power (Sontag 1973; Bürgin 1982).

Since the end of the 19th century, when technological progress allowed the 
popularization and easy reproduction of photographs, photography was in-
creasingly used “to focus public attention on select examples of human misery 
in the world—from the local slum to the distant famine—transforming specif-
ic episodes of privation and suffering into humanitarian crises and campaigns” 
(Fehrenbach and Rodogno 2015: 4). Photographic accounts of humanitarian 
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