Introduction: World poverty and the duty of assistance

Shortly after the appearance of his early mastegdtelitical Argument in the late 1960s,
Brian Barry was asked why, in a book which discdss&ide range of questions facing
contemporary society, from the justification of #tate’s coercive power to the fair
distribution of income, he did not discuss the majoral issue of the day, namely,
whether the use of nuclear weapons in all-out watccever be justified. Barry
responded “when the moral facts are obvious, tiseme need for philosophy.”

The moral facts about global poverty may seem lggbayond dispute. Most
inhabitants of rich nations encounter the moralesshat stem from global poverty in
two ways. First, if we regard as even roughly aataithe estimates of aid agencies of the
cost of permanently alleviating or preventing omeéividual’'s poverty-related suffering,
then we recognise that each of us is in a positidse able to meet the grave needs of
distant strangers at moderate personal cost.

Second, we recognise that by partaking in the argitife of our societies, we are
participants in a global political and economicteys with a decidedly mixed record on
poverty alleviation. In recent decades, this syst@sigenerated the knowledge, wealth
and economic opportunities that have played a akrtle in lifting hundreds of millions
of people out of poverty. At the same time, it lesunfulfilled the basic needs of those
with insufficient purchasing power, has maintaicedditions conducive to the
exploitation and oppression of many, and has lesetmus environmental degradation.

In both cases morality’'s demands on us appear strbghtforward. Insofar as
each one of us in a position through acts of beagrfie to significantly alleviate suffering
at without having to sacrifice anything of compdeamoral importance, each of us
should do so. Furthermore, in our daily roles assomers and producers, each of us
should ensure that he or she does not become phayever indirectly and
unintentionally—to oppression or exploitation. Ntwould we participate in transactions
that generate unreasonable risks of harm to otkerally, as citizens, we should support
improvements in the global political and econonyistem. All this seems obvious. There
may be a place for drawing people’s attention ertevant facts, and for sermonising if
people don't act as they know they should, butpWihg Barry’s dictum, there seems to
be no need for moral philosophy.

On closer inspection, however, a host of questsomsound these three moral
duties, which | will refer to as the duty to aibdetduty not to harm, and the duty to
promote just global institutions.

Let us start with the duty to aid. How would | lkaw live to ensure that | only
keep those resources for myself that generate itefeaf me that are of comparable
moral importance to the suffering of others thedulld prevent by their alternative use?
If I accept that the cost of saving others fromrdegion is small compared to the cost of
most of my daily enjoyments and needs, it wouldespphat the duty to aid would
require me to completely change my life. | woulddnéo devote my time, money,
knowledge, and contacts to lessening the suffefraihers, possibly to the point where |
would be very badly off myself.

(This need not be the case, though: | would be jperto keep what is necessary
to sustain me in my good works, or even amass a fargune if this would eventually
enable me to do more good. Warren Buffett, the d#®decond-richest man, was asked



to explain his decision to give way his billionsth@ cause of fighting global poverty and
disease late in life, when he had given very litiéore. He replied: “I have always
wanted to give my money away. But | was too gooahaking money. If | had given
away my first $50,000 many decades ago, it woulctftione far less good. Better, |
thought, to keep reinvesting it until | could rgathake a difference.”)

This duty to aid is, in sum, extremely demandisgtd demandingness a sign that
our conception of it is flawed?

We may feel a pull to answer “yes” to this questiloait stems from nothing more
than a desire to be free from the burden of guglitwould feel for acknowledging moral
requirements that we suspect we will not meet. phisshould, of course, be resisted.
Moreover, demandingness is itself not a sign thaitg is misconceived. After all, each
of us recognises that respecting the duty notlt@kiinnocent stranger may be very
demanding on occasion (say, when the strangereizdabf us on a waiting list for an
urgently needed life-saving transplant organ). Adalso recognise occasions, such as
the pursuit of a just war, in which it may be outydto sacrifice ourselves for some
greater good.

Nonetheless, legitimate questions have been raisedt the way this duty to aid
has been formulated. First, we face more thanguisade-off between the use of
resources to further our personal projects on tleel@and and the well-being of distant
strangers on the other. For many people, a mogalbd life involves relationships with
partners, family and friends. The demands of tmelsionships need to be weighed
against the demands of the duty of assistancetti#mm&lover explores this issue in his
contribution to this forum (p).

Second, the way we have formulated the duty tale&bs not consider two factors
of moral importance: the causal process by whiclefyg has come about, and whether
others are also in a position to help. Whetherragreis remediably badly off due to his
own well-informed, uncoerced choices, for examptayhether he is in this situation due
to bad brute luck, may make a difference to thengjth of his claims on our aid.
Furthermore, some person may be remediably bafijuef to someone else’s action, or
due to an action of our own, and this too may bgoirtant to the extent of our duties to
him. Finally, whether | alone am in a position ¢élieve someone’s suffering, or whether
others are in an equally good, or even better ijpositnay make a difference to my duty
to aid this person. In sum, questions about whiegponsible for creating certain bad
outcomes, and who is in a position to improve theray be relevant to the extent of a
person’s duty of assistance. David Miller addresisese issues in his article (p).

What of our duty not to harm others or participateslationships which enable
some agents to harm others through oppressionxatoitation? Undoubtedly, a
significant share of the economic transactions t@brdinary citizen of a rich country
enters into on a daily basis are relationshipsisfkind. The taxes paid on shoes made in
China support an oppressive communist dictatorghggKenyan green beans purchased
in the supermarket are fed with irrigation watemndrich local fishermen might have a
greater claim. But wrong as it may seem to engageich exchanges for our own
betterment, we are also all familiar with an argatregainst withdrawing from them. As
Linda Yueh discusses (p), notwithstanding all tikeidesirable consequences, economic
systems in which exchanges of this kind figure gremtly appear to be the single
greatest contributing factor in the spectaculapdnoabsolute poverty in recent decades



in China. (The same may be said for many other ttmsn) It would, of course, be better
if we could engage in economic exchanges with irthats of poorer nations without
harming third parties or supporting undesirablemeg; but where we are faced with a
choice between engaging in them or withdrawing ftbem (by substituting, for
example, shoes made in Italy and green beans groalland for their Chinese and
Kenyan counterparts), it is not at all clear théhdrawal is morally preferable.

In the case of the duty to promote just globalifasbns, the need for further
philosophical analysis arises from the fact th&nagvledging the obvious injustice of
current global institutions is only part of the jathe work of the Drop the Debt
campaigners on the effects of the borrowing prgeke of corrupt and oppressive elites,
for example, has been crucial in identifying ancheeying injustice. But in order to
support the development of just institutions, westrhe able to orient our actions by an
idea of what a realisable and tolerably just glader would look like. The task of
identifying this order is one which philosophersyé&af late taken up with gusto. To get a
flavour of the debate, consider in very rough oetliwo positions recently defended by
liberal philosophers. The first position, defendigdRawls inThe Law of Peoples,
requires that each country have economic institstibat enable all to have a decent life,
and a government that respects basic human righdtthat is legitimate in the eyes of its
subjects. (It need not be a liberal democracy.) tékk of wealthy nations is to enable
societies without such institutions to acquire th@nce this is accomplished, only
limited action to transform these societies inbefal democracies is permitted, and
action to improve the lot of the poorer countrieydnd the minimum necessary for a
decent standard of living would not be requirede $acond position, defended by
Charles Beitz in his pathbreakifglitical Theory and International Relations, argues
that justice requires the spread of liberal demmceand a global economic system
(which may include international transfers) whichxamally improves the prospects of
inhabitants of the least developed nations.

In whatever way we qualify and develop it, howevlee, perspective on world
poverty built around the three duties faces thie¥ahg objection. The history of aid and
development shows us, so this objection runs, izl requirements that do not
coincide with self-interest are generally weak wesdifor action. Our sense of justice is
easily outraged by attention-grabbing cases, hkeliananmen Square massacre, or the
plight of Kenyan fishermen whose livelihood is glipaaring as their lake is drained to
irrigate our green beans. But if the course ofosctequired to right injustice is hard to
discern and difficult to implement, we rarely commoi it before our attention is diverted
elsewhere. Similarly, our compassion is easily seduby images of suffering; but it
seldom remains powerful enough to engender a lenmg-tommitment to expend
significant resources on aid. Rather than relyingweak and fickle moral motives, we
would do better, therefore, to trust in enlightesetl-interest when designing strategies
to deal with global poverty. Paul Collier, an econigt with a distinguished career in
development, issues this challenge in his piece (p)

In sum, each of the contributors challenges anchdsthe view formulated at the
outset of this introduction. It was with the aimaticiting such contributions, and
discussing them with the general public, that theufh for European Philosophy and the
Department of Philosophy, Logic and Scientific Metlorganised the Conference on
World Poverty and the Duty of Assistance in Junéhidf year, from which the four



articles that follow were extracted. These contitns advance the tasks of formulating
a viewpoint that gives the aim of eliminating pdyets proper place among our other
goals, and of effectively orienting ourselves tadgathis aim in thought and action.



