CHAPTER 25

PETER SINGER

Born in Melbourne, Australia, in 1946, Peter
Singer is arguably the most famous ethicist in
the world and, thanks in part to his hotly con-
tested views in support of euthanasia and
healthcare rationing, he is also one of the most
controversial philosophers. Singer, who is Ira W.
DeCamp Professor of Bioethics at Princeton
University, is an ardent Utilitarian. In this essay
drawn from his popular Practical Ethics, Singer
begins with the seemingly innocuous proposi-
tion that there is something awry with the indi-
vidual who refuses to endure a very small
hardship, say, getting his or her shoes wet, in
order to spare someone else a grave harm, such
as drowning. From this starting point, he drives
to the conclusion that the rich would be repro-
bate not to help the downtrodden and, on a
larger scale, the same holds for the relationship
between the developed nations of the world and
those in “absolute poverty.” If Singer is correct,
then wealthy people and nations who fail to
lend a hand are not much better than
murderers.




RICH AND POOR

SOME FACTS

The last four chapters dealt with issues associ-
ated with killing. In the last of these, in the con-
text of euthanasia, we questioned the
distinction between Kkilling and allowing to die,
concluding that the distinction is of no intrinsic
ethical significance. This conclusion has impli-
cations which go far beyond euthanasia.

Consider these facts: by the most cautious
estimates, 400 million people lack the calories,
protein, vitamins and minerals needed for a
normally healthy life. Millions are constantly
hungry; others suffer from deficiency diseases
and from infections they would be able to resist
on a better diet. Children are worst affected.
According to one estimate, 15 million children
under five die every year from the combined

effects of malnutrition and infection. In some
areas, half the children born can be expected to
die before their fifth birthday.

Nor is lack of food the only hardship of the
poor. To give a broader picture, Robert McNa-
mara, President of the World Bank, has sug-
gested the term “absolute poverty.” The poverty
we are familiar with in industrialized nations is
relative poverty—meaning that some citizens




are poor, relative to the wealth enjoyed by their
neighbors. People living in relative poverty in
Australia might be quite comfortably off by
comparison with old-age pensioners in Britain,
and British old-age pensioners are not poor in
comparison with the poverty that exists in Mali
or Ethiopia. Absolute poverty, on the other
hand, is poverty by any standard. In McNama-
ra’s words:

Poverty at the absolute level ... is
life at the very margin of
existence.

The absolute poor are severely
deprived human beings struggling
to survive in a set of squalid and
degraded circumstances almost
beyond the power of our sophisti-
cated imaginations and privileged
circumstances to conceive.

Compared to those fortunate
enough to live in developed coun-
tries, individuals in the poorest
nations have:

An infant mortality rate eight
times higher

A life expectancy one-third
lower

An adult literacy rate 60% less

A nutritional level, for one out
of every two in the population,
below acceptable standards; and
for millions of infants, less protein
than is sufficient to permit opti-
mum development of the brain.




And McNamara has summed up absolute
poverty as:

a condition of life so characterized
by malnutrition, illiteracy, disease,
squalid surroundings, high infant
mortality and low life expectancy
as to be beneath any reasonable
definition of human decency.

Absolute poverty is, as McNamara has said,
responsible for the loss of countless lives, espe-
cially among infants and young children. When
absolute poverty does not cause death it still
causes misery of a kind not often seen in the
affluent nations. Malnutrition in young children
stunts both physical and mental development.
It has been estimated that the health, growth
and learning capacity of nearly half the young
children in developing countries are affected by
malnutrition. Millions of people on poor diets
suffer from deficiency diseases, like goitre, or
blindness caused by a lack of vitamin A. The
food value of what the poor eat is further
reduced by parasites such as hookworm and
ringworm, which are endemic in conditions of
poor sanitation and health education.

Death and disease apart, absolute poverty
remains a miserable condition of life, with inad-
equate food, shelter, clothing, sanitation, health
services and education. According to World
Bank estimates which define absolute poverty
in terms of income levels insufficient to provide
adequate nutrition, something like 800 million
people—almost 40% of the people of develop-
ing countries—live in absolute poverty. Abso-




lute poverty is probably the principal cause of
human misery today.

This is the background situation, the situa-
tion that prevails on our planet all the time. It
does not make headlines. People died from mal-
nutrition and related diseases yesterday, and
more will die tomorrow. The occasional
droughts, cyclones, earthquakes and floods that
take the lives of tens of thousands in one place
and at one time are more newsworthy. They add
greatly to the total amount of human suffering;
but it is wrong to assume that when there are
no major calamities reported, all is well.

The problem is not that the world cannot
produce enough to feed and shelter its people.
People in the poor countries consume, on aver-
age, 400 lbs of grain a year, while North Ameri-
cans average more than 2000 lbs. The difference
is caused by the fact that in the rich countries
we feed most of our grain to animals, convert-
ing it into meat, milk and eggs. Because this is
an inefficient process, wasting up to 95% of the
food value of the animal feed, people in rich
countries are responsible for the consumption
of far more food than those in poor countries
who eat few animal products. If we stopped
feeding animals on grains, soybeans and fish-
meal the amount of food saved would—if dis-
tributed to those who need it—be more than
enough to end hunger throughout the world.

These facts about animal food do not mean
that we can easily solve the world food problem
by cutting down on animal products, but they
show that the problem is essentially one of dis-
tribution rather than production. The world
does produce enough food. Moreover the poorer




nations themselves could produce far more if
they made more use of improved agricultural
techniques.

So why are people hungry? Poor people can-
not afford to buy grain grown by American
farmers. Poor farmers cannot afford to buy
improved seeds, or fertilizers, or the machinery
needed for drilling wells and pumping water.
Only by transferring some of the wealth of the
developed nations to the poor of the undevel-
oped nations can the situation be changed.

That this wealth exists is clear. Against the
picture of absolute poverty that McNamara has
painted, one might pose a picture of “absolute
affluence.” Those who are absolutely affluent
are not necessarily affluent by comparison with
their neighbors, but they are affluent by any
reasonable definition of human needs. This
means that they have more income than they
need to provide themselves adequately with all
the basic necessities of life. After buying food,
shelter, clothing, necessary health services and
education, the absolutely affluent are still able
to spend money on luxuries. The absolutely
affluent choose their food for the pleasures of
the palate, not to stop hunger; they buy new
clothes to look fashionable, not to keep warm;
they move house to be in a better neighborhood
or have a play room for the children, not to
keep out the rain; and after all this there is still
money to spend on books and records, color
television, and overseas holidays.

At this stage I am making no ethical judg-
ments about absolute affluence, merely pointing
out that it exists. Its defining characteristic is a




significant amount of income above the level
necessary to provide for the basic human needs
of oneself and one’s dependents. By this stan-
dard Western Europe, North America, Japan,
Australia, New Zealand and the oil-rich Middle
Eastern states are all absolutely affluent, and so
are many, if not all, of their citizens. The USSR
and Eastern Europe might also be included on
this list. To quote McNamara once more:

The average citizen of a developed
country enjoys wealth beyond the
wildest dreams of the one billion
people in countries with per capita
incomes under $200 ...

These, therefore, are the countries—and indi-
viduals—who have wealth which they could,
without threatening their own basic welfare,
transfer to the absolutely poor.

At present, very little is being transferred.
Members of the Organization of Petroleum
Exporting Countries lead the way, giving an
average of 2.1% of their Gross National Prod-
uct. Apart from them, only Sweden, The
Netherlands and Norway have reached the
modest UN target of 0.7% of GNP. Britain gives
0.38% of its GNP in official development
assistance and a small additional amount in
unofficial aid from voluntary organizations. The
total comes to less than £1 per month per per-
son, and compares with 5.5% of GNP spent on
alcohol, and 3% on tobacco. Other, even wealth-
ier nations, give still less: Germany gives
0.27%, the United States 0.22% and Japan
0.21%.




THE MORAL EQUIVALENT OF MURDER?

If these are the facts, we cannot avoid conclud-
ing that by not giving more than we do, people
in rich countries are allowing those in poor
countries to suffer from absolute poverty, with
consequent malnutrition, ill health and death.
This is not a conclusion which applies only to
governments. It applies to each absolutely afflu-
ent individual, for each of us has the opportu-
nity to do something about the situation; for
instance, to give our time or money to volun-
tary organizations like Oxfam, War on Want,
Freedom From Hunger, and so on. If, then,
allowing someone to die is not intrinsically dif-
ferent from killing someone, it would seem that
we are all murderers.

Is this verdict too harsh? Many will reject it
as self-evidently absurd. They would sooner
take it as showing that allowing to die cannot
be equivalent to killing than as showing that
living in an affluent style without contributing
to Oxfam is ethically equivalent to going over to
India and shooting a few peasants. And no
doubt, put as bluntly as that, the verdict is too
harsh.

There are several significant differences
between spending money on luxuries instead of
using it to save lives, and deliberately shooting
people.

First, the motivation will normally be differ-
ent. Those who deliberately shoot others go out
of their way to kill; they presumably want their
victims dead, from malice, sadism, or some
equally unpleasant motive. A person who buys




a color television set presumably wants to
watch television in color—not in itself a terrible
thing. At worst, spending money on luxuries
instead of giving it away indicates selfishness
and indifference to the sufferings of others,
characteristics which may be undesirable but
are not comparable with actual malice or similar
motives.

Second, it is not difficult for most of us to act
in accordance with a rule against killing people:
it is, on the other hand, very difficult to obey a
rule which commands us to save all the lives we
can. To live a comfortable, or even luxurious life
it is not necessary to kill anyone; but it is neces-
sary to allow some to die whom we might have
saved, for the money that we need to live com-
fortably could have been given away. Thus the
duty to avoid killing is much easier to discharge
completely than the duty to save. Saving every
life we could would mean cutting our standard
of living down to the bare essentials needed to
keep us alive.” To discharge this duty completely
would require a degree of moral heroism utterly
different from what is required by mere avoid-
ance of killing.

A third difference is the greater certainty of
the outcome of shooting when compared with
not giving aid. If I point a loaded gun at some-
one and pull the trigger, it is virtually certain
that the person will be injured, if not killed;
whereas the money that I could give might be
spent on a project that turns out to be unsuc-
cessful and helps no one.

Fourth, when people are shot there are iden-
tifiable individuals who have been harmed. We
can point to them and to their grieving families.




When I buy my color television, I cannot know
who my money would have saved if I had given
it away. In a time of famine I may see dead bod-
ies and grieving families on my new television,
and I might not doubt that my money would
have saved some of them; even then it is impos-
sible to point to a body and say that had I not
bought the set, that person would have
survived.

Fifth, it might be said that the plight of the
hungry is not my doing, and so I cannot be held
responsible for it. The starving would have been
starving if I had never existed. If I kill, however,
I am responsible for my victims’ deaths, for

those people would not have died if I had not
killed them.

These differences need not shake our previ-
ous conclusion that there is no intrinsic differ-
ence between killing and allowing to die. They
are extrinsic differences, that is, differences nor-
mally but not necessarily associated with the
distinction between killing and allowing to die.
We can imagine cases in which someone allows
another to die for malicious or sadistic reasons;
we can imagine a world in which there are so
few people needing assistance, and they are so
easy to assist, that our duty not to allow people
to die is as easily discharged as our duty not to
kill; we can imagine situations in which the
outcome of not helping is as sure as shooting;
we can imagine cases in which we can identify
the person we allow to die. We can even imag-
ine a case of allowing to die in which, if I had
not existed, the person would not have died—
for instance, a case in which if I had not been in
a position to help (though I don’t help) some-




one else would have been in my position and
would have helped.

Our previous discussion of euthanasia illus-
trates the extrinsic nature of these differences,
for they do not provide a basis for distinguish-
ing active from passive euthanasia. If a doctor
decides, in consultation with the parents, not to
operate on—and thus to allow to die—a mon-
goloid infant with an intestinal blockage, his
motivation will be similar to that of a doctor
who gives a lethal injection rather than allow
the infant to die. No extraordinary sacrifice or
moral heroism will be required in either case.
Not operating will just as certainly end in death
as administering the injection. Allowing to die
does have an identifiable victim. Finally, it may
well be that the doctor is personally responsible
for the death of the infant he decides not to
operate upon, since he may know that if he had
not taken this case, other doctors in the hospi-
tal would have operated.

Nevertheless, euthanasia is a special case, and
very different from allowing people to starve to
death. (The major difference being that when
euthanasia is justifiable, death is a good thing.)
The extrinsic differences which normally mark
off killing and allowing to die do explain why
we normally regard killing as much worse than
allowing to die.

To explain our conventional ethical attitudes
is not to justify them. Do the five differences
not only explain, but also justify, our attitudes?
Let us consider them one by one:

1. Take the lack of an identifiable victim first.
Suppose that I am a traveling salesman,




selling tinned food, and I learn that a
batch of tins contains a contaminant, the
known effect of which when consumed is
to double the risk that the consumer will
die from stomach cancer. Suppose I con-
tinue to sell the tins. My decision may
have no identifiable victims. Some of
those who eat the food will die from can-
cer. The proportion of consumers dying in
this way will be twice that of the commu-
nity at large, but which among the con-
sumers died because they ate what I sold,
and which would have contracted the dis-
ease anyway? It is impossible to tell; but
surely this impossibility makes my deci-
sion no less reprehensible than it would
have been had the contaminant had more
readily detectable, though equally fatal,
effects.

. The lack of certainty that by giving money
I could save a life does reduce the wrong-
ness of not giving, by comparison with
deliberate killing; but it is insufficient to
show that not giving is acceptable con-
duct. The motorist who speeds through
pedestrian crossings, heedless of anyone
who might be on them, is not a murderer.
She may never actually hit a pedestrian;
yet what she does is very wrong indeed.

. The notion of responsibility for acts rather
than omissions is more puzzling. On the
one hand we feel ourselves to be under a
greater obligation to help those whose
misfortunes we have caused. (It is for this
reason that advocates of overseas aid often
argue that Western nations have created
the poverty of Third World nations,




through forms of economic exploitation
which go back to the colonial system.) On
the other hand any consequentialist would
insist that we are responsible for all the
consequences of our actions, and if a con-
sequence of my spending money on a lux-
ury item is that someone dies, I am
responsible for that death. It is true that
the person would have died even if I had
never existed, but what is the relevance of
that? The fact is that I do exist, and the
consequentialist will say that our respon-
sibilities derive from the world as it is, not
as it might have been.

One way of making sense of the non-
consequentialist view of responsibility is
by basing it on a theory of rights of the
kind proposed by John Locke or, more
recently, Robert Nozick. If everyone has a
right to life, and this right is a right against
others who might threaten my life, but
not a right to assistance from others when
my life is in danger, then we can under-
stand the feeling that we are responsible
for acting to kill but not for omitting to
save. The former violates the rights of oth-
ers, the latter does not.

Should we accept such a theory of
rights? If we build up our theory of rights
by imagining, as Locke and Nozick do,
individuals living independently from each
other in a “state of nature,” it may seem
natural to adopt a conception of rights in
which as long as each leaves the other
alone, no rights are violated. I might, on
this view, quite properly have maintained




my independent existence if I had wished
to do so. So if I do not make you any
worse off than you would have been if I
had had nothing at all to do with you, how
can I have violated your rights? But why
start from such an unhistorical, abstract
and ultimately inexplicable idea as an
independent individual? We now know
that our ancestors were social beings long
before they were human beings, and could
not have developed the abilities and
capacities of human beings if they had not
been social beings first. In any case we are
not, now, isolated individuals. If we con-
sider people living together in a communi-
ty, it is less easy to assume that rights
must be restricted to rights against inter-
ference. We might, instead, adopt the view
that taking rights to life seriously is
incompatible with standing by and watch-
ing people die when one could easily save
them.

4. What of the difference in motivation?
That a person does not positively wish for
the death of another lessens the severity
of the blame she deserves; but not by as
much as our present attitudes to giving
aid suggest. The behavior of the speeding
motorist is again comparable, for such
motorists usually have no desire at all to
kill anyone. They merely enjoy speeding
and are indifferent to the consequences.
Despite their lack of malice, those who
kill with cars deserve not only blame but
also severe punishment.

5. Finally, the fact that to avoid killing peo-




ple is normally not difficult, whereas to
save all one possibly could save is heroic,
must make an important difference to our
attitude to failure to do what the respec-
tive principles demand. Not to kill is a
minimum standard of acceptable conduct
we can require of everyone; to save all one
possibly could is not something that can
realistically be required, especially not in
societies accustomed to giving as little as
ours do. Given the generally accepted
standards, people who give, say, £100 a
year to Oxfam are more aptly praised for
above average generosity than blamed for
giving less than they might. The appropri-
ateness of praise and blame is, however, a
separate issue from the rightness or
wrongness of actions. The former evalu-
ates the agent: the latter evaluates the
action. Perhaps people who give £100
really ought to give at least £1,000, but to
blame them for not giving more could be
counterproductive. It might make them
feel that what is required is too demand-
ing, and if one is going to be blamed any-
way, one might as well not give anything
at all.

(That an ethic which put saving all one
possibly can on the same footing as not
killing would be an ethic for saints or
heroes should not lead us to assume that
the alternative must be an ethic which
makes it obligatory not to kill, but puts us
under no obligation to save anyone. There
are positions in between these extremes,
as we shall soon see.)




To summarize our discussion of the five dif-
ferences which normally exist between killing
and allowing to die, in the context of absolute
poverty and overseas aid. The lack of an identi-
fiable victim is of no moral significance, though
it may play an important role in explaining our
attitudes. The idea that we are directly respon-
sible for those we kill, but not for those we do
not help, depends on a questionable notion of
responsibility, and may need to be based on a
controversial theory of rights. Differences in
certainty and motivation are ethically signifi-
cant, and show that not aiding the poor is not
to be condemned as murdering them; it could,
however, be on a par with killing someone as a
result of reckless driving, which is serious
enough. Finally the difficulty of completely dis-
charging the duty of saving all one possibly can
makes it inappropriate to blame those who fall
short of this target as we blame those who kill;
but this does not show that the act itself is less
serious. Nor does it indicate anything about
those who, far from saving all they possibly can,
make no effort to save anyone.

These conclusions suggest a new approach.
Instead of attempting to deal with the contrast
between aftfluence and poverty by comparing
not saving with deliberate killing, let us con-
sider afresh whether we have an obligation to
assist those whose lives are in danger, and if so,
how this obligation applies to the present world
situation.

THE OBLIGATION TO ASSIST

THE ARGUMENT FOR AN OBLIGATION TO ASSIST




The path from the library at my university to
the Humanities lecture theater passes a shallow
ornamental pond. Suppose that on my way to
give a lecture I notice that a small child has
fallen in and is in danger of drowning. Would
anyone deny that I ought to wade in and pull
the child out? This will mean getting my
clothes muddy, and either canceling my lecture
or delaying it until I can find something dry to
change into; but compared with the avoidable
death of a child this is insignificant.

A plausible principle that would support the
judgment that I ought to pull the child out is
this: if it is in our power to prevent something
very bad happening, without thereby sacrificing
anything of comparable moral significance, we
ought to do it. This principle seems uncontro-
versial. It will obviously win the assent of con-
sequentialists; but non-consequentialists
should accept it too, because the injunction to
prevent what is bad applies only when nothing
comparably significant is at stake. Thus the
principle cannot lead to the kinds of actions of
which non-consequentialists strongly disap-
prove—serious violations of individual rights,
injustice, broken promises, and so on. If a non-
consequentialist regards any of these as compa-
rable in moral significance to the bad thing that
is to be prevented, he will automatically regard
the principle as not applying in those cases in
which the bad thing can only be prevented by
violating rights, doing injustice, breaking
promises, or whatever else is at stake. Most
non-consequentialists hold that we ought to
prevent what is bad and promote what is good.
Their dispute with consequentialists lies in




their insistence that this is not the sole ultimate
ethical principle: that it is an ethical principle is
not denied by any plausible ethical theory.

Nevertheless the uncontroversial appearance
of the principle that we ought to prevent what
is bad when we can do so without sacrificing
anything of comparable moral significance is
deceptive. If it were taken seriously and acted
upon, our lives and our world would be funda-
mentally changed. For the principle applies, not
just to rare situations in which one can save a
child from a pond, but to the everyday situation
in which we can assist those living in absolute
poverty. In saying this I assume that absolute
poverty, with its hunger and malnutrition, lack
of shelter, illiteracy, disease, high infant mortal-
ity and low life expectancy, is a bad thing. And I
assume that it is within the power of the afflu-
ent to reduce absolute poverty, without sacrific-
ing anything of comparable moral significance.
If these two assumptions and the principle we
have been discussing are correct, we have an
obligation to help those in absolute poverty
which is no less strong than our obligation to
rescue a drowning child from a pond. Not to
help would be wrong, whether or not it is
intrinsically equivalent to killing. Helping is
not, as conventionally thought, a charitable act
which it is praiseworthy to do, but not wrong to
omit; it is something that everyone ought to do.

This is the argument for an obligation to
assist. Set out more formally, it would look like
this.




First If we can prevent something bad

premise: without sacrificing anything of
comparable significance, we ought
to do it.

Second Absolute poverty is bad.

premise:

Third There is some absolute poverty

premise: we can prevent without sacrificing
anything of comparable moral
significance.

Conclu- We ought to prevent some abso-

sion: lute poverty.

The first premise is the substantive moral
premise on which the argument rests, and I
have tried to show that it can be accepted by
people who hold a variety of ethical positions.

The second premise is unlikely to be chal-
lenged. Absolute poverty is, as McNamara put
it, “beneath any reasonable definition of human
decency” and it would be hard to find a plausi-
ble ethical view which did not regard it as a bad
thing.

The third premise is more controversial, even
though it is cautiously framed. It claims only
that some absolute poverty can be prevented
without the sacrifice of anything of comparable
moral significance. It thus avoids the objection
that any aid I can give is just “drops in the
ocean” for the point is not whether my personal
contribution will make any noticeable impres-
sion on world poverty as a whole (of course it
won’t) but whether it will prevent some pover-
ty. This is all the argument needs to sustain its
conclusion; since the second premise says that




any absolute poverty is bad, and not merely the
total amount of absolute poverty. If without sac-
rificing anything of comparable moral signifi-
cance we can provide just one family with the
means to raise itself out of absolute poverty, the
third premise is vindicated.

I have left the notion of moral significance
unexamined in order to show that the argument
does not depend on any specific values or ethi-
cal principles. I think the third premise is true
for most people living in industrialized nations,
on any defensible view of what is morally signif-
icant. Our affluence means that we have income
we can dispose of without giving up the basic
necessities of life, and we can use this income
to reduce absolute poverty. Just how much we
will think ourselves obliged to give up will
depend on what we consider to be of compara-
ble moral significance to the poverty we could
prevent: color television, stylish clothes, expen-
sive dinner, a sophisticated stereo system, over-
seas holidays, a (second?) car, a larger house,
private schools for our children ... For a utilitar-
ian, none of these is likely to be of comparable
significance to the reduction of absolute pover-
ty; and those who are not utilitarians surely
must, if they subscribe to the principle of uni-
versalizability, accept that at least some of these
things are of far less moral significance than the
absolute poverty that could be prevented by the
money they cost. So the third premise seems to
be true on any plausible ethical view—although
the precise amount of absolute poverty that can
be prevented before anything of moral signifi-
cance is sacrificed will vary according to the eth-
ical view one accepts.




OBJECTIONS TO THE ARGUMENT

TAKING CARE OF OUR OWN

Anyone who has worked to increase overseas
aid will have come across the argument that we
should look after those near us, our families
and then the poor in our own country, before
we think about poverty in distant places.

No doubt we do instinctively prefer to help
those who are close to us. Few could stand by
and watch a child drown; many can ignore a
famine in Africa. But the question is not what
we usually do, but what we ought to do, and it
is difficult to see any sound moral justification
for the view that distance, or community mem-
bership, makes a crucial difference to our
obligations.

Consider, for instance, racial affinities. Should
whites help poor whites before helping poor
blacks? Most of us would reject such a sugges-
tion out of hand, and our discussion of the prin-
ciple of equal consideration of interests in
Chapter 2 has shown why we should reject it:
people’s need for food has nothing to do with
their race, and if blacks need food more than
whites, it would be a violation of the principle
of equal consideration to give preference to
whites.

The same point applies to citizenship or
nationhood. Every affluent nation has some rel-
atively poor citizens, but absolute poverty is
limited largely to the poor nations. Those living
on the streets of Calcutta, or in a drought-
stricken region of the Sahel, are experiencing
poverty unknown in the West. Under these cir-




cumstances it would be wrong to decide that
only those fortunate enough to be citizens of
our own community will share our abundance.

We feel obligations of kinship more strongly
than those of citizenship. Which parents could
give away their last bowl of rice if their own
children were starving? To do so would seem
unnatural, contrary to our nature as biologically
evolved beings—although whether it would be
wrong is another question altogether. In any
case, we are not faced with that situation, but
with one in which our own children are well-
fed, well-clothed, well-educated, and would
now like new bikes, a stereo set, or their own
car. In these circumstances any special obliga-
tions we might have to our children have been
fulfilled, and the needs of strangers make a
stronger claim upon us.

The element of truth in the view that we
should first take care of our own, lies in the
advantage of a recognized system of responsibil-
ities. When families and local communities look
after their own poorer members, ties of affec-
tion and personal relationships achieve ends
that would otherwise require a large, imper-
sonal bureaucracy. Hence it would be absurd to
propose that from now on we all regard our-
selves as equally responsible for the welfare of
everyone in the world; but the argument for an
obligation to assist does not propose that. It
applies only when some are in absolute poverty,
and others can help without sacrificing anything
of comparable moral significance. To allow one’s
own kin to sink into absolute poverty would be
to sacrifice something of comparable signifi-
cance; and before that point had been reached,




the breakdown of the system of family and com-
munity responsibility would be a factor to
weigh the balance in favor of a small degree of
preference for family and community. This
small degree of preference is, however, deci-
sively outweighed by existing discrepancies in
wealth and property.

PROPERTY RIGHTS

Do people have a right to private property, a
right which contradicts the view that they are
under an obligation to give some of their wealth
away to those in absolute poverty? According to
some theories of rights (for instance, Robert
Nozick’s) provided one has acquired one’s
property without the use of unjust means like
force and fraud, one may be entitled to enor-
mous wealth while others starve. This individu-
alistic conception of rights is in contrast to
other views, like the early Christian doctrine to
be found in the works of Thomas Aquinas,
which holds that since property exists for the
satisfaction of human needs, “whatever a man
has in superabundance is owed, of natural right,
to the poor for their sustenance.” A socialist
would also, of course, see wealth as belonging
to the community rather than the individual,
while utilitarians, whether socialist or not,
would be prepared to override property rights
to prevent great evils.

Does the argument for an obligation to assist
others therefore presuppose one of these other
theories of property rights, and not an individu-
alistic theory like Nozick’s? Not necessarily. A
theory of property rights can insist on our right
to retain wealth without pronouncing on




whether the rich ought to give to the poor. Noz-
ick, for example, rejects the use of compulsory
means like taxation to redistribute income, but
suggests that we can achieve the ends we deem
morally desirable by voluntary means. So Noz-
ick would reject the claim that rich people have
an “obligation” to give to the poor, insofar as
this implies that the poor have a right to our
aid, but might accept that giving is something
we ought to do and failing to give, though
within one’s rights, is wrong—for rights is not
all there is to ethics.

The argument for an obligation to assist can
survive, with only minor modifications, even if
we accept an individualistic theory of property
rights. In any case, however, I do not think we
should accept such a theory. It leaves too much
to chance to be an acceptable ethical view. For
instance, those whose forefathers happened to
inhabit some sandy wastes around the Persian
Gulf are now fabulously wealthy, because oil lay
under those sands; while those whose forefa-
thers settled on better land south of the Sahara
live in absolute poverty, because of drought and
bad harvests. Can this distribution be accept-
able from an impartial point of view? If we
imagine ourselves about to begin life as a citi-
zen of either Kuwait or Chad—but we do not
know which—would we accept the principle
that citizens of Kuwait are under no obligation
to assist people living in Chad?

POPULATION AND THE ETHICS OF TRIAGE

Perhaps the most serious objection to the argu-
ment that we have an obligation to assist is that
since the major cause of absolute poverty is




overpopulation, helping those now in poverty
will only ensure that yet more people are born
to live in poverty in the future.

In its most extreme form, this objection is
taken to show that we should adopt a policy of
“triage.” The term comes from medical policies
adopted in wartime. With too few doctors to
cope with all the casualties, the wounded were
divided into three categories: those who would
probably survive without medical assistance,
those who might survive if they received
assistance, but otherwise probably would not,
and those who even with medical assistance
probably would not survive. Only those in the
middle category were given medical assistance.
The idea, of course, was to use limited medical
resources as effectively as possible. For those in
the first category, medical treatment was not
strictly necessary; for those in the third catego-
ry, it was likely to be useless. It has been sug-
gested that we should apply the same policies
to countries, according to their prospects of
becoming self-sustaining. We would not aid
countries which even without our help will
soon be able to feed their populations. We
would not aid countries which, even with our
help, will not be able to limit their population
to a level they can feed. We would aid those
countries where our help might make the differ-
ence between success and failure in bringing
food and population into balance.

Advocates of this theory are understandably
reluctant to give a complete list of the countries
they would place into the “hopeless” category;
but Bangladesh is often cited as an example.
Adopting the policy of triage would, then, mean




cutting off assistance to Bangladesh and allow-
ing famine, disease and natural disasters to
reduce the population of that country (now
around 80 million) to the level at which it can
provide adequately for all.

In support of this view Garrett Hardin has
offered a metaphor: we in the rich nations are
like the occupants of a crowded lifeboat adrift in
a sea full of drowning people. If we try to save
the drowning by bringing them aboard our boat
will be overloaded and we shall all drown. Since
it is better that some survive than none, we
should leave the others to drown. In the world
today, according to Hardin, “lifeboat ethics”
apply. The rich should leave the poor to starve,
for otherwise the poor will drag the rich down
with them.

Against this view, some writers have argued
that overpopulation is a myth. The world pro-
duces ample food to feed its population, and
could, according to some estimates, feed ten
times as many. People are hungry not because
there are too many but because of inequitable
land distribution, the manipulation of Third
World economies by the developed nations,
wastage of food in the West, and so on.

Putting aside the controversial issue of the
extent to which food production might one day
be increased, it is true, as we have already seen,
that the world now produces enough to feed its
inhabitants—the amount lost by being fed to
animals itself being enough to meet existing
grain shortages. Nevertheless population
growth cannot be ignored. Bangladesh could,
with land reform and using better techniques,
feed its present population of 80 million; but by




the year 2000, according to World Bank esti-
mates, its population will be 146 million. The
enormous effort that will have to go into feed-
ing an extra 66 million people, all added to the
population within a quarter of a century, means
that Bangladesh must develop at full speed to
stay where she is. Other low income countries
are in similar situations. By the end of the cen-
tury, Ethiopia’s population is expected to rise
from 29 to 54 million; Somalia’s from 3 to 7
million, India’s from 620 to 958 million, Zaire’s
from 25 to 47 million. What will happen then?
Population cannot grow indefinitely. It will be
checked by a decline in birth rates or a rise in
death rates. Those who advocate triage are
proposing that we allow the population growth
of some countries to be checked by a rise in
death rates—that is, by increased malnutrition,
and related diseases; by widespread famines; by
increased infant mortality; and by epidemics of
infectious diseases.

The consequences of triage on this scale are
so horrible that we are inclined to reject it with-
out further argument. How could we sit by our
television sets, watching millions starve while
we do nothing? Would not that (far more than
the proposals for legalizing euthanasia dis-
cussed in the last chapter) be the end of all
notions of human equality and respect for
human life? Don’t people have a right to our
assistance, irrespective of the consequences?

Anyone whose initial reaction to triage was
not one of repugnance would be an unpleasant
sort of person. Yet initial reactions based on
strong feelings are not always reliable guides.
Advocates of triage are rightly concerned with




the long-term consequences of our actions.
They say that helping the poor and starving
now merely ensures more poor and starving in
the future. When our capacity to help is finally
unable to cope—as one day it must be—the suf-
fering will be greater than it would be if we
stopped helping now. If this is correct, there is
nothing we can do to prevent absolute starva-
tion and poverty, in the long run, and so we
have no obligation to assist. Nor does it seem
reasonable to hold that under these circum-
stances people have a right to our assistance. If
we do accept such a right, irrespective of the
consequences, we are saying that, in Hardin’s
metaphor, we would continue to haul the
drowning into our lifeboat until the boat sank
and we all drowned.

If triage is to be rejected it must be tackled on
its own ground, within the framework of conse-
quentialist ethics. Here it is vulnerable. Any
consequentialist ethics must take probability of
outcome into account. A course of action that
will certainly produce some benefit is to be pre-
ferred to an alternative course that may lead to
a slightly larger benefit, but is equally likely to
result in no benefit at all. Only if the greater
magnitude of the uncertain benefit outweighs
its uncertainty should we choose it. Better one
certain unit of benefit than a 10% chance of 5
units; but better a 50% chance of 3 units than a
single certain unit. The same principle applies
when we are trying to avoid evils.

The policy of triage involves a certain, very
great evil: population control by famine and dis-
ease. Tens of millions would die slowly. Hun-
dreds of millions would continue to live in




absolute poverty, at the very margin of exis-
tence. Against this prospect, advocates of the
policy place a possible evil which is greater still:
the same process of famine and disease, taking
place in, say, fifty years time, when the world’s
population may be three times its present level,
and the number who will die from famine, or
struggle on in absolute poverty, will be that
much greater. The question is: how probable is
this forecast that continued assistance now will
lead to greater disasters in the future?

Forecasts of population growth are notori-
ously fallible, and theories about the factors
which affect it remain speculative. One theory,
at least as plausible as any other, is that coun-
tries pass through a “demographic transition”
as their standard of living rises. When people
are very poor and have no access to modern
medicine their fertility is high, but population is
kept in check by high death rates. The introduc-
tion of sanitation, modern medical techniques
and other improvements reduces the death rate,
but initially has little effect on the birth rate.
Then population grows rapidly. Most poor
countries are now in this phase. If standards of
living continue to rise, however, couples begin
to realize that to have the same number of chil-
dren surviving to maturity as in the past, they
do not need to give birth to as many children as
their parents did. The need for children to pro-
vide economic support in old age diminishes.
Improved education and the emancipation and
employment of women also reduce the
birthrate, and so population growth begins to
level off. Most rich nations have reached this




stage, and their populations are growing only
very slowly.

If this theory is right, there is an alternative
to the disasters accepted as inevitable by sup-
porters of triage. We can assist poor countries
to raise the living standards of the poorest
members of their population. We can encourage
the governments of these countries to enact
land reform measures, improve education, and
liberate women from a purely child-bearing
role. We can also help other countries to make
contraception and sterilization widely available.
There is a fair chance that these measures will
hasten the onset of the demographic transition
and bring population growth down to a man-
ageable level. Success cannot be guaranteed; but
the evidence that improved economic security
and education reduce population growth is
strong enough to make triage ethically unac-
ceptable. We cannot allow millions to die from
starvation and disease when there is a reason-
able probability that population can be brought
under control without such horrors.

Population growth is therefore not a reason
against giving overseas aid, although it should
make us think about the kind of aid to give.
Instead of food handouts, it may be better to
give aid that hastens the demographic transi-
tion. This may mean agricultural assistance for
the rural poor, or assistance with education, or
the provision of contraceptive services. What-
ever kind of aid proves most effective in specific
circumstances, the obligation to assist is not
reduced.

One awkward question remains. What should
we do about a poor and already overpopulated




country which, for religious or nationalistic rea-
sons, restricts the use of contraceptives and
refuses to slow its population growth? Should
we nevertheless offer development assistance?
Or should we make our offer conditional on
effective steps being taken to reduce the
birthrate? To the latter course, some would
object that putting conditions on aid is an
attempt to impose our own ideas on indepen-
dent sovereign nations. So it is—but is this
imposition unjustifiable? If the argument for an
obligation to assist is sound, we have an obliga-
tion to reduce absolute poverty; but we have no
obligation to make sacrifices that, to the best of
our knowledge, have no prospect of reducing
poverty in the long run. Hence we have no
obligation to assist countries whose govern-
ments have policies which will make our aid
ineffective. This could be very harsh on poor
citizens of these countries—for they may have
no say in the government’s policies—but we
will help more people in the long run by using
our resources where they are most effective.
(The same principles may apply, incidentally, to
countries that refuse to take other steps that
could make assistance effective—like refusing to
reform systems of land holding that impose
intolerable burdens on poor tenant farmers.)

LEAVING IT TO THE GOVERNMENT

We often hear that overseas aid should be a
government responsibility, not left to privately-
run charities. Giving privately, it is said, allows
the government to escape its responsibilities.

Since increasing government aid is the surest
way of making a significant increase to the total




amount of aid given, I would agree that the gov-
ernments of affluent nations should give much
more genuine, no strings attached, aid than
they give now. One quarter of one percent of
GNP is a scandalously small amount for a
nation as wealthy as the United States to give.
Even the official UN target of 0.7% seems much
less than affluent nations can and should give—
though it is a target few have reached. But is
this a reason against each of us giving what we
can privately, through voluntary agencies? To
believe that it is seems to assume that the more
people there are who give through voluntary
agencies, the less likely it is that the govern-
ment will do its part. Is this plausible? The
opposite view—that if no one gives voluntarily
the government will assume that its citizens are
not in favor of overseas aid, and will cut its pro-
gram accordingly—is more reasonable. In any
case, unless there is a definite probability that
by refusing to give we would be helping to
bring about an increase in government
assistance, refusing to give privately is wrong
for the same reason that triage is wrong: it is a
refusal to prevent a definite evil for the sake of a
very uncertain gain. The onus of showing how a
refusal to give privately will make the govern-
ment give more is on those who refuse to give.

This is not to say that giving privately is
enough. Certainly we should campaign for
entirely new standards for both public and pri-
vate overseas aid. We should also work for
fairer trading arrangements between rich and
poor countries, and less domination of the
economies of poor countries by multinational
corporations more concerned to produce profits




for shareholders back home than food for the
local poor. Perhaps it is more important to be
politically active in the interests of the poor
than to give to them oneself—but why not do
both? Unfortunately many use the view that
overseas aid is the government’s responsibility
as a reason against giving, but not as a reason
for being politically active.

TOO HIGH A STANDARD?

The final objection to the argument for an oblig-
ation to assist is that it sets a standard so high
that none but a saint could attain it. How many
people can we really expect to give away every-
thing not comparable in moral significance to
the poverty their donation could relieve? For
most of us, with commonsense views about
what is of moral significance, this would mean a
life of real austerity. Might it not be counterpro-
ductive to demand so much? Might not people
say: “As I can’t do what is morally required any-
way, | won’t bother to give at all.” If, however,
we were to set a more realistic standard, people
might make a genuine effort to reach it. Thus
setting a lower standard might actually result in
more aid being given.

It is important to get the status of this objec-
tion clear. Its accuracy as a prediction of human
behavior is quite compatible with the argument
that we are obliged to give to the point at which
by giving more we sacrifice something of com-
parable moral significance. What would follow
from the objection is that public advocacy of
this standard of giving is undesirable. It would
mean that in order to do the maximum to
reduce absolute poverty, we should advocate a




standard lower than the amount we think peo-
ple really ought to give. Of course we ourselves
—those of us who accept the original argument,
with its higher standard—would know that we
ought to do more than we publicly propose peo-
ple ought to do, and we might actually give
more than we urge others to give. There is no
inconsistency here, since in both our private
and our public behavior we are trying to do
what will most reduce absolute poverty.

For a consequentialist, this apparent conflict
between public and private morality is always a
possibility, and not in itself an indication that
the underlying principle is wrong. The conse-
quences of a principle are one thing, the conse-
quences of publicly advocating it another.

Is it true that the standard set by our argu-
ment is so high as to be counterproductive?
There is not much evidence to go by, but dis-
cussions of the argument, with students and
others have led me to think it might be. On the
other hand the conventionally accepted stan-
dard—a few coins in a collection tin when one
is waved under your nose—is obviously far too
low. What level should we advocate? Any figure
will be arbitrary, but there may be something to
be said for a round percentage of one’s income
like, say, 10%—more than a token donation, yet
not so high as to be beyond all but saints. (This
figure has the additional advantage of being
reminiscent of the ancient tithe, or tenth, which
was traditionally given to the church, whose
responsibilities included care of the poor in
one’s local community. Perhaps the idea can be
revived and applied to the global community.)
Some families, of course, will find 10% a con-




siderable strain on their finances. Others may
be able to give more without difficulty. No fig-
ure should be advocated as a rigid minimum or
maximum,; but it seems safe to advocate that
those earning average or above average incomes
in affluent societies, unless they have an unusu-
ally large number of dependents or other special
needs, ought to give a tenth of their income to
reducing absolute poverty. By any reasonable
ethical standards this is the minimum we ought
to do, and we do wrong if we do less.

*Strictly, we would need to cut down to the minimum level
compatible with earning the income which, after providing
for our needs, left us most to give away. Thus if my present
position earns me, say, £10,000 a year, but requires me to
spend £1,000 a year on dressing respectably and maintain-
ing a car, I cannot save more people by giving away the car
and clothes if that will mean taking a job which, although
it does not involve me in these expenses, earns me only
£5,000.




