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McNamara has summed up absolute poverty as “a condition of life so char-
acterised by malnutrition, illiteracy, disease, squalid surroundings, high
infant mortality and low life expectancy as to be beneath any reasonable def-

inition of human decency.”
Absolute poverty is, as McNamara has sai
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t threatening their own
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At present, very litde is being transferred. Only Sweden, the Netherlands,
ave reached the modest

Norway, and some of the oil-exporting Arab states h
target, set by the United Nations, of 0.7 per cent of gross national product
(GNP). Britain gives 0.31 per cent of its GNP in official development assis-
mall additional amount in unofficial aid from voluntary organi-

tance and a s

sations. The total comes to about £2 per month per person, and compares
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even wealthier nations, give litde more: Germany gives
Japan 0.32 per cent. The United States gives a mere 0.15 per cent of its GNP.

The Moral Equivalent of Murder?

avoid concluding 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 nota conclusion that applies only to governments. [t applies to

f us has the opportunity to do

each absolutely affluent individual, for each o
something about the situation; for instance, to give our time or MONey to vol-
untary organisations like Oxfam, Care, War on Want, Freedom from Hunger,

Community Aid Abroad, and so on. If, then, allowing someone to die is not
intrinsically different from killing someone, it would seem that we are all
murderers.

Is this verdict too harsh? Many will rej
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a contaminant, the known effect of which, when consumed, is 10 double the

risk that the consumer will die from stomach cancer. Suppose 1 continue to

sell the tins. My decision may have no identifiable victims. Some of those who
of consumers dying in this

eat the food will die from cancer. The proportion
but who among the con-

way will be twice that of the community at large,
hat I sold, and who would have contracied the

sumers died because they ate W
1I; but surely this impossibility makes my

disease anyway? It is impossible to te
decision no less reprehensible than it would have been had the contaminant

had more readily detectable, though equally fatal, effects.
9 The lack of certainty that by giving money I could save a life does reduce
the wrongness of not giving, by comparison with deliberate killing; but it is
insufficient to show that not giving is acceptable conduct. The motorist who
speeds through pedestrian crossings, heedless of anyone who might be on
them, is not a murderer. She may never actually hita pedestrian; yet what she
does is very wrong indeed.
3. The notion of responsibility for acts rather than omissions is more puz
zling. 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 advo-
d often argue that Western nations have created the pover
through forms of economic exploitation that 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 ifa
consequence of my spending money on 2 Juxury item is that someone dies, I
am responsible for that death. It is true that the person would have died even

The fact is that 1 do

d, but what is the relevance of that?
ibilities derive from

if 1 had never existe
exist, and the consequentialist will say that our respons

the world as it is, not as it might have been.

One way of making sense of the non-consequentialist view of responsibili-
ty 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 rightis
a right against others who might threaten my life, but not a right ¢ assistance
from others when my life is in danger, then we can understand the feeling
:ble for acting to kill but not for omitting to save. The for-

that we are respons
mer violates the rights of others, the latter does not.
Should we accept such a theory of rights? 1If we build up our theory of

rights by imagining, as Locke and Nozick do, individuals living independent
ly from each other in a “state of pature,” it may seem natural to adopt a cOn=

ception of rights in which as long as each leaves the other alone, no rights af

violated. 1 might, on this view, quite properly have maintained my indepeft

dent existence if I had wished to do so. So if 1 do not make you any worse ¢
than you would have been if 1 had had nothing at all to do with you, how ¢

I have violated your rights? But why start from such an unhistorical, abstr
and ultimately inexplicable idea as an independent individual? Our ancesto
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. i the diffi-
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The Obligation to Assist
The Argument for an Obligation to Assist
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of comparable moral significance is deceptive. If it were taken seriously and
acted upon, our lives and our world would be fundamentally 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 mor-
tality, and low life expectancy, is a bad thing. And I assume that it is within the
power of the affluent to reduce absolute poverty, without sacrificing 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 that is no less strong than our obligation to rescue a drown-
ing 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 that it is praiseworthy to do, but not wron
thing that everyone ought to do.

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

g to omit; it is some-

First premise: If we can prevent something bad without sacrificing any-
thing of comparable significance, we ought to do it.

Second premise: Absolute poverty is bad.

Third premise: There is some absolute poverty we can prevent without sac-
rificing anything of comparable moral significance.

Conclusion: We ought to prevent some absolute 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 challenged. Absolute poverty is, as
McNamara put it, “beneath any reasonable definition of human decency”
and it would be hard to find a plausible ethical view that did not regard it as
a bad thing.

The third premise is more controversial, even though it is cautiously
framed. It claims on!

y 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 impression

on world poverty as a whole (of course it won’t) but whether it will prevent

€ moral significance we can provide Jjust one family with the means to raise
€lf out of absolute poverty, the third premise is vindicated.
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1 have left the notion of moral significance unexamined in order 1o show
that the argument does not depend on any specific values of ethical princi-
ples.1 think the third premise is tru€ for most people living in industrialised
nations, on any defensible view of what is morally significant. Qur affluence
means that we have income we can dispose of without giving up the basic
and we can use this income to reduce absolute poverty.

11 think ourselves obliged to give up will depend on what

moral significance t0 the poverty we could
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necessities of life,
Just how much we wi
we consider to be of comparable
prevent: stylish clothes, expensive dinners, 2 sop
overseas holidays, 2 (second?) car, 2 larger house, private schools for our
children, and so On. For a utilitarian, none of these is likely to be of compa-
rable significance 10 the reduction of absolute poverty; and those who are
not utilitarians surely must, if they subscribe to the principle of universalis-
ability, accept that at least some of these things are of far less moral signifi-
cance than the absolute poverty that could be prevemed 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 significance is sacrificed will vary according to the

ethical 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 argurnent that we should look after those near us, our
families, and then the poor in our own country, before we think about pover-

ty in distant places.

No doubt we do instin
could stand by and watch a child drown; many can ignore 2
But the question is not what we usually do, but what we ought to do and itis
difficult to see any sound moral justification for the view that distance, or
community membership, makes 3 crucial difference to our obligations.

Consider, for instance, racial affinities. Should people of European origin
help poor FEuropeans before helping poor Africans? Most of us would rejec
such a suggestion out of hand ... people’s need for food has nothing to do
with their race, and if Africans need food more than Europeans, it woul
be a violation of the principle of equal consideration to give preference &

Furopeans.

The same point applies to citizenship or nationhood. Every affluent natio
has some relatively poor citizens, but absolute poverty is limited largely t@
poor nations. Those living on the streets of Calcutta, or in the drought-pro

Sahel region of Africa, are experiencing poverty unknown in the West. Und
these circumstances it would be wrong 10 decide that only those fortun
enough to be citizens of our own community will share our abundance.

those who are close to us. Few

ctively prefer to help
famine in Afrca.



