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Abstract

A commonly held view is that giving to the poor is superogatory i.e. that while it is a good thing to do, it is not morally wrong for us not to do so. This essay sets out to show that for the affluent in the world giving to the poor is not superogatory but is rather a moral obligation.  The paper critiques Singer’s famous argument in ‘Famine, Affluence and Morality’ and finds that although the argument is a cogent and powerful one, Singer, when trying to apply the argument to how we should act, somewhat skews the argument’s real implications. Furthermore it is argued that a cosmopolitan concern for the global poor is the morally correct response to have, and defends this view by examining the proper effect that that aspects like geographical distance, nationality, reciprocity, and the nature of the global economic system should have on our moral considerations. In conclusion it is argued that as the way that each person spends his/her money is a reflection of what he/she values, then for many of us in positions of affluence, in order to be moral, much more should be done in order to help those experiencing dire, life-threatening poverty across the globe. 

Singer Revisited: Cosmopolitanism, Global Poverty and Our Ethical Requirements

The accident of where one is born, is just that, an accident; any human being might have been born in any nation. Recognizing this we should not allow differences of nationality or class or ethnic membership or even gender to erect barriers between us and fellow human beings… we should give our first allegiance to no mere form of government, no temporal power, but to the moral community made up by the humanity of all human beings.
                   Martha Nussbaum
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According to World Bank Development indicators, if we take the extreme poverty level to be anything under $1.25 per day, then just over 20% of the global population, or 1.4 billion people, were living in extreme poverty in 2005
.  As a cosmopolitan, a dedicated citizen of the world, one who realises, and aims to uphold, that ‘the full [or global] human community is the fundamental source of our moral and social obligations’
, what then should one do when faced with the gruesome reality of global poverty? What, if anything does a cosmopolitan owe to the millions of faceless poor strangers?

In this paper I aim to revisit Peter Singer’s seminal article, ‘Famine, Affluence and Morality’ in order not only to answer the question of what a cosmopolitan might owe to the distant poor, but also to show that a cosmopolitan concern for the distant poor is the morally correct response to have 
. Through examining Singer’s argument and considering a number of possible objections to it I will clarify what a cosmopolitan concern for the distant poor consists of, and answer why, in the context of today’s modern globalised world, it is the morally correct stance to adopt.

In ‘Famine, Affluence and Morality’ Singer constructs the following argument to establish what our moral obligation to both the distant and proximate poor of our world is: 

1) Suffering and death from lack of food, shelter and medical care are bad.

2) If it is in our power to prevent something bad from happening, without thereby sacrificing something of comparable moral importance, we ought morally to do it. 

Following logically from premise 1 + 2

3) If it is in our power to prevent suffering from lack of food, shelter and medical care without sacrificing something of comparable moral importance, we ought morally to do it. 

4) Following from premise 1, 2 and 3 Singer concludes that if we consider, as indicated by the aforementioned statistics, the prevalence of extreme poverty within our world and the amount of preventable suffering and death that comes about as a result thereof, it seems, according to Singer, that it is our moral obligation to reduce ourselves to the state of marginal utility in order to prevent as much suffering as possible.

That in its bare outline is Singer’s argument, and in order to establish the soundness of this argument, what follows is a premise-by-premise analysis thereof.

Once again, the first premise states that suffering and death from lack of food, shelter and medical care are bad. Although people are capable of arguing for all forms of eccentric positions and can perhaps argue against this assumption, for the sake of brevity, I shall take the verity of this assumption for granted.  

The second premise states that if it is in our power to prevent something bad from happening, without thereby sacrificing something of comparable moral importance, we ought morally to do it. This deceptively uncontroversial assumption states not that we are required to promote good, but that we are only required to prevent what is bad, and only when we can do so without sacrificing something of comparable moral importance. However given the poverty statistics mentioned earlier it would seem that this moral task is monumental, and our obligations quite incredible
. According to Singer premise 2 also tacitly implies two further premises, which I shall refer to as premise 2a and b respectively.  2a holds that proximity or distance has no relevance to our moral considerations. 2b holds that the action or inaction of others is not a relevant factor for our moral obligations.

What 2a argues for, is that although proximity to a person might make it more likely that we shall help them, it does not follow that we ought to help them rather than a person who happens to be further away. As Singer points out if we accept any principle of universalisability, impartiality or equality, then we ought not discriminate against someone on the grounds of distance alone. Although geographical distance from others may have once served as a boundary to effective aid, as Singer points out, the development of the world into a global village, has greatly diminished these boundaries, and in today’s globalised world with professional aid institutions set up in most of the more dire humanitarian crisis spots, as well as a vast and intricate global network facilitating global transactions and communications, it is often more effective for us to donate money, or resources to people geographically distant from us, than it would be to attempt to do so closer to home. Thus it would seem that in order to prevent the most amounts of suffering and death that we should provide assistance, in the form of monetary contributions to professional aid institutions where it is most urgent and most effective. However, it is perhaps important to point out that just pouring money onto aid agencies is not necessarily as efficient as Singer makes it seem. For instance Singer claims that ‘expert observers and supervisors sent out by famine relief organizations or permanently stationed in famine-prone regions can direct our aid to a refugee in Bengal as effectively as we could get it to someone in our own block.
‘ This belief in the superlative efficiency of aid agencies seems somewhat misguided as a telling paper by Wenar suggests
. According to Wenar this sort of misfounded faith can be accredited to the often under and misinformed publicization of the frequency of occurrence of inefficiency of humanitarian aid and development agency projects. We must therefore be quite careful in our selection of aid routes, and realise that aid agencies are not the sole option. However, what Singer’s point still illustrates, is that geographical distance alone should not count as a reason for helping someone over someone else, as this would be a morally arbitrary choice; rather it is only when distance stands as an obstacle to effective assistance that it can count as a legitimate factor for considering whom to assist. 

Some commentators on this issue have argued that while geographic distance alone might be a morally arbitrary factor in our moral considerations, nationality is not. They argue that our nationality provides us with special obligations to support our compatriots before people outside of our own country. In order to show why nationality should not play such a role, I will examine two broad conceptions of international justice, which hold that we have special obligations towards our compatriots; those being metaethical particularism and cultural perfectionism, which both hold that the nature of the national community is such that it can override our obligations to outsiders. I shall start with metaethical particularism.

According to Blake the metaethical particularist holds that duties to compatriots differ from those held towards non-compatriots, this is because ‘the national community is the source of the language and values employed in the practice of moral judgment; partiality to the interests of one's fellow nationals is therefore a consequence of the nature of morality.’
 Morality is thus, under this view, a situated local endeavour, and the local community can be seen as a distinct moral entity, and thus compatriots are supposedly justified in having differential moral duties towards members of their own community. Metaethical particularism’s view of the nature of morality seems then to be quite clearly at odds with the cosmopolitan conception of morality, whereby the individual is considered the primary unit of moral concern, regardless of contingent aspects of identity, such as nationality. For instance, MacIntyre, whose viewpoint falls under the metaethical particularist strand, holds that ‘patriotism requires me to exhibit peculiar devotion to my nation and you to yours’
 and that each individual should strive to further the peculiar interests of their own community. In doing so MacIntyre holds a contingent aspect of our identity as a legitimate reason for partial concern. According to cosmopolitan moral standards this sort of partiality cannot be really justified, as they see nationality to be a morally arbitrary characteristic. Why, however, should cosmopolitans be justified in preferring their own conception of morality to that of the metaethical particularist?

One reason that can be given is linked to the cosmopolitan recognition of humanity itself as the fundamental moral community. In other words cosmopolitans believe we should derive our moral concerns from considerations of humanity at large. This recognition has become more prevalent nowadays as a response to a changed and still changing world structure, for if we consider that as a global community by virtue of the fact that we live on a planet with limited resources, a global economy that affects virtually everyone, and an intricately complex and interconnected environment, which we are gradually changing, our actions both as peoples and individuals can and sometimes do drastically affect not only people across the globe but our atmosphere, our environment and the animals that inhabit them. Do we not then have a strong associative relationship with the rest of humanity? Although it may not seem as strong as domestic relations it still seems pretty strong and only getting stronger as we realise more and more how much we depend on the cooperation of all on our planet to arrive at a peaceful, harmonious, sustainable and manageable future. Furthermore with the development of non-locally situated discourse that engages with global problems such as poverty and hunger, global injustice, climate concerns, economics and so on, we are establishing a new source for the language and values that we employ in the practice of moral judgement. In the past the metaethical particularist identification of the nation as the only moral community might have made sense, however with the expanding realisation and recognition of humanity at large as a cultural and moral community, as well as the development of narratives and discourse associated with this realisation, it seems that the metaethical particularist identification of the nation as the legitimate source of moral discourse is now no more than stubborn loyalty to what was once the dominant form of discourse. Cosmopolitanism on the other hand asks us to look beyond mere temporal and contingent classifications and establishments, such as class, gender, race and nationality, and especially beyond whatever happens to be the current dominant discourse, in order that we can establish the interests of each and every individual as a legitimate base for moral concern. 

Another point against metaethical particularism that we need to take into consideration is that just because the source of morality happens to stem from discourse within a national community it does not follow that the morality that comes about as a result, should automatically limit moral concern to the nation alone. Rather further justification would still be required in order to justify holding special obligations towards one’s compatriots and one’s country. One such attempt at justification holds, that in order to be able to act as truly moral agents, we need to situate our agency within a distinctive community, and that thus we must prefer our own nation’s interests in order to allow the growth of such a distinctive community. However as Blake aptly points out this may be true only in very limited cases where the continued existence of two communities’ distinct identities are so tenuous that only one of them can be sustained, however this, for the majority if not all cases, is simply not true and thus cannot count in favour of metaethical particularism. Thus it does not seem as if metaethical particularism can legitimately justify a diminishing of our obligations towards the distant needy, so let us move onto an examination of cultural perfectionism, utilising Yael Tamir’s cultural perfectionist argument for the importance of national identity as an exemplar of the cultural perfectionist view. 

In general, cultural perfectionists argue that we need to have special obligations towards our fellow nationals in order that we may have a flourishing cultural sphere, which is said, for a number of different reasons, to be morally important. Tamir holds that membership within a safe, dignified and flourishing national community is inextricably linked to an individual’s own flourishing, this is because an individual’s positive self-image is tied up to their ability to view themselves as ‘an active member within a worthy community’
, and so an individual’s ability to lead a satisfying life is dependant on the flourishing of their national community. Thus Tamir argues that the continued nurturance of the nation (consisting of both mutual care and responsibility to one’s fellow nationals) can be held to be of primary moral importance. If we follow Tamir’s argument to it’s logical conclusion, then every cultural community that we derive our identity from becomes of primary moral importance. However as Blake points out, and as the following moving quote from Ignatieff beautifully illustrates, Tamir’s argument fails to take into consideration the real world of human suffering, such as the world of those living in dire poverty:

Famine and ethnic war pulverise huge numbers of different individuals into exactly equal units of pure humanity…In the Ethiopian camps, highland Christians, lowland Muslims, Eritreans, Tigreans, Afars and Somalis were reworked on the anvil of suffering into the sameness of victimhood. In this process of fission, each individual is severed from the social relations that, in normal times, would have saved their lives. Each individual in the Ethiopian camps was a son, a daughter, a father, a tribesman, a citizen, a believer, a neighbor. But none of these social relations will sustain an appeal for help in a time of distress…The family, the tribe, the faith, the nation no longer exist as a moral audience for these people. If they are to be saved at all, they must put their faith in that most fearful of dependency relations: the charity of strangers…Obligations, it is always said [as Tamir does], are social, contextual, relational and historical. But what, then, is to be done for those whose social and historical relations have been utterly pulverised?
 

Even though a flourishing culture is certainly a good thing, surely the bare human survival of those in dire poverty and the prevention of their suffering and death from lack of food, shelter, and medical care holds far more weight on a scale of moral importance? If so, certain outsiders have such a strong claim on us that showing absolute partiality to the interests of fellow nationals would violate considerations of morality. Although there are deeper problems with Tamir’s view, it is enough for the purposes of this paper to have shown that supposed special obligations to compatriots of the cultural perfectionist kind are not sufficient to diminish our obligations to truly needy foreigners. It appears then that neither metaethical particularism, nor cultural perfectionism provides us with a strong enough reason to count national identity as a factor to diminish our obligations to the global poor. To paraphrase Fletcher, although morality may start at home, if it stops at the border’s edge, it withers into group egoism
.

Having established premise 2a as reasonable let us return to premise 2b and a possible objection to it. Once again premise 2b states that the action or inaction of others is not a relevant factor for our moral obligations, in other words, the inaction of others does not excuse one from a moral obligation. Murphy, however, put one possible objection to this premise forward. He developed a principle, termed the Compliance Condition, which states: ‘a principle of beneficence should not increase its demands on agents as expected compliance with the principle by other agents decreases.’ In other words if, like in our case, a group of people have a collective obligation to do something and some of the people involved are not fulfilling their portion of the obligation, we should not be expected to make up for their slack. Based on this Compliance Condition Murphy proposed his Cooperative Principle, which states that we should act optimally only in proportion to what that would mean if everyone pulled his or her own weight, even if everyone isn’t doing so. So if we applied Murphy’s principle to the case of extreme poverty, and let us say hypothetically that if everyone reasonably above the bread line could end world hunger as promptly as possible by contributing 2% of their income to development and aid agencies, then according to Murphy’s principle even if no one else was contributing, then all one would be morally obliged to give would still be 2% of their income, thus condemning millions to suffering and death. 

I find Murphy’s objection to be untenable, as his principle seems to have misunderstood the nature of morality. Morality is not a social contract that we enter into and honour only if others are doing so. The purpose of morality is the rejection and the prevention of the bad and pursuit of the good, however one defines it, and to hold that our moral obligations are relative to what others are doing is to skew the purpose of morality. The aim of morality in relation to the distant needy is the removal of their suffering. If others are not doing their ‘fair share’ the suffering still exists, whether we like it or not, and the moral thing to do is to alleviate as much suffering as one can without thereby sacrificing something of comparable moral importance. An imagined social contract of equal moral burdens amongst the affluent might seem like a good idea in theory, however when breached the burdens become uneven. Whether the contract is maintained or upheld the burdens of morality fall nonetheless on the shoulders of the moral. To cry foul and say that it’s not fair that an imaginary contract was broken and to then only do what would have been your fair share had the contract not been broken, would be to shrug the true weight of morality and to honour an imagined social contract more than one honours morality, as well as to honour the contract more than the very real suffering of the distant needy. Murphy’s principle is hardly a moral one. 

Another possible objection to Singer’s argument is that each state’s sovereignty should be respected so that they can be responsible for their own development, and that thus we are absolved of our obligations to the distant needy. There is however a large problem with this objection, that being that the state is often not an effective enough vehicle for promoting domestic justice or the well being of its own citizens. O’Neill describes three reasons why we cannot shirk our moral obligations and leave matters up to the various sovereign states: firstly because many states are simply unjust and lack the will to shoulder the obligations that they may have; secondly because many states just are incapable of securing justice for their citizens; and thirdly and possibly most importantly ‘even some states with the capacities to ensure some rights, often find that the processes of globalisation require them to make their borders more porous, thereby weakening state power and allowing powerful agents and agencies to become more active within their borders.’
  It may be true that the state has obligations to reduce the plight of the poor, however many states just cannot or are not fulfilling their obligations. So once again the burdens of morality fall on the shoulders of the moral. I also submit that a state is only truly sovereign when it can look after the well being of its own citizens, and that until it can do so we should honour our moral obligations to the distant needy. Furthermore, many states actively seek aid to address the needs of its poverty-stricken citizens and in order to support the state in the development of its nation. In these scenarios it does not seem to be a violation of a state’s sovereignty to support them in achieving a better life for their citizens.  

To return to Singer’s argument, with premise 1 taken as a given and having established the reasonableness of premise 2, as well as 2a and b, premise 3 then follows logically. Premise 3 once again states that if we have the power to prevent suffering from lack of food, shelter and medical care without sacrificing something of comparable moral importance, we ought morally to do it. The next step that Singer undertakes in his argument is to consider premise 3’s implications if we consider it within the context of our world. Having done so he is able to conclude that considering the amount of suffering in the world, one ought to give until one has reached the state of marginal utility. By reaching the state of marginal utility Singer means that we should reach ‘the level at which, by giving more, I would cause as much suffering to myself or my dependents as I would relieve… [which] would mean… that one would reduce oneself to very near the material circumstances of a Bengali refugee.’
 Singer utilised Bengali refugees as his example back in 1972, but we can for all intents and purposes utilise Haitian refugees in their place. So, according to Singer, in order to fulfil our moral obligations to the poor we would have to reach a point where if I were to give more I would cause as much suffering to myself and my dependents, as I would relieve. However Singer’s argument does not warrant his conclusion. It would only do so if premise three held that we must only prevent the most amount of suffering possible, but it does not, rather it says that we must prevent suffering only if we can do so without sacrificing something of comparable moral importance. Thus Singer’s application of his argument is flawed and there is much more that must enter into our moral deliberations, other than just suffering. Even if one subscribes to utilitarianism, as Singer does, there should be more to our moral considerations than reducing suffering and death, for there may be certain things from which we derive pleasure that are of comparable moral significance to the suffering of a distant stranger, and if we are to remain true to his argument as he does not seem to, we must take these into consideration. 
 I myself am not a utilitarian and believe that beyond considerations of pleasure and pain, there are a number of other factors that need to be part of our moral considerations such as love, friendship, environmental conservation, and the leading of a meaningful life. Nonetheless, even though there may indeed be many things that one holds to be of moral value, it would indeed be foolish not to rank the ability for others to lead a decent human life high up on one’s moral scale for it is through living decent lives that we come to experience and appreciate many of the things we consider to be of moral value. 

There is another problem with Singer’s suggestion that we must reduce ourselves to ‘the level at which, by giving more, I would cause as much suffering to myself or my dependents as I would relieve… [which] would mean… that one would reduce oneself to very near the material circumstances of a Bengali refugee.’
 The problem would be that by bankrupting ourselves, we might be able to do less good in the long run. For instance, if Bill Gates had followed Singer’s suggestion he would have never been able to give away the billions to charity that he does nowadays. It may therefore not be in our best interests, morally speaking, to bankrupt ourselves, as by withholding some of our wealth in order to provide us with potential to earn more we can often do more good in the long run.

Another consideration that we need to take into account, which Singer doesn’t explicitly mention, is that the lives of future generations, as well as their potential pain and suffering, are surely worth a substantial amount from a utilitarian perspective. Thus taking this into consideration we need to ensure, as much as possible, that our acts of charity are not a prolonging of pain and suffering, but rather contributing to a sustainable solution to whatever underlying problem may be the cause of the poverty. Given the epistemological limitations we have with regards to the effects of the assistance that we could give, we should attempt to do the best we can, to the best of our knowledge, to assist those in need of our help not only now but also in the future. 
 So if we are to stay committed to cosmopolitan ethical requirements we must think clearheadedly, about the present and the future rather than act short-sightedly and foolishly. We should not just empty out our coffers onto any aid agency, but utilise the resources available to research the best option for aid, as well as ensure that we utilise our money in a smart manner, such that we can make the greatest positive impact possible. 

Another point that should be considered over and above our deliberations about our positive moral duties is our possible negative duties towards those in situations of dire poverty. The following is a brief and crude overview of O’Neill’s discussion of negative duties:
 If all persons have a right not to be killed and a corollary right not to kill others then we are bound to adopt prefamine policies which ensure that famine is postponed as long as possible and is minimized. The reason why we are thus bound is because if we do not adopt prefamine policies our actions will in the future cause the deaths of those that our prefamine policies could have prevented and thus indirectly we will have violated the rights of those affected not to be killed. Thus we can see that humanity has a collective responsibility to shape the future so as not to breach future people’s rights to life, which would be a form of indirect killing. To see our situation in this way, coupled with Singer’s argument, one must realise that we face a double-edged sword of positive moral duties, and the duty not to kill. 

To begin to conclude, if we are brutally honest with ourselves, in weighing up the gains to ourselves with the possible gains of our potential beneficiaries (one important gain being life itself), we can see that there is much more that can and should be done to help out all those in a position drastically less fortunate than ourselves. Furthermore, to paraphrase Shue, although a list of obligations that one has to those in positions drastically less fortunate to oneself may seem burdensome, when one considers how much more one would want the possible benefits that a fulfilled obligation may afford you if you were in their position, the obligations seem a considerable amount less onerous.
 And while there may be many different things that are of moral value to us, surely the prevention of suffering and preservation of life should be high up on our list of values, higher up surely than a fancy new car, a designer purse, or a stay in a five star hotel? According to statistics, total UK household alcohol expenditure in 2005 was about 41.9 billion pounds while the UK’s total private humanitarian assistance in 2007 was a paltry $743 million. Surely this is an indication of a skewed priority of values? 

Finally, I’d like to consider the following: Appiah
 identifies a strategy that Peter Unger utilises
; that strategy is to show ‘that not intervening to save someone because we have something else worth doing is morally equivalent to killing him in the name of those other values’.
 Appiah asks us to resist this equation, but I cannot. One can resist the equation as much as one likes, but the bottom line is this: choices will lie ahead of us in our lives, choices such as whether to go to the movies, or to use that very same money to contribute to saving someone’s life, or whether to buy that fancy new piece of clothing, or once again to use that money to save someone’s life. These choices in the end are ours, and are reflective of our values, whether we are mindful of it or not.
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