
N
othing is more po l i ti c a lly impor-
tant to think about, and act upon,
than global poverty relief. Numbers

can mask the human faces of poverty, but
they do bring out its scale: Today, any day,
30,000 children under the age of five will die
f rom preven t a ble illness and starva ti on . A
further 163 million children who will survive
this day are severely undernourished. Some
1.2 billion people will try to subsist on less
than one dollar a day, while 2.4 billion will
not have access to basic sanitation.1

It’s reasonable to feel some despair. What
can any one of u s , the rel a tively ri ch , even
begin to do to redu ce this immense daily
misery? How much would we have to sacri-
fice? Since the costs to ourselves may be sig-
n i f i c a n t , h ow mu ch ou gh t we to sac ri f i ce ?
And as the terminology of a richer “we” and
poorer “t h ey ” h i des vast differen ces wi t h i n
groups,it helps to ask the more concrete and
con tro ll ed qu e s ti on : Wh i ch of us must do
what for whom? 

In practi ce , the trad i ti onal “s t a ti s t” a n s wer
to this last qu e s ti on has been brute and inade-
qu a te : “The state must look after some basic
n eeds of its own citi zen s .” In tern a ti onal insti-
tuti ons are high ly vi s i ble these days , but that
should not deceive us into thinking things
h ave ch a n ged all that mu ch . In cluding su pport

for bodies like the Un i ted Na ti on s , the Un i ted
States spends only .13 percent of its yearly
re s o u rces on assisting poor and margi n a l i zed
people in other countries. It is not alone.
Almost every devel oped state lavishes over 9 9
percent of its re s o u rces (GNP) solely on “l oo k-
ing out for its own .”2 Si n ce this parochialism of
states is the dominant order of the day, we
should hardly be su rpri s ed that few inroad s
h ave been made into rel i eving gl obal poverty.

How can a bet ter altern a tive world be
ach i eved — po l i ti c a lly, econ om i c a lly, m i l i t a ri ly,
s oc i a lly? Some massive failu res of devel opm en t
s tra tegies in recent dec ades of fer hard lesson s
a bo ut our limited grip on these vexing qu e s-
ti on s , and the diffic u l ty of formu l a ting fe a s i bl e
a n s wers . Because these qu e s ti ons are vast and
i n terl i n ked , and because the answers are mat-
ters of vi s i on as well as pru den ce , the need for
a sys tem a tic ori en t a ti on of our practical think-
ing and acti on has never been gre a ter.

This arti cle eva lu a tes one import a n t
a t tem pt to provi de su ch an ori en t a ti on —
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that of the moral philosopher most widely
k n own out s i de ac adem i a , Peter Si n ger.
Si n ger ’s com m i tm ent to social activism is
ad m i ra ble and—ra re amon gst ph i l o s o-
phers—he is a pleasure to read. But I argue
that his overall approach to poverty relief—
he labels it “The Si n ger So luti on to Worl d
Poverty”—is irremediably lacking as a theo-
retical ori en t a ti on for acti on . I show how
Singer’s approach neglects the ways in which
the scale of s oc i eties and their com p l ex
i n terdepen den ce in tod ay ’s world sign i f i-
c a n t ly re s h a pe what is practi c a lly fe a s i bl e
and morally required of us. After criticizing
the “Singer solution,” I argue that a different
theoretical orientation for development and
politics is needed—a “political philosophy,”
not a dangero u s ly indivi dualist “practi c a l
ethics.” I show that this theoretical orienta-
ti on en a bles us to iden tify a very differen t
ra n ge of acti ons and actors nece s s a ry to
reduce mass poverty.

Both Si n ger ’s approach and the altern a tive
a pproach that I devel op here fall within a
s ch ool of m oral thought that can be label ed
“co s m opo l i t a n .” Co s m opolitans broadly
a gree that the interests of a ll pers ons (Si n ger
would say animals) must count equ a lly in
m oral del i bera ti on , and that geogra ph i c a l
l oc a ti on and citi zenship make no intri n s i c
d i f feren ce to the ri ghts and obl i ga ti ons of
those indivi du a l s . In one sen s e , t h en , wh a t
fo ll ows is a deb a te bet ween fri en d s . But in
a n o t h er sen s e , the divi de is more seri o u s :
Si n ger yo kes co s m opolitanism (indivi du a l -
cen tric mora l i ty as the basis of ju s ti ce) to
i n d ivi dualist soc i a l ex p l a n a ti on and mora l
d i rective s . Both of the latter are implausibl e
ro utes to understanding the ju s ti ce or inju s-
ti ce of s tru ctu res of govern a n ce and soc i ety,
and the ri gh tness or wron gness of t h e
acti ons of i n d ivi duals opera ting within those
s tru ctu re s . Wors e , both ro ute s ,t a ken as bases
for acti on , a re likely to be perilous to the

poor, hu rting those wh om co s m opo l i t a n s
gen era lly wish to hel p. I attem pt to re s c u e
co s m opolitanism as a plausible and practi c a l
g u i de to social acti on by linking it to bet ter
forms of ex p l a n a ti on and recom m en d a ti on
that are likely actu a lly to help the poor.
Hume may have been ri gh t , on the wh o l e ,
that “truth spri n gs from argument amon g
f ri en d s” ;3 but , with so mu ch at stake , I mu s t
ra t h er try to rescue others from the ch a rm-
i n gly simple persu a s i ons of my fri en d .

THE SINGER SOLUTION TO

WORLD POVERTY 

Si n ger is famous for his ex trem ely dem a n d-
ing vi ew abo ut what we , the rel a tively ri ch ,
ou gh tto do and sac ri fice to help the poor. Hi s
a rti cle “ Fa m i n e , Af f lu en ce and Mora l i ty,”
wri t ten in 1 97 2, s t a ted this vi ew with the hel p
of a re s onant analogy: Si n ger asked re aders to
i m a gine that, on the way to giving a lectu re ,
he walks past a shall ow pon d , and wi tnesses a
child in danger of d rown i n g.4 He can easily
w ade in and rescue the ch i l d , but he may dirty
or even ruin his cl o t h e s , and fail to make the
l ectu re . Si n ger ri gh t ly points out that it wo u l d
be mora lly mon s trous to all ow these minor
con s i dera ti ons to count against taking acti on
to save the ch i l d ’s life . Th en he gen era l i ze s
f rom this ethical case to the situ a ti on of rel a-
tively we a l t hy peop l e ,e s pec i a lly in devel oped
co u n tri e s , vi s - à - vis people starving or dyi n g
of preven t a ble diseases in devel oping co u n-
tri e s . We do nothing or almost nothing, wh i l e
thousands die. Yet it is seri o u s ly wrong to fail
to give aid wh en the costs to on e s el fa re not of
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“m oral sign i fic a n ce” or even of “com p a ra bl e
m oral import a n ce .”

Wh en we think abo ut it, Si n ger poi n t s
o ut , very few things are as mora lly impor-
tant as saving life . On his acco u n t , this is
dem on s tra ted both by el i c i ting our intu-
i ti ons (with thought ex peri m ents) and by
utilitarian reasoning (moral action involves
minimizing suffering and maximizing well-
bei n g ) . Ei t h er mode of re a s oning make s
most of our material acqu i s i ti ons (say,
a n o t h er jacket) and new ex peri en ces (say,
en j oying an opera or a con cert) seem like
luxuries of little or no moral significance. In
a more recent article Singer concludes: “The
formula is simple: wh a tever mon ey yo u’re
spending on luxuries,not necessities,should
be given away.”5 Who should give how much
ex act ly? The avera ge Am erican househ o l d
should give aw ay any annual income over
$3 0,0 0 0.6 Si n ger ack n owl ed ges that wi de-
s pre ad and deep altruism from su ch rel a-
tively rich people is profoundly unlikely. But
he still insists that “we should at least know
that we are failing to live a mora lly decen t
l i fe” — a bove all because this knowl ed ge is
likely to motivate us to donate more than we
do at pre s en t .7 Si n ger is even wi lling to be
s p a ring in his bl a m e : given the pre s en t
“standard . . . of normal behavior” of Amer-
ican citi zen s , he “ wo u l d n’t go out of [ h i s ]
w ay to ch a s ti s e” those who don a te on ly 1 0
percent of their income.8

So we know wh oo u ght to do wh a t; but for
wh o m? Wh om should the ri ch sel ect as rec i p-
i ents of this (obl i ga tory) ch a ri ty? Only two
con s i dera ti ons count for Si n ger: the rel a tive
ex tent of poor peop l e’s need , and “the degree
of cert a i n ty that . . . our assistance wi ll get to
the ri ght pers on , and wi ll re a lly help that per-
s on .”9 Si n ger is cl e a rly a co s m opo l i t a n ,
em ph a ti c a lly rej ecting shared mem bers h i p
in a nati on or a state as grounds for ch oo s i n g
to give to one pers on ra t h er than another. He

insists that “in important re s pect s , the tie of
n a ti on a l i ty is more like the tie of race than it
is like the tie of f a m i ly or fri en d .”1 0 His re a-
s on i n g, in short , is that “human life wo u l d
not be as good ” wi t h o ut inti m a te ti e s , a n d
a ny attem pt to erad i c a te them would requ i re
a b h orrent levels of coerc i on . Na ti onal or
p a tri o tic ti e s , on the other hand, n ei t h er are
n ece s s a ry to the well - being of a ll of us nor
a re they intra n s i gen t . Thus these ties cannot
be ju s ti fied from “an impartial pers pective .”1 1

Ci ti zens and govern m ents that accord pri or-
i ty to com p a tri o t s , while people in forei gn
lands are in far more urgent and de s pera te
n eed , a re com m i t ting a sin that comes cl o s e
to discri m i n a ting on the basis of race .

We now have before us Singer’s answer to
our question, who must do what for whom?
Three main points about his argument are
vital:

1. It relies on (a) analogies between individual

c a s e s — actu a lly, t h o u ght ex peri m en t s — a n d

m ore com p l ex re a l - world situ a ti ons and/or

(b) uti l i t a rian po s i ti ons abo ut maximizing

happiness and minimizing pain. These analo-

gies and positions aim to reveal that there is no

moral equivalence between our penchant for

luxuries and the survival needs of poor people.

2. It denies that (a) shared citizenship and (b)

d i s t a n ce per se make any differen ce to the

n a tu re and ex tent of our obl i ga ti ons to hel p

others:“It makes no moral difference whether

the person I help is a neighbor’s child ten yards
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from me or a Bengali whose name I shall never

know, ten thousand miles away.”12

3. It results in a simple measure of sacrifice and

a def i n i te inju n cti on to act : Don a te a large

porti on of your income—(a) at least 1 0 per-

cent, or (b) to really avoid wrongdoing, every

cent not devo ted to purchasing nece s s i ti e s .

Singer even passes along the toll-free numbers

of UNICEF (1 - 8 0 0 - 3 78 - 5 4 3 7) and Oxfam (1 -

8 0 0 - 7 93 - 2 6 8 7) so that “ yo u , too, h ave the

information you need to save a child’s life.”13

This is an em o tive and appealing argu-
m en t . But if Si n ger ’s ex h ort a ti ons make yo u
want to act immed i a tely in the ways he rec-
om m en d s ,you s h ould notdo so.F i rs t , be wary,
for he tells us som ething we so want to hear:
that there is a simple way to appease our con-
s c i en ce s , that there is a royal road to poverty
rel i ef . Sadly, as mu ch as we wish it, this is not
the case. By ex p l oring a com p l ex of m i s t a ke s
in Si n ger ’s argumen t s , and by elu c i d a ti n g
recent hard lessons from the theory and prac-
ti ce of devel opm ent and po l i ti c s , I now show
that his approach is likely to seri o u s ly harm
the poor.We must be careful not to make our-
s elves feel bet ter in ways that damage the
c a p a bi l i ties and well - being of the vu l n era bl e .
I show that a very different kind of a pproach
to rel i eving mass poverty is call ed for. It is
m ore analyti c a lly demanding (it resists any
com forting illu s i on of a royal road ) , but it
would in fact help the poor. Al t h o u gh Si n ger
ri gh t ly en dorses a mora l i ty that shows gl ob a l
con cern , and ri gh t ly cri ti c i zes the paroch i a l-
ism of s t a te s ,t h ere are more co h erent theoret-
ical fo u n d a ti ons for the ef fective practi ce of
co s m opolitan devel opm en t .

WHY CHARITY IS NEVER

E N O U G H

Arguments from analogy may be rhetorical-
ly effective, but do not stand up even as ini-

tial forms of philosophical reasoning about
how we ought to act at a distance and over
ti m e . Th ey are acon tex tu a l . I wi ll men ti on
the kind of moral acontextualism that pre-
occupies Singer’s leading critics, but only as
a prelude to arguing that both Singer and his
c ri tics su f fer from a more serious kind of
political acontextualism.

Si n ger ’s cri tics also like using though t
ex peri m en t s : What if, every day, as Si n ger
walks past the pond, fifty children were close
to drowning? Every day, he takes his sel f -
i m po s ed obl i ga ti on seri o u s ly, and spen d s
the day rescuing them, abandoning his lec-
tures. Princeton gets wind of this and does
not share his ethical orientation. Now, it is
one thing to ex pect som eone to save a
drowning child and give up one lecture, but
it is quite another—if there are tens or thou-
sands drowning (or starvi n g, or ill) every
d ay — to ex pect him to devo te himsel f to
being a lifeg u a rd inste ad of a te ach er. An d
s i n ce there is alw ays so mu ch misery and
d a n ger in the worl d , it seems that mora l
people wi ll have to give up almost any job
that doe s n’t direct ly or maximally invo lve
saving lives. Yet there are many values other
than su rviva l : Can it re a lly be mora lly
required to give up vital sources of meaning
such as the work we do, the social commit-
m ents we have , and the knowl ed ge and
excell en ces we pursue? Some of these life
projects are so central to our existence that it
is a sheer “overload of obligation” to expect
people to give them up. As Bernard Williams
f a m o u s ly argued , people should not be
regarded as levers for utility or survival max-
i m i z a ti on :14 We ought also to care abo ut
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l ove , work , wi s dom , a rt , trut h , and mu ch
more that is relevant to our dignity and sig-
n i f i c a n ce as bei n gs . In short , Si n ger
demands that we deal with poverty by
impoverishing our human lives.

I don’t intend to discuss these kinds of
c ri ticism mu ch furt h er. It is qu i te evi den t
that we cannot achieve a plausible weighting
of va lues if we use re a s oning that rem ove s
f rom vi ew, or underrepre s en t s , a ll va lu e s
other than survival. In his more recent writ-
i n gs — p a rt ly in light of this cri ti c i s m —
Singer wisely tempers his claims. He allows
that we can ju s tify spending more on our
families and the nece s s i ties of t h eir ex i s-
tence; all he asks is that we g ive away every-
thing beyond that, or don a te at least 1 0
percent of our income. So all we have to do
is give up ex pen s ive shopp i n g, e a ti n g, a n d
traveling. Is this too much to ask? 

Un l i ke Si n ger and his panop ly of
Wi ll i a m s - type cri ti c s , I just don’t think this is
the cen tral qu e s ti on . We need to see our way
t h ro u gh the deb a te bet ween them , because it
is co u ch ed in terms of an unhel pful bi n a ry
oppo s i ti on of “s el f - i s h” a gainst “s el f - l e s s .”
The whole deb a te is too narc i s s i s tic in its pre-
occ u p a ti on with con s c i en ce and sac ri fice . As
a con s equ en ce , the recom m en d a ti ons from
both sides are the oppo s i te of h el pf u l .

Let’s take as a pressing case the HIV/AIDS
p a n demic rava ging my own co u n try of ori-
gi n , So uth Af ri c a , and the de s i re to help pre-
vent ever- i n c reasing infecti on . This ex a m p l e
is less arti ficial than those Si n ger favors . Doe s
his con cepti on of the natu re and ex tent of
s ac ri fice make a differen ce or provi de a plau-
s i ble ro ute to all evi a ting this misery ?

I could take most of my money and give it
to an AIDS or ga n i z a ti on . But the ef fect of
my contribution would be dwarfed and per-
haps overri d den by Pre s i dent Mbe k i ’s
bi z a rre and injudicious rem a rks that HIV
does not cause AIDS. So perhaps then I want

to contribute to political accountability and
econ omic reform s . But here I find that
South Africa is locked into a complex global
economic and political order dominated by
s tron gly neo l i beral pre su m pti on s . Th e
problem is not simply that structural adjust-
ment and Mbeki may eradicate any positive
effect of my donation (doing no good). The
problem is not even simply that—as in Zim-
babwe—I may increase the power and hold
of a kleptocratic elite (doing harm). Rather,
given the structure of the world as it is, the
most serious problem for Singer is that we
may do better for South Africans by buying
furniture and clothes from ethical manufac-
tu rers and manu f actu rers in devel op i n g
co u n tries than by don a ti on . Adequ a te
employment opportunities, for instance,are
the leading determinant of peop l e’s abi l i ty
to provi de for them s elves and their fami-
lies.15 After all, more than 50 percent of the
world’s manufacturing jobs are now located
o ut s i de the OECD regi on—a twelvefo l d
increase in four decades.16 As for tourism, a
l a bor- i n ten s ive indu s try, it gen era ted $476
billion worldwide last year, but sub-Saharan
Africa received only 2.5 percent of the total
number of visitors.17 Think what a tremen-
dous difference it might make to poor peo-
ple in the regi on if that nu m ber could be
brought closer to 10 or 15 percent.

These kinds of con s i dera ti ons should
make us extremely wary of Singer’s perfunc-
tory and categorical claims—that we should
give up indu l gen ces su ch as ex pen s ive
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cl o t h e s , re s t a u ra n t s , be ach re s ort s , a n d
house redecoration.18 Indeed, in the South
Af rican case, m a nu f actu ring ex port s , to u ri s m ,
and other servi ce indu s tries are a m ong the
few su ccessful mechanisms that have kept
people from falling furt h er into gri n d i n g
poverty. If many citizens of developed coun-
tries gave up their lu x u ri e s , t h ree cen tra l
planks of the country’s development strate-
gy would co ll a p s e . ( For all that Mbeki is
wrong to question the link between HIV and
A I D S , he is not mistaken in poi n ting out
that poverty ren ders people sys tem a ti c a lly
more vulnerable to most diseases.) Among
other disastrous consequences would be the
crippling of governmental and NGO ability
to curb the rate of HIV/AIDS infection and
help those suffering from the disease.

So, wh en Si n ger says that lu x u ries are
“unnecessary,” he is right that rich individu-
als can survive without them, but wrong to
think that poor people can—that is, t h a t
their well-being is independent of the mar-
ket in luxury goods. None of this means that
industries and market practices cannot and
should not be constrained and reoriented so
that they are less rapacious and much more
socially beneficial.On the contrary, it tells us
that this kind of con s traint and reori en t a-
ti on is a pri ori ty. But , to bring po s i tive
ch a n ge abo ut , we have to con s i der more
carefully the direct and indirect, cumulative
and com p l ex ef fects of mu l tiple hu m a n
interactions.

This real case, then, reveals that we need
to adopt a very different way of t h i n k i n g.
Wh ere we do not share our everyd ay live s
with people, we interact with them through
a complex and differentiated web of politi-
cal and econ omic rel a ti on s . This has gre a t
relevance to the plausibility of Singer’s argu-
m en t . Di s t a n ce matters be c a u se sc a l e
matters—in several ways. The scale of con-
tem pora ry soc i eties makes more peop l e

more vulnerable in more ways to my action
and inaction,and to the interactions of mul-
tiple other individuals and collectives. That
is, my impact at a distance brings more peo-
ple within the ambit of my moral concern—
at the very least,by making me aware of their
existence,their capacities,and their need. So
scale ch a n ges wh o m I ought to pri ori ti ze
when addressing mass poverty: not so much
the poor ra t h er than my family, as large
numbers of people enmeshed in social sys-
tems ra t h er than isolated indivi du a l s . We
coopera te and su cceed (or fail) not merely
t h ro u gh direct interacti on but thro u gh
social rules and institutions.Effective pover-
ty relief will thus require above all extensive
coopera ti on with other agen t s — i n deed , i t
will require the creation or reform of agen-
cies to reduce poverty. Thus we also need to
reconsider how to alleviate the plight of the
needy, with a par ticular eye on who (which
agencies) it is that can best help.

Here’s the rub: It is not enough to say that
a ll pers ons have equal moral claims on us;
we need to ask how best to or ga n i ze our-
s elves po l i ti c a lly and econ om i c a lly to meet
those claims. Which combinations of rules
and insti tuti ons of govern a n ce are most
ef fective? What roles ought we to play as
individuals in respect of the primary agents
of aid and justice? Analogies to ethical deci-
s i ons by an indivi dual in a herm eti c a lly
sealed case actually obscure all these prob-
lems and questions. For while it is true that
we often act as individuals, the causal rele-
vance or impact of our actions depends on
the po s i ti ons we occ u py within com p l ex
social systems.

P h i l o s oph ers may want me to put the
point a little more tech n i c a lly: Si n ger con-
flates issues of practical reason—our obliga-
ti ons to the vu l n era bl e — with issues of
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judgment—the obligations of the relatively

rich to the poor in the particular case of the
world in wh i ch we live . If we are to make

ju d gm ents of h ow to act in this worl d , we
should not confuse abstract with practi c a l

requirements. From the fact that we have an
abstract obligation of aid or charity, it does
not follow that we are practically obliged to

donate to the poor. How we address poverty
is a matter of judgment: understanding the

relevant features of a social system or situa-
tion; considering which principles are rele-

va n t , wh et h er they pre s ent com peti n g
demands in practice, and how other agents
are likely to act; and finally, adjudicating on

a contextual course of action. Nothing in the
principle of aid or ch a ri ty determines that

the ri ght acti on in any or all con texts is
don a ti on . All - too - qu i ck recom m en d a ti on s

are not just a leap from principle to action,
they are symptomatic of an implicitly apo-
l i tical out l ook that does not take the re a l

demands of contextual judgment seriously.
Si n ger might say that analogies are merely

de s i gn ed to show that we do have an ex ten-
s ive obl i ga ti on of ch a ri ty. But this is no

a n s wer. His analogies and other argumen t s
a b s tract from the causal dy n a m i c s of poverty
and opportu n i ty, and from the med i a ted and

i n d i rect natu re of s ocial rel a ti ons at a gl ob a l
s c a l e . This leads to a serious undere s ti m a ti on

of the com p l ex i ties of the rem ed i e s a n d t h e
d ivers i ty of roles ava i l a ble to us. In deed , i t

l e ads to a failu re to see that, in making ju d g-
m ents abo ut poverty rel i ef , k n owl ed ge of
i n s ti tuti ons and aw a reness of roles mu s t

f rame thinking abo ut indivi du a l s . Even
a ggre s s ively laissez-faire capitalists maintain

that their acti ons are best for the poor. Th a t
i s , what is at stake most of the time is not how

mu ch we should sac ri fice , but wh et h er and
wh i ch uses of re s o u rces and what kinds of
a gencies make a po s i tive differen ce , and how.

POLITICAL JUDGMENT 

IN CONTEXT

Lest I seem to sound like a neo l i beral apo l o-
gi s t , or a defe a ti s t , it is hel pful to see how

mu ch more inform a tive is the theoretical ori-
en t a ti on of Ka rl Ma rx . Ma rx unders tood that
the first step in approaching po l i tical stru ggl e

and producing ch a n ge is a stru ctu ral analys i s
of the dynamic causes of i m poveri s h m en t
and immisera ti on . A theory that does not
i n clu de a con tex tual and insti tuti onal analy-

sis (in the broadest sense) is con dem n ed to
recom m ending bri ef s ym ptom a tic rel i ef , or
even damaging and co u n terprodu ctive

acti on . This is not a pec u l i a rly Ma rxist poi n t ,
and one does not have to sym p a t h i ze wi t h
Ma rxists to think that telling the bo u r geoi s i e
to be more ch a ri t a ble as indivi dual actors is

u n l i kely to produ ce deep ch a n ge s .
Th ere is, i ron i c a lly, a qu a s i - Ca lvi n i s t

s trand to the indivi dualist approach to

devel opm en t : an insisten ce that one can
never do enough, never be as moral as one
ought to be; and an emphasis on individual
con s c i en ce ra t h er than ef fective co ll ective

m oral norms and po l i tical insti tuti on s . Yet
the well-documented failure of relief efforts
in recent decades is a powerful indicator that

a stru ctu re - s en s i tive approach to devel op-
ment is indispensable to any wise, humane
program or philosophy of right action. Con-

s i der, most stark ly, the perpetu a ti on and
intensification of the Rwandan conflict and
the human misery aggravated by aid agen-
cies that sustained refugee camps. In spite of

the camps becoming bases for militi a m en
and incubators for cholera, the prospect of
i n tern a ti onal NGO aid en co u ra ged peop l e

not to retu rn to their homes even wh en it
was safer to do so, thus intensifying and pro-
longing the conflict. Consider also the “food
relief” of the 1970s that so damaged the sit-
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u a ti on of devel oping world farm ers and
their dependents. It is hardly an unfamiliar
t h o u ght that things can alw ays get wors e :
con s i der Shake s pe a re’s King Lear on the
He a t h , or Ti tus An d ron i c u s . Devel opm en t
ex perts wi ll be high ly aw a re of co u n t l e s s
recent examples that we can only wish were
fictional.

Marx understood all too well the possibil-
ity of this kind of inversion of the invisible
h a n d : the well - i n ten ti on ed agent foc u s i n g
on his or her lone action may well do more
harm than good. In retrospect, Singer would
acknowledge that his 1972 claim that “expert
observers and supervisors . . . can direct our
aid to a refugee in Bengal as we could get it
to someone in our own block”19 is grievous-
ly optimistic.Yet Singer remains fond of say-
i n g, in one way or another, “We must do
s om et h i n g.” G iven the com p l ex interde-
pen den ce and econ omic and po l i tical per-
versities that characterize our shared world,
the injunction “first do no harm” deserves at
least equal consideration. Or, since we may
sometimes have to do some harm to do sig-
nificant good—courses of action are rarely
co s t - f ree — perhaps the most rel eva n t
injunction of all is “proceed carefully.”

O f co u rs e , well - i n ten ti on ed insti tuti on a l
reform can also do horri ble things ; m ore-
over, don a ti ons can be used to reform the
ex i s ting insti tuti onal order. But there is an
i m portant asym m etry here . In tern a ti on a l
and other NGOs can never be the pri m a ry
a gents of ju s ti ce and aid over the long ru n .2 0

I shall merely list some of the major re a s on s :
t h eir funding is too capri c i o u s ;t h eir po s i ti on
is too depen dent on the wi ll or whim of o t h-
ers (of ten ru l ers) whose interests nece s s a ri ly
d iver ge from those of N G O s ; NGOs are far
f rom dem oc ra ti c a lly el ected or acco u n t a bl e ;
and they cannot produ ce large-scale growt h
and red i s tri buti on . We need NGOs, but we
n eed good govern m ent and bet ter market s

even more . This is a direct re sult of our inter-
est in su s t a i n a bi l i ty: the pri m a ry agents of
ju s ti ce and aid mu s t , e s pec i a lly in the lon g
ru n , possess the ulti m a te power to act as
su ch , and it must be po s s i ble to hold them
properly acco u n t a ble for those acti on s .

I am not proposing conservatism,inertia,
or any other indivi dual abroga ti on of
responsibility. What I am suggesting is that
if Singer, the reader, and I are concerned to
do som ething to assist the most margi n a l-
i zed and de s pera te in our worl d , we mu s t
not rest content with a purportedly “practi-
cal ethics” that is misleading and potentially
d a n gerous because of its met h odo l ogi c a l
individualism and limited scope—temporal
and spatial. The last thing we can afford to
be is ahistorical, acontextual, and noninsti-
tuti onal in our approach to gl obal poverty
relief. We need a political philosophy.

W H AT CAN POLITICAL 

P H I LOSOPHY CONTRIBUTE?

Th ere are three broad com pon ents nece s-
sary for such a political philosophy: a politi-
cal economy that charts the causal dynamics
of the gl obal econ omy and indicates the
extent to which these could be controlled;21

a theory of justice that supplies a metric for
evaluating goals and derives a set of princi-
ples with which to approach the problems of
devel opm en t ; and a pol i tical so ci ol o gy t h a t
en compasses and distinguishes the re s pec-
tive roles of individuals and various institu-
ti ons in advancing these moral en d s . In
con s i dering So uth Af rican re a l i ties and
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Ma rxist though t , I have said som et h i n g
about the first;I now examine dimensions of
the remaining two by con tra s ting Jo h n
Rawls’s approach to global justice with that
of Singer.

Rawls’s groundbreaking A Theory of Jus-
tice (1971) begins with the recognition that
society is a scheme of cooperation for mutu-
al adva n t a ge . The pri m a ry determinant of
h ow well each of us fares is a set of b a s i c
social institutions and laws that embody cer-
tain principles of justice. In The Law of Peo-
pl e s (1 9 9 9) Rawls ex tends this idea to
i n tern a ti onal soc i ety.2 2 He asks, in short ,
what basic laws and insti tuti ons form fair
bases for cooperation between “peoples”—
or what I have el s ewh ere call ed “t h i n
states.”23 Each of these thin states is a nation-
al political structure, one that is nonaggres-
s ive tow a rd others and takes mem bers’
interests into account—at least as members
of ethnic, religious,and other groups. Rawls
then develops a conception of justice appro-
priate to an ideal Society of Peoples or “thin
state system.” When it comes to distributive
issues related to poverty relief, Rawls argues
that decent and liberal peoples do have an
obligation to assist burdened societies (that
is, developing countries unable to maintain
well - ordered regi m e s ) . Nevert h el e s s , a s
Singer points out, Rawls emphasizes that “a
change of culture”—by which Rawls means
the po l i tical sys tem as well as et h o s24— i s
most crucial to en su ring that the lives of
individuals within such societies go better.

Singer is deeply critical of this approach.
He wri tes that Rawl s’s “em phasis on the
n eed for a ch a n ge of c u l tu re leave s
untouched the plight of individuals who are
dying of s t a rva ti on , m a l nutri ti on , or easily
preventable diseases right now, in countries
that pre s en t ly lack the capac i ty to provi de
for the needs of all their citizens.”25

In one respect, Singer and I are entirely in
agreement: by placing states (along with the
ethnic and religious groups they contain) at
the cen ter of his ideals of ju s ti fic a ti on and
justice, Rawls erroneously prioritizes group
identities and national citizenship over indi-
vi dual moral cl a i m s .2 6 Rawls also fails to
take account of the extent to which people’s
life chances within a state, and the political
cultures of that state, are affected by struc-
tures and events beyond its borders and con-
trol.27 But Singer is asserting more than this.
He thinks that it is unhelpful and irrespon-
sible, while thousands are dying and institu-
tions are slow to reform, to focus on an ideal
theory of justice—a compelling conception
of the basic institutions of a just society. This
fierce accusation is surely mistaken. As I now
want to show, ideal theory serves as a valu-
able orienteering mechanism for action right
now. As such, along with a focus broadly on
po l i tical cultu re , it bet ter serves the poor
than does the “Singer solution.”

An ideal conception of justice is very far
from the atrociously nonideal conditions in
devel oping co u n tri e s ; but , for ju d gi n g
potential courses of action such a metric and
set of principles is indispensable, for seven
reasons.

1. By having the appropriate ideal ends in view,

we can distinguish courses of action and insti-

tutional change that get us closer to or farther

from these aims; we are not condemned to a
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reactive development strategy. And where we

are forced by adverse conditions to make diffi-

cult or tragic choices, we will not unwittingly

make suboptimal compromises.28

2. By focusing on the social sys tem , and on the

w ays in wh i ch others are vu l n era ble to us,we take

account of the con text and con s equ en ces of i n d i-

vi dual agen c y. Actors who con s i der their loc a-

ti on and capac i ties rel a tive to other ro l e - p l ayers

are more effective in coordinating collective

acti on , and bet ter at ch a n n eling their indivi du a l

ef forts to produ ce cumu l a tive ben efit s .29

3. A stru ctu re - s en s i tive focus leads us to

em ph a s i ze acti on s’ i n d i rect and lon g - term

consequences for a social system’s capacities to

provi de for the needy. This em phasis is the

corn ers tone of su s t a i n a ble devel opm en t

rather than ad hoc interventions.

4. We wi ll not uncri ti c a lly su pport simple

equ a l i ty, s i n ce we can recogn i ze that som e

inequalities can be justified—on the g rounds

that they improve the lot of the most needy or

of all of us.30(Some attention to incentives, for

ex a m p l e , is su rely re a l i s tic.) Si n ger, on the

other hand, has no criteria for distinguishing

fair from unfair asymmetric distributions.

5. A sys temic account con s t a n t ly directs our

a t ten ti on to the need for an ex p l a n a tory and

pred i ctive po l i tical econ omy, one that sets re a l-

i s tic limits to our ideal theori e s . This makes for

rel evant and re a l i s ti c , not naïve ,i de a l i s m .

6. A more complex causal story also reminds

us to avoid a Singerian tendency to treat active

i n d ivi duals in devel oping co u n tries almost

wholly as recipients or moral patients.31 Poor

people are neither powerless nor ignorant in

respect of important problems and opportu-

nities for action; they need to be addressed as

agents, capable of independent action as well

as cooperative endeavor.

7. It becomes possible to identify the primary

agents of justice and aid.32 We ask,Which per-

sons and institutions are capable of, and bear

definite responsibility for, dealing with which

i n d ivi dual and co ll ective pred i c a m ents and

opportunities? The “we” that Singer addresses

a re single and fairly undifferen ti a ted we a l t hy

individuals. The “we” that Rawls addresses are

a ll indivi duals unders tood as or ga n i zed into

coopera tive groups and soc i eti e s . This is the

beginning of a proper po l i tical soc i o l ogy —

even if it needs to be adjusted and developed

further and is on the whole far less developed

than that of Marx and Lenin.

Th i n gs do not all go Rawl s’s way. His soc i-
o l ogy, for instance , is unju s ti fia bly or ga n i c i s t
and stati s t . He ch ooses to recogn i ze the wron g
co ll ective s — et h n i c , rel i gi o u s , and nati on a l
groups—as the aut h ori t a tive sources of va lu e
and va lu a ti on .3 3 Those who think that the
s t a te , l et alone the nati on , is a guara n tor of
order and ri ghts would do well to recogn i ze
t h a t , f rom the time that a state sys tem was
ef fectively inaugura ted in the Tre a ty of We s t-
phalia of 1 64 8, 1 50 m i ll i on people have been
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k i ll ed by their own govern m en t s . Ma rxists can
h a rdly feel com fort a bly su peri or ei t h er, given
s ome famously misg u i ded noti ons abo ut the
privi l eged agent of po l i tical stru ggl e , the pro-
l et a riat (or its va n g u a rd ) . Fu rt h er, Ma rx did
not accept that piecemeal insti tuti on a l
reforms could make a lasting differen ce to the
l ives of the poor. In his vi ew, reforms serve as
u l ti m a tely insign i ficant attem pts by the ru l i n g
class to stave of f revo luti on . Thus Ma rx lacked
a differen ti a ted account of the many po s s i bl e
a gents of ju s ti ce .None of these many mistake s
should lead us to deny the cen tra l i ty of s oc i o-
l ogical insigh t .34 On the con tra ry, it should
en co u ra ge us to caref u lly and cri ti c a lly iden ti-
fy com p l exes of a gencies that do and migh t
opera te su cce s s f u lly in the face of gl obal tra n s-
form a ti on s .

O f co u rs e , an important thinker cannot be
bl a m ed for all that he or she has not don e .
What we may legi ti m a tely dem a n d ,h owever,i s
that he or she attem pts to recogn i ze and spec-
ify the limits of his or her own acco u n t . Wh en
a ph i l o s oph er is as public and ex h ort a tory as
Si n ger, this kind of c i rc u m s pecti on is a pre s s-
ing requ i rem en t , lest his ph i l o s ophy be taken
as an unmed i a ted basis for (po s s i bly disas-
trous) acti on .No te that it is not a good rep ly to
s ay that the econ omy wi ll con ti nue rega rdl e s s
of my or Singer’s individual action: Singer
i n tends that his ph i l o s ophy be a basis for et h i-
cal and po l i tical movem ents (for ex a m p l e ,a n i-
mal rights) that do change the way a large
nu m ber of people live ,produ ce , and con su m e .
As Si n ger on ce wro te :“I think that if you try to
cover up the cracks in the et h i c , yo u’re likely to
get a major crash in the long ru n .”35

NO ROYAL ROAD TO 

POVERTY RELIEF

What might Singer reply along these several
dimensions? In various places, he seems to

h ave made four powerful and rel eva n t
poi n t s .3 6 F i rs t , he accepts that not mu ch
weight should be placed on arguments from
analogy, but maintains that these are useful
devices for eliciting people’s intuitions and
focusing their thinking. Second, he is clear
that,in considering how to act under condi-
ti ons of com p l ex interdepen den ce , what is
right for each individual to do “will depend
on the story you believe,” on which political-
economic explanations and predictions you
accept. Third,there is a very low probability
of bringing about structural change, where-
as there is a high probability of doing direct
good thro u gh well - t a r geted don a ti on .
Fourth, he argues that there is no trade-off
bet ween priva te giving and govern m en t s’
taking re s pon s i bi l i ty: i f c i ti zens give more ,
then governments will too, because govern-
m ents tend to va lue what their citi zen s
va lu e ; f u rt h er, even if t h ere is a trade - of f ,
more good will be done by individual giving
than harm done by the reduction in govern-
m ent aid; a n d , f i n a lly, the argument “gov-
ern m ents bear pri m a ry re s pon s i bi l i ty ” i s
generally an excuse for not giving.

I wi ll con s i der these re s ponses in tu rn .
Si n ger ’s analogies do focus the mind, but
they focus it on only one thing, or the wrong
thing. As a result, they are likely to mislead
in at least equal measure,and their use is jus-
tified if and only if there is a responsible fill-
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ing out and adjustment of the analysis and
i n ju n cti ons that seem to flow from su ch
one-dimensional examples. “It will depend
on the story you bel i eve” does not meet
these cri teri a . On this ultrawi de spec i f i c a-
tion, one seems compelled to acknowledge
that the sincere extreme neoliberal agent is
deep ly moral in his or her ch a racter and
con du ct , s i n ce he or she bel i eves that con-
spicuous con su m pti on and massive differ-
entials in income are the most effective ways
to all evi a te the plight of the poor. Si n ger ’s
metric for improvement—without a related
s et of po l i tical pri n c i p l e s — l e aves us wi t h
few grounds on wh i ch to dispute this nar-
row neoliberal interpretation. This presents
us with a furt h er large probl em : an agen t
with this vi ew is by no means unu su a l ; i n
fact, given the dominance of Chicago-style
econ omics and neo l i beral business atti-
tu de s , that agent is prob a bly the norm .
Marxist and Rawlsian theories locate agents’
o ut l ooks against a back ground sys tem of
ju s ti ce or inju s ti ce , and so contain the
resources to make a critical judgment of this
perva s ive kind of case (Ma rx ’s theory of
“false consciousness” and ideology is as rel-
evant and disputable as ever). Singer’s argu-
m en t s — wh et h er analogi c a l , uti l i t a ri a n , or
va g u ely inten ti on a l i s t — a re bereft of t h e
necessary critical purchase.

As for Si n ger ’s remaining poi n t s , it may be
true that well - t a r geted don a ti ons do sign i fi-
cant good and do not redu ce the amount of
govern m ental aid or the ex tent to wh i ch gov-
ern m ents and indivi duals take re s pon s i bi l i ty
for devel opm en t . Moreover, making peop l e
“aw a re of the shameful record of the U. S .” i s
cert a i n ly wort hwh i l e .3 7 But an arti c u l a ted
ph i l o s ophy is not going to recom m end su b-
optimal (if not co u n terprodu ctive) co u rses of
acti on , and so we need to know from Si n ger
wh i ch kinds of produ cti on and con su m p-
ti on , i nve s tm ent and savi n gs , we should

a b a n don and wh i ch are nece s s a ry and the
most ben eficial to gl obal devel opm ent and
poverty rel i ef . We have seen that the brute
everyt h i n g - i n - exce s s - of - $3 0,0 0 0 don a ti on
rule should n ot a pp ly.

F i n a lly, l et’s ad d ress Si n ger ’s rem a i n i n g
point that governments’ policies mirror the
private policies of their citizens. Well,some-
times they do, but som etimes they are in
direct contrast. In the United States,after all,
the absence of taxation and state interven-
tion to assist the needy at home is constant-
ly ju s ti f i ed on the basis that vo lu n t a ry
don a ti on and other forms of ch a ri ty are
prefera bl e . We need to know from Si n ger
which courses of action, if widely adopted,
will provoke which kinds of response from
which agents.Should we become activists or
active import con su m ers or both? Wh i ch
c a m p a i gns for incre a s ed priva te aid wi ll
en co u ra ge more govern m ental forei gn aid,
and wh i ch wi ll provo ke a re active decl i n e ?
Should we lobby govern m ents to place
dem oc ra tizing con d i ti ons on loa n s , or wi ll
that ex press and en tren ch ex i s ting power
s tru ctu res? These qu e s ti ons must be asked
and answered re s pon s i bly. Th ere is a gre a t
d i f feren ce bet ween making rel a tively
wealthy people conscious of widespread suf-
feri n g, on the one hand, and helping indi-
viduals and manifold massive institutions to
become effective agents of justice and aid on
the other.

Mu l tiple qu e s ti ons do not con s ti tute
excuses for failing to make the world a bet-
ter place . Ra t h er, t h ey are an ack n owl ed g-
ment that “moral experts”—to adopt a term
f rom one of Si n ger ’s first arti cl e s — con-
cerned with effective praxis have an obliga-
ti on to provi de a to u gh er, m ore nu a n ced
and acc u ra te pictu re of the tem pora l , s p a-
tial, and causal considerations that operate
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at great scale. Si n ger himsel f on ce wro te :
“Ca ring abo ut doing what is ri ght is, of
course,essential, but it is not enough, as the
nu m erous historical examples of well -
meaning but misguided men indicate.”38

C O N C LUSION: COSMOPOLITA N

PATHS TO POVERTY RELIEF

If my arguments are correct, the amount of
donating and the extent of sacrifice are not
the central issue;the real set of issues is how
to redep l oy re s o u rces and en er gy to ro l e s
and insti tuti ons within an ex trem ely com-
plex division of labor. Here are three limited
suggestions:

Consumption. Instead of giving up quali-
ty clothes and holidays , we may find our-
s elves buying clothes from et h i c a l
manufacturers and taking holidays in places
that badly need the tourist dollar. The South
Af rican govern m en t’s new “ Brand SA” i n i-
tiative makes exactly this kind of argument
to elicit trade and tourism.

Produ cti o n. The gra n ting of mining and
d ri lling con ce s s i ons to corpora ti ons could be
ti ed to obl i ga ti ons to manage medical and
s ocial needs arising out of HIV/AIDS in the
regi ons in wh i ch companies wish to opera te .
This would be akin to ex tending the well -
e s t a bl i s h ed principles of eco to u rism to the
h e a rt of the big business of re s o u rce ex trac-
ti on . The urban secti on of the World Ba n k
has begun to take this kind of a pproach .

Activi s m. In s te ad on relying solely on
states to fund international organisations,or
solely on individuals to fund NGOs, people
can lobby for taxes on capital flows that give
the UN and similar bodies a minimal inde-
pendent revenue base. And they can take to
the streets wh en a large corpora ti on tu rn s
out to be violating labor standards or rights
anywhere in the world.

Aid. One of the paradigmatic instances of
ef fective interven ti on is the provi s i on of
m i c roc redit and tech n o l ogy that en a bl e
access to wi der opportu n i ties for work ,
exchange, collective action, and the acquisi-
ti on of s k i ll s . Some In tern a ti onal Labo u r
O r ga n i z a ti on and Gra m een Bank proj ect s
a re su ccessful examples of this approach .
Su ccess in each case has been heavi ly
dependent on systematic analyses as to the
effects of incentives and of local norms and
institutions, and on government help too.

Sensitive support of this kind can enable
the poor to help themselves, and to engage
in markets in ways that can also ben ef i t
t h em s elves and others — i n cluding at ti m e s
the rel a tively well - of f . Yet innova ti on and
tra n s fer of su ch co s t - l owering tech n o l ogy,
for instance , requ i re a social sys tem that
encourages some people to be entrepreneurs
and en gi n eers ra t h er than lifeg u a rds and
devel opm ent workers . Un fortu n a tely, I
do u bt wh et h er su ch en trepren eu rs and
engineers would play their roles ifthere were
no selfish rew a rds (aga i n , i n cen tives can’t
re s pon s i bly be ign ored ) .3 9 But I am less
s keptical of the po s s i bi l i ty that they migh t
become ethical consumers and investors, or
be prep a red to accept “s ocial cl a u s e s” to
profitable contracts.

Advoc a ting a don a ti on to Oxfam migh t
con ceiva bly in some con texts be the be s t
means to noble ends,but this is by no means
a foregone conclusion and universal remedy.
Often, instead of telling individuals to dis-
pense piecemeal ch a ri ty — gen era lly in the
f ace of s ome new disequ i l i brium in the
social system—we contribute better by cre-
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38 Peter Si n ger, “ Moral Ex pert s” (1 97 2) , repri n ted in
Writings on an Ethical Life,pp. 3-6, at p. 4.
39 The need to take incentives seriously was one reason
Rawls settled on “maximin” rather than “maximize” as
a distributive principle.



a ti n g, reform i n g, or parti c i p a ting in
lifestyles and institutions that tend to gener-
a te re s i l i ent and on going inclu s i on in the
benefits of cooperation.

The suggestions above derive from a cos-
mopolitan morality, insofar as our concern
is with the capabi l i ti e s , ri gh t s , and obl i ga-
tions of all individuals,not first with citizens
of our own states while the distant poor
come a distant second. But these suggestions
a re also po l i ti c a l , in the good sen s e , t a k i n g
account of the scale of s oc i eties and the
com p l ex interdepen den ce of our shared
world. Of course, none of these suggestions
should lead us to rush headl ong into
acti on — m i c roc red i t , for instance , on ly
works and is only appropriate in some situ-
a ti on s .40 We need to su bj ect co s m opo l i t a n
proposals to det a i l ed scruti ny, because the
details of context and consequences matter
for the poor.

I have repe a tedly asked what differen ce
philosophical theories make to the project of
gl obal poverty rel i ef . It should by now be
clear that an analysis from the broader per-
s pective of po l i tical ph i l o s ophy—as opposed
to the simple individualist lens of a purport-
edly “practical ethics”—enables us to begin
to distinguish perem ptory directives from
con s i dered , po l i ti c a lly aw a re , and su s t a i n-
a ble stra tegi e s . But there remains the deep
disjunct between the perspective of a system
of global justice and the sedimented power
s tru ctu res of the current gl obal order. Pa rt
of what a clearly articulated theory reveals is
that some indivi du a l s’ giving aw ay incom e
m ay do little to rem edy this sch i s m . Wh i l e
charity may produce improvements, it may
at worst cause harm, or at least the relevant
re s o u rces might be bet ter used in another
w ay. No do u bt there are good re a s ons to

su pport or ga n i z a ti ons that produ ce su s-
t a i n a ble ch a n ges in the back ground fra m e-
work of s ocial insti tuti on s . But a sys tem i c
and lon g - term approach invo lves far more
than targeting don a ti ons bet ter. It requ i re s
a nu a n ced aw a reness that po l i tics is
i n erad i c a bly abo ut scale and con n ected-
n e s s , and thus the coord i n a ted acti on of
mu l tiple interdepen dent ro l e s . We mu s t
p l ay those roles not with an eye to making
u s , the rel a tively we a l t hy or devel oped
co u n try citi zen s , feel bet ter, but with a
vi ew to wh i ch com p l exes of a gencies and
acti ons wi ll gen era te the most su s t a i n a bl e
po s i tive mom en tu m . This means that the
l a n g u a ge of s ac ri f i ce must gen era lly give
w ay to a deeper and bet ter language : t h e
l a n g u a ge of s ocial and econ omic coopera-
ti on con d i ti on ed by the interests of t h e
gl ob a lly disadva n t a ged .

For all their def i c i en c i e s , both Rawls and
Ma rx have in place large parts of a po l i ti c a l
ph i l o s ophy. Si n ger does not. It is badly
n eeded if he wishes to provi de guidance for
en gen dering lasting improvem ents to the
l ives of the needy. Si n ger and po l i tical ph i-
l o s ophy might ben efit sign i f i c a n t ly from
his tu rning his mind and form i d a ble pen
to this ra n ge of difficult qu e s ti on s . As
Wi t t gen s tein put it, with ch a racteri s ti c a lly
wry ac u i ty: “ If s om eone tells me he has
bo u ght the outfit of a ti gh trope walker I am
not impre s s ed until I see what he has don e
with it.”41
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40 The ILO Social Finance Unit itsel f insists on this
poi n t ; s ee www. i l o. or g / p u bl i c / en gl i s h / em p l oym en t /
finance.
41 Cited in Ray Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein: The Duty of
Genius (London: Vintage, 1991), p. 464.




