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T
he main thrust of my argument was
that ad hoc su gge s ti ons of ch a ri ty
cannot replace a systematic and the-

oreti c a lly inform ed approach to poverty
rel i ef . Ch a ri t a ble don a ti on som eti m e s
h elps—and som etimes harm s — but is no
general solution to global poverty, and can
be po s i tively dangerous wh en pre s en ted as
such. We need to consider, and often choose,
other routes to helping the poor—including
ethical to u rism and fair trade in lu x u ry
goods. We will not be able to invest in such
feasible routes if we give away all our extra
income, as Singer recommends. Sticking to
donation above all, when a combination of
other strategies is necessary, is highly likely
to harm the poor.

Si n ger doe s n’t re a lly en ga ge my argumen t .
In s te ad , he cari c a tu res our “f u n d a m ental dis-
a greem en t” :a pp a ren t ly, Si n ger rej ects va ri o u s
policies because he takes into account the
“f act s” ; wh ereas Ku per is the one seeking a
“f a i t h ,” a “po l i tical ph i l o s ophy. . . i m mune to
ref ut a ti on on the basis of evi den ce .” Anyon e
who has re ad my arti cle (pp. 1 07 - 2 0) must fin d
this puzzling. The arti cle explains at len g t h
wh i ch kinds of b ack ground theories help us to
d i s cern and re s pon s i bly con s i der the rel eva n t
f act s . I show that Si n ger sel ects and uses fact s
u n c ri ti c a lly prec i s ely because he has no po l i t-
ical econ omy, no po l i tical soc i o l ogy, and no
t h eory of ju s ti ce .We are seri o u s ly misled if we
do not draw adequ a tely on the wi s dom and

tools of these bodies of k n owl ed ge .Some fact s
a re just the tip of the iceber g.

Take any one of his examples: He tells us
that a $17 donation from you or me will save
the lives of children who suffer from the six
leading child-killing and maiming diseases.
In light of this “fact,” Singer thinks it wrong
to express concern about throwing money at
the problem of poverty. But is donation real-
ly a gen eral soluti on? If brute amounts of
m on ey were the issu e , the World Bank or
United Nations could stop the awful yearly
deaths of 1 1 m i ll i on ch i l d ren tom orrow.
Af ter all , $1 8 7 m i ll i on is a small sum by
World Bank and UN standard s . The Ba n k
and UN must be foolish or evil if saving chil-
dren is so easy. Alas, the problem of poverty
is just more complicated than that.

Children starve, suffer, and die because of
po l i tical and econ omic arra n gem en t s .
Above all,they starve, suffer, and die because
of the unacco u n t a bi l i ty of people with the
power to rule, exploit,and exclude the poor.
This has been demonstrated time after time
by luminaries of genuine poverty relief such
as Amartya Sen, who happens to be the pres-
ident of Oxfam. Sen insists that unless atten-
ti on is paid to tra n s forming these deep
i n s ti tuti onal factors , aid agencies wi ll have
on ly limited vi ctories in a losing battle
against the sources of poverty. It is for these
re a s ons that I wro te , “We need NGOs, but
we need good government and better mar-
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kets even more. This is a direct result of our
interest in sustainability.”

One can’t help asking why Singer knows
better. I can find only one, very limited argu-
ment in his response to my article that might
defend his contrary position:

Th ere are , h owever, s ome very poor peop l e

who cannot be hel ped thro u gh fair trad i n g.

Rural villagers may live too far from transport

to get their goods to international markets, or

t h ey may lack the raw materials to produ ce

goods that anyone in ri ch nati ons wants to

buy. It is therefore my belief that generally the

donation will do more good than the purchase

of goods of equivalent value.

Si n ger doe s n’t ask why these ru ral peop l e
a re exclu ded from the econ omy; he ju s t
t a kes it as a fact . Yet building roads and
tra n s port net works is a parad i gm a ti c a lly
po l i tical dec i s i on . And wh en a govern m en t
dec i des to assist some produ cers but not
o t h ers , it is stron gly influ en ced by the rel a-
tive po l i tical power and econ omic cl o ut of
those gro u p s . So “fair trad i n g” i s n’t ju s t
a bo ut ex i s ting produ cers , it also requ i res a
con certed push to level the playing fiel d
and inclu de all in the ga m e . NGOs like
Oxfam have an important ro l e , but they
l ack the on going capac i ty to build road s ,
gen era te large-scale growt h , and reg u l a te
m a rkets—and they su f fer intrinsic prob-
l ems of acco u n t a bi l i ty. We can’t just “l e ave
it to Ox f a m .” So we need insti tuti on a l
reform above all : t h ro u gh activi s m ,
t h ro u gh con su m pti on and produ cti on
dec i s i on s , and ye s , s om etimes thro u gh
don a ti on to NGOs. Wh i ch of these stra te-
gies is most ef fective in va rious con texts is
not determ i n ed merely by noble inten ti on s
or high em o ti on . It is determ i n ed by care-
ful analys i s — u n derp i n n ed by ri ch and

re s pon s i ble po l i tical theori e s — of wh a t
actu a lly work s .

From this perspective, we can immediate-
ly see the basic logical flaw in Singer’s argu-
m en t : He claims “X may be bet ter than Y
depending on Z factors ( don a ti on X may
be better than fair trade Y depending upon a
l ack of tra n s port , and so fort h ) ,” but then
immediately concludes “X is therefore gen-
era lly bet ter than Y.” He has said almost
nothing about these factors and their under-
lying causes. Are the factors prevalent, per-
sistent, and the main sources of poverty in
most con texts? Why, for instance , doe s
Singer assume that charity is generally best
for those masses of the urban poor who are
p a rt (of ten an ex p l oi ted part) of the worl d
econ omy? Aga i n , I am not against ch a ri ty in
a ll instance s . But to answer these qu e s ti on s ,
we need not brute asserti on of f act s , n or
vain hope s — rei tera ted by Si n ger in his
Re s ponse—that no co u n terevi den ce wi ll be
pre s en ted . We need deeper theories that
promote thorough empirical analysis, lead-
ing to stra tegies that deal in com p l ex i ty
rather than denial.

F i n a lly, Si n ger asks why I am directi n g
criticism at him,since we both want change.
The answer is that his individualist language
of s el fishness versus sac ri fice , and his ri gi d
refusal to seri o u s ly ex p l ore altern a tive s
other than charity, weaken our realistic case
for reform . It would be far bet ter if h e
focused on how to create political and eco-
nomic institutions that include the poor in
the ongoing benefits of social cooperation.
Singer is an eloquent and influential advo-
c a te . I wi ll not give up hope of provo k i n g
him to think more about sustainable pover-
ty rel i ef , a bo ut how we can move rel i a bly
from high principle to effective action.




