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T
he one central point in all my writing
on this top i c , f rom “ Fa m i n e , Af f lu-
ence and Morality” onward,has been

that the failure of people in the rich nations
to make any significant sacrifices in order to
assist people who are dying from poverty -
related causes is ethically indefensible. It is
not simply the absence of charity, let alone

of m oral saintliness: It is wron g, and on e
cannot claim to be a morally decent person
unless one is doing far more than the typical
comfortably-off person does.

Nothing Kuper has said, either in his orig-
inal article or his reply to my response, con-
tradicts this central claim. His arguments go
to the details of how best we can assist peo-
ple in desperate poverty. Perhaps instead of
giving mon ey to Ox f a m , he su gge s t s , we
should buy goods from su pp l i ers wh o
ensure a fair return to laborers in developing
countries. Perhaps we should stop going to
F l orida and Pa ri s , and inste ad go on envi-

ron m en t a lly su s t a i n a ble and non ex p l oi t a-
tive trips to devel oping co u n tri e s . Perh a p s
we should support movements against cor-
ru pti on , or for bet ter terms of trade for
devel oping co u n tri e s . I ’d be very happy if
people would do any or all of these things,
and if they have nothing left over to give to
Ox f a m , that wo u l d n’t tro u ble me ei t h er. I
don’t claim to have any expertise in assessing
wh et h er these opti ons are bet ter or wors e
than giving to Oxfam. If someone can con-
vincingly show me that one of them is clear-

ly bet ter than giving to Ox f a m , t h en that’s
what I’ll do in future.

Now Kuper writes:

I show that Singer selects and uses facts uncrit-

i c a lly prec i s ely because he has no po l i ti c a l

economy, no political sociology, and no theo-

ry of justice. We are seriously misled if we do

not draw adequately on the wisdom and tools

of these bodies of knowledge.

I’m not sure why Kuper says that I have no
theory of justice. It’s no great secret that I’m
a preference utilitarian,and so he could have
inferred that I believe that goods ought to be
d i s tri buted so as to maximize the sati s f ac-
tion of preferences, in the long run. But in
wri ting abo ut the obl i ga ti on to assist the
world’s poorest people, I want to reach peo-
ple who are not utilitarians,so I don’t rely on
uti l i t a rian premises for that argumen t . I
m a ke a simple argument that ch a ll en ge s
people to justify spending money on luxu-
ries when that money could be used to save
l ive s . Si n ce there is no con s en sus abo ut
which is the right theory of justice,that still
seems a better strategy than relying on one
particular theory.

As for po l i tical econ omy and po l i ti c a l
sociology, it should be obvious why the cen-
tral claim I sketch ed above doe s n’t requ i re
these, beyond the grounds for believing that
there is somethingwe can do to help people
in ex treme poverty. But in any case, I ’m
s keptical abo ut the ex tent to wh i ch these
fields offer a relevant “body of knowledge.”
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Kuper writes: “One does not have to sympa-
thize with Marxists to think that telling the
bo u r geoisie to be more ch a ri t a ble as indi-
vi dual actors is unlikely to produ ce deep
changes.” But what does Marx tell us about
how to produce “deep changes”?  Join with
the proletariat in the class struggle, and the
coming pro l et a rian revo luti on wi ll bri n g
a bo ut a bet ter worl d . No “body of k n owl-
edge” there, just a prediction that has proved
sadly in error.

Giving to Oxfam is doing something that
h elps rel i eve de s pera te poverty. Maybe it
won’t ch a n ge the stru ctu re of t h i n gs . But
until I’m shown how to do that,I’ll settle for
making some people bet ter of f . If givi n g
more money to Oxfam were liable to “seri-
ously harm the poor,” as Kuper suggested in
his article,isn’t it odd that Amartya Sen, who
Ku per now de s c ri bes as one of the “lu m i-
n a ries of genuine poverty rel i ef ,” s h o u l d

h ave accepted the po s i ti on of pre s i dent of
Oxfam—a po s i ti on that pre su m a bly com-
mits him to doing ex act ly what I have
s o u ght to do in my wri ti n g, n a m ely, per-
su ade more people to don a te more mon ey
to Ox f a m ?

Wh en we can’t make deep stru ctu ra l
changes,it is still better to help some people
than to help non e . Wh en Oskar Sch i n dl er
pro tected Jews who would otherwise have
been mu rdered , he had no impact on the
s tru ctu re of the Nazi gen oc i de , but he did
what he co u l d , and he was ri ght to do so.
One can only wish that more Germans had
done the same. Fortunately, without risking
our live s , we have more opti ons than
Schindler. We should do our best to find out
what wi ll produ ce the best outcom e ,
whether it is giving money, buying fair trade
products, voting, joining an organization, or
all of those things. Then we should do it.




