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A
n d rew Ku per begins his cri ti que of
my vi ews on poverty by accepti n g
the crux of my moral argument: The

interests of all persons ought to count equal-
ly, and geographic location and citizenship
m a ke no intrinsic differen ce to the ri gh t s
and obl i ga ti ons of i n d ivi du a l s . Ku per also
sets out some key facts about global poverty,
for example, that 30,000 children die every
day from preventable illness and starvation,
while most people in devel oped nati on s
have plenty of disposable income that they
s pend on lu x u ries and items that sati s f y
mere wants, not basic needs. Yet after sum-
marizing an essay I wrote for the New York
Times Magazine in which I argued that the
avera ge Am erican family should don a te a
l a r ge porti on of t h eir income to or ga n i z a-
ti ons like UNICEF and Ox f a m , Ku per
wri te s : “ But if Si n ger ’s ex h ort a ti ons make
you want to act immediately in the ways he
recom m en d s , you s h ould not do so.” Why
not? Because the approach I advoc a te
“would seriously harm the poor.”

These are strong words. It is startling to be
told that a substantial transfer of resources
from comfortably-off American families to
UNICEF or Oxfam would harm the poor.
What abo ut those 3 0,0 0 0 ch i l d ren dyi n g
from preventable illness and starvation? In
its 2001 fund-raising material,the U.S. Com-
mittee for UNICEF says that a donation of
$17 will provide immunization “to protect a
child for life against the six leading ch i l d -
killing and maiming diseases:measles,polio,

d i ph t h eri a , wh ooping co u gh , tet a nu s , a n d
tu berc u l o s i s ,” while a don a ti on of $25 wi ll
provi de “over 40 0 p ackets of oral rehyd ra-
ti on salts to help save the lives of ch i l d ren
suffering from diarrheal dehydration.” Per-
haps these figures do not include adminis-
tra tive co s t s , or the costs of del ivery, but
even so, wouldn’t more resources for immu-
n i z a ti on and oral rehyd ra ti on salts ben ef i t
the poor, ra t h er than harm them? Wh a t
a bo ut the proj ects Oxfam funds, l i ke pro-
viding equ i pm ent and ex pertise so that
Ethiopian villagers can dig wells to get safe
drinking water near their village? Since get-
ting water in Ethiopia is women’s work,this
saves village women up to four hours a day.
How can Ku per show that su ch proj ect s
“seriously harm the poor”?

Instead of discussing the work of the spe-
cific or ga n i z a ti ons I recom m en d , Ku per
t a kes as his example the HIV/AIDS pan-
demic in South Africa, and asks whether it
would help to give most of one’s money to
an AIDS or ga n i z a ti on . Here I have to say,
first, that since I have never recommended
doing that, what Ku per says abo ut this
example does nothing at all to su pport his
claim that what I recom m end would seri-
o u s ly harm the poor. Put ting that aside ,
h owever, Ku per does not give any gro u n d s
for bel i eving that giving most of on e’s
money to an AIDS organization would “seri-
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ously harm the poor.” All he says is that the
effect of his contribution “would be dwarfed
and perhaps overri d den” by Pre s i den t
M be k i ’s vi ews abo ut A I D S . If s om et h i n g
that helps the poor is dw a rfed by a more
powerful factor that harms the poor, t h a t
does not mean that it would have been bet-
ter if the source of benefit had never existed.
Some of the poor, at least, will still be better
off. And while it is plausible that the benefits
to So uth Af ricans bro u ght abo ut by the
m on ey Ku per could don a te to an A I D S
organization would be dwarfed by the fail-
ure of the Mbeki government to address the
i s sue ef fectively, it is not so plausible to
imagine that these benefits would be “over-
ridden,” that is, totally negated, by Mbeki’s
a t ti tu de . At least, Ku per would need to
explain why this would be the case.

In s te ad of doing so, Ku per swi tches the
example yet again, suggesting that we might
want to con tri bute inste ad to “po l i ti c a l
acco u n t a bi l i ty and econ omic reform s .”
Ra t h er than examine this su gge s ti on in
det a i l , h owever, Ku per then asserts that in
Zi m b a bwe , “I may increase the power and
hold of a kleptoc ra tic el i te .” The passage
leaves it unclear whether it is my donation to
an AIDS or ga n i z a ti on that may do this, or
my con tri buti on to an or ga n i z a ti on pro-
m o ting po l i tical acco u n t a bi l i ty and eco-
nomic reforms. Presumably, however, there
a re ways of giving mon ey to or ga n i z a ti on s
working in Zimbabwe that do not increase
the power and hold of the “k l eptoc ra ti c
elite.” If this assumption can be shown to be
i n correct , t h en I would agree with Ku per
that we should not give to or ga n i z a ti on s
working in Zi m b a bwe . But does Ku per
imagine that his reference to the difficulties
of working in a country ruled by a corrupt
el i te wi ll be news to agencies like Ox f a m ?
Does he think that, over the fifty years they
have been working in Africa and elsewhere,

Oxfam has never noticed this problem? Is he
u n aw a re of the ex ten s ive , det a i l ed discus-
sions these agencies have, both in-house and
with out s i de ex pert s , a bo ut how to over-
come these difficulties, or, if they cannot be
overcome, when to pull out of a country in
wh i ch they are unable to help the peop l e
they are seeking to help?1

Bounding on over this com p l ex terra i n ,
Ku per hits on another ide a : that “ we may do
bet ter for So uth Af ricans by buying furn i-
tu re and clothes from ethical manu f actu rers
and manu f actu rers in devel oping co u n tri e s
than by don a ti on .” I agree that we should
su pport “fair trade” s ch emes that buy good s
produ ced in poor co u n tries and en su re that
the workers who produ ce them get as mu ch
as po s s i ble of the purchase pri ce . Wh et h er
$1 0 0 s pent in this way does more good than
$1 0 0 given to Oxfam is a factual qu e s ti on .
Ox f a m ,l i ke other agen c i e s , is itsel f i nvo lved
in helping to set up fair trading sch em e s ,
both at the marketing end in ri ch nati on s ,
and by making micro l oans to workers so
that they can buy the tools or raw materi a l s
n eeded to set them s elves up in manu f actu r-
ing goods to sell thro u gh su ch sch em e s .
( Ku per later ex presses su pport for su ch
m i c roc redit sch em e s , but minimizes the
role played by agencies like Oxfam in su p-
porting them.) Th ere are , h owever, s om e
very poor people who cannot be hel ped
t h ro u gh fair trad i n g. Ru ral vi ll a gers may
l ive too far from tra n s port to get their good s
to intern a ti onal market s , or they may lack
the raw materials to produ ce goods that
a nyone in ri ch nati ons wants to buy. It is
t h erefore my bel i ef that gen era lly the don a-
ti on wi ll do more good than the purchase of
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goods of equ iva l ent va lu e . Should I be given
evi den ce that this vi ew is wron g, I wi ll be
h a ppy to recom m end that, i n s te ad of
don a ting to aid agen c i e s , Am ericans should
s pend a su b s t a n tial part of t h eir income on
buying produ cts from ethical manu f actu r-
ers in devel oping co u n tri e s , or on to u ri s m
to devel oping co u n try re s orts that have et h-
ical labor practi ce s . To do so would not
requ i re any ch a n ge in my underlying et h i c a l
po s i ti on . It would sti ll be true to say that
people in ri ch nati ons ought to be using a
su b s t a n tial amount of our income in the
w ay that wi ll most ef fectively help the
worl d ’s poorest peop l e .

This re s ponse is one I have made previ-
ously.2 Kuper refers to it as “It will depend
on the story you believe.” He counters:

On this ultrawi de spec i f i c a ti on , one seem s

com pell ed to ack n owl ed ge that the sincere

extreme neoliberal agent is deeply moral in his

or her character and conduct, since he or she

bel i eves that conspicuous con su m pti on and

m a s s ive differen tials in income are the most

ef fective ways to all evi a te the plight of t h e

poor. Singer’s metric for improvement—with-

out a related set of political principles—leaves

us with few grounds on which to dispute this

narrow neoliberal interpretation.

Here at last there is a fundamental dis-
agreement between Kuper and me.Not over
the neoliberal view of the most effective way
to alleviate the plight of the poor—we agree
that it is wrong—but over how we can know
that it is wron g. I bel i eve that it is wron g
because I do not think that the evidence sup-
ports it. O f co u rs e , wh et h er the evi den ce
does su pport the neo l i beral vi ew is a large
question,and not one that can be adequate-
ly addressed here. Nevertheless, it is on the
evi den ce of the impact of n eo l i beral po l i-
cies, unsupported by either government or
private aid,on the plight of the world’s poor,
that I would rest my case against the neolib-

era l . Ku per, on the other hand, a ppe a rs to
seek some kind of political philosophy that
would make the case against the neoliberal
i m mune to ref ut a ti on on the basis of evi-
dence. If that is what he wants, I think it is
misguided. To want some kind of guarantee,
i n depen den t ly of h ow the facts may tu rn
out,that the neoliberal is wrong, is to have a
kind of faith that is independent of the evi-
den ce . Do we want to hold our po l i ti c a l
ph i l o s ophies in the way that many thei s t s
hold their faith, pers i s ting in bel i eving in
G od indepen den t ly of a ny evi den ce or
sound argument for such a belief,and in the
f ace of su b s t a n tial evi den ce—the probl em
of evil—that there cannot be a God with the
attributes they claim God has? There have,
u n fortu n a tely, been ad h erents of po l i ti c a l
philosophies who have taken this attitude to
t h eir ideo l ogy. The re sults have not been
en co u ra gi n g. I prefer to remain open to
bel i eving in wh a tever the balance of evi-
dence supports.

For com p l eten e s s , I shall men ti on a few
o t h er things that Ku per says with an air of
d i s s en ting from my vi ews , wh en there is re a l-
ly no disagreem ent bet ween us. Thus he says
that we ought to help “l a r ge nu m bers of peo-
ple en m e s h ed in social sys tems ra t h er than
i s o l a ted indivi du a l s .” I have never said that
our aid should be directed to isolated indi-
vi du a l s . In a similar vein he wri te s :“ E f fective
poverty rel i ef wi ll thus requ i re above all
ex ten s ive coopera ti on with other agen t s —
i n deed it wi ll requ i re the cre a ti on or reform
of a gencies to redu ce poverty.” That is ex act-
ly what Oxfam and UNICEF alre ady do. He
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points out that som etimes aid has had
u nw a n ted nega tive con s equ en ce s , and tell s
us that “perhaps the most rel evant inju n c-
ti on of a ll is ‘proceed caref u lly ’ ” — a gain a
recom m en d a ti on that does not tell anyone in
the field anything they did not alre ady know.
D rawing on Rawl s , he says that som e
i n equ a l i ties can be ju s ti fied on the gro u n d s
that they improve the lot of the most needy,
or of a ll of u s . I have never den i ed that.

G iven the paucity of a r g u m ent Ku per
of fers to su pport his claim that giving to
or ga n i z a ti ons like Oxfam “ would seri o u s ly
h a rm the poor,” I find it tro u bling that he
tells people that they “should not” don a te

su b s t a n tial sums to these or ga n i z a ti on s . He
must know that most people are on ly too
h a ppy to find an excuse for not giving mon ey
aw ay. By providing them with just su ch an
exc u s e , the major impact of his arti cl e ,
should it be wi dely re ad , would be to main-
tain the status quo in wh i ch most re s i dents of
devel oped nati ons do vi rtu a lly nothing to
rel i eve the ex treme poverty in wh i ch 1.2 bi l-
l i on people live . Ku per, I am su re , does not
want that. He would therefore do bet ter to
d i rect his cri ticisms to the real ob s t acles to
rel i eving poverty, and not to those peop l e
who are alre ady thinking mu ch as he doe s
a bo ut how the world needs to ch a n ge .




