Essay applied ethics
question # 10
[bookmark: _Hlk31104541]Is there a moral obligation to alleviate poverty?

In answering the question - Is there a moral obligation to alleviate poverty? I am predominantly drawn to the contrasting theses of two contemporaries - American ecologist – Garrett Hardin, and Australian moral philosopher – Peter Singer. The late Garrett Hardin is renowned in applied ethics, for theses whose central focus is populous environmental overload, such as – ethical implications of carrying capacity[footnoteRef:1] (1977) and lifeboat ethics[footnoteRef:2] (1974), which orientate against obligatory assistance to poverty-stricken nations. The general conclusion is that – to help, is to enable populous unsustainability, therefore prolonging the suffering of the poor whilst necessitating ever-increasing aid, in turn leading to the demise of both recipient nation, and aiding nation.[footnoteRef:3] In contrast, Peter Singer is known for several theses which seek to validate personal and collective obligation to alleviate poverty, such as the essay’s – Rich and Poor[footnoteRef:4] (1993) and famine, affluence and morality[footnoteRef:5] (1972). The implications of the question are fundamentally ethical, yet the subjects stand at morally opposing extremes. Apparently, Hardin’s ecology ultimately seeks to sustainably preserve the privileged position of the USA, and as an ecologist, his theses tend to lack moral standing in anything more than nationalist complacency, hence proposing an exclusive ecology. It could be said, that to deny aid to poverty-stricken peoples in emergencies, if relatively able to do so, could never be a moral call. However, Hardin posits to identify through statistical projections, ecologically moral standing for justifying his case against helping the poor. However, I feel his justifications are full of holes, and that lifeboat ethics portrays a lack of moral understanding coupled with an open negation of moral responsibility for justice.  [1:  Garrett Hardin, 'Ethical Implications of Carrying Capacity', in Managing the Commons, First (San Francisco, W. H. Freeman and Company, 1977)]  [2:  Garrett Hardin, ‘Lifeboat Ethics: The Case Against Helping the Poor’, in World Hunger and Morality, Second (New Jersey: Prentice Hall Inc, A. Pearson Education Company, 1996), pp. 5–15.]  [3:  Hardin, ‘Lifeboat Ethics: The Case Against Helping the Poor’.]  [4:  Peter Singer, ‘Rich and Poor’, in Practical Ethics, Third (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 191–215.]  [5:  William Aiken and Hugh LaFollette, World Hunger and Morality, Second (USA: Prentice Hall Inc, A. Pearson Education Company, 1996).] 

On the opposite shore of the moral sea - Peter Singer, radically posits any individual in relative wealth, whilst in denial of relative “charity” and austerity, accountable for the deaths of millions of poverty-stricken peoples. In other words, every luxury afforded, goes towards enabling the death of someone in need, and in Singer – it equates to the moral equivalent of murder.[footnoteRef:6] The ramifications of Singer’s view make it difficult to willingly accept. However, in the pursuit of morality and justice based on validity and rationality, Singer’s case for helping the poor, challenging personal accountability as it does, appears to better fulfil the criteria for a moral conclusion. Meanwhile, Hardin’s thesis, in its negative orientation of denying peoples in need, appears to be an amoral conclusion. To validate these initial apparencies, some understanding of the motivating rationales of Singer and Hardin is necessary.    [6:  Peter Singer, ‘Rich and Poor’, in Practical Ethics, Third (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 191–215. P. 194] 

[bookmark: _Hlk32156275]
Initially it appears illogical to conceive as a moral judgement, not assisting people in need when reasonably able to do so. However, Hardin offers justifications in the lifeboat analogy, attempting to validate reasoning behind not acting to alleviate poverty. Whether there exists validity in such reasoning or not, to leave others to starve and perish for any reason seems immoral. I also feel the reasoning for Hardin’s against position fails to adequately accept moral responsibility. As such, I intend to provide an answer to the question orienting from a pro obligation position, and by utilizing a counter argument to Hardin’s, provided by William Aiken in his essay – The Carrying Capacity Equivocation[footnoteRef:7] (1980), therefore, highlighting some of the obligatory-negative factors entrenched in lifeboat ethics, I hope to begin to expose its moral insufficiencies. I shall then evaluate the moral call of Singer in the context of addressing the crisis of world poverty by engaging personal, active and universalizable moral responsibility. In aid of Singer’s thesis, I will employ an address by Professor Jeffrey Sachs, presented to the World Bank annual conference on development economics[footnoteRef:8]. For terminology of the question, I assume the meaning of obligation as Singer sets out in – Famine, Affluence and Morality - as the abstract noun derived from ought – expressing duty or obligation i.e. - that which we ought to do.[footnoteRef:9] I will touch upon the value aspect of moral obligation by generally enquiring of the positive theses - if we are morally obliged, then where, if at all, is the cut-off point of obligation? In contrast, I will begin by generally enquiring – if there exists no moral obligation to alleviate poverty, then how, if at all, does such a controversial thesis justify itself as a moral judgement?      [7:  William Aiken, ‘The Carrying Capacity Equivocation’, in World Hunger and Morality, Second (New Jersey: Prentice Hall Inc, A. Pearson Education Company, 1996), pp. 16–25.]  [8:  Jeffrey D Sachs, ‘A New Global Consensus on Helping the Poorest of the Poor’ (presented at the Annual Bank Conference on Development Economics, Washington D.C: The World Bank, 2000).]  [9:  Peter Singer, ‘Famine Affluence and Morality’, in World Hunger and Morality, Second (New Jersey: Prentice Hall Inc, A. Pearson Education Company, 1996), pp. 26–38. P.36] 



[bookmark: _Hlk32144743][bookmark: _Hlk32144802]A significant proportion of Garrett Hardin’s lifeboat ethics comprise statistical projections regarding environmental overload relative to carrying capacity and contemporary human reproduction trends. This form of fixed projection may suffice in scientific analytics, but applied to anthropological ethical judgements it is contentious, not least due to anthropological and ethical diversity. William Aiken elaborates on this contention in: The Carrying Capacity Equivocation. He notes that Hardin’s theses are based on a problematic theory known as the ‘triage argument’[footnoteRef:10], which negatively applies the medical term ‘triage’ to the question of aid, following from the premise – Each nation has a carrying capacity whose excess correlates to a diminishing capability to support a population. Populous excess or deficiency then, contingently determines who to exclude from aid. In such cases, it is reasoned that aid will have the repercussion of exacerbating poverty and environmental degradation. Therefore, ‘triage’ concludes: that giving food to starving nations which are exceeding (or thereabouts) their carrying capacity, is morally wrong.[footnoteRef:11] This follows from a maxim presented by Hardin in his essay – Carrying Capacity as an Ethical Concept (1976), which states - ‘Thou shalt not exceed the carrying capacity of any environment’![footnoteRef:12] Aiken’s essay mainly consists of the reasoning that exposes the triage argument, based on Hardin’s maxim, to be defective.[footnoteRef:13]  The basic justification for this defectivity refers us back to Hardin’s modus-scientific, populous calculations. Aiken suggests that the empirical connotations of the carrying capacity of a craft or vehicle for example, implying the notion of ‘an objective physical limit’, carries over into the use of the concept in ecological contexts, e.g. management of deer and rabbit populations.[footnoteRef:14] For such populations to positively co-exist within an anthropocentric semi-synthetic environment, qualitative and numerical management is applied to limit excess, otherwise, increasingly perpetual strain on the species and their territorial habitat occurs. However, Aiken duly notes fundamental insufficiencies in projectably applying animal populous management criteria’s in anthropological contextualities. The triage argument’s first premise, connoting each nation’s environmental carrying capacity, appears as though based on facts. However, as Aiken states; ‘when the concept of carrying capacity is applied to human populations within a nation state’s territory, it is not a natural fixed ratio of organism to environment’.[footnoteRef:15] He then goes on to reason that - unlike animals, humans are capable of artificially extending the carrying capacity of their environment.[footnoteRef:16] This factorially valid point exemplifies in short, the rhetorical element of Hardin’s projections based on the triage argument by showing that his thesis orients from a fundamentally flawed principle, hence undermining its conclusion. Contrastingly, in April 2000, Professor Jeffrey Sachs [Director of the Centre for International Development, Harvard University] delivered a keynote address to the World Bank annual conference on development economics, titled – A New Global Consensus on Helping the Poorest of the Poor.[footnoteRef:17] Sachs suggests we ‘cut through the high-minded rhetoric of a high-minded administration, to see the grim reality’[footnoteRef:18], going on to present factual statistics exemplifying the comparatively minimalist contributions of American foreign aid, equating in 1998 to a sixth of twelve-hundredths of one percent GDP, equating to less than five dollars per American citizen.[footnoteRef:19] To bring value perspective to this figure, foreign military aid, where there exists vested concern on the other hand, e.g. the seventy-nine-day war in Kosovo, which received eight billion dollars.[footnoteRef:20] Sachs then shows that in grim reality, countries such as Nigeria are crippled by debts of past foreign aid, and that aid with telos to self-sufficiency, is virtually non-existent.[footnoteRef:21]  [10:  Aiken, p. 16]  [11:  Aiken, p. 16-17.]  [12:  Garrett Hardin, ‘Carrying Capacity as an Ethical Concept’, in Lifeboat Ethics: The Moral Dilemmas of World Hunger, ed. by George Lucas and Thomas Ogletree, First (New York: Harper and Row, 1976), p. 134.]  [13:  Aiken, p. 25.]  [14:  Aiken, p. 18.]  [15:  Aiken, p. 19]  [16:  IBID]  [17:  Jeffrey D Sachs, ‘A New Global Consensus on Helping the Poorest of the Poor’ (presented at the Annual Bank Conference on Development Economics, Washington D.C: The World Bank, 2000). Pp. 1-2]  [18:  Sachs. P. 1]  [19:  Sachs. IBID]  [20:  Sachs. P.2]  [21:  Sachs. IBID] 

Sachs report leads me to a further problem I noted in Hardin’s thesis - Its ineptness in accounting for moral responsibility, thereby digressing on the necessary means to possibly realize moral obligation. I feel Hardin misses’ sight of moral obligation due to his unwillingness to act upon the responsibility of causalities. For example, he admits that Americans are legally and morally responsible for the theft of land and the subjugation of native Americans, but exclaims, that partly due to time elapsed, in reality, he for one is unwilling to act upon those rationally moral and legal realizations.[footnoteRef:22] His unwillingness to act according to his rationalized legal and moral responsibility, primarily undermines his moral integrity, as he acknowledges moral obligation yet consciously chooses its negation. Hardin recognizes moral obligation, but orients to focus instead upon applying rhetorical justifications, serving to diminish his moral recognition. He appears to be in moral denial – an apparency further exemplified by lifeboat ethics closing section, titled – Pure Justice versus Reality.[footnoteRef:23] Furthermore, referring to Sachs exposition of the debt crisis exemplified in Nigeria, whose annual debt servicing equates to five times the expenditure of public health.[footnoteRef:24] Notably, the lack of public health has perpetual consequences to poverty and relative reproduction trends, a fact inadvertently exemplified, when Hardin calculates in support of his thesis, that poor nations reproduce at over three times the rate of the USA.[footnoteRef:25] However, this statement simply exemplifies the consequential perpetuality’s of poverty related factors such as overpopulation being relative to deficient public health, as exacerbated and cyclical effects of poverty, otherwise reproduction rates would not differ relative to poverty or affluence. In other words, the effects of poverty are causes of poverty and vice-versa. Here, both Hardin’s and Sachs’ factual statistics, serve to exemplify the rhetorical nature of Hardin’s projective statistics, hence, the flaws in his consequentialist projections. Sachs portrays a remarkably different view of reality compared with Hardin’s orientation. It resounds with the metaphysical problem of ‘appearance and reality’ contingent to orientation.[footnoteRef:26] As such, the two subjects are observing the same occurrence, i.e. poverty, but from different positions. Hardin views poverty from the abstracted orientation of nationalist and ecological responsibility, whereas Sachs orientation is from the perspective of global and human responsibility. The anthropic world is currently evolving towards globalization, wherein there can be no ground for nationalist complacency over global responsibility, and ecological reparations do not necessitate the immoral call of turning our backs on poverty-stricken peoples, rather poverty can only be addressed in context as part of a paradigmatic problem, it cannot be addressed in isolation. [22:  Hardin, ‘Lifeboat Ethics: The Case Against Helping the Poor’. P. 15]  [23:  Hardin, ‘Lifeboat Ethics: The Case Against Helping the Poor’. IBID]  [24:  Sachs. P. 2]  [25:  Hardin, ‘Lifeboat Ethics: The Case Against Helping the Poor’. P. 6-7]  [26:  Bertrand Russell, The Problems of Philosophy, Ninth (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980). P. 1] 

This leads me to Peter Singer, who explicates that – ‘the whole way we look at moral issues – our moral conceptual scheme – needs to be altered, and with it, the way of life that has come to be taken for granted in our society’.[footnoteRef:27] Based on the principle assumption that suffering and death caused by lack in shelter, food and medical care is bad, following from which: ‘if it is in our power to prevent something bad from occurring, without sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance, we ought morally to do it’.[footnoteRef:28] As such, Singer exposes the meta-ethical principle of moral value – we are obliged to prevent suffering, if by so doing, we are not sacrificing anything of comparable significance. To exemplify, he analogously presents a scenario that cuts through the rhetoric and gets straight to the point – if I walk past a shallow pond and see a child drowning, I ought to wade in and pull the child out, and the damage to my attire and the diversion from my day’s priorities, are insignificant compared to the life of a child[footnoteRef:29]. Singer goes on to explain that proximity and distance can make no moral difference, on the premise that - I am able to help, which applies whether it is a drowning child in front of me, or a starving child ten thousand miles away, moral obligation equitably remains. Could it then be said that the act of saving the drowning child was an act of charity or generosity? To Singer, the idea of charity is a paradigm misconception. Perhaps this misconception serves to obscure our moral obligation. Would it constitute amorality to do nothing and instead walk away from the drowning child, to save my shoes or get to my meeting on time? Here Singer introduces the theological concept of ‘supererogation’, viz: acts deemed good to do, but not wrong not to do. He concludes that on the contrary, we ought to save the child and it is wrong not to, which equates to - we ought to give money to save poverty-stricken peoples from death, and it is wrong not to. Therefore, moral obligation prevails over supererogation.[footnoteRef:30] This is the basis of Singer’s argument for individual moral obligation, following from the premise that avoidable death and suffering is bad! I add to this, that a conclusion that denies this premise i.e. avoidable suffering is not necessarily bad, is contingent to a subject’s orientation, ‘his conceptual scheme - the way in which he looks at moral issues’[footnoteRef:31] is obscured. It is solely from a position of affluence that negative-theses arise; therefore, it is a partial observation, devoid of accounting for causal factors, hence, alleviative of personal moral responsibility serving to obscure the human virtue of moral obligation. [27:  Singer, ‘Famine Affluence and Morality’. P. 27]  [28:  Singer, ‘Famine Affluence and Morality’. P. 28]  [29:  Singer, ‘Famine Affluence and Morality’. IBID]  [30:  Singer, ‘Famine Affluence and Morality’. P. 31]  [31:  Singer, ‘Famine Affluence and Morality’. P. 27] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]To conclude: I reiterate the illogicality of conceiving as a moral judgement - not assisting people in need, when reasonably able to do so. Hardin’s justifications for not acting to alleviate poverty are exposed as flawed while exemplifying a failure in adequate acceptance of moral responsibility. Hardin is unwilling to actuate moral obligation when he superficially acknowledges it, and negates just responsibility in favor of reality relative to ‘the point we are at today’[footnoteRef:32]. However, applied to the case of Nigerian debt; wealthy nations play a considerable part in ensuring poor nations deficient economic status, having appropriated affluence partly due to ecological and manual exploitation of less advanced nations and peoples. These are some of the factors which Hardin fails to account for. Both Aiken and Sachs, serve to expose the rhetorical nature of lifeboat ethics, and its failure to correlate to reality. Aiken has shown that it is invalid in practicality and morality to apply non-human population management strategies to human populations. Peter Singer’s ‘drowning child’ analogy cuts through the rhetoric and exposes the fringes of the meta-ethical concept of moral value. However, Sachs presents actual statistics exposing the minimalist aid packages of the USA compared with military aid expenditure, exposing the de-valuation of human life in American administrative policy. If as suggested, Hardin’s theses are invalid, yet we can see their application within current policy, then only by analyzing the relevant contentions such as those superficially presented here, are we able to begin to ‘alter our moral conceptual scheme[footnoteRef:33]’ and address the issue of poverty, not as an abstraction, but as part of a paradigmatic problem. Only by recognizing and addressing the causalities of poverty can we hope to break its perpetuation. [32:  Hardin, ‘Lifeboat Ethics: The Case Against Helping the Poor’. P. 15]  [33:  Singer, ‘Famine Affluence and Morality’. P. 27
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