Is There a Moral Obligation to Alleviate Poverty?
This essay will argue both sides of the argument for and against is there a moral obligation to alleviate poverty? When discussing poverty, we need to be aware that there are different types of poverty, relative poverty and absolute or extreme poverty. The United Nations set a target to eradicate all poverty by 2030, it is understood to be an urgent issue and one of the most important global goals. This essay will use the work of scholars such as Peter Singer who believes that we should prevent bad things from happening if we are able to. Hugh LaFollette and Larry May who argue that children are vulnerable and innocent victims of famine. Garrett Hardin argues that we do not have a moral obligation to alleviate poverty as poorer countries will keep reproducing and therefore, we cannot divide wealth equally among all people. Claire Andre and Manuel Velasquez essay World Hunger: A Moral Response will be used to argue against Garrett Hardin’s view on poverty.
Many people in the world today live in poverty. More than a third of the population live on less than ten international dollars a day and these people would be considered as living in relative poverty. Every tenth person lives on less than 1.9 international dollars a day and these people are living in extreme poverty. People living in relative poverty are considered to have a lot less to live on compared to wealthy people which can lead to crime and social exclusion but people living in extreme poverty do not even have basic necessities such as suitable housing, food, drinkable water, health care and education. Global poverty is considered one of the worst problems that the world faces and tackling the problem of poverty is one of the most urgent global goals.[footnoteRef:1]Robert McNamara defines absolute or extreme poverty as, [1:  Max Roser Esteban Ortiz-Ospina, Global Extreme Poverty (2020) <https://ourworldindata.org/extreme-poverty> [accessed 2 February 2020].] 

	“Poverty at the absolute level… is life at the very margin of existence. The absolute poor are severely deprived human beings struggling to survive in a set of squalid and degraded circumstances.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Peter Singer, Practical Ethics, 2nd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), p. 219.] 

The United Nations set a target to end extreme poverty, their first goal of the Sustainable Development Goals which was agreed by all nations is to end extreme poverty everywhere for all people by 2030. Many of the worlds poorest people live in economies that are not growing and to end extreme poverty the poorest countries need to have economic growth. In 1990 1.9 billion people were living in extreme poverty this fell to 650 million in 2018 this shows that over the last generation the world has made good progress against poverty. If the economic growth continues to grow at the same rate as it has over the past decade then the number of people still living in poverty by 2030 will be almost 500 million.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Max Roser Esteban Ortiz-Ospina, Global Extreme Poverty (2020) <https://ourworldindata.org/extreme-poverty> [accessed 2 February 2020].] 

87% of the worlds poorest people are expected to live in Sub-Saharan Africa by 2030. 27 out of 28 of the worlds poorest countries are in Africa. By 2030 if the current rates of poverty continue then over 300 million people will still be living in extreme poverty.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  M Niaz Asadullah, Antonio Savoia, How can we eradicate poverty by 2030? (2020) <weforum.org/agenda/2018/11/how-can-countries-reduce-poverty-faster/> [accessed 2 February 2020].] 

The definition of Moral Obligation is a duty which we owe and should perform but which we are not legally bound to fulfil.
Peter Singer a well known Australian moral philosopher would argue that we do have a moral obligation to alleviate poverty. In his paper on Famine, Affluence and Morality he states that:
 “Most people agree that suffering and dying from lack of food, housing and healthcare is a bad thing and if we can prevent bad things from happening without sacrificing anything of equal or less moral importance then we should do it.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Peter Singer, 'Famine, Affluence and Morality', Philosophy & Public Affairs, 1.3, (1972), 229-243. 
] 

Singer argues that the world produces plenty of food and if the rich nations stopped wasting the grain that they produce on feeding animals then they would be plenty of grain left over to end all world hunger. People from the poorer nations could not afford to buy grain from the richer nations or the machinery and fertiliser needed to grow the grain themselves. The only way we could change the situation would be if the rich nations gave some of their wealth to the poor. Singer also believes that some people have more money than they need, after spending their money on necessities such as food, housing, education, healthcare and clothing. He argues that people still have money left over to spend on luxuries, such as holidays, fashionable clothing and bigger houses these are things that we want but not things that we need. He believes that it is not only the government’s responsibility but also each individuals responsibility to give more time or money to helping the poor. He even goes as far as saying that because we are not doing as much as we can to help the poor, we are in fact allowing poor people to die and allowing someone to die is the same as killing them.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Peter Singer, Practical Ethics, 2nd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), p.222.
] 

Singer also argues that if everyone was to give £5 to the poor it would be enough to feed and shelter them but because not everyone does give £5 then there would not be enough money to feed and shelter everyone so therefore if I could give more than £5 then I should do so because this would prevent more suffering. Yet in doing this, the person giving would have to keep giving until they have nothing left to give.[footnoteRef:7] Singer proposes that everyone should donate at least 10% of their earnings to the poor and this is the minimum amount we should be obligated to give and we do wrong if we do less.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Peter Singer, 'Famine, Affluence and Morality', Philosophy & Public Affairs, 1.3, (1972), 233. 
]  [8:  Peter Singer, Practical Ethics, 2nd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), p.246.
] 

In the paper “Suffer the Little Children” by Hugh Lafollette and Larry May it be the children who are the victims of famine, they are unable to find food for themselves and are more prone to disease. We all have a sense of responsibility to children because they are vulnerable and innocent. Children are not casually or morally responsible for their unfortunate situation. They did not cause drought and over population and they are not responsible for the political and economic situations they find themselves in. We are morally responsible for these children because we have in some way harmed them. People living in wealthy countries have created or contributed to the conditions these poor countries are in and we have a responsibility towards helping them. Lafollette and May talk about children having an acute and chronic need. They believe that not all starvation and malnutrition are equally the same thing. They describe acute need as hunger caused by famine which can occur through natural disasters and is often a one-off occurrence. Most people in these instances help and the situation quickly disappears. Yet with chronic need it is not a one-off event such as a natural disaster. Chronic hunger is an ongoing event which is not easily dealt with. It takes continues effort on behalf of institutions in both wealthy and poor nations to make a difference.[footnoteRef:9] [9: Hugh LaFollette, Larry May, World Hunger and Morality: "Suffer the Little Children", ed. by William Aiken, 2nd edn (Upper Saddle River: N.J: Prentice-Hall, 1996).
] 

LaFollette and May argue that we have shared responsibility towards children and if we can help them without having to substantially sacrifice our own interests then we should but if we have caused or helped to contribute towards the starvation of the children then we have a responsibility to not support the national and international institutions which contribute to the conditions which make the hunger more likely, we have a responsibility not to harm others.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Hugh LaFollette, Larry May, World Hunger and Morality: "Suffer the Little Children", ed. by William Aiken, 2nd edn (Upper Saddle River: N.J: Prentice-Hall, 1996).] 

Garrett Hardin in his paper Lifeboat Ethics: The Case Against Helping the Poor, argues that we do not have a moral obligation to alleviate poverty. Hardin believes that we should refuse to help the poor nations. He argues that every wealthy nation is a lifeboat and the poor nations are swimming around the lifeboat trying to get in. He argues that we should not let anymore people into the lifeboat even though there is room for ten more people. He believes that if we let in ten more people then we have lost the safety factor and if there is a change in our country’s agriculture or bad weather hits then this would have dire consequences for us.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Garrett Hardin, Lifeboat Ethics: the Case Against Helping the Poor (2015) <https://www.garretthardinsociety.org/articles/art_lifeboat_ethics_case_against_helping_poor.html> [accessed 2 February 2020].] 

Hardin also argues that because the poor nations reproduce at nearly double the rate than the wealthy nations, the world has a limited amount of resources that are gradually diminishing, this would result in a population growth that we would not be able to sustain and the poor nations would eventually swamp the lifeboats.[footnoteRef:12] [12: Garrett Hardin, Lifeboat Ethics: the Case Against Helping the Poor (2015) <https://www.garretthardinsociety.org/articles/art_lifeboat_ethics_case_against_helping_poor.html> [accessed 2 February 2020].] 

Hardin discusses the tragedy of the commons which he believes happens when people do not take care of their own private property or land. He gives an example of a farmer who if he doesn’t take care of his cattle or he overloads the pasture with too many cattle then he would lose the use of the pasture. Hardin also argues that poorer countries should budget for emergencies and crisis. Each country is responsible for its own well being and if they can’t learn to budget for these emergencies then they will suffer and maybe they would learn from their experiences.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Garrett Hardin, Lifeboat Ethics: the Case Against Helping the Poor (2015) <https://www.garretthardinsociety.org/articles/art_lifeboat_ethics_case_against_helping_poor.html> [accessed 2 February 2020].] 

Hardin also argues that wealthy countries should not take in and help immigrants. Taking in and helping immigrants in his view only increases the environmental destruction of the wealthy countries. He acknowledges that this not only helps the poor but the wealthy gain also from cheap labour. The argument from Justice is if America is a land of immigrants how then can anyone say that immigrants are suddenly no longer allowed in. Hardin states:
	“We are all the descendants of thieves, and the worlds resources are inequitably distributed…We cannot remake the past. We cannot safely divide the wealth equitably among all people so long as people reproduce at different rates.”[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Garrett Hardin, Lifeboat Ethics: the Case Against Helping the Poor (2015) <https://www.garretthardinsociety.org/articles/art_lifeboat_ethics_case_against_helping_poor.html> [accessed 2 February 2020].] 

If out of a sense of Pure Justice we should then give back the land that Americans stole but for that to happen we would also have to give all the wealth that has been gained from the use of the land which Hardin states he and others are just not willing to do.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Garrett Hardin, Lifeboat Ethics: the Case Against Helping the Poor (2015) <https://www.garretthardinsociety.org/articles/art_lifeboat_ethics_case_against_helping_poor.html> [accessed 2 February 2020].] 

Another objection to having no moral obligation to alleviate poverty is the aid that is sent to help the poor countries often does not reach the people who need it the most. The aid is used by governments who use the money to spend it on their military or it is used to increase the wealth of the local elites or it ends up on the black market. Giving aid to poor countries often stops these countries from been self-sufficient and they rely completely on aid from wealthy countries. This can often bring down the cost of local food prices and gives the local people no incentive to produce their own food and develop their own agriculture.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Claire Andre, Manuel Velasquez, World Hunger: A Moral Response (2020) <https://www.scu.edu/ethics/focus-areas/more/resources/world-hunger-a-moral-response/> [accessed 2 February 2020].] 

Claire Andre and Manuel Velasquez argue that there is no evidence that in aiding poorer countries this leads to greater population growth which in turn puts a strain on the world’s resources. In fact, research shows that as poverty decreases so do fertility rates, when people live in a stable economy, they no longer need to have lots of children to ensure that they are looked after in old age. As less infants are dying to starvation and disease there is no need to keep reproducing in the hope that at least some will survive. In supporting these poorer countries with aid there is in fact a good chance that the population growth will come down.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Claire Andre, Manuel Velasquez, World Hunger: A Moral Response (2020) <https://www.scu.edu/ethics/focus-areas/more/resources/world-hunger-a-moral-response/> [accessed 2 February 2020].] 

It is in fact the wealthier countries who are the ones that use more of the world resources than the poorer countries. America uses up to thirty times more resources than the poor countries Asia and Africa. To ensure that there are enough resources for everyone policies need to be put in place to decrease the amount of resources used by wealthier countries. Andre and Velasquez also argue that as a result of aid reaching the poor countries many of these countries have reduced poverty by a significant amount and some of these countries have even managed to move from been dependant on foreign aid to been self-reliant. In the cases where foreign aid has not reached the people it was intended to help then we have a duty to find more effective ways that will help, even if this is cancelling debts that are owed to wealthier countries, lowering trade restrictions so the poorer countries can benefit more or improving the way we distribute the aid too them.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Claire Andre, Manuel Velasquez, World Hunger: A Moral Response (2020) <https://www.scu.edu/ethics/focus-areas/more/resources/world-hunger-a-moral-response/> [accessed 2 February 2020].] 

Andre and Velasquez state that:
	“All human beings have dignity deserving of respect and are entitled to what is necessary to live in dignity, including a right to life and a right to the goods necessary to satisfy one’s basic needs. This right to satisfy basic needs precedence over the rights of others to accumulate wealth and property.”[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Claire Andre, Manuel Velasquez, World Hunger: A Moral Response (2020) <https://www.scu.edu/ethics/focus-areas/more/resources/world-hunger-a-moral-response/> [accessed 2 February 2020].] 

Conclusion
People living in extreme poverty do not have the basic essentials needed to live a dignified life. Global poverty is one of the worst problems our world faces and the United Nations set a goal to end all poverty by 2030. To end all poverty poor countries’, need to have economic growth, over the last generation we have made rapid progress but still more needs to be done. Peter Singer believes that if we can prevent bad things from happening without sacrificing anything of equal or less importance to ourselves then we have a moral obligation to do so. He would argue we have a moral obligation to not waste money on luxuries we don’t need and by not helping the poor we are in fact allowing them to die and this is the same as killing them. Singer believes that it is everyone’s responsibility to help the poor not just the government’s responsibility and because not everyone gives to the poor the people who do have an even greater responsibility to help. Hugh LaFollette and Larry May argue that we have moral obligation to help children in poverty because they are innocent victims. We have a shared responsibility to help them and if we can help without having to substantially sacrifice our own interests then we should, we have a responsibility not to harm others. Garret Hardin’s argues we do not have a moral obligation to alleviate poverty as the poor countries keep on reproducing at double the rate of wealthier countries and are using up the worlds resources. Yet research shows that as poverty decreases so does fertility rates and wealthier countries use more of the worlds resources than poorer countries. If aid is not reaching the people, it is intended to help then we have a duty to find better ways to help this could be in the way of cancelling poor countries debt or lowering trade restrictions so the poor countries can benefit. I also believe that all people have a right to life and a right to goods necessary to satisfy peoples basic needs. I believe all people have a moral obligation to help alleviate poverty.
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