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ABSTRACT 

 
More than 2.7 billion people have less than US$2 a day on which to live. The world’s 
358 richest people have more money than the combined annual incomes of countries with 
45% of the world’s population. Traditionally social and political philosophy has focused 
on intra-national issues and institutions. But the fact that the world is becoming 
increasingly interconnected raises an important philosophical question: To what, if 
anything, are the global poor entitled? This book does two things. First, it argues that to 
be legitimate, the global institutional system must do what it can to enable people to meet 
some of their basic needs. Second, it considers which ways of altering the global 
institutional system might make it more legitimate.  
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INTRODUCTION: GLOBAL JUSTICE IN A GLOBALIZING WORLD 
 
Recall the face of the poorest and most helpless man whom you may have 
seen and ask yourself if the step you contemplate is going to be of any use 
to him, will he be able to gain anything by it? Will it restore him to a 
control over his own life and destiny? In other words, will it lead to 
‘swaraj’ or self-rule for the hungry…? – Gandhi 

 
1. Preliminaries 

 
The face of the world is changing. This century has seen the incredible growth of a 

truly global system of institutions, norms, rules, and procedures (Beitz 1979). Today 191 

countries are members of the United Nations (UN). The UN has programs promoting 

everything from international peace, trade, and development to good environmental policy 

(United Nations 2007). There are 184 member countries of the World Bank (WB) and 

International Monetary Fund (IMF). These international financial institutions encourage 

macro-economic stability and provide advice and help to developing countries 

(International Monetary Fund 2007). International trade agreements now regulate 

international property rights, create rules for trade in services and investment, and settle 

disputes between countries. The World Trade Organization (WTO) oversees 97% of world 

trade (World Trade Organization 2004). There are also many international treaties, 

customary laws, and international conventions. They apply to everything from human 

rights to the global environment -- from the depths of the seas to outer space (Beitz 1979).1

Globalization raises important questions. How does the fact that the world is 

becoming more inter-connected change individuals’ and institutions’ duties to people 

beyond borders? Does globalization alone engender any ethical obligations? Traditionally 

social and political philosophy has focused on intra-national issues and institutions. But, as 

                                                 
1 As Charles Beitz says, “taken together, these institutions and practices can be considered as the constitutional structure of the world 

economy; their activities have important distributive implications” (Beitz 1979, 149-150).  
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more people, goods, and money flow across state lines, it becomes increasingly important 

to consider what, if any, obligations exist to people beyond borders. 

 This book will discuss the obligations of what we can call the global institutional 

system. The global institutional system is the legal, political, and/or economic system that 

governs the distribution of fundamental duties, rights, advantages, and disadvantages that 

result from social interaction at the global level. This book will argue that this system must 

do what it can to enable people to meet some of their basic needs. This is an important 

conclusion in a world where over 2.7 billion people have less than US$2 a day on which to 

live (Chen and Ravallion 2004). 

 Some, however, may wonder why this book argues only for this modest 

conclusion; why it does not defend a version of equality of opportunity or capability? The 

answer is simple.2 Most people know that the extent of world poverty is staggering. 

Many believe that no one must do anything about it. Many of these people are concerned 

about the freedom of individuals to live their lives. They believe that no one should have 

to sacrifice their freedom for another person. This book argues that it is precisely because 

no one should have to sacrifice their freedom for others that the global institutional 

system must do what it can to enable people to meet some of their basic needs. This does 

not mean that people should get things for free. It does not mean anyone can force them 

to meet any of their basic needs. Rather, most people must be able to meet some their 

own basic needs. 

 I do not expect that the argument I provide for enabling people to meet some of 

their basic needs will reach everyone who is concerned about freedom. I do not expect it 

                                                 
2 I do, however, hope that my argument can be accepted by those who embrace more extensive theories. 
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to appeal to those who accept the most extreme libertarian position. Nor is it clear that 

my argument will reach those who believe that coercive institutional systems can be 

perfectly legitimate even if reasonable individuals object to being subject to their rule. 

Rather, it addresses someone with the kind of individualistic, freedom-based view likely 

to appeal to those in charge of the international financial institutions (like the WB, IMF, 

and WTO). I am particularly concerned to address these people because they greatly 

shape the fates of the world’s poor. 

A concern for freedom motivates this book’s final conclusion: We need fairer and 

more equitable rules governing the global institutional system. For example, unfair tariffs 

lock millions into poverty each year. Global institutions advocate many policies. Some of 

these policies are better than others. This book argues that, if we attend carefully to the 

policies the global economic institutions advocate, we can improve the global 

institutional system. 

Notably absent from this book is a theory about responsibility for institutional 

change. We certainly need such a theory. But figuring out what must be done is an 

important part of figuring out who should bear the burden of doing it. This book takes on 

only the first task.  

One unique thing about this book as a philosophical work is that it emphasizes 

empirical evidence. Development and globalization raise some of the most important 

issues that confront us today. Any work on these subjects that ignores how things really 

are fails in an important way; to come to sound ethical conclusions about the real world, 

we must take into account the capabilities and capacities of agents, the strengths and 

weaknesses of institutions. 
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This book sets out a non-ideal theory.3 It does not provide the complete set of 

moral principles just institutional systems must satisfy (Buchanan 2004). Nor does it 

present principles with which all people are expected to fully comply (Rawls 1971). 

Rather, this book suggests a few implementable principles that constrain the form any 

acceptable institutional system can take. These principles and policies are ones that can 

be implemented in the real world for (and by) real people in the foreseeable future.4 

Good principles for development must be compatible with sound practice. 

This kind of inquiry makes it natural to come to philosophical conclusions from 

two directions simultaneously: Working down from theoretical considerations and 

working up from empirical evidence and case studies. This approach to international 

ethics is similar to the approach of philosophers in other interdisciplinary domains like 

cognitive science and philosophy of biology. 

Both the questions addressed and the methodology used in this book span 

disciplines. What ethical principles should govern the structure of the global institutional 

system? What are the economic consequences for the poor of different international 

policies? Is globalization benefiting the global poor? This book examines these and 

similar questions by looking at the work of philosophers, economists, political scientists, 

sociologists, and others working on international development. Though most of the book 

proceeds via philosophical argument, it also uses statistical data, theoretical models, and 

case studies to make important points. It even includes one simulation and an experiment. 

                                                 
3 I understand non-ideal theory to be roughly equivalent to what economists call theories of the second best or operations researchers 

call constrained optimization. 

4 This does not make my theory conservative in any bad sense. I am not trying to justify the status quo. I am trying to provide a theory 

that can help us improve the global institutional system. 
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Philosophers have a lot to offer those working on development. They are good at 

drawing out and examining the justifications offered for policies. They are good at 

exposing hidden value assumptions (Parfit 1984). They are also good at identifying 

alternative ethical frameworks that can guide development. Philosophers can, thus, help 

development theorists come to a deeper understanding of what is at stake in a debate 

about empirical data. Hopefully, this will aid policy makers in reaching better 

conclusions. 

Philosophy, too, can profit from examining work in other areas. Insight in the 

moral realm sometimes comes from paying attention to facts whose moral significance 

has been overlooked (Parfit 1984). Those engaged in different domains of inquiry look at 

problems from different perspectives. They consider different data. They examine the 

data in different ways. Just as those doing empirical work benefit from considering their 

normative presuppositions, this book argues, those doing normative work benefit from 

examining their empirical ones. At least, for those philosophers who want to come to 

conclusions about what we should do the real world, empirical evidence is often 

necessary.  

I believe that theory and practice can inform each other in interesting and often 

overlooked ways. If, for instance, the global institutional system must enable people to 

meet some of their basic needs, this moral principle may help guide the development of 

political and economic institutions. What political and economic institutions exist also 

partly determine what obligations exist; they partly determine what basic needs remain 

unmet and what means we have to address these needs. 
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We can learn a lot from interdisciplinary study. This book tries to show that this is 

so. Those interested in methodological questions should, thus, find this book interesting. 

Hopefully, so will anyone concerned about poverty, development, and globalization. 

2. Overview 

This book has seven chapters. After introducing some of the people and places 

discussed in subsequent chapters, the first chapter provides an argument for a human 

right to meet one’s needs. Very roughly it suggests that everyone has a human right to 

appropriate protection of their ability to live a minimally good human life. If everyone’s 

ability to live a minimally good human life is to be preserved, then everyone has a human 

right to be able to meet their needs. So, everyone has a human right to be able to meet 

their needs. Although one of the crucial premises in this argument is not defended until 

the third chapter, the second half of the first chapter considers objections to this 

argument. Many people believe that only negative rights are defensible. The second half 

of the first chapter argues that these people are mistaken. Unfortunately, most arguments 

for positive rights will not appeal to those most concerned about individual freedom. The 

first chapter, thus, concludes that a new argument is needed. This lays the groundwork 

for an argument in the second chapter that is intended to extend the consensus on the 

conclusion that the global poor should at least be able to meet some of their basic needs.  

More precisely, the second chapter starts to provide a new argument for the thesis 

that, to be legitimate, the global institutional system must, insofar as possible, enable 

people to meet some of their basic needs. It argues that, to be legitimate the global 

institutional system must do what it can to enable those who are capable of securing 

sufficient autonomy to do so. For people to secure sufficient autonomy, they must be able 
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to meet some of their basic needs. So, the global institutional system must at least enable 

everyone who is capable of securing sufficient autonomy to meet some of their basic 

needs.  

An essential premise of this argument is that people must be able to meet some of 

their basic needs to secure sufficient autonomy. The third chapter defends this premise. It 

argues that people need whatever will enable them to live minimally good human lives 

and that, to live minimally good human lives, people must be able to secure sufficient 

autonomy. It then cashes out the conditions for sufficient autonomy at issue in the 

Argument from Autonomy. To secure sufficient autonomy people must at least be able to 

reason about, make, and carry out some simple plans on the basis of their desires. Finally, 

the third chapter shows that many of the things that will enable people to secure sufficient 

autonomy constitute some of their basic needs. Since the global institutional system must, 

insofar as possible, enable people to secure sufficient autonomy, the Argument from 

Autonomy’s conclusion follows. The global institutional system must, insofar as 

possible, enable people to meet some of their basic needs. Since people need whatever 

will enable them to live a minimally good human life, the last premise of the Argument 

from Human Rights also follows. Accepting the first premises of this argument one can 

conclude that people have a human right to be able to meet their needs. Finally, the 

chapter gives a bit of concrete content to the account of needs and these arguments. It 

shows that most people at least need some minimal amount of food, water, shelter, 

education, health care, and emotional and social support to secure sufficient autonomy. It 

follows that the global institutional system must do what it can to enable most people to 
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secure at least this much. Most people have a human right to be able to secure these 

things. 

The fourth chapter considers some alternative ways of cashing out the obligation 

to enable people to meet their needs. It shows that institutions must give some priority to 

the ability of the least well off to meet their needs, but the ability of all to meet their 

needs must also receive due weight. In the end, the fourth chapter defends the principle of 

effectiveness that includes both a concern to efficiently reduce appropriately prioritized 

need and a concern to help as many people as possible. It then considers a potential 

conflict between this principle and egalitarian theories. Finally, it shows that this tension 

is resolvable. If one is an egalitarian, one can accept the principle of effectiveness if one 

holds a thesis similar to Rawls’ difference principle. One can say that, when people have 

unfulfilled needs, any inequalities that persist or increase must effectively benefit the 

global poor.  

Since it is clear that many people cannot meet even their most basic needs and 

most of the global poor live in the developing world, chapters five and six examine one 

possible way of ameliorating poverty -- free trade. They consider whether or not we have 

reason to believe that free trade is likely to effectively enable as many people as possible 

to meet their needs. In particular, chapter five examines the theoretical basis for the kind 

of trade liberalizing reforms the international economic institutions like the WB and IMF 

often advocate. It finds that there is no theoretical guarantee that these reforms will 

enable all people to meet their needs. The most such reforms guarantee is that liberalized 

markets will reach a Pareto optimal state, that is, a state in which it is impossible to make 

anyone better off without making someone else worse off. Pareto optimality (under the 
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relevant Kaldor-Hicks interpretation) tells us little about distribution. Even a situation in 

which one person has everything, and everyone else is poor, can be Pareto optimal if no 

one can be made better off without making someone else worse off.  

In fact, despite some claims to the contrary, chapter six argues that the empirical 

evidence about trade liberalization’s impact on the poor is inconclusive (Dollar and 

Kraay 2000; Adams Jr. 2004); . Growth rates have been declining in the 30 year period 

since market liberalization became fashionable, the poverty statistics are so poor that they 

are not very useful, and inequality under almost all (including the most relevant) 

measures has been increasing (Schultz 1998; Firebaugh 1999; Culpeper 2002; Milanovic 

2002a; Milanovic 2003b; Reddy and Pogge 2003b; Wade 2004; Dowrick and Akmal 

2005). Some studies even find that liberalization itself is correlated with increasing 

inequality and decreasing growth rates (Lundberg and Squire 2000; Milanovic 2003a; 

Cornia and Court 2004). Though there is nothing wrong with free trade in theory, we 

must take its distributional impacts into account in practice. Chapter six, thus, concludes 

that, since poverty is pervasive in so much of the developing world and we have no 

reason to believe the policies guiding development are alleviating this poverty, we should 

consider alternative policies. 

Finally, the last chapter does a few things. First it, rather self consciously, defends 

the kind of empirically based methodology used throughout the book (that is particularly 

evident in the last chapters). It argues that political philosophers should do more 

empirical and, even, experimental philosophy. The chapter does this in the context of 

considering one alternative policy for ameliorating poverty -- foreign aid. Most of the 

philosophers who have considered the case for foreign aid have concluded that foreign 
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aid is either ineffective or counter-productive (Schmidtz 2000; Pogge 2001; Kuper 2002; 

Jamieson 2005). However, it is remarkable that few philosophers writing on these issues 

have paid much attention to empirical data. Most philosophers critical of aid try to make 

their case by discussing particular programs that have harmed the people they were 

intended to help (Schmidtz 2000; Jamieson 2005). Rarely, if ever, are the cases these 

philosophers provide randomly sampled or representative. Few of the cases that 

philosophers discuss have even been evaluated in an impartial manner (Kuper 2002; 

Jamieson 2005). This chapter tries to remedy these lacunae. It argues, on the basis of both 

normative conclusions arrived at in earlier chapters and empirical data, that the case for 

giving some foreign aid is strong. Even if it is impossible to eradicate global poverty 

instantaneously, there is a lot that can and must be done now. Let us begin!  

 



 19

CHAPTER 1. THE ARGUMENT FOR HUMAN RIGHTS 
 

1. World Poverty 

It may help to introduce the subject by introducing some of the people and places 

that this book will discuss in subsequent chapters. Tamil lives in one of the Smokey 

Mountain temporary housing units in Metro Manila. She decided to follow her parents to 

Smokey Mountain in 1997 from the island of Mindanao in the Southern Philippines. 

Since migrating from Mindanao, Tamil has made her living selling comote (a root crop). 

Her husband used to work as a construction worker. The Asian financial crisis, brought 

about partly by bad lending in an already over-inflated real-estate market, brought an end 

to that (Blustein 2001). There are few jobs in construction. He now works as a pedi-cab 

driver.  

Tamil’s family came to Smokey Mountain because it became impossible for them 

to survive as rice farmers. The Philippines was required to increase imports of rice upon 

joining the WTO (tariff reductions were postponed until 2004). This greatly decreased 

the demand for local rice. Tamil says that her life is better in Manila than it was in the 

province. Farming is seasonal, after the crops are harvested there is little to eat. Here they 

get rice for free from the National Housing Authority.  

Living on Smokey Mountain is difficult, though. Smokey Mountain is one of the 

world’s most infamous garbage dumps. The towering stories of garbage have been 

burning for decades. The stench is unbelievable. The living conditions in the temporary 

housing units are poor, even by standards in the Philippines. Though Tamil must work 

every day, her children help. Three of Tamil’s kids (ages 11, 13, and 16) are working as 

“scavengers” -- they pick up garbage and sell it to the recyclers. Since they are employed, 
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they have dropped out of school. Her oldest is 22 and married. He is also a scavenger. 

Her 18 year old works as a maid and is trying to help her nephew study. Sadly, even 

when the kids of Smokey Mountain (and most of the rest of the Philippines) do go to 

school, they usually do not get far. Tamil’s 16 year old, for instance, only completed first 

grade. 

Tamil’s family lives in the temporary housing because people started paying 

attention to the horrible living conditions within Smokey Mountain itself after another 

Manila dump collapsed. The collapse at the Pyatas dump killed hundreds of people. So, 

the government decided to move the 21 stories of garbage from the similarly dangerous 

Smokey Mountain to a safer location. President Ramos also wanted to provide houses 

and employment for the people who lived at Smokey Mountain.  

In 1997, Mr. Ramos hired a company called RII to build permanent (and 

temporary housing), to move the mountain, and to provide the people with jobs. In 

exchange, RII got to reclaim and sell land in Manila bay (where the US embassy is 

located). RII reclaimed over 70 hectares of land in the bay. They only built 21 of the 30 

planned permanent housing buildings. And, they did a poor job at that. Now many of 

these buildings are sinking. Further renovations are necessary. Otherwise, the National 

Housing Authority will not approve the buildings for habitation. No one is willing to pay 

for fixing the units (Nombres July 2004; Pasqua Jr. July 2004).  

RII refuses to fix the units unless the government comes through with its part of 

the bargain. Even though the bureaucratic wheels were greased,5 when the new president 

                                                 
5 As the company official in charge of handling bribes reported, “somewhere around 30-50 people were bribed, up to Estrada” 

(PhilECO July 2004). The bribes ranged from 55,000 pesos to 45 million pesos and were given at the going rate of 10% for each of 

the requested favors -- “anything below 10% is an insult” (PhilECO July 2004). 
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Joseph Estrada was elected, RII’s taxes remain high. Then the financial crisis made 

everything worse. No one bought the land RII reclaimed. The only people who have 

moved into the permanent housing were transferred there 3yrs ago because of a fire in the 

temporary housing complex (Nombres July 2004; Pasqua Jr. July 2004). Tamil’s family 

was not lucky enough to move into the permanent housing like her neighbor Samantha. 

Still, Tamil’s family is luckier than most of the families who work at Smokey Mountain. 

They live next to, rather than in, the garbage. Only a few years have passed since Pyatas 

collapsed and the residents of Smokey Mountain were moved into the temporary housing. 

Migration to the city continues. Both Pyatas and Smokey Mountain have new tenants. 

Tamil still hopes that one day she can transfer to the permanent housing. She is 

saving the money to move. In order to do so, she must save the money to pay the 

mortgage. There is also a seven year wait once they start moving people into the 

permanent housing. She says that she has the money from the three kids who are 

working. Right now, however, Tamil’s family is still trying to save the 1000 pesos 

(US$20) needed to join the local cooperative “Precious Jewels.” This is their first 

priority. If her family can join the cooperative, Tamil can take out loans of up to 2000 

pesos to expand her business or in case there is an emergency. This is about the only way 

that Tamil can get credit. She has no collateral. The banks charge incredibly high interest 

rates. Often these rates are manipulated by countries implementing structural adjustment 

programs (SAPs). SAPs are designed by the IMF. The international financial institutions 

require countries like the Philippines to adopt these programs when they need loans. 

Despite the difficulties she faces, Tamil says she must try to stay strong in order to 

survive. She hopes that her children will have a better future. 
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Many families are like Tamil’s. 

Some 831 million human beings are undernourished, 1197 million lack 
access to safe water and 2747 million lack access to standard sanitation 
(United Nations Development Program 2004, 129-30). About 2000 
million lack access to essential drugs 
(www.fic.nih.gov/about/summary.html). Some 1000 million have no 
adequate shelter and 2000 million lack electricity… Some 876 million 
adults are illiterate… and 250 million children between 5 and 14 do wage 
work outside their household — often under harsh or cruel conditions: as 
soldiers, prostitutes, or domestic servants, or in agriculture, construction, 
textile or carpet production (Pogge 2006a, 2).6

 
Many of those less fortunate than Tamil die young. About a third of all deaths, 18 

million a year or 50,000 every day, are poverty-related (World Health Organization 2004, 

Annex Table 2). Every hour 60 people die of measles, every minute 14 people die of 

AIDs, every 30 seconds malaria kills a child (The Joint United Nations Programme on 

HIV/AIDS 2005; United Nations Children’s Fund 2005; World Health Organization 

2006).  

Many of the world’s poorest people cannot fulfill even their most basic needs. 

This book is primarily concerned with this deprivation. In the following chapters, it sets 

out what we can call the Argument from Autonomy. It defends the conclusion that, to be 

legitimate, the global institutional system must, insofar as possible enable all people to 

meet some of their basic needs. Some have argued for similar conclusions. For instance, 

there are many rights based arguments for ameliorating poverty on a global level (Goodin 

1985; Margalit 1997; Nussbaum 2000; Beitz 2001; Caney 2001; Brock 2002). Before 

                                                 
6 “The UN International Labor Organization (ILO) reports that ‘some 250 million children between the ages of 5 and 14 are working 

in developing countries — 120 million full time, 130 million part time…’ Of these, 170.5 million children are involved in hazardous 

work and 8.4 million in the 'unconditionally worst’ forms of child labor, which involve slavery, forced or bonded labor, forced 

recruitment for use in armed conflict, forced prostitution or pornography, or the production or trafficking of illegal drugs” (Pogge 

2006a, 2).  
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setting out the Argument from Autonomy it is, thus, worth sketching one version of one of 

the most common arguments for ameliorating world poverty to show that a new argument 

is needed. This chapter will then conclude with a quick survey of other arguments for this 

conclusion in the global justice literature.  

2. The Argument from Human Rights  

In Justice, Legitimacy, and Self-Determination Allen Buchanan argues that 

individuals have a human right to be able to meet their basic needs. He believes that people 

have human rights to the things which protect basic interests of great importance. Human 

rights are important for protecting each person’s basic interests and treating all people with 

“equally high regard” (Buchanan 2004, 88). These rights are universal; everyone has such 

rights. Because the interests human rights protect are significant and universally shared, 

they carry universal correlative obligations (Buchanan 2004). On rights based theories, the 

duties we have to others “are not simply duties regarding persons… they are owed to 

persons” (Buchanan 2004, 91). Human rights also provide trumps; even the good of society 

is not usually sufficient reason to justify violating human rights.  

Following Buchanan, we might, thus, argue along these lines:  

1) All persons are entitled to equal consideration 
 
2) Equal consideration requires preserving each person’s ability to live a minimally 

good human life. 
 
3) If each person’s ability to live a minimally good human life is to be preserved, then 

individuals have a human right to be able to meet their needs.  
 
Let us call this the Argument from Human Rights.  

There are many ways to support the first few premises of the Argument from 

Human Rights. In the Second Treatise, Locke offers an argument that might provide a 
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model for defending these premises that will appeal to those deeply concerned about 

human freedom. Locke believes every person has a natural right to freedom because all 

people are equally free. People can do as they want as long as they do not interfere with 

the freedom, life, health, body, or possessions of others. One’s liberty requires that one 

not normally harm one’s self. One must instead preserve one’s self. Seeing that others are 

equally free and can remain so only if not subject to anyone else’s will, one sees that it is 

wrong to harm others without justification.7 One must preserve others along with one’s 

self. 

As Locke puts it, people are: 

“naturally in… a state of perfect freedom to order their actions, and 
dispose of their possessions and persons, as they think fit, within the 
bounds of the law of nature, without asking leave, or depending upon the 
will of any other man... [This is a] state also of equality, wherein all the 
power and jurisdiction is reciprocal, no one having more than another; 
there being nothing more evident, than that creatures of the same species 
and rank, promiscuously born to all the same advantages of nature, and the 
use of the same faculties, should also be equal one amongst another 
without subordination or subjection…” (Locke 1690, Section 4).  
 

The constraint that all are subject to the law of nature is cashed out in terms of being 

subject to reason, which “teaches all mankind, who will but consult it, that being all equal 

and independent, no one ought to harm another in his life, health, liberty, or 

possessions…” (Locke 1690, Section 6). For, “where there is no law, there is no 

freedom: for liberty is, to be free from restraint and violence from others; which cannot 

be, where there is no law” (Locke 1690, Section 57).  

Every one, as he is bound to preserve himself, and not to quit his station 
wilfully, so by the like reason, when his own preservation comes not in 
competition, ought he, as much as he can, to preserve the rest of mankind, 
and may not, unless it be to do justice on an offender, take away, or impair 

                                                 
7 Locke makes exceptions for self preservation and serving just punishment. 
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the life, or what tends to the preservation of the life, the liberty, health, 
limb, or goods of another” (Locke 1690, Section 6). 

 
The fact that persons are equal and free (within reason) justifies the claim that, except to 

preserve one’s life or to punish a criminal, no one may “take away, or impair the life, or 

what tends to the preservation of the life, the liberty, health, limb, or goods of another” 

(Locke 1690, Section 6). One must “preserve the rest of mankind” (Locke 1690, Section 

6). In short, it seems that Locke’s natural right to freedom requires giving people equal 

consideration which requires preserving others along with one’s self. 

Although Locke does not put it this way, one might extend this argument by 

showing that a concern for one’s freedom gives one reason to preserve one’s ability to 

live a minimally good life. If one cannot live a minimally good human life, one cannot be 

free. Seeing that the freedom of others is equally valuable one would then see that one 

must preserve everyone’s ability to live a minimally good life. We can summarize this 

argument as follows. 

1) Every person has a natural right to freedom because all people are equally free. 

2) One’s natural right to freedom requires that one normally preserve one’s ability to 

live a minimally good life. 

3) Others’ natural right to freedom requires that one normally preserve others’ 

ability to live a minimally good life. 

Since each person’s natural right to freedom requires preserving their ability to live a 

minimally good life it is fair to say that: 

4) All persons are entitled to equal consideration (because they have a natural right 
to freedom) 
 

5) Equal consideration (in light of each person’s natural right) requires preserving 
each person’s ability to live a minimally good human life. 
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These just are the first two premises of the Argument from Human Rights with their 

(roughly) Lockean justification.  

For this extension of the Lockean argument to be plausible, the natural right to 

freedom would have to be more robust than Locke probably intended it to be. People 

would need to be free to pursue good options, to shape their lives in good ways (Sen 

1999; Nussbaum 2000). Otherwise, it is not clear how this natural right could require 

refraining from harming others and preserving their ability to live a minimally good life. 

Even accepting this extension of the Lockean argument, however, one might 

worry about this way of justifying the first few premises of the Argument from Human 

Rights. One might not think Locke intended the natural right to freedom to justify self 

preservation. Instead, one might believe that self-preservation is constituted in part by the 

natural right to freedom on Locke’s theory. If this objection goes through, then Locke’s 

argument at most explicates the first few premises of the Argument from Human Rights. 

It cannot be used in defense of them. 

Although Locke may believe that freedom is constituted in part by the law of 

reason he also says that freedom is the reason why the law of nature exists. As Locke 

puts it: 

The end of [the] law is not to abolish or restrain, but to preserve and 
enlarge freedom for in all the states of created beings capable of laws, 
where there is no law, there is no freedom: for liberty is, to be free from 
restraint and violence from others; which cannot be, where there is no law 
(Locke 1690, Section 57). 
 

It seems that Locke believes that freedom is the reason why the law of nature exists. At 

least in our world, our freedom will be impossible if we seriously harm or fail to preserve 

ourselves. We will also interfere with each others’ freedom unless we refrain from 
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harming and help preserve each other. Freedom justifies the law of nature for Locke. 

Because we are free we must preserve and avoid harming ourselves. Because we are all 

equally free we must preserve and avoid harming each other. 

Whether or not Locke believes that freedom justifies the law of nature is of little 

consequence, however, to whether or not a natural right to freedom provides a plausible 

ground the first few premises of the Argument from Human Rights. The third chapter 

starts to make this case. For now, however, let us assume that the first few premises of 

the Argument from Human rights are defensible in this way. 

The third premise of the Argument from Human Rights still needs defense, 

however. It asserts that, if each person’s ability to live a minimally good human life is to 

be preserved, then individuals have a human right to meet their needs. To argue for this 

premise we must say a few things about what the ability to live a minimally good human 

life requires. We can cash out the ability to live a minimally good human life in terms of 

individuals’ important interests in things like autonomy, health, physical security, 

friendship, understanding, and so forth. The thought behind this premise is that the threat 

posed to these interests when people are not able to meet their needs grounds individuals’ 

right to be able to do so. The threat has sufficient gravity that it generates a right 

(Tasioulas 2007). 

The third chapter of this book will defend the third premise of the Argument from 

Human Rights. Very roughly, it will argue that people need whatever will enable them to 

live minimally good human lives. As long as one believes that rights are necessary to 

protect individuals’ ability to live minimally good lives and that such protection is 

required, the conclusion of the Argument from Human Rights will follow.  

 



 28

For present purposes, however, this defense can wait. Instead, we will consider a 

few objections to the Argument from Human Rights on the assumption that its third 

premise is justifiable. This inquiry will show that, although the Argument from Human 

Rights may be defensible, it will probably not appeal to those who do not already believe 

there is an obligation to reduce global poverty. This will give us reason to consider a new 

argument for enabling people to meet at least a subset of these needs -- their most basic 

needs. It will be in defending the alternate Argument from Autonomy that the third 

premise of the Argument from Human Rights will receive its defense. 

3. Positive and Negative Rights: Unequal Moral Force? 

Many of those who are deeply concerned about individual freedom do not believe 

that individuals’ objectively important interests ground positive rights with correlative 

positive duties. They believe that people only have negative rights with correlative 

negative duties. Positive rights are rights to certain kinds of assistance. Positive duties 

require people to provide this assistance. Negative rights are rights that others not do 

certain kinds of things. Negative duties only require people not to do certain kinds of 

things. So, for instance, I may have a negative right not to be harmed and others may 

have a negative duty not to harm me. Those who are concerned about individual freedom 

may reject the Argument from Human Rights insofar as it requires some to enable others 

to meet their basic needs. At most, these people will agree that everyone has a negative 

right that others not interfere with their ability to meet their basic needs. Though aid may 

be charitable, those who are concerned about individual freedom will only accept the 
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Lockean argument insofar as it shows we have a negative duty not to prevent others from 

meeting their basic needs (Nozick 1974).8

One way of arguing for the conclusion that individuals’ important interests cannot 

ground positive rights with correlative positive duties is to show that another person’s 

interests only have enough moral force to ground negative rights with correlative 

negative duties. One might argue that positive rights because they have correlative 

positive duties are too demanding even if they are necessary to preserve individuals’ 

important interests (Feinberg 1973; Shue 1980; O’Neill 2000). One who is deeply 

concerned about individual freedom might, thus, conclude that we are not required to 

enable people able to fulfill their needs; people only have negative rights with correlative 

negative duties.9

This argument is not plausible. Negative rights may (often) have correlative 

positive duties. Positive rights may not have correlative positive duties. So, positive 

rights may be less demanding than negative rights. This is true even if negative rights 

usually do not, while most positive rights do, have correlative positive duties. Let us 

consider each of these points in turn. 

Negative rights may have correlative positive duties. Fulfilling the duties 

generated by negative rights can require as much of us as fulfilling the duties generated 

by positive rights. Ensuring that people’s negative rights are not violated can require 

many positive actions. At least most negative rights, to be respected, require positive 

                                                 
8 One promising response that I do not consider here is that important negative freedoms may fail to be respected and may even be 

violated by side constraints. For example, side constraints do not protect the freedom to take food from those who have more than 

enough in order to survive. See (Sterba 1998) for discussion.  

9 A less radical theory might say that negative rights should be guaranteed first. Any remaining resources can then be used to fulfill 

subsistence rights. If no resources remain, we would not have an obligation to fulfill subsistence rights on this theory (Feinberg 1973). 
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actions of some people. Consider, for instance, the right to bodily integrity. Police 

officers, courts, and jails are necessary to protect individuals’ bodily integrity. One’s 

right to bodily integrity is ill respected if one’s bodily integrity is consistently violated 

(Buchanan 2004). One might think institutional protection is not necessary to preserve 

bodily integrity in a state of nature with low population density. It is silly to think the 

same in most modern states (Shue 1980). And, we are, after all, concerned here with 

institutional systems in the actual world.  

Furthermore, individuals’ positive rights may only generate negative duties. 

Consider a situation in which refraining from certain actions may have been enough to 

fulfill positive rights. On the island of Balbac off of the southern tip of Palawan (not far 

from where Tamil was raised) in Philippines many of the local tribe’s people have lost 

their fishing rights. They are now desperately poor. Some have become migrant workers 

in Malaysia. Others are trying to farm on marginal lands. Still others have turned to 

increasingly destructive fishing techniques or to denuding the mangrove resources to 

survive. Their story is complicated. Part of the reason they have been running out of food 

is pressure put on scarce fishing resources by population growth (partly due to 

migration). They have other problems too. A large portion of the tribes’ traditional 

fishing grounds has been leased to a pearl farming corporation by the government of the 

Philippines. The Jewelmer Corporation was originally granted a lease to the property by 

the Marcos government. Now Jewelmer has a long term lease from the local mayor. If the 

migrants had not come to Balbac, there would have been more fish. There would be more 

food if the corporation stopped operating. If Marcos had not given Jewelmer the lease to 

start with, many people may have been able to meet their needs who were prohibited 
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from doing so by the corporation. By simply not offering to lease the land, the 

government would not have interfered with the ability of the fishermen to secure these 

things. By not requesting the lease, or policing the area, the corporation would not have 

interfered with the ability of some of the fishermen to fulfill their needs (Shue 1980).10 

The fishermen would probably be able to meet their needs if the corporation were not 

there. Simple restraint may often be sufficient to respect individuals’ positive rights. 

Many macro-economic policies, too, have systematically deprived people of their 

ability to meet their needs (Shue 1980). Even economic “miracles” have caused severe 

deprivation for some (Shue 1980). And we have already discussed how some of what 

economists have proclaimed are “short term” affects of market-liberalizing policies have 

had long term effects for people like Tamil (Oyejide 2003). Families like Tamil’s had 

been sustenance farmers for many generations. Most probably would have continued to 

farm for generations had the institutional system stayed the same. Sometimes, holding 

policies fixed is enough to ensure that people’s needs are met. Sometimes, it is only a 

positive change from the status quo that takes away this ability. In many cases, people’s 

positive rights would be secure if no one changed important institutional rules. 

Respecting negative rights will often require expensive positive action, while 

positive rights may not require any positive action. In the real world it may, thus, even be 

more demanding to respect negative rights than positive rights. To respect the (negative) 

rights of the Palawan people to bodily integrity someone may have to pay for voting 

booths, courts, and a host of other goods and institutions. It may cost nothing for the 

                                                 
10 Perhaps changes would still need to be made to ensure that people can continue to meet their basic needs even without the fishing 

restrictions or migration. Part of the fishing community’s problem is that, since there are no condoms on the island, people continue to 

have large families. What seems pretty clear, though, is that the people would have had fewer years of hunger had the lease never have 

been given. 

 



 32

Jewelmer Corporation to stop policing and let the Palawan people fish.11 Even if positive 

action is required to respect positive rights, it may be cheaper to respect these rights than 

to respect negative rights. For instance, individuals’ rights to sustenance may be fulfilled 

with food voucher programs (though perhaps not the most desirable solution to ending 

global poverty). Food voucher programs may be cheaper than the police force necessary 

to ensure that people do not interfere with others’ bodily integrity. It is unlikely that there 

are many hard and fast rules here. Still, in the real world, it is not clear that respecting 

negative rights requires less than respecting positive rights. One might, thus, challenge 

the usefulness and coherence of the distinction between positive and negative rights in 

the real world.  

The skeptic about positive rights is unlikely to be convinced. The skeptic might 

maintain that negative rights only require people to refrain from doing certain kinds of 

actions. Individuals can fulfill their negative duties by simply abstaining from any actions 

that violate the corresponding negative rights. A police force or court system is not 

necessary to respect rights to bodily integrity. People must merely refrain from 

abrogating them. It is only when one violates these rights that one bears a positive duty; 

one is responsible for compensating the victims of one’s action. One does not violate 

negative rights if one does not help support the police or maintain a court system. The 

skeptic will probably argue that positive rights are different in that they sometimes 

require positive action even when one has not interfered with others’ freedoms. For 

instance, if the very young have a positive right to be able to meet their basic needs, aid is 

required. It will sometimes cost a lot to respect positive rights. It need not cost anything 

                                                 
11 Perhaps it would be best to introduce programs that work to fulfill both positive and negatives rights together. For example, 

preference could be given to hiring those most in need to provide security to the local population.  
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to respect negative rights. The skeptic may insist that there are no positive rights because 

the duties correlative to such rights would be too demanding.  

It is hard to see how to resolve this difference of opinion about what is necessary 

to respect negative rights. The advocate of positive rights, however, might raise a 

different challenge. Non-interference can, itself, be demanding. One’s very survival may 

require one to do actions that violate negative rights. For instance, some of those on the 

Titanic might only have been able to survive by forcing others from the only available 

life boats into freezing cold water. Similarly, it may be very costly to refrain from theft if 

one is in severe pain and needs the money to purchase pain-reducing medication. The 

skeptic about positive rights cannot argue that there are no positive duties because they 

are so much more demanding than negative duties. 

4. Positive and Negative Rights: Indeterminacy 

Even if this argument is accepted, the skeptic might defend the distinction 

between positive and negative rights in another way.12 For instance, Onora O’Neill 

argues that there is ineliminable indeterminacy in the notion of positive rights. The 

obligations correlative of positive rights do not provide clear and definite requirements on 

particular others. Who is supposed to preserve my ability to fulfill my needs? Many 

people might make sure I can do so, but the fact that I have a right to such things does not 

tell us who must enable me to do so.  

The problem with this response is that there are many ways of eliminating the 

indeterminacy in human rights. For instance, one might interpret human rights as 

                                                 
12 Negative civil and political rights are often grounded by an appeal to individuals’ interests. Since individuals sometimes have 

stronger interests in meeting their basic needs than in freedom of expression and assembly etc. a question arises about why such a 

ground would not license positive duties as well as negative duties (Buchanan 2004, 198).  
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institutional rights (Pogge 2002a). When protection is required, institutional systems must 

protect institutional rights. On the institutional understanding of the obligations 

correlative to human rights, it is reasonable to suppose that those responsible for 

institutional structures are responsible for making sure institutional systems protect 

human rights. So, if Canada has a responsibility to protect particular rights, its legislature 

should create appropriate laws, which its judiciary should uphold, and so on. Its citizens, 

then, would have the derivative responsibility to vote for leaders who will implement 

appropriate institutional protections. Canadian citizens might also have the responsibility 

to protest if their government does not institutionalize these protections. In some cases, 

they may have a responsibility to rebel or create non-governmental protections if human 

rights violations continually occur and the government does not fulfill its duty.  

One might even argue that the global institutional system bears primary 

responsibility for enabling people to meet their needs. At least, one might suggest that 

this is so, if this system is causally responsible for poverty or is well placed to alleviate 

poverty (Pogge 2002a; Buchanan 2004; Wenar 2004). One might argue that those who 

have inaugurated and upheld this system will bear derivative responsibility for bringing 

about institutional change.13 We would certainly need to do more to cash out and defend 

this account of institutional responsibility, but the important point here is just that there 

are ways to eliminate any indeterminacy in positive rights.  

One might object that this response misunderstands the problem of indeterminacy. 

The problem is not that it is impossible to create institutional arrangements that will 

                                                 
13 How should the failure of others to join in enabling people to meet their basic needs alter our obligations to assist the global poor? 

It seems plausible to suppose that there will be some situations in which this will increase the strength of our obligation. It does not 

seem plausible to suppose that all unfair burdens are excessive. See below for further discussion. 
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protect human rights. There may even be a human right to be able to meet one’s needs if 

such institutional structures with corresponding duties are put in place. The problem is 

that, without specifying such arrangements, there are no positive duties to enable people 

to meet their needs and so no corresponding positive right.  

There are a few ways advocates of positive rights might respond. One possibility 

is to distinguish between those who in principle bear the duties correlative to positive 

rights and those who must bear the burden of fulfilling the duties associated with any 

particular such right. If we can specify who in principle bears the duties correlative to 

positive rights, then we can be sure such rights exist, even if we do not know who will 

bear the burden of fulfilling the associated duties.  

Many people believe this is how it works with negative rights. In principle 

everyone is obligated to refrain from doing certain kinds of actions; the obligations 

correlative to negative rights are universal. But not everyone bears the burden of restraint. 

Some people never come into contact with each other at all. Some find it easy to refrain 

from interfering with some others.  

Similarly, many advocates of positive rights believe that the obligations 

correlative to positive rights are universal. If this is right, all people have duties to respect 

positive as well as negative rights. Perhaps this is even the Lockean view. According to 

Locke, it is simply because free individuals are situated equally with respect to each other 

that they are obligated to preserve each person’s ability to live a minimally good life. 

Exactly what any particular person must do is less clear. But the fact that we do not know 

exactly what people are obligated to do does not show that they lack obligations. 

Furthermore, one might push this last point even if one is not so sure that there are 
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universal obligations correlative to all human rights. As long as the right to meet one’s 

basic needs carries universal correlative obligations the indeterminacy objection will not 

apply to this right.  

Skeptics about positive rights might reject this response. The real difference of 

opinion, however, is probably deeper than either a concern about what rights require or 

the proper interpretation of corresponding duties. At base, skeptics about positive rights 

are probably concerned only about prohibiting certain kinds of actions. They may believe 

that what is wrong with violating negative rights is not merely that violations imperil 

peoples’ important interests, but that someone is imperiling these interests; certain kinds 

of actions are illegitimate. Negative rights ensure that others not do certain kinds of 

things. The skeptic about positive rights might, thus, argue that people do not have a 

positive right to have even their ability to live a minimally good life protected. People 

only have negative rights that others refrain from doing certain kinds of things. 

Because this conviction falls short of an argument, and the conviction that certain 

interests are, in themselves, sufficient to ground positive duties also falls short of 

argument, this chapter will not continue with this dialectic. Rather, it will provide a new 

argument that, ideally, will move those deeply concerned about human freedom a step 

closer to accepting positive obligations to the poor. Disagreement about some things may 

be irresolvable. Let us try to extend the consensus on at least some minimal obligations. 

5. Extending the Consensus 
 

Before providing a new argument, however, it is worth noting that there are many 

other arguments for positive duties to the poor in the global justice literature. Perhaps 

some of the other theories can address those who are concerned about individual 

 



 37

freedom. There are three or four main lines of argument for positive obligations to the 

poor in the literature on global justice. First, one might use a contractualist argument 

along the lines of Rawls’ Theory of Justice writ large (Beitz 1979; Moellendorf 2002; 

Pogge 2002a). One might argue that reasonable people in a global original position would 

not agree to any global order in which they could not meet their needs. The global 

institutional system, then, would be obligated to enable everyone to meet their needs. 

Another possibility is to follow Martha Nussbaum and Amartya Sen in arguing that 

justice requires structuring both national and international institutional systems so that 

they secure basic capabilities for people (Sen 1999; Nussbaum 2000). A third option is to 

give a different kind of deontic argument for enabling people to meet their needs. For 

instance, Onora O’Neill argues that to secure the kind of autonomy at issue for a Kantian 

theory people must be able to meet their needs (O’Neill 2000). Finally, one might give 

consequentialist arguments for enabling people to meet their needs of a traditional sort 

(Pogge 2002a). 

Unfortunately, none of the traditional arguments fares better than human rights 

accounts in addressing those who believe there are no positive obligations to the poor. 

Furthermore, the traditional theories are often intended to provide full accounts of global 

justice. This book does not give a full account of global justice. It merely defends one 

minimal condition for the legitimacy of the global institutional system. So, although it 

will use some of the traditional ethical machinery in arguing that there are positive 

obligations to the poor, it does not follow any of the traditional tracks. For instance, this 

book only draws on the capability literature in cashing out the content of a condition for 

legitimacy. It does not try to defend the condition by appeal to capability theory. 
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Similarly, this book’s argumentative strategy is similar to O’Neill’s in that it argues that 

to secure sufficient autonomy people must be able to meet their needs. It does not, 

however, use a Kantian account of autonomy. Finally, although one might defend this 

book’s condition for legitimacy by appeal to a hypothetical consent theory of justice, it is 

not defended in this way here. 

Sill, one might suggest, there is at least one argument in the global justice 

literature for obligations to the poor that takes individual freedom seriously. Thomas 

Pogge argues that the global institutional system harms the poor and concludes that there 

are duties of restorative justice to help the global poor (Pogge 2002a). That is fair 

enough. There are some potential problems with Pogge’s argument, however. He 

addresses his argument to those who are deeply concerned about individual freedom. 

Pogge says that he is considering three baselines relative to which a deprivation counts as 

harm – human rights, state of nature, and absence of historical injustice baselines (Pogge 

2005b). The only baselines for harm that those who are deeply concerned about 

individual freedom might accept, however, are the state of nature and absence of 

historical injustice baselines. These people will probably not think Pogge has done 

enough to make the case that the global institutional system harms the poor using these 

baselines. These people would probably require further evidence to conclude that the 

poor are worse off than they would be in a state of nature (Patten 2005). Nor would they 

likely be convinced that the poor would be better off in the absence of historical 

injustices perpetrated by the global institutional system (Risse 2005d). Though, Pogge’s 

claims are compelling and his argument may ultimately be correct, it may not convince 

many of those who are deeply concerned about individual freedom. In any case, the 
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Argument from Autonomy is different from Pogge’s. It does not rely on the premise that 

the global institutional system is harming the poor.14 Rather, it starts from the premise 

that the global institutional system is coercive and inescapable. That the global 

institutional system is coercive and inescapable, I will argue, is something that many of 

those who are deeply concerned about individual freedom probably will accept. 

                                                 
14 One might argue, however, that the global institutional system harms the poor when coercion undermines autonomy. Coercion is 

also an affront to one’s dignity and independence. 
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CHAPTER 2. THE ARGUMENT FROM AUTONOMY 

 
This chapter will provide a new argument for enabling people to meet some of 

their needs. The Argument from Autonomy is intended to appeal to everyone who is 

deeply concerned about individual freedom. Roughly, it argues that the global 

institutional system must do what it can to enable people to meet some of their basic 

needs because it is coercive and inescapable. The global institutional system must do 

what it can to enable people to secure at least this much, if not more. The Argument from 

Autonomy will not convince everyone who is deeply concerned about individual freedom 

that the global institutional system must do what it can to enable people to meet some of 

their needs. Hopefully, it can extend the consensus on this conclusion. 

1. Sketching the Argument from Autonomy 

Let us summarize the Argument from Autonomy as follows: 

1) There is a coercive inescapable global institutional system. 

2) Coercive inescapable institutional systems must be made legitimate.  

3) To be legitimate, such institutional systems are obligated to, insofar as possible, 

enable their subjects to secure sufficient autonomy.  

4) For individuals to secure sufficient autonomy, they must be able to meet some of their 

basic needs (henceforth: their most basic needs).  

C) The global institutional system is obligated to, insofar as possible, enable everyone to 

meet their most basic needs.  

The next section will explain some of the key terms in this argument and defend its first 

premise. 
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 2. Defense of the First Premise 

The first premise is this: There is a coercive inescapable global institutional system. 

This section will explicate each part of this premise and, in doing so, argue that the global 

institutional system is coercive and inescapable. 

The Global Institutional System 

Let us characterize institutions as follows. An institution is an organization that 

creates, enforces, and/or arbitrates between norms, rules, or procedures governing 

interaction between individuals or groups (Buchanan 2004). Most laws are paradigmatic 

examples of institutional rules. The US Department of Homeland Security, the Supreme 

Court of Western Australia, and the British Parliament are institutions. The British 

Parliament creates laws. The US Department of Homeland Security enforces laws. The 

Supreme Court of Western Australia arbitrates between laws. Because institutions create, 

enforce, and/or arbitrate between norms, rules, or procedures governing interaction 

between individuals or groups, they are not mere practices. 

In order for institutions to function, a framework of norms, rules, and procedures 

(henceforth rules) must support and will inevitably constrain them. Examples of these 

rules include some markets, treaties, and conventions. The European Union (EU), for 

instance, is supported and constrained by international treaties. The Treaty of Nice will 

help the EU agree on accepting new members but the EU must also abide by its voting 

provisions. The WTO is supported and constrained by markets. The WTO is financed by 

taxing market activity but without markets the WTO would not exist. And so on. 

Many institutions and the framework of rules supporting and constraining these 

institutions can, together, form part of an institutional system. An institutional system is a 
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legal, political, and economic system that governs the distribution of fundamental duties, 

rights, advantages, and disadvantages that result from social interaction.15 For instance, 

states are institutional systems; they possess executives, judiciaries, treasuries and so 

forth. States create laws that govern everything from markets to families. States govern 

the distribution of fundamental duties, rights, advantages, and disadvantages that result 

from social interaction within their borders. 

Talk about institutional systems is rough shorthand for talk about complex 

patterns of norm-guided group and individual behavior (Pogge 1989). Behavior is norm-

guided when the individuals and groups whose behavior is at issue take the patterns (i.e. 

rules and institutions) to provide reasons for their behavior (Hart 1994). These 

individuals and groups see the laws of the institutional system, for instance, as providing 

norms that apply to them. They do not see these rules as mere regularities; they take them 

as having reason-giving force (Hart 1994). Consider the way international courts and 

commissions work. Even though international courts and commissions usually do not 

invoke precedent, they take the decisions of other international courts and commissions 

to have normative force. Consider, for instance, the Human Rights Committee in charge 

of monitoring the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. The Human 

Rights Committee will not even entertain individual complaints if another human rights 

court is examining them. Similarly, the WTO takes into account the provisions of other 

trade agreements. The WTO’s article 24 allows members of regional trade agreements 

                                                 
15 Such a system is similar to Rawls’ basic structure except that my use of institution may be closer to Rawls’ use of association than 

his use of institution. As I use the term, an institutional system does not require cooperation. It merely requires social interaction. See 

(Rawls 1993). For discussion of Rawls’ use of institution see: (Pogge 1989).  
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like the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) to give each other special 

treatment. 

The fact that the global institutional system is norm-guided has both deep and 

extensive consequences for parts of the system. To see this, consider what it means for 

the WTO to take into account other trade agreements. To do this, the WTO must make an 

exception to one of its key principles -- its most favored nation principle. This principle 

explicitly requires countries not to give preferential treatment to trading partners. Since 

regional trade agreements cover more than 50% of world trade, the WTO must allow a lot 

of exceptions to its most favored nation principle (World Trade Organization 2007). 

Because institutional systems are norm-guided patterns of group and individual 

behavior we can say this: Criticism of institutional systems comes down to criticism of 

those who inaugurate, uphold, or are in a position to change the complex modes of 

interaction that make up the systems. Sometimes the system’s leaders are the only ones 

who inaugurate, uphold, or are in a position to change institutional systems (though this is 

not always the case). Suppose, for instance, that we criticize a state because it perpetuates 

human rights abuses. Furthermore, suppose that the dictator of the state came to power in 

a coup many years ago and has since upheld the state through force. Finally, suppose that 

the dictator was and is in a position to make whatever changes to the state are necessary 

to prevent the abuse. By criticizing the state, then, one would, at least in part, be 

criticizing its dictator for not preventing the abuse.  

We will focus here, however, on institutional systems rather than the individual or 

group behaviors constituting the system. Doing so will simplify the discussion and help 

avoid confusion for several reasons. First, the results of individual and institutional 
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actions are sometimes hard, if not impossible, to disentangle. We might know, for 

instance, that the US is responsible for grave human rights violations at prisons like those 

at Guantánamo Bay Cuba without knowing exactly which individuals and institutions 

should be held responsible for the violations. Second, focusing on sub-parts of an 

institutional system takes for granted the existing institutional structure; we may fail to 

attend to the ways in which the parts are often interdependent and have interpenetrating 

effects. So, for instance, if we focus only on the role of the US military in running prisons 

like Guantánamo, we may fail to notice the role of the US government in enabling the 

prisons to be established. Finally, holding some parts of an institutional system fixed may 

limit the ways in which it is possible to improve other parts of the system (Buchanan 

1985). Without addressing the US government’s role in allowing prisons like 

Guantánamo to be established, forcing the US military to close the current prisons may 

do nothing to stop the human rights violations. For all of these reasons, we will, thus, 

focus on institutional systems rather than the individual or group behaviors constituting 

the system below. 

Similar reasoning also leads, rather quickly, to the conclusion that one 

institutional system, in particular, deserves attention. There is reason to consider the most 

inclusive global institutional system. The impacts of the global institutional system, like 

the impacts of individual rules or institutions, can be hard, if not impossible, to separate. 

So, for instance, we might know that the global institutional system did not succeed in 

resolving conflict in Somalia in the 1990s. It may be easier to know this than to know 

which, if any, part of the system in particular is to blame for the failure. Sub-parts of the 

global institutional system are interdependent and have interpenetrating effects. Had the 
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U.N. not been involved in Somalia, the US may not have intervened. To improve one part 

of the system, it may be necessary to change other parts. A disinterested international 

force may have been necessary to have helped people in Somalia (given US history in 

supporting the recently toppled dictator Mohamed Siad Barre). For all of these reasons 

we can, thus, focus on the global institutional system in what follows. 

The global institutional system is the largest legal, political, and economic system. 

Its institutions and rules govern the distribution of fundamental duties, rights, advantages, 

and disadvantages that result from global social interaction. Many international 

institutions are part of the global institutional system.16 For instance, the UN, the North 

Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and the Australian-United States Free Trade 

Agreement (AUSFTA) are part of this system. The UN creates international rules. The 

NATO enforces rules. The AUSFTA arbitrates between rules. The global rules governing 

property rights, whether they are formally embodied in agreements the AUSFTA or 

officially enforced, are also part of this system. So are states, some non-governmental 

organizations, and multi-national corporations.17  

One might object to this analysis of the global institutional system in a few ways. 

One way is to argue that it is not unified enough to constitute a system capable of acting 

as a coercive agent, being legitimate or illegitimate, or bearing obligations. This is a 

version of an objection raised against other theories that appeal to such global systems. 

                                                 
16 Organizations like the International Tennis Association are not part of the global institutional system. Though the International 

Tennis Association creates international rules, norms, and procedures, it does not govern the distribution of fundamental duties, rights, 

advantages, and disadvantages that result from social interaction. 

17 Parts of the global institutional system have changed or gone out of existence in the past fifty years. The League of Nations has 

been transformed into the UN. The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade is now the World Trade Organization. Still, the global 

institutional system has persisted. Eliminating an institution like the WB or IMF would alter the global institutional system, not 

abolish it. See (Hurrell 2001). 
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For instance, some argue against Thomas Pogge’s use of a similar locution in his book 

World Poverty and Human Rights in this way (Freeman 2007). 

The above analysis goes a bit beyond the standard accounts in the literature on 

global justice, however. The global institutional system is not merely a set of institutions 

and rules that impacts individuals’ basic life prospects. Rather, it is a norm-guided system 

where those who constitute the system take the rules of the system to apply to them. So, 

for instance, we see this unifying feature of the global institutional system at work in 

international courts and treaties. The Vienna Convention on Treaties provides a nice 

example. It specifies that new treaties must be consistent with the existing body of treaty 

law. Furthermore, as mentioned above, international courts and appellate bodies likewise 

take into consideration the rulings of other international courts and the body of 

international law. Even national governments specify that national law cannot conflict 

with international law. In the US, for instance, potential conflicts are avoided by making 

international law sovereign over national law.  

Perhaps the unity at issue in this objection should be understood in a different 

sense. Maybe the global institutional system is not unified in a more important practical 

sense; the global institutional system is a random collection of legal, political, and 

economic institutions that do not work together. Institutions like the NATO, the UN, the 

Southern African Development Community, non-governmental organizations, and multi-

national corporations are a motley crew. Adding in rules like those governing global 

property rights and states makes it even less clear that there is a system. Many of these 

rules and institutions do not work together at all. Different states have different laws, and 

there is no single entity making or applying law within the global institutional system. 
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The global institutional system is not as practically unified as some states (like the 

US). Obviously, enforcement of international law is problematic and different institutions 

have different laws within the system. The global institutional system is probably more 

unified than some states, however. Enforcement and consistency are problematic in many 

developing nations and some states, effectively governed by powerful competing groups, 

are incredibly chaotic. For instance, in the Philippines local elites, military, and 

revolutionary forces compete for control with the government over local populations on 

some islands. 

Even if this response fails, however, it may not matter much whether what we 

have called the global institutional system is unified. Nor does it matter whether or not 

one wants to call it a system. The real issue is whether or not this so-called system can act, 

be evaluated morally, and bear obligations; the real issue is whether it is an agent. I 

argue, elsewhere, that the global institutional system is an agent (Hassoun 2007). Very 

roughly, I suggest that there are no plausible accounts of state agency on which the global 

institutional system is not an agent. Instead, I believe, the most plausible way of 

accounting for why states and similar entities are agents is this: When a set of rules and 

institutions is guided by public norms it is an agent (McGary 1986). On this account, the 

global institutional system is an agent; the global institutional system is capable of acting, 

being morally evaluated, and bearing obligations. Here, we can simply assume that the 

global institutional system can act, be morally evaluated, and bear obligations. If the 

global institutional system is not an agent, the Argument from Autonomy will still apply 

to those institutional systems that are agents – e.g. states, corporations, and some 

international organizations. Such institutional systems will then be obligated to change 
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whatever global rules and so forth need to be changed to help the poor. The skeptical 

reader can make any necessary emendations.  

Coercion 

An institution or rule is coercive when individuals or groups violating its dictates 

are likely to face sanctions for the violation.18 A sanction is a punishment or penalty. 

Coercion usually creates conditions under which one has no good alternative except to do 

what one’s coercer wants one to do. This is usually explained by the fact that the coerced 

are threatened by sanctions (Risse 2006b). Depending on the kind and amount of 

coercion and so forth, coercion may or may not undermine autonomy.  

Certainly, a lot hangs on what counts as a violation, a punishment or penalty, and 

a good alternative in this analysis. But this paper will not provide a full account of 

coercion. Nor need it do so for present purposes. Rather, this paper can rely on relatively 

uncontroversial examples of coercion, for its audience, to show that the global 

institutional system is coercive. Recall that this paper is addressed to those deeply 

concerned about individual freedom. Most of these people will agree that taxation and 

law enforcement as well as military and economic sanctions are coercive.19 Furthermore, 

if law enforcement, for instance, was carried out by volunteer bounty hunters or external 

armies these people would not think that law enforcement was less coercive.20 As long as 

                                                 
18 For further discussion of coercion and its moral significance see (Gaus 2003). 

19 (Gaus 2003). 

20 State rules are often enforced indirectly through local police forces, bounty hunters or, at least historically, by the victims of a 

crime or the victims’ agent. For instance, in Viking-age Iceland, tribunals sometimes allowed victims to punish the perpetrators of a 

crime. 
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those deeply concerned about individual freedom accept these examples, they should 

accept the argument below. 21

How can we tell when an institutional system is coercive? Although drawing a 

bright line between coercive and non-coercive systems is impossible, it may help to 

consider some of the clearest examples of coercive institutional systems. Perhaps the 

least controversial examples of coercive institutional system are states. Not every rule or 

institution in Belgium or Brazil is coercive, but many are. These states often coercively 

enforce their laws. Even much weaker states, with poor enforcement mechanisms, are 

generally characterized as coercive. When people violate state rules they can be, and 

often are, punished. Coercively collected taxes are also necessary to sustain even non-

coercive institutions and rules constituting the state.22 The most natural way of 

understanding why states are coercive is that states are largely constituted by coercive 

rules and institutions. So, we might say that when coercive rules and institutions 

constitute a large portion of an institutional system, the system is coercive. 

Coercive rules and institutions constitute a large portion of the global institutional 

system. Not every rule or institution that is part of the global institutional system is 

coercive but coercive rules and institutions make up a large portion of the system. After 

all, states alone make up a large part of the system. I do not have a precise formula for 

determining exactly how many rules or institutions constituting an institutional system 

must be coercive for the system to be coercive. But the global institutional system is at 

                                                 
21 Some statists also believe that there are few obligations to those beyond state borders because coercive force is necessary to 

generate such obligations. Whether or not the Argument from Autonomy will address these people will depend, in part, on whether or 

not they accept the examples of coercion given below. See: (Miller 1998; Blake 2001; Nagel 2005). 

22 For further explanation of why state governments are coercive see (Gaus 2003). The same reasoning shows that the global 

institutional system is coercive. 
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least as coercive as many states. The global institutional system is coercive on this 

account. 

Some find the suggestion that the global institutional system is coercive to be 

completely counter-intuitive. So, it is worth making the point in some detail (Nagel 

2005). Many global institutions and rules are at least indirectly coercive. Consider first, 

the global rules and institutions governing trade. Institutions like the WTO and the 

NAFTA impose sanctions on countries that violate property rights or the rules of the 

market. State institutions and rules are used to enforce these sanctions. For instance, the 

NAFTA sanctioned Mexico for prohibiting Metalclad from operating a toxic waste dump 

in San Luis Potosi. Mexico had to pay Metalclad 16 million US dollars in damages 

(Wallach 2005). Similarly, the WTO found the US guilty of violating its rules with the 

Byrd amendment. It allowed prosecuting countries to impose import duties on the US 

until the US repealed the act (European Union 2005). Recently the WTO sanctioned the 

EU because the EU had used import licensing requirements to support Caribbean banana 

producers (BBC, 1999). The WTO allowed the US to impose tariffs on EU goods. In 

many cases, laws passed by states, as a result of WTO rulings, eventually coerce 

businesses and individuals to abide by the rulings.  

Or, consider indirect coercion exercised by the UN. The UN Security Council 

imposes economic sanctions, air traffic controls, and arms embargos on countries and 

groups within countries that threaten international security. For instance, the UN has 

sanctioned Rhodesia, Iraq, South Africa, Serbia, Montenegro, Yugoslavia, Somalia, 

Libya, Haiti, Sudan, Rwanda, Sierra Leon, Ethiopia, Eritrea, and groups within 

Cambodia, Angola, and Afghanistan (Roberts 2001). The UN Security Council also 
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authorizes the use of force against countries threatening international peace. For instance, 

when Iraq invaded Kuwait the UN authorized the use of force to stop the invasion. The 

UN-mandated International Security Assistance Force of about 30,000 troops is currently 

involved in military action in Afghanistan.23 In doing this, the UN has indirectly coerced 

many individuals. 

UN peacekeeping forces exercise coercion a bit more directly. For instance, they 

effectively take over certain areas, patrol borders, or create safe havens for refugees. Such 

peacekeeping forces have been deployed in places as diverse as Congo, Iran, Lebanon, 

Sinai, Yemen, the Golan Heights and Cyprus. Between 1988 and 1999 alone, the UN 

initiated forty peacekeeping missions (Roberts 2001). In regulating admission to safe-

zones, and so forth, the UN has somewhat directly coerced individuals. 

Other international institutions coerce both states and individuals directly. 

NATO’s role in the Balkans provides an interesting case study. As the humanitarian crisis 

in the Balkans developed, the UN imposed an arms embargo against the former 

Yugoslavia, a flight ban over Bosnia and Herzegovina, and economic sanctions against 

Montenegro and Serbia. The NATO enforced these measures. In 1999, when the UN 

peacekeeping force failed to prevent the Srebrenica massacre, NATO bombed Bosnia. 

NATO then enforced the Bosnia-Herzegovina peace agreement under the auspices of a 

UN protectorate and bought individuals accused of war crimes to The Hague. It thereby 

directly coerced, and enabled the court to directly coerce, individuals. Eventually, NATO 

                                                 
23 One might object that countries voluntarily sign up to many global institutions and claim that this shows that the institutions are not 

coercive. While I do not find the objection compelling, even if it is accepted, individuals do not have control over whether their 

countries sign up (this is especially clear in the case of non-democratic countries). Furthermore, much of the global institutional 

system has not secured any kind of consent (e.g. most, if not all, states have not secured individuals’ consent). 
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ceded command in Bosnia to the EU, which deployed its own troops (North Atlantic 

Treaty Organization 2007). 

Furthermore, states that, themselves, make up a large portion of the global 

institutional system exercise a great deal of direct and indirect coercion. For instance, the 

US indirectly coerces those who violate its rules when it enforces citizen arrests, relies 

upon bounty hunters, and allows vigilante groups to aid the border patrol. It exercises 

direct coercion over individuals when its police officers and military officials enforce its 

criminal statutes and so forth. 

Even if this is wrong, however, and there is no coercive global institutional 

system, the Argument from Autonomy may still have some bite. With appropriate 

emendations, it should at least apply to whatever coercive institutional systems exist. 

Once again, the skeptical reader can make the necessary emendations. 

 No Exit  

The global institutional system is unique, in part, because it is impossible to exit 

the system. There are a few small villages that do not yet feel the impacts of 

globalization. Nonetheless, their inhabitants are still subject to the force of the global 

institutional system. The people in these villages cannot occupy any land they like. They 

cannot trade in any manner they like. They cannot use any resources they like. There are 

many ways that they can violate international law. Even those living in the world’s most 

remote villages are subject to externalities created by the global institutional system 

(Pogge 2001). They cannot avoid air or water pollution created by economic activity in 

the global market (Shue 2002). Nor can people exit the system by moving to another 

planet. Even though unclaimed regions of space are accessible from privately funded 
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spacecraft one cannot yet buy sustainable habitation on another planet, even with all the 

money on earth. There is no exit from the coercive global institutional system.  

3. Defense of the Second Premise 

The second premise of the Argument from Autonomy is that coercive inescapable 

institutional systems must be made legitimate. This section will first say a few words 

about the nature of legitimacy. It will then set out and defend a simple argument for this 

premise. 

Let us say that an inescapable coercive institutional system is legitimate only if 

the system has the justification-right to use coercive force.24 Having a justification-right 

is having moral permission to make coercive rules and give coercive commands 

(Landenson 1980). Knowing that an institutional system has a justification-right to rule 

does not tell us whether or not it is permissible for others to interfere with its rule. This is 

as it should be. “Do others have a right to interfere with an institutional system’s rule?” is 

a different question than “Must an inescapable coercive institutional system be 

legitimate?” Legitimacy is also different from justified authority (Christiano 2004). An 

institutional system has justified authority if and only if it is legitimate and individuals 

have a moral duty to comply with its rules (Christiano 2004). Some rights may carry with 

them correlative duties (Simmons 1979). Nevertheless, an argument is needed to show 

that if a state has a right to rule through force, its citizens are obligated to obey its 

dictates.  

                                                 
24 Legitimacy, as I will use the term, comes in degrees. Some people believe legitimacy is an all or none affair. This is not a 

substantive disagreement. Those who hold a binary theory of legitimacy can specify that an institutional system is legitimate in the 

binary sense if it surpasses a threshold of legitimacy in my sense. Understanding legitimacy as a degree term, allows one to specify 

different thresholds on legitimacy for different purposes. For the purpose of what follows, one need only suppose that imperfectly 

legitimate systems must be reformed. See (Buchanan 2004).  
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Coercive inescapable institutional systems must be made legitimate. There are 

many reasons why those who are deeply concerned about individual freedom might 

accept this claim. One possible line of reasoning, following Locke, is that each person 

has a natural right to freedom; hence, sane adults cannot be subject to others’ commands 

without justification (Locke 1690). Recall Locke’s claim that people are “naturally in… a 

state of perfect freedom to order their actions, and dispose of their possessions and 

persons, as they think fit, within the bounds of the law of nature, without asking leave, or 

depending upon the will of any other man...” (Locke 1690, Section 4). The constraint that 

all are subject to the law of nature is cashed out in terms of being subject to reason which 

“teaches all mankind, who will but consult it, that being all equal and independent, no 

one ought to harm another in his life, health, liberty, or possessions…” (Locke 1690, 

Section 6). So, as long as one does not harm another, justification is necessary to abridge 

one’s natural right to freedom. An inescapable coercive institutional system requires 

justification to use coercive force; it must have the right to use such force.  

The previous section argued that the global institutional system is coercive and 

inescapable. Because coercive inescapable institutional systems must be justified in 

exercising coercive force, it follows that the global institutional system must be justified 

in exercising coercive force; the global institutional system must be made legitimate. 

 Some things that fundamentally shape individuals’ basic life prospects need not 

be legitimate. Hurricanes, typhoons, and earthquakes have significant impacts on 

individuals, but they do not need justification. One might argue that the global 

institutional system is more like a natural disaster than like a state. States must surely be 

legitimate but, one might argue, the global institutional system need not be. 
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I do not believe this is right. Recall that talk about institutional systems is rough 

shorthand for talk about complex patterns of norm-guided group and individual behavior 

(Pogge 1989). The global institutional system is, thus, the result of norm-guided human 

agency. Hurricanes are not. Partly for this reason, hurricanes and other natural disasters 

are not coercive though they may be inescapable and fundamentally shape individuals’ 

basic life prospects. That is why questions about legitimacy simply do not arise for 

hurricanes and other natural disasters though they do arise for the inescapable coercive 

global institutional system.25  

4. Defense of the Third Premise 

The previous section argued that coercive inescapable institutional systems must 

be made be legitimate. It said nothing about what is necessary for legitimacy. This 

section will defend the necessary condition for legitimacy embodied in the Argument 

from Autonomy’s third premise: To be legitimate, coercive inescapable institutional 

systems must, insofar as possible, enable their subjects to secure sufficient autonomy. 

This section explicates and compares this condition for legitimacy with some other well 

known conditions. It then provides an argument for the condition and defends it against 

objections. 

One Necessary Condition for Legitimacy 

Philosophers advance many conditions for legitimacy. A legitimate institutional 

system might need to treat people equally. It might need to embody a commitment to 

reciprocity, publicity, free speech, or due process. Legitimate institutional systems might 

                                                 
25 One might say that hurricanes and other natural disasters can present coercive situations but they are not coercive agents. 
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have to give the disadvantaged a significant stake in the system. They might even need to 

give all people equal status, respect, consideration, resources, or opportunity for welfare.  

At least this much is necessary (though probably not sufficient) for coercive 

institutional systems to be legitimate: Such institutional systems are obligated to, insofar 

as possible, enable their subjects to secure sufficient autonomy. Though the basic idea is 

simple, we must say more about this claim before defending it. This section will explain 

what notions of possibility and enabling are at issue here, when someone is subject to a 

system, and what counts as enabling someone to secure sufficient autonomy.  

First, what does it mean to say that institutional systems are obligated to, insofar 

as possible, enable their subjects to secure sufficient autonomy? What is possible here is 

what is realistically achievable.26 A system does not lose legitimacy if it does not enable 

someone to secure sufficient autonomy if this person does not have the potential to secure 

sufficient autonomy. One has the potential to secure sufficient autonomy when one could 

secure sufficient autonomy under some implementable institutional system. People who 

are permanently comatose, for example, are not able to secure any autonomy at all. 

However, some of those in comas can recover sufficient autonomy with good medical 

care. A legitimate institutional system must do what it can to enable these people to 

recover sufficient autonomy.27 Similarly, though small children are not able to secure any 

autonomy when they are small, most children who receive proper care will be able to 

secure sufficient autonomy as they get older. Any legitimate institutional system must do 

                                                 
26 As is common in political philosophy, I am interested in policies that could be implemented in the real world for (and by) real 

people in the foreseeable future.  

27 If we simply lack the resources to enable everyone who has the potential to secure sufficient autonomy to do so, then further 

restrictions will be necessary. The suggestions in chapter four might provide some guidance in this situation.  
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what it can to enable these children to secure sufficient autonomy once they are old 

enough. 

Second, what is necessary to enable someone to secure sufficient autonomy? The 

basic idea is that the institutional system must do whatever is necessary to ensure that 

people are able to secure sufficient autonomy. When one is able to secure sufficient 

autonomy the only reason one will not secure such autonomy is that one chooses not to 

do so. So, an institution has enabled someone to secure sufficient autonomy when either 

the person has sufficient autonomy or the person has chosen not to secure sufficient 

autonomy. What is necessary to enable someone to secure sufficient autonomy will vary 

with the case. It depends on how close the person is to being able to secure such 

autonomy and what resources are already available to the person. For instance, in cold 

climates people may need to be able to secure heat during winter to be able to secure 

sufficient autonomy. In the tropics, heat is usually unnecessary. Some people will be able 

to secure sufficient autonomy as long as they are free from interference. Others, however, 

need assistance to be able to secure sufficient autonomy. The institutional system may 

have to provide this assistance. If someone is in a coma from which he or she could 

recover with proper medical care, for instance, and the person is not receiving such care 

from friends, family, or benefactors the institutional system must provide it.  

Consider, next, when someone is subject to an institutional system. Very roughly, 

someone is subject to a system when the rules of the system apply to that person. For 

instance, most rules created by the Thai government apply only (or at least primarily) to 
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those in Thailand. Global rules, on the other hand, have global application. Everyone is 

subject to the global institutional system.28  

Finally, what is necessary for someone to secure sufficient autonomy? The idea is 

this: One should be able to live a life in which one is autonomous enough to 

autonomously agree to the system. We can, thus, put the condition for legitimacy set out 

above (henceforth the enabling condition) slightly differently: Institutional systems are 

obligated to, insofar as possible, enable their subjects to live lives in which they are 

autonomous enough to autonomously agree to the system.29 The next chapter will say 

more about what this condition requires. It will argue that to secure sufficient autonomy 

people must be able to live lives in which they can reason about, make, and carry out 

some simple plans on the basis of their beliefs, values, desires, and goals (henceforth: 

desires).30 Note here, however, that imperfectly autonomous people can autonomously 

agree to an institutional system. One need only possess a few necessary conditions for 

autonomy to a sufficient degree. Some very disabled people are not sufficiently 

autonomous; they will never have sufficient autonomy to autonomously agree to an 

institutional system. But, as long as one lives a life in which one is able to autonomously 

agree to an institutional system, one has sufficient autonomy. 

                                                 
28 The rules regulating immigration raise questions here. Does a Thai rule prohibiting immigration apply to the same people as a Thai 

traffic law? For now, we can suppose that immigration laws only apply to those who are not Thai when they reach or reside within 

that state’s boundaries. Were non-citizens to enter the state’s territory they would be ejected. Certainly immigration laws are not 

enforced upon non-citizens when they reside outside of the state. 

29 An exception might be made for those who violate some just laws. 

30 Joseph Raz considers harder questions about what autonomy requires in The Morality of Freedom. He considers the case of a man 

trapped in a pit with enough food and water to survive. The man is precluded from doing anything besides choosing when to meet his 

basic needs. It would be reasonable to think that with such constrained options such a person is not autonomous, but even this much is 

not required for the Argument from Autonomy to succeed (Raz 1998). 
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One might object that if one needs only to be able to reason about, make, and 

carry out some simple plans on the basis of one’s desires to have sufficient autonomy, 

people could autonomously agree to just about anything. I might reason about and plan to 

become a slave or to have my left foot burned off. As Hume said, “tis not contrary to 

reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world to the scratching of my finger” (Hume 

1739, 463). 

This objection misses something important. The relevant conditions for autonomy 

are only necessary conditions. On more demanding conditions for legitimacy people may 

need to secure other conditions for autonomy. For instance, full legitimacy may require 

enabling everyone to secure the conditions for Kantian autonomy. For our purposes, 

however, it is enough to accept just these minimal conditions for autonomy at issue for 

the enabling condition.  

Locating the Condition 

So far, we have done a bit of work to cash out the enabling condition for 

legitimacy. The next sub-section will consider one possible argument for this condition. 

First, however, this sub-section will compare the enabling condition with some other well 

known conditions for legitimacy. This comparison will help us see what is distinctive 

about the condition and understand it better. 

The enabling condition for legitimacy is contractualist in that the notion of 

autonomous consent lies at its core. An institutional system is obligated to do what it can 

to enable its subjects to secure sufficient autonomy to autonomously consent to the 

system. The enabling condition is similar to Rawls’ liberal principle of legitimacy and 

Kant’s idea of the original contract. Rawls believes that people must “reasonably be 
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expected to endorse” the basic structure of society (Rawls 1993). Kant argues that the 

basic law or original contract “can come only from the general, united will of the 

people… if the law is such that a whole people could not possibly agree to it… it is 

unjust; but if it is at least possible that a people could agree to it, it is our duty to consider 

the law as just, even if the people is at present in such a position or attitude of mind that it 

would probably refuse its consent if it were consulted” (Kant 1970 [1793], Part II). The 

possibility of consent to the original contract is essential for Kant. 

Still the enabling condition for legitimacy differs from Rawls’ and Kant’s 

conditions in some important respects. In one way the enabling condition is more 

expansive than Kant and Rawls’ conditions, while in another way the enabling condition 

is more limited than theirs. The enabling condition is more expansive because it has 

global scope. Any coercive inescapable institutional system must meet this condition. The 

enabling condition is more limited because it is only a necessary, not a sufficient, 

condition for institutional legitimacy.  

Furthermore, note that the enabling condition is not a hypothetical consent 

condition for legitimacy. It may help to think of the enabling condition for legitimacy as a 

condition requiring institutional systems to secure for each person some elementary 

capabilities. The enabling condition differs from Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum’s 

capability theories, however. Sen and Nussbaum provide theories of justice that require 

both state and international institutions to secure for people basic capabilities (Nussbaum 

2000). The enabling condition is compatible with a capability (or, for that matter, a 

hypothetical consent) theory of global justice. It does not, however, provide a complete 

account of global justice or embody a hypothetical consent condition for legitimacy 
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(Beitz 1979; Pogge 1989). Rather, it only requires coercive inescapable institutional 

systems to provide for people one capability. Let us consider an argument in favor of the 

enabling condition now. 

Defending the Central Claim in the Third Premise 

It is easiest to defend the enabling condition in two steps. This sub-section will 

defend the claim that, insofar as possible, people must be able to secure sufficient 

autonomy for the coercive inescapable institutional systems to which they are subject to 

be legitimate. The next sub-section will argue that, to be legitimate, such institutional 

systems must, themselves, ensure that, insofar as possible, people can secure this much 

autonomy. There are many ways one might defend the first claim. We will try to defend 

this claim by deriving it from a condition for legitimacy that many of those who are 

deeply concerned about individual freedom accept. To do this, we must first say a bit 

about what conditions for legitimacy those who are most deeply concerned about 

individual freedom are likely to accept. 

Those who are concerned about individual freedom generally accept theories of 

legitimacy on which legitimacy requires a voluntary relationship between the rulers and 

the ruled. These people disagree, however, about what makes a relationship voluntary. 

Hypothetical and reasonable consent theories provide one account of what makes this 

relationship voluntary. Democratic theory requires more. On democratic theory, 

legitimacy arises through the democratic process where the majority must actually 

consent to their institutional systems’ rule for these systems to be legitimate. Alternately, 

one might argue that, to be legitimate, a coercive inescapable institutional system must be 

justifiable to those who are actually ruled. Perhaps the most demanding theory of this 
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type is actual consent theory. On actual consent theory, the actual consent of those 

subject to a coercive institutional system is required to legitimize the system. Because 

this is the most demanding account of what it means for the relationship between the 

ruler and ruled to be voluntary, it is reasonable to suppose that only those most concerned 

about individual freedom will accept it. 

Some of those who are deeply concerned about individual freedom do not accept 

actual consent theory. Some think that coercive inescapable institutional systems need not 

secure actual consent to be legitimate.31 Subsequent sections will offer some reasons why 

actual consent theory should appeal to those most concerned about individual freedom. It 

is enough here to note that many of those who are deeply concerned about individual 

freedom do think that legitimacy requires this much.32 Those who are deeply concerned 

about individual freedom often believe that autonomous consent to coercive inescapable 

institutional systems is necessary for such systems to be legitimate. These people believe 

that, just as Freedom House is not justified in making someone pay dues unless that 

person voluntarily agrees to do so, an institutional system is not justified in forcing 

someone to comply with its directives if that person does not agree to do so (Christiano 

2004). The rest of this section will derive from actual consent theory the claim that, 

                                                 
31 For instance, a Nozickean might argue that as long as the anarchist’s objections to the possibility of institutional legitimacy do not 

succeed, institutional systems are legitimate. This does not seem to me to constitute a positive defense of such institutions’ legitimacy. 

I believe that institutional systems cannot be fully legitimized in a comparative way (simply by showing that they are better than other 

alternatives). Still, I do not expect Nozickians to accept this or this alternative conception of legitimacy. 

32 For instance, see (Beran 1987). John Simmons and others have argued that it is either impossible or simply not the case that 

institutional systems could be arranged such that all and only those who consent to their rule must obey their dictates. But, even if it is 

impossible (or unrealistic) to think that people could be (or are) obligated to obey institutional systems, this does not show that 

institutional systems could not have a right to rule (Simmons 1999; Simmons 2005). 
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insofar as possible, people must be able to secure sufficient autonomy for the institutional 

systems to which they are subject to be legitimate.33

The reason actual consent theorists have to accept the thesis that, insofar as 

possible, people must be able to autonomously consent to coercive institutional systems 

for such systems to be legitimate is this. In order for someone to actually autonomously 

consent to a coercive institutional system that person must at least be able to do so. 

Actual consent theorists believe that people must actually consent to the coercive 

institutional systems to which they are subject for such systems to be legitimate. So, 

actual consent theorists should agree that, insofar as possible, people must be able to 

secure sufficient autonomy for the institutional systems to which they are subject to be 

legitimate.  

One might object that actual consent theorists need not agree that people must be 

able to secure sufficient autonomy for the institutional systems to which they are subject 

to be legitimate if people autonomously agree to relinquish this ability. It is plausible to 

suppose that people would not autonomously agree to an institutional system under which 

they are not able to secure sufficient autonomy. Even if this is wrong, however, actual 

consent theorists must at least agree to the following condition for legitimacy: People 

must be able to secure sufficient autonomy until and unless they autonomously relinquish 

this ability.34  

                                                 
33 Even if full legitimacy is impossible, actual consent theorists might agree that institutional systems are more legitimate the more 

autonomous consent they secure. So, it might still follow that we should enable all people to autonomously consent if it is possible for 

them to do so. In the real world, we cannot tell whether those subject to coercive institutional systems would agree to the institutional 

systems if they were able to do so. Thus, insofar as possible, such institutional systems must enable all people to secure sufficient 

autonomy.  

34 If one prefers this understanding of the Argument from Autonomy, its conclusion should also embody this qualification. 
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Actual consent theorists need not hold that institutional systems must get all of 

their subjects’ consent to every coercive act. To use an example from John Simmons, it 

seems that “the Third Reich was justified in prohibiting rape and punishing rapists, 

however illegitimate that government may have been” (Simmons 1999, 770). Some acts 

are impermissible violations of individual liberty and these acts are legitimately 

prevented by any person or institution even if prevention requires coercion. Actual 

consent theorists hold, however, that coercive institutional systems must secure their 

subjects’ autonomous consent, to be legitimate. They are, thus, committed to accepting 

the claim that, insofar as possible, those subject to a coercive institutional system must be 

able to secure sufficient autonomy to autonomously consent to the system, otherwise the 

system is illegitimate. 

Similarly, actual consent theorists need not hold that people must agree to every 

single part of an institutional system for the system to be legitimate. They might follow 

Kant in holding that people can agree to the principles underlying the institutions in a 

piecemeal fashion. Alternately, actual consent theorists might require only that 

individuals agree to the general structure of the institutional system not every subsidiary 

rule and institution. So, the actual consent theorist is committed only to accepting the 

claim that people must be able to agree to the principles underlying the institutional 

system in a piece-meal fashion or to the general structure of the system.35 The next 

section will defend the claim that, to be legitimate, coercive inescapable institutional 

systems must do what they can to enable people to agree to their rule in this way. 

 

                                                 
35 The interested reader may refer to Kant and Rawls’ discussions that are relevant to this issue: See (Kant 1970 [1793]; Rawls 1993). 
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Defending the Enabling Condition 

The final step in defending the enabling condition is showing that legitimacy 

requires coercive inescapable institutional systems to themselves do all they can to enable 

their subjects to secure sufficient autonomy. We can defend this claim as follows. When 

inescapable institutional systems subject people who cannot secure sufficient autonomy 

to coercive rules and do not do whatever is possible to enable these people to secure 

sufficient autonomy, they act wrongly. This is because such institutional systems are not 

justified in exercising coercive force over those who cannot secure sufficient autonomy 

and yet such institutional systems exercise such force. If such institutional systems 

continue to exercise such force, legitimacy requires that they do whatever they can to 

enable these people to secure sufficient autonomy. Coercive inescapable institutional 

systems do, by definition, continue to exercise such force. So, coercive inescapable 

institutional systems are obligated to do what they can to enable their subjects to secure 

sufficient autonomy.  

One might object to this by arguing that institutional systems that subject people 

to coercive rules, even wrongly, do not thereby acquire an obligation to do what they can 

to enable these people to secure sufficient autonomy. Consider an analogy. Suppose 

someone, let us call her Samantha, who is not capable of autonomous agreement agrees 

to give me a large sum of money. I do not thereby have a duty to do what I can to enable 

Samantha to secure sufficient autonomy. I merely fail to have a contract with her. 

Samantha has not, by agreeing to give me a large sum of money, incurred an enforceable 

debt to me. If I were to try to enforce the agreement on Samantha without securing her 
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autonomous consent, I would act wrongly. But, as long as I do not try to extract any 

money from her, I have no obligation to her. 

The analogy is compelling. By subjecting people to coercive rules institutional 

systems do not thereby acquire an obligation to do what they can to enable these people 

to secure sufficient autonomy. This does not, however, undercut the argument for the 

conclusion that coercive institutional systems are obligated to do what they can to enable 

their subjects to secure sufficient autonomy. The problem is that the objection does not 

appreciate the nature of inescapable coercive institutional systems. Such systems can be 

legitimate only if they do what they can to enable their subjects to secure sufficient 

autonomy. The problem is that, insofar as they exist, they continue to subject people who 

are not able to secure sufficient autonomy to coercive rules. The obligation for 

institutional systems to do what they can enable people to secure sufficient autonomy is a 

remedial obligation; there would be no such obligation were the system to cease 

subjecting people to such rules (because there would be no coercive system). Continuing 

with the analogy, it is possible to illustrate the import of these observations. It seems that 

in the Samantha case, I can act legitimately only if I do one of two things. I can either get 

her autonomous consent to give me the money, which (by supposition) requires doing 

what I can to enable her to secure sufficient autonomy, or I can stop coercing her. If I do 

not stop coercing her, I must get her autonomous consent, which requires doing what I 

can to enable her to secure sufficient autonomy. Otherwise, I act illegitimately. 

Inescapable coercive institutional systems continually subject people to coercive rules. 

To be legitimate, they must, thus, do what they can to enable their subjects to secure 

sufficient autonomy.  
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One might worry that the response relies on a false premise. According to the 

response, inescapable coercive institutional systems can be legitimate only if they do 

what they can to enable their subjects to secure sufficient autonomy. Perhaps relatives or 

charities can enable these people to secure sufficient autonomy. Sticking with the 

analogy, the objection would be that in order for Samantha to autonomously consent, I 

need not try to enable her to do so. Perhaps her family or others involved in charitable 

work can do so instead. I may be able to legitimately enforce the contract without trying 

to enable Samantha to autonomously consent. 

This objection has some truth in it. Others may be able to enable those subject to 

an inescapable institutional system to secure sufficient autonomy. Others may even have 

primary responsibility for doing so. But the objection misunderstands the nature of 

enabling. Enabling is like being a lender of last resort. Recall that, to enable someone to 

secure sufficient autonomy, institutional systems may, in some cases, not need to do 

anything. If the person secures autonomy on his or her own or with the help of friends 

and benefactors the institutional system need not do a thing. Institutional systems need to 

step into the breech, however, if help is required. It is only if institutional systems do this 

that all of their subjects will secure sufficient autonomy; so coercive inescapable 

institutional systems must do what they can to enable their subjects to secure autonomy. 

This is the only way institutional systems can be legitimate in our imperfect world.  

Objections to the Enabling Condition and its Defense 

One worry about the enabling condition is this: It seems to entail that institutional 

systems are obligated to enable their subjects to secure sufficient autonomy before doing 

anything else. But it may cost a lot to enable people to secure sufficient autonomy. 
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Surely, one might argue, legitimacy cannot require institutional systems to put everything 

else on hold indefinitely. 

This objection misses a crucial point. This chapter has not argued that 

institutional systems are obligated to enable their subjects to secure sufficient autonomy 

before doing anything else. There may be other conditions for institutional legitimacy 

as well. For instance, legitimacy may require democracy. In imperfect worlds, trade-

offs between fulfilling the democracy condition and enabling people to secure sufficient 

autonomy may be necessary.36 Suppose that voting booths are essential for maintaining 

a democracy but not for enabling people to secure sufficient autonomy. Suppose that 

education is essential for individuals to develop the ability to autonomously consent but 

not for maintaining a democracy (not all people have to be able to participate in a 

democracy). It might be acceptable to use resources to purchase voting booths before 

hiring teachers It is even possible that another condition for legitimacy is this: 

Institutional systems must enable people to meet all of their needs not only those 

necessary for securing sufficient autonomy. In this case, there may even be tradeoffs 

between helping people meet needs and helping them secure sufficient autonomy. 

One might even specify that legitimacy comes in degrees. Systems can be more or 

less legitimate depending on how well they fulfill whatever all existing conditions for 

legitimacy. On this way of understanding legitimacy, the Argument from Autonomy 

shows that only way a system can be perfectly legitimate is if it has done all it can to 

enable its subjects to secure sufficient autonomy. If the enabling condition for legitimacy 

                                                 
36 These tradeoffs would be particularly difficult if what fulfills one condition for legitimacy makes it more difficult to fulfill another 

condition. Before worrying about such tradeoffs, however, it is important to get clear on just what legitimacy requires in the first 

place. I leave inquiry into such matters for another time. 
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is the only condition for legitimacy, a system will be fairly legitimate when it has done 

nearly all it can to enable its subjects to secure sufficient autonomy. If there is more than 

one condition for legitimacy, then a system will not be perfectly legitimate unless it 

fulfills all of the conditions for legitimacy but it can be pretty legitimate if it comes close 

to fulfilling most of the conditions. 

If systems can be more or less legitimate, one might wonder if they can be more 

or less obligated to try to enable their subjects to secure sufficient autonomy. There are a 

few senses in which one might say obligations come in degrees. Some obligations are 

more burdensome than others, for instance; some are harder for institutional systems to 

fulfill. The more illegitimate an institutional system is, the more it will normally have to 

do to ensure that its subjects can secure sufficient autonomy. Its obligation will be greater 

in this respect. Another sense in which obligations may come in degrees is this: Some 

obligations are more pressing or important than others; some obligations trump others. 

For instance, institutional systems may have a more pressing obligation to try to enable 

people to survive than to try to enable them to secure sufficient autonomy. Perhaps there 

are other senses in which obligations may come in degrees as well.  

One reason why one might embrace a degree conception of obligation is this. One 

might want to say that the obligation to help the last person secure sufficient autonomy is 

less pressing than the obligation to help the first person secure sufficient autonomy. 

Perhaps, one might argue, this is because it will normally require more to help the last 

person secure sufficient autonomy than to help the first person to do so. 

I am not sure about this reasoning. It may not normally require more to help the 

last person secure sufficient autonomy than to help the first person to do so. Even 
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assuming that it does, however, it is not clear how this fact makes the obligation to enable 

the last person to secure sufficient autonomy less pressing than it would otherwise be. If 

there are competing obligations which require less to fulfill, there seems to be a reason, 

ceteris peribus, to fulfill the less demanding obligations. But, it seems no more justifiable 

to coerce someone without enabling that person to autonomously consent when it is hard 

to enable that person to autonomously consent than when it is easy to do so.  

In fact, I do not see why one need hold a degree conception of obligation at all to 

accept the Argument from Autonomy. A degree conception of legitimacy will, however, 

play a role in the arguments that follow. Such a conception is also useful because it 

allows us to draw different thresholds on legitimacy for different purposes. Rebellion 

against very illegitimate systems may be justified while fairly legitimate systems may 

merely require reform. If one prefers a binary account of legitimacy, however, one can 

specify that an institutional system is legitimate in the binary sense if it surpasses a 

threshold of legitimacy in the degree sense. Furthermore, none of the responses to 

subsequent objections will hang critically on the degree conception of legitimacy.  

A second worry about the enabling condition for legitimacy is this. Its defense 

appealed to actual consent theory. Actual consent theories are implausible. Few who have 

considered consent theory have defended actual consent since Locke.  

This chapter cannot take on the burden of completely defending actual consent 

theory. For the purposes of this Argument we could probably just assume that it is 

defensible. After all, there are some people who do defend the theory.37 Nevertheless, 

actual consent theory has gotten short shrift in contemporary political philosophy. So, it 

                                                 
37 For instance, see (Beran 1987; Simmons 2005). 
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is worth saying a few words on its behalf here. If we can show that actual consent theory 

is not crazy and may defensible, we can rest content. 

Actual consent theory can be motivated through examples. It is usually not 

acceptable to force people to do things they do not want to do. If, for instance, the 

Philippines forced miners to work for the state this would imperil the state’s legitimacy. 

The miners must autonomously agree to work for the state before the state can 

legitimately force them to do so. Agreement is necessary to justify coercion.  

Actual consent theory also has the advantage of being able to account for several 

key values in liberal theory – liberty, equality, and autonomy. As Allen Buchanan notes: 

The theory of consent flowered at a time when two key liberal notions 
were coming into their own: the idea that liberty is the proper condition of 
human beings and the idea of the fundamental moral equality of persons. 
If we are all equal, what can justify… [an institutional system] …making, 
applying, and enforcing rules on us? How can the justified wielding of 
political power be squared with the fundamental equality of persons? And 
if liberty is our proper condition, how can the use of coercion… be 
justified?” (Buchanan 2004, 241-242). 
 

One plausible answer to the first two questions about equality is that those who are 

coerced have consented to being coerced. The answer to the last question about liberty is 

that “we best preserve our liberty by the free choice of consenting to a political power to 

enforce a regime of individual rights. Even better, actual consent theory reconciles power 

with equality and liberty in a way that respects autonomy” (Buchanan 2004, 242). An 

institutional system is justified in exercising coercive force over individuals, even for 

their own good, only if these individuals autonomously consent. 

Furthermore, if actual consent theory is defensible it would also have some 

significant theoretical advantages. For instance, autonomous consent not only provides a 

plausible condition of institutional legitimacy, it also provides a plausible basis for 
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justified authority. Recall that an institutional system has justified authority if and only if 

it is legitimate and individuals have a moral duty to comply with its rules (Buchanan 

2004). Individual consent to an institutional system may help legitimize that institutional 

system and generate correlative obligations to obey the system. Actual consent theory 

may yield a simple, unified theory of legitimacy and justified authority.  

 Nevertheless, there are several well known problems for actual consent theory. 

The first is one that Allen Buchanan raises after noting the advantages of actual consent 

theory: Some people will not consent to any institutional system.38 Some, for good or bad 

reasons, would never autonomously agree to any system.  

Although Buchanan has not given an argument that there is no system that could 

secure everyone’s consent, let us suppose he is correct here. Still, his objection is not 

conclusive. There are two reasons that we should not reject actual consent theory even if 

it is impossible to secure perfect consent. 

First, institutional systems can be more or less legitimate. This way of thinking 

about legitimacy is useful because it allows us to draw different thresholds on legitimacy 

for different purposes. Rebellion against very illegitimate systems may be justified while 

fairly legitimate systems may merely require reform.39 Using this conception of 

legitimacy, the consent theorist merely needs to specify that the more autonomous 

consent a system can secure the more legitimate a system will be. If this move works, 

                                                 
38 He does not even think it is even feasible to try to ask everyone whether or not they consent to the global institutional system.  

39 It may also be important to consider the intentions of those in charge of imperfectly legitimate institutions in responding to them. 

 



 73

Buchanan’s objection just amounts to the claim that systems cannot be perfectly 

legitimate.40  

Furthermore, Buchanan’s objection cannot get any hold on a consent theorist who 

says that it is only insofar as realistically possible that coercive institutional systems 

must secure individuals’ consent to be legitimate. The thought is that if one would not 

agree to any implementable institutional system, actual institutional systems will not be 

less legitimate for failing to secure one’s consent. At least, the consent theorist can say 

that this is the case when some institutional system is necessary to ensure important 

social goods. Of course, the consent theorist would need to defend these constraints (e.g., 

she would need to say a lot about what constitutes realistic possibility and what counts as 

an important social good). But, if this move can be defended, then Buchanan’s objection 

will have no hold at all on actual consent theorists.  

 Buchanan might object that this reply misses his main point. He might argue that 

consent is not necessary for legitimacy because it is not valuable at all. People may refuse 

to consent for bad reasons. For instance, dissenters may just want to free ride on the good 

will of others or believe that the Nazi party should be put into power. If a system cannot 

secure consent because its subjects have irrational or immoral preferences this does not 

undercut the system’s legitimacy. 

 Although there may be something to this objection, it cannot be correct as stated. 

Consider, again, the example of the Philippines forcing miners to work. For one who is 

deeply concerned about individual freedom, it seems to matter little, if at all, whether the 

                                                 
40 Buchanan’s own condition for legitimacy may actually entail the enabling condition. Buchanan believes that legitimate institutional 

systems are obligated to make a credible commitment to protect human rights. One might reasonably object to any theory of human 

rights that is not sufficient to enable everyone to secure sufficient autonomy when it is possible for them to do so. 
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miners are irrational, mean, or deluded. It is not acceptable to coerce these people 

without their consent. It is not okay to coerce people without their consent even if they 

are selfish, irrational, Nazi supporters. It is only if the miners impermissibly violate 

others’ liberty that it may be acceptable to legitimately coerce them without their consent.  

 One worry about this response is that it opens the door to a new objection to the 

enabling condition. Those who are deeply concerned about individual freedom often 

believe it is an impermissible violation of individuals’ liberty to interfere with their 

property. Any person or institution can coerce those who violate property rights. So if an 

institutional system only coercively protects property rights, consent is not necessary to 

legitimate it. Such coercive inescapable institutional systems need not enable their 

subjects to secure sufficient autonomy to be legitimate.  

 One problem with this worry is this. At least most violations of property rights are 

not the kinds of illegitimate violations of individual liberty at issue here. Actual consent 

theorists may not think consent is necessary to legitimate an institutional system if the 

system only prevents the most egregious violations of individual liberty. Actual consent 

will think consent is necessary otherwise.41 It may be acceptable to coerce people without 

further justification if they try to kill, rape, or maim others. Generally coercive systems, 

even those that only protect property rights, must enable people to secure sufficient 

autonomy to be legitimate, however. Of course, the most extreme libertarians may not 

accept this, though John Simmons has argued convincingly that they should (Simmons 

2005). 

                                                 
41 See (Simmons 2005). 
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Now, those who are concerned about more than individual freedom may still not 

be convinced that consent is always required to legitimize coercive institutional systems. 

These people might argue that if coercion is necessary to achieve a great good, it is 

justified. For instance, coercion may be necessary to secure international peace or 

security. If, to secure peace, the Philippines had to force its mean, deluded miners to 

work, this would be justifiable.  

There is something right about this objection. Actual consent theorists can accept 

the claim that, all things considered, it may be better to have peace and coercion than 

war. There is a conflict between different values in the example. The actual consent 

theorist can maintain, however, that the example leaves the arguments for actual consent 

theory intact. The example shows only that sometimes the best that an institutional 

system can be is imperfectly legitimate. Sometimes a system’s being imperfectly 

legitimate is better than the alternative. The important point for the actual consent theorist 

is just that individual consent, including the consent of the most disagreeable miners, is 

necessary to fully legitimize the system. 

 Perhaps the best objection to actual consent theory is that the consent procedure 

that is supposed to legitimize institutional systems is itself controversial. There are many 

theories about what kind of consent is necessary to legitimize institutional systems. 

Thomas Christiano argues that, to be legitimate, the consent procedure itself must secure 

individuals’ consent. A regress looms (Buchanan 2004). 

Perhaps the thought underlying and motivating the objection that consent 

mechanisms themselves must secure consent is that, for consent to constitute a contract of 

the relevant sort, the contract must be defined and enforced within the legal system itself. 
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But then it is not clear why the original consent to the legal system would not also 

include consent to the institutionalized mechanism of consent. Why could not one just 

refrain from doing whatever series of actions constitute consent according to the legal 

system to avoid legitimizing the system or ending up obligated to obey its dictates? 

Presumably people are free to participate in the legitimizing procedure or not. If they do 

not mean to confer legitimacy on an institutional system then they must simply refrain 

from participating in the procedure.  

Now, Christiano might argue that this is an illegitimate restriction of individuals’ 

freedom unless they freely consent to the restriction. If individuals cannot be subject to 

others’ commands without justification then people cannot be obligated to abide by the 

results of a consent procedure they have not chosen. But this, of course, means that the 

process by which a consent procedure is chosen must itself secure consent. If this is 

accepted, we are back to where we started.  

But why should this response be compelling? We have argued that, when enough 

of the rules and institutions that constitute an institutional system are coercive, the system 

must be legitimate. This does not mean that all institutionalized consent mechanisms 

must be ones everyone agrees upon. Some things that restrict individual liberty do not 

raise questions of legitimacy. For instance, a consent mechanism that specifies that you 

must scratch your big toe with a toothpick on the fifth Tuesday of the month at noon will 

not unduly restrict most individuals’ freedom. The act from which people are restricted is 

not one which most would otherwise do. There are probably much more grievous 

interferences with individual liberty for less good purposes that we do not think need to 

be legitimized. Certainly, others even (and perhaps especially) in an anarchical society 
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will restrict one’s freedom in a variety of ways without these restrictions constituting the 

kind of coercion that requires legitimation. Christiano’s objection only shows that we 

need to be careful in designing consent mechanisms so that they do not interfere with 

individuals’ liberty much, if at all. This will not only help ensure that the interference 

need not be legitimized but is likely to make agreement to the institutional system 

embodying the procedure easier to secure.  

There are several other worries about actual consent theory that apply in particular 

to a global consent theory. The most pressing arises from the fact that there is no exit 

from the global institutional system. How can actual consent to something that is 

inescapable legitimize it? 42  

First, although it is currently impossible as a matter of empirical fact for 

individuals to escape the global institutional system, this fact could change. The system 

could be abolished. Abolishing it would just be difficult. Second, if the fact that one 

autonomously agrees to an inescapable coercive institutional system justifies the system, 

it is hard to see how the fact that the system would have continued to coerce even if one 

had not agreed to it is relevant.  

One might press the objection. One might argue that autonomous agreement in 

the absence of an alternative is impossible. Autonomous choice requires real alternatives 

between which one can choose.  

This objection invokes a rather robust and controversial conception of autonomy. 

It is not clear that one must have an alternative to being subject to an inescapable 

institutional system to be autonomous. If the conditions for autonomy at issue in the 

                                                 
42 Instituting consent theory at the global level would raise pressing practical questions too. How can we get everyone’s consent, for 

instance, in a world with more than 6 billion people? 
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Argument from Autonomy are minimal, one may be able to secure these conditions even 

under an inescapable coercive institutional system. The conditions for autonomy at issue 

in the Argument from Autonomy are minimal. One needs to be able to reason about, 

make, and carry out simple plans on the basis of one’s desires to secure sufficient 

autonomy. It should be clear that one can secure sufficient autonomy without being able 

to escape a coercive institutional system. 

Consider yet another objection to global consent theory. Most of those who find 

consent as a condition for legitimacy plausible are realists. These people believe that state 

consent is the key to legitimacy of the global institutional system. One might argue that 

because the main components of the global institutional system (apart from states 

themselves) have secured state consent, the system is legitimate 

This objection misses something important. It is not states that have a natural right 

to freedom. Individuals have this right. States can be tyrannical or despotic, terrorizing 

individuals. It is hard to see how their consent could make it legitimate to coerce 

individuals. Consider coercion through threat of torture.  Some countries still have not 

ratified the UN convention against torture (International Rehabilitation Council for 

Torture Victims 2007). Coercion that relied on the threat of torture was not acceptable 

even in states withholding consent from the treaty. Nor would coercion become 

acceptable if states agreed to a convention allowing coercion via threat of torture.  

Chandran Kukathas raises a different objection to the claim that, insofar as 

possible, legitimate institutional systems are obligated to enable their subjects to secure 

sufficient autonomy. Kukathas argues that freedom of conscience is of ultimate 

importance to human beings in all cultures. For institutional systems to be legitimate, he 
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maintains, they are obligated only to preserve freedom of conscience for all. Freedom of 

exit from a coercive institutional system is sufficient to preserve freedom of conscience 

(Kukathas 2003). People can have freedom of conscience without being able to secure 

sufficient autonomy (Kukathas 2003). So, according to this objection, individuals living 

under an institutional system do not need to be able to secure sufficient autonomy for that 

system to be legitimate; they only need to have freedom of exit. 

Note, however, that there is no exit from the global institutional system. Hence, 

either Kukathas’ argument must be rejected or the global institutional system must be 

eliminated. Freedom of exit might be created by establishing self-sufficient societies 

subject to no jurisdiction other than their own rules (Kukathas 2003). But it would just be 

extremely difficult to eliminate the global institutional system and establish self-sufficient 

societies that do not affect each other. Furthermore, most of those broadly sympathetic to 

Kukathas’ arguments are deeply concerned about individual freedom. Most of these 

people will not find the idea of dissolving the global institutional system appealing. 

Libertarians, for instance, often argue that a global institutional system is desirable 

(Lomasky 2007). Most want to establish liberal property law internationally. Most want 

to establish free trade internationally. They cite global collective action problems, 

externalities, and efficiency arguments for global institutions. It requires a less radical 

revision of the traditional libertarian view to accept the minimal freedom-based enabling 

condition for legitimacy than it does to dissolve the global institutional system. 

A final objection to the enabling condition for legitimacy is that it implies that 

institutional systems can be obligated to fix problems they did not create. The global 

institutional system may not be responsible for the fact that some people are not able to 
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secure sufficient autonomy. Cancer, for instance, can undermine individuals’ autonomy. 

Furthermore, the global institutional system may make the poor better off with respect to 

the very conditions for autonomy at issue than they would otherwise be. Certainly, an 

institutional system need not enable someone to secure sufficient autonomy if the system 

has not undermined but improved this person’s ability to secure sufficient autonomy. 

Most of what this objection claims is correct. It contains an important ambiguity, 

however. The global institutional system may make some of the poor better off with 

respect to the very conditions for autonomy at issue than they would otherwise be. In fact 

it probably does make many poor people better off with respect to the very conditions for 

autonomy at issue than they would otherwise be. It does not make all people better off 

and probably undermines the autonomy of many poor people as well. So, at best, one 

could reasonably assert that the system is not obligated to help those whose autonomy it 

has not undermined.  

This objection does not provide a reason, however, why institutional systems 

cannot be obligated to help those whose autonomy they have not undermined. That some 

such systems have such an obligation is a consequence of the Argument from Autonomy. 

Without denying a premise, the objection amounts to little more than an incredulous 

stare. Furthermore, the competing view at issue here is rather extreme. Even states cannot 

be required to provide the most minimal safety net on this view. States cannot even be 

required to provide public emergency rooms open to those whom the state has not 

harmed. 

Now, the objector might respond by qualifying the objection. She might object 

that only states can be obligated to help those whose autonomy they have not 
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undermined. The global institutional system need not meet such a stringent condition for 

legitimacy.  

To make this case, however, the objector must say more. She must explain where 

the relevant distinction between states and the global institutional system lies. Why can 

states be required to help those whose autonomy they have not undermined, while the 

global institutional system has no such obligation?  

Statists often believe that states bear special obligations to their subjects even if 

states have not undermined their subjects’ autonomy, in part, because states are coercive 

(although most statists believe that there are some obligations to the global poor). 

Michael Blake, for instance, argues that states acquire special obligations to citizens 

because states coerce them (Blake 2001). Thomas Nagel suggests that states have such 

special obligations because they make coercive rules in the names of their citizens (Nagel 

2005). Perhaps those who want to argue that only states can have obligations to subjects 

whose autonomy they have not undermined can take their cue from statists. They might 

argue that only states are required to help their subjects when they have not undermined 

their subjects’ autonomy because only states are coercive. To justify coercion, states must 

enable people to secure sufficient autonomy. A voluntary relationship between the global 

institutional system and those subject to the system can be secured in another way. 

Previous sections argued, however, that the global institutional system is coercive. 

The objector must show that this argument is mistaken to show that the global 

institutional system need not enable its subjects to secure sufficient autonomy to be 

justified in exercising coercive force. Alternately, she might distinguish between states 

and the global institutional system in a different way. Perhaps a different distinction will 
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allow the objector to show that states must help those whose autonomy they have not 

undermined, while the global institutional system never has such an obligation. 

One argument along these lines is this. States have a right to make rules in the 

names of their subjects. The global institutional system does not have a right to make 

rules in the name of its subjects. So, states may be required to help their subjects secure 

sufficient autonomy even if states have not undermined these individuals’ autonomy. The 

global institutional system has no such obligation. 

It is hard to see how this argument might go. It is not entirely clear that all states 

do, while the global institutional system does not, have a right to make rules in the name 

of their subjects. Even granting the point, though, it is hard to see its relevance. How does 

the fact that a system lacks the right to make rules in the names of its subjects entail that 

it need not enable its subjects to secure sufficient autonomy? There is little reason for 

someone who is deeply concerned about individual freedom to believe this. Coercion 

might be worse if it is made in the name of the coerced. But coercion alone, whether it is 

made in one’s name or not, must be justified.  

Recall the contract analogy. Samantha is incapable of autonomous consent. So, 

she has not, by agreeing to give me a large sum of money, incurred an enforceable debt to 

me. I can only act legitimately if I do one of two things. I can either get her autonomous 

consent to give me the money, which (by supposition) requires doing what I can to enable 

her to secure sufficient autonomy, or I can stop coercing her. If I do not stop coercing her, 

I must get her autonomous consent, which requires doing what I can to enable her to 

secure sufficient autonomy. Otherwise, I act illegitimately. Inescapable coercive 

institutional systems continually subject people to coercive rules. To be legitimate, they 
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must, thus, do what they can to enable their subjects to secure sufficient autonomy. 

Unless the objector can say more here, we can suppose that the third premise of the 

Argument from Autonomy is defensible. 

5. Arriving at the Conclusion of the Argument from Autonomy 

To completely explicate and defend the Argument from Autonomy, we must say a 

few words about the kind of autonomy people need to autonomously consent to an 

institutional system. The next chapter argues that people must at least be able to secure 

the most minimal kind of autonomy as a prerequisite for free action. People have to be 

able to reason about, make, and carry out some simple plans on the basis of their desires. 

Autonomy may also require dignity, the freedom to act on some desires, and good 

options among other things. But it will be sufficient for the purposes of the Argument 

from Autonomy to show that people must be able to reason about, make, and carry out 

some simple plans on the basis of their desires. If actual consent theorists accept 

additional conditions for autonomy then the Argument from Autonomy will imply more 

extensive obligations. It is a good thing for the Argument from Autonomy that the 

conditions for sufficient autonomy are minimal. Few people will object to the Argument 

from Autonomy because they reject these conditions or the account.  

That people must be able to reason about, make, and carry out some simple plans 

on the basis of their desires to secure sufficient autonomy should become clear in the next 

chapter. The next chapter also defends the Argument from Autonomy’s fourth premise. It 

shows that to secure sufficient autonomy everyone must be able to meet their most basic 

needs. Showing this does not entail that being able to meet one’s most basic needs is only 

valuable because doing so enables one to secure sufficient autonomy. Meeting one’s most 
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basic needs may be valuable for many reasons. But this is the last step in defending the 

conclusion of the Argument from Autonomy. It will follow that the global institutional 

system is obligated to do what it can to enable everyone to meet their most basic needs.43

Of course, even if the Argument from Autonomy can be completely defended, 

one might still wonder what exactly enabling everyone to meet their most basic needs 

requires. So, the next chapter also tries to give some concrete content to the account. 

Many extremely poor people can secure sufficient autonomy. Unfortunately, many more 

cannot. Tens, if not hundreds, of millions of people have lives blighted by autonomy-

undermining disabilities that result from severe deprivation.44 If the next chapter can 

make this case, it will follow that the global institutional system is obligated to do what it 

can to help such people.  

 If it can be completely defended, the Argument from Autonomy will have many 

advantages. Some of these advantages are practical and some are theoretical. The 

Argument from Autonomy has some practical bite because it can address those who will 

not accept traditional arguments for similar conclusions. It addresses someone with the 

kind of individualistic freedom-based view likely to be embraced by many of the 

economists in charge of the international financial institutions (like the WB, IMF, and 

WTO). The Argument from Autonomy also provides new theoretical resources with 

which actual consent theorists might enhance their own theory. Another advantage of the 

theory is that it is compatible with many arguments for much more demanding 

                                                 
43 As with autonomy, what is sufficient to enable people to meet their basic needs will vary, but the basic idea is that the only 

acceptable reason for a person not to actually meet their needs is that they have chosen not to do so. 

44 Recall that 18 million people die every year of easily preventable poverty related causes (World Health Organization 2004, Annex 

Table 2). These people are obviously incapable of autonomy. Many more impoverished people suffer from preventable autonomy-

undermining disabilities. 
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obligations. For example, those who accept capability, human rights, or hypothetical 

consent theories of justice may be able to accept this argument. Finally, the Argument 

from Autonomy starts from very minimal conditions for autonomy to get a fairly 

substantial conclusion. To be legitimate, the global institutional system must at least 

enable those capable of securing sufficient autonomy to meet their most basic needs. A 

lot more may be required but this is a significant conclusion in a world where 18 million 

people die annually of easily preventable poverty-related causes (World Health 

Organization 2004, Annex Table 2).45 As Gandhi’s Talisman says, there is reason to 

work to enable the poor to control their own lives and destinies; the global institutional 

system should secure “‘swaraj’ or self-rule for the hungry” (Pyarelal 1958, 65). 

                                                 
45 Though I will not argue for this conclusion here, I believe institutional systems are also obligated to enable individuals to meet 

their basic needs in a decent, legitimate way. No one should have to scavenge under burning heaps of garbage to survive. See also 

(Pogge 2006a).  
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CHAPTER 3. WORLD POVERTY AND INDIVIDUAL AUTONOMY 
 

The first chapter sketched the Argument from Human Rights for the conclusion 

that everyone has a human right to be able to attain the objects of their needs. It suggested 

that everyone is entitled to equal consideration which requires appropriately protecting 

each person’s ability to live a minimally good human life. If this argument goes through, 

the last step in defending this argument, then, would be to show that not being able to 

meet one’s needs threatens one’s ability to live a minimally good life.  

The second chapter defended a minimal condition for the legitimacy of the global 

institutional system; to be legitimate the global institutional system must, insofar as 

possible, enable everyone to secure sufficient autonomy. The last step in defending the 

Argument from Autonomy, then, is this. We must cash out the conditions for sufficient 

autonomy and show that many of the things that will enable people to secure sufficient 

autonomy constitute some of their basic needs. It will follow that the global institutional 

system must, insofar as possible, enable people to meet some of their basic needs (or, as 

we have specified, their most basic needs).46  

This chapter takes on the task of completing both of these arguments. It sketches 

an argument for the conclusion that people need whatever will enable them to live a 

minimally good human life. In doing this, it defends the last premise of the Argument 

from Human Rights. It shows that not being able to meet one’s needs threatens one’s 

ability to live a minimally good life.  

This chapter then argues that, to live minimally good human lives, people must be 

able to live autonomous lives. In cashing out the notion of an autonomous life, this 

                                                 
46 As with autonomy, what is sufficient to enable people to meet their basic needs will vary, but the basic idea is that the only 

acceptable reason for a person not to actually meet their needs is that they have chosen not to do so. 
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chapter sets out the conditions for sufficient autonomy at issue in the Argument from 

Autonomy. To secure sufficient autonomy people must at least be able to reason about, 

make, and carry out some simple plans on the basis of their desires. Finally, this chapter 

shows that if one cannot meet one’s most basic needs then one cannot live an 

autonomous life. In doing this, it completes the defense of the Argument from Autonomy. 

The global institutional system is obligated to enable everyone to meet their most basic 

needs 

The last part of this chapter, then, goes on to give a bit of concrete content to the 

account of needs, the Argument from Autonomy, and the Argument from Human Rights. 

It shows that most people at least need some minimal amount of food, water, shelter, 

education, health care, and emotional and social support to secure sufficient autonomy. It 

follows that the global institutional system must do what it can to enable most people to 

secure at least this much. Most people have a human right to be able to secure these 

things. 

1. Needs  

Intuitively, many of the world’s poorest people cannot meet their needs. They 

lack the entitlements necessary to do so. Even among the very poor, however, there is a 

lot of variation in what people need. Some need only a little food and water. Others need 

expensive medicines or education. A good account of needs must accommodate 

individual differences in need resulting from differences in individual constitution and 

the fact that individuals occupy different positions in society. One account of needs that 

respects this fact is a minimally good functioning account on which people need whatever 

enables them to function minimally well as a creature of our type. 

 



 88

The idea that people need whatever enables them to function minimally well as a 

creature of our type is not new. Many theorists have analyzed needs in terms of what is 

necessary for people to live a minimally good human life (Anscombe 1958; Reader 

2006). Martha Nussbaum provides what is perhaps the best attempt to capture what it is 

for a human to function minimally well. Nussbaum believes that, to live a minimally 

good human life, one must be able to live a life of normal length with bodily health and 

integrity, to use one’s senses and imagination, and to think and feel emotions (Nussbaum 

2000). For instance, she says that people must be capable of experiencing sexual 

satisfaction and making reproductive choices. She also believes one must have the 

capability to use practical reason and affiliate with others, to associate with other species, 

to play, and exercise some control over one’s environment (Nussbaum 2000). For 

instance, she thinks it is important that people are capable of caring about the natural 

world. People like Tamil cannot always get enough to eat. It is likely that their lives will 

be cut short. These people lack some of the things that allow them to function minimally 

well as a creature of our type.  

Unfortunately, many will contest the details of Nussbaum’s list. People disagree 

about what is necessary even for a single person to have a minimally good human life 

(Brock 1998). Some believe that people need few material possessions. Affluent 

individuals often think that expensive consumer items are necessary for a good life 

(Smith 1904; Sen 1999). For instance, in surveys in the developed world, people often 

think a television set is an essential commodity (Miller 1999). 

Individuals’ beliefs about what they need to function minimally well do not 

completely determine the matter. Empirical evidence shows that individuals’ beliefs 

 



 89

about what they need are deeply influenced by what they already have (Miller 1999; 

Griffith 2004). Beliefs about needs can even be radically false. Thoreau illustrates the 

problem with his dialogue about a farmer, some vegetables, and bones. What should we 

say to the farmer who tells us “‘You cannot live on vegetable food solely, for it furnishes 

nothing to make bones with’… while he talks behind his oxen, which, with vegetable-

made bones, jerk him and his lumbering plow along in spite of every obstacle” (Thoreau 

1960)? What people actually need for a minimally good human life is probably shaped in 

part by what they think they need, but it cannot be completely determined by their beliefs 

(Dubler 1983).  

There are many reasons to question the details of Nussbaum’s account. The core 

of her account is essentially correct and minimally controversial, however. The core idea 

is that human beings are free beings who shape their lives “in cooperation and reciprocity 

with others, rather than being passively shaped or pushed around by the world” 

(Nussbaum 2000, 72). This idea demarcates an important component of a minimally good 

human life; one must be able to attain at least some autonomy to live such a life.  

Autonomy is often equated with individuality, freedom of the will, integrity, 

independence, self-knowledge, responsibility, freedom from obligation, self-assertion, 

critical reflection, and absence of external causation (O’Neill 2000, 30). Despite their 

diversity, most accounts of autonomy have this in common: People must be able to freely 

shape their lives “in cooperation and reciprocity with others” (Nussbaum 2000, 72). This 

much is essential even for the most minimal sort of autonomy as a pre-requisite for free 

action.  
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To shape one’s life, one probably needs to have some freedom from both internal 

and external constraint. Internal freedom is roughly the capacity to decide “for oneself 

what is worth doing,” one must be able to make “the decisions of a normative agent”; to 

recognize and respond to value as one sees it (Griffin 2006). One must also be able to 

reason about and make some simple plans on the basis of one’s desires. External 

freedom, or liberty, is roughly freedom from interference to pursue a “worthwhile life” 

(Raz 1998; Griffin 2006). One must have some freedom from coercion and constraint; 

one must be able to carry out some simple plans.  

Perhaps one also needs to be responsive to objective moral facts or suffering in 

others to have internal freedom. Perhaps one needs sufficiently good information about 

one’s options and to have a sufficient number of good options from which to choose to 

have external freedom. People may even need to have good relationships with others -- a 

supportive community – to shape their lives. But people must at least have some minimal 

internal and external freedom to live autonomous lives. 

This chapter will cash out and defend some of the minimal conditions for 

autonomy in explicating the subset of needs at issue in the Argument from Autonomy. In 

particular, it will argue that those things that enable people to reason about, make, and 

carry out some simple plans on the basis of their desires constitute some of their basic 

needs. First, however, the chapter will just say a few things about the place of autonomy 

in a good life. It will try to show that autonomy, understood as the ability to shape one’s 

life (whatever that may require) is necessary for a minimally good human life. It will 

argue that, at least in outline, the minimally good functioning account of needs has some 

advantages over competing accounts. 
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2. Autonomy and Minimally Good Human Lives 

Why think people need to be able to secure any autonomy at all to function 

minimally well as a creature of our type? There are at least four reasons. First, autonomy 

is at least partly constitutive of agency or personhood which is at least partly constitutive 

of minimally good human functioning. Second, autonomy is necessary for many of the 

things we think make a life go (minimally) well. Third, autonomy is itself a constituent of 

well being. Finally, autonomy may be necessary for a minimally good human life, in part, 

because people value it highly. Let us consider each of these points in turn. 

Many of the things that allow us to function minimally well are, as Aristotle 

noted, things we share with other creatures. To function minimally well, we must live, 

breathe, and eat like plants. We must move and engage with our natural environments 

like (other) animals. However, some of the things that enable minimally good human 

functioning are distinctively human. One of the things that is distinctive about minimally 

good human functioning is this:  

We human beings have a conception of ourselves and of our past and 
future. We reflect and assess. We form pictures of what a good life would 
be, often, it is true, only on a small scale, but occasionally also on a large 
scale. And we try to realize these pictures (Griffin 2006, Ch. 2).  
 

These things are essential to personhood or agency, and personhood or agency is essential 

to minimally good human functioning. An example may help us see why agency is 

necessary for minimally good human functioning. Consider the case of Marnef who is not 

an agent. She lacks a conception of being a self persisting through time with a past and 

future. She does not hope or dream. Marnef is seriously disabled. Many good things may 

happen to her, but her life will never be a success because Marnef will never pursue 
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anything. She will never achieve her goals, carry out her own projects, or try to fulfill her 

dreams. Marnef cannot function minimally well as a creature of our type.  

This, however, is only one reason autonomy is important for minimally good 

human functioning. Another is that autonomy is necessary for many of the things we 

think make a life go (minimally) well. As long as some of these things are necessary for a 

minimally good life, autonomy is also necessary for a minimally good life. Deep 

understanding, rewarding struggle, significant achievement, good relationships, practical 

reason, virtue and so forth are some of the things that give a life personal and ethical 

value. A minimally good human life must contain at least some of these things. 

Autonomy is necessary for all of these things. One must choose to spend time with one’s 

loved ones from among a host of actual and possible competing desires in order to create 

and maintain good relationships with them. One must commit to learning or developing 

skills or character traits in order to gain understanding or accomplish many significant 

things. And so forth. Autonomy is necessary for a minimally good life.  

Autonomy is also a constituent of a minimally good life; it is a constituent of well 

being. This point can be brought out by reflecting on the lives of those who do not choose 

autonomously. These people do not function minimally well at all. So as not to confuse 

the case, suppose that someone, let us call her Naima, is in good health and does not lack 

adequate nutrition or other essential goods but just drifts along through life making one 

choice then another randomly. Suppose that Naima is drifting not because she has chosen 

to drift but simply because she lacks the reasoning skills necessary for making choices or 

is unable to make her desires coherent enough to pursue a plan. Naima is not capable of 

shaping her own life. Not only is she incapable of securing many of the valuable things in 
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life like deep relationships, understanding, or achievement, she functions poorly because 

her life is not truly her own. Even if, by pure chance, she did secure many valuable 

things, her life would still lack an important kind of value. Her life would be like a prize 

won accidentally (Raz 1998).  

Alternately, consider someone who rarely makes an autonomous choice (though 

again we can suppose that this person does not lack adequate nutrition or other essential 

goods). This person, let us call him Yavesh, may rely on others or natural circumstance to 

choose for him. He may become a virtual slave to others’ wills or simply wait until there 

is no longer a choice to be made. So, Yavesh may fail to choose a career and end up 

without one, living on others’ charity. Yavesh may never decide whether to have children 

and either end up a parent accidentally or never have children. He may fail to pursue 

anything at all. Suppose further that Yavesh fails in all of these ways or ends up subject 

to the will of another not because he chooses to fail or be so subject. He is not resolute 

enough for that. He simply fails to choose at all (maybe because he cannot reason about 

his desires, form, or carry out plans on their basis). Yavesh cannot live a life that is truly 

his own; he functions poorly. If Yavesh is favored by chance, many good things may 

happen to him, but his life will still lack an important kind of value. If Yavesh’s life goes 

well it will be like a prize won in a lottery; his success empty because it is accidental. 

Autonomy is at least partly constitive of a minimally good life. 

None of this implies that people must control every decision or aspect of their 

lives. People do not need to be resolute to be autonomous. Planning one’s life may not be 

advisable. Spontaneous change may be necessary for a good life. Those who do not 

change their minds, who keep their adolescent preferences, are often simply immature.  
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Likewise, one can partially abnegate one’s autonomy without this undermining 

one’s well being. For instance, monks who enter monasteries may give up some of their 

autonomy without thereby faring poorly. This does “not abnegate dignity-conferring 

autonomy” perhaps because this action “is itself a paradigm of an autonomous act” 

(Griffin 2006, Ch. 7). Still, there is a kind of integrity and value that comes from living 

autonomously not simply abiding by others’ desires or fortune’s whimsy (although the 

autonomous person may chose to live whimsically or do what others desire).  

That autonomy is a constituent of well being is especially apparent in liberal 

social contexts, though it is true to some extent in all contexts. In liberal societies, people 

must not only choose what they want to do with their free time, they must also choose 

which jobs to take on, which projects to pursue, whether to marry (and if so whom to 

marry), and generally how to live their lives. Making some important choices contributes 

to one’s well being and is necessary for a minimally good life. This is true even if there 

are some ways in which one would fare better as the puppet of another. 

Attending to the social aspect of autonomy may help us see one other way in 

which autonomy may be essential for good functioning. Especially in a Western context, 

most people care about living their lives not just about what kind of lives they live. Most 

people value their status as agents “deliberating, assessing, choosing and acting to make 

what we see as a good life for ourselves” (Griffin 2006, Ch. 2). For instance, John Stuart 

Mill, for instance, expresses this preference when he says: 

He who chooses his plan for himself employs all his faculties. He must use 
observation to see, reasoning and judgment to foresee, activity to gather 
materials for decision, discrimination to decide, and when he has decided, 
firmness and self-control to hold to his deliberate decision…[without this] 
 

 



 95

 …it is possible that he might be guided in some good path, and kept out 
of harm’s way. But what will be his comparative worth as a human being? 
It really is of importance, not only what men do, but also what manner of 
men they are that do it (Mill 1974, 123). 

 
The value people place on autonomy may be sufficient on its own to explain some of 

autonomy’s value. Autonomy may even be necessary for good functioning, in part, 

because people value it.  

One might object to this last point in two ways. One might argue that, if things are 

valuable because people want them, autonomy is only valuable if it can be chosen from 

among other options; autonomy is valuable only if it is freely chosen (Raz 1998). 

Autonomy is not necessary for good functioning, though freely chosen autonomy may be 

necessary for good functioning. There is also a more serious problem with suggesting that 

autonomy may be necessary for good functioning because people value it. The fact that 

people want something does not necessarily mean it is valuable or determine its value. 

Suppose someone wants to mutilate themselves more than to provide their child with 

sufficient nutrients to avoid disease. Self-mutilation does not thereby become more 

valuable than the nutrients. 

I do not believe either of these objections succeeds. The first objection fails 

because autonomy is not a goal to be chosen among others. One cannot freely choose 

non-autonomously. Furthermore, things can be important for good human functioning 

even if they are not freely chosen. Having a human body is necessary for good human 

functioning, for instance. On the most straightforward reading of this objection it is, thus, 

self-undermining. The second objection fails in part because it overstates its case and in 

part because it misses something important. The fact that people want something does not 

necessarily mean it is valuable; the fact that people want something does not determine 

 



 96

its value. But the fact that people want some of the things they want may make those 

things so important to them that they cannot live minimally good lives without those 

things. A person who strives throughout their life to learn a skill may be able to live a 

minimally good life without acquiring that skill. But the life of a person who cannot 

attain autonomy is blemished in an important respect. Perhaps this is because the person 

cannot attain something of great intrinsic value. 

There are many reasons why people need to be able to secure autonomy to live 

minimally good human lives. First, autonomy is at least partly constitutive of agency or 

personhood, which is at least partly constitutive of minimally good human functioning. 

Second, autonomy is necessary for many of the things we think make a life go 

(minimally) well. Third, autonomy is itself a constituent of well being. Finally, autonomy 

may be necessary for a minimally good human life, in part, because people value it 

highly.  

Even if all this is right, even if autonomy is necessary for a minimally good 

human life, one might still wonder why we should think that one needs whatever will 

enable one to live a minimally good life. Although this chapter cannot offer a complete 

defense of this account of needs, it will try to show that it merits further consideration. It 

will show that, if it can be completely cashed out, the minimally good functioning 

account may have some advantages over competing accounts. The next section will argue 

that the competing accounts all suffer from some drawbacks that the minimally good 

functioning account may be able to avoid. It will then sketch in more detail a few of the 

conditions for autonomy. This will help us figure out in what some of our most basic 

needs consist. 
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3. Justifying the Account 
 

Why think people need whatever will enable them to live minimally good human 

lives? This section will argue that this account of needs has some advantages over two of 

the most plausible alternatives: Harm and social role based accounts. It will argue that 

neither provides a satisfactory conception of needs. Finally, it will conclude by showing 

that the minimally good functioning account can capture some of the advantages of these 

accounts and avoid some of their problems. 

Harm-Based Accounts 

Consider one of the most famous accounts of need defended in Harry Frankfurt’s 

The Importance of What We Care About. Very roughly, Frankfurt argues that we need 

those things that allow us to avoid harm when we cannot avoid harm in any other way. 

People need those things that are “necessarily necessary for avoiding harm” (Frankfurt 

1988, 112). Though he does not give a complete account of harm, Frankfurt does say a 

few things. First, he says, one is harmed if one is made worse off than before. He also 

claims that, if the only way to keep one’s situation from becoming worse is to make it 

better, one’s situation must improve for one to avoid harm. Finally, Frankfurt says that if 

one remains in a bad condition, one is harmed. He justifies this last claim by noting that 

more of a bad thing is worse than less of it (Frankfurt 1988). 

I believe there are at least three problems with Frankfurt’s account. First, his 

notion of harm is too inclusive. We do not normally say that one is harmed if one’s bad 

state merely persists. One is not made worse off than before by remaining in a bad state 

that does not become worse. Suppose, for instance, that someone with a degenerative 

disease is given some medication that stabilizes the condition. It seems that this person 
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has been helped and has certainly not been harmed. Still Frankfurt is right to think 

someone who is in a very bad state often has important unmet needs. The problem is that 

he has not yet shown that his account can explain why this is so.  

Second, people do not always need those things that allow them to avoid harm. 

Some harms are insignificant and people do not need to avoid insignificant harms. I do 

not need to wear protective clothing even if this is the only way to keep me from getting 

paper cuts or minor bruises and wearing protective clothing does not harm me.47  

Third, people may not need what will allow them to avoid major harms. 

Sometimes undergoing significant harm can be beneficial. For instance, enduring harm 

may be the only way to secure an even greater benefit. Someone with a good prognosis 

for recovery but who must live through chemotherapy may be harmed by the therapy but 

still needs it. Even if chemotherapy is successful it can cause kidney problems, infections, 

blood clots, and many other serious problems for patients (National Cancer Institute 

2007). Upon recovery patients may end up with new problems. They may even be sicker 

than they were when their cancer was first discovered (though they may be better off than 

they would otherwise be). Usually the harms that result from the treatment are less severe 

than those that will occur without the treatment, but they are still harms. Or, consider 

someone stranded on an island who must remove an infected limb in order to survive 

until help arrives. Suppose further that, if the person were not stranded the limb could 

have been saved, but without medical attention removing the limb is the person’s best 

bet. The person is harmed by removing the limb although she needs to do it. Finally, 

consider the example of a poorly functioning alcoholic who needs to hit bottom before 

                                                 
47 Even if it were a necessary law of nature that one would get paper cuts if one did not wear protective clothing, one does not need to 

wear protective clothing. 
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she will seek treatment. If hitting bottom requires a divorce, homelessness, and painful 

withdrawal the alcoholic will fare much worse for a while; she will be greatly harmed. If, 

however, she will live a much longer and better life afterwards she may truly need to hit 

bottom. In all of these cases, these people may be made better off in the long term if their 

condition is worsened temporarily. Still, the harm each must undergo to improve their life 

is significant. 

Perhaps a different harm-based account of needs will fare better. In his delightful 

article “Fundamental Needs,” Garrett Thomson argues that “X is a fundamental need for 

person A” if “X is a non-derivative, non-circumstantially specific and an inescapable 

necessary condition in order for the person A not to undergo serious harm” (Thomson 

2005, 175). Thomson specifies that “a person is harmed when he or she is deprived of 

engaging in non-instrumentally valuable experiences and activities, as well as the 

possibility of appreciating them” (Thomson 2005, 178).  

Unfortunately, Thomson’s harm based account of needs must also be rejected. 

There is an important ambiguity in Thomson’s claim that “a person is harmed when he or 

she is deprived of engaging in non-instrumentally valuable experiences and activities, as 

well as the possibility of appreciating them” (Thomson 2005, 178). It is not clear whether 

Thomson intends to indicate that: 

1) A person is harmed when he or she is deprived of engaging in any non-
instrumentally valuable experiences and activities as well as the possibility of 
appreciating them. 

Or: 
2) A person is harmed when he or she is deprived of engaging in all non-

instrumentally valuable experiences and activities as well as the possibility of 
appreciating them. 
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Neither interpretation of Thomson’s definition is plausible. The first way of construing 

his definition must be rejected for the following reason: People are not necessarily 

harmed by being deprived of some non-instrumentally valuable experiences and activities 

or the possibility of appreciating them. I may have a non-instrumentally valuable 

experience looking at a van Gogh. I will not be harmed if I am deprived of doing so. I 

may not be harmed even if I am deprived of all aesthetic experiences (and I have 

aesthetic interests). Some deprivations are not severe enough to count as harms. The 

second way of construing Thomson’s definition is also implausible. People may be 

harmed even if they are not deprived of all non-instrumentally valuable experiences and 

activities and the possibility of appreciating them. I need food and will be harmed by not 

getting food. This is so even if I am not deprived of water and both eating and drinking 

are non-instrumentally valuable activities. Similarly, I am harmed if I am not allowed to 

associate with other humans. This is so even if I am not deprived of other non-

instrumentally valuable activities or experiences.  

Now, Thomson might insist that, although his definition of harm needs some 

work, his account of need is generally defensible. If a person is deprived of engaging in 

all non-instrumentally valuable experiences and activities as well as the possibility of 

appreciating them, that person is harmed. Usually those who are deprived of non-

instrumentally valuable experiences are harmed. 

Although this response is promising, it cannot do. With this analysis, Thomson’s 

account at most offers a characterization of need. Furthermore, it is not an entirely 

plausible characterization. In many cases, it seems that one can be harmed by being 

deprived of non-instrumentally valuable experiences without being deprived of what they 
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need. If I am rich and own a Van Gough I am harmed by being deprived of the picture. I 

do not need the picture and may have everything I need even after the deprivation.  

Adapting this example may provide a general objection to harm theories. It is 

plausible to think that one can be harmed even if one can live a minimally good human 

life. For instance, stealing something significant from someone who is originally very 

well off may harm that person without interfering with the person’s ability to live a 

minimally good life. In cases like this, however, it is not always plausible to think the 

person who is harmed has unmet needs. The best explanation for this intuition is that we 

think the person can meet their needs precisely because the person can still live a 

minimally good life. 

Thomson’s theory must also contend with another general worry about harm 

accounts. Some of the things people like Tamil need they need, not merely to avoid harm, 

but in order to flourish. Tamil needs things that will allow her to improve her life and the 

lives of her family members. Her children need education even if they will not be harmed 

by failing to get an education. A good account of needs must be able to explain why this 

is so. 

Social Role Accounts 

Certainly, the minimally good functioning account of needs is not the only 

account that can explain why people need things that they do not need to avoid harm. 

David Braybrooke’s social role account provides one of the best competing accounts of 

what people need to live a flourishing life. The account he gives in Meeting Needs has 

this flavor: The needs of a population can be determined by policy makers if they follow 
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a two step process.48 First, they must create a list of necessary goods that enable 

individuals to fully carry out four social roles -- citizen, worker, parent and housekeeper 

(Braybrooke 1987). Discussion is essential to determining the exact content of the list 

(Braybrooke 1987). Then, policy makers must determine the minimal standards of 

provision for necessary goods. These standards should be set at the level sufficient for 

each member of the population to carry out each social role. Braybrooke thinks that even 

those who choose not to occupy a particular social role need many of the same things that 

those who occupy all of the roles need.  

Unfortunately, it is not the case that all individuals need whatever allows them to 

function in Braybrooke’s social roles. This is especially true if they do not hope to 

occupy these roles. Tamil’s daughter might need prenatal health care to have children. 

She does not, however, need to have access to prenatal health care if she does not become 

pregnant. 

Braybrooke might respond to this challenge in a couple of ways. First, he might 

argue that all women need to be capable of bearing children. Prenatal care enables 

women to have children if they want to have them. Braybrooke would not want to force 

women to seek out prenatal care if they are not planning to give birth. But, whether or not 

they avail themselves of it, prenatal care must be available to all women. They need 

access to such care to be capable of bearing children.  

This may be too quick. Women that do not decide to get pregnant do not need to 

have access to prenatal care to be capable of bearing children. At least they do not need to 

                                                 
48 One worry about Braybrooke’s account is that it is underspecified. He specifies that agreement by ninety percent of the policy 

making population is required for defining a list of needs and a standard of provision. He does not specify which ninety percent of 

policy makers’ opinions should be taken into account. Different coalitions of policy makers will probably be able to agree to different 

lists of needs and standards for provision for these needs (Brock 1994).  
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have such access anymore than they need sperm to have this capability. If anything, such 

women need sperm more than prenatal care, to be capable of bearing children. It would 

be a strange theory that said women need access to sperm. 

More plausibly Braybrooke might point out that he is only concerned to give an 

account of what people typically need. Most women have children and, so, need 

appropriate care. Similarly, most people need to work and to have citizenship in some 

country, though some extraordinary individuals do fine without these things. 

If, however, this is Braybrooke’s project, it does not compete with the minimally 

good functioning theory. It is very difficult to give a unified account of every person’s 

needs. It is relatively easy to give an intuitive account of many of the things people need. 

The minimally good functioning account takes on the more ambitious project. 

Interlude 

 People do not need everything that will allow them to avoid harm or fulfill 

traditional social roles. There is an intuitive connection between meeting needs, avoiding 

harm, and fulfilling traditional social roles. The minimally good functioning account of 

needs, like its competitors, certainly needs to be cashed out further. I will only begin this 

work below. If it is defensible, however, it may be able to explain the intuitive connection 

between meeting needs, avoiding harm, and fulfilling traditional social roles. People are 

usually harmed if their ability to live a minimally good life is undermined. Those who 

cannot live a minimally good life are often unable to do so because they have been 

harmed. Similarly, those who cannot live a minimally good life are usually incapable of 

fulfilling social roles. Furthermore, people may not be able to live minimally good lives if 

they are prevented from fulfilling some such roles. For instance, one may not be able to 
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live a minimally good life if one is prevented from working and earning enough to feed 

one’s self. I, thus, believe that the minimally good functioning account may retain some 

advantages of the traditional accounts while avoiding some of their faults.  

One might worry about analyzing needs using a conception of a minimally good 

life. The conception of a minimally good life at issue is not simpler, intuitive, or more 

basic than the concept of needs itself. Good philosophical analysis should aim to 

elucidate complex concepts in terms of more basic concepts. These simple concepts 

should then illuminate, in an intuitive way, the more complex concepts. 

It is not clear that this objection goes through. It may be impossible to analyze 

basic concepts in terms of concepts that are yet more basic. Nor need a good analysis be 

simple or intuitive. A good analysis may, instead, provide explanatory power linking 

basic concepts together in a unified way. At least, a proposed analysis should not be 

rejected because it is complex or unintuitive if no simpler, more intuitive analysis is 

available. Unless there is a simpler, more intuitive, way of analyzing need that has as 

much explanatory power, the minimally good functioning account of needs is worth 

pursing. 

Sketching the minimally good functioning account of needs fills in the outline of 

the Argument from Human Rights. The second chapter defended the claim that everyone 

is entitled to equal consideration, which requires appropriately protecting everyone’s 

ability to live a minimally good human life. If the account suggested above is right, not 

being able to meet one’s needs threatens one’s ability to live a minimally good life. If the 

other premises of the Argument from Human Rights hold, its conclusion follows: 

Everyone has a human right to attain the objects of their needs. That this is so will only 
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become clearer below. The rest of the chapter will argue that people must be able to meet 

their most basic needs to secure even the most minimal conditions for the kind of 

autonomy required to live a minimally good life. In doing all of this, this chapter also 

finishes defending the Argument from Autonomy. The conditions for the kind of 

autonomy required to live a minimally good life are just the conditions for sufficient 

autonomy. The last chapter concluded that, to be legitimate, the global institutional 

system must do what it can to enable people to secure sufficient autonomy. So, it will 

follow that the global institutional system must do what it can to enable people to meet 

many of their most basic needs.  

Finally, the rest of this chapter will provide a bit of content for the account of 

needs at issue. In particular, it will show that most people need at least some minimal 

amount of food, water, shelter, education, health care, and emotional and social support 

to meet even the most minimal conditions for sufficient autonomy. It will follow that the 

global institutional system must do what it can to enable most people to secure some 

minimal amount of food, water, shelter, education, health care, emotional and social 

support. Most people have a human right to be able to secure these things. First, however, 

consider the relationship between needs and basic needs at a highly abstract level. 

4. Basic Needs 

A few philosophers have suggested that people have a basic need for whatever 

will enable them to secure some minimal amount of autonomy (Brock 1998; Copp 1998). 

Unfortunately, this does not provide a plausible conception of basic needs. Intuitively, 

some people have basic needs for things that do not enable them to secure any amount of 

autonomy. For instance, some of the most severely disabled need unusual medical care 
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though they will never be able to live autonomously. Furthermore, it is arguable that 

some of the things people need to secure autonomy are not basic in any intuitive sense. 

Expensive psychiatric medicine may be necessary to enable megalomaniacs to secure 

sufficient autonomy. There is an insight, however, in autonomy-based accounts of basic 

needs. Many of the things that enable people to secure sufficient autonomy are basic 

needs. Where, to secure sufficient autonomy, people must be able to live a life in which 

they can reason about, make, and carry out some simple plans on the basis of their 

beliefs, values, desires, and goals (henceforth: desires). This is the way that sufficient 

autonomy should be understood in the context of the Argument from Autonomy.  

To make all of this plausible, however, this chapter must defend the conditions for 

sufficient autonomy. It must also show that they are essential for autonomy as a pre-

requisite for free action. This will justify calling those things people need to secure 

sufficient autonomy most basic needs. Some of the things the account captures may not 

intuitively qualify as basic needs themselves. It is fair to say, however, that these needs 

are most basic because they are needed for the most basic conditions for autonomy. And, 

even if this is a slightly misleading use of most basic needs, it is better than the 

alternative expression those-things-people-need-to-secure-sufficient-autonomy for the 

needs at issue in the Argument from Autonomy and what follows. 

The next section will set out and defend the conditions for sufficient autonomy 

and show that these conditions, in particular, are central to a minimally good human life. 

It will follow that everyone needs whatever will enable them to secure sufficient 

autonomy; everyone must be able to meet their most basic needs. Finally, this chapter 

concludes by considering some of the practical implications of the Argument from 
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Autonomy and the Argument from Human Rights. It will argue that most people need 

some minimal amount of food, water, shelter, education, health care, social, and 

emotional goods. The global institutional system is obligated to enable most people to 

secure at least this much. Most people have a human right to be able to secure these 

things. 

Conditions for Autonomy 

Recall what is necessary for people to secure sufficient autonomy. To secure 

sufficient autonomy, people must be able to live lives in which they can reason about, 

make, and carry out simple plans on the basis of their desires. Let us consider each part of 

this account now.  

Consider, first, what it means to say that one must be able to reason about simple 

plans on the basis of one's desires. Autonomous people must have some instrumental 

reasoning ability. Some hold much more demanding conceptions of rationality on which 

this condition would be controversial. Kant, for instance, thinks that reason requires each 

of us to acknowledge the categorical imperative as unconditionally required (O’Neill 

1986; Hill Jr. 1989). Many deny the existence of such an imperative. Let us sidestep such 

debates. Most people can at least agree that rationality requires instrumental reasoning 

ability. Such reasoning is essential for making simple plans as well as doing many of the 

other things that are necessary to shape one’s life. Autonomous people can have mediocre 

reasoning skills. Sometimes they may not be able to reason well at all. But, to have 

sufficient autonomy, people must at least have some instrumental reasoning ability. 

Ceteris paribus, autonomy simply grows with improved reasoning ability.  
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Next, consider what it means to say that one must be able to make some simple 

plans on the basis of one's desires. This ability is a kind of internal freedom one can have 

even if subject to external constraint. One must be able to form some simple plans that 

would work if implemented. One must be able to make some simple plans that one could 

carry through if free from external constraint. If one cannot make some simple plans, 

one's decisions may be shortsighted or contradictory. One will not be able to act 

consistently. There are many ways of making sense of this idea. One might, for instance, 

analyze the ability to make some simple plans on the basis of one's desires in terms of the 

ability to make one's motivating desires generally coherent. Alternately, one might give a 

decision-theoretic analysis of planning in terms of a consistent preference ordering. Yet 

another option is to cash out the ability to make some simple plans on the basis of one’s 

desires in terms of ordering one’s ends perhaps by drawing on John Rawls’ work on 

plans of life (Rawls 1971). Fortunately, we need not explicate the ability to make some 

simple plans on the basis of one's desires further here. These are all standard moves in the 

literature on autonomy.49

Finally, consider what is necessary to carry out some simple plans. This ability 

requires some external and internal freedom. One must not be completely prevented from 

acting. One must be free from external constraints. Chains or other physical constraints 

can prevent one from carrying out most simple plans. One must also have some internal 

control over one’s body. If one is paralyzed or has problems controlling one’s movements 

one may be unable to carry out simple plans.  

                                                 
49 For instance, see (Bratman 2005). 
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As with reasoning ability, the abilities to make and carry out some simple plans 

on the basis of one's desires come in degrees. Some can make more complicated plans 

than others. Some can make a greater number of simple plans. Some can carry out more 

complicated or a greater number of plans. As noted above, sufficiently autonomous 

people can have mediocre reasoning skills. Sometimes they may not be able to reason 

well at all. Similarly, sufficiently autonomous people need not be able to make very 

complex plans or plan their whole lives. They need not be able to carry out any plans that 

they want.  

But how good must one's abilities to make and carry out some simple plans on the 

basis of one's desires must be for one to secure sufficient autonomy on this account? To 

be sufficiently autonomous, one’s ability to reason about, make, and carry out simple 

plans must be good enough that one’s competence to make important decisions for one’s 

self is not imperiled. One must have sufficiently good reasoning and planning ability that 

one’s competence to agree to life changing medical procedures, important legal 

arrangements, and so forth is not threatened.  

Of course, many things are required for competence besides reasoning and 

planning ability. People must possess good information to be competent. They must be 

able to understand the decision they are making. They must be capable of 

communicating, and the list goes on (Buchanan and Brock 1989).  

Poor reasoning or planning can, however, clearly lead to incompetence. The 

abilities to reason about, make, and carry out some simple plans are necessary conditions 

for competence. One who cannot reason about, make, and carry out some simple plans is 

not competent to make important decisions for one’s self. 
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One might worry about linking autonomy with competence in this way. One way 

of bringing out the worry is through an example suggested by James Griffin. Although 

Griffin almost certainly had a slightly different target in mind when he gave the example, 

he suggested that autonomy on a competence view often comes down to something like 

the following: 

A doctor’s explaining to the patient what the proposed treatment involves, 
its risks and its alternatives, and the patient’s then signing a consent 
form… The patient may well be under too much stress to think straight. 
The doctor’s explanation may be too brief or too technical for the patient 
sufficiently to understand. And the doctor describing the options is likely 
to be the person who, in the first place, chose the recommended option 
(Griffin 2006, Ch. 7).  
 

If competence just requires this kind of information and reflection it does not amount to 

much. Griffin might argue that the competence account of sufficient autonomy cannot be 

correct. One is not sufficiently autonomous just because one is competent.  

 Although the conditions for autonomy at issue are only necessary for autonomy, 

there is something important in this objection. Competency is a normative notion that 

needs to be fully cashed out to truly specify and defend the threshold on these capacities. 

Although this chapter cannot do this work, many have written on the topic (Buchanan 

and Brock 1989). Griffin’s example, rather than providing reason to reject competence 

theories of autonomy, can help us cash out a better conception of competence. To be 

competent, one may need to be free from excessive stress, have sufficient unbiased 

information, and so forth. Nevertheless, using a competency threshold on the capacities 

for autonomy is plausible on good conceptions of competency. 

Consider how autonomy is impaired when one cannot reason about, make, and 

carry out some simple plans on the basis of one's desires. Suppose that Tamil becomes ill 
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with malaria because she does not have a bed net. Suppose that she suffers from 

delusions. When she is delusional, we can suppose that Tamil is unable to reason about, 

make, and carry out some simple plans on the basis of her desires. Because she is not able 

to reason well enough or form some simple plans, her decisions will not be sensible. 

Tamil might ask for water one moment and then refuse to drink the next. She might ask 

to speak to her children and then refuse to speak to them. Tamil's desires are like cars on 

city streets going this way and that, unconstrained by traffic signals (Feinberg 1973). 

Tamil lacks rules with which she can reason about her desires. She lacks the capacity to 

choose between them. She is not able to reason about, make, and carry out some simple 

plans on the basis of her desires. Tamil is not competent to make important decisions for 

herself. If Tamil does not recover she will not be sufficiently autonomous. 

Contrast the case of Tamil with the case of Emal. Suppose Emal is a devout 

Muslim. He wants to live his whole life according to his faith. Occasionally he wants to 

drink with the other young men who live in his neighborhood. However, he is able to 

reason about, make, and carry out some simple plans on the basis of his competing 

desires. Emal might autonomously decide, for instance, that his desire to be a good 

Muslim is much stronger than his desire to drink and, thus, never drink at all. Emal is 

able to reason about, make, and carry out some simple plans on the basis of his desires. 

He is competent to make important decisions for himself. Emal is sufficiently 

autonomous.50  

                                                 
50 The conditions for autonomy I have set out do not prevent one from acting from poor reasons (e.g., wishful thinking). If one thinks 

this is not compatible with autonomy, additional criteria for autonomy will be necessary to rule out this possibility. 
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Autonomy is not an all or none affair.51 Almost all of us are autonomous to some 

degree. Even if one’s autonomy is extremely compromised, one can probably reason 

about, make, and carry out some simple plans on the basis of one’s desires. Tamil may be 

more or less delirious and, so, more or less autonomous. She will probably be more 

autonomous at some times than at others. For instance, she may come out of her fever 

after a few days and regain autonomy.  

Although this chapter has not given a systematic defense of the conditions for 

autonomy, hopefully it has done enough to explicate and motivate them. It should be 

clear how defining the threshold on these conditions for sufficient autonomy using the 

notion of competence connects the account of the conditions for autonomy with the 

enabling condition for legitimacy. To make important decisions for one’s self, to 

autonomously agree to a coercive inescapable institutional system, one must be able to 

secure these conditions sufficient autonomy. Below we will consider objections to the 

conditions for sufficient autonomy. The last section will conclude by considering the 

connection between these conditions and being able to meet some of our most basic 

needs. First, however, this section will motivate their inclusion in an account of 

autonomy that is central to a minimally good life. 

Sufficient Autonomy and the Minimally Good Life 

This section will argue that people must be able to secure the conditions for 

sufficient autonomy in particular to live minimally good lives. It will argue that these 

conditions are in fact conditions for autonomy and are also independently important for 

individuals to live minimally good lives.  

                                                 
51 One could deny this and specify a threshold on the ability to reason about, make, and carry out simple plans on the basis of one’s 

desires. I leave it to those who prefer such a binary theory to make the necessary emendations. 
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 Recall that there are many reasons why people need to be able to secure 

autonomy to live minimally good human lives. First, autonomy is at least partly 

constitutive of agency or personhood, which is at least partly constitutive of minimally 

good human functioning. Second, autonomy is necessary for many of the things we think 

make a life go (minimally) well. Third, autonomy is itself a constituent of well being. 

Finally, autonomy, the ability to shape one’s life, may be necessary for a minimally good 

human life, in part, because people value it highly. It should be clear that one must be 

able to reason about, make, and carry out some simple plans on the basis of one’s desires 

to shape one’s life. If one cannot reason about, make, and carry out some simple plans on 

the basis of one’s desires, one cannot reflect and assess in the way necessary for agency 

or personhood. Without the abilities to reason about, make, and carry out some simple 

plans on the basis of one’s desires one cannot attain deep understanding, rewarding 

struggle, significant achievement, good relationships, practical reason, virtue, and so 

forth 

These conditions for autonomy are also necessary for a minimally good life 

independent of their contribution to autonomy. The abilities to reason about, make, and 

carry out some simple plans on the basis of one’s desires are intrinsically valuable 

(though exercising these abilities absent wisdom and goodness may lead to devastatingly 

bad consequences). These conditions may be so important that a minimally good life is 

impossible without them. After all, these conditions for autonomy are also so minimal the 

even basic competence is impossible without them. Competence is incredibly important 

to us, probably more important for most people than things like self-realization, deep 

understanding, or accomplishment. We can see that this is so by reflecting on the fact that 
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one of the reasons Alzheimer’s, dementia, and other diseases that undermine individuals’ 

most basic competence are devastating is because they undermine individuals’ most basic 

competence. Those suffering from such diseases maintain their emotional capacities, 

desires, and goals but sometimes cannot reason about, make, and carry out some simple 

plans on the basis of their desires. Individuals who lack these abilities may be unable to 

resist outside suggestion or be torn apart by inner conflict. People who lack these abilities 

are not free to live their own lives (Nussbaum 2000).52  

In short, here are many reasons why people need to be able to reason about, make, 

and carry out plans on the basis of their desires to live minimally good human lives. 

Autonomy is valuable, in part, because people value it. It also contributes to individual 

well being and is partly constitutive of minimally good human functioning. These 

conditions for autonomy are also necessary for a minimally good life independent of their 

contribution to autonomy. These conditions are necessary for competence and, so, 

intrinsically valuable. The abilities to reason about, make, and carry out some simple 

plans on the basis of one’s desires are necessary for minimally good human 

functioning.53  

 Objections to the Conditions 

One might deny that the abilities to reason about, make, and carry out some 

simple plans on the basis of one’s desires are necessary for autonomy. For instance, one 

might worry that the conditions for autonomy set out above are incompatible with values 

of interdependence and care (O’Neill 2000, 30). One might also believe these 

                                                 
52 See (Rachels and Ruddick 1989) for defense of the idea that autonomy is constitutive of having a life. 

53 Some of the severely disabled are unable to live a minimally good human life on my account. Some of the severely disabled cannot 

secure any autonomy at all.  
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requirements “conflict with emotional ties to others, with commitments to causes, with 

authority, tradition, expertise, leadership, and so forth” (Dworkin 1989, 59). These are the 

sorts of things that those who believe autonomy is a Western value think autonomy rules 

out (Buchanan 2004). One might argue that it is impossible to care unconditionally for 

others or to be completely committed to a cause if one can reason about, make, and carry 

out some simple plans on the basis of one’s desires. 

This is implausible. The values of community, care, and interdependence are not 

in tension with the abilities to reason about, make, and carry out some simple plans on the 

basis of one’s desires. One might reasonably accept one’s desire to follow one’s tradition 

or leaders because one is committed to tradition or values loyalty. If one reasons about 

and accepts the example or traditions of one’s culture, parents, role models, or leaders, 

this may only strengthen one’s commitment to these values. The case of Emal 

demonstrates this clearly enough. We should not let some emotions (e.g. deadly rage) 

control our actions. However, we must take our emotions into account to live 

autonomously.54 Only by taking emotions into account can we have any hope of attaining 

the peace of mind necessary for securing sufficient autonomy.  

Those who accept non-Western theories of autonomy often emphasize the social 

preconditions for developing autonomy. Humans are social creatures and community is 

necessary for our flourishing if not our survival as autonomous individuals. We develop 

our reasoning and planning capacities (as well as most of our other capacities) in 

conjunction with others. It is important not to neglect this fact. There may be other ways 

that a community is important for autonomy as well. For instance, one may need to 

                                                 
54 Of course, none of what I have said precludes people from being autonomous but immoral.  
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belong to a community with some degree of self-determination to be autonomous. 

However, this chapter will not explore these connections as the Argument from 

Autonomy’s audience is primarily one that is convinced of the importance of individual 

autonomy independent of its connection with community. 

A different worry is this: The abilities to reason about, make, and carry out some 

simple plans on the basis of one’s desires may actually undermine, rather than enhance, 

autonomy. Suppose one accepts the following propositions: It is impossible to stand back 

from one’s desires far enough to reason about, make, and carry out some simple plans on 

their basis while maintaining one’s social attachments. If one does not maintain one’s 

social attachments then one is not being true to one’s self. Autonomy requires one to be 

true to one’s self. It will follow that one cannot step back from one’s desires far enough 

to reason about, make, and carry out some simple plans on their basis and maintain 

autonomy (Taylor 1994).  

Part of this argument may be right. To be autonomous one may need to be true to 

one’s self. It may also be difficult for one to stand back from some of one’s desire while 

maintaining one’s social attachments (although this is not entirely clear). Suppose one 

identifies as a parent with unquestioned commitment to one’s children. Standing back 

from one’s desire to take care of one’s child far enough to reason about, make, and carry 

out some simple plans on this basis may be impossible.  

However, this argument is not valid as it stands. To make the argument valid, one 

has to show that all of one’s desires are constitutive of one’s identity. This is implausible. 

Some desires are not constitutive of one’s identity or determined by one’s social 

attachments. My desire to purchase a red chair rather than a blue one is not constitutive of 
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my identity. It is not determined by my social attachments. Nor, is it clear that we need to 

be independent of our desires in order to reason about, make, and carry out some simple 

plans on their basis. Emal’s identity may be largely defined by his desire to be a good 

Muslim. He is not more autonomous if his identity is not defined in this way. Still, none 

of this shows that he must stand back from his desire to be a good Muslim in order to 

reason about, make, and carry out some simple plans on its basis. This section has only 

argued that the abilities to reason about, make, and carry out some simple plans are 

essential to autonomy.  

5. What Most People Need 

The final question we must answer, then, is this: What do people need to secure 

sufficient autonomy? The answer is simple. People need many different things. Some 

only need enough food and water to stay alive. Others need expensive surgeries or 

medications. 

In what follows, however, this section will argue that most people need some 

minimal amount of food, water, shelter, education, health care, emotional, and social 

goods to secure sufficient autonomy. Even those who are young, old, disabled, 

dependent, widowed, subject to difficult social relations, negatively impacted by drugs, 

and isolated need these things. The minimally good functioning account of need allows 

us to capture many of the things that we intuitively count as most basic needs. 

Recall that to secure sufficient autonomy people must be able to reason about, 

make, and carry out some simple plans on the basis of their desires. If one is unable to 

secure some minimal amount of food, water, shelter, education, health care, emotional, 

and social goods one’s ability to rationally reflect, form, and carry out plans on the basis 
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of one’s desires may be impaired. Those who lack these things are likely to suffer from 

disabilities that undercut their ability to secure sufficient autonomy.  

In what follows, this section argues very briefly that most people must be able to 

secure some minimal amount of food, water, shelter, and health care. It then shows that 

once people have some autonomy-undermining disabilities they are likely to acquire 

others. It illustrates this connection by showing that those who are malnourished are 

likely to suffer from autonomy-undermining illnesses. In doing this, it also shows how 

food and medical care are necessary for most people to secure sufficient autonomy. 

Finally, this section argues that some minimal amount of education, emotional and social 

goods are necessary for most people to secure sufficient autonomy. 

People who cannot secure some minimal amount of food, water, shelter, and 

health care are likely to suffer from autonomy undermining disabilities. People who 

cannot secure some minimal amount of food and water are likely to suffer from 

malnutrition. Those who lack decent shelter have a high probability of suffering from 

over-exposure to dangerous environmental conditions. People who must live in marginal 

areas are likely to suffer from environmental pollutants and disasters. Those who cannot 

secure decent medical care are likely to suffer from frequent sickness and chronic illness. 

Malnutrition, illness, over-exposure, and other tragedies can all lead to autonomy-

undermining disabilities.55  

                                                 
55 For instance, there is a lot of evidence that decent nourishment is important for good cognitive functioning. Children’s mental 

functioning can also be impaired if their mothers do not receive proper nourishment during pregnancy. See: (Leathers and Foster 

2004). 
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Furthermore, when one’s ability to avoid some disabilities is reduced, one’s 

ability to avoid other disabilities may be reduced as well.56 Consider the link between 

malnutrition and illness.57 Malnutrition inhibits one’s immune system’s ability to fight 

infection (Leathers and Foster 2004). The malnourished are thus likely to suffer from 

diarrhea, pneumonia, influenza, bronchitis, whooping cough, and measles as well as a 

host of more exotic illnesses. Non-infectious illnesses are even more directly linked to 

poor nutrition. Scurvy results from a lack of vitamin C, beri-beri from a lack of thiamine, 

pellagra from niacin deficiency, macrocytic and microcytic anemia from folic acid and 

iron deficiencies (Leathers and Foster 2004). 

Diseases associated with malnutrition can result in incapacitation (Leathers and 

Foster 2004). For instance, keratomalacia which results from vitamin A deficiency, 

kwashiorkor which results from protein deficiency, and iodine deficiencies can result in 

severe disabilities and sometimes death (Leathers and Foster 2004). In fact, malnutrition 

is associated with 50 percent of deaths in developing countries.58 Eighteen million people 

die every year from such easily preventable poverty related causes (Pogge 2006a). This 

number equals approximately the combined population of Los Angeles, Indianapolis, 

Detroit, Jacksonville, Columbus, Austin, Memphis, Baltimore, Fort Worth, El Paso, 

Milwaukee, San Francisco, Seattle, Boston, Denver, Washington DC., Las Vegas, 

                                                 
56 Jeffery Sachs illustrates the problem with the case of malaria. “Children who suffer repeated bouts of malaria can suffer lifetime ill 

effects caused by chronic anemia and the aftermath of complicated cases… they may drop out of school early because of poor 

attendance and a poor ability to learn…. When children die in large numbers, parents overcompensate and have more children, with 

devastating results. Too poor to invest in the education of all of their children, the family might educate just one child, usually the 

elder son. If children in malarious regions manage to survive, they [often] enter adulthood without the proper education they need to 

succeed” (Sachs 2005, 198). 

57 For other examples of how some aspects of poverty can engender others see (Kanbur and Squire 1999). 

58 The feedback loop between malnutrition and illness also goes in the other direction – illness can promote dietary deficiencies just 

as dietary deficiencies can promote illness (Leathers and Foster 2004). 
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Portland, Minneapolis, Fresno, Cleveland, Sacramento, Kansas City, Atlanta, 

Albuquerque, Omaha, Oakland, Miami, Honolulu, Minneapolis, Tucson, Long Beach, 

and Virginia Beach. The very sick and dead are obviously incapable of securing any 

autonomy.  

Those who lack at least some (formal or informal) elementary education may not 

develop the reasoning and planning skills necessary for autonomy. But this is not the 

main reason they are unlikely to be able to secure sufficient autonomy. The main reason 

is that those who lack at least some (formal or informal) elementary education are 

unlikely to be able to secure sufficient food, water, shelter, and health care. They are, 

thus, likely to suffer autonomy undermining disabilities. Education is, for instance, often 

necessary for people to get jobs which allow them to supports themselves; to secure 

adequate food, water, shelter, and medical care (World Bank 2007a). Education also 

improves nutritional status and reduces the likelihood that one will contract some serious 

illnesses (World Bank 2007a). Those who lack at least some (formal or informal) 

elementary education are likely to suffer from autonomy-undermining disabilities. 

Even when people are not disabled, the threat of becoming disabled may itself 

interfere with individuals’ ability to secure sufficient autonomy. In order for many people 

to think clearly about the future, to think about anything beyond their next meal, they 

must be confident that they can secure food, water, shelter and so forth. Those whose 

minds are completely consumed by the essentials of survival may be unable to reason 

clearly about their desires. They may not be able to form or carry out some simple plans 

on the basis of their desires. Those without emotional integrity may be less likely to 

secure sufficient autonomy for many other reasons as well. Emotional stress may 
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contribute to a host of autonomy-undermining mental disorders. For instance, stress is 

correlated with panic attacks, depression, and other psychological disorders (Beaton 

2003). Stress, depression, and other psychological problems are also likely to reduce the 

ability of one’s immune system to fight infection (Beaton 2003). Finally, self esteem is 

one important emotional good. Those who lack self-esteem are more likely to develop 

some devastating psychological and health problems (Baumeister, Campbell et al. 2003). 

“Fear, insecurity, dependency, depression, anxiety, intranquility, shame, hopelessness, 

isolation and powerlessness… such experiential elements of a bad life…have an impact 

on the agency of poor people…” (Brock 1999, 3). Most people must be able to secure 

basic emotional goods in order to able to secure sufficient autonomy. As Nietzsche said, 

“[t]he belly is the reason why man does not so readily take himself for a God” (Nietzsche 

1924, 96). 

Finally, those who lack basic social goods may be at risk of autonomy 

undermining disabilities. People sometimes start to think badly of themselves just 

because they are disparaged by others. If one thinks that one is worthless, one may fail to 

give one’s desires due weight. One might look to supplicate oneself to other (richer) 

people in the hopes of attaining sustenance (as beggars do). In supplicating oneself, one 

may be unable to live autonomously apart from the desires of others. Without the ability 

to secure basic social goods, people may be unable to secure sufficient autonomy. 

Those without much social capital or social standing may be less likely to secure 

sufficient autonomy. These people are less likely to have decent living conditions, good 

health, livelihood opportunities, and earning power (Woolcock 2001). Those who lack 

social capital are also at a higher risk for mental and physical illness, suicide, and early 
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death from other causes (Cullen and Whiteford 2001; Woolcock 2001; Hudson 2005). 

Those who rank low in the social hierarchy have shorter life spans and are at higher risk 

for many devastating diseases (Marmot 2004). The causal evidence suggests that 

perception of low social standing may increase stress which reduces immune functioning 

and can harm health in other ways as well (Doyle November 2002). Basic social goods 

may be important for securing autonomy even when one can meet one’s other needs 

(Marmot 2004). 

On the conditions for autonomy defended above, individuals can secure sufficient 

autonomy as long as their minds do not become clouded and they have some room for 

free action. Some people are able to secure sufficient autonomy without being able to 

obtain some minimal amount of food, water, shelter, education, health care, emotional, or 

social goods. But this kind of severe deprivation will undermine most people’s ability to 

reason about, make, and carry out some simple plans on the basis of their desires (O’Neill 

2000). Most people must be able to secure some minimal amount of food, water, shelter, 

education, health care, emotional, and social goods to secure sufficient autonomy.  

Many of the things we intuitively think most people need to avoid severe poverty 

they need to secure sufficient autonomy.  

Now, one might point out that those who cannot secure sufficient autonomy can 

belong to any class. For instance, the rich might fall prey to depression or delusions of 

grandeur so great that their ability to reason about, make, and carry out simple plans will 

be impaired. If fear and poor self-esteem can undermine autonomy, then ambition or 

narcissism might as well. 
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This is a serious possibility. If one believes that people must actually 

autonomously consent to the global institutional system, then all people must be capable 

of securing sufficient autonomy. However, reflection shows this is not as counter-

intuitive as on might initially think. The fact that a rich person is seriously incapable of 

securing sufficient autonomy shows two things. First, there is probably little the global 

institutional system (or anyone else) can realistically do to help the person. Second, the 

rich person is seriously disabled. If something can be done for someone, rich or poor, 

who cannot reason about, make, or carry out some simple plans, it is not crazy to think 

that there is some obligation to help.  

A different objection to the arguments in this section is this. Many of these 

arguments have the following structure: If people cannot secure x then they are at a high 

risk of autonomy-undermining disabilities, so most people must be able to secure x to 

avoid autonomy-undermining disabilities. One might wonder about the relationship here 

between enabling people to secure sufficient autonomy and reducing individuals’ risk of 

autonomy undermining disabilities. Must each individual’s risk of autonomy 

undermining disability be completely eliminated?  

This question is interesting but its answers is “no.” Neither the Argument from 

Autonomy nor the Argument from Human Rights suggests that people must be at zero 

risk for autonomy undermining disabilities. Everyone must just be able to secure 

sufficient autonomy in the real world. It is possible for someone to have a 99.99% 

probability of an autonomy undermining disability and yet never fail to secure sufficient 

autonomy. Suppose, however, that this is impossible. Suppose that everyone’s probability 

of acquiring an autonomy-undermining disability must approach 0 for everyone to be 
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able to secure sufficient autonomy. This fact would not present an objection to the 

Argument from Autonomy or the Argument from Human Rights. It may not be justifiable 

to enable everyone to secure sufficient autonomy all things considered. This will depend 

on what other competing moral obligations exist. Still, this section, in conjunction with 

the arguments above, has established a prima facie obligation to enable most people to 

meet their basic needs. 

6. Conclusion 

This chapter has defended an argument for the conclusion that people need 

whatever will enable them to live minimally good lives. The things that enable us to 

secure sufficient autonomy intuitively count among our most basic needs. To secure 

sufficient autonomy people must be able to reason about, make, and carry out some 

simple plans on the basis of their desires. To secure sufficient autonomy, most people 

need at least some minimal amount of food, water, shelter, education, health care, and 

emotional, and social goods.  

Combining these conclusions with the conclusions arrived at in the second 

chapter completes our defense of the Argument from Human Rights. The second chapter 

defended the conclusion that everyone is entitled to equal consideration which requires 

appropriately protecting people’s abilities to live minimally good human lives. People 

must be able to meet their needs to live minimally good lives. Furthermore, not being 

able to meet one’s most basic needs threatens one’s important interest in autonomy 

essential for living a minimally good life. It will follow that everyone has a human right 

to be able to meet their needs, including their most basic needs. Furthermore, most people 
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have a human right to at least some minimal amount of food, water, shelter, education, 

health care, and emotional, and social goods.  

Combining the conclusions of this chapter with the conclusions arrived at in the 

last chapter also completes our defense of the Argument from Autonomy. The last 

chapter defended the conclusion that the global institutional system must, insofar as 

possible, enable everyone to secure sufficient autonomy. Because the things that people 

need to secure sufficient autonomy constitute their most basic needs, we can conclude 

that the global institutional system must, insofar as possible, enable everyone to meet 

their most basic needs. To secure sufficient autonomy, most people to secure some 

minimal amount of food, water, shelter, education, health care, and emotional, and social 

goods. So the global institutional system must at least enable most people to secure at 

least this much. 

The arguments in subsequent chapters will not depend too much on whether one 

finds the Argument from Human Rights or the Argument from Autonomy more 

convincing. One must only agree that there is some obligation to help people meet some 

of their needs and institutions have a role to play in fulfilling this obligation. The 

arguments in the fifth and sixth chapters discuss whether the global rules of trade are 

justifiable. One might be interested in this question, for instance, even if one does not 

think the global institutional system is itself obligated to enable people to meet any of 

their needs. One can read these chapters in search of the answer to the question: “Do 

those who are responsible for enabling people to meet needs, have reason to support the 

rules of trade or to change them?” Even if one does not accept either the Argument from 
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Human Rights or the Argument from Autonomy one may still find the arguments that 

follow interesting. Let us proceed! 
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CHAPTER 4. MEETING NEED 
 

Imagine that your role in enabling people to meet needs is in administering aid. 

Suppose that you work for an aid agency helping people on Smokey Mountain. You are 

in charge of deciding how to enable people to secure vitamin supplements from the 

limited stock available. Suppose that you have to choose how to distribute 20 milligrams 

of vitamin among four people to help them avoid risk of illness caused by vitamin-

deprivation. If a person does not end up with a total of 20 milligrams that person will 

have some risk of serious illness. Suppose you know that the more milligrams one has the 

less likely one is to get sick and that having even a single milligram will lower a person’s 

risk of disease. You are also able to figure out how much vitamin each person is already 

receiving. So, after doing a few calculations, you create the diagram below illustrating 

how many milligrams each person already has and needs. 

 

 
18 12 6 0 

 
The first person has 18 milligrams, so needs two milligrams to get enough vitamin. The 

second person has 12 milligrams, so needs eight milligrams to get enough vitamin. The 

third person has six milligrams, so needs 14 milligrams to get enough vitamin. The last 

person has no vitamin, so needs 20 milligrams to get enough vitamin. What should you 

do if you cannot enable everyone to meet their needs? 

There are many things institutions (and those in institutional roles) might take into 

account in deciding what to do. For instance, they might try to maximize efficiency in 
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helping people to meet needs, help all equally, or aid the least well off.59 In the example 

above, for instance, it might be most efficient to help whoever you come across first. You 

might help all equally by helping each person secure an equal amount of vitamin. You 

might aid the least well off by using all available vitamins to help the person who needs 

20 milligrams. In different contexts, any of these principles might, for instance, lead 

institutions to prioritize emergency aid over long term development assistance, health 

interventions over agricultural support, or education over shelter. Alternately, these or 

other principles might lead institutions to conditionalize aid to countries on their adopting 

good economic policies. Or, such principle might lead institutions to conditionalize aid to 

individuals on the basis of how many disability adjusted life years they can enable people 

to secure.  

This chapter considers the question “How should institutions enable people to 

meet their needs in situations where there is no guarantee that all needs can be met?” It 

starts by considering several simple principles for enabling people to meet needs set out 

in David Miller’s Principles of Social Justice. Like Miller, it rejects these simple 

principles. Examining them, however, will help distill a few intuitions for which any 

good principle must account. After considering these principles this chapter, thus, sets out 

a new alternative – what we can call the effectiveness principle. Very roughly, this 

principle prescribes two things: 1) Giving greater weight to meeting the needs of the less 

well off and 2) aiming to enable as many people as possible meet their needs. The 

effectiveness principle does not provide guidance in all circumstances or explain how 

                                                 
59 To say anything useful about how we should try to reduce poverty we must break the question down into its constituent parts. 

Further research is certainly necessary to determine how including factors left out of this analysis will change the results we arrive at. 

Ideally, the following inquiry will at least 1) demonstrate how further philosophical analysis of these issues might be carried out. 2) 

have a bit of practical import.  
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institutions might balance a concern for helping people against other significant moral 

imperatives. It can, however, provide some practical guidance. Furthermore, it has some 

advantages over the main competitors including a principle Miller advances for enabling 

people to meet their needs. Miller argues that his principle accounts for the existing data 

on individuals’ intuitions about meeting needs. The effectiveness principle better 

accounts for this data. Furthermore, this chapter also presents a new experiment on 

intuitions about meeting need. This experiment shows that people do not accept any of 

the traditional principles for meeting needs including Miller’s principle. The new data 

supports the view that many people may accept something like the effectiveness 

principle.  

1. Preliminaries 

Before considering principles for meeting need it is important to get clear on the 

scope of the inquiry and terminology. First, this chapter does not distinguish between the 

different things that people might need. People might, for instance, need resources, 

opportunities, or welfare. Rather, it talks generally about units of necessary goods and 

corresponding units of need.  

Second, this chapter does not distinguish between enabling people meet needs and 

enabling them meet their most basic needs. It is hard to see why principles for helping 

people to meet needs and helping them to meet their most basic needs should differ. One 

who is only concerned about enabling people to meet their most basic needs, however, 

can constrain the scope of the argument appropriately. 

One who only believes that institutions should help people meet needs because 

they accept the Argument from Autonomy must, however, specify the content of a unit of 
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need as follows. This person must define units of needs (and necessary goods) using a 

metric on the ability to secure sufficient autonomy. Consider how one might specify units 

of need and necessary goods using such a metric on autonomy. On such a metric it might, 

for instance, turn out that one US dollar a day or 3,000 calories a week allow a person to 

secure an equal amount of autonomy. On this metric, we might specify that one US dollar 

or 3,000 calories is equivalent to one unit of necessary good. Someone who needs two 

US dollars a day or 6,000 calories a week would then have two units of need.60  

There is certainly some variation in individuals’ abilities to make use of necessary 

goods, since this ability depends in part on factors like age, sex, and health status. 

Institutions should take these differences into account. This chapter, however, will set 

aside the necessary qualifications. It will suppose that a given quantity of necessary 

goods will alleviate an approximately equal amount of need for all people (assuming that 

these people start out with similar needs). This assumption allows a metric on needs and 

necessary goods to be quite general. Both necessary goods and individuals’ needs 

become commensurable. So, suppose institutions are concerned to help people secure 

food, money, and educational opportunities. They will know how much need is satisfied 

by helping someone secure a particular quantity of food vs. enabling another to secure a 

particular educational opportunity or amount of money. It might, for instance, be just as 

good (in terms of ability to secure sufficient autonomy) to enable 10 children to secure 

                                                 
60 Let us also constrain our inquiry to the distribution of necessary goods in quantities sufficient to make a noticeable difference to an 

individual’s life.  
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the opportunity to attend high school as to enable a single child to secure food and water 

for a year.61  

Though specifying a metric on autonomy and arriving at equivalencies for units of 

need and necessary goods is an important endeavor, this chapter does not cash out the 

details of any particular metric.62 It is not necessary to do so in order to say something 

interesting at a highly abstract level. Rather, this chapter will talk generally about units of 

necessary goods and corresponding units of need remaining silent about the underlying 

metric. It will only suppose that there is some such metric. 

Another preliminary is this: This chapter is only concerned with cases where there 

are no relevant differences between people other than differences in need. It is not, for 

instance, concerned with desert.63 On might believe, for instance, that if people are 

completely responsible for the fact that they are in need, institutions are not responsible 

for helping them to meet their needs. Certainly, good institution will take such things into 

account, but this chapter does not provide a way of doing this.  

One might object that the effectiveness principle cannot exclude a concern for 

desert because it includes a concern to help as many people as possible. One might argue 

that a concern to help as many people as possible is not internal a theory of need 

                                                 
61 Though some generalization in specifying the metric is surely important for the purposes of public policy, I do not mean to 

advocate this particular approach to specifying a metric. A good metric should also take into account some of the variation in 

individuals’ abilities to make use of necessary goods. This ability depends in part on factors like age, sex, and health status that should 

probably be taken into account.  

62 It is worth pointing out, however, that psychological tests of reasoning and planning ability might provide the basis for such a 

metric. 

63 One might also rule out considerations of desert here for roughly Rawlsian reasons; theories about what people deserve usually 

presuppose a controversial conception of the good (Rawls 1971). One who believes desert has an important role to play in a theory of 

social justice may accept this constraint if one agrees with Miller that it is not relevant when figuring out how to fulfill need.  
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fulfillment. Once this chapter has embraced such a concern it cannot justifiably prohibit 

bringing other external considerations like desert into the theory.  

Fortunately, this objection does not go through. A concern for helping as many 

people as possible can be internal to a theory of need fulfillment. Reflecting on the 

structure of consequentialist theories may elucidate the basic idea. Consequentialist 

theories have at least three components: First, they contain a theory of the good. For 

instance, some consequentialist theories say we should be concerned about utility, 

preference satisfaction, or happiness. Second such theories specify the scope of this 

concern. For instance, some consequentialist theories tell us that we should be concerned 

about everyone’s utility; others say we should care about the happiness of all living 

creatures. Third, consequentialist theories provide a function on the good that tells us 

how to act. For instance, some such theories say that we should maximize utility, satisfy 

preferences equally, or enable the least well off to achieve some threshold of happiness. 

One cannot object that a consequentialist theory brings in an illicit consideration when it 

specifies that we should try to enable as many people as possible to secure happiness – 

this just is the function on the good specified by the theory. Having such a function on the 

good just is what makes a theory consequentialist. Similarly, one cannot object that a 

theory about how institutions should fulfill needs brings in an illicit consideration when it 

specifies that institutions should try to maximize the number of people whose needs they 

fulfill – this just is the function on need fulfillment specified by the theory. Having such a 

function on the need fulfillment just is what makes a theory a theory about how 

institutions should fulfill needs.  
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Finally, one who is worried about desert might also worry that this chapter talks 

about fulfilling needs or distributing according to need. This is just shorthand for talk 

about the distribution of the ability to secure necessary goods. It is not meant to prejudge 

how people should be enabled to meet their needs. It natural to talk about distribution 

according to need. This is because, when positive action is required to enable people to 

meet needs, the most straightforward thing institutions can do is give people necessary 

goods (although this is not always the best thing they can do). Similarly, one might worry 

that this chapter talks about helping people and giving people things. This is just 

shorthand for enabling people to meet needs.  

2. Intuitions 

Recall that institutional systems are as legitimate as possible when they have 

enabled as many people as possible to secure sufficient autonomy. Furthermore, by 

helping people meet needs institutions make it more likely that people will secure 

sufficient autonomy. So institutional systems should do whatever they can expect will 

enable as many people as possible to meet needs.  

Suppose that the institutional system can either enable one person to secure 

sufficient autonomy with certainty or enable two people to secure sufficient autonomy 

with a likelihood of .75 each. If the institution helps both people, the probability that both 

will end up autonomous is .75*.75 or .56; more than 50% of the time, both people will 

end up being autonomous. So, if institutional systems are only concerned about enabling 

as many people as possible to secure sufficient autonomy, they should enable both people 

to do so with a probability of .75 each. At least, this is so, on the assumption that, as 

people meet more of their needs, their chances of being able to secure sufficient 
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autonomy generally go up (this is analytically true for those who specify needs in terms 

of autonomy). In general, specifying that institutional systems should minimize 

remaining units of needs will best ensure that as many people as possible can secure 

sufficient autonomy. And, as long as institutions enable people to secure all available 

units of necessary goods, they will minimize the remaining units of need.  

Still many questions remain about meeting needs. Even enabling people to secure 

all available units of necessary goods, institutions may have to decide between principles 

that suggest enabling people to meet needs in different ways. For instance, institutions 

might still have to decide whether to help all equally, aid the least well off, and so forth. 

So, although we have made some progress in figuring out how institutions should enable 

people to meet needs, we must say more. Let us start by considering a few simple 

principles for distributing necessary goods. Doing so will help us find some criteria for 

choosing between principles.  

The Proportionality Principle 

One simple principle is the proportionality principle. The proportionality 

principle tells institutions to help individuals in proportion to their need. Suppose that an 

institution is trying to enable two people -- Tamil and Samantha -- to meet their needs. 

Tamil has one unit of need. Samantha has 1.5 units of need. According to the 

proportionality principle, the institution should enable Samantha to secure 1.5 times the 

amount it enables Tamil to secure. If the institution has one unit to distribute, it would 

enable Tamil to secure enough resources to alleviate .4 units of her need and Samantha to 

secure enough resources to alleviate .6 units of her need. The ratio .4:.6 is 1:1.5. This 
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distribution helps Tamil and Samantha secure necessary goods in proportion to their 

need. This leaves Tamil with .6 units of need and Samantha with .9 units of need. 

To make this concrete, suppose that Tamil needs an extra bag of rice every week 

and Samantha needs a bag and a half. Suppose there is one bag to distribute. The 

proportionality principle tells institutions to help Tamil secure two-fifths of the bag and 

Samantha to secure three-fifths. This distribution would be in proportion to need since 

2/5:3/5 is .4:.6 or 1:1.5. So, Tamil would still need three-fifths of a bag and Samantha 

would need nine-tenths of a bag after the institution has helped them all it can. 

Miller believes that that the proportionality principle does not give enough weight 

to Samantha’s greater need. He believes that the needs of the less well off merit greater 

than proportional weight. Let us call any principle that gives more than proportional 

weight to the needs of the less well off progressive.  

Miller does not offer an explicit justification for adopting a progressive principle 

over the proportionality principle. He might, however, object to the proportionality 

principle because he believes that equality in meeting needs is very important. Miller 

thinks we should be concerned about equalizing unmet need. He might, thus, think that 

the following consequence of the proportionality principle is problematic. If necessary 

goods are always used to help people in proportion to their need, the least well off will 

always need more than the better off until everyone’s needs are met; there will be always 

be inequality in remaining needs. The problem for Miller is that the proportionality 

principle does not help equalize unmet need.  

I will argue below that such a concern for equality in meeting needs is misplaced. 

Miller’s attempt to incorporate a concern for equality into a principle for need fulfillment 
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leads him awry. Unfortunately, I do not know of any defensible reason to prefer the 

progressive principles Miller favors to the proportionality principle. Fortunately, both the 

progressive principle and the proportionality principles are in the subcategory of 

prioritarian principles and it is possible to make a case for accepting a prioritarian 

principle. After saying a few words about the nature of prioritarian principles in general, 

we can consider this case. 

Prioritarian principles give greater weight to helping the less well off than they 

give to helping the better off. The alternatives are inverse prioritarian and equal share 

principles. Inverse prioritarian principles give greater weight to helping the better off 

than they give to helping the less well off. On an equal share principle institutions should 

aim to help each person secure an equal share of necessary goods irrespective of need. If 

an institution has 20 units to distribute to Tamil and Samantha and Tamil needs 100 units 

while Samantha needs only one unit, the institution should help each secure 10 units of 

necessary goods. Similarly, if the institution had two bags of rice to distribute between 

Tamil and Samantha it would help each secure one bag no matter how much they each 

started out needing.  

It is possible to defend a prioritarian principle as follows. Consider this 

psychological fact: Normally, a given quantity of goods brings more utility to a person 

who has less of that good than to one who has more of that good.64 This observation 

holds even for those in need. People generally prefer to have a unit of necessary good 

more when they have less of that good than when they have more of that good. On a 

subjective theory of need (on which people’s needs are determined solely by reference to 

                                                 
64 (Baron and Greene 2000; Frey and Stutzer 2002; Griffith 2004) 
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their subjective states) we might say more need is fulfilled by enabling the less well off to 

secure necessary goods.65 Furthermore, the best explanation of why people generally 

prefer to have a unit of necessary good more when they have less of that good than when 

they have more of that good is this: Giving a person to have a unit of necessary good 

usually satisfies more objective need when that person has less of that good. So, even on 

an objective theory of need (on which people’s needs are not determined solely by 

reference to their subjective states), it is plausible that more need is fulfilled by helping 

the less well off secure necessary goods. It would be odd if preferences in this domain 

were not frequently tracking the goodness of fulfilling objective need. This is the 

important point for our purposes as the account of need above is an objective account. 

Even if preferences do not generally track the goodness of fulfilling objective 

need, it is independently plausible to think that it is often better to enable the less well off 

to secure necessary goods than to enable the better off do so. This is so even if everyone 

has unmet needs (on an objective need theory). To see why, suppose that an institution 

must distribute water to those who live in a land ravaged by drought. Everyone has an 

objective need for a few liters of water every week. Suppose an institution had a liter to 

distribute and could either help someone who has already had a liter or to someone who 

has not had any. What should it do? It would generally be better to help someone who has 

not had any. Of course, if people needed two liters to survive it would be better to enable 

the person who already has a liter. Barring threshold effects like this, however, it is 

                                                 
65 This is most plausible if utility is understood as preference satisfaction and people just need what satisfies their most important 

preferences.  
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normally better to give more weight to alleviating the needs of the less well off even if 

preferences do not generally track the goodness of alleviating need.66  

Exactly how much weight greater needs should get is an open question. The 

above argument suggests, normally, giving enough weight to those with greater needs to 

compensate for the effects of declining marginal need-satisfaction. The marginal need-

satisfaction of a resource for a person is the difference an additional unit of necessary 

goods will make to how much need a person has. So saying that there is declining 

marginal need satisfaction means this: The marginal need satisfaction a person gets from 

a unit of necessary good declines the more units of necessary good the person already 

has.  

Sometimes, however, institutions may be justified in giving even more weight to 

helping the less well off than the amount that would maximize need fulfillment (taking 

declining marginal need satisfaction into account). Suppose, for instance, that an 

institution has to decide whether to help a sick child secure some pain relieving 

medication or help a healthy child secure better nutrition. Suppose further that both of 

these actions are equally good with respect to need fulfillment. Which should the 

institution do? In informal surveys, I have found that people believe that the institution 

should aid the sick child. Perhaps it is even better to help the less well off than it appears 

to be given the effects of declining marginal need-fulfillment.67  

 

 

                                                 
66 Obviously, for this argument to go through, we must be able to make meaningful comparisons of utility (or need fulfillment) 

between persons (Hare 1981). suggests one way of doing this. Recent work on theory of mind may add to Hare’s account by helping 

to explicate the process by which such comparisons are made (Goldman 1993; Gopnik and Wellman 1995). 

67 Also see (Nagel 2001) on this. 
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Strict Priority 

The version of the prioritarian principle Miller considers after rejecting the 

proportionality principle is progressive. He considers the strict priority principle that 

gives absolute priority to meeting the needs of the least well-off. Only when everyone 

needs an equal amount does the strict priority principle require helping everyone. 

Suppose again that Samantha has 1.5 units of need and Tamil has one unit of need. The 

strict priority principle tells institutions to distribute goods to Samantha until she is no 

longer the least well off. Only when Samantha and Tamil need one unit is it okay to split 

the rest between them equally.  

Again, to make this concrete, suppose an institution is distributing rice. Suppose, 

again, that there is one bag of rice to distribute. Samantha needs 1.5 bags and Tamil 

needs one bag. In this case, the institution should help Samantha secure one-half a bag 

and then split the rest between the two. Samantha gets three-fourths of a bag and Tamil 

gets one-quarter of a bag. They are both left needing three-quarters of a bag.  

Unfortunately, the strict priority principle is implausible. There are two reasons 

for this. First, the evidence supporting a prioritarian principle about the diminishing 

marginal value of need satisfaction does not support the theory. Rather, it supports a 

moderate prioritarian principle that gives less weight to the needs of the least well off 

than the strict priority principle (Baron and Greene 2000; Frey and Stutzer 2002; Griffith 

2004). Recall the intuitions described above in favor of prioritarianism. If an institution 

has to decide whether to help a sick child secure some pain relieving medication or a 

healthy child secure better nutrition, most people think it should aid the sick one even if 

both of these actions are equally good with respect to need fulfillment. Most people, 
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however, are a bit ambivalent on the point. They do not think that institutions should aid 

the sick child come what may. The needs of the healthy child have some weight and can 

trump the needs of the sick child at some point even if the sick child is never as well off 

as the healthy one. 

Furthermore, on the strict priority principle, it is not acceptable to fulfill the needs 

of anyone who is not at least tied for the position of least well off (Miller 1999). In many 

situations this is unreasonable. For instance, in times of disaster, the policy of triage may 

be justified. Triage requires helping those who have great needs but not those who need 

the most first (even if the neediest could be helped).  

Triage is compatible with giving more weight to greater needs. Sometimes, even 

taking into account the greater needs of the least well off, it is better to help those who 

are not least well-off. There are at least two cases in which triage might be justified.  

First, triage may alleviate a greater amount of weighted need than helping the 

least well off alleviates. Due to institutional constraints, for instance, there may be no 

way to alleviate as much weighted need by helping the least well off.68 Suppose that 

there are 12 people in need. One person has two units of need; the others have only one 

unit of need each. There are two options. First, an institution might help the least well off 

person secure one unit of necessary good. Alternately, it might help the other 11 people 

secure one unit of necessary good each. Perhaps it is so costly to help the least well off 

person that it is impossible to help the least well off and the others as well. It might be the 

case that more weighted need is alleviated if the institution helps 11 people on a 

                                                 
68 Though we have assumed that all people can make equal use of necessary goods, once this constraint is relaxed it may provide yet 

another justification for triage in some cases. If the least well off cannot make as much use of necessary goods, inefficiency in 

weighted need alleviation may occur naturally. 
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prioritarian principle. This would be so if, for instance, the weight given to fulfilling a 

unit of need for a person equals the number of units the person needs before receiving the 

unit. So, helping the person who needs 10 units to secure one unit would yield a “score” 

of 10. Helping the other 11 people secure one unit each yields a score of 11 (1*1 for each 

person). Helping the 11 yields a higher score; doing so alleviates more weighted need 

than helping the least well off. Even if one does not believe that this weighting schema 

gives enough weight to the least well off, all weighting schemas will support triage in 

some cases. Sometimes institutions can help 1,000 or even 1,000,000 with the resources 

they would otherwise use to help the least well off.  

Second, triage may be acceptable to help those who are not least well off even if 

institutions can alleviate an equal (or even greater) amount of weighted need by helping 

the least well off. Intuitively, it may be best not to help the least well off even when the 

greatest amount of weighted need will be alleviated by helping the least well off. This 

does not mean that the greater needs of the least well off are not given sufficient weight. 

It just means that fulfilling the greatest amount of weighted need is not all that matters. It 

may be better to help the better off even if a greater amount of weighted need can be 

alleviated by helping the least well off. Sometimes institutions should help the better off 

even when they can alleviate more need by helping the worse off if they can help a much 

greater number by ignoring the needs of the least well off. 

The prioritarian does not share this intuition. She believes it is only better to help 

a greater number of people than to help the least well off when the most weighted need is 

not alleviated by helping the greater number. There are two ways the prioritarian may 

object to any case that is supposed to show that triage can be acceptable even when it 
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does not alleviate the most weighted need. First, she may dislike the weighting schema 

one used the case because she thinks it gives too much weight to helping the less well off. 

Second, she may accept the weighting schema and deny the intuition that triage is 

acceptable in the case.  

To prove the prioritarian wrong, she must thus agree to some particular weighting 

schema first (it does not matter which one). We can then show that this weighting schema 

will, in some cases, lead to quite unintuitive results; this weighting schema will suggest 

that tens, or even hundreds, of people’s needs should be ignored to help the least well off. 

Let us suppose then that the prioritarian thinks that institutions should distribute in 

proportion to need weighting the amount given to each person by that person’s need as 

described above. The means of constructing counter examples to prioritarianism based on 

triage will become clear via the examples below.  

To motivate the weighting schema described above consider a simple case: 

Suppose that we must choose how to distribute two units of necessary good between 10 

people. Suppose that Tamil is the worst off and needs three units of necessary good, 

while the other people only need one unit each. In this case, alleviating the first unit of 

Tamil’s need yields a score of three, alleviating the second unit of Tamil’s need yields a 

score of two, and alleviating the last unit of Tamil’s need yields a score of one. 

Alleviating a unit of any other person’s need yields a score of one. So, it is just as good to 

alleviate one unit of Tamil’s need as to alleviate three others’ needs. It is just as good to 

alleviate all of Tamil’s need as it is to alleviate six others’ needs. Enabling Tamil to 

secure a single unit would be better than helping two other people secure a single unit 
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each. This seems intuitive enough. Once the prioritarian has accepted this weighting 

schema, however, we can show that it has unintuitive consequences in some cases.  

To see how this weighting schema might suggest that tens, or even hundreds, of 

people’s needs should be ignored to help the least well off consider the following 

example. Suppose that and institution must choose how to distribute 100 units of 

necessary good between 200 people. Suppose that Tamil is the worst off and needs 100 

units of necessary good, the other people only need one unit. Weighting the amount given 

to each person by that person’s need would tell us that alleviating the first unit of Tamil’s 

need is 100 times as good as alleviating any other person’s need (100*1>1*1). Similarly, 

alleviating the second unit of Tamil’s need would be 99 times as good as alleviating any 

other person’s need. Helping Tamil secure a single unit, however, would be better than 

helping 99 other people secure a single unit each. This is unintuitive. Again, we can 

create similar cases where this weighting schema suggests neglecting the needs of 

thousands or millions to help a single poorly-off person. 

Perhaps the prioritarian could respond that this weighting schema gives too much 

weight to the needs of the least well off; she might think that the needs of each should be 

weighted by only a fraction of their need. Such alternative weighting schemas, however, 

will lead to equally unintuitive cases (I leave it to the skeptical reader to experiment with 

constructing such cases along the lines above). In fact, I can think of no weighting 

schema that is not subject to such counter-examples where, intuitively, it is better to meet 

the needs of a greater number than to maximize the amount of weighted need fulfillment. 

So far we have adopted the simplifying assumption that a unit of necessary good 

fulfills an approximately equal amount of need for all people (assuming that these people 
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start out with similar needs). However, the intuition that triage is required in some 

circumstances is strengthened if some people are inefficient users of necessary goods. 

Suppose, for instance, that institutions must decide how to distribute 100 units of 

necessary goods between a hundred people. Suppose that one person needs 10 units and 

the other 99 only need five units each. It might seem reasonable to help everyone just a 

little but to help the least well off secure more. Suppose we specify, however, that to 

alleviate one unit of need for the least well it would take 100 units of necessary goods 

while one unit of necessary good will alleviate one unit of need for someone who is better 

off. It, then, seems much more reasonable to help only the better off.  

Triage might be justified in many ways. A good justification will leave open the 

possibility that triage may be justified even if it does not alleviate the greatest amount of 

weighted need. We might, thus, try to justify triage by appealing to the principle that 

there is an obligation to help as many people as possible meet their needs.69 Ceteris 

paribus, a concern for helping the greatest number may outweigh a concern for helping 

those who need the most. The principle that institutions should help as many people as 

possible meet their needs expresses a concern for persons. This concern can be defended 

by appeal to the claim that institutional systems are obligated to help people meet their 

needs because they merit respect as separate individual people with a natural right to 

freedom.70 If persons matter, not just fulfilling as much need as possible, then the fact 

that some have greater needs cannot always trump the fact that there are others in need. 

This principle is also supported by reflecting on the fact that the case for triage is stronger 

                                                 
69 Miller justified this policy in a slightly different way. He says that it is unjust if some are avoidably left worse off than others. If 

this is the sole method of justifying the intuition, this response leads to a strange consequence: Who we should help can change when 

new people are added to a situation even if the new people can already meet their needs. This problem will be discussed below.  

70 Accepting this kind of justification does not preclude other moral concerns (e.g. for groups as well as individuals). 
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where many people have dire needs.71 It is usually less justifiable to help the least well 

off when doing so prevents an institution from helping 100 people than when doing so 

prevents an institution from helping 10 people. Ceteris paribus, institutions are obligated 

to help as many people as possible meet their needs.  

There are other principles that might explain why triage is justifiable. For 

instance, it may only be better to help a greater number of more people in emergency 

situations. Alternately, helping the greater number may have declining marginal 

importance. The alternatives are implausible. Most of the thought experiments that 

support helping a greater number do not even mention an emergency. Nor is it clear why 

helping the greater number would have declining marginal importance. At least, the 

principle that each person merits respect as a separate individual with a natural right to 

freedom tells against this view.  

If all this is right, there are three intuitions for which any good principle for 

distribution according to need must be able to account: 1) Those with relatively greater 

needs should have more weight in calculations regarding whom to aid. 2) Sometimes it is 

acceptable to help those who are not worst off. 3) Institutions should aim to help as many 

people as possible meet their needs.  

3. Effectiveness 

The most straightforward way to satisfy these desiderata is to accept a principle 

that judges policies by their performance on two criteria. First, how many people they 

help. Second, their efficacy in alleviating weighted need where more (finite) weight is 

                                                 
71 Especially if these rules must recognize the equal value of all institutional subjects and treat them appropriately. Though I cannot 

pursue this line of thought further here, this may in part be a way of accounting for Miller’s concern for equality.  
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given to fulfilling the needs of those who are worse off.72 On this principle, a situation is, 

ceteris paribus, better if it contains less weighted need or helps more people. We can call 

the principle that embodies these criteria the effectiveness principle. 

The application of the effectiveness principle can be made more precise by this 

procedure: First, rank the possible policies from best to worst according to how much 

weighted need they alleviate. Second, rank the possible policies from best to worst 

according to the number of people they help. Third, for each policy, combine its ranking 

in terms of how much weighted need it alleviates with its ranking regarding the number 

of people it helps to yield its final score.73 Choose fairly between those policies that have 

the largest score.74  

Consider how the effectiveness principle will work in the simplest case where 

each part of the principle has the same implication. Suppose that there are two equally 

needy people. Suppose that an institution can either help one person secure two units of 

some good or help each secure one unit. Helping each secure one unit helps as many 

people as possible. Because the people are equally poor, it is better to alleviate the first 

unit of a person’s need than to alleviate the second unit. So, helping each person secure 

one unit of necessary goods also alleviates the most weighted need. The effectiveness 

principle, thus, suggests helping each secure one unit.  

                                                 
72 If more weight is given to the needs of the less well off than would be granted by taking into account the effects of diminishing 

marginal utility, this part of the principle may be equivalent to what Miller calls a weighted priority principle. No matter how it is 

cashed out, however, Miller’s concern about weighted priority principles applies equally to the effectiveness principle – it does not 

take into account inequality. This concern will be addressed below.  

73 The ratings can be weighted as well.  

74 Certainly questions about how the relative weights should be set and issues of procedural justice must be addressed to make the 

principle fully precise, but I will not provide this level of precision here. In the abstract, it may be impossible to be more precise. All 

principles are indeterminate in some ways; no principle can overcome the need for judgment (O’Neill 2000). 
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Now consider a simple case where tradeoffs may need to be made. Suppose, again 

that there are two needy people and that an institution must choose whether to help one 

person secure two units of necessary good or to help both secure one unit of necessary 

good. Suppose, however, that one person needs more than the other. In such hard cases, a 

concern for helping as many people as possible is weighed against a concern for 

alleviating the most weighted need possible. What the effectiveness principle will suggest 

depends on the relative importance of the two parts of the principle. If it is better to help 

the least well off than to help both people, the effectiveness principle will tell institutions 

to help the less well off; otherwise it will suggest helping both. 

Consider how institutions might use the effectiveness principle to evaluate actual 

policies. Development agencies like USAID and the WB try to reduce poverty. They 

have limited resources. In some cases that the only thing such programs try to do is 

maximize the number of people helped without taking into account the greater 

importance of meeting the needs of the least well off. In such cases, the effectiveness 

principle will suggest altering the programs so that they fulfill more weighted need. It is 

important to help as many people as possible. It is also important to give enough weight 

to helping those who are worse off.  

Or consider what the effectiveness principle says in another realistic example. 

Suppose an institution has a limited budget to use for helping people in a particular 

region by helping them secure either vitamin A or vitamin D, or both. Vitamin A 

deficiency results from malnutrition which, we can suppose, only affects the least well 

off. Vitamin D can be absorbed from the sun. Suppose that the least well off happen to be 

farmers who work outside and so have enough vitamin D. Suppose that helping the least 
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well off secure vitamin A maximizes the amount of weighted need the institution will 

alleviate. Suppose helping the relatively better off secure vitamin D helps a greater 

number of people meet their needs but does not help the least well off. The effectiveness 

principle tells the institution to help some people secure vitamin A and some to secure 

vitamin D. After all, institutions must give some weight to meeting more weighted need 

and some to helping a greater number of people. Depending on the relative weights of the 

considerations, however, different versions of the principle will tell the institution to help 

people secure a lot more of one vitamin than the other.  

This chapter has not specified how much weight each part of the effectiveness 

principle has. So, one may worry about whether we have made much progress in deciding 

how to fulfill need. Perhaps the principle provides no practical or theoretical guidance. 

This worry is not well-founded. The effectiveness principle has some policy 

implications. We can also eliminate competing principles and some justifications for 

particular policies using the effectiveness principle. For instance, if one believes that free 

trade is the best way to enable people to meet their most basic needs, one cannot say that 

this is because the free market will most efficiently fulfill need. One must argue that the 

free market strikes an appropriate balance between fulfilling the most weighted need 

possible and helping the greatest number of people meet their needs. The next chapter 

will consider whether this kind of justification for free trade goes through. 

Note, for now, that the effectiveness principle embodies the intuition that it is 

good to aim to help as many people as possible meet their needs.75 It also embodies the 

                                                 
75 Further consideration is necessary to account for changes in population levels and life spans. We might, for instance, give priority 

to helping individuals that have not already been helped by policies in preceding periods. The needs of newcomers could be 

considered in our calculations upon arrival. This would allow us to fulfill the needs of all if all lived long enough. We might also want 
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intuition that institutions should give more weight to the needs of those who are worse 

off. In some cases, the effectiveness principle tells institutions to help those who are not 

worst off. It, thus, accounts for the intuitions with which we started; the effectiveness 

principle avoids the problems with the proportionality and strict priority principles.  

Unfortunately, this surely falls short of a full defense of the effectiveness 

principle. It would also be nice if it were possible to say more about how to resolve 

conflicts between the two parts of the principle. One way of doing so is to figure out what 

kinds of principles well informed and appropriately impartial people (perhaps placed in 

something like an original position) would accept. This chapter will say a bit more that 

will be relevant to addressing this problem below. However, it might also be impossible 

to say much plausible about this issue at a completely general level. We cannot ignore the 

need for judgment and sensitivity to changing contexts. A little humility may be better 

than a lot of precision.  

Still, this chapter has shown a lot. The effectiveness principle provides some 

practical guidance. It is also incompatible with maximizing need fulfillment, fulfilling 

everyone’s needs equally, the difference principle, prioritarian principles, and 

proportional distribution. This chapter will, thus, finish defending of the effectiveness 

principle by considering yet one more alternative; it will consider David Miller’s 

principle for need fulfillment. This inquiry is important because Miller’s principle is the 

only alternative to the effectiveness principle that I am aware of designed explicitly as a 

principle of need satisfaction. It is also the strongest remaining competitor of which I am 

                                                                                                                                                 
to give temporal priority to fulfilling the needs of those whose lives are short (e.g. in inverse proportion to their length of life) or 

consider distribution rules that apply to over-lapping or corresponding segments of individuals’ lives. Even unqualified, though, the 

effectiveness principles can give us a bit of guidance in many cases; at least, it does so when we do not have enough information about 

particular individuals to know how long they will live.  
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aware. In what follows, this chapter will set out and critique Miller’s principle. If the 

problems with his principle cannot be overcome and the effectiveness principle can avoid 

them, we will conclude that the effectiveness principle should be, at least tentatively, 

accepted.  

4. Miller’s Principle 

Like the effectiveness principle, Miller’s principle avoids the problems with the 

strict priority and proportionality principles. However, Miller also believes that a good 

principle should embody a commitment to equality in meeting needs. He rejects a 

principle motivated in a similar way to the effectiveness principle because it does not take 

inequality into account.  

Miller measures equality by summing the gaps (in resources, opportunities, 

welfare, or whatever) between each pair of individuals in a situation.76 “Whichever 

distribution yields the lowest sum total of difference is judged to be the most equal and 

therefore, in this context, the fairest” (Miller 1999, 217). Miller then adds the total 

amount of remaining need to this inequality to give a score for need improvement. Lower 

scores indicate less remaining need and/or inequality – they are better. If we assume, with 

Miller, that institutions have reason to try to bring about situations with lower scores, his 

principle tells institutions how to fulfill needs.77

To see how his principle works, consider the following diagram: 

 
A B C D E F G 

 
                                                 
76 See discussion below for alternative ways of construing Miller’s principle. 

77 For present purposes, I also assume that his principle can be used with an autonomy-based metric of necessary goods. 
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Suppose that each rectangle represents a person. The dotted line denotes the level at 

which people can meet their needs -- the needs threshold. The height of each rectangle 

shows how close a person comes to being able to meet their needs. Suppose that all 

individuals need two units of some necessary goods. Suppose A has two units of need, B, 

C, D, E and F have one unit of need, and G can meet her needs. There is a gap of one unit 

between A’s level and the level of B-F, a two unit gap between the levels of A and G, and 

a gap of one unit between the level of B-F and the level of G. Adding these gaps together 

gives us 12 units total inequality. The remaining need is the sum of the amounts by which 

A-F fall below the threshold or, in this case, seven. Hence, Miller’s principle gives this 

situation a score of 19. 

5. Problems with Miller’s Principle 

Leveling Down 

Unfortunately, Miller’s principle has some unintuitive consequences. One 

problem with his principle is that it that it is subject to the leveling down objection. A 

principle is subject to the leveling down objection if it entails that equality can be 

increased by lowering some people’s welfare, opportunities, or resources even if this 

benefits no one. To see how Miller’s principle is subject to the leveling down objection 

consider the situation from above:  

 
A B C D E F G 

 
Recall that Miller’s principle gives this situation a score of 19. 

Now suppose that an institution brings B-G down to A’s level.  
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A B C D E F G 

 
There is no inequality in this situation and seven people each need two units. So, the 

inequality measure of need in this situation is 14. Because 14 is less than 19, bringing B-

G down to A’s level is a good move on Miller’s principle.  

Miller recognizes this unintuitive consequence of his principle. He tries to 

motivate its acceptance with an example. In a fuel shortage, he says, it may be acceptable 

to throw some fuel away rather than help a few people secure more fuel than the rest 

(Miller 1999). 

I do not believe this response will do. Miller’s principle might entail that 

institutions should take necessary goods from the needy or impoverish everyone, even if 

this benefits no one. This is unacceptable. At least, this is unacceptable for an account 

about how institutions should fulfill needs; need cannot be fulfilled by reducing the 

amount that some have when this benefits no one.  

Perhaps because Miller does not really want to bite the bullet on this point, he 

tries to avoid this problem by amending his principle in a few ways. First, he adds a 

concern for satisfying as many needs as possible to his principle. This may help avoid 

leveling down in some cases. It does not, however, solve the problem in the case above if 

we specify that no more need can be satisfied in the original situation.78 Maybe because 

he realizes that his first proposal will not allow his principle to avoid the leveling down 

objection completely, Miller offers another proposal. He suggests using a theory of 

                                                 
78 Miller also adds a concern for procedural justice to his theory in hopes of avoiding this sort of problem. Unfortunately, in the 

examples he gives where procedural justice comes into play it does nothing to help fix the problem. 
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equality that is not subject to the leveling down objection in calculating inequality. 

Unfortunately, Miller does not provide such a theory nor explain how we might find one. 

A good principle for need fulfillment should not tell institutions that it is good to increase 

the amount some need if this does not decrease the amount others need. So, the next 

section will attempt to find a theory of inequality that avoids this problem for Miller. 

Larry Temkin’s work in Inequality suggests a way of devising clear, testable theories that 

might help institutions avoid leveling down. Testing a few such theories shows, however, 

that finding a theory that can avoid leveling down may not be as easy as Miller supposes.  

If this is right, and the arguments below go through, we can reach the following 

conclusion: A good principle that tells institutions how to fulfill need does not necessarily 

need to embody a concern for equality. The effectiveness principle may be acceptable 

even though it is not egalitarian. It avoids the problem with Miller’s principle we have 

discussed here (see Appendix A). Nonetheless, it is good if one who cares about equality 

can at least accept the effectiveness principle. This chapter will conclude by showing that 

this is possible. Let us start by saying a few things about equality. 

6. Attempts to Avoid Leveling Down 
 

All theories of equality are essentially distributive and comparative. They are 

distributive because they tell institutions which distributions of resources, welfare, or 

opportunities are better than others. They are comparative because equality can only be 

characterized by reference to the relative amounts of resources, welfare, or opportunities 

different individuals possess (Christiano Forthcoming). It is possible to create egalitarian 

theories of justice that avoid leveling down (Christiano Forthcoming). However, I know 

of no theory of equality itself that fulfills these desiderata. 
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Let us suppose here that the resources, opportunities, or welfare the egalitarian 

cares about can be made commensurable with the necessary goods (resources, 

opportunities, or welfare) necessary for people to meet their needs. In this case, inequality 

can be measured in terms of units of necessary goods. It might make sense to (1) measure 

the difference in units of necessary goods between all pairs of people, or (2) subtract the 

sum of the units those who cannot meet their needs have from the sum of the units those 

who have enough to meet their needs have. Alternately, it might be reasonable to (3) take 

the absolute value of the difference between of the average number of units of necessary 

goods those who can meet their needs have and the average number those who cannot 

meet their needs have. There are many other options as well. Here, we will just focus on 

evaluating these three theories. This inquiry will be sufficient to illustrate how hard it is 

to find a theory of equality that does not fall prey to the leveling down objection. To 

make the analysis clear, let us suppose that the needs threshold is set at two units a day; 

suppose, that is, that people need two units a day to meet their needs.  

Imagine that Tamil and Samantha are the only people in a particular situation. 

Suppose that on a given day, Tamil has one unit, and Samantha has two units. Then, 

imagine that Samantha loses one of her units. No acceptable theory of equality can say 

that the new state of affairs where Samantha only has one unit is better than the old. 

Otherwise, the theory falls prey to the leveling down objection. 

Unfortunately, the first theory of equality (1), on which we sum the differences 

between all pairs of people in a situation, yields this result. Before Samantha loses her 

unit, there is a gap of one unit between number of units Tamil has and the number 

Samantha has. After Samantha loses a unit, however, no gaps remain in the situation. The 
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first theory of equality thus entails that inequality in the situation is reduced by the fact 

that Samantha becomes needy. The first theory must be rejected. 

Suppose, instead, that we use the second theory (2): We subtract the sum of the 

number of units those in need have from the sum of the number of units those who have 

enough to meet their needs have. When Samantha has two units and Tamil has one unit, 

Samantha has enough to meet her needs and Tamil is needy. Subtracting Tamil’s unit 

from Samantha’s units gives us a one unit gap. Once Samantha loses a unit, no one can 

meet their needs so there is no way to apply the theory. Intuitively, one might say that no 

inequality remains and that the theory should be rejected for this reason. Even if this 

result can be avoided, however, the second theory produces unacceptable results in other 

cases.  

Suppose that the situation is the same as before except that it contains one more 

person -- Emal. Suppose that, before Samantha loses her unit, both Samantha and Emal 

have two units and Tamil has one unit. Samantha and Emal each have enough to meet 

their needs. They have four units total. Tamil does not have enough to meet her needs. 

We, thus, subtract Tamil’s unit from the sum of the number of units Samantha and Emal 

have. There is a three unit difference between the number of units those who have enough 

to meet their needs have and those in need have. Once Samantha loses a unit, only Emal 

has enough to meet his needs – he still has two units. We must subtract the total of two 

units that Samantha and Tamil have left from the number of units Emal has. There is a 

zero unit difference between the number of units those who have enough to meet their 

needs have and the number of units those in need have. The second theory of equality 

implies that things have become more equal. Again, the change is a consequence of 
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Samantha becoming needy. For this reason, the second theory of equality must be 

rejected. 

Finally, we might use the third theory of equality (3) taking the absolute value of 

the difference between of the average number of units of necessary goods those above the 

needs threshold have and the average number those below the needs threshold have. 

While this theory produces acceptable results in the cases we have considered above (I 

leave it to the reader to verify this), it does not work in all situations.  

Consider a case where Tamil has one unit, Emal has two units, and Samantha has 

four units. Then suppose that Samantha loses three units. Before Samantha loses her 

units, Samantha and Emal are both above the threshold. On average, the number of units 

those above the threshold have three units. Tamil is the only needy person. She has one 

unit. The absolute value of the difference between the average number of units Samantha 

and Emal have and the number Tamil has is, thus, two units. Once Samantha loses three 

units, the absolute value of the difference between the average number of units Emal and 

Tamil have, and the number Samantha has, is only one. The third theory of equality, like 

the first two, says that inequality has improved just because Samantha has become needy. 

Hence, this theory must also be rejected. 

While there may be some theory of equality that avoids leveling down in all such 

cases, I cannot think of any. For now, we can conclude that a good principle for 

distribution according to need does not necessarily need to embody a concern for 

equality. The effectiveness principle may be acceptable even though it is not egalitarian. 

Since it is still possible that Miller’s theory could avoid the leveling down problem, 

however, this section will consider another problem with Miller’s principle now.  
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Sensitivity to Irrelevant Factors 

Consider another unintuitive consequence of Miller’s principle. Suppose that an 

institution can either reduce A’s need by one unit or reduce each of B-F’s needs by one 

unit. Action one brings A up to the level of B-F. Action two brings B-F up to G’s level but 

leaves A at her current level. If the institution does action one, the resulting situation 

looks like this:  

 
A B C D E F G 

 
The inequality in this situation is six. The remaining need is six. So, Miller’s principle 

gives this situation a score of 12. If the institution does action two, this is the situation: 

 
A B C D E F G 

 
The inequality is 12. Remaining need is two. So, the score here is 14. Since 14 is greater 

than 12, Miller’s principle suggests doing action one. When the initial situation is slightly 

modified, however, Miller’s principle returns a different result. Suppose that the initial 

situation contains extra people H, I, J, and K who are all able to meet their needs. This is 

the initial situation: 

 
A B C D E F G H I J K 
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There are seven units of need in this situation. There are forty units of inequality. Miller’s 

principle, thus, gives this situation a score of forty-seven. If the institution does action 

one, reducing A’s need by one unit, the resulting situation looks like this: 

 
A B C D E F G H I J K 

 
Inequality is 30. Remaining need is six. So, Miller’s principle gives this situation a score 

of 36. If the institution does action two, this is the result: 

 
A B C D E F G H I J K 

 
Inequality is two. Remaining need is 20. So, the score for this situation is 22. Since 22 is 

less than 36 Miller’s principle requires action two. One Miller’s principle, whose needs 

institutions should meet depends on how many people there are who are already able to 

meet their needs. This is unintuitive.  

Miller recognizes this strange consequence of his principle. Hence, he asserts that 

justice requires considering “the relative position of everyone falling within the universe 

of distribution. We should assess not merely the claims of A vis-à-vis B, C, and D, but 

the claims of each of them against G, H, I, and so on” (Miller 1999, 219). Miller believes 

that justice requires equality and institutions need to take equality into account in meeting 

needs. He tries to justify this concern for equality in distributive justice before setting out 

his account. Let us consider this justification now.  
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Equality 

Miller believes that we should aim for a reflective equilibrium in moral 

theorizing; good theories should account for our settled intuitions (Miller 1999). He 

thinks that experimental evidence can get at our settled intuitions. He, thus, provides the 

results of a few experiments to show that “people will aim to equalize degrees of unmet 

need, which means distributing in favor of those in greater need until they are brought up 

to the same level as others” (Miller 1999, 74). Though this chapter will argue below that 

the experimental evidence does not support Miller’s principle let us first consider Miller’s 

methodology.  

It is not clear when appealing to intuitions is appropriate in ethical theory. There 

are different views on the matter. Some believe that an author need only account for his 

or her own intuitions. Others only believe that the intuitions of the philosophical 

community matter. Still others agree with Miller that good theories will rely upon “folk” 

intuitions shared by all (or at least those not corrupted by too much philosophical theory). 

I believe that philosophers should be concerned about the intuitions of different people 

for different purposes. Some philosophers (or most), having thought about certain 

philosophical issues, may have better intuitions than the philosophically uninitiated on 

these philosophical topics. It may be obvious to ethicists (but not to others) that accepting 

a particular proposition on the basis of intuition will require one to accept other 

propositions that have more unintuitive consequences. For instance, ethicists may be less 

likely to say morality is reducible to the law because they realize that this will commit 

them to the view that slaveholders in the antebellum Southern United States were acting 

morally. Sometimes, however, it is more plausible that philosophers’ intuitions about 
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particular cases have been corrupted by their other theoretical commitments. For 

instance, those who believe that there are only quiddities might not think that there are 

individuals who can act well or poorly. What intuitions matter probably also depends a 

bit on what one is trying to show and to whom. If one is only concerned to convince 

philosophers of a particular point appealing to philosopher’s intuitions on that point may 

be sufficient. This chapter is concerned to convince everyone that institutions should use 

the effectiveness principle when deciding whom to aid. In the absence of reason to think 

some people’s intuitions matter than others’ it seems reasonable to appeal to empirical 

evidence regarding folk intuitions here. We must just remain open to the possibility that 

some people’s intuitions matter more than others’. 

Consider first the experimental evidence Miller cites. In one of these experiments, 

“subjects were asked to divide a monetary reward between two students who had 

contributed equally to a common task; one of the students was described as needing extra 

money to buy books for a course” (Miller 1999, 74). The students were described as 

friendly and like-minded. Some subjects suggested that the reward be divided equally 

between the students. However, most subjects wanted to give the needy student enough 

to buy the textbooks before splitting the rest equally (Miller 1999) . 

Unfortunately, it is hard to see how this experiment shows that people care about 

equality in meeting needs. The evidence seems to support the hypothesis that in some 

situations people will try to help others meet their needs before distributing unnecessary 

goods equally. The evidence does little more than this. Had the students needed different 

amounts, it is not clear how subjects would have distributed the reward. Certainly, we 
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need more evidence to justify the kind of connection between need fulfillment and 

equality that Miller implicitly relies upon.  

Another experiment Miller mentions tells us more. Miller reports Norman 

Frohlich and Joe Oppenheimer’s experiment to imitate a Rawlsian original position. 

Frohlich and Oppenheimer asked subjects to choose the rules of remuneration for work 

that subjects then completed. Despite variation between subjects, people generally choose 

to maximize the average income level subject to a floor constraint (Miller 2001). These 

preferences were stable over time (Miller 2001). Because most people tried to provide a 

flat minimum for everyone, one might conclude that they disregard differential need 

(Frohlich and Oppenheimer 1992; Miller 2001). Why provide an equal minimal income 

floor for individuals if people are likely to need different amounts of income?79 Miller 

says subjects are balancing a concern for giving people their just deserts against a 

concern for need fulfillment.  

Unfortunately, this explanation is not sufficient. The results just show that people 

are concerned about need, not that “people will aim to equalize degrees of unmet need” 

(Miller 2001, 74). Miller never justifies this connection between need fulfillment and 

equality that he implicitly relies upon.  

One might even make the case that Frohlich and Oppenheimer’s experiment 

shows that most people are not concerned about equality at all. For instance, Gillian 

Brock argues, on this basis, that people only care that everyone has enough to meet their 

needs (Brock 2005).  

                                                 
79 On the other hand, it is not clear that people actually needed anything in the experiment. The participants were not told that people 

would not be able to meet their needs if they did not get some money. So, I doubt that this experiment tells us much about distribution 

according to need. In any case, different potential motivating factors were not sufficiently well isolated. 
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Even if this is wrong, however, it seems that we need more evidence to come to 

any solid conclusions about what people care about in meeting needs. Perhaps most 

people do accept Miller’s principle. Maybe most people are completely egalitarian. 

Maybe they accept some of the simple principles we have rejected. Maybe they even 

accept the effectiveness principle. Unfortunately, the empirical literature on distributive 

justice is not too helpful in arbitrating between these different theories. One reason for 

this is that the literature does not address meeting needs in particular. Most of the 

experimental data focuses on the difference principle.  

One recent experiment, however, was designed just for figuring out how people 

think about meeting needs (Hassoun and Corea-Levy 2007). It was designed to elicit the 

opinions of appropriately impartial people about what principles institutions should use 

for meeting needs. It asked the question with which this chapter started:  

Imagine that you work for an aid agency and you must decide how to 
distribute a limited number of vitamin supplements to those in need. 
Suppose that there are four people who each need 20 milligrams of 
vitamin each to avoid any risk of illness caused by vitamin-deprivation. If 
they do not get a total of 20 milligram they will have some risk of serious 
illness. This is the initial situation where each bar represents how many 
milligrams a person already has and the dotted red line indicates how 
much everyone needs (the 20 milligram line). Having more milligrams is 
better than having less and even a single milligram will lower a person’s 
risk of disease.80

 

 
18 12 6 0 

 
In diagram, the first person has 18 milligrams so needs 2 milligrams to 
meet get enough vitamin. The second person has 12 milligrams so needs 8 
milligrams to get enough vitamin. The third person has 6 milligrams so 

                                                 
80 The experimenters also used a much more abstract survey and got similar results. It seems, however, that comprehension is 

improved by the more concrete story. 
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needs 14 milligrams to get enough vitamin. The last person has 0 
milligrams so needs 20 milligrams to get enough vitamin. You have to 
decide how good it is to distribute money to these people in order to fulfill 
need in different ways.  
 

The experiment then asked the subjects to rank four possible distributions. Option 1 gave 

eight milligrams to the last person (who originally has zero milligrams and needs 20). 

This was the result of this distribution: 

 

 
18 12 6 8 

 
Option 2 gave two milligrams to each person. This was the result: 
 

 
20 14 8 2 

 
Option 3 gave nine milligrams to the third person (who had six milligrams and needed 

14). This was the result: 

 

 
18 12 15 0 

 
Option 4 gave seven milligrams to the last person (who had zero milligrams and needed 

20) and 1 milligram to the third person (who has six milligrams and needed 14). This was 

the result: 

 

 
18 12 7 7 
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Option 1 gives everything to the person who is originally least well off even once 

the person is no longer worst off (let us call this the LWO principle). Option 2 is a 

plausible interpretation of the equal shares principle. Option 3 embodies a utilitarian 

principle for meeting needs on which institutions should aim to maximize need 

fulfillment. Option 4 is the strict-priority principle.  

It is important to note that, in this experiment, Option 3 minimizes remaining 

need. So those who believe institutions’ primary objective should be enabling people to 

secure the kind of autonomy described in the Argument from Autonomy should choose 

this option. A significant number of people ranked this option last. This is not surprising 

as it is hard to believe people would independently decide to use an autonomy based 

metric on needs or think anyone would think enabling people to secure the kind of 

autonomy described in the Argument from Autonomy should be institutions’ primary 

objective. This is not problematic. People need not chose Option 3 to think that legitimate 

institutional systems are obligated to enable people to secure sufficient autonomy. 

Furthermore, this experiment can help us discover which principles people pick of the 

remaining alternatives which all alleviate the same amount of need. 

The experimenters found the following distribution of rankings: 
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FIGURE 1. Experimental Results 

 
Out of 33 subjects, 12 ranked Option 4 the strict priority principle first, ahead of Option 2 

the equal shares principle, ahead of Option 1 the LWO principle, ahead of Option 3 the 

utilitarian principle. A significant number also ranked Option 4 (the strict priority 

principle) first, ahead of Option 1 (the LWO principle), ahead of Option 3 (the utilitarian 

principle), and ranked Option 2 (the equal shares principle) last.81  

Miller would rank Option 2 the equal share principle first, then choose Option 4 

the strict priority principle, then choose Option 3 the utilitarian principle, before ranking 

Option 1 the LWO principle last. Only three people chose Miller’s ranking. This is not a 
                                                 
81 The experimenters used a binomial test to show that this was not significant. Supposing that some null hypothesis is true the p 

value is the probability of getting data as extreme or more extreme than the actual data. When the p value is greater than alpha we do 

not have a reason to reject the null hypothesis. In this case the null hypothesis is that all rankings are equally likely. The result we are 

testing is that three out of 33 people chose Miller’s preferred ordering. So, we want to know if we can reject the hypothesis that three 

out of 33 people chose Miller’s preferred ordering purely based on chance. The experimenters found that the p value is greater than 

alpha when 1, 2, 3, or 4 people pick a ranking. So, the fact that five out of 33 people chose this ranking is significant. We can reject 

the hypothesis that it was the result of chance. 
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significantly different number than the number one would expect to choose this ranking if 

people were picking the ranking randomly.82 Obviously, the data do not support Miller’s 

principle. 

 The data instead seem to support the strict priority principle. The fact that 12 out 

of 33 chose the ranking 4, 2, 1, 3 is significant.83 So, one might wonder whether the data 

does not at the same time undercut the case for the effectiveness principle. This is not so. 

Because the experiment was designed to do many things, it is only capable of telling us 

whether the hypothesis that people accept the effectiveness principle is falsified. If 

subjects ranked Option 1 ahead of Option 4 then they were not accepting the 

effectiveness principle. After all, comparing Option 1 and Option 4 one can see that 

Option 1 does not help the least well off (once the 4th person has more than the 3rd) or 

help as many people as possible. However, 23 out of 31 subjects ranked Option 4 before 

Option 1 (though some of these people did not choose 4, 2, 1, 3).  

Assigning a score of four to the first place option, three to the second place 

option, two to the third placed option, and one to the last placed option, the experimenters 

then summed the scores of each option and got the following results: Option 4 ranked 

first with a score of 97, Option 2 ranked second with a score of 86, Option 1 ranked third 

with a score of 79 and Option 3 was last with a score of 59. This ranking system is 

equivalent to finding the average number of times people put each option in each place in 

the ranking. On average, Option 4 is preferred to Option 1.  

                                                 
82 Recall that the p value is the probability of getting data as extreme or more extreme than the actual data given that all rankings are 

equally likely. The p value is greater than alpha when 1, 2, 3, or 4 people pick a ranking. So in these cases they could be picking by 

chance. We cannot reject the hypothesis that three out of 33 people chose Miller’s preferred ordering purely based on chance. 

83 Recall that the p value is the probability of getting data as extreme or more extreme than the actual data given that all rankings are 

equally likely. The p value is greater than alpha when 1, 2, 3, or 4 people pick a ranking. So, the fact that twelve out of 33 people 

chose this ranking is significant. We can reject the hypothesis that this was the result of chance.  
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One might point out that it is hard to falsify the claim that people are accepting 

the effectiveness principle. Only six out of 24 combinations of orderings can falsify the 

claim that people are accepting the principle. Option 4 can be ranked ahead of Option 1 

only six different ways (4, 1, 2, 3, or 4, 1, 3, 2, or 4, 3, 2, 1, or 4, 2, 3, 1, or 4, 2, 1, 3, or 4, 

3, 1, 2). 

I take this to be a reason to believe that the effectiveness principle is strong. It has 

a great deal of explanatory power. Different weightings on its constituent principles can 

explain why people chose to distribute necessary goods in different ways. It is hard to 

falsify the claim that people are accepting the effectiveness principle but it is possible. On 

average only one-quarter of people should rank Option 4 before Option 1 but about three 

quarters of people ranked this option first. The claim that most people are accepting the 

effectiveness principle is plausible. 

One might counter that it is hard to show that people do not accept the 

effectiveness principle only because the principle is vague. The effectiveness principle 

contains weighted parameters but does not provide the weights; it does not tell us how 

much weight to give to the needs of the least well off or to helping additional people.  

This may be correct. The effectiveness principle is as definite, however, as many 

other principles about how we should meet needs. Prioritarianism, for instance, does not 

tell us how much weight to assign to its parameters. Prioritarianism does not tell us how 

much weight to give to the needs of the less well off vs. the needs of the better off.  

There is certainly room for further experimentation to figure out how most people 

weigh the different parts of the effectiveness principle. Hopefully, however, this chapter 

has done enough to motivate this inquiry. Furthermore, we now have enough information 
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to say that most people do not accept Miller’s principle. A good principle for need 

fulfillment does not need to embody a concern for equality.  

7. Final Conclusions: Reconciling Effectiveness and Equality 

Though a good principle for need fulfillment does not need to be egalitarian, it 

would be good if one who cares about equality could at least accept the principle. This is 

important in the context of this book since many of those who believe that that there is an 

obligation to enable people to meet their needs hold egalitarian theories (Caney 2001; 

Moellendorf 2002). 

Fortunately, there are many ways to reconcile the effectiveness principle with a 

concern for equality. The simplest gives lexical priority to enabling people to meet their 

needs effectively over reducing inequality. When there are unmet needs, it is only 

acceptable if the inequalities that exist are to the greatest effective benefit of the poor. 

Once all needs have been fulfilled, a concern for reducing inequality further can come 

into play as long as reducing inequality does not create more need.84 Many things matter. 

Equality matters. But meeting needs is always more important. If the egalitarian accepts 

these propositions, the egalitarian can accept the principle of effectiveness as well. 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
84 This priority is similar to that seen in John Rawls' general conception of justice which asserts that "all social values – liberty and 

opportunity, income and wealth and the bases of self-respect -- are to be distributed equally unless an unequal distribution of any, or 

all, of these values is to everyone’s advantage.” (Rawls 1971, 62).Once all people have met their needs, however, we have not 

specified how further resources should be distributed. Furthermore, we are not concerned with the representative member of the least 

advantaged group if that person is not in need. Rawls says inequality is justified only if there is no other way to help the representative 

member of the least advantaged group more. On the view suggested here, when there is need, inequality is justified only if there is no 

other way to help the needy more effectively. One can accept a sufficiency theory or even the Rawlsian difference principle once all 

people can meet their needs. This is important since many of those who believe we have an obligation to enable all people to meet 

their needs hold sufficiency or Rawlsian theories (Blake 2001; Caney 2001; Moellendorf 2002; Brock 2005; Miller 2005). 
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8. Conclusion 
 

Many people believe that there is an obligation to help people meet their needs. 

For those that accept this conclusion there is a pressing question: How should institutions 

decide between different ways of fulfilling needs in situations where there is no guarantee 

that all needs can be met and where no special obligations obtain? This chapter has 

addressed this question. After considering and rejecting several simple principles for 

distributing according to need, it examined a recent proposal by David Miller. Miller is 

concerned about equality in meeting need. This chapter argued that such a concern for 

equality is misplaced. Rather, it suggested a new principle for fulfilling need. Finally it 

showed how this effectiveness principle can be reconciled with the concern for equality 

that motivates Miller’s proposal. Certainly, more work needs to be done to fully cash out 

the details of the principle. And, institutions cannot shut their eyes to morally relevant 

features of the real world that might lead them to different conclusions about what to do 

in different cases. Still, the effectiveness principle provides a useful starting point in 

trying to decide how to meet needs in an institutional context. The principle of 

effectiveness also has some important advantages over the main alternatives in the 

literature on need satisfaction (from maximizing need fulfillment, to helping people fulfill 

need equally). 
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CHAPTER 5. FREE TRADE IN THEORY 
  

The first chapter of this book argued that people have a human right to be able to 

meet their needs. The second argued that the global institutional system is responsible for 

enabling people meet their most basic needs. The third chapter defended the final 

premises in these arguments in giving an account of needs. The last chapter argued that 

institutions should enable people to meet needs in the most effective way possible. The 

final chapters of this book will consider whether or not the global institutional system is 

fulfilling this obligation and, if it is not, how it might better do so; they will consider how 

the global institutional system might enable people to meet their needs most effectively.  

Because most poor people live in developing countries, the remainder of this book 

will focus on the global institutional system’s impact in these countries. Though the 

development path each country takes is unique, most developing countries are subject to 

the international financial institutions (IFIs) and trade agreements (TAs). The IFIs and 

TAs have shaped the nature and terms of trade and development in poor countries. This 

chapter and the next, thus, consider the case for some of the reforms advocated by the 

global institutional system – free trade and foreign aid.  

This chapter starts with a brief introduction to the IFIs and TAs. It shows how 

neoclassical economic theory has driven these institutions’ policy recommendations. This 

is the reason that the IFIs and TAs often encourage free market reforms. This chapter 

considers the case for free trade, in particular. It concludes that the main argument for 

such trade liberalization in no way guarantees effective poverty reduction. The next 

chapter continues this inquiry by considering and rejecting the claim that free trade is 

effectively enabling all people to meet their needs in practice. There is reason to consider 
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altering the rules of trade or working around them to better enable people to meet their 

needs. Finally, the last chapter considers the case for foreign aid. The case for foreign aid 

is stronger than many people presume. There is, thus, reason to consider foreign aid in 

trying to effectively reduce poverty. If the arguments in these chapters go through, they 

will allow us to reach the following conclusions. We have little reason to believe the 

global institutional system is enabling the global poor to meet their most basic needs in 

the most effective way possible. Rather, we have reason to consider restructuring the 

rules of trade while continuing to give at least some foreign aid. 

1. International Financial Institutions 

In 1944, a group of developed countries assembled the Bretton Woods conference 

for international discipline and exchange-rate stabilization. This conference created 

several of the most important international financial institutions including the IMF and 

the WB. These institutions have since come to have a powerful effect on the fortunes of 

developing countries.  

The IMF was created primarily to encourage macroeconomic stability. It 

promotes international monetary cooperation. The IMF encourages countries to liberalize 

their markets. It also lends money to member countries to prevent currency crises. Today, 

the IMF greatly impacts the economic policies of developing countries and provides 

emergency loans to struggling economies. In order to qualify for these loans, countries 

have to implement economic reforms the IMF believes will promote macroeconomic 

stability and growth. The conditions the IMF sets on its loans are often called structural 

adjustment programs (SAPs).  
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The WB was created to help finance post World War II reconstruction. It now 

aims to promote development by encouraging growth. Like the IMF, the WB provides 

educational support and policy advice to developing countries. The WB, like many other 

IFIs, also requires countries to adopt SAPs before granting loans.  

The IFI’s SAPs often include these requirements:  

• Trade liberalization aimed at shifting the economy toward outward-oriented 
growth (e.g. by reducing tariffs and non-tariff barriers to trade to make exports 
more competitive). 

 
• Diminishing the role of the state in guiding the economy (e.g. by privatizing 

major sectors of the economy, decreasing government bureaucracy, and reducing 
spending -- including spending on health, education, and welfare). 

 
• Liberalizing financial markets (e.g. by allowing world markets to dictate 

exchange rates or devaluing the local currency against hard currencies such as the 
U.S. dollar, in order to make exports more competitive) (Bello 1996; Reed 1996; 
Sachs 2005). 

 
SAPs require liberalization, privatization, and deregulation. 

Because of worries about the timing, content, and success of structural adjustment 

programs, the structural adjustment process continues to evolve (Stiglitz 2003). For 

example, the WB is trying to target spending on education and health care to the poor. It 

aims to increase funding for poverty reduction programs and tries to help the poor benefit 

from economic growth.85 It also hopes to increase transparency in WB financed programs 

and promote local control over fiscal expenditures. 

Despite such changes, the IFIs remain committed to achieving poverty reduction 

through market liberalizing reforms including trade liberalization (World Bank 2005c). 

                                                 
85 Historically, the WB’s commitment to poverty reduction has fluctuated. When Robert McNamara came to the WB in 1968 the 

commitment became more pronounced but in 1980s it was less pronounced. The WB’s “attention to equity issues, from 1982 to the 

end of the decade appears to have been somewhat token at least relative to its record in the 1970s” ((Stern 1997, 554) cited in (Hurrell 

2001, 49)). Commitment to market liberalization, however, has been constant since at least the 1980s. 
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As IMF economist Vikram Haksar remarks, “in the past SAPs that were detailed were 

untenable, we set the main goals on macro-economics broadly now – inflation is bad for 

poverty – keep it low, the rest is up to government and society” (Haksar 16 August 2004). 

Though some things are changing, the standard thrust of reform is still the same (Bello 

1999).86

2. Global Trade Agreements 

Like the IFIs, there are many international trade agreements (e.g. the North 

American Free Trade Agreement or the Southern African Development Community). 

Most free trade agreements are regional. For instance, some estimate that, by 2007, there 

will be 70 trade deals in East Asia alone (The Economist). Some trade agreements are 

global. These agreements are embodied in WTO.  

The WTO is the successor and extension of the General Agreement on Tariffs and 

Trade (GATT) created after World War II. Like the GATT, the agreements making up 

the WTO were arrived at by consensus. One of the main differences between the WTO 

and the GATT is that the WTO has an improved dispute settlement process.  

While the rules of GATT are still primary in governing trade in goods under the 

WTO, the WTO has established new rules for service industries, intellectual property 

rights, dispute settlement, and trade policy. For instance, in 1997, WTO member 

countries agreed to liberalize telecommunications, financial services, and technological 

industries. In 2000, further talks on the agricultural and service industries began. The 

                                                 
86 Attending to the content of the programs recently implemented in developing countries also allows us to see how similar the new 

requirements are to the old requirements. In Indonesia and Zambia (for example) such programs have specified that countries should 

abolish import monopolies, phase out non-tariff barriers on imports, reduce tariffs, dissolve cartels, remove restrictions on foreign 

investment, and allow foreign banks to take over domestic ones.  
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2001 talks in Doha focused on issues brought up by developing countries (World Trade 

Organization 2004). 

Today there are approximately 30,000 pages of agreements and WTO rules in 

effect. Over 150 countries are members of the WTO. About 97% of trade occurs under its 

auspices (World Trade Organization 2004).  

While SAPs often require countries to liberalize trade, TAs have as their explicit 

aim promoting free trade. For example, the main provisions of the WTO (which remain 

from the GATT) can be summarized as follows: 

• Member countries should only protect their domestic production using tariffs, and 
they should try to liberalize trade policies whenever possible. In most cases, 
countries should not use quantitative restrictions on trade. An important exception 
is that countries with balance-of-payments difficulties are allowed to restrict 
imports in order to safeguard their external financial position. 

 
• Member countries should work to reduce and eliminate tariffs and other trade 

barriers through multilateral negotiations. Each country has a tariff-line basis that 
sets “bound rates” (or limits) for tariffs. Countries should not increase tariffs 
above these limits. 

 
• Member countries should not impose taxes on imported products higher than 

those levied on products produced in their domestic markets. This is known as 
“the national treatment” rule (GATT, Article III: 1, 2, and 4).  

 
• Member countries should not discriminate against countries from which they 

import and to which they export goods (this is embodied in the “most-favored-
nation” principle) (GATT, Article I: 1). However, some preferential treatment is 
allowed at the regional level, through regional trade agreements. 

 
In short, discrimination between member countries is prohibited, reciprocity is required, 

market access should be extended, and competition should be encouraged (Moellendorf 

 



 175

2005).87 These same principles govern many bilateral and regional free trade agreements 

too.  

3. An Argument for Free Trade Reforms 

Many of the IFIs and TAs policy recommendations have a common basis – 

promoting free markets. This is not surprising since the WTO aims to collaborate with 

the IMF and WB to achieve ‘‘greater coherence in global economic policy-making’’ 

((Hoekman and Kostecki 1995) cited in (Moellendorf 2005)).  

Free trade reforms, in particular, are supported by a large body of theoretical 

work. It is, thus, worth examining the theory behind such reforms to see how they are 

likely to impact the poor. The rest of this chapter, thus, considers the main argument for 

liberalizing trade; the Argument from Comparative Advantage. After setting out this 

argument, it then considers what the Argument from Comparative Advantage tells us 

about the effect of free trade on poverty.  

Argument from Comparative Advantage 

To understand comparative advantage, one must understand the idea of 

opportunity costs. The opportunity cost of producing a good in a country equal the 

amount of benefit that could be derived from production, if the country had to produce its 

next best alternative instead of that good. Suppose that a country produces only 

marsupials and xylophones. The opportunity cost of producing a marsupial is the number 

of xylophones that could be produced with the resources used to produce the marsupial. 

Suppose two countries produce only marsupials and xylophones. The opportunity cost of 

                                                 
87 The fact that most countries are required to liberalize access to their markets in order to gain admission to the WTO may be 

justified by the reciprocity condition. However, non-trade policy requests (e.g. Russia was pressured to sign the Kyoto agreement in 

order to get European backing to join the WTO) are more questionable (Baker 2004). 
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producing marsupials will be higher for the country that could produce more xylophones 

with the resources that are currently invested in marsupials. The country with the lowest 

opportunity cost of producing marsupials has a comparative advantage in marsupials. 

The concept of comparative advantage is different from that of absolute 

advantage. If a country has an absolute advantage in the production of a good, that 

country can make that good at a lower cost than another country. A country can have a 

comparative advantage in the production of a good, even if it costs the country more to 

produce everything than another country. 

The key to the argument for trade liberalization is this: If a country specializes in 

the production of those commodities in which it has a comparative advantage, it can gain 

from trade. A country can gain from trade even if it does not have an absolute advantage 

in the production of any good.88  

To see how it is possible for a country to gain from trade, even if that country 

does not have an absolute advantage in anything, consider a simple Ricardian model. 

Although more complicated models are often used (e.g. a mixed Ricardian/Heckscher-

Ohlin model), the simplest model will suffice to illustrate the general idea. Similar 

critiques can also be made of many of the more complicated models. 

Suppose that there are only two goods (marsupials (m) and xylophones (x)) and 

two countries (let us call them Rich and Poor). Suppose that Rich has an absolute 

advantage in producing both goods. It costs Rich less to produce xylophones than it costs 

Poor to produce xylophones. It also costs Rich less to produce marsupials than it costs 

Poor to produce marsupials. Suppose that the production costs in terms of labor for both 

                                                 
88 The idea of comparative advantage actually originates in Essay on the External Corn Trade by Robert Torrens in 1815. David 

Ricardo formalized the notion and it is also found in John Stuart Mill’s Principles of Political Economy. 
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goods in each country are as follows (where L is the total amount of labor available for 

production in each country)89: 

 

It costs rich one labor hour to produce a xylophone and two labor hours to produce a 

marsupial. It costs poor six labor hours to produce a xylophone and three labor hours to 

produce a marsupial. 

The opportunity cost of producing a xylophone is the number of marsupials that a 

country could produce instead of the xylophone. Rich has to give up ½ a marsupial to 

produce a xylophone. Poor has to give up two marsupials to produce a xylophone. So 

Rich has a comparative advantage in producing xylophones. Poor, however, has a 

comparative advantage in producing marsupials. Poor only has to give up ½ a xylophone 

to produce a marsupial. Rich has to give up two xylophones to produce a marsupial. 

Depending on demand for these commodities, it may be possible for both countries to 

gain from trade. To maximize profit, each country needs to focus on producing only one 

commodity. Then each can exchange their surplus production for the other commodity. 

Because Rich has a comparative advantage in xylophones and Poor has a comparative 

advantage in marsupials, Rich should concentrate production on xylophones and Poor 

should concentrate on marsupials.  

Production and consumption will be equal in a country without trade. Let us 

assume that, before trade, Rich spends 16 hours producing xylophones and eight hours 

                                                 
89 I assume here that we are in a pure exchange economy where labor is the only input relevant for producing marsupials and 

xylophones. 
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producing marsupials. Poor spends 18 hours producing xylophones and six hours 

producing marsupials. This is the situation before trade: 

 

If each country specializes in the commodity in which it has a comparative advantage, 

this situation will result: 

 

After specialization, the 24 labor hours are spent producing xylophones in Rich, 

so 24 xylophones are made. The 24 labor hours are spent producing marsupials in Poor, 

so eight marsupials are produced. There are a total of five extra xylophones and two extra 

marsupials produced than in the situation with specialization. It is clear that there is room 

to gain from trade (but since consumers demand some marsupials and some xylophones 

in both countries, the gains are only possible through trade). Prices are set by the 

availability of goods and tastes of consumers. If the going price is five marsupials for 

every four xylophones, each country will do better in both commodities than that country 

did before trade. This situation may result: 
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In this situation, Rich ends up with 20 xylophones rather than 16 and five marsupials 

rather than four. Poor ends up with four rather than three xylophones and three rather 

than two marsupials. 

In sum, the Argument from Comparative Advantage shows that poor countries 

can gain from trade even if they are not more efficient than rich countries at producing 

anything at all. Assuming that workers are paid for their productivity, wages will also rise 

on this model as productivity rises. Under the standard neoclassical assumptions, trade 

will continue until world supply and demand for marsupials and xylophones equalize; 

trade will continue until an Arrow-Debreu competitive equilibrium is reached. Such 

competitive equilibria are Pareto optimal. This is what the first theorem of welfare 

economics says. That is, if countries are allowed to trade freely, markets will reach a state 

such that no one can be made better off without making someone else worse off. This is 

the main advantage cited in favor of free trade. Most of the arguments for free trade have 

this in common.90  

 

                                                 
90 When the relevant neoclassical assumptions are relaxed to account for things like the fact of unemployment, the best that can be 

proven is constrained Pareto optimality. Efficiency wage theories, for example, allow us to take into account the information problems 

that drive unemployment. They explain how markets can reach equilibrium with unemployment. Unfortunately, the equilibria that are 

guaranteed are not Pareto optimal. I will set aside this worry now as my critique of this argument for free trade does not depend on the 

existence of such problems. 
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4. Evaluation of the Argument 

We have seen that, if countries are allowed to trade freely, markets will reach a 

Pareto optimal state. They will reach a state such that no one can be made better off 

without making someone else worse off. This is the main advantage cited in favor of free 

trade. Unfortunately, we cannot conclude from the Argument from Comparative 

Advantage that free trade will effectively reduce poverty (or reduce it at all for that 

matter!). There are three reasons why not. First, the Argument from Comparative 

Advantage does not tell us much about the size of the benefits to those poor countries and 

individuals that will benefit from free trade. Second, the Argument from Comparative 

Advantage does not tell us that all poor countries or individuals will benefit from trade. 

Finally, many of the Argument’s assumptions do not hold in the real world. Some poor 

countries and individuals may even be hurt by free trade. Let us consider each of these 

points in turn.  

First, the Argument from Comparative Advantage does not tell us much about the 

size of the benefits to those poor countries and individuals that will benefit from free 

trade. A situation where one country or person owns all of the goods, and everyone else 

owns next to nothing can be Pareto optimal. This may be the case if we assume that no 

more goods can be created (e.g. by redistributing wealth). For, then, the only way to 

make someone better off is to make someone else worse off. The example below 

illustrates how the benefits to poor countries from free trade may be very small indeed. 

Recall that, in the example above, five extra xylophones and two extra marsupials 

were produced by specialization than were produced without specialization. The going 

price was five marsupials in exchange for four xylophones. So, each country did better in 
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both commodities than that country did before trade. If, however, it cost six marsupials to 

get four xylophones this situation may result: 

 

In this situation, Rich ends up with 20 xylophones rather than 16 and six marsupials 

rather than four. Even with these prices, Poor does better by trading; poor ends up with 

four rather than three xylophones. But, when the prices were more favorable for Poor, 

Poor not only got an extra xylophone but also got an extra marsupial by specializing in 

marsupials and trading. Poor does not do as well when the terms of trade are not in Poor’s 

favor. The Argument from Comparative Advantage does not tell us much about the 

relative or absolute size of the benefits to poor countries or individuals that will benefit 

from trade. 

Next, note that the Argument from Comparative Advantage does not even tell us 

that all poor countries will benefit from free trade. Some countries may not have a 

comparative advantage in anything. The example below illustrates what will happen if a 

country does not have a comparative advantage in anything. 

Imagine, for instance, that the production costs in terms of labor for both goods in 

each country are as follows (where L is the total amount of labor available for production 

in each country): 
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It costs rich one labor hour to produce a xylophone and two labor hours to produce a 

marsupial. It costs poor three labor hours to produce a xylophone and six labor hours to 

produce a marsupial. The opportunity cost of producing a xylophone is the number of 

marsupials that a country could produce instead of the xylophone. Both Rich and Poor 

have to give up ½ a marsupial to produce a xylophone. The opportunity cost of producing 

a marsupial is the number of xylophones that a country could produce instead of the 

marsupial. Both Rich and Poor have to give up two xylophones to produce a marsupial. 

Neither have a comparative advantage in producing xylophones or Marsupials. Gains are 

not possible from trade. 

 To see why, let us assume once again that, before trade, Rich spends 16 hours 

producing xylophones and eight hours producing marsupials while Poor spends 18 hours 

producing xylophones and six hours producing marsupials. Since it takes Rich one hour 

to produce a xylophone, Rich will produce 16 xylophones in 16 hours. Since it takes Poor 

six hours to produce a marsupial, Poor will produce one marsupial in six hours. And so 

on. This is the situation before trade: 
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If Rich specializes in marsupials and Poor specializes in xylophones, this situation will 

result: 

 

There is no offer either country could make that would make the other country better off 

than that country would be without trade. Poor could only gain from trading three 

marsupials for six or more xylophones but, for Rich to benefit from exchange, Rich must 

get more than four marsupials for six xylophones. If, instead, Rich specializes in 

xylophones and Poor specializes in marsupials, this situation will result: 

 

Again, there is no offer either country could make that would make the other country 

better off than that country would be without trade. Poor cannot make enough xylophones 

to meet Rich’s need for 16 xylophones. There is no way Poor can gain from trade in this 

example. So, we see, the fact that trade will result in a Pareto optimal distribution of 

goods tells us little about how the poor will fare.  
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Perhaps more troubling is that many of the assumptions required by the argument 

are important and unrealistic.91 The argument assumes that there are zero transaction 

costs, full employment, and homogenous labor markets within each country. The 

argument also assumes that goods produced in each country are identical and that 

consumers and firms strive to maximize utility and profit respectively. Furthermore, it 

assumes that labor cannot move between countries but that it costs nothing to for laborers 

to switch industries. We know that many of these assumptions are false in the real world. 

Without these assumptions we can see that free trade may even hurt the poor. If, for 

instance, we do not assume that there will be full employment after trade, the argument 

does not tell us anything about the distribution of benefits to individuals that will result 

from free trade. Poor people may not benefit from any resulting growth at all. They may 

even suffer. For instance, poor people may lose their jobs as production shifts to 

commodities made by people who are not poor. The case for free trade, thus, depends on 

how closely actual markets approximate or can be made to approximate ideal markets 

(Buchanan 1985). At best, Kaldor-Hicks Pareto optimality will be achieved with free 

trade in the real world. On the Kaldor-Hicks criterion, a change from one state of affairs 

to another is optimal if the benefits of the change exceed the costs of the change. The 

benefits could go to the rich and the costs to the poor. At least on this interpretation of the 

Paretian criterion, “Pareto Optimality can, like ‘Caesar’s spirit’, ‘come hot from hell’” 

(Sen 1987, 32). 

                                                 
91 There are many endogenous growth models that predict that openness will be correlated with growth that start with different 

assumptions from the model we have discussed. Some of these models point to the potential benefits of technology transfer, 

availability of inputs, technical assistance, and reduced networking costs from free trade. See: (McCulloch, Winters et al. 2001).  
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In sum, the Argument from Comparative Advantage does not tell us that all poor 

countries will benefit from free trade (some may not have a comparative advantage in 

anything). It does not tell us anything about the size of the benefits to those poor 

countries that will benefit from free trade. Nor does it tell us anything about the 

distribution of benefits within the poor countries that will benefit from free trade. Poor 

people may not benefit from any growth that does occur. Trade liberalization may even 

make it less likely that some will meet their needs in the real world. It should, thus, be 

obvious that we cannot even say that whatever growth does occur will be to the effective 

benefit of the least well off (since what growth occurs may only benefit the rich). We 

need to consider what is actually happening. We need to consider some empirical 

evidence.  
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CHAPTER 6. FREE TRADE IN PRACTICE 
 

It is clear that the Argument from Comparative Advantage does not show that free 

trade is guaranteed to effectively reduce poverty. But perhaps this is the result in 

practice? This chapter will consider the empirical case for trade liberalization (henceforth 

liberalization will be used in this restricted sense). Advocates of free trade say that free 

trade has increased growth without increasing inequality and has thus reduced poverty. 

The WB cites correlations between openness and growth and finds evidence that the 

rising tide lifts all boats (Dollar and Kraay 2000; Adams Jr. 2004). The IMF holds that 

“economic growth is the most significant single factor that contributes to poverty 

reduction” although “some poor and vulnerable groups can be adversely affected in the 

short-run” (International Monetary Fund 2000, para. 17-18).  

In essence the argument for trade liberalization seems to be this:  

1) Trade liberalization tends to enhance growth without increasing inequality.  

2) Growth that does not increase inequality tends to reduce poverty.  

3) Therefore, trade liberalization tends to reduce poverty. 

Fairly obviously, this conclusion does not follow from these premises. Inequality-neutral 

growth may tend to reduce poverty, while the inequality-neutral growth trade 

liberalization brings does not tend to reduce poverty. Compare: Spending most of one’s 

time doing physical activity tends to make one healthier. When one is healthier one is 

usually happier. It does not follow that when one gets healthier by spending most of one’s 

time doing physical activity, that one is usually happier. 

Still, it may be the case that trade liberalizing reforms increase growth in a way 

that reduces poverty. This would explain the international financial institutions’ 
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assertions that we can best help the poor by liberalizing trade. I am not convinced. There 

is reason to question the claim that liberalization is increasing growth, reducing poverty, 

and shrinking inequality. To illustrate some of the problems with the case for trade 

liberalization, this chapter does two things. First, it explicates trends in growth, poverty, 

and inequality since the late 1970’s when trade liberalizing reforms began to be 

implemented widely. It then considers how liberalization has impacted these trends. In 

short, it will argue that we can not just have faith in the ability of free trade to enable 

people to meet their needs. This chapter concludes by suggesting some alternative means 

of alleviating world poverty. Though it will not argue for a particular solution to the 

problem of world poverty here, it will show that further inquiry is needed.  

1. Preliminaries 

It is difficult to evaluate the IFI’s argument. One problem for analysis is that it is 

not clear what kind of growth, inequality, or poverty is at issue in the argument. So, this 

chapter will investigate several interpretations of the argument below. There are a few 

ways of critiquing the empirical basis of the IFI’s argument. First, one might show that 

the IFI’s case is unsustainable on all measures of growth, poverty, inequality, and 

liberalization. Second, one might argue that none of the available measures is appropriate 

for measuring growth, poverty, inequality, or liberalization. There are at least two ways 

that a proposed measure might be inappropriate. 1) There may be no morally relevant 

sense in which the thing a measure picks out can be called “growth,” “inequality,” 

“poverty,” or “trade liberalization.” Recall, for instance, that we are interested in 

individuals’ ability to meet their needs. So if a measure of “poverty” does not capture this 

ability, it is not appropriate in this sense. 2) A proposed measure might be inappropriate 
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if the statistical basis of the measurement is faulty. The data some measures rely upon 

might, for instance, be biased or incomplete.  

This chapter takes a mixed approach. Sometimes it shows that there is no 

appropriate measure. Sometimes it shows that the empirical results on the available 

measures do not support the IFI’s case. To do this, this chapter sometimes examines the 

case that can be made for particular measures before setting out their results. Where the 

results of different measures do not support the IFI’s case, however, it simply reports the 

results without examining possible justifications for using the measures. Though a more 

extensive study might consider whether or not each measure of growth, poverty, 

inequality, and liberalization is appropriate this is not necessary for present purposes. 

2. Growth 

The recent president of the WB, James Wolfensohn, asserted towards the end of 

his term that “over the past few years… better policies have contributed to more rapid 

growth in developing countries’ per capita incomes than at any point since the mid-

1970s”(Wolfensohn 2001). One might, thus, conclude that growth has been increasing in 

the time of liberalization. 

It is not clear, however, that this is the sort of growth one should care about if one 

is concerned that growth be pro-poor. Per capita incomes in developing countries may go 

up because the rich in those countries are getting richer. Equatorial Guinea, for instance, 

has the third highest per capita income because the top two percent of its population is 

very wealthy (Wenar 2007b). It has terrible poverty. Furthermore, one finds different 

trends in growth rates depending on which metric one chooses. Since is not entirely clear 

what sort of growth is most relevant for the IFIs argument, it is, thus, worth looking at the 
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larger picture here. We can consider, first, growth rates in most developing countries. We 

can then consider relative changes in income between different income classes. Finally, 

we can consider how parts (e.g. quintiles) of the world’s population have fared. We will 

find that, though there is reason to care about growth rates amongst parts of the world’s 

population, there is little reason to care about GDP growth in developing countries or 

relative changes in income between different income classes if one is concerned that 

growth be pro-poor. Furthermore, we will find that the income of the poorest segments of 

the world’s population is not rising. 

Growth rates in most developing countries have declined in recent decades 

(Milanovic 2003b; Milanovic 2005).92 This is primarily due to declining growth rates in 

Africa. Branko Milanovic provides a nice graph of how countries that are not part of the 

traditionally rich Western-European, North American, and Oceanic countries have fared 

in 1978-1998 relative to how they fared between 1960-1978. Since most of these 

countries are below the diagonal line their growth rates have decreased. Those in the 

South-Eastern corner have seen positive growth rates in the first period turn into negative 

growth rates in the second. 

                                                 
92 The results use income and consumption surveys rather than GDP data here. These surveys will be discussed below. The sample 

years were selected so that they were as close as possible to the years in which purchasing power parity measures were calculated. The 

picture looks much better when growth rates are weighted by population (Milanovic 2005). 
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GRAPH 1. Average Growth Rates in GDP of Countries Outside of Western-Europe, 
North America, and Oceania in 1960-1978 and 1978-199893

 
Of course, growth in developing country GDP may be no more pro-poor than 

growth in per capita incomes in developing countries. A developing country’s GDP may 

go up because the rich in those countries are getting richer. Perhaps it is better to look at 

relative growth rates between developed and developing countries. 

Developing countries have not been growing relatively faster than developed 

countries. Though some developing countries in S.E. Asia have done pretty well, other 

trends have counter-balanced this effect. Branko Milanovic nicely illustrates these trends. 

He divides the world into four income groups and then sees how countries move between 

the groups (Milanovic 2005, 85). The “first” group with the highest incomes includes the 

traditionally rich Western European and North American countries. The “second” group 

in a given year consists of those whose incomes are no more than 1/3 below the poorest 
                                                 
93 Modified from (Milanovic 2003b). His sources include the WB Statistical Information Management and Analysis database among 

others. 
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“first” group countries. The “third” group countries have incomes between 1/3 and 2/3 

the income of the “first” group countries and the rest are in the “fourth” group. Milanovic 

then tracks the movement of countries between groups over time. Most developing 

countries are doing worse now than they were in 1978.  

 

Table 1.Transition Matrices: Changing Percentages94

In percentage terms, 82% of those that were in the first group in 1978 were still in the 

first group in 2000. Twelve per cent of those that were in the first group in 1978 were in 

the second group by 2000. Six per cent joined the third group. Thirteen per cent of those 

in the second group in 1978 were in the first group in 2000, 6% were still in the second 

group, 68% joined the third group and 13% joined the fourth group. 

 

Table 2.Transition Matrices: Changing Numbers95

                                                 
94 Modified from (Milanovic 2005, 86). 
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Between 1978 and 2000 one country that was in the third group in 1978 was in the first 

group in 2000. Of the remaining countries originally classified as in the third group, two 

were in the second group, and 23 were in the fourth group in 2000. Only two of those in 

the fourth group in 1978 were in the third, none were in the first or second in 2000. 

Furthermore, even if the developing countries were catching up with developed 

countries our original problem would remain. A developing country may grow fast 

enough to catch up with a developed country even if poverty rates in each country 

remained the same (or got worse). If the rich accumulate enough wealth the developing 

country’s GDP may even exceed the developed country GDP though the poor may 

remain in dire straights (or become more impoverished). We need to know how the 

growth that is happening is impacting people: We need to know who is gaining and who 

is loosing within regions or countries.  

We can begin to see who is gaining and who is loosing within regions or countries 

by looking at what happened to income distribution between 1988 - 1998. The real per 

capita growth rates were similar in the years 1988 - 1993 and 1993 – 1998 (Milanovic 

2005).96 From 1988-1993, the incomes of about the richest 15% of the world’s 

population grew but the incomes of almost all of the rest of the world’s population 

declined (Milanovic 2005). Africans and those with mid-level incomes saw the largest 

declines in growth rates (Milanovic 2005). Between 1993 and 1998 things changed. The 

incomes of most people in the bottom 60% and top 20% of the world’s income 

distribution grew (Milanovic 2005). The poorest 20% did even worse than before 

(Milanovic 2005). Though the incomes of some of the poor grew in the second period, 

                                                                                                                                                 
95 Modified from (Milanovic 2005, 86). 

96 Using household surveys and PPP conversion.  
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the incomes of the very poor declined in both periods. One might, thus, be tempted to 

conclude that what growth did occur did not help those most in need. To see if this is 

correct, however, let us turn to consider statistics on poverty now. In doing so, we will 

also discuss some of the methodological issues relevant for measuring growth. 

3. Poverty 

In order to figure out how the radically poor are faring, we need a way to measure 

individuals’ access to the objects of their needs; we need a way to measure poverty. 

There are two options. First, we might use an assortment of indicators such as education 

and caloric intake levels to measure poverty.97 Alternately, we might use a unitary 

measure of poverty. Unitary measures either specify a single formula for combining 

many disparate indicators of poverty or specify a single indicator of poverty (like 

income).  

There are advantages to using a unitary measure. A unitary measure allows us to 

get a sense of how well people are doing overall. If different indicators (like average 

health and levels of education) were used, they could exhibit opposite trajectories. 

Without a unitary measure, we may not even be able to get a sense of whether things are 

getting better or worse. It may also be impossible to tell by how much things are getting 

better or worse if these indicators change by different amounts.  

The most widely used unitary measures are the Human Development Index (HDI) 

and the WB’s poverty lines. The HDI combines average GDP, education, and mortality 

                                                 
97 The Human Development Index (HDI) is an attempt to capture the insight in Nussbaum and Sen’s capability theories. However, 

the HDI, like income or consumption based indexes, measures an individual’s access to the objects of her basic needs only indirectly. 

It directly measures a population’s average education (enrollment and literacy) levels, per capita GDP, and mortality rates.  
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rates into a single indicator. The WB’s poverty lines use an income-based measure of 

poverty. Which should we use?  

The HDI includes more than just income. One might count this as a mark in its 

favor. The HDI, however, has all of the problems of an income measure of poverty and 

many more besides. Though no particular amount of money is necessary and sufficient 

for all individuals to meet their needs, the same can be said about education. No amount 

of education is necessary and sufficient for all individuals to meet their needs. Education, 

like income, can be more or less important in different contexts. 

Even if one thinks that the importance of education, income, and life expectancy 

for meeting needs is set there is another problem with the HDI. The HDI takes an 

unjustified stand on the relative importance of education rates, mortality rates, and 

income in measuring an individual’s ability to meet her needs.98 It is not at all obvious 

that the particular method of combining education, income, and mortality in the HDI is 

justified.99 The HDI gives equal weight to life expectance, education (calculated by 

giving twice as much weigh to the adult literacy rate as to primary, secondary, and 

tertiary school gross enrollment), and the logarithm of GDP. Why think that this captures 

individuals’ ability to meet their needs?  

                                                 
98 Another potential worry is that the collection of HDI data provides incentives to focus on improving certain aspects of development 

while neglecting others. For example, to make it appear that more people are meeting their basic needs, education services for the 

middle class may be enhanced while services that benefit the poor are neglected (e.g. farm to market roads in the poorest 

communities). Similar problems arise for income based measures of poverty, however. For instance, a common complaint about 

development projects is that they tend to help those who are just below the poverty line. Aid agencies can then say that they have 

helped many people out of poverty. 

99 Income is discounted at all levels but at an increasing rate. Rich countries appear less developed than they would if this scaling was 

not done. As the average income level rises, poverty appears to be less and less affected by increases in average income. But, because 

the HDI does not take into account distribution within countries, the HDI cannot tell us whether or not this is really the case in any 

given country.  
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Finally, only average income levels are used in calculating the HDI for countries. 

We cannot tell how many poor there are within a country using the HDI. A country 

where half of the people are well off, and half are very poorly off, might have the same 

HDI score as a country where everyone is doing equally, and moderately, well.100 For 

instance, Hong Kong has an HDI score of .916 (United Nations Development Program 

2005). Germany has an HDI of .930 (United Nations Development Program 2005). Hong 

Kong’s HDI is only slightly lower than Germany’s though Hong Kong has a much higher 

level of inequality. Germany has the 14th most equal income distribution (United Nations 

Development Program 2005). Hong Kong ranks 84th (United Nations Development 

Program 2005). This last problem is so severe, that it basically renders the HDI useless 

for our purposes. Because the WB’s poverty lines do not suffer from this problem, we 

might try to use one of these poverty lines instead of the HDI. 101

In 2002, WB President Wolfensohn asserted that:  

…the proportion of people worldwide living in absolute poverty has 
dropped steadily in recent decades, from 29% in 1990 to a record low of 
23% in 1998. After increasing steadily over the past two centuries, since 
1980 the total number of people living in poverty worldwide has fallen by 
an estimated 200 million — even as the world’s population grew by 1.6 
billion (World Bank 2002b, 30). 

 
In 2005, the WB claimed that poverty had fallen further. The Bank asserted that 

“The number of people living on less than US$1 a day declined from 1.5 billion 

                                                 
100 Due to changes in the methodology, HDI figures cannot be compared between years – I will argue below that this is also the case 

for the WB’s poverty lines. 

101 See (Raworth and Stewart 2003) for discussion of other problems with the Human Development Index. 
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(40 percent of the population) in 1981, to 1.2 billion (28 percent) in 1990, and 1.1 

billion (21 percent) in 2001” (World Bank 2005e, 1).102  

Today the WB poverty data base tells us that, on the US$1 a day poverty 

line, the number of people in poverty fell by more than 22% (from 40.36% of the 

world’s population in 1981 to 17.72% of the world’s population in 2004) (World 

Bank 2007c). According to the WB’s US$2 a day poverty line, the database 

reports that the number of people in poverty fell by about 20% (from 67.13% of 

the world’s population in 1981 to 47.27% of the world’s population in 2004) 

(World Bank 2007c). 

Unfortunately, the Bank’s new method of calculating poverty lines cannot support 

such comparisons. The WB’s method of measuring poverty changed in the late 1990s 

(Wade 2004). To see the effect of this change, consider the 1993 poverty rates using the 

new and old methodologies: 

 

TABLE 3. Poverty estimates in 1993 as determined by new and old WB methodology103

Obviously these results are different.104  

                                                 
102 Others associated with the WB have made similar claims. (Chen and Ravallion 2004, 141) state that the number of poor people 

has declined by “almost 400 million” between 1981 and 2001. Also see (Dollar and Kraay 2002). So have development experts not 

associated with the Bank who should know better. For instances, see (Sachs 2005, 20). 

103 Modified from ((Deaton 2001) cited in (Wade 2004, 573)). 

104 The quality of the survey data for some countries in these regions is questionable. Sampling variation and error may, thus, account 

for some of this change. However, (Reddy and Pogge 2006) find similar results when consistent household survey data is used (for 

those countries where good data is available). 
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I will not try to arbitrate between these different ways of measuring poverty here. 

It is not necessary to do so to show that they should not be accepted. Both methods of 

measuring poverty share some common problems. The Bank relies on purchasing power 

parity (PPP) measures to convert country estimates of income poverty into a common 

currency. This is problematic.105  

The main sources of PPP measures are the Penn World Tables (PWT) and the 

International Comparison Project (ICP). These measures are based on surveys with 

inadequate coverage. Only 63 countries participated in the 1985 ICP (Reddy and Pogge 

2006). China has not participated at all in the ICP surveys and India has not participated 

since 1985 (Wade 2004). This makes poverty calculations unreliable (Reddy and Pogge 

2006). 

Another problem is that the most common (Geary-Khamis) method of calculating 

PPP exchange rates essentially averages the international price differentials across all 

commodities. This method weights “each commodity in proportion to its share in 

international consumption expenditure” (Reddy and Pogge 2003b, 1). Services and 

“nontradables” are relatively cheaper in developing than in developed countries.106 The 

Geary-Khamis method of calculating poverty implicitly inflates the assessed purchasing 

power of the poor in developing country currencies. Poor people do not buy many 

services. They cannot afford to do so. Food, which makes up the majority of the poor’s 

purchases, is cheaper in developing countries. But, since PPP measures make it seem that 

the poor have more purchasing power in their own currencies than they do, the poor 

                                                 
105 Other problems include the fact that the household surveys used to measure the number below the poverty line vary greatly in 

quality and content. Surveys also ignore the provision of public goods (Wade 2004). 

106 Looking at some of the poorest countries included in the 1985 ICP survey we find that prices for basic food stuffs “Breads and 

Cereals” averaged 111 percent higher than consumer prices generally (Reddy and Pogge 2006).  
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cannot by as much food as PPP measures suggest (Reddy and Pogge 2003b). This 

problem makes it particularly hard to get accurate estimates of the number of people who 

are poor in the real world because many people have incomes close to the poverty lines. 

“Recent research on China suggests that a 10% increase in the line brings a roughly 20% 

increase in the poverty headcount” (Wade 2004, 572).  

A related problem stems from the fact that the rich have started to consume more 

services in recent years. This changes the international “basket” of goods underling the 

most common PPP comparisons.107 The basket now contains more services which are 

relatively cheaper in poor countries. Over time it, thus, seems that the poor have gotten 

richer simply as a result of a change in the consumption patterns of the rich.108 There are 

many other methodological problems with the WB’s poverty estimates too (Reddy and 

Pogge 2006). 

Because the statistics on poverty are so poor, it would be foolish to have too much 

faith in the exact numbers we get using them. “The WB’s approach to estimating the 

extent, distribution and trend of global income poverty is neither meaningful nor reliable” 

(Reddy and Pogge 2006, 1). We do know, however, that life expectancy and other non-

income measures of individuals’ access to the objects of their needs have improved in 

China and India. So, it is possible that the proportion of people in desperate poverty has 

fallen in the last 20 years (Wade 2004).109 The absolute number of people in poverty has 

probably risen (Wade 2004; Reddy and Pogge 2006).  

                                                 
107 This terminology is slightly misleading as there is no single basket that is used. However, the details are a bit too complicated to 

go into here. See (Reddy and Pogge 2006) for a technical discussion.  

108 The problems with the PPP measures also affect the accuracy of growth estimates (Temple 1999). 

109 “Poverty is multi-dimensional, and not all its aspects are determined by economic performance.” (World Bank 2001a, 27-28). 

Even if income poverty is getting worse, other measures of poverty might be improving. For instance, from 1914-1945 economists 
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Intuitively, global poverty estimates should tell us how many poor people there 

are in the world. If more people are poor, fewer people can live minimally good lives and 

secure sufficient autonomy etc. These are the kinds of things that those who are 

concerned about poverty care about. We should not say poverty has decreased just 

because the proportion of people in the world who are poor has decreased. After all, the 

proportion of people who are poor may decrease because more people who are not poor 

are born. We might, thus, conclude that poverty has probably been getting worse in the 

time of liberalization. We certainly do not have any reason to believe that poverty is 

decreasing or is being effectively reduced in recent years. 

One might not agree on this point. One might argue that, in the real world, when 

the proportion of poor people in the population declines this gives us reason to think 

poverty is declining. Poorer people generally reproduce at higher rates than richer people. 

So, the only way that the proportion of poor people in a population will decline is if some 

of the offspring of the poor are becoming better off. The fact that these children would 

otherwise have been poor gives us reason to think poverty is decreasing. 

There are several problems with this argument. First, the proportion of poor 

people in a population can decline even if children generally stay in the same economic 

class as their parents. This will be the case if any decline in the population growth rates of 

the rich is less than the decline in population growth rates among the poorest. This is 

what has been happening to population growth rates over the past few years (Willott 

2002). Second, it would be a good thing if the children of poor people were doing better 

than their parents. It would probably even make the poor parents happier than they would 

                                                                                                                                                 
believe poverty increased though life expectancy increased. Of course, we have to be careful in evaluating other proposed measures of 

poverty too. Life expectancy could be increasing only among some portions of the world’s population. 
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be were their children to be poor. But it is hard to see why the fact that the children of the 

poor do better than their parents would reduce the total amount of poverty in a 

population. Consider an example that illustrates this point. Suppose that poor people, on 

average, have five children and that rich people, on average, have three. If all of the 

children born to rich people became poor and all of the children born to poor people 

became rich, there would not be less poverty in the world than before. Until the poor 

parents died there would be more than twice as many poor people in the world then 

before the poor people were born. After all the poor parents die there will still be 1.5 

times as many poor people as there were before the rich parents reproduced. Fewer 

people can live minimally good human lives or secure sufficient autonomy; more people 

are unable to meet their needs; there is more poverty. 

Of course, one might care about proportions for other reasons. For instance, one 

might argue that proportions matter if we are interested in morally evaluating systemic 

features of an institutional system. An institutional system is successful in reducing 

poverty if it is structured such that the proportion of poor people in a population declines. 

It is not successful in reducing poverty if it is structured such that the proportion of poor 

people in a population increases. 

It is hard to see how this argument adds anything to the intuition that it is 

proportions that matter. Suppose that the children of rich people are generally rich. An 

institutional system might reduce the proportion of poor people in the population by 

embodying incentives for rich people to have children. This, however, would be an 

unacceptable “poverty-reduction” strategy. Such a strategy would not reduce poverty.  
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We cannot conclude too much from the data on poverty. If anything, we have 

reason to believe poverty is increasing as the best estimates suggest that the number of 

poor people is increasing. Perhaps the data on inequality is better. There are at least three 

reasons to consider this data. First, on the argument for liberalizing reforms we are 

considering, growth is supposed to be reducing, or at least not increasing, inequality. 

Below we can, thus, see if this claim is substantiated. Second, the data on inequality may 

provide indirect support for the claim that free trade is reducing poverty. We can track 

income change among parts of the world’s population. Doing this, will help us see 

whether, in the time of liberalization, the poorest segments of the population have been 

faring better. Finally, we noted in chapter four that many of those who are concerned 

about poverty are concerned about inequality. Even if the IFI’s case cannot be 

substantiated, egalitarians will have more to worry about if inequality is greater. So, let us 

consider the data on inequality now. 

4. Inequality 

There are at least three relevant ways in which changes in income levels could 

increase or decrease inequality. The first is by altering the distribution of goods within 

nations. One might call this intra-national inequality. For example, the decreasing size of 

the middle class in the U.S. contributes to this sort of inequality.110 The second is by 

altering the distribution of goods between nations. For instance, if developed countries 

are getting richer while the developing countries are getting poorer international 

inequality is increasing. The third is by altering the distribution of goods between 

                                                 
110 As (Schultz 1998, 2) puts it, “the increase in inequality in the distribution of personal income in many high income countries after 

1980… is particularly pronounced in the United Kingdom and the United States” (citing (Murphy and Welch 1992), (Karoly 1993), 

(Burkhauser, Cutts et al. 1996) and (Gottschalk and Smeeding 1997)). 
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different segments of the world’s population. World inequality is inequality between 

individuals independent of their country of origin. If the global rich are getting richer and 

the global poor are getting poorer then world inequality is increasing.  

The different kinds of inequality are related. Consider, for instance, world 

inequality. Both intra-national and international inequality contribute to world inequality. 

International inequality is the largest contributor to world inequality (intra-national 

inequality contributes less).111 It contributes approximately 8/10th of the total.112  

Very roughly, this is because the difference between countries' mean incomes is large. 

Larger differences are usually found in two countries’ mean incomes (drawn randomly) 

from the world than two individuals’ incomes (drawn randomly) from one country.  

Still, there are many ways that world inequality can change. Intra-national 

inequality might be increasing, but this might be compensated for by decreasing 

international inequality. International inequality might be increasing, but this might be 

compensated for by decreasing intra-national inequality. So, it is important to look at the 

components of world inequality to get the larger picture. 

Those who are concerned only about how individuals fare, independent of country 

of origin, should be most interested in trends in world inequality. Communitarians might 

care about inequality between nations. Those with different concerns might care about 

yet other kinds of inequality (e.g. Marxists might care about inequality amongst classes). 

It is not at all clear what kind of inequality is at issue for those who accept the IFI’s 

argument. Free trade may be reducing (or at least not increasing) many different kinds of 

                                                 
111 To use the Gini to calculate world inequality one must also take into account the overlap between individuals when combining 

weighted international and intranational inequality. See (Milanovic 2005) for details. 

112 Most of the estimates I have seen range from 7/10ths to 9/10ths of the total contribution. For example, see (Schultz 1998) and 

(Firebaugh 1999). 
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inequality.113 We will thus consider both international inequality and world inequality. 

This should be interesting even for those who only care about one kind of inequality. We 

will look at international inequality first. We will then look at world inequality.  

International Inequality 

There are two ways of measuring international inequality. One might look at 

international inequality that is weighted by population or international inequality that is 

not weighted by population. Only population weighted international inequality is used in 

calculating world inequality. It is important, however, to consider un-weighted 

international inequality for some purposes. For instance, unweighted international 

inequality should be used to evaluate the impacts of the international institutions’ policies 

on inequality between countries (Wade 2004). Many of the reforms suggested (or 

required) by the IFIs and trade agreements (TAs) are created for individual countries. 

Ceteris paribus, when evaluating the impacts of these institutions’ policies on inequality 

between countries, the effect of these reforms on any one of these countries is not more 

important than their effect on another. Weighted international inequality implicitly gives 

greater weight to the impact of institutional policies on larger countries.114  

This sort of bias is particularly bad because non-standard policies are standard in 

large countries. Large countries generally have more bargaining power than smaller 

countries. They are, thus, more likely to get concessionary loans from the IFIs without 

having to adopt structural adjustment programs (SAPs). Larger countries have generally 

had better access to financing from a larger number of sources than smaller countries. So, 

                                                 
113 Certainly some philosophical reflection is warranted here to make clear the normative basis for different authors’ choice of 

different empirical measures of inequality in this literature.  

114 Looking at inequality within regions might also be useful although I do not consider this issue here. 
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they have often had more choice in shaping their economies (Mohan, Brown et al. 

2000).115 There are only a few large developing countries. So, we may be misled by 

using weighted international inequality to draw conclusions about the impacts of the 

policies on international inequality, in general. Non-standard policies in even a single 

large country might bias our results. Let us start, then, by considering unweighted 

international inequality. 

Recently, there have been many papers arguing that international inequality not 

weighted by population has increased since at least 1980. For example, (Milanovic 

2003b) shows that between 1988 and 1993 the most popular metric of inequality, the 

Gini, yields this result.116 It shows that inequality went up between 1950 and 1998 and it 

went up the most in the 1990s (Wade 2004, 576). To see this, consider a graph of 

Milanovic’s results below (a Gini coefficient of 0 indicates complete equality and a 

coefficient of 1.00 indicates that one person receives all of the income): 

                                                 
115 As Raul Gonzales at the WB reported, “China is so large it can call the shots.” It did not take out many loans from the WB 

because the Asian Development Bank and private institutions came with fewer strings attached. “China says give us a check, they give 

it” (Gonzalez 6 August 2004).  

116 The other common methods used for measuring inequality give results that are similar to the Gini (see (Firebaugh 1999, 1623-

1624) for details on different ways of measuring inequality. For discussion of the theoretical advantages and disadvantages of 

inequality metrics see (Temkin 1993). I believe there are deep philosophical problems with the Gini index and other common 

measures. For instance, on the Gini, inequality can decrease just because the rich get richer (Temkin 1993). Though better measures 

would be desirable, some interesting information may still be gleaned from these measures. 
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FIGURE 2. International Inequality Not Weighted by Population117

In fact, the general consensus seems to be that international inequality has increased in 

this way if it is not weighted by population (Schultz 1998; Firebaugh 1999; Milanovic 

2003b; Wade 2004).  

The trends in unweighted international inequality are clear enough. Because 

weighted international inequality is used to calculate world inequality, however, it is 

important to consider it as well. Let us do so now. 

If international inequality is weighted by population, it has not changed much. 

Most studies find that this kind of inequality has decreased slightly, if it has changed at 

all. This is primarily a function of recent distributional changes in China (Schultz 1998). 

If China is excluded from our calculations, then international inequality is rising, even if 

it is weighted by population (Wade 2004). 

                                                 
117 Modified from (Milanovic 2003b). 
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Bias 

One worry about these results is that they may be biased because of the currency 

conversion measures that are used to measure international inequality. In order to 

compare changes in income levels between countries one has to convert the currencies of 

different countries into a common currency. There are two common ways of doing this. 

So far this chapter has only discussed studies using purchasing power parity exchange 

rates. Market exchange rates are another option.  

We have already discussed some problems for the most common PPP exchange 

rates: One problem we mentioned is that the data underlying PPP exchange rates for 

some countries (most notably China and India) is unreliable. Given the large number of 

people in these countries this is an extremely large problem. Another problem for 

inequality estimates stems from the Gershenkron effect, that is, that a country’s income 

appears greater at other countries’ prices (Dowrick and Akmal 2005). The most common 

PPP exchange rates bias estimates of inequality downward since they make poor 

countries’ incomes look greater than they actually are (Milanovic 2005). The primary 

reason for this is that “quantities of services and goods consumed in poor countries are 

estimated at ‘international’ prices which are much closer to prices that prevail in rich 

countries” (Milanovic 2005, 153). Rich countries have greater weight in determining 

‘world’ prices (Milanovic 2005).  
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Unfortunately, market exchange rates may make it even harder to determine how 

people are faring. They tend to undervalue non-traded goods.118 It may, thus, be best to 

try to avoid the problems with PPP conversion by correcting for the biases.  

Different PPP exchange rates are available (Dowrick and Akmal 2005; Dikhanov 

and Ward August 2001 draft, 14).119 Steve Dowrick and Muhammad Akmal have 

calculated population weighted inequality measures using one such index -- the Afriat. 

They find that the biases in Geary-Khamis PPP exchange rates may more than account 

for the change in weighted international inequality seen here (Dowrick and Akmal 2005). 

Using the Afriat PPP exchange rate instead, Dowrick and Akmal find that weighted 

international inequality is increasing, if anything.  

Unfortunately, the Afriat has problems too. All PPP have some undesirable 

properties. It will not do here to go into all of these complications. The important thing is 

this: We have to make hard choices about measurement and these choices matter.  

The keen reader might wonder, then, whether the results reported above for 

unweighted international inequality can be trusted. The short answer is that there will 

almost certainly be some inaccuracy in the results. The Elteto-Koves-Szulc (EKS) 

measures used to generate the results above suffers from similar problems to the 

problems with the Geary-Khamis PPP exchange rates. We do know, however, that the 

bias in these PPP exchange rates will probably lower resulting estimates of inequality. 

                                                 
118 However, it is worth mentioning that if exchange rate inequality worsens this does bode poorly for poor countries. Because many 

debts are denominated in dollars, imports are paid for in dollars, and participation in international affairs must be paid for in foreign 

currency, the costs of worsening inequality in exchange rates can be high. Though the bias of market exchange rates is to make 

inequality look worse than it actually is, Dowrick and Akmal argue that population weighted international and world inequality are 

getting worse using exchange rate conversion methods even once biases in exchange rates are corrected (Dowrick and Akmal 2005). 

119 Afriat or Elteto-Koves-Szulc (EKS) PPP indexes are not calculated using the (Geary- Khamis) method. See (Ackland, Dowrick et 

al. 2005) for explanation of how the different PPP exchange rates are calculated. 
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The general trend is probably towards increasing unweighted international inequality and 

stable or increasing weighted-international inequality.  

World Inequality 

There is as much disagreement about trends in world inequality as about trends in 

unweighted international inequality. The graph below shows different researcher’s 

estimates of trends in world inequality.  

 
FIGURE 3. World Inequality120

 
The reason different researchers get different results is that they use different means of 

calculating world inequality.121 While international inequality is calculated using GDP 

per capita, for instance, world inequality can be calculated in several ways. Some 

                                                 
120 Modified from (Milanovic 2005). 

121 Milanovic’s book Worlds Apart: International and Global Inequality 1950-2000 provides a more comprehensive and detailed 

overview of recent results and discussion of methodological issues. Also see (Milanovic 2005) for details on how the Gini is used to 

calculate world inequality. 

 



 209

researchers use household survey data. Others use GDP per capita in combination with 

information about intra-country distribution.  

There are many limitations of survey data. One is that it does not exist for many 

countries before the 1980’s. Even when survey data does exist, coverage is not perfect. 

The degree of consistency also leaves something to be desired. Household expenditure 

and income surveys have to be combined since many countries only do one kind of 

survey or another (Milanovic 2005). Another worry is that household surveys 

underestimate the incomes of the rich by more than they underestimate the incomes of the 

poor (Milanovic 2005). Finally, most poor countries do not have as many public services 

as rich countries. These services are excluded from survey data. This method may, thus, 

bias inequality estimates downward (as compared to using GDP data) (Milanovic 2005).  

If one uses countries’ GDP data, different problems arise. GDP per capita must be 

combined with (survey based) distributional information to estimate the income of each 

percentile of each country’s population. This approximation requires many questionable 

assumptions. For instance, one standard procedure is to assume that incomes are 

distributed lognormally and that GDP per capita is an accurate estimate of mean income 

(Milanovic 2005). Another worry is that there are several sources of GDP per capita data 

available. This is problematic because the differences between the estimates are large: On 

some estimates, one will find that inequality is decreasing and on some one will find it is 

increasing (Milanovic 2005, 150).  
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A different methodological choice we have considered before is between different 

PPP exchange rates.122 The same considerations apply here. The most common PPP 

exchange rates are deeply flawed.123

Given that we know the direction of the bias in PPP measures we might surmise 

that world inequality is probably stable or increasing. Until we can resolve these 

methodological problems, however, it will be hard to be confident that we have arrived at 

sound conclusions. Certainly, there is no reason to believe that inequality has decreased 

in the time of liberalization. 

Analysis 

Before turning to the effect of liberalization on growth, inequality, and poverty let 

us consider the relationship between inequality and poverty. Recall that chapter four 

argued that inequality must be to the effective benefit of the poor. Is inequality to the 

effective benefit of the poor in the actual world? One might argue that, though there is a 

lot of inequality, inequality is only increasing because it is not yet to the effective benefit 

of the poor. Inequalities generate incentives and, when people work harder, growth rates 

increase. More people will be lifted from poverty as inequalities grow larger. It is, thus, 

possible that it is necessary to increase inequality to help as many people as possible meet 

their needs. This may be the case, even giving due weight to helping the least well off 

meet their most needs. 

 There is little reason to believe this conclusion. In studies of inter-country 

inequality, Tony Addison and Giovanni Andrea Cornia found that GDP growth rates rise 

                                                 
122 (Chotikapanich, Valenzuela et al. 1997; Schultz 1998; Bhalla 2002; Bourguignon and Morrisson 2002; Sutcliffe 2003) all use 

Geary-Khamis PPP measures. (Dowrick and Akmal 2005) use the Afriat and (Milanovic 2005; Dikhanov and Ward August 2001 

draft) use the EKS. 

123 A final methodological worry worth mention involves approximating missing country and individual income distributions.  

 



 211

about 4 points when the Gini increases between .15 and .30 (Addison and Cornia 2001). 

Growth rates are stable when the Gini is between .35 and .45 (Addison and Cornia 2001). 

Growth decreases one point when the Gini is between .45 and .5 before falling four 

points when the Gini reaches .6 (Addison and Cornia 2001). If the same trend holds for 

world inequality then, since the Gini is currently greater than .6, it is likely that growth 

rates will be greater if inequality is less.  

Certainly, whether or not it is possible to reduce inequality at all without reducing 

growth rates depends on many things. It probably depends on how inequality is reduced, 

what institutions exist, what is done with the money that is redistributed, and how people 

view inequality, among other things.124 To get a rough idea how much we might 

redistribute to the poor without effecting growth rates in the best of all possible worlds, 

however, we can do a simulation.125  

In the best of all possible worlds, we can suppose that redistribution could be 

achieved almost instantaneously with very few transaction costs. Assume further that, as 

suggested above, growth rates change with world inequality the way that the Addison and 

Cornia study suggests growth rates change with intra-national inequality. That is, growth 

will increase four points as the Gini falls from its current level (above .6) to .5, it will 

increase one point from .45 to .5, and it will remain stable until the Gini reaches .3, after 

which growth rates will fall. We can then figure out how much we could redistribute to 

those in the world’s poorest quintile while keeping the Gini above .3. As it turns out, the 

lowest quintile could have up to US$6.8676 of the world’s approximately US$55,938 

trillion PPP 2003 (World Bank 2005d). This is 22.9 times what the global shortfall from 

                                                 
124 See (Easterly 2001, 265) for discussion of some contributing factors and references to relevant literature. 

125 I am incredibly indebted to J. Neil Bearden who was kind enough to program this simulation. 
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the US$2 a day international poverty line.126 In 2003, the world’s population was about 

6,345 billion people (World Bank 2005d). This means that there are about 1,269 billion 

people per quintile of the world population. Each of these people could, thus, have about 

US$5,411.71 a year according to the simulation. Most of those in the lowest quintile of 

the world’s population today have less than US$1 a day (Chen and Ravallion 2007). On 

average, those below this poverty line, fall 28% below it (Pogge 2006a).127 This means 

that the incomes of those in the lowest quintile are well below US$500 PPP 2003 per 

person per year. The simulation suggests that, in the best of all possible worlds, the 

poorest could have at least 10 times the amount they currently have.  

It is obvious that we could not simply redistribute six trillion U.S. dollars 

tomorrow without devastating the world economy. It is not obvious that we could (or that 

it would be desirable to) redistribute anything like that much money, ever. Still, there is 

little reason to believe that the current inequalities are to the maximal effective benefit of 

the poor.128 About 18 million people die every year of poverty related deaths (World 

Health Organization 2004, Annex Table 2). Surely, these people are not benefiting from 

the current inequalities. 

5. Liberalization 

What we have said about inequality, poverty, and growth does not paint a pretty 

picture. Growth rates have slowed. Little can be said for sure about recent trends in world 

poverty. Inequality is high and probably increasing in some (of the most relevant) 

                                                 
126 One might argue that effectiveness in meeting needs is what is keeping us from reducing inequality and poverty much more 

quickly. This seems like an incredibly hard argument to make, however. If it could be made helping the poor effectively would 

probably be morally unacceptable.  

127 Calculated with data from (Chen and Ravallion 2004). 

128 There is a good deal of empirical evidence that some kinds of redistribution has helped and continues to help the poor. See 

(Dagdeviren, van der Hoeven et al. 2004) and (Easterly 2001) for other references. 
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respects. It is probably not to the effective benefit of the poor. Nothing we have said, 

however, shows that increased liberalization has increased inequality or affected growth 

rates. We have merely shown that liberalization is not sufficient to increase growth or 

reduce inequality. Liberalization could be positively contributing to growth and reducing 

inequality if other factors could explain the poor trends in recent times. One way to test 

this hypothesis is to see if the more liberalized (i.e. globalized) countries are doing better 

than average out of the bad lot.129

In Globalization, Growth and Poverty, the WB argues that globalization is 

correlated with increasing growth rates and decreasing inequality from 1977-1997.130 The 

study separates the top third of the countries with the greatest change in the ratio between 

trade and GDP from the rest. It then notes that these “globalizers” have grown more than 

average (World Bank 2001a, 50). The WB alleges, however, that this growth has not 

increased world inequality (World Bank 2001a, 50).  

                                                 
129 Liberalizing reforms have been imperfectly implemented, at best. Still we can see what impact the liberalization that has 

happened has had. One might argue that further liberalization is necessary to secure the benefits from those reforms that have been 

implemented though it is a bit unclear how one might make this case in general. 

130 The report says issues of causation are beside the point. However, (Rodrik 2001) argues that this change in emphasis constitutes a 

subtle admission of the fact that the data simply does not support this hypothesis (Rodrik 2001). Trade liberalization alone does not 

cause growth (World Bank 2001a). 
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FIGURE 4. Trade/GDP (%)131

 

 

FIGURE 5. GDP Growth Globalizers/ Non-globalizers (%)132 
 

The report does not explain how it measures inequality. Given that it yields these 

results, however, it is probably the case that it weights international inequality by 

population using a biased PPP index. If this was done, the report’s estimate of inequality 

                                                 
131 Modified from (Dollar and Kraay 2004a). 

132 Modified from (Dollar and Kraay 2004a). 
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is probably inaccurate. Biased measures make inequality appear to be much less than it 

actually is. We have also noted that one should not look at international inequality 

weighted by population to determine the impacts of trade reforms. This would imply that 

the impact of the reforms on large countries is more important than the impact on small 

countries. If this is how the report measures inequality, it clearly does not provide 

evidence that growth has decreased inequality in those countries that have followed the 

IFI’s suggestions to liberalize trade. 

The report cannot even show that the most liberalized countries have grown as a 

result of their openness. Some of the globalizers have smaller trade to GDP ratios than 

the non-globalizers. Those countries which were already liberalized before 1977 and have 

the fewest barriers to trade are grouped with the countries that remain closed to trade. In 

fact “many of the globalizing countries initially had very low trade/GDP ratios in 1977 

and still had relatively low trade/GDP at the end of the period in 1997 (reflecting more 

than just the fact that larger economies tend to have lower ratios of trade/GDP)” (Wade 

2004, 580). For examples, see the tables below. 

 
TABLE 4. Trade-dependent non-globalizers133

 

 
TABLE 5. Less-trade-dependent globalizers134

 
                                                 
133 Modified from ((WB, World Development Report 2000/01, Tables 1 and 13) cited in (Wade 2004, 580)). 

134 Modified from ((WB, World Development Report 2000/01, Tables 1 and 13) cited in (Wade 2004, 580)). 

 

http://www.sciencedirect.com.ezproxy.library.arizona.edu/science?_ob=ArticleURL&_udi=B6VC6-4BT8DPT-1&_coverDate=04%2F30%2F2004&_alid=271822001&_rdoc=1&_fmt=&_orig=search&_qd=1&_cdi=5946&_sort=d&view=c&_acct=C000059542&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=56861&md5=59b85f6c7423cf443003f1b686f8a50e#bib71#bib71
http://www.sciencedirect.com.ezproxy.library.arizona.edu/science?_ob=ArticleURL&_udi=B6VC6-4BT8DPT-1&_coverDate=04%2F30%2F2004&_alid=271822001&_rdoc=1&_fmt=&_orig=search&_qd=1&_cdi=5946&_sort=d&view=c&_acct=C000059542&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=56861&md5=59b85f6c7423cf443003f1b686f8a50e#bib71#bib71
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The results would be very different if the countries had been grouped differently; 

many countries with high trade/GDP ratios have had abysmal economic performance.135 

Including countries like China and India, which have low trade/GDP ratios, in the group 

of globalized countries virtually “guarantees that the globalizers, weighted by population, 

show better performance than the nonglobalizers” (Wade 2004, 580).  

This is worrisome because the kinds of policies pursued by countries like China in 

achieving growth were a-liberal. China and India began to open up their markets only 

after their growth rates increased (Rodrik 2001). The WB is unjustified in holding such 

countries up as proof that liberalization works. At least China, Japan, South Korea, 

Taiwan and others illustrate how it is possible to benefit from trade without making quick 

and uniform cuts in protection (Wade 2004; Sachs 2005).  

Other studies, however, also claim to show that the effect of openness on the 

poorest countries has not been good. Jeffery Sachs and Andrew Warner, for instance, 

create an index to measure the effect of liberalization on growth. They assert that most 

countries that have liberalized trade have grown while most countries that have not 

liberalized have stagnated (Sachs and Warner 1995).136  

                                                 
135 Another worry about this study is that it fails to distinguish clearly between trade policy and quantity. It says that growth might 

have led to greater trade rather than visa versa at one point, but it then concludes that "the result of this trade liberalization in the 

developing world has been a large increase in both imports and exports" ((World Bank 2001a)
 
cited in (Wade 2004, 581)). 

136 (Sachs and Warner 1995) attempt to capture the effects of trade liberalization using a measure of tariff and non-tariff barriers and 

distortion in the foreign exchange market. (Dollar 1992) looks at price levels adjusted for the amount of resources a country possesses. 

(Frankel and Romer 1999) look at the component of countries’ overall trade determined by geography in an attempt to isolate the 

impact of trade on growth. These studies all purport to show a link between openness and growth. (Rodriguez and Rodrik 1999), 

however, argue that such measures of openness are inaccurate and really capture the quality of institutions rather than the 

liberalization of trade. (Harrison and Hanson 1999) also criticize the measures. The authors of Globalization, Growth, and Poverty 

respond that the evidence for a link between openness and growth should be accepted nonetheless because there are few studies 

showing the positive effects of protectionism and remaining closed to trade (World Bank 2001a). This, however, seems to me to 

present a false dichotomy. Few would argue for undifferentiated protectionism as an alternative to complete openness. 
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Unfortunately, this study is also questionable. Several recent studies have 

decomposed some of the different indexes of trade openness including the Sachs-Warner 

index. These studies find that trade liberalization alone does not promote growth (Sala-i-

Martin 1997; Harrison and Hanson 1999). The Sachs-Warner index in particular seems to 

capture, instead, a correlation between growth and black market exchange rates (Harrison 

and Hanson 1999). 

Even worse, others have found that the effect of openness on poverty and 

inequality in the poorest countries has not been good (Lundberg and Squire 2000). A 

recent study by Milanovic found that among countries with less than US$5,000 per capita 

(PPP) those open to trade had more inequality (Milanovic 2003a). Mattias Lundberg and 

Lyn Squire find similar trends. They report that growth among the poorest 40 percent of 

households is negatively correlated with greater openness though openness is strongly 

and positively correlated with growth among the wealthiest 40 percent of households 

(Lundberg and Squire 2000).  

In short, more openness may be correlated with slower growth and more 

inequality in developing countries. Liberalization is also correlated with more poverty. 

The IFI’s faith in the ability of free trade to increase growth and reduce inequality and 
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poverty (even in the long-run137) is unsubstantiated.138 The empirical data does not 

support this conclusion.139 It is time to conclude by looking at some other options. 

6. The Need for Further Analysis 

On the whole, the view that the free trade reforms advocated by the IFIs and TAs 

are increasing growth rates, decreasing inequality, and ameliorating poverty is 

unsubstantiated. Growth rates are generally decreasing, especially among the poorest. We 

cannot use the poverty statistics to figure out how poverty rates have changed in recent 

decades – they are too poor for this purpose. There is a lot of inequality. It is probably not 

to the benefit of the least well off and is probably increasing in some (of the most 

important) respects. Liberalization may even be contributing to increasing inequality and 

decreasing growth rates among the poorest segments of the world’s population.  

Of course, those who are concerned about poverty should be rabid supporters of 

some liberalizing policies. For instance, if it were possible to reduce many trade barriers, 

that would be highly desirable. The IMF cites estimates that developing countries could 

gain between US$83 billion to US$226 billion per year if all barriers to trade in 

merchandise were eliminated (International Monetary Fund 2001). Even reducing a 

single subsidy could greatly help some countries. For example the, cotton subsidy under 

                                                 
137 Though 20-30 years may not qualify as the very long run, a policy that does not help the radically poor now is (at least prima 

facie) unacceptable if other alternatives are available. Furthermore, neither the theoretical or empirical evidence appears to justify 

continuing to implement market liberalizing reforms in the very long run as they provide no reason to think that with liberalization, 

things for the radically poor will be much different than they have been in the past few decades. 

138 It is also worth noting that some studies of stabilization and adjustment programs, which include many of the liberalizing policies 

that we are interested in, show that the performance of countries that have undergone SAPs has been worse than those that have not 

undergone adjustment (Bello 1996).  

139 Perhaps by paying attention to the other things that impact inequality and growth within countries and regions liberalization can 

be made to work for the poor. For instance, we know that liberalization in land abundant continents like Latin America “with 

relatively high wages and a history of protection aimed at distributing income from the agricultural sector to the industrial working 

class… [is likely to] create greater inequality” (Wolf 2004, 168). Such contextual factors should be taken into account. Similar issues 

will be discussed below. 
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the 2002 U.S. farm bill costs Central and West African countries about US$250 million 

annually in lost revenue (Ingco and Nash 2004).  

In the actual world, trade barriers usually have mixed distributional effects. 

Consider the illustrative example of agricultural market liberalization. Economists 

estimate that the world could gain hundreds of billions of US dollars from liberalizing 

agriculture. About 40% of the gains to low income countries from high income countries 

liberalizing trade in goods are projected to come from agricultural liberalization (Ingco 

and Nash 2004). These gains will not be equally distributed. About 70% of the gains 

from reducing agricultural tariffs in the high income countries will stay in high income 

countries (Ingco and Nash 2004). Overwhelmingly, the benefits will go to the United 

States, Australia, Canada, Brazil, and Argentina (Sachs 2005). Still, one-hundred forty-

two of two-hundred forty-eight billion US dollars in fixed productivity gains would go to 

low income countries (Ingco and Nash 2004).140  

Considering the same issue at the country level provides more essential 

information. Trade liberalization affects poverty differently in different countries 

(Cashin, Mauro et al. 2001b). The developed countries’ agricultural tariffs have primarily 

negative impacts on the fortunes of those in developing countries. Many least-developed 

countries, however, are net-food importers. Agricultural liberalization is likely to hurt 

these countries.  

This, however, is still not the whole picture. We also need to consider the effects 

of liberalizing trade in different commodities for different markets. Between 2001 and 

2003 Oxfam estimated that US dumping alone has caused poor cotton-producing 

                                                 
140 Much more may be gained if dynamic effects of liberalization are included in the estimate (World Bank 2002c) cited in (Ingco 

and Nash 2004)). The same concerns about distribution will still arise, however. 
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countries in Africa losses of almost US$400 million (Oxfam 2005b). Many countries in 

Africa would do much better if trade in cotton was liberalized (Sachs 2005; Oxfam 

2005b). But, liberalizing trade in Africa’s staple commodities could be devastating for 

many (especially Southern) African countries as many of these countries are net food 

importers (Sachs 2005).  

Often liberalization will help some of the poor people but hurt others. Though 

many poor Caribbean banana producers are expected to lose from liberalizing trade in 

bananas, many poor Africans would gain from such liberalization. And, even when most 

of the poor people in a poor region or country will benefit from liberalizing trade in some 

commodity, some poor people in that country may suffer. Some poor people in Africa, 

for instance, may do worse if trade in cotton is liberalized. In some places the poor have 

suffered from the opening of markets (Cashin, Mauro et al. 2001b). 

In sum, changing the rules of the market will affect people in different ways. In 

encouraging free trade, these effects should be taken into account. If poor people will lose 

from a liberalizing policy, they might be compensated for their losses. There are many 

other trade policies that might reduce poverty. The remainder of this chapter focuses on 

this last point. 

 7. Restructuring the Rules of Trade 

Believing that the global institutional system must do what it can to enable people 

to meet their needs does not provide a reason for unfettered free trade or isolationism. 

Rather, it provides a reason in favor of those policies (protectionist or not) that enable 

people to meet their needs. Whether or not the global institutional system should be 

structured one way or another will depend on many things. For instance, it will depend on 
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what options there are and whether or not the distribution of responsibility resulting from 

implementing an option is fair. This section will only argue that there is reason to 

consider embracing those policies (protectionist or not) that enable people to meet their 

needs. This seemingly innocuous proposition directly contravenes current international 

law embodied in the WTO.141 Those who accept it must, thus, consider how the rules of 

trade might be altered or circumvented so that the global institutional system might better 

fulfill its obligations. This section will not defend any particular way of the global 

institutional system fulfilling its obligation to the global poor. It will set out some 

avenues for further inquiry. Many of the reforms it will suggest require altering the rules 

of global trade or circumventing them. So, the final section of this chapter concludes by 

considering objections to the proposition that we have reason to consider using such trade 

policy to enable people to meet their needs. This will help us isolate some of the 

conditions under which using trade policy to reduce poverty may be acceptable. 

There are many ways WTO rules might be altered to better capture the benefits 

while avoiding the costs of liberalization for the poor. One possibility is for the WTO to 

compensate the poorest when they are hurt by free trade. Consider an example of trade-

related compensation. Paragraph four of the Marrakech NFIDC Decision of the WTO 

says that agreements on agriculture have to make appropriate provision for the needs of 

net food-importing developing countries and least-developed countries (World Trade 

Organization 2001a). The rationale is that net food importing countries are the ones most 

likely to be hurt by rising prices of agricultural commodities due to liberalization. Though 

                                                 
141 The WTO does make some provisions for the poor. For instance, provisions embodied in, for instance, article XX of the 

GATT/WTO agreement suspend the most favored nation and national treatment rules to protect the poor. These provisions are not as 

broad as those I am suggesting, however. For more information see (World Trade Organization 2006). 
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the Marrakech decision has yet to be appropriately implemented, a similar more 

sustainable program may be possible.142  

The WTO might also create programs to compensate poor individuals who lose 

from liberalization or require countries to implement such programs. Such compensation 

should take into account the long term needs of their beneficiaries, helping them adapt to 

changing economic conditions. One possibility is to create trade related adjustment 

assistance (TAA) programs. There are many examples of TAA programs. The US TAA 

program “…provides trade-displaced workers with extended unemployment benefits, 

relocation expenses and (compulsory) training as a bridge to a new job with similar levels 

of income and benefits” (McCulloch, Winters et al. 2001, 152). It also compensates 

workers who free trade negatively impacts. There are similar programs in place in other 

countries. The WTO might create a global TAA program to help the global poor.143  

There are many other ways of restructuring the rules of global trade so that they 

proactively reduce poverty, too. Christian Barry and Sanjay Reddy argue that there is 

reason to link trade liberalization to agreements to improve labor standards and wages in 

developing countries (Barry and Reddy 2007). At least, they argue, doing so may be a 

good idea if linkage “…arises from a fair process of negotiation between states, is 

transparent and rule-based, is applied in a manner that reflects the level of development 

of a country, incorporates adequate international burden-sharing, and takes appropriate 

                                                 
142 The provisions suggested by the committee set up to consider the matter included increased levels of food aid, financing facilities, 

and financial and technical assistance for increasing agricultural productivity for net food-importing developing countries and least-

developed countries. For more information see (World Trade Organization 2001a; World Trade Organization 2001b). 

143 Another alternative is to come up with feasible ways of redistributing property rights that underlie free trade to ensure that all 

people can meet their needs. For instance, Thomas Pogge argues for an alternative to the trade related intellectual property rights 

provisions of the WTO that might be better for the poor (Pogge 2005a). 
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account of viewpoints within each country” (Barry and Reddy 2007, 1). Their arguments 

are cogent and compelling. 

Similarly, the WTO might be altered so that it allows countries to use trade policy 

to unilaterally improve the position of the poor. Consider a simple example of how 

imposing a trade barrier may help the poor. Suppose that Poor is a large country and 

raises a tariff against marsupials from any other country. This will reduce demand for 

foreign marsupials in Poor. Producers in Poor who sell their goods domestically will 

benefit since they will be able to sell marsupials at higher prices. Consumers in Poor will 

lose out because they will have to pay these higher prices. Any producers in Poor selling 

overseas will make less since more marsupials will be sold overseas at lower cost. Still, 

the money captured from the foreign Marsupials that are sold in Poor, plus the extra 

revenue the producers make in Poor, may leave Poor as a whole better off. Suppose the 

following conditions hold as well: The poorest in Poor do not buy marsupials but produce 

them for domestic sale and the poorest in foreign countries do not produce marsupials but 

consume them. In this case, the impact of this tariff could be good for all poor people in 

present generations. Suppose, further, that marsupial production produces a lot of green 

house gas. Since the tariff would decrease overall production of marsupials, it might even 

help poor people in future generations. If WTO rules allowed countries to use trade 

barriers like this, such trade policy could provide a useful tool for reducing poverty. 

Even individuals can promote free trade that does not increase poverty.144 For 

instance, they might buy fair trade certified goods.145 Goods sold as fair trade certified 

                                                 
144 For criticism of fair trade see (Risse 2006). 

145 There are many “fair trade” certification schemes. Some are better than others. See 

http://www.fairtrade.org.uk/about_standards.htm and http://www.transfairusa.org/content/certification/overview.php for examples. 

 

http://www.fairtrade.org.uk/about_standards.htm
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must meet certain standards.146 At a minimum, they must be produced by people paid a 

living wage.147 Purchasing fair trade will probably not completely solve the problems 

liberalization can cause for the poor, but it could do a lot of good if it leads to rising 

production standards.148 The collective impact of individual choices can be large. 

Altering some trade policy may help the fair trade movement. The WTO might require 

countries to label goods produced in sustainable ways as fair trade certified. But 

consumer action is powerful. Boycotts of tuna not caught in dolphin safe nets changed 

the tuna-fishing industry when the WTO failed to do so. Purchasing fair trade may help 

those whose lives our consumption choices most directly impact. 

8. Considering Objections 

 There are many ways the rules of trade might be altered or circumvented to 

reduce poverty. Some of these may not require changing the rules of trade embodied in 

international law in any way but many will. It is, thus, worth considering objections to 

altering the rules of trade in these ways. Let us conclude by considering a few of the most 

plausible objections to using trade policy to fulfill moral obligations now.  

Using Trade Policy to Reduce Poverty is Inefficient 

 Trade barriers like tariffs, quotas, and export taxes are probably the most 

contentious trade policies. So let us, first, consider an objection to using trade barriers to 

reduce poverty. Proponents of free trade often argue that trade barriers are an inefficient 

                                                 
146 Often, fair trade organizations that certify goods as “fair trade” provide producers with credit services and access to training.  

147 For instance, fair trade coffee is usually shade grown. Coffee produced in this way is grown under the rainforest’s canopy rather 

than in clearings usually created by burning down rainforests.  

148 However, even here, we must take into account all the consequences of our actions. If people buy fair trade, prices for non-fair-

trade goods may fall -- potentially leaving some people worse off. It is likely that a critical mass of people must buy fair-trade before 

better production policies become standard. Even if this happens, however, one wonders whether the transition costs are ethically 

justified. The answer probably depends on what other options are available.  
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way to help the poor (Teson 2005). They believe that such barriers are unjustifiable 

independent of which country raises what kind of barrier. The worry is that there is 

usually a net loss in using such barriers to fulfill ethical objectives. One might, thus, 

conclude that taxation or other kinds of market reforms are better for ameliorating 

poverty than trade barriers.  

There is something right about this argument. If world poverty provides a reason 

to consider using trade barriers, it also provides a reason to consider other market 

reforms.149 Global taxes to support the poor may be an option. Nevertheless, this 

argument misses something important. In theory, trade barriers can be just as efficient as 

taxes. There are many different kinds of trade barriers and taxes. Some trade barriers, 

namely tariffs, just are taxes. They are taxes on imports or exports. Most barriers, taxes, 

and other market reforms intended to help the poor result in some deadweight loss.  

The objector might qualify her point. She might argue that trade barriers are less 

efficient than some alternative market reforms. She might suggest that quotas, in 

particular, are generally less efficient than tariffs and taxes. Furthermore, the objector 

might argue, taxes (including tariffs) result in less deadweight loss the broader their base 

(Anderson 1988; Saez 2004). Because tariffs usually do not have a very broad base, they 

are unjustifiable. 

It is not clear that even this refined objection goes through, however. Which taxes 

or market reforms are best depends on a variety of factors. Some argue, for instance, that 

which kind of reform is best depends on how easily employers can substitute one kind of 

labor (e.g. high skill) for another (e.g. low skill) in the production process (Saez 2004). In 

                                                 
149 For instance, I have mentioned some such options above. 
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theory, trade barriers can be just as good and efficient as taxation (or other market 

reforms) in ameliorating poverty (Saez 2004). 

So, what is it okay to do? The answer here, as above, is “it depends.” It depends 

on whether particular taxes or reforms will be more efficient at ameliorating poverty. 

Even if trade barriers are rarely one of the best ways to enable people to meet their needs 

in theory, we do not live in a perfect world. There may be reasons of political economy to 

use such barriers rather than taxes or other market reforms to fulfill ethical obligations. 

For instance, it may be easier to get developed countries or corporate producers to reduce 

poverty through discriminatory tariffs than through taxes or other market reforms. There 

may even be some cases where the only realistic way to reduce poverty is to levy tariffs 

against countries decimating their populations or ignoring the dire needs of their citizens. 

For instance, the threat of trade barriers may be essential in getting some countries to 

agree to international development treaties. There may also be few other ways to 

influence the policies of those who harm the poor.  

Using Trade Policy to Reduce Poverty is Paternalistic 

 A second argument against using trade policy to reduce poverty goes roughly as 

follows: People in different countries have different preferences, resources, and needs. 

Because this is so, each country should get to decide on its own what it wants to do about 

poverty. Preventing countries from fulfilling these preferences is paternalistic (European 

Union 2004). Those who are concerned about poverty should do something about it 

within the borders of their own country. Using trade policy to alter countries’ choices is 
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unjust.150 Such behavior should be illegal under the WTO, and Countries should not use 

such policies. 

 The first reason why the Paternalism Argument does not tell against using trade 

policy to reduce poverty is this: There are many reasons why a country with the ability to 

enable its citizens to meet their needs may not do so. Few, if any, are legitimate. For 

instance, there are many despotic countries that do not show much concern for their 

citizens’ welfare. And even democratic countries may, in effect, be ruled by wealthy 

individuals who do not care about the poor. If trade policy can reduce poverty in these 

countries, there is prima facie reason to use it for this purpose.151

 The second reason why the Paternalism Argument does not tell against using 

trade policy to reduce poverty is this: Some countries simply do not have the resources to 

enable all of their people to meet their needs. We cannot say these countries do not 

enable their citizens to meet their needs because the people in these countries prefer (in 

any morally significant sense) to use their money for other purposes. It does not follow 

from the fact that countries cannot afford to enable their citizens to meet their needs that 

it is unacceptable to use trade policy to help the people in these countries. Specifying that 

people prefer whatever they will pay for is not the same as arguing that people should get 

only what they will pay for. To put this another way, saying that people do not want to 

meet their needs because they do not have the money to do so is either false or, if made 

                                                 
150 It is not clear whether the Paternalism Argument tells against using countries using trade policy to reduce poverty within their 

own borders. If Poor can prevent its own citizens from selling necessary goods abroad it may lower prices for these goods 

domestically. This may help poor people in Poor meet their basic needs. How can those who believe that each country should get to 

decide on its own what it wants to do about poverty can object to countries using trade policy as a means to achieving their goals in 

this domain?  

151 For further discussion see (Pogge 2002a). 
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true by definition, irrelevant to the question of whether it is acceptable to help them meet 

their needs.152  

We Lack the Information We Would Need to Use Trade Policy to Reduce Poverty 

 A third argument tells against using any trade policy to reduce poverty that 

restrains free trade. It goes roughly as follows: It is hard to figure out what the impact of 

a particular restraint on free trade will be. We can only be confident that the aggregate 

benefits of free trade will be large. It is not, therefore, acceptable to use a policy that 

restrains free trade to try to reduce poverty. Instead, trade should be as free as possible.  

 It is not clear why we would be able to figure out that the aggregate benefits of 

free trade are large without being able to evaluate restraints on free trade. Even setting 

this point aside, however, there are two main problems with this argument. The first is 

that the premise of the argument is not clearly correct. Often, we cannot be entirely 

certain how a particular restraint on free trade will impact individuals’ ability to meet 

their needs. Nevertheless, we are frequently able to say something at a sufficiently 

general level. Economists are fairly certain, for instance, that agricultural liberalization 

will hurt net-food importing countries. If we are equally confident that restraining 

liberalization in some way would allow us to compensate for these losses then there is 

reason to seriously consider the alternative. We might be fairly certain, for instance, that 

letting a poor countries producing both cotton and textiles temporarily erect barriers 

against cotton from a developed country will help the poor country without harming other 

poor countries. We have reason to consider whether some such measures may be 

beneficial. After all, similar protective measures probably benefited the Asian Tigers, 

                                                 
152 After all, most poor people do not choose to be poor; many are children. For further discussion see (Pogge 2006a). 
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China, and India until their growth rates increased sufficiently (Rodrik 2001; Wade 

2004). 

 The second problem with this argument is that its premise does not clearly imply 

its conclusion. We may not be entirely certain about how a particular restriction on free 

trade will impact individuals’ ability to meet their needs. This does not mean it is 

unacceptable to restrict free trade to try to reduce poverty. Suppose we can figure out 

that, though the aggregate benefits of free trade will be large, free trade will almost 

certainly increase poverty. If we can predict that a restriction on free trade is very likely 

to reduce poverty without reducing the benefits of free trade too much, it seems 

reasonable to consider the restriction. In any case, the objection does not go through 

without further defense. 

Using Trade Policy to Reduce Poverty Opens the Door to Harmful Protectionism 

 A final reason one might give against using trade policy to reduce poverty is this: 

People may disingenuously cite poverty alleviation as the reason for protectionist 

measures. Producers or consumers seeking protection from competition may take 

advantage of well-intentioned concern about poverty to gain unfair economic benefits 

(Lindsey, Groombridge et al. 2006). Ethanol producers might, for instance, cite worries 

about the food security of net food importing countries as a reason for subsidizing US 

corn production. 

 This is probably the strongest argument against using trade policy to achieve our 

ethical objectives. Nevertheless, some collusion between self-interested producers or 

consumers and those who genuinely care about world poverty, may not be bad. Suppose 

it is possible to build coalitions of those who care about the poor and those seeking 
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protection (this is likely as the groups are not mutually exclusive). It may then be possible 

to adopt appropriate trade policy more quickly. If the poor will benefit from keeping corn 

prices low, it may be acceptable for ethanol producers to argue for subsidies.  

 Still, it is clear that there may be a problem. Concern for the poor may function as 

a cover for protectionism that does not benefit (or even harms) the poor. Low corn prices 

may not even help the poor in aggregate if more poor people produce than consume corn. 

Advocates of the poverty relief may even be fooled into supporting such protectionism.  

 Fortunately, there are a few ways to address this problem. One is through the 

dispute resolution panels of international trade agreements like the WTO. These panels 

may develop standards for judging whether a protectionist measure will actually reduce 

poverty. If proposed measures to benefit the poor do not do so then, unless there is 

another reason to implement such measures, they should not be allowed.153 Educating 

those who care about the poor so that they will not be fooled into supporting 

inappropriate trade policies may also help prevent such exploitation. Of course, allowing 

tariffs and other trade barriers is risky since they can be used to the detriment of the poor. 

But, the fact that protectionism can hurt the poor does not tell against using protectionism 

(when we can) to benefit the poor. 

9. Conclusion 

In sum, there is little evidence that IFIs and TAs case for trade liberalization can 

be substantiated. The empirical evidence that free trade reforms improve the lot of the 

worst off is not as clear as the IMF and WB contend (Dollar and Kraay 2000; Adams Jr. 

2004). Growth rates have been declining in the 30 year period since free trade became 

                                                 
153 Perhaps such panels could also decide whether a trade policy that does help the poor can be justified in light of competing 

considerations. 
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fashionable (Wade 2004; Milanovic 2005). The poverty statistics are too poor to be of 

much use (Reddy and Pogge 2003b; Wade 2004). Inequality under almost all (including 

the most relevant) measures has been increasing (Schultz 1998; Firebaugh 1999; 

Culpeper 2002; Milanovic 2002a; Milanovic 2003a; Reddy and Pogge 2003b; Wade 

2004; Dowrick and Akmal 2005). Some studies have even found that liberalization itself 

is correlated with decreasing growth rates and increasing inequality and poverty 

(Lundberg and Squire 2000; Milanovic 2003a). Nor do we have evidence that free trade 

will effectively enabling all people to meet their needs. The potential benefits of 

liberalization for ameliorating world poverty are large. But there are also good reasons to 

be skeptical of the claim that free trade is always the best way to reduce poverty. 

Fortunately, there are many other options. Trade-related adjustment assistance programs, 

linkage, trade barriers, and consumer movements (like the fair trade movement) may be 

necessary and desirable. There is reason to consider restructuring the rules of trade or 

working around them to capture the benefits while avoiding the costs of free trade for the 

poor.  
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CHAPTER 7. AID AND EXPERIMENTAL PHILOSOPHY 
 

1. Introduction 

In the last chapter, we concluded that poor-friendly liberalization may not be 

sufficient to enable all people to meet their needs. There may be reason to alter the rules 

of trade and development. There is no magic bullet that will completely eliminate poverty 

(Sachs 2005). Trade policy might be appropriate in some circumstances and for some 

purposes and not others. More may also be required.154  

This chapter will, thus, consider the case for another approach to ameliorating 

world poverty. It will consider the case for foreign aid. It will not argue for a particular 

way of giving foreign aid. To do this, we would need a theory about responsibility for 

institutional change within the global institutional system. We do not have such a theory. 

Nor will this chapter argue that foreign aid is the most effective way to help the poor to 

meet their needs. To do this, we would need to know what other policies can enable 

people to meet their needs. We would then need to compare these policies. Though this 

may one day be possible, it will probably not be possible in the near future. Rather, as 

with responsibility, we may do better to consider what will best help people meet their 

needs in particular cases. At least, we may do better to focus on particular cases as long 

as we keep in mind some general philosophical principles about acceptable ways to try to 

meet needs. This chapter merely hopes to show that aid may help meet needs effectively. 

Recently, several philosophers have considered the case for foreign aid. Most of 

these philosophers have concluded that foreign aid is either ineffective or counter-

productive (Schmidtz 2000; Kuper 2002; Jamieson 2005). For instance, David Schmidtz 

                                                 
154 I will not discuss debt relief explicitly here. One way of enabling countries to invest more money in programs to help the poor is 

to provide debt relief, however. See (Barry and Tomitova 2006) for discussion. 
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claims that aid in Africa has often been counter-productive and implies that it would 

generally be better to just try not to harm people (Schmidtz 2000). Dale Jamieson is not 

convinced that aid is usually a good way to help the poor; instead, he suggests making it 

easier for poor people to meet their needs by reducing trade barriers against developing 

countries (Jamieson 2005). Andrew Kuper argues that it may be better to purchase goods 

the poor make and vacation in developing countries (Kuper 2002). All of these 

philosophers, however, have concluded that the case for foreign aid is dim, in part, by 

using case studies that have not been rigorously evaluated. This chapter argues that this is 

a mistake. It also argues that the case for at least some foreign aid is strong. 

It is a great thing that political philosophers are considering how their moral 

principles fare in the real world. Unfortunately, we need more sophisticated methodology 

for carrying out this project than many political philosophers have adopted thus far. We 

need to pursue what we can call "experimental political philosophy." We need to use the 

best available data for evaluating matters of empirical fact if we try to do so. Often this 

data is experimental data. Philosophers who want to establish conclusions that rely on 

empirical premises are most likely to arrive at the truth if they use the best empirical data. 

Of course, philosophers may not want to defend conclusions that rely on empirical 

premises. They may simply leave the application of their theories in the real world open. 

Alternately, they may just posit some empirical hypotheses that need to be confirmed by 

empirical research for one’s conclusions to hold without trying to support the hypotheses. 

Philosophers can rely upon the academic division of labor to sort out the applications of 

their theories. If, however, philosophers’ arguments contain empirical premises and they 

want to prove their conclusions, they need to support their empirical premises with good 
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data. The poor use of case study data to prove empirical points in political philosophy is 

unjustifiable. Given the benefits of the experimental approach, it may even be advisable 

that philosophers go so far as to gather and analyze this data if it is feasible and necessary 

to do so.  

Though this chapter does not collect or analyze any new data, it does illustrate the 

benefits of experimental political philosophy in evaluating the case for foreign aid. It 

starts from the conclusion that the global institutional system must provide aid to poor 

countries if doing so can effectively help people meet their needs. This chapter then 

considers what kind of data is best in considering the case for foreign aid. Finally, it 

shows that the case for at least some foreign aid is strong. First, however, let us consider 

what is necessary to make the case against foreign aid and some of the ways other 

philosophers have tried to make this case. 

2. The Argument Against Aid 

One who wants to conclude that it is generally a bad idea to give aid has a hard 

line to tow. Consider, for instance, what is necessary to conclude that it is generally a bad 

idea to give aid. As Garrett Cullity argues, the critic must show that 1. no good can come 

from aid programs or 2. that aid causes more harm than good (Cullity 2004). Those 

critics who only argue that aid usually causes more harm than good must also show 2b. 

that we can never tell which sorts of programs will be helpful and which will be harmful. 

Alternately, they must show 2c. that we can sometimes tell which sorts of programs will 

be helpful and which will be harmful but it is impossible to use information to implement 

good programs.  
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Many philosophers who criticize foreign aid provide evidence for 2a., the claim 

that aid causes more harm than good, partly on the basis of case studies that have not 

been rigorously evaluated (Schmidtz 2000; Kuper 2002). Sometimes they argue in a 

similar way for 2c. that we can sometimes tell which sorts of programs will be helpful 

and which will be harmful but it is impossible to use this information to implement good 

programs (Schmidtz 2000; Jamieson 2005).  

In what follows, this chapter will show that these philosophers have not proven 

their case. This is no good reason to believe aid causes more harm than good or that it is 

impossible to implement good programs. There are many successful aid programs. 

Randomized evaluation of aid programs often tells us when aid is working and when it is 

not. This chapter will, thus, conclude that we have reason to believe some good aid 

programs can be successfully replicated and scaled up. We can reliably identify some 

good programs.155 This may not seem like a terribly surprising conclusion, but there are 

some compelling philosophical reasons to doubt it. Some of these philosophical 

objections may even give us reason to think that, from the armchair, we can conclude that 

aid generally causes more harm than good. So, the next section will motivate this inquiry 

by setting out a few of these objections. This chapter will then make a positive case for 

aid before trying to resolve the tension between the positive case and what truth resides in 

these objections. 

 

 

 

                                                 
155 Singers’ argument is aimed at individuals but one might believe that institutions or states bear responsibility for ameliorating 

poverty. Thus, I speak generally about “our” obligations, setting discussion of potential duty bearers aside here. 
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3. Objections to Aid 

Aid will Create the Need for More Aid 

 One worry about foreign aid is this: Giving aid may increase population growth 

rates and, thus, misery in the long term. David Miller, in “The Limits of Cosmopolitan 

Justice,” for instance, worries that some foreign aid may just increase population growth. 

He says that if non-coercive means of population control do not work, it is acceptable to 

resort to coercion (Miller 1998). Miller considers the objection that, as living standards 

rise to the level of those enjoyed by developed country populations, population growth 

will slow. He thinks it is not okay to wait for this to happen. Aid may just increase the 

need for more aid.  

Creating Bad Incentives  

David Schmidtz raises a different concern about foreign aid in his article “Islands 

in a Sea of Obligations: Limits on the Duty to Rescue.” Schmidtz does not think the 

conclusion that some aid can be good follows from the fact that some people are helped 

by aid (Schmidtz 2000). On the face of it, Schmidtz’s objection will apply to my 

argument for foreign aid because my argument will rely on case studies for support. 

To illustrate his worry, Schmidtz provides the following thought experiment: 

TRAGIC COMMONS: A baby is drowning in the pool beside you. You 
can save the baby by a process that involves giving the baby’s family a 
hundred dollars. If you do not save the baby, the baby will die. You save 
the baby. A crowd begins to gather. Seeing what you have done, two 
onlookers throw their babies into the pool. The babies will drown unless 
you give each of their families a hundred dollars. More onlookers begin to 
gather, waiting to see what you do (Schmidtz 2000). 

 
Should you save them? Is there ever an end to your obligation? 
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Schmidtz thinks that aid usually creates the wrong kind of incentives (Schmidtz 

2000). If poor countries receive aid, countries have an incentive to be poor. If poor people 

receive aid, people have an incentive to be poor. If people are treated like victims, they 

will be victims. It is possible to ruin people very easily this way (Schmidtz 2000). Open 

access to the fruits of others’ labor often leads to tragedy (Schmidtz 2000; Hardin 2002; 

Schmidtz 2002c).  

Aid is Unsustainable 

Another objection Schmidtz raises also involves incentives. He worries that 

completely ameliorating poverty might be very expensive. Perhaps the disincentive 

effects would make it impossible to reduce global poverty? Perhaps rich countries or 

people cannot afford to give away money they would otherwise spend doing business. If 

they stop buying jewelry, cars, and other luxury goods businesses will suffer. If they stop 

going to the symphony people will lose their jobs. This might even make it impossible to 

give as much aid. It might mean that many of those giving aid will themselves end up on 

the dole.  

Institutional Quality 

A final objection to foreign aid appeals to empirical evidence about how aid 

functions in different policy environments. One of the most influential reports in the 

recent development literature purports to show that aid does not work in bad policy 

environments (Burnside and Dollar 2000). Rather, institutional quality is the primary 

determinant of development (Rodrik 2004).  
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This work has even had a large impact on philosophical thought. For instance, 

Mathias Risse in “What We Owe to the Global Poor” adopts this institutionalist thesis on 

which:  

Growth and prosperity depend on the quality of institutions, such as stable 
property rights, rule of law, bureaucratic capacity, appropriate regulatory 
structures to curtail at least the worst forms of fraud, anti-competitive 
behavior, and graft, quality and independence of courts, but also 
cohesiveness of society, existence of trust and social cooperation, and thus 
overall quality of civil society (Risse 2005b, 9-10). 
 

Moreover, on the institutionalist thesis, the importance of institutions trumps everything 

else: Market integration, geography, and other external factors have little impact on the 

poor (Risse 2005b). In short, “…the sources of wealth rest in [domestic] institutional 

quality... While foreigners can destroy institutions, they can often do little to help build 

them” (Risse 2005d, 13). If this institutionalist thesis is right -- if domestic institutional 

quality accounts for most of the success in development -- we have reason to doubt the 

efficacy of foreign aid (Rodrik 2004). 

4. Evaluating the Evidence 

There seem to be some compelling philosophical reasons to doubt the efficacy of 

foreign aid. Let us consider, however, what positive case might be made for this 

conclusion. There are many kinds of evidence one might use to argue against giving aid. 

The most important distinction is probably between micro-level and macro-level 

evidence. Micro-level evidence examines the impact of particular aid programs or small 

subsets of programs. Macro-level evidence looks at the effect of aid (or types of aid) on 

all countries (or large regions).  

Whether at the micro or macro-level, anecdotal evidence is probably the least 

reliable. Though individuals observing or representing aid organizations often have rich 
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experiences and important insights, individuals’ opinions can also be incorrect or 

misleading. It is difficult to check whether researchers are ill intentioned, biased, or 

uninformed and even the best intentioned, informed, and unbiased authors may not have 

enough data with which to draw firm conclusions. It is better to rely on good quantitative 

data.156  

This chapter will say more about different kinds of micro-level evidence below. 

To show, however, that no good can come from aid programs or that aid causes more 

harm than good, one should appeal to macro-level statistical data on the impact of aid on 

poverty. This is because macro-level evidence can help us figure out whether aid 

generally causes more harm than good. Micro-level evidence can only help us figure out 

whether particular programs cause more harm than good in particular areas. We would 

need a lot of micro-level evidence to create a strong inductive argument about the general 

efficacy of aid. We will, thus, consider the macro-level evidence first. Unfortunately, the 

macro-level evidence we will consider will not allow us to arrive at strong conclusions; 

we will need to consider micro-level data as well. Before doing this, however, it is worth 

considering why most of the philosophers considering the case for aid have neglected 

macro-level evidence. 

There are many possible explanations for the fact that most philosophers have not 

presented the necessary empirical data to make their case. First, philosophers are often 

biased towards the abstract. Applied philosophy is often derided, if not in print, at least in 

                                                 
156 In some cases, good statistical data, like anecdotal evidence, relies essentially on subjective or imputed value judgments. Still, 

such partially-objective methods are often better than purely subjective reports because it is possible to figure out what value 

judgments have been made and how they influence the analysis. For instance, in doing cost-benefit analysis, it is possible to figure out 

what opinions have been relied upon and in what ways.  
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conversation.157 This is probably part of the reason empirical work is often avoided. 

Second, even those philosophers who do try to find good data may find it difficult to 

locate the relevant information. Finally, many philosophers probably lack the background 

necessary to evaluate the empirical data they do find. 

None of these explanations for why philosophers have not appealed to the best 

data (and correspondingly have not given the best arguments) is a sufficient justification 

for not doing so. Consider, first, the fact that applied philosophy is on the bottom of the 

philosophical food chain. The fact that applied philosophy is often derided is not an 

excuse for coming to applied conclusions without doing the appropriate work. I know of 

few explicit arguments that we should not do applied philosophy. The best argument I 

have heard against applied philosophy is that it is usually of low quality.158 Even if this 

has historically been the case, however, one need not reject an approach to philosophical 

inquiry because one thinks its practitioners have not been particularly admirable in the 

past.159 Even if some of the arguments against doing applied philosophy go through, I 

know of no arguments to show that it is okay to do it poorly.  

We should be willing to support our practical conclusions with the requisite 

empirical data if we try to address practical matters. We are negligent if we do not do so. 

This is true no matter how much easier it is just to cite case studies. The problem with 

appealing to case studies just is that it is much too easy to do. Given the vast number of 

                                                 
157 See (Gaus 2005) for an argument against applied philosophy and the next footnote for discussion of this argument. 

158 See (Gaus 2005) for an argument along these lines. Gaus suggests that we cannot get agreement on questions in applied ethics 

(perhaps because some of these questions lack clear answers?). I hope to provide a counter-example to his claim. However, I also 

wonder if agreement on questions in theoretical ethics is generally forthcoming. Perhaps an empirical study of Gaus’s assertions is 

warranted. 

159 Perhaps with the rise of other kinds of experimental philosophy things are changing. Philosophers may be more likely to accept 

“experimental” or “empirical” political philosophy now. 
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such studies, it is easy to cherry pick cases to support either the view that aid generally 

harms or generally helps the poor. Perhaps a complete survey of the literature could avoid 

this problem. I know of no philosophers who attempt to do such a survey.  

Most philosophers would need to spend a lot of time to find and become 

competent evaluating empirical data. This, however, does not show that they have no 

obligation to find and become competent evaluating the data when they must do so to 

establish conclusions about the real world and they try to establish such conclusions. 

Again, citing unrepresentative case study evidence, in an environment where there are 

many, many cases does little to support the conclusion that aid has generally been 

harmful (or good). If philosophers are not willing to take the time to address such data in 

arguing for or against aid’s efficacy, their arguments will be correspondingly weak.  

That we give the best evidence to support our arguments is especially important if 

we want our work to be relevant. I have heard many philosophers complain that social 

scientists and policy makers do not take into account ethical theory in considering policy 

questions. Social scientists and policy makers are often right to ignore our work, 

however, if we do not support our empirical premises with the strongest evidence 

available. Anyone who could influence policy foolish enough to listen to ill supported 

suggestions could cause great harm. Good political philosophy, when it comes to 

conclusions about practical matters, needs to be empirically sound.  
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5. The Macro Evidence 

Unfortunately, there are some large problems with the macro-data on foreign 

aid.160 The first problem stems from the poor, overly expansive, definition of foreign aid 

often used in the literature. Foreign aid, as it is usually defined, captures just about 

everything except normal business loans and transactions. Weapons or cheap grain sold 

at concessionary prices to middle income countries counts as aid. Another problem is that 

most studies of foreign aid look at the effect of aid on GDP growth.161 However, different 

causes of growth in GDP impact the poor in different ways (Bigsten and Levin 2004; 

Heltberg 2004). GDP may even go up while the incomes of the poor go down, if the rich 

or middle class gain more than the poor lose. Studies on the growth impact of aid do not, 

alone, tell us what we want to know. Even if aid does not fuel economic growth, it can 

help the poor (World Bank 2002a; Rajan and Subramanian 2005).162

Despite these problems, we might still learn a bit about aid’s impact on poverty 

by considering some of the best data.163 For instance, Peter Boone argues that non-

                                                 
160 Leif Wenar is one of the few philosophers who has looked at the empirical data on the impact of foreign aid. Wenar concludes 

that we do not have the requisite data to come to firm conclusions about these matters. While I agree that the macro evidence is 

certainly not conclusive, I believe it merits explicit consideration. 

161 For instance, (Clemens, Radelet et al. 2004) argue that aid can increase growth. (Mosley, Hudson et al. 1987) failed to find a 

positive relationship between aid and growth. (Burnside and Dollar 2000) and (Collier and Dollar 2004) argue that aid increases 

growth in “good” policy environments (e.g. when countries have a fiscal surplus, low inflation, and are open to trade). (Hansen and 

Harp 2001) counter that, if aid has diminishing returns, these results may not hold (Hudson 2004). Furthermore, (Easterly 2003) 

worries that the definitions of “aid,” “good policy,” and “growth” have not been sufficiently well justified (Hudson 2004). Finally, 

(Dalgaard, Hansen et al. 2004) argue that climatic conditions actually explain the relationship between aid and growth better than 

policy environment.  

162 Furthermore, even the macro-economic studies of aid’s impact on the poor available have significant problems. Some of these 

problems stem from the fact that the most common measures of poverty are inadequate (Hassoun 2006; Reddy and Pogge 2006). As I 

argue in chapter six, the WB’s method of measuring poverty changed in the 1990s and different poverty lines are incommensurable. 

The survey data underlying the purchasing power parity (PPP) exchange rates that are used in calculating poverty internationally is not 

representative. And, the PPP exchange rates over-estimate the purchasing power of the poor.  

163 (Dagdeviren, van der Hoeven et al. 2004) provide an interesting simulation showing that, theoretically, redistribution can reduce 

poverty. 
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military aid did not increase life expectancy, reduce infant mortality, or increase primary 

schooling in the 1970’s and 1980’s (Boone 1996).164 More recently, Paul Mosley, John 

Hudson, and Arjan Verschoor argue that aid has positively impacted domestic pro-poor 

spending in developing countries (Mosley, Hudson et al. 2004). Mosley et al. contend 

that aid generally has a positive impact on income poverty and infant mortality especially 

when there is not too much inequality or corruption. There is some reason to think aid 

can do some good.  

There are other macro-level studies of reasonable quality that provide important 

information on the relationship between aid and poverty. Still, I do not believe there is 

enough macro-level evidence that avoids the problems canvassed above to let us 

conclude that aid generally helps or hurts the poor (Wenar 2007a).  Assuming that I am 

right about this, we need to consider other ways of evaluating foreign aid. We need to 

consider the micro-level data.  

6. The Case for Foreign Aid 
 

So far we have distinguished between micro-level and macro-level data and 

anecdotal and quantitative evidence. In turning to the micro-level data, it is important to 

make a few further distinctions. Some quantitative data is experimental or quasi-

experimental. We can reserve the term statistical data for quantitative data that is not 

experimental or quasi-experimental. Both quasi-experimental and experimental tests help 

ensure a study’s internal validity; they help establish the causal efficacy of the aid 

intervention. In experimental studies people (or other units of analysis) are assigned 

                                                 
164 Statistics on life expectancy and infant mortality rates, like GDP, are aggregate statistics. 
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randomly to treatment groups (receiving aid) and control groups (not receiving aid).165 

This helps researchers isolate the impact of aid on people (or groups). In quasi-

experimental research, those receiving treatment are not assigned to control and 

experimental groups randomly. Rather, researchers try to prevent selection bias (the bias 

that results from differences between the group receiving aid and the comparison group) 

in other ways. The chart below maps out the conceptual space:  

  Anecdotal 
Evidence  

Statistical 
Evidence 

Quasi-
Experimental 
Evidence 

Experimental 
Evidence 

 General 
Explanation 

Opinions of 
experts or 
non-
experts. 
For 
instance, 
case studies 
not backed 
by 
quantitative 
data. 
  

Quantitative 
data which is 
not 
experimentally 
or quasi-
experimentally 
evaluated. For 
instance, cost 
benefit 
analysis is 
statistical 
evidence. 

Non-
experimental 
design to 
enhance 
internal 
validity. For 
instance, 
regression 
discontinuity 
design is a 
typical quasi-
experimental 
design.  

Evidence 
acquired by 
random 
assignment to 
treatment and 
control 
groups. For 
instance, 
covariance is 
a typical 
experimental 
design. 

Micro
-Level 
Data  

Reports the 
efficacy of 
particular 
programs. 

Opinions of 
experts or 
non-experts 
about the 
efficacy of 
particular 
programs. 
  

Quantitative 
data which is 
not 
experimentally 
or quasi-
experimentally 
evaluated 
about the 
efficacy of 
particular 
programs.  

Evidence about 
the efficacy of 
particular 
programs 
gotten via a 
non-
experimental 
design 
intended to 
enhance 
internal 
validity.  

Evidence 
about the 
efficacy of 
particular 
programs 
acquired by 
random 
assignment to 
treatment and 
control groups 

                                                 
165 I know of no analogue to a placebo in tests of foreign aid, though it might be possible to develop an analogue in some cases. 
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Macro
-Level 
Data 

Reports the 
general 
impact of all 
programs. 

Opinions of 
experts or 
non-experts 
about the 
general 
impact of 
all 
programs. 
 

Quantitative 
data which is 
not 
experimentally 
or quasi-
experimentally 
evaluated 
about the 
general 
efficacy of 
programs. 
 

 

Evidence about 
the general 
efficacy of 
programs 
gotten via a 
non-
experimental 
design 
intended to 
enhance 
internal 
validity. 

Evidence 
about the 
general 
efficacy of 
programs 
acquired by 
random 
assignment to 
treatment and 
control 
groups.166

 
FIGURE 6. Research Methods 

 
This is because it is hard to prevent selection bias with a quasi-experimental 

design; we do not know if those who receive aid are different in some important way 

from those who do not. Randomly selecting some to receive aid ensures that, on average, 

there will be no relevant differences between those receiving aid and those not receiving 

aid in the sample.  

Below, we can consider how selection bias might occur and how it might be 

addressed in quasi-experimental and experimental research. We can then consider a few 

limitations of experimental data. Finally, we can consider the constraints inherent in 

working with the available micro-level data. 

Suppose we are interested in evaluating an aid program to help those with 

malnutrition in a particular village gain weight. If villagers can choose, themselves, 

whether or not they want to receive aid and researchers compare those who choose to 

participate in the aid program with those who do not, there may be a selection bias. For 

instance, some of those who participate may not be malnourished and some of those who 

                                                 
166 Although there is no in-principle reason why macro-level data on aid could not be experimental, large scale experiments would be 

very expensive and hard to design. I know of no such evidence. 

 



 246

do not participate may be very malnourished. Even if those receiving aid do better than 

those who do not receive aid, we cannot say that such programs help the malnourished. 

Selection bias can also be a problem if researchers select villagers to receive aid. 

Researchers may choose those who are only slightly malnourished, for instance. Again, 

we cannot tell how successful the aid is in helping the malnourished.  

Consider how one quasi-experimental method called regression discontinuity 

design might help prevent the selection bias in this case. Regression discontinuity design 

only works if those administering aid are willing to use explicit selection criteria for 

deciding whom to aid. For instance, regression discontinuity design can be used if aid is 

only offered to people who are underweight. In this case, the comparison group would be 

made up of those who applied for the program but did not receive aid because they were 

just over the weight limit. We then see how those receiving aid and those in the 

comparison group fare. If there is a discontinuity in how people fare just above and just 

below the cutoff point for inclusion in the program then regression discontinuity design 

will help us judge the aid program’s success.  

This can be illustrated graphically. The x’s indicate those who start out being 

underweight and thus receive aid, the o’s indicate those who start out being over-weight 

and thus do not receive aid. The first graph shows the weight of each person before and 

after the aid in a case where aid has no positive effect. The second graph shows the 

weight of each person before and after the aid in a case where aid has a positive effect. 

On the second graph, there is a discontinuity in the regression lines (the lines showing 

average pre and post aid weights) for those receiving aid and those not receiving aid at 
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the cut-off point. The x’s have relatively higher post-aid weight gains than the o’s at the 

cut-off (though some o’s still weigh more after the program is complete). 

 

FIGURE 7. Regression Discontinuity Design 

The problem with this quasi-experimental design just is that there may be 

differences between those above and below the cutoff point that we do not recognize. 

These differences may influence how people right above and below the cutoff point fare. 

For instance, those who are just above the cutoff point for receiving aid may have access 

to a different aid program. Selecting a control group composed of those who pass this 

threshold then introduces a selection bias. We cannot tell whether the aid helps those 

below the threshold; we cannot figure out how the malnourished would have fared 

without aid (something comparison with the control group was intended to show us). 

Experimental evidence better prevents selection bias in this case. Randomly 

selecting two groups of people and then giving one of these groups the aid would prevent 

the selection bias. We have reason to believe the weight changes in two randomly 

selected groups would be equal if no one received aid. It will not matter if those above 

the weight limit for inclusion in the test program have access to other sources of aid. This 
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is because experimental evaluation compares those who are below the limit and receiving 

aid to others who are below the limit and not receiving aid. If aid has a significant effect 

on those in the treatment group, we will be able to tell.  

Sometimes it is not possible to get good experimental data. For instance, 

randomization will not work if it is impossible to randomly select experimental and 

control groups. Alternately, getting good experimental data may change the aiding 

process itself in some rather significant ways. This may make it difficult to generalize 

from the test program to similar programs; the external validity of the evaluation may go 

down. Still, everything else being equal, when experimental data is available, it is 

probably better than quasi-experimental data. After all, it is hard to be sure that one has 

taken into consideration all potential differences between control and treatment groups. 

Randomization helps us do so. 

While a comprehensive survey of micro-level data might show that aid generally 

helps or harms the poor, we do not possess enough micro-data to complete such a survey. 

It will probably be many, many years before anyone comes up with a decent survey. 

After all, it would be best to have a randomly selected representative sample of all micro-

level aid programs to rigorously evaluate micro-level aid programs’ impact on the 

poor.167 At this point, it is not even clear what such a representative sample looks like. 

Furthermore, it is difficult and takes a while to evaluate many programs and micro-

evaluation has just started to catch the attention of development practitioners. So, this 

chapter will not try to argue, on the basis of micro data, that aid is generally successful. 

                                                 
167 I believe philosophers should be willing to conduct experiments to gather data to support their arguments when this is feasible. In 

this case, however, they might more profitably turn their attention to the normative and descriptive problems regarding how such 

research might be carried out. What should count as foreign aid? What would a representative sample of aid programs impacting the 

poor even look like?  
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Rather, it will just try to show that aid can do some good.168 This chapter will argue that a 

strong case can be made for some foreign aid even if we lack the evidence to conclude 

that aid is generally successful. It will show that we can reliably identify, replicate, and 

scale up some good programs using quantitative data. 

7.  Many Successful Programs Exist and can be Replicated and Scaled Up 

There are many examples of successful aid programs. Some of these programs are 

humanitarian. Humanitarian programs aim to provide short term emergency assistance to 

the poor. Others such programs provide development aid. Development aid is intended to 

help people improve their lives in the long term. The distinction is not clear cut – some 

aid programs intended to help people in the short term actually help people in the long 

term and visa versa. This chapter will not try to classify programs as either humanitarian 

or development aid. It will provide examples of successful programs of both types. This 

chapter will assume that programs that help people secure minimally adequate food, 

water, shelter, education, and health care are successful in ameliorating poverty and 

focus, in particular, on education and health care in what follows.169 Let us consider, first, 

some programs that have been wonderfully successful in combating some of the world’s 

most devastating diseases. We can then turn to some incredibly successful education 

programs. 

About ¼ of the world’s population is infected with intestinal helminthes like 

hookworm and schistosomiasis (Kremer 2005). When these infections become severe, 

they can lead to anemia, protein deficiency, and other forms of malnutrition. In parts of 

                                                 
168 We probably posses enough data to isolate some of the conditions under which aid works though I do not try to do this here. 

169 There are many definitions of poverty and it clearly not the case that every program that helps people attain these things will 

reduce poverty (on any reasonable definition). This supposition will do for present purposes, however, as it is usually the case that 

programs that help people attain these things reduce poverty. 
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Kenya, 92% of school aged children are infected with intestinal helminthes (Kremer 

2005). These infections often interfere with educational success. A Dutch non-

governmental organization, Internationaal Chistelijk Steunfonds Africa, together with the 

District Ministry of Health in Kenya created a program to de-worm children in school. 

Random evaluation of the program showed that it decreased absenteeism by at least 25 

percent. Absenteeism even went down in nearby schools since the program lowered 

disease transmission rates ((Miguel & Kremer, 2003) cited in (Duflo and Kremer 

2003)).170 A deworming program, modeled after the successful Kenyan program, was 

then implemented in India. It was also expanded to include iron supplements since many 

of the Indian children were anemic. After a year, “researchers found a nearly 50% 

reduction in moderate to severe anemia, large weight gains, and a 7% reduction in 

absenteeism among 4-6 year olds” ((Bobonis, Miguel, & Sharma, 2002) in (Duflo and 

Kremer 2003, 26)).  

On a larger scale, statistical evidence shows that vaccination programs have saved 

millions of people’s lives. Polio is a devastating virus that attacks the nervous system. In 

the worse cases it can cause paralysis and even death (Center for Disease Control and 

Prevention 2007). The non-governmental organization (NGO), Rotary International, 

together with many other governmental and non-governmental groups, has nearly 

eliminated polio (Center for Global Development 2004b). In 1988, there were about 

350,000 polio cases (United Nations Children’s Fund 2003). In 2002, there were 1,919. 

Polio used to plague people in more than 125 countries. In 2003, it only existed in seven 

                                                 
170 All programs I discuss were funded at least in part by either private or public foreign aid. I do not distinguish private vs. public 

funded programs here although one might fruitfully compare the efficacy of programs distinguished in this way. 
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(United Nations Children’s Fund 2003).171 Smallpox used to be even more destructive 

than polio. Over thirty percent of those infected would die (Center for Disease Control 

and Prevention 2004). The World Health Organization’s (WHO’s) program to combat 

smallpox was even more successful.172 There were an estimated 10-15 million cases of 

smallpox in 1966. Somewhere between 1.5-2 million people in 50 countries died every 

year from the disease (Center for Global Development 2004b). Today no one has 

smallpox.173

River Blindness is a devastating disease which affects over 18 million people, 

primarily in Africa. It is the world’s second leading cause of preventable blindness 

(World Bank 2002c). Over 20 organizations including the WB, smaller NGOs, 

corporations, country governments, and local communities have created a two-part 

program to combat the disease (World Bank 2002c). First, insecticides are applied to 

control the vectors (World Bank 2002a). Then, Ivermectin, donated by the 

pharmaceutical corporation Merck, is distributed to those susceptible to the disease 

(World Bank 2002c). Cost-benefit analysis suggests that the global partnership to combat 

River Blindness has also been very successful. Many people are probably able to see that 

would have been blind. Land that was formerly considered uninhabitable can now be 

reclaimed. Productivity in areas where the disease had been endemic has increased 

tremendously (World Bank 2002a).  

                                                 
171 The program has brought great economic benefits. For instance, the U.S. saves the total of all its contributions every 26 days 

(Center for Global Development 2004b). 

172 Governments and aid agencies around the world also contributed to this program. In total, international donors provided US$98 

million, while US$200 million came from the endemic countries.  

173 Historical records indicate that the last naturally transmitted case of smallpox occurred in Somalia in 1977 (Center for Global 

Development 2004a). 
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600,000 cases of blindness have been prevented, and 25 million hectares of 
formerly evacuated arable lands have been made safe for settlement and 
agriculture. These lands have the potential to feed an additional 17 million people 
per year (World Bank 2002a). 
 

By 2007, the WB estimates that 65 million lives will have been positively impacted by 

the program (World Bank 2002a).174

Globally one out of six boys and one out of five girls are not in elementary school 

(United Nations 2006). The Progresa/Oportunidades project in Mexico, supported in part 

by the Inter-American Development Bank, is helping to educate all children. 

Progresa/Oportunidades is a conditional cash transfer program that helps the poorest 

secure education and medical care for their children (Skoufias, Behrman et al. 2001). 

Mothers of children selected to participate must take advantage of nutrition and health 

programs (e.g. prenatal care, well-baby care, nutrition monitoring and supplementation, 

immunization and preventive health care programs) (Skoufias, Behrman et al. 2001). 

They are then paid to send their children to school -- receiving higher subsidies for 

educating girls than for educating boys.  

Progresa/Oportunidades was quasi-experimentally evaluated by outside experts at 

the University of California Berkeley.175 Researchers found that children who 

participated in the program for two years were about 40% less likely to fall ill than those 

who did not participate in the program (Skoufias, Behrman et al. 2001). These children 

                                                 
174 These programs were evaluated with quasi-experimental or statistical data. Some were impartially evaluated. Though more 

rigorous evaluations would be desirable, these projects were too large to experimentally evaluate easily and the smallpox and polio 

programs were evaluated once complete. Still there is little doubt that we have successfully combated these diseases. Programs 

evaluated in a more rigorous way will be discussed below. For details on the methods of evaluation and additional programs see 

<http://www.cgdev.org/section/initiatives/_active/millionssaved>. 

175 This program was funded in part by the International American Development Bank. Similar programs include Argentina’s Plan 

Familias, Brazil’s Bolsa Família, Chile’s Chile Solidario, Colombia’s Familias en Acción, Costa Rica's Superémonos, the Dominican 

Republic’s Solidaridad, Ecuador’s Bono de Desarrollo Humano, El Salvador’s Red Solidaria, Honduras’s RAF, Jamaica’s PATH, 

Nicaragua’s Red de Protección Social and Peru’s Juntos (Inter-American Development Bank Press Release 2006). 
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were also about 25% less likely to be anemic, had higher growth rates, and were more 

likely to return to school if they could not continue to attend due to emergencies 

(Skoufias, Behrman et al. 2001). Enrollments increased an average of 3.4% for students 

in first through eighth grades ((Shultz, 2001) cited in (Duflo and Kremer 2003)). The 

program increased enrollment of girls who had finished sixth grade by 14.8% ((Shultz, 

2001) cited in (Duflo and Kremer 2003)). Adults, too, benefited from the program. On 

average they lost 19% fewer working days from illness ((Gertler et. al., 2005) cited in 

(Duflo and Kremer 2003)). Progresa/Oportunidades is already widely implemented in 

Mexico. Initially, it was so successful that it was expanded to many urban schools. 

Rigorous evaluations show that similar programs have been successful in many places 

(Rawlings and Rubio 2003; World Bank 2004a; World Bank 2004b).  

In India only 61% of Males and 35% of females were literate in 1990 (United 

Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization 2006). In 1994, Pratham, a 

NGO in India supported by a consortium of aid agencies including OXFAM, NOVIB, 

NPL, and AIF, started a remedial education program. Pratham hired young local women 

to tutor children who were falling behind in elementary school. Random evaluation 

shows that the program “increased student test scores by .39 standard deviations” 

(Banerjee, Cole et al. 2005) cited in (Duflo and Kremer 2003, 16)). Moreover, the gains 

were “largest for children at the bottom of the distribution: children in the bottom third 

gained 0.6 standard deviations after two years” ((Banerjee, Cole et al. 2005) cited in 

(Duflo and Kremer 2003, 16)). The program yielded gains, per US dollar spent, 10 times 

as great as hiring new teachers and its efficacy improved over time ((Banerjee, Cole et al. 
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2005) cited in (Duflo and Kremer 2003)). The Pratham program now operates in 20 cities 

and reaches 161,000 children.  

Another kind of program receiving a lot of attention of late is microfinance. 

Microfinance programs give the poor small loans to improve or start businesses. There 

have been many quasi-experimental studies of BRAC -- one of the largest microfinance 

programs in the world. Though different methodological choices yield different results, 

there is some consensus that BRAC programs help the poorest reduce their susceptibility 

to shocks such as floods in Bangladesh (Zaman 1997; Morduch 1998; Pitt 1999). Some 

studies also find positive impacts on income and consumption among borrowers, 

especially women and long term borrowers who take out large enough loans (Zaman 

1997; Pitt 1999). Many micro-finance programs like BRAC’s have been successfully 

replicated and scaled up around the world (Duflo and Kremer 2003; BRAC 2005; Center 

for Global Development 2005).  

There are many other good programs that help people meet their needs too 

(Isbam, Narayan et al. 1994; World Bank 2002a; Sachs 2005; World Bank 2006a). Even 

food aid, perhaps the most berated of all aid programs, may be successful when it is done 

correctly (Cassen 1986; Duflo and Kremer 2003; Kehler 2004; Oxfam 2005a). Let us turn 

once again to methodological issues that bear upon this conclusion. Finally, we will 

consider how this conclusion can be reconciled with the philosophical objections to aid 

with which we started. 

8. Generalizing 

There is a good deal of micro-level evidence showing that foreign aid programs 

can successfully reduce poverty and that many such programs can be replicated and 
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scaled up. We can reliably identify some good programs. Sometimes, however, 

successful programs cannot be replicated or scaled up. Let us consider some reasons for 

this failure now. 

One reason that good programs cannot always be replicated or scaled up is this: 

The background conditions for success can change before a pilot project is replicated or 

scaled up. Background conditions change over time for many reasons. The pilot (or test) 

project itself may even affect these conditions. Pilot projects, for instance, can sometimes 

generate more excitement than normal aid projects. They can be more successful just 

because they are pilot projects. This is known as the John Henry effect. We can design 

program evaluations to take such contingencies into account (Duflo 2004). For instance, 

increasing the scale and time span of the evaluation reduces the John Henry effect. There 

are ways to measure such effects as well (Duflo 2004).  

A harder problem is making sure that the context in which a pilot program is 

successful is not unique in some important way (Duflo 2004). By changing the staff, 

beneficiaries, and environment we may inadvertently change the program we are 

evaluating. Of course, this problem cuts in the other direction too. We should be careful 

not to reject aid programs that do not seem to be working out too quickly; they may work 

well in other places or at a larger (or smaller) scale.  

Basically, we need a theory about what background conditions are relevant to 

evaluating and implementing programs for evaluations to be helpful; we need a theory 

about how background conditions change and how they contribute to a program’s 

success. We can then test this theory and should be open to changing it. 
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We must be careful not to go beyond what the evidence justifies. From the fact 

that some conditional cash transfer programs have been successfully replicated and 

scaled up successfully, for instance, we cannot conclude that conditional cash transfer 

programs will work in all countries (Rawlings and Rubio 2005). We must be sure that the 

sample from which we generalize is large enough and representative enough to 

substantiate our conclusions. Sometimes, however, our samples are good enough to allow 

us to generalize. For instance, the evaluators of the Pratham program believe, on the basis 

of its continued success, that it can probably be widely replicated in India ((Banerjee, 

Cole et al. 2005) cited in (Duflo and Kremer 2003)). Moreover, as we evaluate more 

programs our sample will grow. 

The strongest argument for the conclusion that further replication and scaling up 

is possible would appeal to statistical evidence showing that efforts to replicate and scale 

up programs are generally successful. I know of no such evidence. Still, we can conclude 

from the micro-level data we have canvassed that it is possible to reliably replicate and 

scale up some of the programs described above (and many others besides). At least, these 

cases give us prima facie reason to think that some further scaling up and replication is 

possible. They provide enough evidence to believe that aid can do some good. Before 

concluding by considering objections to aid, however, this chapter will say a few words 

about the prospects for, and desirability of, further experimental testing. 

If we were able to collect enough data, we might, on the basis of statistical 

evidence, show that most efforts to replicate and scale up programs are successful. It is 

not clearly desirable, however, to try to collect so much evidence. Testing, especially 

rigorous testing, can be expensive (Whiteside, Woolcock et al. 2005). At some point, it is 
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probably better to spend money on programs to help the poor rather than on trying to 

convince skeptics that aid is generally useful. It depends on how much money it costs to 

do further evaluation and what other things the money could do.  

Chapter four argued that institutions should help the poor effectively; they should 

be concerned to help as many people as possible, while giving due weight to the needs of 

the less well off. Insofar as institutions are concerned to help the poor they will, thus, 

have reason to do whatever amount of evaluation and aiding will most effectively help 

people meet their needs. One thing that might be safe to say is this: There should 

probably be more rigorous evaluations for some purposes. If institutions can do enough 

evaluation to isolate some of the factors that contribute to successful programs, they may 

be able to improve the effectiveness of aid and select good programs more easily. They 

may even be able to improve programs that have not been tried before. Some evaluation 

might increase the effectiveness with which institutional systems aid the poor.  

As noted above, however, some aid programs cannot be rigorously evaluated. 

This is especially true of large scale programs that focus on local control, adapting to 

changing in conditions, and the process of giving aid (Whiteside, Woolcock et al. 2005). 

It would be bad to neglect good programs with these attributes just because they are 

difficult to test. We need to know how to compare the results we get from rigorous 

evaluations with the information we have about alternate programs. It would not be good 

to try to base all of our conclusions on experimental data.176

                                                 
176 Another important ethical question that arises regarding experimental testing is whether we can justify withholding aid to some 

portions of a population or spending money on evaluation instead of aid at all. One might look to work on the ethics of international 

research regarding similar questions that arise in testing new medical interventions. 
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There is a lot more to say here. But the important point for this chapter is that we 

have enough evidence now to reliably identify some good programs. We have reason to 

believe that we can often successfully replicate and scale up some good aid programs; the 

case for some foreign aid is strong. So, we are only left with a few unresolved problems. 

What can we say about the philosophical objections to foreign aid that gave us reason to 

doubt the efficacy of foreign aid in general?  

9. Objections to Aid 

Aid will Create the Need for More Aid 

Suppose everything we have said here is right; we have reason to believe that we 

can reliably identify, replicate, and scale up many good aid programs. Even so, one might 

worry that giving aid may increase population growth rates and thus misery in the long 

term. This was the worry underlying David Miller’s objection to unconditional aid in 

“The Limits of Cosmopolitan Justice.” Miller believes that growth rates will not slow 

quickly enough with unconditional aid. As Miller puts it: 

If we could instantly bring it about that people in the poorest countries 
enjoyed incomes at, say, the bottom end of the Western European scale, 
then perhaps over a couple of generations we might see families shrinking 
to two or three children per unit. But this proposal is wildly implausible 
(Miller 1998, 174). 

 
Instead, Miller advocates conditional aid as a means to encouraging growth and 

thus poverty relief.  

Though this paper is not arguing for unconditional aid, in particular, Miller’s fear 

that growth rates will not slow quickly enough without unconditional aid is not 

substantiated by the empirical data. Growth rates have been declining rapidly in the past 

50 years. The number of births per woman dropped from 5.0 in 1950 to 2.8 in 1999 
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(Willott 2002). Growth rates have even been declining in developing countries (Willott 

2002). By 1999, growth rates had fallen in almost every country. For instance, Kenya 

went from 8.3 births per woman in to 4.2 and Tunisia went from 6.0 to 2.5 between 1972-

77 and 1999 (Willott 2002). Guatemala, the least successful country in Central America 

at reducing birth rates, saw rates fall from 6.4 children per woman to 4.8 in 1999 (Willott 

2002). By 1998, 61 countries, containing 44% of the global population, had growth rates 

below replacement (Willott 2002).  

Of course, if Miller had used empirical data he might have tried to attack 

unconditional aid by pushing the point that coercion is responsible for declining growth 

rates. Much of the decrease in world population growth rates is due to declining growth 

in China. And, China certainly used coercion to reduce growth. Perhaps more coercion, 

in the form of conditional aid, is necessary to slow growth rates yet further. 

Appealing to the Chinese experience does not, however, show that coercion has 

reduced population growth rates.177 Furthermore, it is clear that coercive programs 

(including conditional aid programs) are not necessary to reduce population growth. 

Much of the decline in Chinese growth rates occurred before 1979 when China instituted 

its one-child program (Sen 1999; Willott 2002). Many countries also decreased 

population growth rates without the kind and amount of coercion seen in China (Willott 

2002). Consider an illustration. Between 1960 and 1999 China’s growth rate shrank from 

6.2 – 1.8 births per woman. Between 1971-1999 Mexico’s growth rate shrank from 6.2 –

                                                 
177 Population control programs like China’s are not morally acceptable even if successful. Furthermore, it is not clear that what 

success China has had in reducing population growth will be sustainable. As a result of China’s population control program many 

people came to resent Chinese policy and many more females than males were aborted or put up for adoption (Sen 1999, 225). 

Sometimes baby girls were neglected (or worse) resulting in a much higher fatality rate for female infants (Sen 1999, 220). We have 

yet to see whether China’s growth rates will remain low once the coercive measures are lifted. 

 



 260

2.7 births per woman (Willott 2002). Similarly, Kerala, a large Indian state, has greatly 

decreased population growth without the kind of coercion seen in China. When China 

introduced its one-child policy, in 1979, Kerala had a higher fertility rate. By 1991, 

Kerala’s fertility rate was much lower than China’s (Sen 1999).  

Amyarta Sen hypothesizes that growth rates in Kerala declined because girls and 

women there are able to access education and have other opportunities to improve their 

lives. Education, especially girls’ education, is highly correlated with population 

reduction (Sen 1999). There is also some evidence that when women have the power to 

control their fertility and the opportunity to have careers outside of their homes they do 

not have so many children (El-Ghannam 2005). By helping people educate their kids and 

improve their lives, population growth rates are likely to fall well before people have 

anything like the incomes those in the developed world enjoy. Insofar as aid is successful 

in improving women’s lives, it may actually decrease rather than increase population 

growth.  

Creating Bad Incentives  

Perhaps David Schmidtz’s objections fair better. Recall his first worry that aid 

may create bad incentives for those receiving aid. This was the point of Schmidtz’s 

thought experiment TRAGIC COMMONS. After saving one child from drowning, you 

find other people lining up to throw their children into a pool. Are you obligated to save 

the children?  

Because Schmidtz believes that ethics must be appropriately sensitive to features 

of the real world, this is a strange case for his purposes. We do not live in a world like 

TRAGIC COMMONS. Most people will not throw their children into pools for money. 
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If, as Schmidtz says, we must deal with people as they are, perhaps it is fair to say we do 

not need to deal with possible worlds like that. Though some of the poorest have sold 

their children into bonded labor for much less than a hundred US dollars, it may be 

through aid that people are able to avoid having to do such unfortunate things. 

Schmidtz’s case does not show that it is unacceptable to aid those who will throw their 

children in pools to get a hundred US dollars.  

But Schmidtz has a point. He thinks that aid usually creates the wrong kind of 

incentives (Schmidtz 2000). He thinks aid will make our world more like TRAGIC 

COMMONS. If poor countries receive aid, countries have an incentive to be poor. If poor 

people receive aid, people have an incentive to be poor.  

This is not entirely clear. Aid may actually provide incentive for people improve 

their lives. In some cases, aid may only create positive incentives. And, even if aid 

creates some negative incentives, the negative incentives may have no bad effect in 

practice. Aid may only have positive effects. Suppose, for instance, that the people in a 

remote village would like to build a well so that they could have clean water. 

Unfortunately, they do not have all of the necessary supplies. If the people could secure 

the supplies they would have an incentive to start work on the well. As it is, however, 

they do not have any way of securing the supplies no matter how hard they work. They 

can barely meet their other needs. Enabling these people to secure these supplies could 

very well increase positive incentives without creating negative ones. The people do not 

have any way to secure the materials on their own so they do not have an incentive to do 

so. Nor do they have incentive to start work on the well because they know that they 

cannot complete it without the materials.  
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Of course, almost anything could happen in theory. What matters is how people 

will fare if they receive aid in practice. Schmidtz does not provide any reasonable 

empirical evidence to support his claim that aid always (or usually?) creates negative 

incentives that increase poverty. He only uses thought experiments and anecdotal 

evidence. Though, he is surely right to think that aid sometimes creates negative 

incentives that increase poverty. 

My disagreement with Schmitz is this: Schmidtz does not think that it is possible 

to help people without undermining incentives for positive change. I think it is. The fact 

that this chapter can point to good aid programs that do not undercut positive incentives, 

illustrates this possibility.178 Microfinance, for instance, often helps people increase the 

productivity of their businesses. It is possible, at least in some cases, to create good 

programs that help people. These programs do not undermine opportunities. They do not 

impoverish people.  

Bill Easterly’s The Elusive Quest for Growth sets out some concrete guidelines 

for creating incentive-compatible aid-funded projects.179 He thinks it is good to reward 

those countries and programs that do a good job with the money they receive. This 

chapter has argued that Bill Easterly’s focus is wrong. He focuses on increasing 

aggregate GDP without paying attention to distribution. One might also disagree with 

some of his particular conclusions. One might not think the conditionality we often see 

                                                 
178 Schmidtz himself actually praises some aid programs. For instance, he talks about the CAMPFIRE program in his recent 

anthology although he does not mention that it was funded by a consortium of aid agencies (Schmidtz 2002b).  

179 (Easterly 2003) emphases the need to transparently evaluate programs after they are completed. An independent aid watch-dog is 

needed (Cullity 2004). See <http://www.cgdev.org/> for a concrete proposal for evaluating aid programs through an independent 

body. We should also consider other proposals for enhancing the accountability of aid organizations and which ways of doing so are 

desirable (Wenar 2007a).  
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can be justified.180 Or one might argue that selecting countries that have already fulfilled 

these conditions is not any better than traditional forms of conditionality.181 Still, Easterly 

is right that good aid should not undercut motivation for positive change. It is probably 

possible to improve the incentives aid generates. 182  

Sometimes aid programs do not preserve good incentives. Those giving aid will 

always make mistakes (even knowing they have made mistakes before) (Schmidtz 2000). 

This does not mean that aid does more harm than good. It does not mean that all foreign 

aid programs are a bad idea. There is reason for optimism.  

Aid is Unsustainable 

The other objection Schmidtz raises also involves incentives. He worries that 

completely ameliorating poverty might be very expensive. If rich people or countries stop 

                                                 
180 U.S. food aid, for instance, often comes with strings attached. There is reason to worry that the conditions are intended to (and 

sometimes just) benefit U.S. farmers, not those receiving the aid. For instance, the United States Agency for International 

Development (USAID) reports that about 80% of its aid has gone to U.S. suppliers ((USAID, 2004) cited in (Jamieson 2005, 10)). The 

U.S. department of agriculture also says that “when allocating assistance under the Title I program, priority is given to agreements that 

provide for the export of US agricultural commodities to those developing countries which have demonstrated the potential to become 

commercial markets…” (United States Department of Agriculture 2005). Finally, USAID notes that “of the 50 largest customers for 

US agricultural goods, 43 — including Egypt, Indonesia, Korea, Taiwan, and Thailand — formerly received food assistance. In short, 

aid leads to trade, from which Americans stand to benefit directly” ((USAID, 2004) cited in (Oxfam 2005a)). External evaluators of 

USAID’s effectiveness, from OXFAM to OECD, have concluded that U.S. aid is not as effective as it could be because it is not 

always intended to help the poor (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 2006). Furthermore, the last two 

chapters argued that some of the conditions the International Financial Institutions require countries receiving aid to implement (trade 

liberalizing reforms) are not always justified (Hassoun 2006). 

181 Selecting countries to receive aid, rather than making “good performance” a condition of aid, is supposed to avoid some of the 

problems with conditionality (Radelet 2005). However, countries might still implement policies that they do not believe in, adopt good 

policies until they receive aid and then reverse those policies and use aid money for different objectives. Furthermore, if conditional 

aid is coercive, it is hard to see why selectivity is not coercive. I take it that if conditionality is coercive, it is coercive because we are 

offering aid only to get poor countries to adopt our programs and poor indebted countries cannot realistically avoid requesting aid. 

With selectivity, countries will still make the requisite policy changes only for the aid (at least for a while) and it will be no more 

realistic to suppose they can avoid doing so. Though developing countries may perceive selection as more supportive and less 

restrictive than conditionality, it is hard to see why they would. 

182 We should enable people to act on the incentives for positive change that exist and provide additional incentives as long as doing 

so is respectful. People generally want to improve their lives and incentives to do so are probably fine when it is clear to all involved 

that they help people make these improvements. If this is not the case, however, we should be careful to ensure that we really are 

providing good opportunities in respectful ways.  
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buying marble counter tops, smoking cigarettes, paying people to build bombs, or going 

to so many movies, businesses will suffer. People will lose their jobs. This might even 

make it impossible to give as much aid. Perhaps the disincentive effects would make it 

impossible to reduce global poverty?  

Fortunately, it is not at all clear that disincentive effects will make it impossible to 

reduce global poverty. There are at least three reasons why not. First, if (for instance) 

foreign aid is financed by taxes, we must remember that taxes have both substitution 

effects that discourage people from working (because the reward per unit of labor is less), 

and income effects that encourage people to work more (and in ways that make up for 

lost income) (Murphy and Nagel 2002).183 The income effects might outweigh or counter 

balance the substitution effects.  

 Second, the cost of aid may not be high enough for disincentives to be a problem, 

if aid is financed in a minimally-distorting way. The cost of taxes to reduce poverty (for 

instance) could be financed, in part, by a reduction in other taxes. Entertainment services, 

for instance, might be reduced. And, even if one does not find this example compelling, 

something like this might be possible. The funds for poverty relief might be secured in 

many ways.184 Continuing with the tax example, demogrants, a negative income tax, or 

uniform tax rates might all be used to secure the money for aid. Money can also be raised 

via trade policy or other market reforms. Different policies impact incentive structures in 

                                                 
183 Empirical studies of the incentive effects of U.S. taxation show that there are “virtually no significant effects... on the amount of 

work effort of the affluent” ((Okun, 1975, 96-97) cited in (Goodin 1988)). Some incentive effects were found, however, on the work 

of the poor though the degree of the effects depended a lot on the type of program implemented ((Danzinger, Haveman, & Plotnick, 

1981, 996) cited in (Goodin 1988)). Of course, the effects at the international level could be very different. See (Goodin 1988, 231-

245) for further discussion of such studies. Also see (Sterba 1998).  

184 Other policies might also help reduce negative incentive effects. “There is no evidence that it is some how given in the nature of 

things that people can neither develop sufficient motivation for compliance nor evolve institutions capable of enforcing global 

principles” of justice (Beitz 1979, 156). 
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different ways. By using the correct combination of policies disincentive effects can be 

minimized (van Parijs 2001; Murphy and Nagel 2002).  

Third, the cost of aid may not be high enough for disincentives to be a problem, if 

aid is given in a minimally distorting or even incentive-enhancing way. Some ways of 

helping the poor are more efficient than others. For instance, careful targeting help to 

those in need may reduce the cost of enabling people to meet their needs (Castro-Leal, 

Dayton et al. 1999; Sahn and Younger 1999). There are many ways to improve targeting. 

For instance, it is possible to simply shift the burden of paying for shared projects to 

those who can better afford to pay (Shue 2002). This can be done, for example, by 

exempting the poor from user-fees which reduce their access to education and medical 

facilities (Gertler & van der Gaag 1990; Lavy & Germain 1994) cited in (Castro-Leal, 

Dayton et al. 1999). This shifts the costs of public service provision to those who can 

afford to pay.185 The costs of helping the poor will also fall if non-monetary barriers to 

poor individuals’ access to the objects of their needs are lowered. For instance, access to 

health care and education can be improved by training community health workers and 

teachers. This may be less expensive than making sure everyone can go to regional health 

centers or schools. If facilities are built closer to those in need, the costs of enabling 

people to access these resources may also fall (Castro-Leal, Dayton et al. 1999). Finally, 

the efficiency of helping the poor may increase if market forces dictate who receives aid. 

                                                 
185 Some leakage of benefits and costs of aid programs may be important for political sustainability (Gelbach and Prichett 1997; 

Donder and Hindrick 1998). We may also do better to target on the basis of easily observable features correlated with poverty rather 

than trying to target to particular individuals (Thorbecke and Berrian 1992). Poverty may not be readily observable. Targeting can be 

costly. For instance, one can treat people for malnutrition that have low weight to age ratios. Similarly, one can give subsidies to those 

living in lower class neighborhoods. Not every child with a low weight to age ratio is malnourished and not all of those living in lower 

class neighborhoods are poor, but most are.  
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Putting money into good programs creates incentives to improve aid’s success. We can 

expect the efficiency of programs in ameliorating poverty to improve over time.  

Another reason the costs of aid may not be high enough for disincentive effects to 

be a problem is this. The costs of aid will decline as more and more people become self 

sufficient. Foreign aid may even stimulate productivity. If microfinance programs, for 

instance, are effective aid may increase the amount of business being done rather than 

decrease it. Schmidtz must at least say more to show that it is impossible to do enough 

business to sustain aid.  

Finally, in calculating costs, we must take into account all the costs (Schmidtz 

2002d). Even if helping everyone to meet their needs was very costly, not enabling 

people to do so might be more expensive. Impoverished people can be very costly to both 

their own state and other states around the world.  

When people cannot help themselves, they are sometimes helped by other private 

individuals or organizations. Caring for the poor taxes the resources of the global 

economy and it taxes the compassionate people who look after them. Were the 

compassionate free to spend their time and money in other ways, they might be more 

productive. People who can meet their needs will probably also be more productive 

members of the world economy (Sterba 1998).  

Alternately, if poor people do not have other options, they may try to meet their 

needs in illegitimate ways. This may explain some of the difficulties establishing stable 

national and international economic and political structures (Nine Forthcoming).186 “If 

poor nations cannot export anything else, they will export their misery – in the form of 

                                                 
186 At least it is clear that states that must support many poor people often have more trouble establishing a stable economy and are 

less productive members of the international economy.  
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drugs, diseases, terrorism, migration, and environmental degradation” ((Hammond, 1997) 

cited in (Sagoff 2002, 214)). There are many reasons why we may all benefit from living 

in a world without poverty. 

If aid is done well, it may even be possible to completely eliminate poverty. We 

know that the global shortfall from the US$2 a day WB poverty line is 300 billion dollars 

per year. Fortunately, 300 billion US dollars is only about 1.08% of the combined income 

of the developed countries (Pogge 2002a; Pogge 2004). Though this is a lot more than the 

poor currently receive, it is not an outrageous amount.187 In 2006, the United States has 

authorized a US$419 billion defense budget and global military spending exceeded US$1 

trillion (Karen 2005; Office of Management and Budget 2005).  

Of course, one might still think that disincentive effects will cost too much or 

make it impossible to reduce poverty. Fortunately, there is a practical way to find out 

when helping the poor begins to costs too much or interferes with poverty reduction 

efforts: Slowly increase the amount of aid until the costs are too large or aid starts to 

increase poverty. Then, recoup these losses and, finally, give the optimal amount.  

Certainly, there are at least some affordable programs. The Kenyan deworming 

program, for instance, cost only US$3.50 per year of education secured. A re-hydration 

program in Egypt cost about US$100-$200 per life saved (Center for Global 

Development 2004c). China’s anti-tuberculosis campaign probably saved a healthy life 

for every US$15-20 dollars spent (Center for Global Development 2004e). Some 

microfinance programs are even commercially viable (The Economist 2005). 

                                                 
187 The U.S., for example, gives only US$14 billion or .14% of its GNP in combined private and governmental aid. Furthermore, 

much of what we do give does not help the poor. In many parts of the world, including the U.S., foreign aid is often strategic. Only a 

quarter of U.S. aid goes to low income countries and governmental aid dwarfs non-governmental aid (Singer 2002b). As one IMF 

official put it, “the U.S. is very pathetic, its depressing, actually” (International Monetary Fund August 16 2004). 
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Institutional Structure 

The final objection to the case for foreign aid appealed to empirical that aid does 

not work in bad policy environments (Burnside and Dollar 2000). One might adopt the 

institutionalist thesis that domestic institutional quality accounts for most of the success 

in development. If one adopts this thesis, one has reason to doubt the efficacy of foreign 

aid (Rawls 1999; Rodrik 2004). 

 One problem with this objection lies in the empirical data. Most studies rely on a 

poor measure of institutional quality to advance the thesis that domestic institutional 

quality is the major determinant of development (Burnside and Dollar 2000). These 

studies really measure investors’ perceptions of institutional quality (Burnside and Dollar 

2000; Rodrik 2004).188 The most common measure, for instance, comes primarily from 

the WB’s Country Policy Institutional Assessment (CPIA) index (Burnside and Dollar 

2000; Rodrik 2004). The CPIA index is a questionnaire filled out by WB personnel (see 

appendix for more information on the index). In large part, domestic institutional quality 

is just a way of talking about the opinions of foreign investors about what constitutes a 

good investment climate (Powell 2004).189

The person who is objecting to aid might try to defend the empirical evidence 

here. She might argue that those who fill out the CPIA questionnaire are chosen to assess 

institutional quality because they are good judges of institutional quality. They are 

experts. What matters for reducing poverty is a culture of trust, a reliable legal system, 

strong property rights etc. This is what the experts are measuring. And, one might argue, 

                                                 
188 One study that throws doubt on the institutionalist thesis that does not question the measure of institutional quality at issue is 

(Easterly, Levine et al. 2003). 

189 (Rodrik 2004) notes that if investors are responding to economic development rather than predicting development standard 

econometric instrumentation techniques can capture this.  
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foreign aid cannot do anything to establish a culture of trust, a reliable legal system, 

strong property rights etc.  

 This response is not compelling. Perhaps foreign evaluators are chosen because 

they know about and can reliably report on domestic institutional quality. Unfortunately, 

this is not at all clear. We have little reason to believe that the evaluators’ judgments of 

institutional quality map on to anything other than potential growth rates.190 So, even if 

domestic institutional quality (in this perverse sense) is the major determinant of 

development, foreign aid may be able to change a country’s domestic institutional 

quality.191 And, even if this is not the case, we have reason to believe aid can do some 

good in at least some (good) “policy environments” (Burnside and Dollar 2000; Mosley, 

Hudson et al. 2004).192 Perhaps this is because aid can help establish property rights, a 

reliable legal system, or a culture of trust (think here of microfinance programs). Perhaps 

it encourages investors to think well of a country, whatever.  

The case against foreign aid is unsubstantiated. We certainly do not have 

sufficient reason to believe that aid will cause more harm than good. Rather, we have 

reason to believe that aid, in at least some “policy environments,” does more good than 

harm. And, we can certainly conclude that some aid does do a lot of good.  

 

                                                 
190 It may even be the case that countries grow because investors report positively on countries’ prospects for growth. This is almost 

certainly the case to some extent. After all, the IMF is well aware of the power of investor’s opinions in sustaining and encouraging 

economic growth. That is part of the reason why they announce their loans publicly and take great pains to control the information 

they have about ailing economies. Though there are ways of accounting for this endogeniety problem in econometrics it is harder to 

account for other explanations for why investors opinions seem to count (and good studies should take this endogeniety problem 

seriously). 

191 Evidence on this point is mixed. Some support can be found in (Burnside and Dollar 2000).  

192 It would be very surprising if this were not the case as the WB has developed the CPIA in part to decide how to better allocate its 

aid. 
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9. Conclusion 

This chapter argued that the case for at least some foreign aid is strong. The 

global institutional system must aid those who cannot meet their most basic needs. This is 

an important practical conclusion if my arguments in earlier chapters go through and 

there are no more effective ways to reduce poverty. This chapter’s conclusions are not 

purely practical, however. This chapter has also defended, rather self-consciously, the 

methodology used throughout this book. It has argued that we need to use the best 

experimental, quasi-experimental, or statistical data available when talking about matters 

of empirical fact if we want to come to sound conclusions about the real world. When 

defending conclusions about matters of empirical fact we should do experimental 

political philosophy. Hopefully, the benefits of experimental political philosophy are 

clear at least in the context of arguments about what must be done to reduce poverty. 

Rigorous data is also necessary to establish other ethical and political conclusions about 

the real world. If ethicists and political philosophers defend conclusions that rely on 

empirical premises or evaluate the empirical premises of other philosophers, they need to 

use the best available (often experimental) evidence. There is nothing wrong with making 

arguments conditional on empirical propositions. Those who want to come to strong 

conclusions about the real world must justify the empirical propositions their conclusions 

rely upon, however, in analytically rigorous ways. The case for doing at least some 

experimental political philosophy is also strong. 
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CONCLUSION: SHRINKING DISTANCE 
 

1. Summary 

This book began with an argument for a human right to meet one’s needs. Very 

roughly it suggested that everyone has a human right to appropriate protection of their 

ability to live a minimally good human life. If everyone’s ability to live a minimally good 

human life is to be preserved, then everyone has a human right to be able to meet their 

needs. The Argument from Human Rights, thus, concluded that everyone has a human 

right to be able to meet their needs. Although some of the crucial premises in this 

argument were not defended until the third chapter, the second half of this chapter 

considered objections to this argument. Many people believe that only negative rights are 

defensible. The first chapter suggested that these people are mistaken. Because we did 

not find a way to argue for positive rights that would appeal to those most concerned 

about individual freedom, however, it concluded that a new argument was needed. This 

laid the groundwork for the argument in the second chapter intended to extend the 

consensus on the conclusion that the global poor should at least be able to meet some of 

their basic needs.  

More precisely, the second chapter presented a new argument for the thesis that, 

to be legitimate, the global institutional system must, insofar as possible, enable people to 

meet some of their basic needs. It argued as follows: To be legitimate the global 

institutional system must do what it can to enable those who are capable of securing 

sufficient autonomy to do so. For people to secure sufficient autonomy, they must be able 

to meet some of their basic needs. So, the global institutional system must at least enable 
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everyone who is capable of securing sufficient autonomy to meet some of their basic 

needs.  

The last step in defending the Argument from Autonomy consisted in showing 

that people must be able to meet some of their basic needs to secure sufficient autonomy. 

The last step in defending the Argument from Human Rights consisted in showing that 

people must be able to meet their needs to live a minimally good life. The third chapter 

took on both of these tasks. It sketched an argument for the conclusion that people need 

whatever will enable them to live a minimally good human life. In doing this, it defended 

the final premise of the Argument from Human Rights. It showed that not being able to 

meet one’s needs threatens one’s ability to live a minimally good life. The third chapter 

then argued that if one cannot meet one’s most basic needs then one cannot secure 

sufficient autonomy. In doing this, it completed the Argument from Autonomy for the 

conclusion that the global institutional system is obligated to enable everyone to meet 

their most basic needs. Finally, the last part of this chapter also gave a bit of concrete 

content to the account of needs, the Argument from Autonomy, and the Argument from 

Human Rights. It showed that most people at least need some minimal amount of food, 

water, shelter, education, health care, and emotional and social support to secure 

sufficient autonomy. It followed that the global institutional system must do what it can 

to enable most people to secure at least this much. Most people have a human right to be 

able to secure these things. 

The fourth chapter considered some alternative ways of cashing out the obligation 

to enable people to meet their needs. It showed that institutions must give some priority 

to enabling the least well off to meet their needs, but the ability of all to meet their needs 
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must also receive due weight. In the end, the fourth chapter defended the principle of 

effectiveness that includes both a concern to efficiently reduce appropriately prioritized 

need and a concern to help as many people as possible. It then considered a potential 

conflict between this principle and egalitarian theories. Finally, the fourth chapter showed 

that this tension is resolvable. If one is an egalitarian, one can accept the principle of 

effectiveness if one holds a thesis similar to Rawls’ difference principle. One can say 

that, when people have unfulfilled needs, any inequalities that persist or increase must 

effectively benefit the global poor.  

Since it is clear that many people cannot meet even their most basic needs and 

most of the global poor live in the developing world, chapters five and six examined one 

possible way of ameliorating poverty -- free trade. They considered whether or not we 

have reason to believe that free trade is likely to effectively enable as many people as 

possible to their needs. In particular, chapter five examined the theoretical basis for the 

kind of trade liberalizing reforms often advocated by international economic institutions 

like the IMF and IMF. It found that there is no theoretical guarantee that these reforms 

will enable all people to meet their needs. The most such reforms guarantee is that 

liberalized markets will reach a Pareto optimal state, that is, a state in which it is 

impossible to make anyone better off without making someone else worse off. Pareto 

optimality (under the relevant Kaldor-Hicks interpretation) tells us little about 

distribution. Even a situation in which one person has everything, and everyone else is 

poor, can be Pareto optimal if no one can be made better off without making someone 

else worse off.  
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In fact, despite some claims to the contrary, chapter six argued that the empirical 

evidence about trade liberalization’s impact on the poor is inconclusive (Dollar and 

Kraay 2000; Adams Jr. 2004). Growth rates have been declining in the 30 year period 

since market liberalization became fashionable, the poverty statistics are so poor that they 

are not very useful, and inequality under almost all (including the most relevant) 

measures has been increasing (Schultz 1998; Firebaugh 1999; Culpeper 2002; Milanovic 

2002a; Milanovic 2003b; Reddy and Pogge 2003b; Wade 2004; Dowrick and Akmal 

2005). Some studies even find that liberalization itself is correlated with increasing 

poverty and inequality and decreasing growth rates (Lundberg and Squire 2000; 

Milanovic 2003a; Cornia and Court 2004). Though there is nothing wrong with free trade 

in theory, we must take its distributional impacts into account in practice. Chapter six, 

thus, concluded that, since poverty is pervasive in so much of the developing world and 

we have no reason to believe the policies guiding development are alleviating this 

poverty, we should consider alternative policies. 

Finally, the last chapter did a few things. First it, rather self consciously, defended 

the kind of empirically based methodology used throughout the book. It argued that 

political philosophers should do more empirical and, even, experimental philosophy. The 

last chapter did this in the context of considering one alternative policy for ameliorating 

poverty -- foreign aid. Most of the philosophers who have considered the case for foreign 

aid have concluded that foreign aid is either ineffective or counter-productive (Schmidtz 

2000; Pogge 2001; Kuper 2002; Jamieson 2005). It is remarkable, however, that few 

philosophers writing on these issues have paid much attention to empirical data. Often 

philosophers critical of aid try to make their case by discussing particular programs that 
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have harmed the people they were intended to help (Schmidtz 2000; Jamieson 2005). 

Rarely, if ever, are the cases these philosophers provide randomly sampled or 

representative. Few of the cases that philosophers discuss have even been evaluated in an 

impartial manner (Kuper 2002; Jamieson 2005). The last chapter tried to remedy these 

lacunae. It argued, on the basis of both normative conclusions arrived at in earlier 

chapters and empirical data, that the case for giving some foreign aid is strong. Even if it 

is impossible to eradicate global poverty instantaneously, there is a lot that can and must 

be done now.  
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APPENDIX A: AVOIDING MILLER’S PRINCIPLE’S SECOND PROBLEM  
 

Recall that Miller’s principle had an unintuitive consequence. It entailed that 

whose needs it is best to meet depends on the number of people in the world who can 

already meet their needs. The effectiveness principle avoids this problem. Suppose that 

the weight given to each extra unit of need doubles. Suppose that helping an extra person 

is just as good as removing one extra unit of need. Now consider a case where Tamil has 

one unit of need and Samantha has two units of need. On this version of the effectiveness 

principle, it is twice as good to reduce Samantha’s need by one unit as it is to reduce 

Tamil’s need by one unit. Once Samantha only needs one unit, it is equally good to help 

either Samantha or Tamil. It is better to help both by reducing their need to .5 units each 

than to reduce the need of either alone.  

Consider what this version of the effectiveness principle recommends in the cases 

that caused problems for Miller’s principle. Recall, the initial situation:  

 
A B C D E F G 

 
A needs two units to reach the threshold, B-F need one unit to reach the threshold, and G 

can meet her needs. Here is how we calculate the weighted need in this situation using 

this effectiveness principle: Three units of weighted need for A (one for her first unit and 

two for her second unit of need) plus one unit of weighted need for B-F, equals eight 

units of weighted need. 

If an institution must either do action one relieving a unit of A’s need or action 

two alleviating a unit of need for each of B-F, it should do action two. If it does action 

one, this is the resulting situation: 
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A B C D E F G 

 
A-F are each left with one unit of weighted need so there are six units of weighted need 

total. If it does action two, this is the result: 

 
A B C D E F G 

 
There are three units of weighted need left. Three units are less than six. So, it is clear 

that action two is better than action, one even before taking into account the fact that 

more people are helped by doing action two.  

This recommendation does not change if the initial situation contains additional 

people H, I, J and K (who are all able to meet their needs): 

 
A B C D E F G H I J K 

 
Again there are three units of weighted need for A, (one for her first unit and two for her 

second unit of need), plus one for B-F. There are eight units of weighted need total. 

If the institution gives one unit to A, this is the situation:  

 
A B C D E F G H I J K 

 
A-F each have one unit of need left for a total of six units of weighted need. If, instead, 

the institution gives one unit to B-F the result is this:  
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A B C D E F G H I J K 

 
Three units of weighted need remain in this situation. Again, three is less than six. It is 

clear that action two is better than action one even before we take into account the fact 

that more people are helped by doing action two.  

Action two is always required by the effectiveness principle we are considering. 

A different way of cashing out the principle might suggest doing action one in all 

situations. But, no matter how it is cashed out, the effectiveness principle avoids Miller’s 

problem. It will never entail that whose needs institutions should meet depends on how 

many people are already able to meet their needs.  

The effectiveness principle also avoids the leveling down objection. To see why, 

consider this situation once again: 

 
A B C D E F G 

 
Recall that A needs two units to reach the threshold, B-F need one unit to reach the 

threshold, and G can meet her needs. Here is how we calculate the weighted need in this 

situation using this effectiveness principle: Three units of weighted need for A (one for 

her first unit and two for her second unit of need) plus one unit of weighted need for B-F, 

equals eight units of weighted need. 

Now suppose that the institution brings B-G down to A’s level.  
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A B C D E F G 

A-G need two units to reach the threshold. Each has three units of weighted need for a 

total of 21 units in this situation. The institution has helped no one and things have not 

improved according to this principle just because some have been made worse off. 

Things have gotten much worse. I leave it to the reader to verify that the effectiveness 

principle generally avoids the leveling down problem.  
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APPENDIX B: CPIA INDEX RATING CATEGORIES  

A. Economic management 
1. Monetary and exchange rate policy 
2. Fiscal policy 
3. Debt policy 
 
B. Structural policies 
4. Trade 
5. Financial sector 
6. Business environment 
 
C. Policies for social inclusion 
7. Gender 
8. Equity of public resource use 
9. Building human resources 
10. Social protection and labour 
11. Policies and institutions for environmental sustainability 
 
D. Public sector management and institutions 
12. Property rights and rule-based governance 
13. Quality of budgetary and financial management 
14. Efficiency and equity of revenue mobilisation 
15. Quality of public administration 
16. Transparency, accountability and corruption in the public sector193 
 

Further information about CIPA “governance criteria” which receive a good deal of 

weight in WB analysis of countries’ institutional quality: 

1. Property rights and rules-based governance: a good score requires, inter alia, that 
property rights be protected in "practice as well as theory"; laws and regulations 
affecting businesses are "transparent and uniformly applied"; obtaining licences is 
a small share of the cost of doing business; police force functions well and is 
accountable. 

2. Quality of budgetary and financial management: assesses extent to which budget 
is linked to policy priorities in national strategies; effective financial management; 
timely and accurate fiscal reporting; and clear and balanced assignment of 
expenditures and revenues to each level of government. 

3. Efficiency of revenue mobilisation: a good score requires that "bulk of revenues" 
be generated from "low-distortion" taxes such as sales/VAT, property, etc.; low 
import tariffs; tax base is free from arbitrary exemptions. 

                                                 
193 Excerpted from (Powell 2004, Box 1). 
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4. Quality of public administration: assesses "policy coordination and 
responsiveness, service delivery and operational efficiency, merit and ethics, and 
pay adequacy and management of the wage bill". 

5. Transparency, accountability and corruption: a good score requires accountability 
reinforced by audits, inspections and adverse publicity for performance failures; 
an independent, impartial judiciary; conflict of interest and ethics rules for public 
servants.194 

                                                 
194 Excerpted from (Powell 2004, Box 2). 
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