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Abstract

The immense inequalities between the world’s poor and the world’s rich have compelled 

philosopher Thomas Pogge to develop a moral framework based on the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights that challenges our most commonsense political moral views. Pogge 

disputes minimally and universally that we all have a negative duty not to harm so long as the 

harm is foreseeable and avoidable, rather than a positive duty to do well. Furthermore Pogge 

argues for an institutional view of negative duties flown from the fact that we all shape, 

uphold and impose institutions. 

With the help of three philosophers; Polly Vizard, Tim Hayward and Mathias Risse, I 

debate a number of their raised objections to Thomas Pogge’s theory of institutional global 

justice which all focus on the controversial causal claim that the present global order causes 

global poverty. The objections discussed are (a) Vizard’s scrutinizing of Pogge’s notion of 

responsibility (b) Hayward’s call for a full causal account of how the global order is harming 

the poor and (c) Risse’s alternative baseline for harm. I argue that although Pogge has some 

potential problems, he nevertheless is not contradicted by these objections to the extent that 

they themselves claim. I hold that the debated criticism appeals for further investigation and 

that in light of the arguments in this thesis we have a negative duty not to harm and a positive 

obligation to reform global unjust institutions in responding to global poverty.
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1.Introduction

More than 3 billion people live on less than 2.50$ per day. 1.4 billion people, roughly a quarter 

of the world’s population, live on less than 1.25$ per day.1 34.000 children die each day from 

easily curable causes such as malnutrition and diarrhea. 18 million premature deaths per year are 

due to poverty related causes. This equals around one third of all human deaths as a result 

needlessly from poverty.2  The immense inequalities between the world’s affluent and the billions 

of poor call for urgent attention on how we should all respond.

The global poverty problem is often discussed in terms of poor countries’ own responsibility, 

or rich countries responsibility to give development assistance. When global poverty is discussed 

by reference to the work of charity organizations,3 it is often held to be due from voluntary 

kindness, from institutions or from individuals. The global poverty problem has led moral and 

political philosophers to theorize about why poverty exists, why it persists and how it can be 

eradicated. Philosophers working with these questions are currently shaping a tradition that aims 

at interconnecting more stringent theories4 with direct effects on existing global institutional 

policy.5 

Political and moral philosopher Thomas Pogge focuses most of his ideas exclusively on 

global poverty issues. Pogge argues that affluent citizens of the world have violated their 

1.  S Chen and M Ravallion, The Developing World is Poorer than we Thought, But no Less Successful in the Fight Against  
Poverty, Development Research Group, World Bank, Washington DC, 2009.
2.  World Health Organization, World Health Report 2004, (Geneva: WHO, 2004), Annex Table 2; available at 
www.who.int/whr/2004.
3.  C Barry and T Pogge (eds), Global institutions and responsibilities: achieving global justice, Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 
Cornwall, 2005, p. 1-2.
4.  As opposed to earlier philosophical discussions which have been largely out of touch with policy makers and which have 
proposed obscure and sometimes rather unrealistic normative accounts of responsibilities of global institutional justice. See Barry 
and Pogge, p. 2.
5.  J H Rosenthal and C Barry (eds), Ethics and international affairs: a reader, 3rd edn, Georgetown University Press, 
Washington, 2009, Preface.
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negative duty not to harm, by violating the human rights of the poor, through imposing and 

upholding the present global institutional order which he claims needlessly, foreseeably and 

avoidably causes poverty. Pogge’s theory of global justice encompasses many different aspects, 

such as research programs, policy change, rights discourse and moral theory, aspects that are all 

interconnected throughout his moral framework.  

Pogge’s views contrast those of other famous contemporary philosophers like Peter Singer, 

who argues for an eradication of global poverty in terms of positive duties to donate money.6 

Wherein their real differences lie, however, is in their views of the underlying reasons for our 

obligations. Where Singer finds our obligation to act morally dependent on whether we simply 

have the ability to give, Pogge on the other hand, finds our obligation morally dependent on the 

fact that, as he sees it, we are guilty of imposing and furthermore benefiting from, global poverty. 

The moral imperative in Pogge’s view is that duties not to harm are more stringent and 

therefore more applicable than positive ones to do well. Our positive duty to engage in global 

poverty thus does not spring from our mere ability to alleviate others suffering, which is still 

true, but rather from our imposition of others suffering, as a form of compensatory obligation 

sprung from our negative duties. Pogge urges us to realize the extent of present global poverty 

and to quit inflicting human rights violations. The only way to end these human rights violations 

and taking our moral responsibility seriously is through institutional reform.

In an interview Pogge tells us that his and Singer’s differences manifest what they actually 

try to bring about. He explains: ‘Singer focuses most on aid effort affluent people can undertake 

or support as individuals. I focus most on structural reforms that would not channel money to the 

6.  See Peter Singer’s webpage, where he appeals to his visitors to take the pledge and donate money to the poor, 
www.thelifeyoucansave.com
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poor but would lift from them burdens that we currently impose on them for our benefit’7. But 

Pogge does not oppose Singer’s views; rather he welcomes their differences as complementary in 

how to respond to global poverty.8  

I will argue that although Pogge might be challenged in some ways, to wit, the notion of 

responsibility in cases such as natural disasters or the initial need for a burden of proof for how 

the global order is causally implicated in harming the poor and the fact that it could be argued 

that this order has been beneficial to the poor, Pogge nevertheless is not contradicted by these 

objections to the extent that they themselves claim. 

2.What is Global Justice?

This section briefly introduces Pogge’s theory of global justice of which the main purpose is to 

establish the grounds for a minimally just global institutional order. 

Two underlying questions that Pogge raises are ‘How can severe poverty for half of humanity 

continue despite enormous economic and technological progress and despite the enlightened 

moral norms of our heavily dominant Western Civilization?’9 and ‘Why do we citizens of the 

affluent Western states not find it morally troubling, at least, that a world heavily dominated by 

us burdens so many people with such deficient and inferior starting positions?’.10 To answer 

these questions in detail, Pogge proposes an examination of the interaction of the social world 

and our moral values as well as other causal factors that influence this interaction.11 The result 

can be found in his work, World Poverty and Human Rights, where he presents his institutional 
7.  S Berges, Interview with Thomas Pogge, Ethics and Economics, 5 (1), 2007. 
8.  T Pogge, ‘Moral Priorities for International Human Rights NGOs’, in D A Bell and J-M Coicaud (eds),  Ethics in Action: The  
Ethical Challenges of International Human Rights Nongovernmental Organizations, Cambridge University Press, New York, 
2007, p. 219.
9.  T Pogge, World Poverty and Human Rights, 2nd edn, Polity Press, Cambridge, 2008, p. 3.
10.  Ibid.
11.  T Pogge, Politics as Usual: What Lies Behind the Pro-Poor Rhetoric, Polity Press, Cambridge, 2010, p. 121.
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view of negative duties and human rights. 

Justice requires only negative duties, he claims, even though it is also morally good to 

help. The underlying causal claim to his account of justice, an account he describes as being 

‘rudimentary’.12 Pogge’s most important causal claim is that:

Dominant Western countries are designing and upholding global institutional 

arrangements, geared to their domestic elites, that foreseeably and avoidably produce 

massive deprivations in most of the much poorer regions of Asia, Africa, and Latin 

America.13

Pogge’s thesis is that because the current order is causing more human rights deficits ‘than would 

have been the case under an alternative order whose design would have given greater weight to 

the interests of the poor and the vulnerable’,14 the global institutional order is unjust with nothing 

else required. Continuing in the same minimalist fashion, Pogge argues that ‘the deprivation of 

the distant needy may well engage not merely positive duties to assist but also more stringent 

negative duties  not  to  harm’.15 And the  restrictive  sense  in  which  harm is  to  be defined is, 

according to Pogge:

First, we are harming the global poor only if our conduct sets back their most basic 

interests – the standard of social justice I employ is sensitive only to human rights  

deficits. Second, I am focusing on human rights deficits that are causally traceable to  

social institutions.16

12.  Pogge 2008, p. 25.
13.  Ibid., p. 3.
14.  Pogge 2010, p. 22.
15.  T Pogge, ‘’Assisting’ the Global Poor’ In Deen K. Chatterjee (ed), The Ethics of Assistance, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 2004, p. 265.
16.  Pogge 2008, p. 26.
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The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) is widely accepted and endorsed by most 

countries and comprises a convenient minimum standard of morality for Pogge. Specifically two 

paragraphs: 

Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of 

himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care. Everyone 

is entitled to a social and international order in which the rights and freedoms set forth 

in this Declaration can be fully realized.17 

Pogge argues that we have all violated our negative duty not to harm by shaping and upholding 

current unjust global institutions. We have furthermore benefited from unjust arrangements 

which make up an additional reason for our compensatory duties. The compensatory proposal 

that will take us off the hook, according to Pogge, is to reform the unjust institutions. The reason 

for this is his view that the conditions of life all over the world are deeply affected by the 

international institutions, and he points to the importance of regarding the growing inequalities 

and injustices as an institutional construct. 

Counterfactual statements, according to Pogge, enable a moral assessment of the current 

institutions. Central requirements for justice are foreseeability and avoidability. Another 

important position for Pogge is the fact that, as he claims, there are feasible alternatives to this 

global order. One feasible alternative in particular that Pogge has in mind is a shift in the global 

economy in taking the individuals who live under the lowest poverty line above it. Another is his 

research program on pharmaceutical incentives, one that aims at enabling the selling of life-

saving drugs to poorer regions of the world by incentivizing global medical companies to 

compete for health impact.18 

17. UDHR, Articles 25 and 28. For English translation go to http://www.ohchr.org/EN/UDHR/Pages/Language.aspx?LangID=eng
18.  A Hollis and T Pogge, The Health Impact Fund: Making New Medicines Accessible for All, Incentives for Global Health, 
2008. 
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Pogge confronts us with the existing inconsistency in international law: First, the 

international law recognizes the human rights of persons, and promises security against harms 

that might be caused to people domestically or by foreigners, at the same time as the same 

international law counters those strains by establishing and maintaining institutional structures 

that contribute to violating such laws. One institutional structure Pogge points out as harmful is 

the international borrowing privilege that allows any government in a national territory ‘-no 

matter how it acquired or exercises this power-‘19 to borrow funds in the name of its citizens. He 

particularly targets the World Trade Organization and the globalization of the current TRIPS 

agreement that enable intellectual property rights to exist for innovators of new drugs, and other 

intellectual property.20 Pogge also draws an example of corruption in Nigeria which he argues is 

a result not only of ‘tribal culture and traditions’21 but encouraged and sustained by the 

international resource privilege. One of the reasons why we should be surprised about this 

continuation of affairs, he claims, is that these injustices are foreseeable. Pogge wants to show 

that the interests of the dominant world leaders that influence the global order are likely to 

conflict with more nationalist interest than poverty avoidance. And poverty avoidance is less 

likely to be a priority before political successes and economic prosperity.22  Furthermore Pogge 

argues that a change in this global economy which would secure the human rights of people 

would only cost us a negligible amount of our economy and would be an order from which 

everyone would benefit. 

Many of the conditions Pogge argues for are interrelated and sometimes appear more 

complex than they in fact are. To have moral responsibility for another person is if one has 

19.  Pogge 2008, p. 120; Pogge, 2010, p. 47.
20.  Pogge, 2010, p. 20-21. 
21.  Pogge 2010, p. 47.
22.  Pogge 2010, p. 34. 
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harmed another person, and this premise is weightier if one has benefited from the harm. 

Furthermore, causal responsibility is dependent on the notions of foreseeability and avoidability. 

This in turn is crucially dependent on the empirical aspect which, on the one hand is dependent 

solely on the absolute number of individual persons living in severe poverty and on the other 

hand the causal claim of the present institutional order. However, many of Pogge’s claims are 

controversial. To clarify the specific standpoints of Pogge’s, his methods for establishing moral 

facts and responsibility to various institutions will be introduced.  

3.Methods for Moral Assessment

According to Pogge there are two ways of looking at the events of our social world, 

interactionally, where actions and the effects of actions are performed by individual and 

collective agents, and institutionally, where the effects of our social world are structured and 

organized, in the form of ‘laws and conventions, practices and social institutions’.23 These two 

ways of looking, in turn, allow for two distinct kinds of moral analyses. 

The interactional moral analysis looks at individual or collective individual conduct. 

Ordinary moral reasoning is interactional. The hypothesis is that, for instance, in the case of a 

morally salient event like a particular child suffering from malnutrition or a woman being 

unemployed, these events can be causally traced back to the conduct of individual and collective 

agents. Finally, the purpose is to make counterfactual statements about how things would or 

would not have been if some agent had formed their conduct differently. After this, Pogge argues, 

sorting out which of the counterfactual statements that are applicable in order to determine if any 

23.  Pogge, 2010, p. 15.
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of the ‘causally relevant’ agents should have acted differently, will enable determining if an agent 

is partly or wholly responsible for the regrettable event. 

The institutional moral analysis traces causally relevant rules or other standing features of a 

social system to similar events. Pogge has summarized the social system’s features as its culture 

or its institutional order. This analysis examines moral responsibility within the conduct of 

particular institutions. In the case of the same morally salient event like that of a particular child 

suffering from malnutrition, this can be causally traced back to, possibly, ‘high import duties on 

foodstuffs’.24 Like in the interactional analysis, the point is to make counterfactual statements, 

regarding high import duties or such rules, enabling a sorting out within these counterfactual 

statements of how things might have gone differently had the causally relevant rules been 

different. Further, it should be examined if there are any individuals responsible for the design of 

these relevant rules: ‘For instance, Members of Parliament’.25 

Similarly a global institutional moral assessment can be made, and Pogge points to what 

seems like several parallel and interdependent questions; first he argues there is the question of 

how to assess the present global institutional arrangements, which leads to the question of how 

other paths of globalization could have been different, leading to the question of how the present 

global order is to be judged morally.26  Pogge’s idea of global justice depends specifically on his 

counterfactual claim which is that the present order is unjust: 

The resulting global order is arguably unjust insofar as the incidence of violence and 

severe poverty occurring under it is much greater than would have been the case under 

24.  Ibid.
25.  Pogge 2010, p. 15.
26.  Pogge 2010, p. 19.
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an alternative order whose design would have given greater weight to the interests of the 

poor and vulnerable.27

The institutional moral analysis does not take into account individuals who are not interacting in 

any significant way with other persons or institutions, lest they be considered disabled or are 

hermits. So understood, every citizen in the more affluent societies is responsible for sustaining, 

upholding, and imposing an unjust order that is directly causing poverty. And, Pogge claims, in 

theory, any affluent person who has been involved simply in ordinary market transactions has 

probably both caused deaths and saved lives. But it would be wrong to think that the numbers of 

deaths caused and lives saved would net out to zero.28 Compensatory obligations29  to reform the 

unjust institutions fall only on those who actively cooperate and to those who do this under 

conditions where the harm is foreseeable and whether they were reasonably avoidable. In 

addition, compensatory obligations apply if there is some instance of benefit from human rights 

violations. 

Pogge claims that ‘In the present world it is completely beyond the capacity of affluent 

individuals to shape their economic conduct so as to avoid causing any poverty deaths in the 

poor countries’,30 and to put to rest the interactional view, he argues: ‘my economic decisions 

inter-mingle with the effects of billions of decisions made by others, and it is impossible to try 

and disentangle, even ex-post, the impact of my decision from this vast traffic by trying to figure 

out how things would have gone had I acted differently.’31  This leaves us with no less than a 

responsibility that comes out of our mere participation in a social order. In addition, Pogge 

27.  Pogge 2010, p. 22.
28.  Pogge 2009, p. 17.
29.  Pogge 2008, p. 26. 
30.  Pogge 2009, p. 17.
31.  Ibid.
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claims, among the responsible parties, those who shape the international institutions are the most 

important. Pogge argues, 

Participation in the imposition of social rules constitutes a human-rights violation only 

when these rules foreseeably and avoidably deprive human beings of secure access to 

the objects of their human rights -when the imposers of the rule could and should have 

known that these rules fail to realize human rights insofar as this is reasonably possible, 

could and should have known that there are feasible and practicable reforms of these 

rules through which a substantial portion of existing deprivations could be avoided. 32

Together with the corresponding analysis besides assessing the role of individuals’ moral relation 

to the economic order the interactional view seems to be one of a more private character, as a 

means of judging our individual relations in accordance with Pogge’s minimal morality. This 

moral code, based on the UDHR, consists conceivably of two separate parts: (1) The negative 

duty not to harm and (2) the duty to compensate in the violation of (1). 

Pogge suggests that it is morally permissible, for instance, to ‘concentrate your time and 

money on securing good education for your own children, at the expense of other children whose 

education you could also promote, while it would not be morally permissible to secure the 

prospects of your children ‘by using your political influence to oppose equal access to education 

for children whose gender, color, religion or class differ from that of your own children’.33 

Recollecting what has so far been said, Pogge’s argument for a minimally just global institutional 

order can conceivably be structured into three main parts:

32.  Pogge “Human Rights and Global Health: A Research Program” In Metaphilosophy Blackwell Publishing Ltd, Oxford, 2005, 
p. 195.
33.  A Follesdal and T Pogge (eds), Real world justice: grounds, principles, human rights, and social institutions, Springer, 
Dordrecht, 2005, p. 10.
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1 Human rights violations, like global poverty, are the basis of harm and injustice 

under the conditions that i) they are foreseeable ii) they are reasonably avoidable 

and iii) there are feasible alternatives.

2 Imposing, coercing or upholding unjust institutions or inflicting harm leaves one 

with compensatory duties to alleviate any harm inflicted.

3 The present global order is unjust because it foreseeably and avoidably causes 

human rights deficits whilst there are alternative global orders, and, those 

imposing, coercing or upholding this global order are responsible.

Causal relations to poverty in which agents or institutions are responsible, he argues, are 

sometimes immediately recognizable. Pogge illustrates this with people living upstream of a 

river, polluting it which in turn poisons the fish. People living downstream of the same river 

depend on non-polluted water for nourishment or income. If the people upstream can foresee the 

effect and if they also have an alternative, provided their own livelihood does not depend on, for 

some reason, the polluting of the river, then they have violated the human rights of the people 

downstream. But, Pogge asserts this case is exceptional today because severe poverty rarely 

involves just one or a few cooperating causes. So, there is a problem with this imaginary picture, 

partly also because the agent responsible for some particular act can blame other circumstances. 

Pogge explains further how cooperated causes often depend not only on relations with other 

agent’s acts but also on the rules these agents live under. Pogge exemplifies this by the 

illustration of a bank that repossesses a bankrupt farm which in turn leaves the farm owners 

11



homeless and destitute. In turn the bank officials blame their conduct on the situation depending 

on the laws that they had to follow, laws permitting them to take everything, and they can claim 

this on the fact that otherwise they themselves would go bankrupt. A problem with this view is 

straight forward, Pogge claims, in that it more likely lack the foreseeability needed to even know 

whether there are any feasible alternatives. Institutional causal relations afford most visibility and 

predictable causes and is thus the moral basis enabling Pogge’s theory of justice.34 We have now 

seen an outline of Pogge’s moral assessment and thus the grounds for obtaining a minimally just 

institutional order. The following sections will show some potential problems with Pogge’s 

framework. The discussion will begin with looking at some problems noted by philosopher Polly 

Vizard.  In what follows I give a brief analysis of Vizard's specific standpoints and assess how 

her objections give relevant implications in relation to Pogge's theory. 

4.Vizard

Polly Vizard questions whether Pogge is convincing enough in his ‘controversial background 

theory of socio-economic causation’.35 Vizard argues that Pogge’s institutional view is too far-

reaching. Firstly, because of the fact that Pogge’s ‘empirical reach’ is depending on causation 

that is controversial it results in, for instance, the problem of relativity between global 

institutions versus other variables such as domestic political arrangements. This in turn, 

according to her, affects cases in which poverty falls outside the scope of Pogge’s view, cases 

where poverty is a result of natural disaster or due to interpersonal variations, be it some inherent 

disability or simply ‘bad luck’.36 

34.  Pogge 2004, p. 25.
35.  P Vizard, Pogge –vs- Sen on Global Poverty and Human Rights, Ethics and Economics, vol. 3 No. 2, 2006, p.11.
36.  Vizard 2006, p. 11.
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Secondly, Vizard argues that Pogge goes beyond the minimalist approach of duties, when 

there is no present ‘evaluative criteria’, judgments of adequacy and reasonableness of actions, in 

his proposed assessment.37 Thirdly, Vizard argues that Pogge’s idea of negative duties38 is 

crucially dependent on ‘the “causality” threshold’. She argues that:

If cases of severe poverty of this type cannot be plausibly characterized as being caused 

by rich-country impositions of global institutions, then they apparently fall outside of 

the reach of Pogge’s theory of causation and culpability, and therefore of his theory of 

human rights.39

Before continuing to outline Vizard’s positions, I will comment just briefly on some issues with 

the views so far. Vizard’s initial emphasis which holds Pogge’s institutional view to be too far-

reaching seems hard to grasp. It is, to me, indistinct whether she means the same thing as 

demandingness with this connotation, though she uses the less particular terms ‘open-endedness’ 

and ‘implausibility’. Moreover, I do not think that her second point is a fair criticism in that 

Pogge’s ‘empirical reach’ is depending on causation that is controversial. Insofar as Pogge offers 

alternative views of looking at the global order, by accepting claims of causation that is not 

controversial, as we will see later on in this thesis, he manages to show how his theory is in fact 

not. This seems to me to be sufficient in disregarding this objection of hers.  What is more, 

Vizard’s claims appear to suggest that clarification of ‘the causality threshold’ is necessary. This, 

I believe, is a question which relates to a more specific moral debate on the nature of our duties; 

the controversial dispute on the distinction between positive and negative duties. But the 

likeliness of us reaching an unsatisfying conclusion on this matter, suggests that debate should be 

left aside.  So far I have shown, by pointing at a few initial issues, how Vizard's objections might 

37.  Vizard 2006, p. 11.
38.  Vizard 2006, p. 8.
39.  Vizard 2006, p. 11.
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be problematic. I will now show how she, by attacking his notion of responsibility, manages to 

highlight the part in Pogge’s moral assessment that claims to function as complementary in 

regards to promoters of positive duties. I will illustrate how she does not, in fact, criticize Pogge 

but merely points out one of his potential strengths. 

The main problem as Vizard sees it is lies in Pogge’s notion of responsibility. Vizard 

argues that without foreseeability, even though harm can be established and related to a specific 

cause, responsibility is not granted. According to Vizard this makes it hard to decide whether 

anyone bears responsibility in cases of natural disasters such as earthquakes or floods, or harm 

that is not caused directly and traceably to an institution or individual. To meet her argument we 

will begin by assessing, through counterfactual moral reasoning the Pakistani natural disaster in 

2010.

 The victims from the Pakistani floods in 2010 suffered from unimaginable destitution. 

Over 20 million people were left in need of humanitarian assistance as a direct result of the 

floods; 1,89 million homes were damaged or destroyed, 6 million were left without clean water 

which led to diarrhea, anemia, respiratory infections and other diseases. 1781 people died. 40 

One issue would conceivably be whether the victims from the floods could have been 

said to be subjected to any injustice, but that is not the issue Vizard pushes. Instead Vizard 

particularly shows that it is uncertain if somebody bears responsibility for the resulting acute 

need of assistance after such devastation. This is a more convenient focus for her to have because 

finding out whether somebody bears responsibility to alleviate the suffering of the victims in 

such natural disasters is crucial, when so many people are in need of it. Finally, we can assume 

40.  Report by Singapore Red Cross, Pakistan Floods: The Deluge of Disaster – Facts and Figures as of 15 September 2010, 
Available at: http://reliefweb.int/node/368203
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that the counterfactual moral assessment shows how the devastations as a result of the Pakistani 

floods were i) foreseeable, ii) reasonably avoidable, and that there were iii) feasible alternatives. 

In most cases the damages from natural disasters remain far worse than would have been 

had there been well functioning institutions that saw to the citizens need for safe and well 

planned living conditions, such as regional and city-planning. Institutions do decide to matter of 

degree, the impact any natural disaster will have. The World Bank recommends improvements in 

better urban environment and infrastructure, as well as regional and city-planning.41 The 

relationship between poverty caused by persons or institutions and poverty caused by natural 

disaster seems therefore not as far apart as Vizard seems to suggest. Pogge says that if the 

devastation can be said to be due to bad planning from ruling institutions, there is a responsibility 

to alleviate that falls on everyone who imposed this institution. When discussing Hurricane 

Katrina, and the devastation it left, Pogge intends to leave positive duties aside because he 

expects ‘no agreement can be made’.42 

The facts on Hurricane Katrina were flawed, Pogge says, ‘the city was flooded because the 

levies were insufficient and had been known to be so for a long time. The great harm people 

suffered was caused by a confluence of natural and social factors.’ 43 The word confluence, here, 

seems to be a potential problem since its connotation, morally, is not explained. It seems it begs 

the questions of whether we are only obliged to help some of the victims, and whether we are 

only responsible for the part in the confluence that can be said to be due to institutions?  While 

possible implications will be left open to the reader for reasons of space, it should be mentioned 

that a similar but different conclusive issue is raised by Thom Brooks in his paper Punishing 

41.  See http://beta.worldbank.org/climatechange/
42.  Berges, 2007, p. 4. 
43.  Ibid.
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States that Cause Poverty where he argues that ‘The affluent states are not fully responsible for 

global poverty and, thus, only owe a degree of assistance equal to the harm caused’.44 This 

thought, though it is only one small part of the views held by Brooks, I think, reveals that there is 

much more to this problem than can be discussed only initially. Foremost it shows that the notion 

of responsibility might be problematic in more ways.  The upshot of what we have now seen, I 

suggest, is that Pogge’s framework allows us to rely on other philosophers in these cases, like 

Peter Singer, who favour positive moral obligation to assist on the basis of our ability.  Although 

Pogge welcomes Peter Singer’s moral views as complimentary, relativity between factors such as 

natural disasters might be a potential problem to Pogge’s views on some different basis, but not 

here. 

5.Hayward

This section will briefly state what initially seems problematic in the one specific view by Tim 

Hayward. Hayward makes the following remark:

If the obligation to work for institutional reform flows from a negative duty not to harm, 

then the applicability of the negative duty itself presupposes that the existing 

institutional order is causing harm. Yet Pogge refers only to effects rather than causes. 45

This Hayward argues, places Pogge in a vulnerable position to any contrary assertion. Hayward’s 

main argument is that ‘a full causal account’46 is the only sufficient way of proving harm and 

thus the obligations’ origin. Without it there is no way of holding someone or some institution 
44.  T Brooks, Punishing States that Cause Global Poverty, A paper presented at the Pogge and His Critics conference at the 
University of Newcastle, 2007. 
45.  Hayward 2008, p. 11.
46.  Hayward 2008, p. 6.
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responsible with full accuracy, he argues. Hayward’s aim is to discuss the idea that a ‘burden of 

proof’ needs to be laid out for it to even be possible to speak of negative duties. This is supposed 

to be sufficient to show that without a burden of proof there is no responsible institution.  An 

explanatory causal account, as Hayward calls it, of how the harm is inflicted would provide for 

sufficient proof. But Hayward finds this problematic, as he stresses that Pogge’s ‘foreseeability 

criterion is satisfied simply by its being the case that the current effects will continue if no 

change is introduced’.47  Implicitly, I suspect, we can read in to this argument that its aim is to 

show how an explanatory causal account is, in fact, impossible. This appears contradictory, and 

thus inconclusive, as I will now illustrate by questioning briefly what I believe is lacking. 

Hayward’s argument can be questioned, besides on its initial negative inference, on a few 

brief considerations. We should begin by asking whether it is not a too demanding requirement 

from Hayward to suggest that a theory of justice must include ‘a full causal account’ of harms 

that are premised by pointing to the uncertainty in such claim. The reason is that it is uncertain 

what ‘a full causal account’ practically involves, in the case of global justice. Without answering 

this question, it seems the argument is deemed to result in an unresolved issue. It needs further 

backup, some sort of counter threshold condition or illustration as to what we can expect of a 

more accountable full causal story. This seems reasonable if the causal accounts Pogge does offer 

are, according to Hayward, insufficient. The given examples of unjust institutions, under the 

moral assessment Pogge proposes, are many. In fact, Hayward admits to the main claims, 

arguing that even though Pogge suggests that the international borrowing and resources 

privileges and unfair trade rules cause poverty, he still believes Pogge fails to provide ‘a full 

causal explanation’48 of how the current arrangements harm and sustain poverty. Hayward writes:

47.  Ibid.
48.  Hayward 2008, p. 6
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Pogge does note certain contributory practices-such as the international borrowing and 

resources privileges and unfair trade rules-but I do not think these can be considered to 

amount to a full causal explanation even of how the harm is occurring, let alone of 

identifiable contributions to maintaining it. So although Pogge might have attempted the 

critical route of trying to establish empirical causation in the requisitely strong and 

determinate sense, he has not.49

Hayward stresses a common view and thus an important one to assess. Especially in regards to 

the moral claims delegated by Pogge on the affluent citizens of the world. But, my argument is 

that it still does not follow from Pogge’s moral argument, which is that everyone has the duty not 

to harm, that there must first have been some causal event of any kind for these moral laws to 

exist. These are two separate issues, I believe, insofar as Hayward claims exclusively that the 

result of failing to provide a determinate causal account will completely outdo the moral 

imperative. The negative duty not to harm is independent of such claim, and the universality of 

the UDHR, as two separately independent moral imperatives, with or without causation. 

Hayward stresses an important issue nevertheless. On the ordinary understanding of 

causation, it is not generally so that just because we don’t know exactly what the future looks 

like we cannot make moral, causal, judgements. This might be an argument that is flawed but I 

want to relate it to the possible slippery slope of Hayward’s argument: If it is completely 

impractical and infeasible, I suggest, to provide a full causal account, whatever it might mean in 

the strict and determinate sense, then this should be considered a too demanding feature of 

Hayward’s remarks on Pogge’s theory of justice. Haywards dispute, however impractical it might 

seem here, extracted from its larger context, is still intuitively appealing; ”how did it happen?” is 

a reasonable question. But without having an account of a sufficient how or a baseline for harm, 

49.  Hayward 2008, p. 6
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it seems to be an invalid inference. In conclusion to this discussion, then, I think that Pogge’s 

moral views stand independently of the causal claims he offers, and thus of Hayward’s critique. 

6. Risse

Before refuting the views of Mathias Risse, I will outline his central arguments against Pogge. 

We will begin with identifying the arguments of Risse. Risse argues that the global order does 

not only not harm the poor but that it should also ‘be credited with the considerable 

improvements in human well-being that have been achieved over the last 200 years’.50 Risse’s 

argument, he claims, is supposed to show that what Pogge articulates in terms of what we owe to 

the poor, is false. Risse writes,

…I argue that this global order does not harm the poor according to the benchmarks of 

comparison used by Pogge, but that on the contrary, according to those benchmarks, this 

order has caused amazing improvements over the state of misery that has characterized 

human life throughout the ages. The global order is not fundamentally unjust; instead it 

is incompletely just, and it should be credited with the great advances it has brought.

Risse claims credit should be given more specifically to the global order on the basis of its 

historical medicinal progress, technological development and so forth. At the outset of Do We 

Owe the Global Poor Assistance or Rectification Risse states: ‘One might think the present 

extents of poverty and inequality by themselves reveal the injustice of the global order. But they 

do not.’51 Risse’s baseline conception of harm, referring to it as a benchmark, is that ‘Historically 

almost everybody was poor, but that is no longer true’,52 ‘what is remarkable is not that so many 

now live in poverty, but that so many do not; not that so many die young, but that so many do 

50.  M Risse, ‘Do We Owe the Global  Poor Assistance or Rectification?’ in C Barry and J H Rosenthal (eds.), Ethics and 
International Affairs: A Reader, 3rd edn, Georgetown University Press, Washington DC, 2009, p. 317.
51.  Risse 2009, p. 318.
52.  Ibid.
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not; not that so many are illiterate, but that so many are not.’.53  These cynical quotes imply that 

it would be acceptable to harm ten people while praising the remarkable decline in numbers of 

people compared to the twenty people being harmed at an earlier stage. It might not be an 

obvious implication, but it is still there. 

While Risse does acknowledge many of Pogge’s empirical statements, like that there are 

sometimes incentives set by the global order which can be explained in particular cases, such as 

the resources and borrowing privileges, he withholds that it cannot be ignored that there has been 

oppression long before the global order incentivized for it, implying that there is an obvious link 

between these two inferences. For Risse the aspiration is to give a benchmark for harm that one 

can ‘make sense of’.54 Something that, according to him, results in conclusions entirely 

dependent on the relative status of poverty, which he holds is what matters. I think that it is 

evident from Risse’s discussion already, that this benchmark is limited insofar as it seems only to 

reveal benefit rather than harm, and that there is no link between the two inferences just 

proposed. There seems to me that there is something missing in the picture, namely, a more 

explicit moral justification. I do not think that an outline of the more specific statistics and 

historical inferences of Risse will make any difference, because what happened during the 

industrial revolution in terms of technological outcome, hardly makes up an explicit justification.

Risse explains, in an endnote it should be mentioned, that his preference for relative 

rather than absolute numbers of poverty is, despite the difficulty of recognizing the arguments for 

it, only intuitively true. Risse writes, ‘even though the absolute (as opposed to the relative) 

number of people living in poverty is now higher than it was 200 years ago; while I find it hard 

to muster a conclusive argument for this claim, I find it intuitive that what matters here are 

53.  Risse, 2009, p. 320.
54.  Risse 2009, p. 323.
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relative, rather than absolute, numbers.’55 Another of Risse’s viewpoints involves an even less 

obvious conclusion. If the present global order produces reduced poverty compared to an earlier 

stage, Risse argues, the global order has been beneficial to the poor.56 This I belive clearly shows 

that Risse's aim is benefit rather than harm.

Risse’s arguments so far seem flawed. Firstly, the conclusion has been shown to be 

unrelated to its premise insofar as there appears to be different claims which are independent of 

one another.  Secondly, as Pogge points out, the moral relevance for any similar baseline is 

absent, and thirdly it seems wrongly conceived, possibly even by Risse himself: The reason for 

this is that Risse invokes a benchmark for benefit rather than harm. The picture Risse gives us is 

supposed to show how something can be considered, however morally salient the event, 

beneficial on historical reference alone. According to Risse this benchmark is sufficient to show 

how the present global order is, with its regrettable 3 billion global poor people in it, merely an 

occasion of incomplete justice. This is a remarkably mistaken reference, and an incomplete 

picture without moral relevance. The conclusion, then, is that Risse’s alternative baseline is not 

valid on reference to anything but intuition, as he himself claims. 

Another thing that Risse raises an objection against is Pogge’s moral assessment. While 

stressing that Pogge’s assessment presents an impossible and speculative task, Risse himself at 

the same time prefers a hypothetical historical counterfactual assessment. The historical 

hypothetical baseline of Risse’s should be questioned by reference to its possibility of knowing 

anything about it. This gives another reason to reject Risse’s objections. Furthermore, Pogge 

says, this discussion is different, because Pogge’s objective is one that seeks to assess the present 

institutional designs. This argument is obviously preferable if we want to discuss relevance in 

55.  Risse 2009, p. 328.
56.  Ibid.

21



terms of reality instead of storytelling. It is hard to see where Risse’s argument is going and 

what, if anything, it tells us about global poverty and how to respond to it morally, as I will now 

illustrate. 

Benchmarks for justice, besides implying many things, (justice being a broad term) does 

not usually involve making things less just than they already are, or that comparisons should be 

made to circumstances that are worse than the situation being scrutinized. It does not follow that 

present global institutions have been beneficial to the poor solely on the basis that it was worse 

retrospectively speaking. Just because something could have been much worse, and supposedly 

was, it is not therefore good or just. The question still remains though, whether the present order 

can be said to be incompletely just or not. The relationship between Risse’s arguments for this 

claim and the rephrasing itself is not clear, as I have shown. We should however leave this debate 

aside as it is one of a more controversial debate that possibly needs empirical backup. However, 

there is more to this than disproving Risse’s extracted arguments as I have done. Firstly, an 

appeal to a hypothetical empirical and historical view cannot outweigh the fact that we have 

knowledge of the present world and the extent of poverty today. There is no justified preference 

for historical evidence. Secondly, the absolute number of poor people cannot be in any way 

undermined by what the relative status of poverty reveals. The world is not becoming a better 

place to live in if one acknowledges the absolute numbers of poor people: 34.000 children die 

every day from poverty related causes. It is very hard to imagine why this would not be the 

important focus in a debate about how the world’s affluent should respond to global poverty. If 

poverty in the world is decreasing, however, with its 3 billion people still living below the 2$ 

poverty index in it, relative to the amount of people, considered a percentage instead, who have 
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become affluent or that could have been living in destitute conditions if globalization had not  

occurred, it is hard to see why anyone would have any reason to be optimistic. 

My conclusion is that it is understandable that any affluent individual would want, for 

reasons of comfort, to deny many basic but unimaginable facts on the global poverty problem. 

And that there is an urge to be optimistic about things and to rephrase conceptions of justice as 

Risse does, especially as the real numbers of global poverty are so immensely high and the real 

world is so unequal in terms of wealth and health. However, it seems hardly understandable why 

anyone would want to defend this view, giving it so much time and hard work, if this implies an 

avoidance of the real issues, the human lives shown in the statistics and data at question. One 

could of course argue that optimism is a favorable position when approaching the world and 

tackling its issues. Therefore one could really question why this view does, as it seems to show in 

Risse’s case, avoid a moral position. I think that, when attributing poverty a status quo, which 

Risse also does,57 one makes an unacceptable and inconclusive case for what matters morally.

An additional and minimal moral reason should be whether it in any sense changes what 

needs to be done and why. In responding to Risse’s optimism and the emphasis laid on the fact 

that global affluence has increased, Pogge argues that this view reveals a state of ‘ever more 

easily avoidable’ poverty, increasing the moral problem.58 I cannot think of a moral reason 

against this response.

It is a common view, Pogge calls it “the panglossian view”, that the world is developing 

and becoming a better place for everyone to live in, and that despite statistical figures and 

empirical data the world is optimal in terms of poverty avoidance.59 This happens when one 

57. Risse 2009, p. 328. 
58. Pogge 2009,”Baselines for Determining Harm”  In C Barry and J H Rosenthal (eds), Ethics and International Affairs: A 
Reader 3rd edn, Georgetown University Press, Washington, 2009, p. 331.
59.  Pogge 2010, p. 4-36.
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looks at relative figures rather than absolute. This view however is refuted by Pogge, both 

regarding the specific flaws in such statistics where Pogge shows that even relative numbers 

show an increase of the global poverty problem, and,  in Politics as Usual through several more 

relevant different practical considerations followed by examples of feasible variations to this 

global order.60  Convenient for us as it is, we have been offered, through the refutations by 

Pogge, the opportunity to expand our knowledge and hence our possible future power to know 

enough to be able to do what it takes, in accordance with Pogge’s morality.

Pogge asks us to imagine a fantasy case of slavery in which another planet and a human 

world and its residents just came into existence. He writes: ‘In this world, the more powerful 

whites impose an institutional order that facilitates and enforces the enslavement of blacks’. This 

he argues, shows how that particular order is clearly unjust and gives strong moral claims for 

blacks to have control over their own bodies and labor power and that the whites have no moral 

claim at all to treat  blacks as commodities.61 Putting Risse’s claims from the hypothetical 

historical benchmark to practice, Pogge asks,

Do they weaken, in any way, the slaves’ moral claim to legal freedom? Or do they 

support, in any way, a moral claim by the citizenry of the United States to perpetuate the 

institutional order that facilitated and enforced the enslavement of blacks?62

The final sentences in Pogge’s response to Risse states that he cannot agree with Risse on 

refraining from calling the present order unjust because the effects of the continued unreformed 

global order are ‘immense’, ‘it foreseeably causes millions of avoidable deaths from poverty-

related causes each year. This is an imperfection. But it is also a massive crime against 

60.  Pogge 2010, p. 190-203.
61.  Pogge 2009, p. 331.
62.  Pogge 2009, p. 332.
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humanity.’63 I think Pogge has now offered the counter-arguments and pictures needed to support 

a full rejection of Risse’s alternative viewpoints. Especially since they offer counter-claims on 

both sides, both regarding his own and regarding Risse’s, providing an expanded version to 

Risse’s accounts. What the two agrees on, it should be mentioned, is that the global order is 

imperfectly developed and is in need of reform rather than revolution. In conclusion to all of the 

above, I find that Risse’s debate has shown to be fruitless in the attempts of proving Pogge 

wrong and that the arguments Pogge and I have laid out have provided straight forward reasons 

for rejecting Risse’s moral views. I have also illustrated how I find Risse and Pogge morally and 

pragmatically to differ.

Conclusion

In summary, the following has been shown. By the help of Vizard’s criticism of Pogge’s notion 

of responsibility, with various factors such as natural disasters, I have stated that we must rely on 

philosophers like Peter Singer who argue for positive duties to assist insofar as we have not yet 

solved the problem. Furthermore, Hayward’s demand for a full causal claim to be present in 

Pogge’s framework, showed need for further support. This is not to say that further investigation 

on that claim would not lead anywhere, on the contrary this might be true. I have also argued that 

Risse’s alternative benchmark is a benchmark for benefit rather than harm, and that the 

arguments he lays out lack moral support in approaching the issues of poverty and justice. In 

conclusion, then, I hold that Pogge is right in that we all have a negative duty not to harm and a 

compensatory moral obligation  to reform present global unjust institutions.

63.  Pogge 2009, p. 333.
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