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ABSTRACT

Eskelinen, Teppo

Putting global poverty in context. A philosophical essay on power, justice and
economy

Jyvéskyld: University of Jyvaskyld, 2009, 221 p.

(Jyvdskyla Studies in Education, Psychology and Social Research

ISSN 0075-4625; 361)

ISBN 978-951-39-3498-9

This thesis studies the ethical problem of global poverty from a point of view of
political philosophy. The main problem is to establish, what poverty as an
ethical concept means, and how it is brought about by social injustice. The main
argument is, that poverty even in its most degrading forms is a social
arrangement rather than something ethically resembling an accident or an
“original” mode of existence. Thus the ethical responsibility of alleviating
poverty-related suffering in distant countries has to be discussed in terms of
social justice, and refraining from contributing to harm on others, rather than in
terms of charity.

Yet critical points are made about the notion of poverty alleviation via
development, by arguing that development as a process allows for the
appearance of new forms of poverty, rather than its abolishment. In addition,
development is argued to be an always conflictual process, and thus a problem
of distribution of goods and burdens. Thus development cannot be seen as a
sufficient criterion for poverty abolishment, even though in the ethical
significance of the concept derives from exactly supposing this.

Poverty is defined as fundamentally a matter of unacceptably unequal
distribution of power both on local and international level. Locally, power
relations affect several aspects of poverty, such as vulnerability, as well as the
matter, who is in the position to define, what counts as development, and who
can benefit from processes labelled as development. Internationally, power
relations manifest in how rules are formed. Basically, any institutional virtue
becomes suspect from a point of view of justice, as it is noted that overlapping
institutions can be used by the most powerful agents for their self-maximising
purposes.

In the discussion of harming, it is argued that living in poverty can be seen
as state in which individual's negative rights are breached, although also other
forms of harming do take place. This viewpoint is supported by an empirical
understanding of people struggling for meeting their basic needs, rather than
historical wrongdoings.

Keywords: Poverty, development, ethics, political philosophy, globalisation,
harm, global justice.
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FOREWORD

Poverty and justice in the globalised economy

Most informed citizens of the world are familiar with the statistics describing
global poverty. 34,000 children die each day due to poverty. That is about
210,000 children a week, or just under 11 million children under the age of five
years every yearl. Some 1.1 billion people in developing countries have
inadequate access to water, and 2.6 billion lack basic sanitation?. Every sixth
member of humanity is undernourished?. The figures alone create a feeling that
the present state of affairs is wrong indeed. And yet, these are only figures,
impersonal statistics that say nothing about the actual suffering that the
individual human beings behind these figures are forced to face.

What makes these figures deeply disturbing is that there is no reason why
the situation could not be different. Further, the situation does not tend to be
significantly changing for the better, even though it has been exhaustively
debated. Curiously, there does not appear to be lack of goodwill by the rich, or
a dearth of international consensus that the problem is important and urgent.
Awareness of the problem is far from recent. International poverty reduction
efforts have been part of the modern world order since the just after the Second
World War, and in various forms of missionary activity for centuries before.
There thus seems to be a strange gap between motivation and outcome.

Recent developments in political philosophy seem to be providing some
keys to this apparent paradox. For decades, the problem of global poverty was
seen almost exclusively in the context of charitable giving. Thus the ethical
problem was formulated as: how much money and on what ethical grounds
ought I give to charities working on the problem of global poverty, and how
much I am ethically permitted to keep to myself? This way of discussing the

Pogge 2002; 2
UN millennium project 2005
3 Ibid.
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problem goes back to Peter Singer's seminal essay on the topic% in which he
argued that as long as some individuals are incapable of meeting their basic
needs, others have the responsibility of charitable giving up to the point that
only the bare basic needs of the donors are met. Others have found ways to
argue for less demanding positions on the subject, with better or worse success.

While the concern for world poverty has been mostly manifest in
discussion on charitable giving, theories of justice have been surprisingly silent
on the issue, even though degrading poverty would seem to be a question of
justice, if anything. Theories of justice have been traditionally mostly concerned
with domestic policies, i.e. the just distribution of goods within given national
boundaries, performed by domestic institutions. Thus poverty reduction has
been seen as the sole responsibility of the particular governments, with some
positive responsibilities by charity for outsiders. This thinking has also been
manifested in theories of global justice, such as that of John Rawls. For Rawls
global justice is merely a matter of intergovernmental conduct, mainly
diplomacy and matters of war and peace - with an additional responsibility of
assisting “burdened peoples”.>

This distinction between the domestic duty of justice and the global (or
general) duty of charity has distracted the discussion from the topic of global
justice. It needs to be asked, what can charity do - would any of the rich
countries have ever become rich by relying on charity? Indeed, Singer's theory
with its focus on individual morality is fully compatible with any theory of
justice. This should be enough to show the problems of his approach.

In more recent discussions, though, the notion of global social justice has
surfaced®. Cosmopolitan philosophers and political theorists have argued that
national boundaries ought not restrict the demands of justice, just as Singer
argued concerning charity, especially in a world so economically globalised that
the outcomes of patterns of production and consumption, and political and
consumer choices, are typically experienced by a considerably larger number of
people than those living within a given national boundary. This notion leaves a
lot of analytical work to do, but it provides a starting point for seriously
addressing global justice and poverty as problems of justice.

One of the features of theories of justice is the division between goods that
can be claimed on the basis of merit, and goods that can be claimed on the basis
of humanity itself. When we discuss the prior problem, we address such
problems as equality of opportunity, fair taxation systems, and so on. In this
context, some philosophers argue for non-interference in the market by
highlighting the notion of merit’, while others call for the distribution of
resources for equalising opportunities’. When we discuss global poverty, we
are dealing with the minimum claims to goods necessary for meaningful

Singer 1972

Rawls 1999; 105-113

See fe. Pogge 2002, C. Barry 2005, Kuper 2004, Beitz 1979
A classic text on the subject is Nozick 1974

A classic text on the subject is Rawls 1972

® N o G W
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human existence. It is questionable if merit of productivity can inform such an
agenda. Rather, we have to ask, what is needed for decent human life, and how
do people get these needed goods. Here is where the real philosophical
problem starts, since we have to ask, are people deprived of these goods
because of some intervention or do they simply lack them, and what goods
instrumental to decent life can be claimed.

Discussing merit or desert on a global level is necessarily very complex,
and probably irrelevant in the context of poverty. There are several different
systems of merit, but even more importantly, comparing desert is very difficult.
While a given wage might be deserved relative to the wage-level within a
country, what ought to be concluded from that fact that it can nevertheless be
astronomical compared to wages for similar work in another country?

All in all, the global poor in particular tend to work very hard - as they
hardly have a choice if they want to survive - and for this reason it seems that
any theory of desert would show that the global distribution of income ought to
be (more) egalitarian. Indeed the outcomes of laissez-faire economic
distribution have very little to do with the amount of work done by
individuals®. So addressing the problem of poverty from a needs perspective
seems to provide a minimum demand, which is not in contrast with the
requirements based on desert.

This study is focused on the minimum requirements of justice on a global
level, apart from a brief discussion on equality in general. This does not mean
that answering this question suffices as a theory of global justice. Yet I will
argue that even minimum requirements, which are philosophically firmly
grounded, will lead to quite radical conclusions, even without proceeding with
more strict demands.

The minimum argument breaks into two. The first minimum requirement
is, as already mentioned that goods necessary for worthwhile human life have
to be accessible for all. Political processes and patterns of distribution have to be
organised according to this principle. The second minimum requirement is the
negative duty to refrain from harm. If it can be shown that certain political
processes or choices generate poverty in such a way that it can be seen as a
contribution to harm to others, then there is a strong ethical case that these
processes ought to be overturned and these agents ought to stop contributing to
harming others. As an analysis of political systems, this type of argument is
sometimes called the left-libertarian argument®. These minimum requirements
are typically analysed separately, even though some philosophers, most
notoriously Thomas Poggell, have tried to show that they would in fact fall into
a single argument. Thus the failure to meet the requirements of worthwhile
human life would be caused by harm by others, or even would be defined as

? This can be documented by looking at international statistics on income distribution
and statistics on working hours.

10 Otsuka 2005, van Parijs 1995

1 Pogge 2002; 15-20, Pogge 2005a, Pogge 2005b
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being harmed. This is indeed true in most cases, if not categorically or
necessarily

The structure of this work

Chapter one discusses the problem of poverty, which, as mentioned, can be
seen as the ethical starting point of this study. Yet, even given the intuitive
clarity and urgency of the notion of poverty, the definition of poverty is a
philosophical task in itself. This chapter thus aims at answering the following
problems: what does poverty mean, and why is it an ethical problem or
problem of justice? Further, to move to the political implications of the notion, I
will discuss the notions of absolute and relative poverty, in other words the
question is freedom from poverty mainly about meeting some given existential
level of command over goods, or is poverty always relative to the level of goods
commanded by others. I will argue that poverty is always relative to some
extent, but so that absolute command of goods depends on relative positions in
the society. This is important since poverty seems to loose its ethical urgency
when seen as an exclusively relative phenomenon.

In chapter two I proceed by discussing the broader societal context of
poverty reduction. As poverty is always an outcome of social relations, as I
argue in chapter one, we cannot address the problem by merely addressing
individuals suffering from poverty. The concept typically used as short for
larger changes promoting poverty reduction is development. Conceptually,
thus, chapter two focuses on the notion of development. The concept is far from
being unproblematic. Not everyone sees development as a name for positive
social change. Rather it is seen as a vicious ideology making the poor countries
merely suppliers of goods to the rich and installing a hierarchical system, in
which those who are “developing” can only lose out - to quote Ivan Illich,
“buying themselves into a system in which they only get the dregs of the
market”12. Consequentially, the challenge is to redefine the concept of
development so that these concerns will be addressed and thus the positive
normative connotations of the concept can be restored. The alternative,
accepting that development is necessarily an ideology in disguise, essentially
standing for uneven patterns of distribution and general exploitation, would
lead to such a relativist position that would disable discussion on development
altogether. This leads to the necessity to redefine the concept, which will lead to
some potentially radical conclusions.

In chapter three I move to the general problem of justice. As the demand
of development in poverty-ridden countries has been analysed so that enough
suitable definitions for development have been found, it is necessary to move
on to ask, how is promoting development linked to matters of social justice. An
important concept here is equality, which I argue in chapter two to be necessary

12 Mlich 1973; 96
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to incorporate in the development discourse. The chapter will include a brief
discussion on the goal of theory of justice and the problem of equality, i.e. what
is the core unit of justice to be distributed equally.

In chapter four I discuss the “global” problem of social justice. Chapters
one to three set out the philosophical argument of what is wrong in
contemporary world from the viewpoint of justice, creating and sustaining
gross inequalities, and so in chapter four I move on to the problem of locating
the sources of injustice. I will start by asking what aspects of the problem are
due to failures by the global institutional structure. Even though several
decisions and events affect people globally, this does not mean that all do, as
some matters of justice clearly belong exclusively to the ambit of domestic
justice. There needs to be a definition of what belongs to the scope of global
justice in the first place.

The second problem is what is the mode of reform that a normative theory
of development-promoting global change suggests. There are roughly two
possible alternatives. First, the theory can point to the need to reform
institutions. The coercive institutional structure is the typical scope of theories
of justice. Thus the conclusion would be that as the coercive institutions guide
the conduct of individual agents, reforming the institutions will lead to more
just outcomes overall - or that the outcomes do not matter as such, if the
institutional structure promotes equal opportunities for all. The other
alternative is to locate the injustices chiefly in the conduct of individual agents,
such as companies and nation-states within the frame, or the general power
imbalance between different agents. I will argue that the existing power
imbalances in particular systematically create loopholes to the theory of just
institutions.

Following the general discussion of the problem of global justice, and
including the general notion of equality and its institutional implications, I will
turn in chapter five to the specific notions of harm. Harm is discussed first
since, as mentioned, refraining from harming others or contributing to harm
can be seen as the first minimum requirement of justice. Being harmed is
defined here as “a baseline definition”, meaning that an incapability to meet a
minimum material standard needed for decent life can constitute being harmed,
even though one is not comparably worse off than before. This understanding
of harm is contrasted with the definition of harm as seeing one's material
position worsen illegitimately.

In chapter six I examine the general problem of distributing duties. Here,
several theories for grounds of duties to alleviate poverty can be argued for. I
will specifically discuss theories that promote the idea of duties on the grounds
of the capability to be an agent of change and theory promoting the idea of
duties on the ground of contribution to harm. I will argue that the practical
remedies following from these different duties vary, and therefore have to be
analysed separately.
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Starting points

There are a few philosophical convictions or starting points that form the
background to this work. First, this study results from a personal background
of activism, and so world poverty is granted to be a serious problem that
demands action - this is not a hypothesis to be proven. A theory of justice is to
the author of this work always a theory calling for political action, as it points
out injustices of the present order. Theorising justice has to be “critical” or
“emancipatory”13. The unnecessary suffering caused by global poverty has to
be alleviated; political philosophy gives only one perspective, an analytical one,
on the issue.

The realisation of an activist is the starting point not only my work, but to
several other pieces of scholarship. This realisation is the understanding that
practically any subject living in a wealthy market economy today is deeply
involved with the problem of poverty abroad. Only an outsider can be seen as
exclusively having positive duties towards the impoverished; for an active
participant in the process of impoverishment, the moral role is more
complicated - and more demanding,.

The idea that people living in poverty ought not to be treated as passive
objects of aid, is related to the role of moral duties. The good intentions of
charity fail when they form and enforce the idea - the false idea, I believe - that
impoverished people are ethically to be seen as only objects to be potentially
assisted!®. Quite the contrary, typically these people make a hard effort for
survival, often in quite ingenious ways. Seeing them as active subjects leads to
the question, what kinds of political mechanisms make their life so difficult
despite all their activity. This starting point has important implications for
political philosophy, as will be shown.

The last starting point I want to mention here is the conviction that what
are portrayed as neutral social sciences, are penetrated by ideology and political
power. In this I refer particularly to the discourse on economics. The tendency
to confuse economic growth with development is a strong ideology that needs
to be analysed critically. Further, I argue that economy is always about power
and politics, and that there is no such thing as free trade with no political
intervention, for example.

With these starting points, I start the enquiry from the analysis of the main
problem of this work: global poverty. In other words, what do people lack if
they are poor?

13 see fe Tyson 2006
14 Jackson 1982; 93



I POVERTY AS A PROBLEM FOR ETHICS AND
SOCIAL JUSTICE

1.1 The problem of poverty

I began the preface by quoting some statistics on global poverty. Yet merely
noting that widespread, degrading poverty exists and that it is a serious
problem, is far from enough when it comes to answering the definitional
question (“what do people essentially lack if they are poor?”), or the causal
question (“what makes people poor?”), let alone remedial question (“who
ought to do what to alleviate poverty?”). Indeed, answering these questions is
likely to cause serious disagreement. Thus the matter of extreme poverty breaks
into two questions, one concerning the essence of poverty, its causes and
relevant remedies, the other concerning its moral implications.

So we have to be aware of what poverty actually means. If we for example
take a paddy worker in China, a member of an indigenous tribe in Brazil, a
factory worker in Bangladesh, and an orphaned child in Malawi, what is the
common thing of moral significance they lack? One can suffer mainly from hard
physical labour, one from tree logging in nearby areas, one from hazardous
chemicals in the working environment, and one from lack of support. They can
all suffer from indecent nutrition, no access to proper health care or such. They
can have very different amounts of money in comparison to each other. If they
all belong to the category of the “global poor”, they must have some morally
relevant characteristic in common.

We have to be aware too of what causes this morally bad characteristic, if
it is to be overcome. This is a question to which there is no answer about which
consensus could be reached. Yet the risk of misinterpreting the essence and
causes of poverty is a serious one, since it easily leads to prescribing incorrect
remedies. For example there is the risk of confusing poverty with its
appearances, or things merely brought about by poverty. For example hunger
might be the most typical implication of poverty, yet simply bringing food to
people has often had catastrophic consequences. “Food aid” has often caused
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the local small farmers to go bankrupt, as they have become unable to sell their
produce on local markets when competing with free food!®. The causal
problem, what brings about poverty, is a controversial issue, yet necessary to
answer in order to intelligibly discuss the remedial implications of poverty.

The matter of moral implications is no easier, even though the idea of
poverty bringing about ethical duties is very old in western thought, going back
at least to the medieval practice of alms-giving. Arguing that poverty is morally
bad and imposes responsibilities on others to act is not to say much. We have to
establish what kind of action is expected and from whom. We have to have an
idea about the role of the local nation-state, the global order, other nation-states,
and individuals in bringing about poverty, along with general “positive duties”
unrelated to causal matters, in order to discuss the remedial responsibilities.
The question is necessarily difficult since “we” (the residents of the first world,
the “middle class”, the globally privileged etc) do not encounter the poor as
individuals typically encounter each other in everyday life. The interaction
between the globally rich and the globally poor is mediated by political and
economic institutions and structures. The other significant problem is, how to
define the “normal” existential state of affairs that anyone can legitimately
expect to meet, so that the failure of meeting this state brings responsibilities to
others, no matter what their causal role in bringing about poverty. This problem
also relates to outside intervention as a source of poverty. Are people poor
because life in certain areas has always been like that, or did some political
mechanism cause the prevailing poverty? Different answers to this question
imply very different conclusions when it comes to duties of others.

The problem of the distribution of duties to alleviate global poverty will
be discussed in detail in chapter six. At this point, I will focus on the
definitional side of the problem. In other words, what poverty essentially is and
what makes it a problem. Answering these questions helps us to find out what
kinds of remedies are relevant for poverty eradication.

1.2 Definitions of poverty

Next, I will in some length try to define the phenomenon of poverty and why is
poverty morally bad. When doing such a definitional enterprise, it is useful to
start from a preliminary definition. As poverty most typically is defined using
economic concepts and definitions, along with the concept of basic needs, I will
start from the definition “poverty is a state in which a person has low enough
purchasing power to fail to meet the minimum level of decent life”. I will later
show problems of this definition, but for now, I believe that this is an intuitively
good starting point.

The first addition we have to make to the preliminary definition emerges
from the fact that such an economic definition says nothing about choice related

15 Hancock 1989; 14-15
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to the situation. In other words, in order to be a genuine ethical problem,
poverty ought not be chosen by the subject living in poverty. As is known, in
several religious and moral traditions, poverty has been a chosen state, so that
pride and even social status has been associated with this choice. Thus it was
possible for prophet Mohammed to declare in the Qur'an: “poverty is by
pride”16. Here, poverty does not seem to denote a state with moral implications,
rather it is merely a descriptive concept, the content of which the speaker
chooses to value. Thus, for poverty to be an issue for normative analysis, i.e.
morally bad, we have to add to the definition that it is not a state chosen freely
by the agent. It has to be highlighted that this is a choice made here: one could
as well discuss poverty in purely descriptive terms, but this is not how the
concept is used here.

Another definitional matter is the seriousness of poverty. The figures I
referred to at the beginning are often discussed under the notion of “extreme
poverty”. The implicit idea is that a definition can be made when poverty can
be labelled extreme. Logically, falling into this state of being is a more serious
ethical problem. But what makes poverty extreme? Extreme poverty is a strong
and frequently used concept but one that is seldom defined. I discuss two
definitions of extreme poverty to illustrate a few of the ways the concept has
been used.

The first is the purchasing power definition of extreme poverty. This refers
to the methodology employed chiefly by World Bank economists, as they
calculate the amount of people living in poverty globally. In these calculations,
extreme poverty is defined as living under the purchasing power parity of $1.08
US dollars a day. This is thought to roughly correspond to the sum that is
needed to see that a person’s most pressing needs are met. I will return to the
problems of this methodology at a later point.

The second definition is one that uses the notion of deprivation.
Accordingly, extreme poverty is defined as a state in which people are deprived
of not only one, but several essential goods. Being deprived of health care
would thus not yet make poverty extreme, but being deprived of health care
and adequate nutrition and shelter perhaps would. Thomas Pogge goes even
further and defines “pervasive inequality” as inequality that concerns not just
some, but all aspects of lifel”. By the concept of “pervasive inequality” Pogge
means something that comes close to pervasive extreme poverty. Yet Pogge's
argument is mainly an attempt to find a basis for an overlapping moral
consensus or a “kernel of political morality”’® on the demands of poverty
reduction, and therefore perhaps not an adequately analytical tool for defining
the problem of poverty. Pogge refers to obvious cases of extreme poverty!?, but
there might be other less obvious ones, which still ought to pass as extreme

16 Rahnema 1992; 160
17 Pogge 2002;198

18 Pogge 1989; 214-216
19 Pogge 2002; 2-3
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poverty.20 If inequality has to concern all aspects of life to warrant moral
concern, it seems that the definition is too narrow.

Another way of looking for a definition of extreme poverty would be to
start by asking, what are the reasons why extreme poverty is morally bad, in
other words, what are the moral qualities of extreme poverty. Nigel Dower
argues that there are three principal reasons why extreme poverty is morally
bad. First, extreme poverty is significantly life shortening. This implies that
there is a level of expectation for the length of life, a baseline which in itself is
difficult to define. But definitional problems aside, in most cases avoidable
deaths are clear cases, taken human life's centrality in ethics. For example, death
from preventable deceases that could be cured with cheap but locally
inaccessible medicines is clearly such a case. Second, extreme poverty involves
great suffering and pain. Here the key word is “involve”. Pain and suffering
can have several causes, such as a disease or being involved in an accident. But
when they are caused by poverty, the situation fits Dower's argument. Third,
extreme poverty undermines the essential dignity and decency of life. This is
the part of the definition that is most open to interpretation, or at least is highly
subjective by nature, as different individuals have very different ideas about
dignity.?!

A problem with Dower’s argument is that it does not really touch on the
definition of poverty itself. What distinguishes significant life shortening
caused by poverty from other cases of significant life shortening? What
distinguishes great suffering and pain caused by poverty from other instances
of great suffering and pain? Say that person A falls off her bike when riding
very fast, and because of her resulting injuries her life is significantly shortened.
Obviously, she suffers great pain. The essential dignity of her life can be
compromised by having to move around in a wheelchair. This accident is of
course a very unfortunate, but it is hardly an ethical failure by others.
Therefore, merely noting that the bads Dower relates to extreme poverty take
place, does not mean that we are necessarily dealing with extreme poverty, nor
with an ethical problem generally, or that cases with similar features would be
morally identical.

Thus the definition of extreme poverty risks becoming circular, as one is
tempted to answer that the distinguishing feature is that in cases of extreme
poverty premature death and suffering together with the other harm are caused
by extreme poverty, rather than something else. Thus Dower’s definition ought
to be complemented by an adjunct about political structures: extreme poverty
exists when these three conditions are fulfilled, and this is brought about by
political structures or social arrangements (or a lack of these). This comes closer to
being a definition, and as the two definitions of extreme poverty discussed
earlier were found to be unsatisfactory, this can be accepted as a definition.

20 See also Singer's quote of the former World Bank leader Robert McNamara in Singer
1979; 158

2 Dower 1991; 277-278
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But is this definition counter-intuitive? We only need to consider the
counter-example of a starving hermit, in order to see the potential problems
related to highlighting political arrangements. Is the starving hermit not poor?
To answer the question, one first has to note the difference between access to
goods and the actual possession of goods?. The hermit might have had access
to sufficient nutrition, but has chosen a life of solitude, aware of the risks
involved. Thus, he would have had access to nutrition, had he so chosen.
Again, we have to remember that poverty as a concept with ethical significance
means involuntary poverty. In a case devoid of choice has been involved, as in
a classic Robinson Crusoe case, the situation is naturally different. But here,
some reflection on the intuitive ideas related to poverty is needed. Is the
starving Robinson Crusoe on his deserted island poor, or is he suffering from a
deprivation of another sort? It seems safe to say that while the starving
Robinson Crusoe undeniably suffers on account of his situation, his
predicament is not exactly that of poverty. This is not only because there is no
loss of dignity involved. Rather, his case resembles an accident.

Any case of poverty-related suffering one chooses to investigate will end
up showing at least some aspects of relevance of social arrangements, be they
colonial history, present patterns of enforced land-ownership, rights,
distributive institutions or some other aspect. Poverty is always an outcome of
social arrangements. Poverty is by definition social. Yet of course the nature and
complexity of these social arrangements, and the nature of the relevant players
involved, varies from case to case. In some cases, the social arrangements
generating poverty may be merely village-level arrangements, in other cases,
global mechanisms and institutions are involved. But having said this, I will
stick to the definition that poverty is always caused by a broadly defined
distributive mechanism. In cases of extreme poverty, the distributive mechanisms
are particularly unjust or dysfunctional. By a broad definition of a distributive
mechanism I mean that this mechanism does not need to be institutionally
legitimised, such as a tax system or a legal property-right enforcement system.
Distributive mechanisms can also involve for example social customs, the
ongoing effects of historical incidents, intra-family arrangements etc.

This starting point has important implications. The first implication is the
rejection of the “myth of the individual”, already analysed by Marx?3. The myth
refers to the belief that human beings are subjects without a history or social
context - and the rejection, on the other hand, subscribing to the Marxist idea
that poverty cannot be detached from the particular social setting. Often, in
public discourse, extreme suffering like that caused by a famine has been seen
as a merely natural phenomenon, caused by unpredictable forces of nature.
Alternatively, or additionally, it is typical to view hunger and famines as
merely a sign of backwardness, or rather, of “original poverty”. According to a

22 Sen, 1992; 31-34
23 Marx 1993, chap.1, part 1
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persistent myth that can be traced back at least to Hobbes?, it is because of the
original human predicament and lack of progress that people go hungry.

At this point, I will not discuss further the “original poverty” thesis, as this
will be done in chapter two. However a few remarks are needed about
distinguishing natural disasters that are genuine “accidents” by their moral
status from cases of suffering that are politically caused, at least to some extent.
Namely, contrary to conventional wisdom, most cases that seem like purely
natural disasters are not, and for at least two separate reasons. First, the lack of
means of meeting one's basic needs typically has other causes. In modern times,
hunger has been most common and famines most frequent not in countries and
areas that lack food, but in areas that are net exporters of agricultural products?.
As Amartya Sen has famously shown, hunger is not caused by a lack of
available food, but a lack of access to food (or entitlement to food)?. In other
words, there is food available, but some people have too little purchasing
power to buy it, or there are other distributive arrangements with similar
outcomes. Typically, such reasons are behind instances of hunger, even though,
for instance, a flood occurred.

Second, social arrangements and positions within a society have an effect
on who is likely to suffer from unexpected natural conditions. For example, if a
homeless person dies because of sudden cold weather, the imminent causal
reason for his death, the weather, would not have had such a lethal outcome, if
adequate arrangements had been in place (ie the person would have had a
shelter)?’”. Also, in the cases of accidents, it is necessary to distinguish between
what was accidental and what were the external causes that contributed to the
accidents. For example, would there be no speed limits for cars, people
responsible for traffic rules could be justifiably seen as partially responsible for
some of the accidents. Even in apparently “purely natural” cases such as
earthquakes, some people have been forced to live in more hazardous areas
than others, and in some cases experts have even argued that earthquakes have
been caused partially by the human activity of building large dams, which has
distorted the geophysical balance?®.

Naturally, this point is not put in order to argue that disasters with no
contributing social and political factors could not take place. Like genuine
accidents, they do. In such cases, others have ethical duties to help the victims
who may be impoverished because of the disaster, or because of others reasons
unrelated to the helpers' conduct. While these duties are discussed in several
books on ethics?, such duties are not the topic of this study.Here it suffices to
say that disasters with “purely natural” outcomes are very uncommon.

24 Achterhuis 1993; 108-110

% Moore Lappe et al 1998; 9-10
2 Sen 1981; 1-3, 45-51

2 Moore Lappe et al 1998; 15

2 The daily telegraph 3 feb 2009. Malcolm Moore: Chinese earthquake may have been
man-made, say scientists.

2 Unger 1996, Cullity 2004, Chatterjee 2004.
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1.3 Avoiding suffering versus social justice

Extreme poverty generally breeds responses of two kinds. One school of
thought focuses on demanding funding specifically allocated for alleviating
poverty and poverty-related suffering. This has been the mainstream response
of some of the institutions of development aid and private development-
oriented charities. The grounding idea has been that suffering can be targeted
directly, for example by providing basic services and such in poor countries.
Here it suffices to note that the approach taken as a starting point is that
poverty can be targeted with no reference to the social positions and actions of
people who are not poor, or to the broader political framework.

On the basis of this approach, poverty alleviation is seen as a duty of
individuals, who accordingly have the duty to give money to charities. In
support of this argument, we find strange bedfellows: libertarians who
emphasise individual charity as a positive alternative to the “morally
corrupting” effect of redistribution by the government, and ethicists such as
Peter Singer, who thinks that the moral demands on wealthy individuals to
redistribute their property go as far as living on subsistence level oneself. If
reacting to extreme poverty is seen as exclusively a duty of individuals to give
to charities, politics in seen as having no morally significant role in the process.

Believing in charity as the tool for poverty alleviation is at least
questionable. Poverty alleviation is unlikely to take place without changes in
institutions at both national and global levels. Empirically, it is hard to think of
a case when this has happened. So, the notion of social justice starts creeping in.
This brings us to the second possible response to the problem of extreme
poverty: people are poor ultimately because they are in disadvantaged
positions in their society. Hunger takes place in areas where there is abundant
food30, people lack basic goods since they cannot voice their concerns and
demands. This seems quite straightforward. All social systems are systems of
distribution of goods, and all - or at least nearly all - existing societies possess
enough goods and wealth for everyone to avoid extreme poverty. Indeed, as
Amartya Sen has argued, a democratic culture is one of the best tools against
famine3!. It seems that everywhere where poor people have been able to claim
their rights, poverty has been alleviated. This notion of power is absent from
the poverty discourse (some ideas of empowerment aside). I will get back to the
issue of rights in chapter five.

As an intermediating position between these two, there are charity
approaches focusing on the idea of development - that more effective
production and related progress will eventually wipe away the most extreme
forms of poverty, and this progress can be caused or accelerated by suitable
interventions. Here it is admitted that social change is needed, but the problem
is confined to locating “development obstacles” within poor countries, and

30 Moore Lappe et al 1998; 9-10, 15
31 Sen 2000; 170-171
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trying to avoid political interventions (whatever this means in practice). I will
get back to the notion of development and the need to redefine the concept in
chapter two.

So are the concerns about extreme poverty and social justice separate
questions? Are we concerned about alleviating extreme poverty and bringing
about social justice on local and global level? Or is it a single problem? The
problem for philosophy is that traditionally ethics and political philosophy
have been conceived as two separate fields of study. The result is that it is
tempting to think that there are two separate problems resulting from and in
separate sets of causes and remedies, causing two separate kinds of duties, and
unavoidably, duties that are exacting at different levels. Thus there would be
demanding (ethical) duties on alleviation of extreme poverty, and duties of
justice related to alleviation of other forms of poverty.

One way to test one's intuition concerning the problem is to ask whether
life in extreme poverty can be deserved. From the viewpoint of especially
libertarian theories of justice, this may indeed be the case (and even some more
redistribution-oriented theories would argue that it can be deserved, if not just
or humane). Here, the emphasis is less on what human beings need and more
on what individuals deserve as the fruits of their efforts So is it a different case
from the viewpoint of normative theory, given that A is starving and ill with no
possibility of purchasing medicines, if A works hard to gain money when he
can of if he does not? From the perspective of human needs there is no moral
difference. From the perspective of what is deserved, there is at least a potential
difference. If A has worked hard, his condition is surely undeserved, which is
not necessarily the case in the scenario in which he does not work. Having
pointed out this difference, we have to go back to the reality of world poverty,
namely the situation of those suffering from extreme poverty32. Is there any
reason to doubt that these people would feed themselves orderly, if they had
the chance? Nearly all people living in extreme poverty work extremely hard to
earn their living, since not doing so would quite likely spell death. Only those
too young, old or sick to work constitute an exception - sometimes. So what is
crucial for normative theory is that extreme poverty is a state that is wrong both
from the viewpoint of human needs and the viewpoint of desert. This does not
mean to say, of course that meeting basic human needs is not be a high priority
issue. What is important is that the charity discourse tends to portray everyone
living in poverty as the passive objects of aid, which is far from the truth. While
typically world poverty brings about cries for more charity, we are essentially
in need of institutional reforms, as we are dealing with a problem of social
justice. There are at least two reasons for this. First, extreme poverty is the
gravest existing insult to the notions of just deserts and equality, and not only
human needs, as discussed above. Extremely hardworking people do not gain
even enough to secure their existence, and there is no way to justify this.
Second, institutional changes are the most effective means of bringing about
poverty eradication. If we take the “humanitarian” perspective of basic needs,

32 Wilska 2007; 14-17
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we have to be concerned about how to most effectively assure that the basic
needs of human beings are met. Taking this seriously, it is quite hard to argue
against the need for institutional redistributive measures, noting that most
experts on the issue argue that “humanitarian” aid interventions do not
guarantee sustained poverty reduction - assuming they are even intended to3.
Thus poverty alleviation measures cannot be separated from matters of justice.
To counter this position, one have to show either that there are groups which
deserve nothing, so that if they meeting their basic needs ought to be dependent
on the goodwill of others, or that social change is ineffective in poverty
reduction in comparison to charity. Both cases, I believe, would be impossible
to make.

It therefore has to be made clear what is the concern is of the theory. Much
literature published under headings related to global social justice is mostly
concerned with extreme poverty, without clearly discussing whether problems
of global justice would be overcome if there was no extreme poverty. Take for
example Thomas Pogge, one of the most insightful and committed philosophers
who writes on the subject. Discussing global poverty, Pogge argues that “[...]
the inequality is avoidable: the better-off can improve the circumstances of the
worst-off without becoming badly off themselves”34. How ought we to interpret
this? Does it mean that inequality ceases to exist when the conditions of the
worst-off have “improved”? Does it mean that global economic justice is
possible, while the global North still lives on the present, or even higher, level
of consumption? Pogge is unclear on the issue.

If we discuss poverty, we are necessarily also dealing with inequality. The
relation of poverty to inequality has to be made clear. While a world with less
poverty would most likely also be a world with less inequality, it could yet be
quite far from an optimally equal world. When third world critics argue that
poverty alleviation is discussed today with no reference to justice generally they
have a point. Sometimes such concepts as “welfare imperialism”3? are coined, to
highlight the tendency to focus on meeting bare survival level in poor countries,
but nothing more related to social justice.

As mentioned, typically the “ethical” problem of extreme poverty and the
problem of poverty generally as a problem of justice are considered separate
problems. I have argued that this is problematic. But in what kinds of theories
has this “separate problems” view been supported? For the sake of fairness of
argument, I will next discuss such theories.

33 See for example Hancock 1989; 3-7, Jamieson 2005
34 Pogge 2002; 198

3% For example Yash Tandon has referred to this concept in several, yet not literally
documented speeches
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1.4 Separate problems?

The demand for poverty alleviation and the demand for social justice have
often been seen as separate problems for at least two distinct reasons. First, it
can be argued that we are talking about remedies to two different kinds of
poverty: people living in extreme, desperate poverty need specific poverty
alleviation measures in addition to social justice, whereas the not-so-
desperately-poor merely need social justice. Second, poverty alleviation can be
seen as a kind of emergency measure, whereas social justice is a matter of
institutional change.

The problem with the latter idea is that such different kinds of poverty
and the corresponding remedies are not overlapping. Extreme poverty is
typically not caused by an emergency; rather it is “business as usual”. Extreme
and other kinds of poverty do not have categorically different causes, while
individuals of course do have a wide variety of reasons for being poor. Even
when this is not the case, features relating to a wider framework of justice cause
some people to be highly more vulnerable to emergencies than others, as
previously discussed3¢- Famines affect those with little money worst. Drought
affects those forced to cultivate barren lands and those with low food security
worst, and floods affect those forced to live in shacks on the river-banks worst.

The economist Jeffrey Sachs, who heads the UN Millennium project,
categorises these two types of poverty in his book The End of Poverty. “If
economic development is a ladder with higher rungs representing steps up the
path to economic wellbeing, there are roughly one billion people around the
world, who are too ill, hungry and destitute to even get a foot on the first rung
of the development ladder. These people are the 'poorest of the poor' or the
'extreme poor' of the planet. [...] A few rungs up the development ladder is the
upper end of the low-income world, where roughly another 1,5 billion people
face problems like those of the young women in Bangladesh [mentioned earlier
by Sachs]. These people are 'the poor'. [...] Although daily survival is pretty
much assured, they struggle in the cities and countryside to make ends meet”%.
Here, Sachs manages to give another possible way of defining extreme poverty,
as a state in which people are unable to help themselves.

Sachs' picture of the lower-end of what he calls the “global family
portrait” is problematic. Where, for example, are people supposed to ascend by
climbing the “development ladder”, and is there any role for a notion of
distributive justice involved? (Again, I will return to problems of development
more specifically in chapter two.) It is interesting that in Sachs' categorisation it
is implied that development as an automatic process will start as people get
their hold of the first steps of the “development ladder” - or at least this is the
implication of the “ladder” metaphor. Thus, development aid would mostly be
needed to enable the “poorest of the poor” to make their first steps. It seems

36 See also Simms 2005
37 Sachs 2006; 18
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that Sachs simplifies development as an automation that will get on the way as
the “first step” in climbed, the subsequent process being unrelated to
distributive patterns.

This “global family portrait” also unavoidably simplifies the issue of
poverty. As there are different kinds of deprivations human beings can suffer, it
is unclear how relevant Sachs' categories are. As human beings can be deprived
from freedom, functional capabilities, safe environment, education, or any such
social goods, it is a fact that these deprivations do not necessarily occur as a
bundle imposed on the same people. Remember that this was precisely the
problem with Pogge's definition of extreme poverty. Ascending the first rung
on the ladder of development is no cure: people in such a state can suffer from
seriously life-threatening poisonous substances in their working environment,
for example, and thus be in an unjust and very dangerous situation.
Additionally, these people can be, and often are, quite unable to “climb the
development ladder”, i.e. to progress away from poverty as the “ladder”
metaphor implies. For such a categorisation to be relevant the distinction would
need to be clearer and subtler. Even though “extreme poverty” would be
defined as the simultaneous appearance of these evils in a person's life, it is
only the most extreme form of poverty, and any of these evils are such that they
call for action and spell an ethical problem in themselves. Thus the poor and
extremely poor suffer from the same problems.

Whatever the phenomena categorised as poverty that we face, the highly
important question concerns the right remedies for the problem. Lacking
medicines for a life-threatening disease or suffering from unhealthy working
environment without a possibility to work elsewhere, are both signs of being
poor. In both cases the subject has no choice but to suffer ill health. Yet the
remedies to these ills are very different (strengthening the health sector, or
creating better labour standards). Lumping all these problems in the same
category too easily suggests that a uniform set of remedies would help people
suffering from these ills, regardless of their particular situation. Social justice as
a discourse is more fine-tuned for discussing different, only partially
overlapping problems, such as medication as a basic need and right to obviate
the effects of hazardous working environments.

As logically follows from the definition of poverty provided above, which
is always a political and social problem, and thus to some extent always
relational, we are always discussing social justice when discussing poverty
alleviation. While poverty alleviation does require context-sensitive
approaches, there is no moral reason for distinguishing the problem of poverty
from the problem of social justice. People suffering from severe deprivation
need justice, even more than others. While there might be cases where
emergency aid is needed, such cases form only a fraction of the problem of
poverty. Such cases are exceptional and unrelated to extreme poverty as a
phenomenon.

We find here that the analysis is getting further from the preliminary
definition. As poverty has been analysed as chiefly a political problem, it
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becomes more difficult to analyse the moral core of poverty in terms of
purchasing power. So, while the purchasing power indeed can be an
appearance of poverty, it seems that the underlying moral core is one that
ought to be stated in terms of power relations. This is an argument already
familiar from Karl Marx' analysis of money. Marx argued exactly that money is
simply “materialised power”, i.e. the visible appearance of an underlying
problem. He understood money as chiefly an indicator - it is a way of
observing the prevalent social relations.

Yet the analysis of the social nature of poverty vis-a-vis its absolute
definition needs further analysis. I will therefore now look more closely at the
nature of poverty by asking to what extent poverty can be defined in absolute
terms (i.e. failing to meet en existential baseline), and to what extent it is a
relational concept.

1.5 Absolute poverty I: Definitions

The concept of poverty denotes a range of meanings with a family resemblance
rather than a common core of meaning. For example the use of the concept in
economics is very different from the use of the concept in ethical theory, as
moral concepts such as suffering or loss of dignity do not translate into money.
Even the “basic goods” vocabulary is different from the economic vocabulary:
some people can be able to meet their basic needs, and yet be quite outside
market exchange patterns (although some economic theories see money sums
as a tool for giving good enough approximations rather than describing the
absolute essence of poverty). Here, my focus is on moral vocabulary: what do
people lack when they are poor? The practical problem of answering the moral
question is to what extent we see a lack of components of good life being part of
what is called poverty. The antithesis of the economic approach can be seen as
the Aristotelian theory in which elements of good life rather than command of
basic goods are highlighted38. Practically, these theories are typically combined.

Let us start from a typology of poverty by C. Douglas Lummis. Lummis
categorises four forms of poverty, namely relative poverty, absolute poverty,
poverty caused by failure to acquire social necessities, and poverty observed by
an outsider®. The last category is significant from a cultural point of view. In
several cases in history, Europeans have classified peoples as poor, even though
these people have not regarded themselves as poor, and have been able to quite
comfortably meet their material needs. Take, for example, the bushmen of
Kalahari, who have been treated as one of the most “backward” of peoples by
Europeans, yet they traditionally have only had to spend three hours a day

38 Nussbaum 2000; 245-252
39 Lummis 1996; 72-74



29

doing anything which could be called work, devoting the remaining time for
play and leisure?.

Even today, similar problems are faced when discussing for example the
poverty of indigenous peoples, some of which, if not all, are quite well above
material poverty lines, outside intervention (often in the form of investment)
being the biggest threat to their subsistence. In such cases, what is called
poverty quite clearly is not a matter of suffering or loosing one's dignity, but
merely a deviation from the assessing subject's understanding of wealth. This
leads one to suspect whether such cases are genuine instances of poverty, rather
than merely mistaken observation. On the basis of the definitions given above,
there is no reason why the state of such people should be called poverty in the
ethical sense. A mistaken observation says little about the phenomenon itself,
and the point is reduced to the reminder of the importance of empirical
accuracy. Thus we are left with the categories of relative poverty, absolute
poverty and poverty based on the failure to acquire social necessities.

Other scholars have offered similar categorisations with some slight
differences. Typically, the categories of absolute and relative poverty dominate
the discussion. Sometimes, dimensions with a more qualitative nature are
included in the analysis, such as vulnerability, lack of political power and so
forth. Theoretically, these elements can be seen as part of the categories of
absolute or relative poverty. But it is difficult to tell whether such dimensions of
poverty can be assessed by an absolute metric, or whether they are necessarily
relative. The category of poverty as a failure to acquire social necessities is quite
particular to Lummis, and is often seen as part of the category of relative
poverty.

Absolute poverty is by far the most typical way of discussing poverty, and
when it comes to global statistics deeply integrated in the development
discourse. For example the statistics I referred to at the beginning of the preface
are exactly such: lists of the amount of people suffering from certain
shortcomings. This view of poverty is of course credible to some extent, and if
understood correctly, will provide some kind of minimum criterion for not
being poor. Most likely this minimum criterion is not a sufficient criterion, but
can be intrinsically useful. Minimum criteria can also be useful for the Rawlsian
task of finding an overlapping moral consensus*!; notions of absolute poverty
might provide a picture of poverty that would yield consensual agreement that
no person ought to live in such conditions. Pogge, in particular, has sought such
an overlapping moral consensus, or the “kernel” of morality.

Absolute poverty is poverty as defined by a universal standard of goods
(or “primary social goods” as Rawls does*3), without which one is considered
poor. Ethically, these goods themselves are not of great significance. What is
significant is the notion of basic human needs. The very justification of the
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relevance of basic goods rests on the notion of basic needs (although in Rawls,
basic goods are understood in a broader sense, including for example basic
liberties). Poverty in the absolute sense is almost always defined by reference to
the concept of basic needs, so that the incapacity to meet these needs makes a
person extremely poor. The concept of basic needs, even though it calls for
further definitions, allows for discussing poverty as a phenomenon without
reference to cultural or other particularities, but rather with reference to
universal human characteristics.

There are two questions to be asked here. First, what are the basic needs of
a human being, meaning the needs that anyone can anyone legitimately expect
to be able to meet? Second, how do you observe when these basic needs are
being met acceptably? So we have a definitional question and a methodological
question.

Let us start from the methodological question. There are different
methodologies for defining and calculating “poverty lines”. Some are based on
possession of a set of goods, or of money, yet others on purchasing power. The
most commonly used poverty line contemporarily is the already mentioned
World Bank's purchasing power parity* 1,08% a day international poverty line
for extreme poverty*>. The World Bank has received criticism for the poverty
line and its underlying methodology for several reasons. Thomas Pogge and
Sanjay Reddy argue that the poverty line is too low, thus downplaying the
persistence of poverty and thereby presenting misinformation about recent
global trends in poverty eradication*. They also point out that such a poverty
line ought to be suited to particular local contexts. What purchasing power does
not tell is how much purchasing power one needs, in other words the threshold
of a society’s market-penetration. A member of an indigenous tribe may live
outside the market economy, while a resident of an urban slum might need a
relatively high amount of purchasing power for meeting even elementary basic
needs. Jaya Mehta calls for attention to be paid to the underlying
methodological problems in poverty measurements. All in all, needs do not
translate to the money metric unproblematically, and such methodology for
calculating poverty lines can never be totally satisfactory. This has also been
World Bank's reply, and the debate practically is about whether the current
methodology is yet accurate enough?s.

While these criticisms are most likely accurate and at least reflect the
difficulty of calculating such universal poverty lines by purchasing power
metric, they are targeted at the methodology of calculating such a poverty line,
rather than the underlying idea of poverty as a failure to meet some absolute

44 PPP = purchasing power parity

45 The methodology is thorouhgly explained fe in World Bank's povertynet site,
http:/ /web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/EXTPOVERTY /EXTPA
/0,,contentMDK:20202198~menuPK:435055~pagePK:148956~piPK:216618~theSitePK
:430367,00.html
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level of possession of goods. In other words, it is possible to agree that poverty
ought to be understood by the notion of absolute poverty, and agree that it
ought to be defined as a failure to meet one's basic needs, while disagreeing on
the actual methodology of finding out, which human beings actually fall to this
category. One can even argue that such a methodology is impossible to work
out, but that the underlying notion of poverty holds. Critics of the World Bank's
universal poverty line argue that poverty lines should be locally sensitive and
variable in order to reflect people's true capacities to meet their basic needs®.
Thus such criticism still accepts the idea of absolute poverty and the possibility
of its measurement, given a correct methodology.

The second question, of the definition of basic needs, is perhaps more
philosophical. To start with, basic needs have to be distinguished from other
needs. Basic needs can be understood to mean those needs that are morally
more important than other needs, and universal in the sense that one's personal
valuations or preferences are of no significance in determining them. Basic
needs are distinguished from other needs by the idea that they make no
reference to our personal goals, tastes, interests etc., whereas other needs can
refer to things we need as means to achieve the things we value. Basic needs
neither refer to the particularities of the social setting or its context. Needs are
generally not a sub-class of desires, since they create moral claims which mere
desires do not create.’® A need spells a claim on others. Alternatively, basic
needs can be defined as part of a “needs hierarchy”, which generally make little
reference to subjective valuations, as more fundamental and having priority.
(“The need for nutrition is more fundamental than the need for self-
expression”).

But how are we to make the distinction between basic needs and other
needs? This might prove difficult. Although it is easy to refer to such basic
needs as food and water - everyone agrees that we need these biologically - the
question becomes more difficult when discussing basic needs that cannot be
derived directly from human biology, the typical discourse of justification of
basic needs. These include for example health care and education, which are
very important for human life and generally agreed to be basic needs. Without
adequate health care, one has a high risk of dying prematurely. Without
education, one's intelligence will atrophy®. But as there is nothing in human
essence or biology to derive the baselines for meeting these basic needs from
(indeed, biologically human beings tend to die younger than without health
care), we have to rely on more debatable definitions. It has to be answered, how
much education and how extensive health care is a “basic need”, given the two
meanings of the concept - basis of a decent life and moral claim on others.
Literacy and basic vaccinations? Secondary education and easy access to a
doctor?>? At the end of the day, it is quite impossible to avoid discussing
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culturally variable matters, at least if discussion is to be kept on an
appropriately general level. “Education” can imply a basic need, the meeting of
which everyone is entitled to, but in practice different countries and cultures
have different levels and forms of education, which are seen to be appropriate
in the context. Practically, universalisability is only possible if the minimum
requirements of basic needs are spelled out. Another way of putting the
problem is to say that education is the only means to meeting the need (which
could be, for instance, the need for intellectual development).

It seems that there are changing and locally variable elements in the ideas
about basic needs and whether this particular concept is used or not. To use
Michael Walzer's example, in the Middle Ages it was seen as the responsibility
of the political system to ensure that everyone had access to a church®. The
church was thought to be necessary for healing the soul, which was seen as a
basic need (though there was not a concept of basic needs). On the other hand,
healing one's body, i.e. visiting a doctor, was seen as something people did at
will, but it was by no means as important as healing one's soul, and did not
imply such a degree of political responsibility. By this example, Walzer
suggests that even health care is not such a necessarily universal basic need as
we might think. Even though Walzer does not seem to be too concerned about
the most relevant counter-argument, namely that a visit to a doctor was
unlikely to significantly improve one's bodily health in the Middle Ages®, and
health care would have most likely had quite a different role would it have
truly affected one's health, he does have a point in showing cultural difficulties
of the concept. Yet as the concept of basic needs draws its justification from the
idea of a minimum of decent life, we are in risk of ending up with the
conclusion that during the Middle Ages no one had the guarantee of meeting
this minimum standard, and met it only by chance (by being lucky enough not
to suffer from serious diseases). This conclusion sounds intuitively false, as the
people of the Middle Age would quite likely have not seen their situation as
such. (Even though belief does not of course lead to normative conclusions).

Another point to show similar difficulties is related to how we conceive
the actual reference point of a basic need. Take food, perhaps the most obvious
candidate to fit the category of basic need. On closer examination, is it really
food we need biologically, or is it rather nutrition? Food is necessarily a
category with cultural connotations - food is of different kind in different
regions, and so forth. The basic need for nutrition can be met by receiving
injections, for example. There is no biological reason why we would need some
specific kind of food, even though some specific kind of food might be
culturally important and have significance far beyond the survival function.

So in order to define basic needs, a correct level of generality is needed. Is
“food” general enough, or ought we talk merely about nutrition? Is “healing”

55 Of course the church in itself was central in the political system, yet it was thought to
be a genuine duty of the system to make sure that everyone had access to a church.
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general enough, or ought we talk about physical healing by modern medicine
(which is what is practically meant by “health care”)? Finding the vocabulary
on the correct level of generality is important for the definition of basic needs
itself, and is likely to lead to further difficulties in defining the scope of basic
needs. If poverty in its absolute sense means only a failure to meet basic needs
in the most general level which can be reduced to biological survival, poverty in
the absolute sense spells such a minimum that it will not have a great matter of
significance when it comes to understanding poverty more generally. In other
words, meeting general basic needs does not necessarily mean that one is not
desperately poor; rather, it means that one lives biologically. Concretely, even
when getting enough calories one can be desperately poor, if the food you are
getting does not match the minimum social standards. One can get enough
calories from collecting eatable rubbish, for example, which in any culture is a
sign of degrading poverty.

On the other hand, the problem of generality also arises in the opposite
side of the spectrum. There is hardly a limit in by how expensive and luxurious
goods can basic needs be met. The basic need for food can be met by eating
caviar, the basic need for shelter by purchasing a mansion. It was actually the
notion of “expensive taste” which led John Rawls to argue for taking basic
goods rather than utilities understood as preference-satisfaction as the focus of
distributive justice®. But does Rawls really get over the problem? Even when
discussing basic goods, the problem seems to remain. It is clear that a person
without access to caviar is not poor because of this, even though someone with
a very expensive taste might feel deprived without it. And on the other hand,
simply having access to any nutrition hardly guarantees freedom from poverty.
How are we to draw the lines of relevant expectations?

These complexities of the notion of basic needs can lead to two possible
conclusions. One would be to stick to biologically definable basic needs. But
this would limit the notion of absolute poverty too much. Do not illiteracy, or
lack of basic vaccines, or lack of schooling spell poverty in the absolute sense?
At least these issues appear to have a high priority in poverty alleviation
programmes and targets®”. We can of course limit the notion to a general level,
which includes a multitude of plausible interpretations. But this hardly informs
the practical agenda.

The other option is to admit that there always are culture-specific and
context-specific elements in the definition of basic needs, or at least elements
subject to change, and that these elements can also change over time. This does
not mean that defining basic needs is not useful. But it means admitting that
basic needs cannot be derived from human nature or human essence, and
therefore the demarcation between basic needs and other needs is always open
to normative disagreement®. Practically, basic needs and relative needs

56 Rawls, 1972; 90-92
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intermingle, and we have to admit that no “poverty line” can be based on a
universal and constant set of needs.

Another problem with the notion of constant basic needs is also that
people practically need different things in order to fulfil their basic needs. If one
grows one’s own food, the matter is simple. But quite often discussions of basic
needs have to be spelled out by the formula of basic needs, as described by
Baybrooke: A needs B in order to C%. Practically, the case could for example be:
A needs money in order to buy food. While C might represent the actual
morally relevant needs, the political implications would be to secure A’s access
to B. Further, typically A can achieve C by a set of alternative means (B1, B2 ...
Bn). Some of these represent expensive tastes while others are signs of
degrading poverty, in addition to the fact that some of these means are
substitutable without great problems (for example eating maize versus eating
rice). So absolute poverty cannot in practical terms be discussed only by
referring to the actual basic needs, but also to the social and economic
mechanisms of attaining the goods vital for fulfilling these needs. This is
reflected by the fact that quite often poverty lines tend to be based on
purchasing power, and yet access to public services and goods can also be
important. Thus any policy of alleviating poverty in the absolute sense will turn
out to be a broader political programme.

An additional difficulty with the basic needs approach is the disagreement
between the school of thought that emphasises basic needs as such and the one
that emphasises the capability of meeting these needs. Amartya Sen, the most
acclaimed proponent of the so-called capability approach, uses the example of a
fasting man to highlight the issue. A fasting man is not getting enough food,
and nutrition is surely a basic need with high priority. But if someone is fasting,
it means that he is voluntarily not getting enough food, and would meet his
basic need if he would simply wish to do so. There has to be a moral difference
between the fasting man and the involuntarily starving man. For this reason,
Sen and others argue that it is not the actual intake of food we ought to be
concerned about, but rather the capability of getting food. Though Sen's point is
important when it comes to the logic and ultimate aims of distribution of goods
and social justice, one might be excused for regarding this issue irrelevant when
it comes to basic needs. Genuine basic needs, even given some contextual
variation, are exactly those that justifiably pass the generalisation that each
person seeks them. Indeed, Rawls defined basic goods as those goods which a
rational person can be expected to value, whatever else he values®®. Even
fasting is a temporary activity, and does not really affect the notion of food as a
basic need.

So it seems that it is difficult to define a set of basic needs that would help
to define the notion of poverty in absolute sense. It is possible to define basic
needs narrowly, so that the incapacity to meet these needs means that one is
undoubtedly poor. But being such a narrow definition, it does not mean that if
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someone were capable of meeting these needs would necessarily be free from
poverty. In logical terms, being able to meet these needs is a necessary, but not
yet sufficient condition for not being poor.

Absolute poverty can be discussed also by other metrics than the most
popular metric of basic needs. Basically any theory of political philosophy with
an idea about what are the most relevant goods to be distributed by a society
provides an answer to this matter. But for example welfare as a metric is one
that will be hard to measure, thus leaving the idea of poverty in absolute terms
a theoretical notion rather than something quantifiable. Additionally, welfare
necessarily includes elements that do not intuitively belong to the field of
poverty. In another of Sen's examples, an extremely rich man who is unsatisfied
with his life since no-one likes his poetry, seems as being both rich and on a low
level of welfaret!. Thus low welfare does not necessitate being poor in the sense
that poverty creates ethical responsibilities to others, or at least demands for
justice.

1.6 Relative poverty

Defining poverty by the level of income or access to certain pre-defined goods
omits the matter of poverty as a relative phenomenon. There are indeed those
who prefer omitting the whole notion or at least regarding it as secondary in
importance, arguing that if poverty is to be seen as an ethical problem, we
ought to focus on absolute extreme poverty. Accordingly, poverty as observed
in “developed countries” is, though real, “only” relative in nature. This means
that such poverty can cause loss of dignity, envy and social exclusion, but
hardly loss of life. Others argue that all poverty exists within a social context,
and cannot be wholly understood without discussing the distribution of
material goods in that particular context, i.e. the notion of relative poverty.

Even though the moral urgency of extreme poverty needs to be taken
seriously, there are dimensions of relative poverty that need to be analysed
carefully before anything conclusive about the moral status of relative poverty
can be said. Relative poverty is too often seen as only a feeling of injustice or
envy, as it is seen as poverty only relative to the surrounding society's
standards. I will discuss here more profound ideas about relative poverty. By
and large, it seems to me that poverty ought to be seen as having at least some
relative aspects if it is to be defined meaningfully. Therefore, the argument for
making the distinction between absolute extreme poverty (which is an ethical
problem) and relative poverty (which is “only” a problem of distributive
justice) cannot be sustained, as already discussed. Additionally, as concluded
above, “absolute” basic needs also include context-relative elements. Relative
elements of poverty therefore deserve a thorough discussion - they can be
relevant to extreme poverty as well.

61 Sen 1998; 288-289
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1.6.1 Marxist notion

Most ideas about relative poverty go at some way or another back Karl Marx's
theories. There is no reason why this has to be so, as will be discussed below.
Yet it was Marx who first vocally criticised tendencies in emerging social
sciences and economics focusing on absolute command of goods rather than
persons' relative positions in a society. Marx also criticised speaking about
averages (of income, for instance), which leaves unattended the problem of
relative positions in a society. In a famous passage from Economic-philosophical
manuscripts 1844 Marx seems to argue that only relative aspects of poverty
matter:

“But even if it were as true as it is false that the average income of every class of
society has increased, the income-differences and relative income-distances may
nevertheless have become greater and the contrasts between wealth and poverty
accordingly stand out more sharply. For just become total production rises — and in
the same measure as it rises — needs, desires and claims also multiply and thus
relative poverty can increase whilst absolute poverty diminishes. The Samoyed
living on fish oil and rancid fish is not poor because in his secluded society all have
the same needs. But in a state that is forging ahead, which in the course of a decade,
say, increased by a third its total production in proportion to the population, the
worker who is getting as much at the end of ten years as at the beginning has not
remained as well off, but has become poorer by a third.”62

To Marx, the absolute understanding of poverty was mistaken for the reason
that there was no such thing as poverty outside the social structures of society.
As part of this theory of exploitation, Marx argued that it is in the interest of
capitalists to merely keep the workers alive. This means allowing the workers a
living which enables them just to get the biological minimum for food, shelter
etc. At least this mere survival is the point to which the logic of capitalism
ultimately leads to. Marx called this ultimate state the state of “simple
humanity”¢3. Marx' idea of simple humanity can be thought to be an expression
of the minimum for not being poor in the absolute sense. “The political
economy knows the worker only as a working-animal - as a beast reduced to
the strictest bodily needs”®. This for Marx did not mean a state in which a
person is not poor, quite the contrary. It is noteworthy that it is exactly “bodily
needs” that Marx refers to, the notion quite often employed as the basis for
forming poverty lines with the logic of absolute poverty.

But Marx was perhaps optimistic on this issue, as he thought that a
minimum of meeting one's “bodily needs” is already a state of exploitation -
and therefore, cannot inform an ethical claim (why would we call for a state of
exploitation?). Yet, globally speaking, the world is quite far from such a state,
and it is exactly the claim for “simple humanity” which dominates the
discourse on poverty alleviation.

62 Marx 1988, chap 1
63 Marx 1988, chap 1
64 Marx 1988; 29



37

Marx has been criticised for failing to distinguish between needs, wants
and necessities. In the passage quoted above he refers to multiplying “needs,
desires and claims”, practically referring to one single category. This seems
analytically incorrect. One's basic needs might be constant, but social necessities
increase, as do wants as more and more complex goods become available. Thus
the question is not, if needs multiply, but rather, what is the relation between
wants, necessities and needs, and how the multiplication of the former two
affect the capacity to meet one's needs. So perhaps Marx ought to be saying that
while all human beings have the constant and unchanging need for food, the
Samoyed in his society finds fish oil and rancid fish totally acceptable means of
serving this basic need. This comes back to the analysis of problems of relativity
of absolute needs. Such reformation of the argument would not change Marx'
underlying idea, since Marx' point was that we cannot conclude anything from
biological basic needs as such.

Marx' analytical failure can be a reflection of the fact that he was not very
concerned about ethical claims or normative problems generally. The reason
“need” is typically distinguished from mere want is that “need” has more
ethical force. Need implies a claim on others, which mere want does not. Marx
does not seem to see it as relevant to make such a distinction. For him, social
relations dictate both.

It is also possible to understand Marx in the context that he thought of
everything as a social product. In other words, “need” is also something
produced by the society, rather than inherent in human beings. As argued
above, need in the strictest biological sense does not inform a meaningful
agenda for serving need generally. Marx" rejection of traditional ethical
concepts helps to draw this conclusion. A society in Marxist thought forms the
material base, which also determines subjectivities. This idea has been very
explicit in later Marxist thought. To quote Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri:

“The great industrial and financial powers thus produce not only commodities but
also subjectivities [...] they produce needs [sic], social relations, bodies and minds.65”

Yet want (in the sense of expectations) also affect one's ideas of being poor. If
we note that poverty is not only a matter of meeting one's basic needs or other
absolute criterion, but also a matter of societal factors, then we will have to
conclude that subjective expectations affect the sense of being poor or not.
Therefore, such “forging ahead” will have an effect on the means of avoiding
poverty. From a global point of view it is of interest what we understand to be
the society of reference here. For example the scope of the effects of global
financial systems, and the scope of movement of information about (and thus
expectations for) consumer objects and such symbols of development, are
highly different issues. There are people who are severely affected by the global
order but are not aware that they could demand more for themselves, and also
people who become grimly aware of the symbols of development but have no
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means to acquire such objects. Think of the Samoyed living happily on his
rancid fish-diet, until one day he finds out that his diet is more meagre than it
could be since other peoples are over fishing the same waters. This awareness
must have some effect on the perception of poverty by the Samoyed, and
therefore can have implication for justice too.

Expectations have to be kept in the correct moral compartment; bearing in
mind that expectations themselves have less moral force than needs. As noted,
mere expectations cannot inform claims, or we are again facing the problem of
expensive taste. In any case, according to the Marxist viewpoint, which perhaps
fails to make the distinction between needs and wants, expectations derive from
interaction and are thus a social product like needs.

A thought experiment helpful for discussing the difference between
relative and absolute poverty is the question of whether everyone could be rich
or at least free from poverty? If poverty is only understood as absolute, the
answer is clearly yes. For Marx, as noted, the only way of intelligibly discussing
poverty is via the relative aspect of the matter, and therefore the richness of all
would be an impossibility (in the present capitalist social order). Globally, there
is a certain rationale behind this Marxist thought. To paraphrase C. Douglas
Lummis, any image one can attach to being rich, implicitly assumes that
someone else is poor. Even the very concept “rich”, originally, means someone
who has power over others - a dual meaning which is still visible for example
in the German word reich and the Swedish rik, meaning both rich and kingdom.¢

Thus owning any product, or having access any service which can be
associated with being rich, implies that somewhere people are correspondingly
poor. If the person growing my coffee were rich, I would be able to afford a lot
less coffee. If the waiter in my favourite restaurant were rich, I would not be
able to afford to eat there so often. And so on. A claim for all being rich, or at
least all being free from poverty, is perhaps not as reasonable as it might seem,
especially if the strategy is to end poverty while accepting the accumulating
wealth by others. Rather, it may be that it is the logic of distribution, which
needs to be discussed here. This, of course, leads to the conclusion that if
poverty is an ethical problem, then overt richness is an ethical problem also, or
at least the reason for the existence of an ethical problem.

An example might highlight the rationale behind the Marxist notion, or
more generally the idea that poverty is always relative in nature. Consider the
fact that there are over 800 million people in the world who are constantly
hungry. To remedy the problem new agricultural technologies have been
invented over the decades, such as better seeds, fertilisers and irrigation
systems, which have undeniably increased the production of food globally. But
this has had little impact on the numbers of hungry people, which have
remained constant, even though there is now enough food globally to feed
everyone, even excess food. Distribution systems are technically quite
functional in most places - there is no difficulty with getting the food to the
poor - far from that, usually it is effectively exported away from the areas
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where they live. This might seem odd for the reason that our need for food is
very constant. If I get rich, I am unlikely to substantially increase my calorie
intake (highlighting the word “substantially”, since some variation of course
takes place). For this reason, it might seem that relative poverty has little to do
with the problem of getting food to everyone. Theoretically, an increased
amount of available food should solve the hunger problem.

Yet in reality there are several ways by which food consumption indirectly
increases as living standards arise. For example meat consumption typically
increases with rising living standard. This is a way of consuming more food
indirectly, since producing a kilo of meat roughly takes ten kilos of edible
vegetation in animal feed®”. With higher purchasing power, food is more likely
to be bought for pets, thrown away uneaten etc. Lately, there have been
initiatives to use edible vegetables, such as maize, to produce ethanol for use as
fuel. In each of these cases, people with less purchasing power are left with no
food in the process, when those with grossly more income compete for such
indirect use of food. Solving the hunger problem is very much a case of
levelling relative positions in the money economy globally. Only by achieving
better positions relative to the well-off in the global economy, could the poor
get food for their nutritional priority needs, before food is used for richer
peoples' secondary needs. As hunger is such a clear example, it raises a
suspicion that other goods in which the actual consumption is less constant,
will include similar, or even worse, patterns of indirect consumption of scarce
goods unavailable to others as a result.

1.6.2 Standards of society

Another classic philosopher who has inspired the discussion on relative
poverty is, maybe somewhat surprisingly, Adam Smith. While Smith was
mostly interested in the division of labour, trade, and such issues, and eagerly
dwelt of the means of economic expansion, he was aware of the relative aspects
of income and wealth. In a frequently-quoted phrase of The Wealth of Nations,
Smith argues as follows:

“A linen shirt, for example, is, strictly speaking, not a necessary of life. The Greeks
and Romans lived, I suppose, very comfortably, though they had no linen. But in the
present times, through the greater part of Europe, a creditable day-labourer would be
ashamed to appear in public without a linen shirt, the want of which would be
supposed to denote that disgraceful degree of poverty which, it is presumed, no
body can well fall into without extremely bad conduct”¢8.

In this quote, and in several other passages of The Wealth of Nations, Smith
comes strikingly close to Marx' argument. The difference between these two is
that Smith does not discuss relative power positions as such, nor does he
discuss distributive justice in detail. He does not argue that the rising incomes
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of the wealthiest would impoverish the poorest in the same degree; there is no
straightforward causal connection. Yet he does note that customs of societies do
change, and although he does not say it explicitly, the customs might make it
more income-consuming to act in such a manner to meet the minimal standards
of a society, without “being ashamed to appear in public”. It is, of course,
difficult to point out conclusively, what are such minimal requirements in each
society, and what ought to count as a society (a village? an urban
neighbourhood with a strong identity?). Yet Smith's argument reminds us that
the minimal standard of material goods in social life seldom equates with the
minimal standard of biological life. Even in the poorest of countries, anyone
who could not afford clothing and thus would be forced to appear naked would
be seen as living in disgraceful poverty, although especially in tropical zones
clothing is hardly necessary for biological survival. It also seems that as
societies grow materially more opulent, the socially expected standard of
material wealth increases. Anyone living just above the international poverty
line would be seen as desperately poor in a northern European country. This is
the basis of seeing relative poverty psychologically.

The tendency of societies to create ideas of “appropriate” consumption
levels and patterns is not merely a structural, but also a psychological matter.
People have a tendency to “consume because others consume”, as Judith
Lichtenberg has argued. According to Lichtenberg, consumption of certain
goods is also communication, and such communication codes are relative to the
social context®®. Therefore, to express certain social position in one's society,
even not a distinctly high one, one needs to acquire goods with which to
communicate this relative position. Lichtenberg's analysis contains an element
of Thomas Hobbes, who argued that people's desires are not directed at objects
themselves, but at other people’s desires for objects?.

Yet, again, it is “only” loss of dignity and not the other bads related to
extreme poverty that is discussed here. The notion of socially necessary
material goods does not necessarily lead to specific normative conclusions
because of the individual psychological aspect of appearing without shame,
and it is difficult to see how could such a notion would not lead to a
justification of the unequal distribution of material goods globally. If a
minimum standard of material goods needed for a social life without shame is
taken as context-specific and demanding in the distributive sense, the
conclusion seems to be a demand for unequal distribution. A wealthy person
could see a place for a major claim for goods here. A possible answer to this
problem could be derived from Amartya Sen's argument. Sen argues that what
ought to be distributed equally are not material goods but capabilities. He
points out that absolute deprivation in terms of capabilities can follow from a
relative deprivation in terms of commodities’l. Thus, appearing in public
without shame can be seen as highly valued capability, and one can be

69 Lichtenberg 1998; 161-163
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absolutely deprived of this capability if one suffers from a relative deprivation
of material goods.

It is highly important whether we think of capabilities, rather than
material goods or income, as the “currency” of justice, namely the good to be
distributed equally. If so, we can promote an egalitarian agenda and yet accept
some material inequality, if such material goods are of differing relevance to
capabilities for different persons. Yet the notion of capabilities suffers from the
same problems as the notion of needs, when it comes to problems of generality.
To appear in public without shame can be a relevant capability, but what this
practically means in different settings, is a highly context-dependent and
subjective issue. Additionally, we are back to similar problems as the problem
of expensive taste, when we discuss such capabilities. For example different
social classes, especially in highly stratified societies, have different
expectations when it comes to appearing without shame, and other capabilities
too. So instead of expectations, it would be ethically more suitable to discuss
“justified expectations”, meaning that there have to be some criteria to
legitimate claims, other than merely the existence of expectations. It can be
expected from the overtly rich that they level down their expectations of what is
needed for the capability to appear in public without shame.

This leads us to the dual nature of the task of social justice. First, theories
of social justice ought to react to different expectations and contexts and to be
culturally sensitive. Even recognising the problem of expensive tastes, such
sensitive theory will to some extent have to refer to different expectations by
different people. If A can appear in public without shame only in sandals and B
only in leather shoes, it seems that their situation would be equal from the
viewpoint of this capability if A possesses sandals and B possesses leather
shoes, even though B’s possession would be more expensive. Yet, on the other
hand, the task of social justice is to equalise such expectations, as highly
differing expectations are themselves often a product of social injustice, as
different strata of society get accustomed to a certain living standard. High
stratification is unjust, and therefore expectations created by it are a product of
injustice too.

1.7 Absolute poverty II: Meeting basic needs

Relative poverty can mean more than simply the capability of appearing
without shame or similar psychological concerns. Namely, relative deprivation
of commodities can lead to absolute deprivation in terms of capabilities, as
noted, but also in terms of needs. Thus, while needs remain constant, ways of
meeting needs change. This is caused by the above-mentioned fact that in
different social contexts there are different commodities to serve one’s needs,
and by the process of economic growth, these commodities necessary for
meeting one's needs tend to become more complex and more expensive. While
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the formula “A needs B in order to C” might seem simple, in real life it is far
from that. This is because even if C (the need) remains constant, B (the means
for achieving this need) can change in quantity and quality. Here, I will call
these means of meeting needs “necessities”, even though everyday vocabulary
is confusing as the word “need” is used also to mean “necessities”, such as in “I
need money in order to buy food”.

Take the need for transport. Most human beings have at least some need
to move from a place to another, in order to earn one's living and keep up social
bonds. This need is more sporadic for others, yet almost without exception
transport is a genuine need. As some societies get wealthier, more complex and
more urbanised, the need for transport tends to increase. People have to travel
longer distances than before to serve the same needs. Thus meeting the same
need requires more money - or at least more physical effort. Similarly, the
available means of transport change. In extreme cases the need for transport can
be served only by owning a private car”2. Further, transport may be necessary
in order to get to work, which may be necessary for getting paid, which may be
necessary for buying food. Cars and bicycles can be equal from the viewpoint of
need, if they are necessities in two different contexts for meeting the same need.

Such cases are quite different from the Marxist notion of expanding
expectations (or needs). As expectations are psychological matters, social
necessities are means for meeting basic needs. If such means become more
complex, or expensive, the actual living standard has not arisen from the
viewpoint of basic needs. Marx's, and especially Smith's, notion of needs can be
understood as “Hobbesian”: it is the “want to other people's wants”, which
causes needs to multiply. Yet this is psychological mechanism is quite different
from actual necessities, which leave no practical room for choice. If I need a
private car to get to work, and to be thus able to buy food, this need is
analytically quite independent of the fact that not owning a car would make
one feel ashamed. Therefore this phenomenon has to be kept analytically
separate from expectations, although often these phenomena are interlinked, as
both tend to rise along with the living standard. (Although Marx” point can also
be understood in the context of increasing social necessities).

Ivan Illich has called this phenomenon the emergence of “radical
monopoly”. By the concept Illich means that a certain product, rather than a
certain brand, has taken over the market to such an extent that people have no
choice but to use that product. For example, if Coca-cola has a monopoly of the
soft drinks market, it is a monopoly. Yet, in such a case, I always have the
choice of drinking water or beer instead to ease my thirst. In the case in which
the only way for me to ease my thirst would be to drink soft drinks, soft drinks
would have a radical monopoly - they have become essential for meeting a
vital basic need.” According to Illich, the market system has a tendency to
create such radical monopolies, which are far stronger and more extreme kinds

72 Mlich 1973; 52
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of monopolies than monopolies of a brand’4. “Radical monopoly” is another
way of saying that a product has become essentially a necessity for functioning
in a particular society. The existence and strength of radical monopolies are a
reason for life in itself to require certain minimum amount of income. If
economic growth bases itself on the creation of radical monopolies, as it often
does, this minimum will necessarily increase.

A more analytical concept describing the same phenomenon is the NRI
(need-required income), proposed by Jerome Segal’™. Segal argues that people
in affluent societies feel that they are economically hard-pressed not only
because of being accustomed to goods which would count as luxuries by global
comparison, but also for genuine reasons. Segal's claim is based on the
argument that need-required income in rich countries is presently very high7®.
He takes the “core needs” of housing, transportation, food, health care,
clothing, education and economic security, and points out that in the US, the
income needed to meet these needs has significantly risen during recent
decades, with the exception of food””. Noting the general rise of the NRI, Segal
argues that this forms “a new picture of the affluent society”. “ Affluence” might
thus be needed just to assess the ever more expensive necessities.

It is thus important to distinguish between a need and a means to meeting
the need. Even though some basic needs might be constant for biological
reasons, the practically available means for meeting these constant needs are far
from constant. Meeting the need for housing is dependent on the kinds of
housing available. The need for transportation is dependent on the
transportation systems: if there is a cheap and reliable system of public
transport available, for example. The need for transportation also varies as the
key places to which one has the need to travel move from a place to place: how
far from one's place of work one is one able to reside, for example. Thus the
notion of need-required income is not an argument about the nature of needs
themselves, but about the available means for meeting them. For this reason, it
has to be highlighted again that it is absolute rather than relative poverty that is
being discussed here.”8

These analyses do not lead to the argument that the high and
environmentally unsustainable consumption levels of the affluent countries, or
a globally very unequal distribution of goods, would be justified, although they
might create a risk for promoting such conclusions. One could take a social
microcosm from a rich country and argue that in order to avoid a failure to
meet the society's standards and expectations, or a failure to meet the need-
required income, the people living inside this microcosm ought to have a high
level of income. Such microcosm could be an area in Florida reserved for
wealthy pensioners, for example. Living in such an excluded society would

74 Illich 1973; 55-57
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77 Presently, also the price of food is rising.

78 See also Goodin's discussion on “relative needs” (Goodin 1995; 244-261)
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require vast amounts of money, and the structural capacity to use natural
resources to a high extent. Perhaps the only available shelter would be a
mansion and the only available water would be imported from abroad in
bottles.

Yet, this is not where the analysis of relative necessities for meeting
constant needs inevitably leads. Rather, Illich and Segal point out, the analysis
calls for a new approach in the policies of the rich countries. Rather than
making the effort of creating more income, or in addition to it, policies ought to
be focused on finding ways to reduce the NRI, or dismantling radical
monopolies. Moreover, global redistribution measures will be significantly
more difficult, if need-required income in wealthy countries is not reduced and
radical monopolies are not dismantled. Note that such measures are not matters
of lower income. Rather, they are merely a matter of meeting core needs and
functioning in one's society with less income required.

This approach is relevant to poor countries too. Since the amount of
income needed in order to meet one's basic needs is rising - or is at least
potentially subject to change - in poor countries also it is highly relevant with
respect to poverty. If the means for meeting certain needs are transferred into
the market realm, or become more expensive, large segments of population
may become impoverished even though the general level of income rises.
Therefore, the availability of cheap or free means of meeting basic needs is at
least as important as a poverty reduction strategy as is rising income -
especially since the processes that increase incomes might also be such that they
also increase the NRI. The income of the poor might increase slower than the
NRI, causing impoverishment and possibly increasing poverty in the absolute
sense. Practically, focusing merely on incomes generates the risk of
misinterpreting global poverty trends.

It is important to note that social necessities, or radical monopolies, can be
totally disconnected from underlying needs. It is one thing to note that the basic
need for food can be served on either rancid fish or fine caviar, and quite
another that getting food might be a process needing things unrelated to food.
In order to serve my basic food needs, I need a bank account, for example, since
I can't get my salary in cash, and I can only obtain food by using money. Thus a
bank account is a requirement for getting food, although by itself it has nothing
to do with food.

We can quite easily conceive of a society, in which one would need some
technological object to get anything done. Imagine that for obtaining an
apartment, buying anything, communicating with friends and working,
everyone in a given society would need a thing called the Gadget. Thus the
Gadget would be of very high priority to anyone and a social necessity of high
importance. The Gadget would be also, of course, something which has strictly
nothing to do with basic needs. You don't eat the Gadget, you don't drink the
Gadget, you don't sleep in the Gadget etc. You don't even trade the Gadget for
these things. Yet obviously anyone in such a society lacking a Gadget would be
extremely poor and marginalised and have great difficulties meeting their basic
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needs, and it would be fair to say that in order to prevent citizens falling into
desperate poverty the government should see that everyone has a Gadget.
Alternatively, the government could work out such societal solution by which
people could live their lives without deprivations even if they do not possess a
Gadget. Such an alternative solution would not necessarily mean that the living
standard would fall - just that acquiring goods necessary for meeting needs is
organised differently.

When answering the question, what do people need in order not to be
poor, it is thus not enough to show what goods are needed for directly meeting
basic needs”. Rather, it has to be pointed out how these goods are acquired,
and what kinds of social necessities are needed in this process. We also need a
specified theory of what kind of goods ethical claims may concern. As noted,
“food” can mean any means to nutrition, but expensive tastes inform fewer, if
any, ethical claims. Also, in order to be relevant, ethical claims ought to concern
the actual means of attaining such goods, i.e. social necessities.

Yet when discussing social necessities, it should be noted that such issues
are not necessarily matters of relative poverty. Expanding social necessities,
their rising costs, new radical monopolies and such will affect the whole of
society, thus creating new practical needs for each member. While these
processes often are most difficult for the poorest members of such societies,
technically the issue is different from that of relative poverty. As Douglas
Lummis suggests, poverty created by increasing social necessities ought to be
recognised as its own category. Yet such phenomena, as argued here, can also
be seen from the viewpoint of absolute poverty. Since most objects are wanted
not for their own sake but as means to some other good, it is of little importance
what these objects are. Rather, we ought to focus on the actual goods acquired.

1.8 Relative poverty and poverty alleviation

On the basis on the discussion on relative poverty and the relative dimensions
of absolute poverty, it seems that development endeavours with a trickle-down
approach, aimed at reducing poverty, can end up actually deepening it. If there
are more material goods available in a given society, they are likely to be
desired by the members of that society. It is also likely that new social
necessities will be created, and thus the poverty situation will potentially
worsen. Will the material standard of living for the poor remain stable while the
overall standard of living rises, the poor will be further impoverished, as Marx
noted, although this process in unlikely to be as straight-forward as Marx
presumed. But it is has been precisely the overall rise of economic activity and
GDP that has been the most commonly used means to posit poverty reduction.
As Marx argued, the poor can even be impoverished while their standard of

7 By “goods” I mean here objects rather than needed things, i.e. the commodity
meaning of “goods” rather than its ethical meaning.
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living rises, if this rise is very small and the price of necessities grows fast. The
notions of relative poverty and social necessities, therefore pose a serious
challenge to the very idea of trickle-down development.

The aspect of relative poverty as expectations should also be discussed
here. I mentioned above that preferences could be informed by societal
positions. Martha Nussbaum has argued that people have to become aware of
what they can possibly claim and what they ought to be entitled to8 - quite
correctly, I believe. She argues that varying preferences can also be caused by
injustice, apart from being genuine subjective differences of preference®l. Not
only cases in which preferences are not justly met are unjust, but also cases in
which preferences are malformed. Oppressed groups often assume the identity
of b-class citizens as part of their identity, which affects their preferences.
Nussbaum grounds her theory on an objective theory of wellbeing, arguing that
an objective account of good human life can inform, whether actual expressed
preferences are reflections of the subjects’ lack of knowledge of alternatives or
justified claims. Similarly, expensive tastes can be judged by the same objective
criteria, which point that such tastes are not important for human wellbeing.

But does Nussbaum’s theory include a similar risk of expanding social
necessities, as do the trickle-down growth strategies? In Nussbaum’s examples,
Indian women become aware that they can get electricity if they organise
themselves to demand it. One could imagine cases in which such creation of
wants could lead to problems of relative poverty. If one thinks of electricity as
something one can legitimately claim, several electronic appliances are likely to
be claimed in the future. This could lead to increased experienced or real
poverty by some, while certainly also leading to emancipation and
empowerment. Becoming aware of possible claims can both create more equal
starting points for preferences and increase wants. So an increase of relative
poverty is not necessarily bad, at least in ideal cases where the knowledge of
one’s legitimate means to needs fulfilment can be detached from mere increased
wants.

Yet Nussbaum’s view of people becoming aware of what they can claim
may be too optimistic in some cases. Becoming aware of a right does not spell
achieving this right. It has correctly been noted that people become aware of
what they could possess by such things as global means of communication and
advertising, while they practically cannot acquire such goods. Thus even such
awareness can merely create frustration caused by an ever-larger awareness of
existing inequalities. It is easy to compare Nussbaum’s heroes, the Indian
women who organise themselves into self-help groups to claim their rights,
with other people who have no chance of attaining similar goods, while being
aware of other’s possession of them.

When we talk about relative poverty the question is what is it relative to?
Obviously we are discussing positions and acquisitions relative to others in the
society. But what counts as society? Although economic processes and

80 Nussbaum 2000; 31-33
81 See also Griffin 1986; 40-41
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information flows are nearly global in nature, it would seem misguided to
regard the world as a single society in this sense. Do changes in living
standards really deepen relative poverty in faraway places? To some extent
they do, if relative poverty is understood psychologically. There is also a push
for technological changes etc., but these can be discussed within the context of
one society. If someone in the computer business gets rich in Europe, it does not
really relatively impoverish people in Africa. Yet the computerisation of social
and working life in Africa can do this.

The distinctions between needs, wants, necessities, tastes, means to needs
fulfilment and such can seem as merely analytical exercises, but the issue of
relative poverty shows that such distinctions are highly important. Creating
newly experienced needs corresponding with legitimate claims is very different
from creating new necessities or more expensive means for needs fulfilment.
Nussbaum correctly argues that these claims are relevant for theories of justice.
Here Nussbaum seems to go beyond the distinctions of Marx and Smith. Marx’
mistake was that he did not differentiate between needs, wants, necessities and
mere tastes, instead putting all of them under the concept of “needs”. Smith, on
the other hand, merely referred to expectations in society and social standards.
Following Nussbaum’s argument, we have to differentiate between needs and
mere tastes.

Where absolute notions of poverty have an argument on their side is in the
problem of mere tastes. As individual tastes differ, it seems irrelevant regarding
the moral aspects of poverty whether all tastes are satisfied. Someone might
really enjoy caviar, but it is no reason to regard the person poor if she fails to
have caviar and only has fish. Tastes belong to the realm of mere subjective
preferences, which ought not to inform discussions on poverty. Yet the problem
is how are we to distinguish between mere tastes and the standards of society.
Is the linen shirt mentioned by Smith a matter of mere taste or of social
expectation? The distinction is hard to make.

The need for money can, and often does, increase, while this has nothing
to do with relative poverty, but instead people’s command of basic goods. First,
the value of money can change and cheaper products can be harder to obtain.
These problems have been thoroughly discussed by economists in their search
for reliable ways of measuring purchasing power. Second, goods can become
marketised. If someone has lived on subsistence farming and starts selling her
goods on the market, the income level rises, while the command of basic goods
can remain stable. In this case, would income from other sources decline, it
could be possible scenario that the subsistence farmer’s income would remain
stable while her command of basic goods would deteriorate. But, as noted,
these cases can be discussed within the framework of absolute poverty, since
there is a stable baseline of command of basic goods, which is the reference
point in these cases.
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1.9 Aspects of poverty

Poverty, if it is to be understood ethically, means that a person lacks something
of ethical significance. So far I have discussed poverty as an absolute and
relative phenomenon, from the viewpoint of need. Some kind of listing of
“basic needs” is typical in arguments about what the ethically relevant things
someone lacks are, if she is poor in the ethically significant sense of the term.
(When discussing “basic needs”, “needs” are understood differently from how I
have used the concept, namely meaning goods of ethical significance as such
rather than meaning merely commodities). Basic goods can be appropriated by
money (as food often, but not always, is), or distributed by government (as
health care typically is). Apart from basic goods, the candidates for ethically
relevant goods are such things as capabilities, opportunities, and the whole
Aristotelian discourse on elements of good life. But apart from these already
discussed, there are other possible candidates, such as the answers to the
question: “what does one essentially lack if one is poor?” These answers have
arisen in the contemporary literature on development and poverty. They will be
discussed next.

1.9.1 Risks and vulnerability

The most common of these is the concept of risk. Thus the answer to the
question, what one lacks if one is poor, would be personal security. The
academic discussion of risk got fully underway with Ulrich Beck's “The risk
society”, in which Beck argued that contemporary societies systematically
generate risks that they cannot control, and that the distribution of risk has
become one of highly relevant aspects of the problem of just distributions2. Such
risk includes environmental risks (the likelihood of being the victim of a natural
disaster, or the likelihood of suffering from health problems because of
poisons), and economic risks (likelihood to lose one’s means of livelihood).
Practically, risks ought to be minimised, but to the extent they cannot, they
ought to be distributed equally or according to a genuine willingness to take
risks. Also if someone if forced to take severe risks regarding one's health, one
ought to be compensated by others who avoid such risks. Risks are, indeed,
ever more unequally distributed on a global scale.

A plausible baseline for avoiding risk might also be necessary for
determining who is poor in the contemporary world. Imaginea relatively poor
resident of an urban slum in a developing country. She receives enough income
not to fall beyond a poverty line corresponding with meeting basic needs, even
though her income is meagre. She might have access to public services, perhaps
provided by an NGO, such as schooling or health care, and have adequate
shelter. She might enjoy decent capabilities to function according to her
personal preferences. Yet as it turns out, the slum area has been built in an area

82 Beck 1992
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where radioactive waste has been dumped earlier, which makes certain
cancerous tumours 100 times more likely among the population of the area. If
the dwellers were better off, they would be able to avoid being exposed to such
risks by moving elsewhere. Being a slum setting, the dwellers also suffer from
low physical security and low economic security. The risks may never
materialise, but we would yet say that the dwellers suffer poverty - even
though no other criterion for poverty was actually fulfilled.

This scenario does not require much imagination, since similar cases are
easy to find. As toxic substances spread, many people become exposed to them
and consequentially face health risks. Also, working conditions can generate
health risks, such as in factories where workers are exposed to dangerous
chemicals. Vulnerability to natural disaster is also a signifier of poverty and
thus an element of social justice, as noted above$3. If for example trees are cut
down close to coastal areas, bringing economic profit to some people, floods are
more likely to destroy dwellings close to the coastline. This is clearly an unjust
distribution of social goods and bads. The notion of risk may also include
economic risk. Part of a person's economic position, in addition to income
alone, concerns how likely one is to suffer severe deprivation in an event of an
economic crisis. Similarly, and perhaps most notoriously, environmental risks
have spawned a whole discourse on environmental justice, also concerned with
environmental risks and their just distributions*.

But to talk about risk and security is to deal with baselines that are
difficult to define. What is a suitable measure of avoiding risks? The problem is
that, firstly, all human life involves risk. Even though exposure to some toxic
substances might make it more likely to get a lethal tumour, each person has
this risk to some degree. An acceptable level of a certain risk always has to be
defined. Some risks are taken willingly and indeed seen as side-effects of
welfare-generating choices - although risks are not typically valued as such, but
rather seen as less bad compared to the good to be gained in the same process,
as exemplified in the slogan “a risk worth taking”. Second, risks are very
difficult to quantify. Even experts often disagree about risks. Such difficulty of
quantification, in addition to the fact that not all risks can be known in advance,
makes it difficult to intelligibly discuss a just distribution of risks, as this should
be based on a solid knowledge of what is being distributed. Third, any attempt
at this discussion implies that there is a certain state of health and lifespan that
one can expect. But life expectancy is a statistical generalisation, and not a right.
Referring to risk as a basic good means taking as a basic good something that
cannot be easily distributed, and which is always a matter of approximation
rather than a commodity. For this reason, even though the importance of
avoiding risks would make it seem a basic good, this would lead to practical
problems. What would be a sufficient level of avoidance of risks, while not all
risks to human life are, or can be, known? Indeed, these difficulties make one
wonder if risk belongs to the scope of distributive justice at all.

83 Moore Lappe et al 1998; 15-16
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But the practical difficulties do not mean that in principle risks are not a
distributive problem. At least what can be said is that certain minimum baseline
of not being poor is something people have the right to. It is possible to qualify
the situations in which people are exposed to gross risks without compensation,
and note that these are matters of poverty, because social conditions make it
impossible to avoid such risks. In this sense of basic good, avoiding risks can be
seen like any good to which human beings are entitled sufficiently.

Avoiding risks could be understood as a scarce good. Since environmental,
economic and such risks can never be avoided, the possibility to avoid these is
something that can be distributed, but only to some degree. Distribution,
overall, becomes an issue in cases where goods are scarce. For example air for
breathing is not a distributive problem, even though lack of oxygen does create
serious risks to human health. Most cases of avoiding environmental risks are
ones in which both these conditions apply. Such possibilities have to be
distributed, but their distribution is more a matter of distributing scarce goods
than distributing basic goods.

Cases in which people are forced to live in polluted areas fit the intuition
of unnecessary risks quite well. Things get more complicated when economic
risk is discussed. Typically, people taking part in economic everyday activity
have little control over their economic security. Security is also a privilege,
manifest in the form of such things as savings accounts, insurance and other
buffers. As prices shift and capital and jobs relocate, people on low incomes,
especially, have very little control over their economic situation, and thus very
little economic security. They might be doing the only job available, and there
might be no security for unemployment. But even though economic security is
hard to distribute, this is not impossible. On the contrary, it is something that
the market and social security systems distribute to people constantly®>. Also,
avoiding economic risk can be seen as a good to be distributed, and also a
scarce benefit by nature, since people tend to thrive on the vulnerability of
others, for example by getting cheap products, because cheapness is often
caused by the “flexibility”, or disposability, of the labour force.

So risk has to be discussed to a certain extent when we discuss poverty.
The distribution of goods can be based on probabilistic distributions. The
likelihood of dying in an environmental disaster is an example of a
“probabilistic burden”. By analogy, more familiar cases could be the likelihood
of repression by officials. If the majority of the population has a likelihood of
0,001% of being beaten up by the police and a minority (say, gypsies in Finland)
have a considerably higher likelihood say, 1% of suffering this fate, we are
dealing with a case of injustice. This injustice would prevail even if we point to
someone from the majority population who has been beaten up by the police
and someone from the minority who has not. Similarly, severely increased
vulnerability is an aspect of being poor, even though one might never actually
experience the harm inherent in exposure to risk.8

85 See for example Goodin 1986
86 See Pogge 2002; 38, for an example of this problem.
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Yet the causal problem remains. Namely, does poverty generate increased
risk and vulnerability, or does it involve heightened risk, along with other
bads? Merely noting the co-appearance of these phenomena does not answer
this question. My answer is that poverty generates risks, but risks do not
intrinsically constitute poverty. The causal connection of these phenomena
provides us with yet another reason for regarding poverty an ethical problem.

1.9.2 A mental state

The post-structuralist - or post-modernist - trend has been to regard poverty as
merely (or chiefly) a construction or a mental state®”. Thus, assuming that one is
not living in materially totally desperate conditions, poverty is seen mainly as a
socio-psychological construction (or sometimes only as such a construction).
Poverty is understood as a mindset enforced by the capitalist economy, which
runs on omnipresent want. This has interesting implications for ethical theory.
If the loss of dignity and the suffering related to poverty are caused mainly by
the expectations, or standards, of the society, it would be a deconstruction of
ideas that would be needed (rather than political changes) for poverty to
decrease. Indeed poverty is a state of lacking something, and the mere
understanding of lacking something can cause people to perceive themselves as
poor. There is little that ethics or the theory of justice can say about
psychological change. The idea of poverty as a mental state does not fit the idea
of poverty as a social (institutional) arrangement very well.

The idea of poverty as a mental state is common in many non-western
cultures, as shown in the old African proverb quoted by Gilbert Rist: “You are
poor because you look at what you do not have. See what you possess, see what
you are, and you will discover you are astonishingly rich”#. Such an approach
calls for a radical redefinition of the concept of poverty itself. If we understand
poverty as a necessarily relational concept, then an active refusal of relational
comparisons can indeed change the position. Yet one can doubt how well a
change in attitude will do this, as it is not sufficient for changing all the patterns
of distribution one is involved in, and it does little to change the cultural setting
either. In addition, this is not necessarily a case of relational comparison or
refusal of it, but merely an attitude towards one's personal possessions. The
point of such theories is not to focus on ancient wisdoms, but rather to aim at a
deconstruction of the notion of poverty. If poverty (and wealth) were
understood differently, we would not aim at such destructive modes of
material growth, so the argument goes.

These constructivist ideas have drawn much criticism, because of their
allegedly cynical attitude to the evils of poverty. For example Richard Peet
states, referring to the passage quoted by Rist that “postmodern ethical
advocacy in a cruel hoax: it amounts to telling those who are about to expire
that they are (astonishingly!) rich that they should die with 'dignity' rather than

87 Peet, 1999; 142-145
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struggle for life.”# It is indeed true that changes of attitude have little effect on
life expectancy. Peet's focusing of his critique onto Rist is somewhat unfair,
since Rist seems to share Peet's view to a certain extent. In the very same text he
criticises the views that justify poverty in the South as “a part of local cultures”.
No one claims that suffering would be praised as part of any culture (some
religious rituals aside), but many are critical of the urge to “develop”.
Nevertheless, or regardless of individual scholars' exact views, some are keen to
accept the constructivist argument.

Martha Nussbaum's ideas come to close to this mental state approach,
although they are more normative in nature. Nussbaum notes that people have
to become aware of their rights in order to claim them, and therefore
overcoming poverty requires some specific states of mental awareness. A major
obstacle for overcoming poverty is thus a willingness to accept one's unjust
situation (the refusal to accept it is not a sufficient condition for overcoming
poverty). This is contrary to the post-developmental argument in conclusions. It
is not a matter of giving up the pursuit of material goods, but rather of
becoming aware of one's claim to them. Although Nussbaum emphasises
freedoms and capabilities rather than mere material goods, her examples of
women's groups in India emphasise an awareness of claims to material goods™.

Both Nussbaum's view and the post-developmentalist view seem
optimistic when it comes to the problem of justice. Do societies really become
more just, and less poverty-generating, if one merely changes one's attitude to
poverty? Whether this change of attitude is a change of definition or
understanding that poverty does not have to be accepted, it seems unlikely that
poverty could be eradicated without any significant change in the institutions
and power structures of (the global) society. Additionally, the post-
developmentalist view encounters the very problem Nussbaum criticises in
traditional “liberal” ideas of development: not seeing as unjust a tendency to
accept less. Seeing oneself as “astonishingly rich” in a poverty-ridden situation
can only mean that injustice has become part of one's self-understanding, as
Nussbaum shows.

So the problem with the mental state approach to poverty is that it too
easily leads to the justification of situations in which people suffer from
deprivation, by declaring want to be only a result of distorted ideas. Yet the
idea can be useful when we approach the motivational problem, in other words
by asking how could the globally rich be satisfied with a lower material
standard of living. Whether an approach to poverty can be differently applied
in different contexts is uncertain, though, and all in all the mental state
approach fails to catch some essential political elements of poverty.

89 Peet 1999, 203
90 Nussbaum 2000; 15-24
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1.9.3 Domination

As discussed, because of the social nature of poverty, it is necessary to address
power positions order to understand poverty. Yet the problem is, do we see
unequal positions of power as creating unequal material positions, material
positions shown by money being only a reflection of the underlying power
structure. Thus material inequality would only be a reflection of power
positions, and not vice versa. This idea goes back to Hobbes' political
philosophy, in which this starting point was central®’. Power positions are
never equal, but extreme poverty can be understood as a state in which they are
unacceptably unequal. In this case we can speak of the problem of domination.

If someone is under domination, she is essentially unfree and below a
relevant standard of wellbeing. Domination is usually discussed in the context
of for example the oppression of women or the political oppression of
minorities. Yet domination can also be manifest in cases of, say, labour
relations. If someone has practically no choice but to work in a factory, she has
to accept any working conditions and has no possibility to protest against the
misuses of power by factory managers. Freedom from domination is a negative
way of putting what Sen refers to by the positive concept of capabilities. The
case for freedom as non-domination has been extensively discussed by Philip
Pettit, who nevertheless does not apply it to the context of poverty.?? While
Pettit’s discussion focuses on the notion of “discursive control”, the idea of non-
domination is applicable to social structures without the concept of discourse.

Market relations are always based on interdependence. As such, there is
nothing morally questionable about the interdependence of human beings. On
the contrary, it can for a good reason be seen as a positive thing. Yet
interdependence always generates the risk of domination - the deeper the
interdependence, the higher the risk. One aspect of interdependence is that
human beings, corporations and other organisations are not equally and
mutually interdependent. Very imbalanced interdependence can be seen as an
indicator of unjustified positions of domination. For example my possibilities to
affect people’s lives in the Indian Himalayas are far greater than a Himalayan's
possibilities to affect my life. This is, though, is still not a sufficiently gross
example to pass as domination. But for example decisions by the very rich
heads of corporations, bankers and investors can have such significant effects
on people’s lives that we can reasonably discuss domination.

Seeing domination as an aspect or outcome of poverty is important, since
typical economic theories do not discuss this aspect (perhaps monopoly theory
aside). Economic theories tend to portray economic relations as mutually
consensual agreements, while the point of seeing poverty as being under
domination is exactly a matter of assessing when they are not. But domination
as an aspect or outcome of poverty means exactly seeing it as a potential

91 Hobbes 2008, chap 11
92 Pettit 2001; 138-139
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problem of theoretically consensual agreements. Thus the practical alternatives
of a subject, rather than the choice of given alternatives, have to be analysed.

As it can be taken for granted that slavery is a case of unjustified
domination over other human beings, it is interesting to note a point made by
for example John McMurtry. McMurtry argues that the abolishment of slavery
can, apart from being a development of morality, also be seen as having been a
business-rational choice for slaveholder-turned-property owners, as there is no
need to look after the low-paid workers’ subsistence, contrary to the situation of
slave ownership. Workers, in contrast to slaves, need only to be bought for their
effective working period. McMurtry is not merely being cynical in suggesting
that the change from slavery to modern low-paid work in developing countries
can be seen as a reconfiguration of the relationship based on domination, rather
than the abolishment of domination®®. Basically, hundreds of millions of people
work in situations in which they have practically only one choice of
employment.

But not all positions of domination are necessarily bad. The key word here
is “legitimacy” - close to all political philosophy (some anarchist theories aside)
admits that political leadership can have legitimate power, under certain
conditions. For this reason, it is typically power related to economic relations
that tends to produce unjust positions of domination. Allessandro Pinzani
suggests that the legitimation of power should always be based on the potential
effects on people’s lives of the use of power®. Pinzani notes that the use of
economic power can have as potentially grave effects on people’s lives as the
use of political power. Although we are very aware of the problems related to
the misuse of political power, there are no great efforts involved in placing
checks on economic power. He concludes that the underlying problem is the
presently dominant distinction between political power (which needs to be
legitimised) and economic power (which does not need to be legitimised).
Pinzani’s notion of the need to legitimise power whenever it has potentially
destructive effects on people’s lives is a reflection of the idea of poverty as being
in a dominated position®.

So what do these aspects of the discussion on poverty say about the
definition of the phenomenon? First, it has to be said that attitudinal states are
somewhat different from what is meant by poverty here. One can have different
attitudes towards one's social standing or position in the financial economy, but
these attitudes are different from the position itself. When it comes to the other
aspects discussed there are a few alternatives available. The state of poverty
cannot be defined by referring to either overt risks and being under
domination, as these are seen rather as likely effects of poverty. This means that
being free of poverty does not guarantee even minimal justice, for one can be
free from poverty and yet suffer from these bads. Or, it can be argued that
poverty includes all these negative aspects, and the task of social justice is

93 McMurtry 1998; 93-97
94 Pinzani 2005; 175
95 Pinzani 2005; 196-197
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precisely to free people from poverty. This would be intuitively plausible, if we
accept that poverty is not a problem analytically separable from social relations
in general. If unjust social relations cause poverty, then a social relationship
such as domination can easily be seen as a part of the same phenomenon. We
could define poverty as essentially a power relation, breeding such bads as low
income, risks etc.

What, then, do we distribute when creating socially just mechanisms?
According to my argument, what are fundamentally distributed are minimally
equal power positions, which guarantee that people are not under domination.
These power positions can take the form of relative standing in the economy
and the possibilities to make choices by which overt risks can be avoided.
Distributing power is not distribution in traditional sense of the term, and
indeed it can take many forms, from personal empowerment to labour laws that
give workers bargaining space.

1.10 Summary and conclusions to chapter one

At the beginning of the chapter I outlined why and how extreme poverty is an
ethical problem. The related suffering, premature deaths and loss of human
dignity form a morally relevant framework for discussing poverty is an ethical
problem. While there are some contentions with the view of problems related to
extreme poverty, it is possible to define the moral problem of poverty by ethical
features of poverty suggested by Nigel Dower, adding the notion that poverty
is brought about by social arrangements. This definition shows that poverty is a
special kind of ethical problem, since it is always connected to the problem of
social justice. Therefore the distinction between poverty as an ethical problem
and poverty as a problem of social justice does not seem to properly capture the
trouble with (extreme) poverty.

Being poor can in absolute terms be defined as suffering the incapacity to
meet basic human needs. In order to function and live at least a minimally
decent life, human beings need a certain intake of calories, for example. The
corresponding understanding of power is thus such that human beings cease to
be poor when they are able to meet their basic needs. Yet these kinds of
absolute “poverty lines” suffer from a high level of abstraction, in addition to
their methodological shortcomings. Calorie intake, for example, says very little
about how and in what form calories are taken. Practically, any clinical mode of
mere survival suffices as meeting “poverty lines” defined this way. Needs
cannot be derived from biology, at least not from biology alone, and for this
reason there are always cultural differences and normative disputes about what
needs count as basic.

Even though a language of absolute “poverty lines” is necessary, if
poverty is to be defined so that it has genuine ethical significance, the means of
attaining the essentials for human life is always relative to the social context
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and one's social status and is open to normative definitions. The notion of
relative poverty can be understood in several ways. We can refer to positions
within a society relative to others. This can mean material standards, or the
expectations of a society. While these might indeed increase experienced
poverty, and cause “loss of human dignity”, these aspects of poverty yet lack
the other qualities of extreme poverty as defined earlier. To some extent,
poverty is always relative.

Sometimes the demarcation between absolute and relative poverty has
been seen as synonymous with the demarcation between extreme poverty and
poverty generally. Thus in order to be extremely poor, one has to be in such a
situation where there are no means to meet one's constant and absolute basic
needs. Yet given the generality of the notion of absolute needs, this view seems
to allow for very degrading and definitely ethically problematic situations not
to qualify as extreme poverty. One only has to think of people eating rubbish,
rats etc for survival. Even if one's calorie intake would be sufficient in this
situation, it would be intuitively false to deny that such persons are living in
extreme poverty.

These additions to absolute poverty lines have to be kept distinct from
mere taste or habit. As noted by the critics of utilitarianism, tastes can be
unnecessarily expensive, and the failure to serve one's need for food by eating
caviar is very different from failure to meet one's need for food by eating
anything but rats. Similarly, the abstractness of economic poverty lines is
defended by referring to the substitutability of some goods: from the viewpoint
of the need for food, there is little difference if one eats maize or rice, for
example.

Also it has to be noted that different social processes create different and
often increasing practical necessities for meeting one's basic needs and living in
a society in general. To illustrate this, I have referred to Illich' concept “radical
monopolies” and Segal's concept “need-required income” (NRI). This means
that certain objects tend to become necessities, not only for showing social
status or getting accustomed to luxuries, but concretely being able to meet one's
basic needs. Therefore, poverty has to be seen it its relevant social context. This
means not only asking, how can basic needs be practically met in a given
society, but also making the normative point that poverty reduction often
means enabling more and cheaper choices for attaining basic goods. This
normative idea is potentially, but not necessarily, opposite to the general
demand for economic growth. Complexities arise from the fact that people
seldom need the objects to meet the basic needs directly, but rather the means to
acquire these objects (i.e. money to buy food rather than food itself). The latter
problem leads to the need of context-specific “poverty lines”, contrary to the
present practise, even though the list of basic needs to be met would be
universal in nature.

I have also included in the discussion on poverty some aspects seldom
discussed within the economic framework, i.e. risks and insecurity. I have
argued that minimum security in terms of power and economic security has to
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be part of a meaningful definition of poverty, meaning that one is able to obtain
basic goods necessary for life without being subject to domination, or being
constantly insecure about whether these basic goods can also be obtained
tomorrow. Indeed, the very situation of poverty can be seen as a power relation,
in which one is suppressed by the prevailing economic power structures.

Thus, poverty could be defined as a failure to attain basic goods by an
ethically suitable and context-relevant standard sensitive to necessities, or a
condition in which this failure can be expected at any time without power to
alter the condition. This definition, I believe, shows the relevant aspects of
poverty as both an empirical phenomenon and an ethical problem.



I DEVELOPMENT: THE CLASSIC IDEOLOGY AND
REDEFINITIONS

In the first chapter I argued that global poverty, even given all the complexities
of the concept, is an ethical problem that calls for action. But how poverty is to
be alleviated, is a highly complex question, as is evident after noting the
complexities of the problem of poverty itself. Referring to “action” says very
little, if anything, about the remedial implications.

Typical suggestions to remedy poverty in the domestic sphere are
redistribution policies, and there are some arguments for universalising these
practices. For example Thomas Pogge calculates that 1% of global income
redistributed to the poorest of humanity would be enough to close their
shortfall from the World Bank $2 PPP% a day poverty line”. While this is
indeed true, and while Pogge does note that this calculation is only to give an
idea of the magnitude of the problem, there is little said about how this
distribution would be carried out, were it to turn out to be a practical
suggestion. There are good reasons to argue that this task is unrealistic without
accompanying changes in the global institutional framework, although it is
unclear whether Pogge intends his calculations as only showing the scale of the
issue.

Such redistribution would be impossible because of the lack of
institutional arrangements (bank accounts, social security identification etc),
cultural problems (introducing money to the few remaining self-subsisting
communities) and ineffective because the whole issue of poverty-generating
power dynamics would not be addressed. Poverty does not persist because of
lack of cash transfers from the rich to the poor. Rather, a complex interplay of
power, political situation, production patterns, education and such form what
we refer to as “poverty”. In the previous chapter, reference was made to the
problems of universal “poverty lines” (and yet the situation would be more just
if Pogge's scenario were to happen). For these reasons, usually long-term

i PPP is short for purchasing power parity.
7 Ravallion 1998
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development is called for as a more credible solution. For example Peter Singer,
principally a proponent of radical redistribution by means of individual charity,
goes on to admit that long-term development aid is a better investment in this
moral cause than direct material aid®. So, again, what do we distribute?

It seems that most scholars of global poverty would agree that structural
changes are needed. But this might be a case that is not easy to discuss by
merely employing the vocabulary of social justice and distribution. There is
need for change within the highly unequal societies of the global South, so that
social justice would be possible in the first place. Societal changes are needed
both to make redistribution possible, and as an act of redistribution as such, as
the goods to be distributed include jobs, education, and power, which cannot be
distributed as easily as money. Here we come to Singer's suggestion of the
distribution of “development”. To some extent, it seems, social change is
something that can be distributed.

We encounter the notion of development close to each time when poverty-
alleviating reforms in poor countries are discussed. Whenever problems of
poverty are discussed, the concept of “development” is present. The concept
surfaces in several popular ideas, such as “development aid”, “human
development”, “rural development”, “women and development” and so forth.
The general understanding of pressing ethical problems seems to be that
problems are caused by a lack of development, and, consequently, the remedy
to these problems is more development. So if we are calling for poverty
eradication by societal change, by going to the roots of the problem in order to
seek lasting solutions, it seems that we are calling for development.
Development surfaces not only in the context of development aid, but also in
other fields of policy, such as in trade policy, in which a “development round”
was proclaimed in 2003.

Yet, the concept of development, when carefully analysed, seems highly
ambiguous. It would be difficult to define exactly what counts as development,
or what kind of concept “development” inherently is - normative or
descriptive, a description of a policy, a (deterministic) logic of societal change,
or merely a political ideal. This is quite strange noting the pressing ethical
concerns that motivate the pursuit for development. It would be fair to assume
that a concept with such an ethical force would have a clear meaning,.

Additionally, despite its proclaimed universality, the concept of
development is far from this, even after decades of informing the global
political agenda. It is deeply rooted in the western intellectual landscape and
does not translate very well into non-western languages. True, the practices
justified and motivated by the pursuit of development are close to being
universally experienced, and that has led to the need to translate the concept
into ever more languages. Yet, the connotations never translate completely®,
and thus the understanding of development requires an analysis of western
intellectual history. When redefining a concept we have to know what exactly is

98 Singer 2002; 122-123
99 Lummis 1996; 64-66
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being redefined. I will next analyse in detail the connotations of the concept and
possibilities for its redefinition. While other concepts discussed in this essay,
such as poverty and justice, have their own intellectual histories too,
development has a deeper metaphorical content, as I will argue next, and
therefore deserves a more thorough analysis. Further, as development is the
remedy that has been constantly offered for the problems of global poverty, the
meanings of the concept are highly important also in the light of the discussion
of the previous chapter. Shortly, if development is to be the way of overcoming
poverty, we have a dual task. First, to show if there are problems incorporated
in the concept and practice of development, and second, to ask what does
development mean given the definition of poverty provided in chapter one.

2.1 Development efforts

It can be safely said that there has been no shortage of development
endeavours. Indeed, the rich nations put some 100 billion USD1%® annually into
international development aid, with the avowed aim to promote development.
It seems somewhat surprising that all the development efforts have brought
about so little, as the poverty situation has persisted or even worsened. The
recipients of development aid have remained poor, although this has to be said
with the reservation that counterfactual comparisons to reality without aid are
extremely hard to make. The problems of “underdevelopment” are as bad as, or
worse than, they used to be when the development aid enterprise was started.

This apparent failure can be explained in three different ways. First, it can
be argued that there has not been enough development aid. Second, it can be
argued that aid so far has been typically dysfunctional and ill-structured. The
third possible answer is that there is no sufficiently sound understanding of
“development” to be promoted.

The first answer is exemplified by Jeffrey Sachs, the Harvard economist
and UN advisor, who campaigns for raising more funds for development aid in
order for the world to meet the UN Millennium development goals!l. Sachs
argues that although the sums committed for development might initially seem
large, they are nevertheless very small in comparison to the sums spent for
other purposes, and they are also sometimes spent in a way that is irrelevant to
development. Sachs' main argument is that adequate levels of development
spending would cause a process of development to truly get going. So the
problem according to Sachs is the level of money spent on such development
projects, rather than the underlying idea of development.10

Another possible answer is that there is something structurally wrong
with development aid. This is less a moral issue, and more of a practical one. It

100 OECD statistics 2005. Included also debt relief.
101 Sachs 2005; 288-308
102 Thid.
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can be that aid is given with good intentions, but the practicalities of the
development enterprise cause the effects to be unsatisfactory. This argument
has been made by several scholars and with slightly different emphases.
Graham Hancock argues that aid is actually given to serve the donors' interests,
and this grounding motivation is reflected in the reality and outcomes of aid%.
Thomas Dichter argues that aid is designed in a wrong way - it has become a
bureaucratic enterprise that does not serve the recipients' interests coherently,
but rather the interests of the development industry'®4. William Easterly
criticises what he calls the “big push” strategies, claiming that development can
only come about by creative grassroots solutions brought about by “seekers”
rather than “planners”, by whom Easterly means top-down development
strategies!®. (This “planning” can lead to unwanted consequences by enforcing
unwanted incentives). While Hancock's arguments are mostly deontological
and Dichter's and Easterly's more about practical implementation, they all share
the idea that aid as it is presently carried out is not functional - or that those
efforts produce side-effects that counter their benefits. All in all, there is a large
literature on what has gone wrong with development aid that does not need to
be analysed here in detail.

The third possible answer is what I call “confused development”. This
means that what we call underdevelopment is actually often itself a product of
“development”106, and that development generally can include conflicting
goals!??. As development is a broad concept, a range of issues which are seen as
improvements by some criterion or from a variety of perspectives manage to
fall under the heading of “development”. But criteria can be faulty, motives can
deviate from what is pronounced, and perspectives differ. Thus, development
can lead to be a circular and a self-justifying concept: as interventions marketed
as development cause problems, these problems are labelled as
underdevelopment and the only remedy offered to them is more development.
Yet the question which remains to be answered is, more of what?

The question can be answered by either a narrow or broad definition. A
narrow definition would be that there is a core of the society, say economic
output, which increases with development, leaving other things intact. A broad
definition would be that development is roughly anything positive related to
societal change, and so it can easily happen that development endeavours are
conflicting with each other. For example “sustainable development” denotes
economic growth plus environmental conservation, and accordingly projects
with a focus on growth (for example, factory investment) and projects with a
focus on nature conservation can have effects that counter one another. Policies
and projects marketed as development can be, and often are, contradictory to
each other. Given such confusion, anything regarded as generally good passes

13 Hancock 1989

104 Dichter 2003

105 Easterly 2006

106 Goulet 1995, Frank 1971
107 Gasper 2005
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as development, and development continues to be self-justifying. As will be
discussed later, the problems of finding a suitable narrow definition has lead to
these problems with a broad definition.

It is of important also to note that what has been said about the idea of
development is merely theory that does not necessarily correspond with
practice all that well. In other words, the idea of development can be, apart
from being confused, ideological. Development theory can be ideological in the
sense that there are implicit motives behind the rhetoric. For example John
Perkins has argued, in vein with Hancock that the development endeavour was
always about getting profits and natural resources to the North rather than
genuinely helping the South!%. Perkins has documented, how he personally
used development funds to allure poor countries to accept partially loan-based
projects, using faulty calculations about the likely economic gains of these
projects.

Development theory can also be ideological in the sense that the
developers act in good faith, but do not acknowledge the misperceptions
caused by the dominant ideology, and thus promote ideas in a destructive way.
There is evidence for both understandings, and it is very likely that some
developers have acted in good faith while others have not. While both seem to
be true to some extent, the deontological distinction is of significance for
finding the accurate theory for redefining development. For developers acting
in good faith, a Marxist-style ideological critique might be the appropriate
strand of criticism. For those acting with self-interested reasons, we might
rather refer to deontological moral theory, and perhaps need to reconsider the
practices, even though the theory of development itself might be accurate.

These three possible answers to the problem of failed development efforts
- lack of funds, counterproductive practical execution, confused goals - are
slightly different in relation to the normative status of development. In answers
1 and 2, especially in answer 1, development is seen as desirable. In answer 3,
this is not necessarily the case. Development can be unwanted. In this chapter, I
will take this third answer as the starting point for discussion. We need a
coherent idea of the meaning of development. When this is reached, the more
practical problems related to answers 1 and 2 can be discussed, though this
philosophical study will leave that effort to others.

The argument about confused development is often, though not always,
Marxist. In Marx's terms, development itself means industrial and capitalist
development, and it is therefore bound to create poverty as long as the
capitalist mode of production prevails. Marx however did not question the
dynamism and the forward-driving nature of capitalism, and therefore had no
problem with the notion of development, although he saw development as
necessarily creating poverty of a new kind, as previous forms of poverty are
transformed (rather than abolished). For him, development was a
simultaneously creative and destructive force, creating new kinds of poverty
and exclusion. It would make no sense to think of what is called poverty in a

108 Perkins 2004
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capitalist society in similar terms with what was called poverty in pre-
capitalist!® societies. These are fundamentally different forms of social life with
their particular material conditions. Similarly, the “development” promoted by
official development aid very often has been designed to promote capitalist
transformation, ie transform a peasant society into an industrial society. While
the dichotomy between capitalist and pre-capitalist (non-capitalist'’%) modes of
production is far too simple, we can learn from Marx that “underdevelopment”
refers to a variety of conditions. Thus, according to this interpretation, the
notion of development is ideological and confused for the very reason that its
promise is false: development was never intended to abolish poverty.

The notion of the difference between pre-capitalist underdevelopment and
underdevelopment generated by the current world order was originally
proposed by the inventors of “dependency theory”, such as Andre Gunder
Frank™™. The main idea of dependency theory was that development ought to
be discussed on a world-system level. This leads to the argument that countries
do not develop individually, but rather the world system and its power
imbalances cause other countries to develop, while others underdevelop, these
being parts of the same process, and further, being the causes and conditions of
each other. Therefore, Frank argues, “underdevelopment” ought not to be
confused with a premodern state of existence; rather it is part of the same
process as “development”. This idea was caught in Frank's phrase “the
development of underdevelopment”, labelled as “Frank's paradox”112. Later,
the philosopher Denis Goulet warned about confusing “developed
underdevelopment” with “original underdevelopment”113.

C. Douglas Lummis provides an illustrating example of the problem by
asking what do we regard as signalling modern or “developed” architecture.
Glass buildings and skyscrapers perhaps best fit the intuition. Yet we less often
think of the fact that the slum dwelling is actually the most typical type of
housing built in the modern era'’®. Similarly, slums in general, rubbish
collecting as a livelihood, and toxic working environments are all modern
phenomena, products of some form of development rather than signals of its
absence. This is unavoidably important when we discuss the theory of justice.
The justice or fairness of a process cannot be judged without looking at the
whole picture. A theory of justice has to be concerned with observed outcomes,
and not only with utopian goals - even given the theory's normative nature.

Practically, what the “development of underdevelopment” thesis shows is
that the classic developmental idea that economic growth is sufficient and
necessary to overcome poverty, is problematic. It is again Marx, whose theory

109 T am using Marxist terms when speaking of “pre-capitalist”. A more accurate concept
would be “non-capitalist”, since there is no inherent logic why a non-capitalist
society would be bound to become capitalist, as the concept “pre-capitalist” suggests.

110 Better concept, as the Marxist idea of historical succession is suspect.
11 Frank 1971

112 Lummis 1996; 61

113 Goulet 1995

114 Lummis 1996; 66-67
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can show why. Marx noted that economic growth has a dual nature. One the
other hand economic growth means more production, which is likely to have a
positive effect on general wellbeing, as presumed in economic theory. But Marx
also noted that the transformation from one social form to another also registers
as growth, when seen from the perspective of the new social form!5. Marx's
analysis of the transformation from feudalism to capitalism is a case in point!?e.
“Growth” can thus mean that there has been a change that ought to be
impossible to analyse normatively, as the different social forms are
incommensurable with each other. So the problem with development is that we
ought to be able to distinguish growth which enhances wellbeing from mere
social transformation.

So the concept of development, perhaps along with the practice of
development, needs to be reconsidered, if it is to mean a process causally
relevant for poverty alleviation, with a primary relevance to exactly this goal -
this is the criterion of development I will start from. Indeed, if development is
something that we have a moral duty to promote, it ought to be relevant for
poverty reduction (or some other significant good). This reconsideration has to
have several aspects. First, what is the relation between development and
poverty? Second, what is the relation between development and justice? And
third, how does the concept of development itself function as a descriptive and
normative concept?

The concept “development” needs to be defined in a more analytical
manner. Regarding Frank's and Goulet's critique of the notion of
underdevelopment, it could be suggested that we ought to be speaking of
“maldevelopment” in contrast to “underdevelopment”. From the viewpoint of
distributive justice, we could be speaking of “overdevelopment” in contrast to
“underdevelopment”.

2.2 Development: the metaphor

I will start the analysis by analysing, what development as a concept connotes.
We have to understand what kind of social imaginary is attached to the
concept. Concepts enjoin us to think in a certain way, they guide our
imagination, even though we are not always completely aware of all their
implicit meanings. In politics, such metaphorical meanings of words often
personify processes with no real subject (“development causes X”), and hide
various aspects of reality.1” Thus, understanding development as a practice
requires a prior understanding of development as a metaphor. So, what does
development as a concept suggest metaphorically about societal change?

115 Marx 1993, sce. 2 chap. 3
116 Ibid.
117 Lakoff & Johnson 1980; 25-27, 236-237
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We can begin to answer this by asking where the idea of development
originated? Before becoming institutionalised in the field of social sciences, the
concept “development” was already being used in an academic field quite
divorced from it, biology. Biology describes how plants, animals or human
beings develop. In pre-Darwinist biology, particularly, every species was
thought to develop according to its internal logic, dictated by God or the laws
of nature. This form of change was thought to be inherent in every creature, and
the task of biology was thus to find this pattern, or, in other words, to find the
law-like and constant in the chaotic field of change.!®

This metaphoric connotation can be traced all way back to Aristotle.
Aristotle aimed at finding out the laws of nature in a scientific manner by
studying the logic of change, the forma, typical to different species. He argued
that the nature of all beings, their fysis, withhold a pattern according to which
their change, or development, takes place'. The fysis could be ontologically
detached from random features of individuals. This was part of Aristotle's
perfectionist world-view. The end of the pattern of change was the beings” telos,
in other words, their goal or purpose. According to Aristotle, societies too had a
similar kind of latent pattern of change!?0.

Yet the basis of this notion has been abandoned in the course of western
intellectual history. The notion of development rests on a biological basis, but
simultaneously it manifests a belief in a biological impossibility: growth and
youth everlasting. The idea of development as something bound to go on
without limits would have not fitted with the metaphysical ideas of antiquity?2!.
According to Wolfgang Sachs, it was not before the early 19 century, when
development came to mean reaching an ever more perfect form rather than
reaching an appropriate form!22.

This origin gives to the concept a lot of its metaphorical quality. When
brought to the field of social sciences, the concept held on to its original
connotations. Consequentially, we become inclined to think of societal change
as similar to biological change. Gilbert Rist has analysed the implications of this
biological metaphor. Rist divides these implications to the notions of
directionality, continuity, cumulativeness and irreversibility'?. Directionality
means that growth has a direction and a purpose, and follows clearly identified
stages. Continuity means that there are no “leaps”. Cumulativeness means that
each new stage depends upon the preceding one, in accordance with a
methodological progression. Irreversibility means that when a new stage is
passed or a new level achieved, there is no turning back. These are quite clearly
highly problematic ways of understanding societal change.

18 Rist 1997; 29-31

119 Aristotle 1952; 91-94

120 Aristotle 1995; 10

121 For a counter-argument against this interpretation, see Nisbet 1980; 11-13
122 Sachs 1992; 8

12 Rist 1997; 27-28
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The biological metaphor also implies that development does not destroy
anything, or at least nothing of importance. This idea is most visible in the tight
conceptual and practical linkage between the ideas of development and growth.
In biology, development is always a matter of growing and maturing. A child at
ten years of age is the same person she was at five; she has only become more
mature and bigger. The metaphor of development thus implies that with
development, a society only gets more mature; people simply possess more
money and so forth, thus making it difficult to address destruction. Yet in
reality ways of life, traditional livelihoods and forms of social interaction are
destroyed, while new ones are born, in the process of development.1?* Some
people, even though not a majority, clearly prefer the older forms of life to the
“developed” ones.

Development originates in the general idea of ongoing progress as a
metahistorical idea. This idea has been a particularly western notion from pre-
modern times onwards'?. For a long time the notion of progress a metaphysical
quality to it. Progress was not a matter of human experience or any idea of
wellbeing derivable from the empirical world. Rather it was seen as a
metaphysical logic of history. The content of progress was seen to be the logic
of the “spirit of history”, which follows its own law or divine “plan”. In
Augustine's theology, the idea of progress became expressed as the logic of
change of the whole of humanity. Augustine believed that humanity was
progressing as a single subject according to God's plan, and therefore
everything happening in history was part of this progress. When looking from
the viewpoint of mankind, he claimed, the passing of time would necessarily
make life better!?¢. Similar arguments were to be found decades later in Hegel's
dialectic, in which it was claimed that the history of the Spirit was constantly
evolving and thus any misfortunes could be understood as a part of the general
logic of progress. Such a viewpoint of history is theoretically necessary if one
wants to argue for a theory of inevitable progress. Making an empirical claim of
necessary progress would be problematic since such a claim would be refuted
by any negative societal change.

In enlightenment thought, the notion of progress attained an even
stronger hold. The intermingled quality of time and progress turned from being
a theory of the necessity of change to a theory of passing of time itself. It was
argued, not only metaphorically but also concretely that time passes on only
with progress; without it time stands still. Thus it was possible to ponder on
how it could be that the time stood still in the Middle Ages!?”. This was a real
question and not only a rhetorical one. A widely shared idea between the
enlightenment scholars of progress was that tomorrow is always somehow
qualitatively better than today, and that is something that fundamentally makes

124 [ am only pointing this out, and not taking a normative stance on the comparison
between the “new” and “old” cultural forms.

125 Rist 1997; 93-99
126 Rist 1997; 31-34
127 Nisbet 1980
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it tomorrow?28. Such philosophies of history supposed that history has, if not a
purpose, at least a direction, which can be stated by a qualitative language.

Even though this idea seems quite historical and even absurd, there are
strong traces of the idea in popular thought. The idea of the intermingled
quality of time and technology seems to prevail to some extent. Cultures with
no high-tech solutions in common use are often described as “still living in the
past”, for example. The complexity of technologies seems to associate them
with the “new”, as if simple solutions could not be made in the present day.

For the western mind poverty and backwardness are associated with
history, and poverty easily gets tagged as “being behind”. These kinds of
common but hardly justifiable suppositions reflect the idea that different
countries and cultures progress along similar paths, except that some progress
more rapidly than others. What is forgotten, though, is that poverty can be
caused by exploitation, and the use of traditional technology can be a choice,
even a rational choice, rather than denoting “living in the past”. Generally,
holding on to such a notion of progress makes the discussion of just
distributions difficult.

Another way of understanding the metaphor is to look at the etymological
origin of the concept. “Development” includes the Latin root word velop,
meaning a cover or a wrapping. Thus, for example, an envelope is a wrapping
for papers, and envelopment is a process of wrapping or covering. The opposite
of envelopment, naturally, is development, meaning literally the process of
unwrapping or uncovering.'?? Thus, development means uncovering something
existing and latent but not yet visible. According to this metaphorical meaning,
if something is destroyed in the process of development, it is only the cover
veiling the inner essence. The implications are clear. Development indicates a
process in which the true essence of something is taken out from its wrapping.
Thus the essence has been in existence all along, but we have been hindered
from seeing it, or it is yet to manifest its existence. A process in which the
insignificant wrapping is removed is thus justified.

Are we to believe that societal change simply uncovers something that
existed before? Do social structures entail in themselves their future? Put this
way the idea might sound absurd. Yet there are prominent philosophers within
the Western tradition who seem to have believed exactly this, and their theories
indicate to us that the notion may be quite prevalent in Western understanding.
Take for example Leibniz's Monadology'®. This is a metaphysical rather than a
sociological theory, but it shows interesting ideas about the nature of things.
Leibniz understood the world to be composed of monads, which could not
communicate with each other. This idea of non-communication led Leibniz to
argue that the monads have to reflect the whole world in themselves, and,
ultimately, to include the whole world. According to Leibniz, “what we call
births are in fact openings”. This means that all change perceptible in the world
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is a matter of organisms “opening” elements of their inner nature at a certain
time.131

This logic of explaining change was brought to the field of social science
mainly by Karl Marx. Marx argued that history was a matter of deterministic
“iron laws”. These laws dictated an inevitable pattern of historical change based
on the logic of dialectics. According to Marx, social forms preceded one another
in the logic of these “iron laws”, so that each social form entailed the “seed” of
the next form, in its internal contradictions.’? G.A. Cohen’s reading of Marx’s
theory as capitalism being “pregnant with socialism”1? is an illuminating way
of looking at Marxist social ontology. In other words, socialism already existed,
it w