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O
ne

test therefore
of w

hether
the

argum
ent that I

have
constructed

has
or has

not em
pirical application

and
practical significance

w
ould

be

to
discover

w
hether

it
is

or
is

not
genuinely

illum
inating

to
w

rite
the

political and
social history

of m
odern

A
m

erica
as

in
key

part the
living

out
of

a
central

conceptual
confhsion,

a
confusion

perhaps
required

for
the

survival
ofa

large-scale
m

odern
p
o
lity

that
has

to
exhibit

itself

as
liberal

in
m

any
institutional

settings, but
that

also
has

to
be

able
to

engage
the

patriotic
regard

of enough
of its

citizens,if
it is

to
continue

functioning
effectively.To

determ
ine

w
hether that is

or is
not

tr
u
e

w
ould

be
to

risk
discovering

that
w

e
inhabit

a
kind

of
polity

w
hose

m
oral

order
requires

system
atic

incoherence
in

the
form

of
public

allegiance

to
m

utually
inconsistent

sets
of

principles.
B

ut
that

is
a

task
that—

happily—
lies

beyond
the

scope
of this

lecture.

8.O
N

O
R

A
O

’N
E

IL
L

O
’N

eillconsiders
w

hatthree
differentkinds

ofm
oral

theory
say

oughtto
be

done
abouthungerand

fam
ine.She

criticizes
utilitarianism

forrequir
in

g
calculations

that
w

e
are

unable
to

m
ake

and
forfailing

to
prioritize

hum
an

needs.
A

gainst
theories

that
take

hum
an

rights
as

basic,
O

’N
eill

points
out

that
they

are
divided

on
the

issue
ofw

hether
som

e
“w

elfare”
rights—

such
as

a
right

to
subsistence—

are
hum

an
rights.

Those
w

ho
deny

thatsuch
rights

are
hum

an
rights

neglecthum
an

needs,she
argues,

w
hile

ihose
w

ho
endorse

such
rights

have
yet

to
show

convincingly
w

ho
bears

the
correlative

obligations.
M

any
hum

an
rights

theorists
also

fall
short

by
denying

that
there

are
obligations

of hum
anity

or
beneficence.

O
’N

eill
herself

advocates
a

third
kind

of
theorizing

that
takes

hum
an

obligations
as

basic
and,

in
particular,

the
K

antian
obligation

never
to

act
in

w
ays

in
w

hich
others

cannot
in

principle
also

act.
Such

a
theory,

she
argues,

provides
a

better
norm

ative
response

to
hunger

and
fam

ine
than

utilitarianism
and

hum
an

rights
approaches.

R
ig

h
ts,

O
b
lig

atio
n
s

an
d

W
orld

H
u
n
g
er

Firstpublished
in

Poverty
and

SocialJustice:
C

riticalPerspectives:A
Pilgrim

age
Tow

ard
O

ur
O

w
n

H
um

anity,
ed.Francisco

Jirntnez
(T

em
pe,A

Z
:

R
ulingua!Press,

1987),
86—

100.

H
U

N
G

E
R

A
N

D
F

A
M

IN
E

Som
e

ofthe
facts

ofw
orld

hunger
and

poverty
are

now
w

idely
know

n.
A

m
ong

them
are

the
follow

ing
six:

1.
W

orld
population

is
now

over
5

billion
and

rising
rapidly.Itw

illexceed
6

billion
by

end
ofthis

century.



O
N

O
R

A
O

’N
E

IL
L

•
141

2.
In

m
anyT

hird
W

orld
countries, investm

ent and
grow

th
have

so
far concentrated

in
an

urbanized
m

odern
sector,

w
hose

benefits
reach

a
m

inority.

3.
In

m
any

poor
counties,

the
num

ber
of

destitute
and

landless
increases

even
w

hen
there

is
econom

ic
grow

th.

4.
In

m
any

A
frican

countries, harvests
have

been
falling

for
tw

o
decades

and
dependence

on
im

ported
grain

is
grow

ing.

5.
The

rich
countries

of
the

N
orth

(for
these

purposes
“the

N
orth”

m
eans

the
countries

of
N

orth
A

m
erica,

the
E

E
C

, and
A

ustralasia!)
grow

vast surpluses
of grain.

The
grain

that goes
to

poor
countries

is
m

ostly
sold.

6.
T

he
rural

poor
of

the
‘Third

W
orld

are
som

etim
es

harm
ed

by
grain

im
ports,

w
hich

are
distributed

in
tow

ns,
so

depriving
peasants

of
custom

ers
for

their
crops.T

hese
peasants

then
m

igrate
to

shantytow
ns.

A
nd

then
there

is
E

thiopia.
W

e
can

understand
the

fam
ine

in
E

thiopia
better

in
the

w
ider

context of w
orld

hunger. Fam
ines

are
not

unexpected
natural

catastrophes,
but

sim
ply

the
harshest

extrem
e

of
hunger. W

e
know

w
ell

enough
w

here
in

the
w

orld
poverty

and
hunger

are
constantly

bad
enough

for
m

inor
difficulties

to
escalate

into
fam

ine.
E

thiopia
had

its
last

fam
ine

only
ten

years
ago. W

e
know

w
hich

other
regions

in
A

frica, A
sia, and

L
atin

A
m

erica
are

now
vulnerable

to
fam

ines. Fam
ine

is
the

tip
of the

iceberg
of hunger. It

is
the

bit
that

is
publicized

and
to

w
hich

w
e

react;
but

the
greater

part
of the

suffering
is

less
lurid

and
better

hidden.
M

ost
hungry

people
are

not
m

igrating
listlessly

or
w

aiting
for

the
arrival

of
relief

supplies.T
hey

are
leading

their
norm

al
lives

w
ith

their
norm

al
econom

ic,
social, and

fam
ilial

situations, earning
and

grow
ing

w
hat they

norm
ally

earn
or

grow
, yet are

alw
ays

poor
and

often
hungry.

lhese
norm

al
conditions

are
less

spectacular than
fam

ine, but affect far
m

ore
people.

W
e

are
tem

pted
to

set
fam

ine
aside

from
other, endem

ic
hunger

and
poverty.

W
e

blam
e

natural
catastrophes

such
as

floods,
drought,

blight,
or

cold
for

destroying
crops

and
producing

fam
ines.

B
ut

harsh
circum

stances
cause

fam
ines

only
w

hen
socialand

econom
ic

structures
are

too
fragile

to
absorb

such
natural

shocks.
C

alifornians
know

that
desert

clim
ates

need
not

lead
to

fam
ines.

M
innesotans

know
that

a
ferocious

w
inter

need
notbe

reflected
in

countless
annual

deaths
from

cold.
Y

et
both

regions
w

ould
have

catastrophic
annual

m
ortality

if
they

lacked
appropriate

social
and

econom
ic

structures.M
any

natural
catastrophes

produce
hum

an
catastrophes

only
w

hen
social

structures
are

inadequate.

F
O

C
U

S
O

N
A

C
T

IO
N

W
e

could
list

the
facts

ofw
orld

hunger,poverty,and
fam

ine
endlessly.

B
utfacts

alone
do

nottellus
w

hatto
do.V

/hatsurely
m

atters
is

action.
B

uthere
w

e
m

eetaproblem
.W

hich
action

w
e

advocate
depends

partly
on

ourperception
of the

facts,and
this

perception
itselfdepends

partly
on

the
particular

ethical
outlook

w
e

adopt.
B

oth
our

perception
of

problem
s

and
our

prescriptions
for

action
reflect

our
ethical

theory.
E

thical theories
are

not eleganttrim
m

ings
thatdecorate

ourreasoning
aboutpracticalproblem

s.T
hey

determ
ine

ourentire
focus.’They

lead
us

to
see

certain
facts

and
principles

as
salientand

others
as

insubstantial.
They

focus
our

action—
or

our
inertia.

I
shallhere

consider
three

theories
ofw

hatoughtto
be

done
about

hunger
and

fam
ine.Tw

o
are

w
idely

know
n

and
discussed

in
present

debates
in

the
E

nglish-speaking
w

orld,w
hile

the
third,though

in
m

any
w

ays
older

and
m

ore
fam

iliar,now
receives

rather
less

public
attention.

I
shall

offer
certain

criticism
s

of
the

tw
o

prevailing
approaches

and
recom

m
end

the
third

to
your

attention.
‘The

first
approach

is
one

that
m

akes
hum

an
happiness

and
v
ell

being
the

standard
for

assessing
action.

Its
m

ost
com

m
on

m
odern

version
is

u
tilitarian

inn.
For

utilitarians,
all

ethical
requirem

ents
are

basically
a

m
atter

of beneficence
to

others.The
second

approach
takes

respect
for

hum
an

rights
as

basic
and

interprets
the

central
issues

of
w

orld
hunger

as
m

atters
ofjustice,w

hich
can

be
secured

if
all

rights
are

respected.T
h

third
approach

takes
B

aiflilm
ent

of
hum

an
obliga

tions
as

basic
and

insists
thatthese

obligations
include

both
obligations

ofjustice
and

obligations
of

help
or

beneficence
to

others,
and

above
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all
to

others
in

need.
Since

no
fam

ine
policy

or
developm

ent
strategy

w
ould

be
adequate

W
itguided

only
individualaction,allthree

of these
positions

w
ill

be
considered

as
w

ays
in

w
hich

public
and

institutional

policies
as

w
ell

as
individual

action
m

ight be
guided.

M
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A
S

U
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P
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S
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The
central idea

ofallethicalreasoning
that focuses

on
consequences

or
results

is
that

action
is

rightif
it produces

good
results.T

he
specifically

utilitarian
version

of such
thinking

insists
that

the
goodness

of results

be
assessed

by
their contribution

to
totalhum

an
happiness,and

specifi

cally
that

the
best

results
are

those
that

m
axim

ize
hum

an
happiness.

This
position

is very
fam

iliar
to

m
any

of us
because

restricted
versions

of
it are

incorporated
in

econom
ic

theory
and

in
business

practice,and

often
used

in
daily

decision
m

aking.It
leads

naturally
to

the
question:

W
hat w

ill
m

axim
ize

hum
an

happiness?
This

seem
s

such
a

sim
ple

question,
but

it
has

been
given

m
any

unclear
answ

ers.
Even

discussions
of

hunger
and

fam
ine,

w
here

the

m
eans

to
greater

happiness
m

ay
seem

obvious,jangle
w

ith
incom

pat
ible

claim
s.The

debates
of the

last
decade

show
radical disagreem

ents

betw
een

utilitarian
w

riters
on

w
orld

hunger.
The

A
ustralian

philosopherPeter
Singer

has
used

sim
ple

econom
ic

considerations
to

argue
that

any
serious

utilitarian
should

undertake

radical redistribution
ofhis

or
her

possessions
and

incom
e

to
the

poor.
Standard

m
arginalistconsiderations

suggestthatw
e

can
increase

h
ap

piness
by

transferring
resources

from
the

rich
to

the
poor.A

ny
unhap

piness
caused

by
the

loss
ofa luxury—

such
as

a
car—

w
illbe

m
ore

than

outw
eighed

by
the

happiness
produced

by
using

the
sam

e
funds

to
buy

essential food
for

the
hungnc

B
ut the

U
nited

States
w

riter on
fam

ine,population,and
ecological

problem
s,G

arrett H
ardin,argues

on
the

contrary
that help

to
the

poor

estis
forbidden

on
utilitarian

grounds
because

itw
illin

the
end

lead
to

the
greatest

m
isery.D

raw
ing

on
the

thought
ofthe

early-nineteenth-

century
econom

istand
population

theoristT
hom

as
M

althus,he
argues

that
food

given
to

the
poor

w
ill

lead
to

population
increases

and
u
lti

m
ately

to
m

ore
people

than
can

be
fed

and
so

ultim
ately

to
devastating

fam
ine

and
m

axim
al

m
iser)c

It
is

an
urgent

practical
question

w
hether

utilitarians
can

resolve
these

disagreem
ents.T

he
founderofutilitarianism

,the
late-eighteenth-

century
radical

philosopher
and

polem
icistJerem

y
B

entham
,

thought
w

e
could

do
so

w
ith

scientific
rigor:It w

as
only

a
m

atter
ofm

easuring
and

aggregating
seven

dim
ensions

of hum
an

happiness.To
help

us
he

provided
a

pithy
m

nem
onic

verse
in

his
Introduction

to
the

P
rinciples

o
f

iW
orals

an
d

ofL
egislation:

Intense,long,certain,speedy,fruitfid,pure,—
S uch

m
arks

in
pleasures

and
in

pains
endure.Such

pleasures
seek

ifprivate
be

thy
end:If

it
be

public
w

ide
letthem

extend
1

B
utthis

is
sim

ply
notenough.D

espite
the

recurrentoptim
ism

of som
e

econom
ists

and
decision

theorists
aboutm

easuring
happiness

in
lim

ited
contexts,w

e
know

w
e

cannotgenerally
predictorm

easure
oraggregate

happiness
w

ith
any

precision.

A
C

C
U

R
A

C
y

P
R

E
C
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N
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N
D

N
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E
D

S

Y
et

w
e

can,
it

seem
s,

often
m

ake
approxim

ate
judgm

ents
of

hum
an

happiness.A
nd

perhaps
thatis

enough.A
fter

all,w
e

do
notneed

great
precision,but

only
reasonable

(even
ifvague)

accuracy.W
e

know
that

hunger
and

destitution
m

ean
m

isery
and

that
enough

to
eatends

that
sortofm

isery.D
o

w
e

need
to

know
m

ore?
Ifw

e
are

to
be

utilitarians,w
e

do
need

to
know

m
ore.W

e
need

not
only

to
know

w
hatgeneralresultto

aim
at,butto

w
ork

outw
hatm

eans
to

take.Since
very

sm
allchanges

in
actions

and
policies

m
ay

vastly
alter

results,precise
com

parisons
ofm

any
results

are
indispensable.E

xam
ples

of
som

e
unsuspected

results
of

intended
beneficence

m
ake

the
point

vivid.
Som

e
food

aid
policies

have
actually

harm
ed

those
w

hom
they

w
ere

intended
to

benefit
or

to
benefit

those
w

ho
w

ere
not

in
the

first
place

the
poorest.(This

is
notto

say
thatfood

aid
is

dispensable—
espe

cially
in

cases
offam

ine—
but

it
is

n
ev

er
en

o
u

g
h

to
end

m
isery,and

it
can

be
dam

aging
if

m
isdirected.)

Som
e

aid
policies

aim
ed

at
raising

standards
oflife,forexam

ple
by

encouraging
farm

ers
to

grow
cash

crops,
have

dam
aged

the
livelihood

of
subsistence

farm
ers,

and
harm

ed
the

poorest.The
benefits

ofaid
are

often
diverted

to
those

w
ho

are
not

in

r
U

N
O
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A

O
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E
IL

L
143

1I

I



the
greatest

need.T
he

ubiquity
ofcorruption

also
show

s
how

essential
itisforutilitarians

to
m

ake
precise

and
notvaguejudgm

ents
abouthow

to
increase

hum
an

happiness.
B

enevolent
intentions

are
quite

easy
to

identify;butbeneficentpolicies
cannotbe

identified
ifw

e
cannotpredict

and
com

pare
results

precisely.
T

o
do

their
calculations,

utilitarians
need

not
only

precise
m

ea
surem

ents
of

happiness,
but

precise
prediction

of
w

hich
policies

lead
to

w
hich

results.T
hey

need
the

sort
of

com
prehensive

and
predictive

socialscience
to

w
hich

m
any

researchers
have

aspired,butnotattained.
A

t
present

w
e

cannot
resolve

even
very

basic
disagreem

ents
betw

een
rivalutilitarians.W

e
cannot

show
w

hether
happiness

is
m

axim
ized

by
attending

to
nearby

desires
w

here
w

e
can

intervene
personally

(even
if

these
are

desires
thatreflectno

needs),or
by

concentrating
all our

help
on

the
neediest.Indeed,w

e
often

know
too

little
even

to
predictw

hich
public

policies
w

ill
benefit

the
poor

m
ost.

Ifutilitarians
som

ehow
developed

the
precise

m
ethods

ofprediction
and

calculation
that

they
lack,

the
results

m
ight

not
endorse

help
for

the
poor.U

tilitarian
thinking

assigns
no

special
im

portance
to

hum
an

need.
H

appiness
produced

by
m

eeting
the

desires
of

those
around

us—
even

their
desires

for
unneeded

goods—
m

ay
count

as
m

uch
as,or

m
ore

than,happiness
produced

by
ending

real
m

isery.A
llthatm

atters
is

w
hich

desire
is

m
ore

intense. Since
the

neediestm
ay

be
so

w
eakened

and
apathetic

that
they

no
longer

have
strong

desires,
their

need
m

ay
count

less
and

not
m

ore
in

a
utilitarian

calculus.
B

ut
w

e
know

that
charity

thatbegins
athom

e, w
here

others’desires
are

evidentto
us,can

find
so

m
uch

to
do

there
that

itoften
ends

at hom
e,too.So

w
e

can
see

that
unless

needs
are

given
a

certain
priority

in
ethical

thinking,
they

m
ay

be
greatly

neglected.
M

eanw
hile,utilitarian

thinking
unavoidably

leaves
vital

dilem
m

as
unclarified

and
unresolved.W

as
it

beneficent,
arid

so
right,

to
negoti

ate
m

assive
developm

ent
loans,

although
soaring

interest
rates

have
m

eantthat
m

uch
ofpoor

countries’exportearnings
are

now
sw

allow
ed

by
interest

paym
ents?

The
present

rich
countries

developed
during

a
period

of
low

and
stable

interest
rates:T

hey
now

control
the

ground
rules

ofa
w

orld
econom

y
that

does
not

provide
that

contextofo
p
p
o
r

tunity
forrem

aining
poor

countries.H
as

itbeen
happiness

m
axim

izing
to

provide
developm

ent
loans

for
poor

countries
in

these
conditions?

Ivlighthappiness
notbe

greaterifpoor
countries

had
relied

on
lesserbut

indigenous
sources

ofinvestm
ent?

O
r

w
ould

the
costofslow

er
grow

th
have

been
a

larger
totalof hum

an
m

isery
that

could
have

been
avoided

by
higher

interest
rates?

T
hese

are
bitter

questions,and
I

do
notknow

the
answ

er
in

general
or

for
particular

countries. Iraise
them

as
an

exam
ple

ofthe
difficulty

of
relying

on
predictions

and
calculations

aboutm
axim

alhappiness
in

deter
m

ining
w

hat
ought

to
be

done,and
w

hat
itw

ould
be

w
rong

to
do.
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The
difficulties

of utilitarian
thinking

m
ay

seem
to

arise
from

its
am

b
i

tious
scope.

U
tilitarianism

tries
to

encom
pass

the
w

hole
of

m
orality

under
a

single
principle,and

to
selectacts

and
policies

thatare
notonly

right,but
best

or
optim

al.
O

ne
alternative

m
ight

be
to

aim
for

rather
less.T

his
m

ightbe
done

by
looking

atprinciples
for

evaluating
acts

and

rejecting
those

that
are

w
rong,

rather
than

at
grand

proposals
to

find
just

those
acts

and
policies

that
provide

optim
alresults.

T
he

m
ostcom

m
on

contem
porary

em
bodim

ent
of this

approach
is

that
of

the
hum

an
rights

m
ovem

ent,w
hich

I
shall

consider
next. ‘The

rhetoric
ofhum

an
rights

is
all around

us—
perhaps

never
m

ore
so

than
atpresentin

the
E

nglish-speaking
w

orld,and
particularly

in
the

U
nited

States.T
he

sources
ofthe

rhetoric
are

w
ellknow

n.The
earlier

ones
are

the
grand

eighteenth-century
docum

ents,
such

as
T

om
Paine’s

The
R

ights
ofM

an, and
the

declaration
ofrights

ofthe
U

nited
States

and
the

French
revolutions.T

he
m

ore
recentgrow

th
ofconcern

forhum
an

rights
reflects

a
considerable

revivalofsuch
thinking

in
the

post-W
orld

W
ar

II
search

for
foundations

for
a

new
internationalorder,w

hich
gave

rise
to

various
U

nited
N

ations
docum

ents,such
as

the
U

niversal
D

eclara
tion

ofH
um

an
R

ights
of

l948.T
he

m
odern

hum
an

rights
m

ovem
ent

gained
im

petus
from

the
com

m
itm

ent
ofthe

C
arter

adm
inistration

to
a

foreign
policy

that hoped
to

secure
respectfor

hum
an

rights
in

other
countries.W

hile
the

R
eagan

adm
inistration

and
the

T
hatcher

govern
m

ent
have

not
taken

a
com

prehensive
com

m
itm

ent
to

hum
an

rights
to

heart,both
have

based
their

political
outlook

on
a

certain
restricted

picture
ofhum

an
rights, in

w
hich

rights
to

property
and

one
range

of

econom
ic

freedom
s

are
given

special
em

phasis.
A

ll
these

approaches
take

the
central

ethical
rcquirem

ent
in

hum
an

affairs
to

be
respect

for
justice

and
construe

justice
as

a
m

atter
of

respect
for

rights.

1
4
4

•
U

L
U

1
S

t1
t1

1
L

:
b

tM
IIS

A
L

tS
b

A
Ib

(JM
JM

A
U

N
E

IL
L

’1
4
5

F



L
IB

E
R

T
Y

R
IG

H
T

S
A

N
D

W
E

L
F

A
R

E
R

IG
H

T
S

146
•

G
L

O
B

A
L

E
tH

IC
S

:
S

E
M

IN
A

L
L

A
Y

S
U

A
L

)K
A

Li
LN

M
LI

•
1’+l

W
ithin

the
tradition

of discussion
of hum

an
rights

there
is

consider
able

disagreem
ent

about
the

list
of

rights
that

justice
com

prises.
In

general
term

s,the
m

ore
right-w

ing
proponents

of the
tradition

assert
that

there
are

only
rights

to
liberty,

hence
that

w
e

have
only

the
co

r
responding

obligations
of

nonkterference
w

ith
others’

liberty
O

ther
m

ore
left-w

ing
proponents

of
hum

an
rights

assert
that

there
are

also
certain

“w
elfare”

rights,hence
certain

positive
obligations

to
help

and
assistothers.T

hose
w

ho
think

thatallrights
are

liberty
rights

point to
supposed

rights
to

life,liberty, and
the

pursuitof happiness,including
the

right
to

unregulated
econom

ic
activity

O
n

this
view

it is
unjustto

interfere
w

ith
others’exercise

of dem
ocratic

politicalrights
or capitalist

econom
ic

rights.Those
w

ho
think

that
there

are
also

“w
elfare”

rights
point

to
supposed

rights
to

food
or

basic
health

care
or

w
elfare

pay
m

ents.Since
rights

to
unregulated

econom
ic

activity
are

incom
patible

w
ith

these,they
reject unrestricted

econom
ic

“rights.”
These

disagreem
ents

cannot be
settled

by
appeal to

docum
ents.T

he
U

nited
N

ations
docum

ents
w

ere
a

politicalcom
prom

ise
and

resolutely

confer
all sorts

of
rights.

Proponents
of liberty

rights
therefore

think
that these

docum
ents

advocate
som

e
spurious

“rights,”w
hich

are
neither

part
of

nor
com

patible
w

ith
justice.

H
ow

ever,
it

is
w

orth
rem

em
ber

ing
that

this
political

com
prom

ise
has

in
fact been

accepted
by

nearly
all

governm
ents,

w
ho

therefore
have

a
prim

a
facie

institutionalized

treaty
obligation

to
enactboth

liberty
and

“w
elfare”

rights.T
his

can
be

an
aw

kw
ard

point
given

that
m

any
people

in
the

W
est

tend
to

fault
the

E
astern

bloc
countries

for
their

violation
of

liberty
rights

but
to

overlook
the

system
atic

denial
in

the
W

est
of

certain
econom

ic
and

w
elfare

rights
(such

as
a

right to
em

ploym
ent),w

hich
the

international

docum
ents

endorse.

H
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It
m

atters
hugely

for
the

destitute
w

hich
interpretation

of
rights

is
acceptable

and
is

used
to

guide
policies

and
decisions.If hum

an
rights

are
all

liberty
rights,

then
justice

to
the

poor
and

hungry
is

achieved

by
laissez-faire—

—
provided

w
e

do
not

curtail
their

liberties,
all

is
just.

For
exam

ple,if a
transnational

suddenly
closes

its
operations

in
a

poor

countn
so

devastating
the

local
econom

y,no
injustice

has
been

done.

O
r

if the
U

vIF
requires

severe
econom

ic
retrenchm

ent
so

that
interest

paym
ents

can
be

m
ade,

this
is

just,
w

hatever
hacdships

are
inflicted.

O
r

if com
m

odity
price

shifts
leave

those
w

ho
depend

on
a

single
cash

crop—
such

as
coffee, rubber,or

palm
oil—

greatly
im

poverished,
this

isjust, since
no

liberties
w

ill have
been

violated.Ifall hum
an

rights
are

liberty
rights, then

the
needs

of the
poor

are
of no

concern
in

w
orking

outw
hat

m
aybe

done
w

ithout
injustice.

B
ut ifsom

e
hum

an
rights

are
w

elfare
oc

econom
ic

rights,justice
w

ill

require
that som

e
of these

needs
be

m
et.For exam

ple, ifthere
are

rights

to
food

or
to

subsistence, then
it is

unjust notto
m

eet
these

needs,and

unjust
not

to
regulate

any
econom

ic
activities

that
w

ill
prevent

their

being
m

et.
H

ow
ever,

any
claim

that
there

are
“w

elfare”
rights

is
m

ere

rhetoric
unless

the
corresponding

obligations
are

justified
and

allo

cated. A
nd

here
the

advocates
of hum

an
rights

are
often

evasive.It
is

a

significantand
not

a
trivial

m
atter

that
there

is
no

hum
an

obligations

m
ovem

ent.

R
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H
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S
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E
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T
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These
disputes

cannot
be

settled
unless

w
e

can
show

w
hich

rights

there
are. ‘The

eighteenth—
century

pioneers
often

claim
ed

that
certain

rights
w

ere
self—

evident,This
claim

now
seem

s
brazen,and

in
any

case

cannot settle
disputes

betw
een

the
advocates

of different sets
of rights.

The
m

ost
im

pressive
line

of argum
entaim

ed
at

settling
these

disputes

takes
it

that
hum

an
rights

constitute
collectively

the
largest

possible

realization
of

hum
an

libez-ty
or

of
hum

an
autonom

y.
H

ow
ever,even

if

w
e

could
ju

sti
assum

ing
that

either
liberty

or
autonom

y
is

the
m

ost

fundam
ental

of
m

oral
concerns,

these
tw

o
approaches

lead
to

quite

divergent claim
s

aboutw
hatrights

there
are. In

addition, the
advocates

of each
approach

often
disagree

am
ong

them
selves

aboutexactlyw
hich

rights
there

are.
Those

w
ho

think
that

w
hat

is
fundam

ental
is

liberty,
understood

as
m

ere, “negative”
noninterference

by
others,

allow
only

for
liberty

rights.The
idea

of
a

consistent
partitioning

of
hum

an
liberty

w
ould

collapse
as

soon
as

w
e

try
to

add
rights

to
receive

help
or

services,

for
the

obligations
that

m
ake

these
“w

elfare”
rights

a
reality

w
ill

be
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incom
patible

w
ith

various
rights

of
action

that
basic

liberty
rights

include.
If

w
e

are
obligated

to
provide

food
for

all
w

ho
need

it,
w

e
cannothave

unrestricted
rights

to
do

w
hatw

e
w

antw
ith

any
food

w
e

have.
A

t
best

certain
societies

m
ay

use
their

liberty
rights

to
set

up
institutionalized

rights
to

certain
benefits—

e.g.,to
education,w

elfare,
health

care—
as

has
been

done
in

m
ostofthe

econom
ically

advanced
nations.B

utan
institutionalized

rightis
nota

naturalorhum
an

right.
The

rights
institutionalized

in
the

developed
countries

have
no

b
ear

ing
on

the
hunger

and
poverty

in
the

T
hird

W
orld,w

here
such

rights
have

not
been

set
up.

Those
w

ho
think

that
itis

autonom
y

rather
than

m
ere

noninterfer
ence

that
is

firndam
ental

insist
that

there
are

som
e

“w
elfare”

rights
to

goods
and

services,such
as

a
rightto

subsistence.Forw
ithoutadequate

nutrition
and

shelter,hum
an

autonom
y

is
destroyed,and

liberty
rights

them
selves

w
ould

be
pointless.B

utthe
advocates

ofsubsistence
rights

have
so

farproduced
no

convincing
argum

ents
to

show
w

ho
should

bear
obligations

to
feed

others.Y
etthis

is
the

question
that

m
atters

m
ostif

“rights
to

subsistence”
are

to
m

eethum
an

needs.

R
IG

H
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M
any

advocates
ofhum

an
rights

pointout
thatw

e
should

notw
orry

too
m

uch
ifrights

theory
neglects

hum
an

needs.W
e

should
rem

em
ber

thatjustice
is

not
the

w
hole

of
m

orality,w
hich

can
also

require
voluntarily

given
help.The

needs
of

the
poor

can
be

m
et

by
charity.

This
thought

appeals
to

m
any

people.
B

ut
it

is
an

unconvincing
one

in
the

context
of

a
theory

of
hum

an
rights.

The
rights

perspective
itself

undercuts
the

status
of

charity,
regarding

it
not

as
any

sort
of

obligation,butas
som

ething
thatw

e
are

free
to

do
orto

om
it,a

m
atter

of
supererogation

rather
than

of
obligation.

Such
a

view
of

help
for

the
needy

m
ay

be
com

fortable
for

the
“haves”

of
this

w
orld,

since
it

suggests
that

they
go

beyond
duty

and
do

som
ething

especially
good

ifthey
help

others
at

all.B
ut

it
is

depressing
for

the
“have-nots”

w
ho

cannot
claim

help
of

anybody,since
it

is
not

a
m

atter
of

right.They
can

just
hope

help
w

ill
happen;

and
usually

w
hat

happens
w

ill
be

w
itheringly

inadequate.

Justice
need

notbe
understood

in
the

term
s

either
ofthe

hum
an

rights
m

ovem
ent

or
of

the
utilitarian

view
ofjustice

as
just

one
contribu

tion
am

ong
others

to
hum

an
happiness.O

ne
w

ay
in

w
hich

a
different

approach
can

be
taken

is
by

looking
first

at
obligations

rather
than

at
rights. ‘This

has
been

a
standard

approach
to

ethical
questions,

both

before
and

throughout
the

C
hristian

tradition.R
ights

are
eighteenth-

century
upstarts

in
m

oral
discourse,

as
is

the
elevation

of
individual

happiness
to

be
the

arbiter
of m

oral judgm
ent.B

oth
these

approaches

see
hum

an
beings

in
a

som
ew

hatpassive
w

ay.This
is plain

enough
in

the
utilitarian

picture
ofhum

an
beings

as lociofpains
and

pleasures. B
ut

it

isless
obvious

that m
en

and
w

om
en

are
seen

as
passive

in
the

theory
of

hum
an

rights.O
n

the
contraryc

the
turn

to
rights

is
som

etim
es

defended

on
the

grounds
that

it assigns
a

m
ore

active
role

to
the

pow
erless, w

ho

are
to

see
them

selves
as

w
ronged

claim
ants

rather
than

as
the

hum
ble

petitioners
of m

ore
traditional,feudal

pictures.
Itis

true
that the

hum
an

rights
m

ovem
entsees

hum
an

beings
m

ore

asagents
than

did
feudaland

utilitarian
theories.B

ut
itstilldoes

notsee

them
as

fully
autonom

ous:
C

laim
ants

basically
agitate

forothers
to

act.

W
hen

w
e

claim
liberty

rights
orrights

of authority, oui
dem

and
is

that
others

act,so
yielding

us
a

space
or

opportunity
in

w
hich

w
e

m
ay

or
m

ay
not

act. W
hen

w
e

claim
“w

elfare”
rights,w

e
need

not
picture

ourselves
as

acting
atall, butm

ust see
w

hoeverbears
the

corresponding
obligations

as
acting. B

y
contrast, w

hen
w

e
talk

about
obligations, w

e

are
speaking

directly
to

those
agents

and
agencies

w
ith

the
pow

er
to

produce
or

refuse
changes—

the
very

audience
thatthe

rights
perspec

tive
addresses

only
indirectly.

The
French’ philosopher

Sim
one

W
ell,w

riting
during

the
Second

W
orld

W
ar,put the

point this
w

ay
in

7he
N

eedforR
oots:

The
notion

of
obligations

com
es

before
that

of
rights,

w
hich

is

subordinate
and

relative
to

the
form

er.A
right

is
not

effectualby

itself
butonly

in
relation

to
the

obligation
to

w
hich

it corresponds,

the
effective

exercise
ofa

right
springing

not
from

the
individual

w
ho

possesses
it, butfrom

other
m

en
w

ho
consider

them
selves

as

being
under

a
certain

obligation
tow

ards
h
im

.
2



W
e

do
not

know
w

hat
a

right am
ounts

to
until

w
e

know
w

ho
has

w
hat

obligation
to

do
w

hat
for

w
hom

under
w

hich
circum

stances.
W

hen
w

e
try

to
be

definite
aboutrights,w

e
alw

ays
have

to
talk

about
obligations.

A
fundam

ental
difficulty

w
ith

the
rhetoric

of
rights

is
that

it
addresses

only
part—

and
the

less
pow

erful part—
ofthe

relevant
au

d
i

ence.T
his

rhetoric
m

ay
have

results
ifthe

poor
are

notw
holly

pow
erless;

but
w

here
they

are,
claim

ing
rights

provides
m

eager
pickings.W

hen
the

poor
are

pow
erless,

it
is

the
pow

erful w
ho

m
ust be

convinced
that

they
have

certain
obligations—

w
hether

or
not

the
beneficiaries

claim
the

perform
ance

ofthese
obligations

as
their

right.‘The
firstconcern

of
an

ethical
theory

that
focuses

on
action

should
be

obligations,
rather

than
rights.
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A
theory

ofobligations
can

help
deliberation

aboutw
orld

hunger
only

if
it is

possible
to

show
w

hatobligations
hum

an
beings

have.The
effort

to
show

this
w

ithout
reliance

on
theological

assum
ptions

w
as

m
ade

in
the

eighteenth
century

by
the

G
erm

an
philosopher

Im
m

anuel
K

ant.
R

ecently
K

ant’s
w

ork
has

often
been

seen
as

one
m

ore
theory

ofhum
an

rights.This
m

ay
be

because
he

based
his

argum
ent

for
hum

an
obliga

tions
on

a
construction

analogous
to

that
used

in
thinking

of
hum

an
rights

as
a

partitioning
of

m
axim

al
hum

an
liberty

or
autonom

y.
For

he
asks

w
hat

principles
of

action
could

consistently
be

shared
by

all
agents. The

rootidea
behind

such
a

system
ofprinciples

is
that

hum
an

obligations
are

obligations
never

to
act

in
w

ays
in

w
hich

others
can

not
in

principle
also

act.T
he

fundam
ental

principles
of

action
m

ust
be

shareable, rather
than

principles
available

only
to

a
privileged

few
.

K
ant’s

m
ethod

of
determ

ining
the

principles
of

obligation
cannot

be
applied

to
the

superficial
detail

ofaction:W
e

evidently
cannot

eatthe
very

grain
another

eats
or

have
every

one
share

the
sam

e
roof. B

ut
w

e
can

try
to

see
thatthe

deep
principles

ofourlives
and

ofourinstitutions
are

shareable
by

all,and
then

w
ork

out
the

im
plications

of
these

deep
principles

for
particular

situations.
Ifw

e
use

the
K

antian
construction,w

e
can

reach
som

e
interesting

conclusions
about

hum
an

obligations.
O

ne
obligation

of justice
that

em
erges

from
the

construction
is

that
of

noncoercion.
For

a
fu

n
d
a

m
ental

principle
of

coercion
in

som
e

m
atter

cannot
be

shared
by

all,
since

those
w

ho
are

coerced
are

prevented
from

acting,and
so

cannot
share

the
principle

of action.C
oercion, w

e
m

ight
say

w
ith

K
ant, is

not
universalizable.

This
argum

ent alone
does

not
tell us

w
hat

noncoercion
requires

in
particular

situations.
C

learly
it

rules
out

m
any

things
that

respect
for

liberty
rights

rules
out.

For
exam

ple,
a

principle
of

noncoercion
rules

out
killing,

m
aim

ing, assaulting, and
threatening

others. ‘This
range

of
obligations

not
to

coerce
are

as
im

portant
for

the
w

ell
fed

as
for

the
hungry. B

ut
other

aspects
of

noncoercion
are

peculiarly
im

portant
for

the
hungry. T

hose
w

ho
aim

to
act

on
a

principle
of

noncoercion
m

ust
take

account
of

the
fact

that
it

is
alw

ays
rather

easy
to

coerce
those

w
ho

are
w

eak
or

vulnerable
by

activities
that

w
ould

not
coerce

richer
or

m
ore

pow
erful

people.
A

voiding
coercion

is
not just

a
m

atter
of

avoiding
a

short
list

of
interferences

in
others’action, as

rights
approaches

w
ould

have
us

im
ag

ine.
A

voiding
coercion

m
eans

m
aking

sure
that

in
our

dealings
w

ith
others

w
e

leave
them

room
either

to
accept

or
to

refuse
the

offers
and

suggestions
m

ade. This
show

s
w

hy
an

em
phasis

on
obligations

not
to

coerce
is

particularly
telling

in
evaluating

our
dealings

w
ith

the
poor:

They
are

so
easily

coerced.W
e

can
m

ake
them

“offers
they

cannot refuse”
w

ith
the

greatest of ease.W
hat

m
ight be

genuine
offers

am
ong

equals,
w

hich
others

can
accept

or
reject, can

be
threatening

and
unrefusable

forthe
needy

and
vulnerable.T

hey
can

be
harm

ed
in

w
ays

thatthreaten
life

by
standard

com
m

ercial
or

legal
procedures, such

as
business

deals
that locate

dangerous
industrial

processes
in

urban
areas, or

exact stiff
political

concessions
for

investm
ent,

or
for

w
hat

passes
as

aid,
or

that
set harsh

com
m

ercial
conditions

on
“aid,”

such
as

m
andating

unneeded
im

ports
from

a
“donor”

nation.
A

rrangem
ents

of these
sorts

can
coerce

even
w

hen
they

use
the

outw
ard

form
s

of
com

m
ercial

bargaining
and

legality
These

form
s

of
bargaining

are
designed

foruse
betw

een
agents

of roughly
equalpow

er.They
m

ay
not

be
enough

to
protect

the
pow

erless. H
ence

both
individuals

and
agencies

such
as

corporations
and

national
governm

ents
(both

of
the

N
orth

and
ofthe

South)
and

aid
agencies

m
ust

m
eet

exacting
standards

if they
are

not to
coerce

the
vulnerable

in
ordinary

legal, diplom
atic, and

com
m

ercial
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dealings.
E

conom
ic

or
m

aterial
justice

cannot
be

achieved
w

ithout
avoiding

institutionalized
asw

ellas
individual form

s
of coercion.

A
second

fundam
ental

obligation
ofjustice

is
that

of
avoiding

deception.A
principle

ofdeception, too,is
not

universalizable, because
victim

s
of deception, like

victim
s

of coercion,are
in

principle
precluded

from
sharing

the
perpetrator’s

principle
of action, w

hich
is

kepthidden
from

them
.

H
ow

ever, since
the

obligation
of

nondeception
is

relevant
to

allpublic
and

political life,and
not

solely
for

dealings
thataffect the

poor,
the

hungry;
and

the
vulnerable

(although
they

are
m

ore
easily

deceived),I
shall

not
explore

its
im

plications
here.
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T

In
a

rights
fram

ew
ork, the

w
hole

of our
m

oralobligations
are

brought
underthe

heading
ofjustice. B

utan
obligations

approach
ofthe

K
antian

type
alsojustifles

obligations
that are

not obligations
ofjustice

andw
hose

perform
ance

cannotbe
claim

ed
as

rights. Som
e

types
ofaction

cannot
be

done
for

all
others, so

they
cannotbe

a
universal

obligation
or

have
corresponding

rights.Y
et

they
also

are
not

contingent
on

any
special

relationship,
so

they
cannot

be
a

m
atter

of
special,

institutionalized
obligation.Y

et they
can

be
a

m
atter ofobligation. A

theory
ofobligation,

unlike
a

theory
ofrights, can

allow
for

“im
perfect”

obligations, w
hich

are
not allocated

to
specified

recipients
and

so
cannot

be
claim

ed.
T

his
provides

a
further

w
ay

in
w

hich
an

appreciation
of

need
can

enter
into

a
theory

ofhum
an

obligations. W
e

know
thatothers

in
need

are
vulnerable

and
not self-sufficient. Itfollow

s
that,even

ifthey
are

not
coerced,they

m
ay

be
unable

to
act,and

so
unable

to
becom

e
or

rem
ain

a
u
to

n
o
m

o
u
s

a
g

e
n

ts
w

ho
could

acton
principles

that
can

be
universally

shared.
H

ence,
if

our
fundam

ental
com

m
itm

ent
is

to
treat

others
as

agents
w

ho
could

share
the

sam
e

principles
that

w
e

a
c
t

o
n

,
then

w
e

m
u

s
t be

com
m

itted
equally

to
s
tr

a
te

g
ie

s
and

policies
that

enable
them

to
becom

e
and

to
rem

ain
agents. Ifw

e
do

anything
less, w

e
do

notview
others

as
doers

like
ourselves.

H
ow

ever,
nobody

and
no

agent
can

do
everything

to
sustain

the
autonom

y
ofall others.H

ence
obligations

to
help

are
not

and
cannot be

obligations
to

m
eet

all
needs;

but
they

can
be

obligations
not

to
base

our
lives

on
principles

thatare
indifferent to

or
neglectful

o
f

others’
need

and
w

hat
it

actually
takes

to
sustain

their

agenc)c
In

particular
situations

such
“im

perfect”
obligations

m
ay

require

specific
and

arduous
action.T

he
fact that w

e
cannot help

everyone
only

show
s

that
w

e
have

no
obligation

to
help

everyone,
and

not
that

w
e

have
no

obligation
to

help
anyone.

Ifw
e

are
not

indifferent or
neglectful

of
the

requirem
ents

for
su

s

taining
others’ autonom

y
w

e
w

ill, I
suggest,

find
ourselves

com
m

itted

not only
to

ju
s
tic

e
but to

various
further

principles
in

our
action

tow
ard

the
poor and

vulnerable. First w
e

w
ill be

com
m

itted
to

m
aterial help

that

sustains
agency, by

helping
people

over
the

threshold
of poverty

below

w
hich

possibilities
for

autonom
ous

action
are

absent
or

m
eager.

Since

sustained
and

system
atic

help
is

needed
if vulnerability

and
dependence

are
not

to
recur

endlessly, this
im

plies
a

com
m

itm
ent

to
developm

ent

policies
as

w
ell

as
to

em
ergency

food
aid.

U
nreliable

aid
does

not
secure

autonom
y.

B
ut

nor,
of

course,
can

w
ithholding

food
aid

in
em

ergencies
secure

autonom
y.

Since
hum

an

needs
are

recurrent, food
aid

is
not enough. Food

is
eaten

and
is

gone;

help
can

secure
others’ agency

only
if

it constructs
social and

econom
ic

institutions
that can

m
eet hum

an
needs

on
a

sustained
basis.’This

m
eans

thathelp
to

the
poorest and

m
ost vulnerable

m
ust seek

sustainable
p

ro

duction
to

m
ake

sure
that w

hen
a

given
cycle

of consum
ption

is
past,

m
ore

is
in

the
pipeline. D

evelopm
ent

of
the

relevant
sort

is
evidently

notonly
an

econom
ic

m
atter,

it also
includes

the
developm

ent of hum
an

skills
by

appropriate
education

and
institutional

changes
that help

poor

and
vulnerable

people
to

gain
som

e
control

over
their

lives.

Since
the

basis
of these

obligations
to

help
is

the
claim

that
p

rin

ciples
ofaction

m
ustbe

shareable
by

all, the
pursuit of developm

ent m
ust

not
itself

reduce
or

dam
age

others’
agency.

It
m

ust
not

fail
to

respect

those
w

ho
are

helped.’Iheir
desires

and
view

s
m

ust be
sought, and

their

participation
respected. A

gency
is

not
fostered

if
the

poor
experience

“donor”
agencies

as
new

oppressors.
O

thers’ autonom
y

is
not

sustained

ifthey
are

left
feeling

that
they

have
been

the
victim

s
of good

w
orks.
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The
theory

of obligations
just

sketched
is

surprisingly
fam

iliar
to

m
ost

ofus. It
is

not
distant

from
pictures

of hum
an

obligation
that w

e
find
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.

in
the

C
hristian

tradition, and
in

the
idiom

of
m

uch
ofour

social
life.

A
nd

it chim
es

closely
w

ith
other

traditions,too. M
any

of the
voluntary

aid
agencies

are
fond

of
quoting

a
C

hinese
proverb

that
runs:

G
ive

a

m
an

a
fish

and
you

feed
him

for
a

day;
teach

him
to

fish
and

you
feed

him
for

life. President
R

eagan
too

has
quoted

this
saying.

A
lthough

the
position

is
traditionaland

fam
iliar,the

favored
ethical

theories
of today

do
notendorse

it. U
tilitarian

perspectives
endorse

the

pursuit
of

happiness
w

ithout
specific

concern
to

m
eet

needs;
hum

an

rights
perspectives

do
not vindicate

obligations
to

help
those

in
need.It

therefore
seem

s
appropriate

to
end

w
ith

som
e

polem
icalquestions

rather

than
a

feeling
of reassurance. H

ow
and

w
hy

have
w

e
allow

ed
uncertain

im
ages

of
m

axim
al

happiness
and

self-centered
visions

of
claim

ing

hum
an

rights
to

distort
our

understanding
of

central
ethical

notions

such
as justice, beneficence,

and
respect

for
hum

an
agents?

W
hy

have

so
m

any
people

been
sure

that
our

obligations
to

others
are

a
m

atter
of

not
interfering

in
their

concern—
of doing.

.
. nothing?

If
hum

an
obligations

are
based

on
the

requirem
ents

for
respecting

and
securing

one
another’s

agency,then
w

e
m

ay
find

anotherofSim
one

W
eil’s

rem
arks

to
the

point:

lhe
obligation

is
only

perform
ed

if
the

respect
is

effectively
expressed

in
a

real, nota
fictitious, w

ay;and
this

can
only

be
done

through
the

m
edium

ofM
an’s

earthly
needs.

.
.

O
n

this
point,

the
hum

an
conscience

has
never

varied. Thousands
ofyears

ago,

the
E

gyptians
believed

that
no

soul
could

justifji itselfafter
death

unless
it could

say”I
have

neverlet anyone
sufferfrom

hunger.’A
ll

C
hristians

know
they

are
liable

to
hear C

hristsay
to

them
one

da)

“I w
as

an
hungered,and

ye
gave

m
e

no
m

eat.”
Evezy

one
looks

on

progress
as being,in

the
first place,a

transition
to

a
state

of hum
an

society
in

w
hich

people
w

ill
not suffer

from
hunger.
3

T
o

m
ake

that
transition

is
indeed

no
longer

a
m

atter
of

feeding

the
beggar

at
the

gate.IV
lodern

opportunities
are

broader
and

dem
and

political
as

w
ell

as—
perhaps

m
ore

than—
m

erely
individual action.

O
f

course, no
individual can

do
everything. B

ut
this

w
ill

daunt
only

those

w
ho

are
riveted

by
an

exclusively
individual

conception
of

hum
an

endeavor
and

success.If w
e

rem
em

ber
that

m
any

hum
an

activities
and

successes
are

not
individual,w

e
need

not
be

daunted.W
e

can
then

act

in
the

know
ledge

that
no

individual
and

no
institution

is
prevented

from
m

aking
those

decisions
w

ithin
its

pow
er

in
w

ays
that

help
flilfill

rather
than

spurn
obligations

to
the

hungry
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