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ABSTRACT 

The current appropriation of wealth from our planet is highly uneven. Affluent people use vastly 
more of the world’s resources, and they do so unilaterally, without giving any compensation to the 
global poor for their disproportionate consumption. Invoking three different grounds of injustice – 
the effects of shared social institutions, the uncompensated exclusion from the use of natural 
resources, and the effects of a common and violent history – the author’s goal is to show that it may 
be possible to gather adherents of the dominant strands of Western normative political thought into 
a coalition focused on eradicating world poverty through the introduction of a Global Resources 
Dividend or GRD. 

A previous version of Thomas Pogge, “Eradicating Systemic Poverty: brief for a global 
resources dividend”, was published in the Journal of Human Development (Volume 2, Number 
1/January 1, 2001, pages 59-77, published by Routledge, part of the Taylor & Francis Group). The 
Sur Journal would like to thank Taylor & Francis Ltd. for the permission to reprint this article 
(permission’s reference number: MW/CJHD/N503). 
 
Keywords: Systemic world poverty - Natural resources - Economic inequality - Global 
institutional order 

 

 

 
Article 25: Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health 
and well being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and 

medical care. 
Article 28: Everyone is entitled to a social and international order in which the 

rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration can be fully realised. 
 



    Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
 
 

In two earlier essays,1 I have sketched and defended the proposal of a global 
resources dividend or GRD. This proposal envisions that states and their cit izens and 
governments shall not have full libertarian property rights with respect to the natural 
resources in their territory, but can be required to share a small part of the value of 
any resources they decide to use or sell. This payment they must make is called a 
dividend because it is based on the idea that the global poor own an inalienable stake 
in all limited natural resources. As in the case of preferred stock, this stake confers 
no right to participate in decisions about whether or how natural resources are to be 
used and so does not interfere with national control over resources, or eminent 
domain. But it does entitle its holders to a share of the economic value of the 
resource in question, if indeed the decision is to use it. This idea could be extended 
to l imited resources that are not destroyed through use but merely eroded, worn 
down, or occupied, such as air and water used for discharging pollutants or land used 
for farming, ranching, or buildings. 

Proceeds from the GRD are to be used toward ensuring that all human beings can 
meet their own basic needs with dignity. The goal is not merely to improve the 
nutrition, medical care and sanitary conditions of the poor, but also to make it 
possible that they can themselves effectively defend and realise their basic interests. 
This capacity presupposes that they are freed from bondage and other relations of 
personal dependence, that they are able to read and write and to learn a profession, 
that they can participate as equals in politics and in the labour market, and that their 
status is protected by appropriate legal rights which they can understand and 
effectively enforce through an open and fair legal system. 

The GRD proposal is meant to show that there are feasible alternative ways of 
organising our global economic order that the choice among these alternatives makes 
a substantial difference to how much severe poverty there is world-wide and that 
there are weighty moral reasons to make this choice so as to minimise such poverty. 

My proposal has evoked some critical responses2 and spirited defences3 in the 
academy. But if it is to help reduce severe poverty, the proposal must be convincing 
not only to academics, but also to the people in governments and international 
organisations who are practically involved in poverty eradication efforts. I am most 
grateful therefore for the opportunity to present a concise and improved version of 
the argument in this volume. 

 
 

Introduction: radical inequality and our responsibility 
 
One great challenge to any morally sensitive person today is the extent and severity 
of global poverty. Among about 6373 million human beings (in 2004), 850 million 
lack adequate nutrition, 1037 million lack access to safe water, and 2600 million lack 

basic sanitation,4 more than 2000 million lack access to essential drugs5 1000 



million are without adequate shelter and 2000 million without electricity.6 “Two out 
of five children in the developing world are stunted, one in three is underweight and 

one in ten is wasted”.7 179 million children under 18 are involved in the “worst 
forms of child labour” including hazardous work in agriculture, construction, textile 
or carpet production as well as  “slavery, trafficking, debt bondage and other forms 
of forced labour, forced recruitment of children for use in armed conflict, prostitution 

and pornography, and illicit activities”.8 Some 799 million adults are illiterate.9 
Roughly one third of all human deaths, some 50,000 daily, are due to poverty-related 

causes and thus avoidable insofar as poverty is avoidable.10 If the US had its 
proportional share of these deaths, poverty would kill  over 70,000 of its citizens each 
month — more than were killed during the entire Vietnam War. For the UK, the 
monthly death toll from poverty-related causes would be 15,000. 

There are two ways of conceiving global poverty as a moral challenge to us: we 
may be failing to fulfi l our positive duty to help persons in acute distress. And we 
may be failing to fulfil our more stringent negative duty not to uphold injustice, not 
to contribute to or profit from the unjust impoverishment of others. 

These two views differ in important ways. The positive formulation is easier to 
substantiate. It need be shown only that the poor are very badly off, that we are very 
much better off and that we could relieve some of their suffering without becoming 
badly-off ourselves. But this ease comes at a price: some who accept the positive 
formulation think of the moral reasons it provides as weak and discretionary and thus 
do not feel obligated to promote worthy causes, especially costly ones. Many feel 
entitled, at least, to support good causes of their choice — their church or alma 
mater, cancer research or the environment — rather than putting themselves out for 
total strangers half a world away, with whom they share no bond of community or 
culture. It is of some importance, therefore, to investigate whether existing global 
poverty involves our violating a negative duty. This is important for us, if we want to 
lead a moral li fe and important also for the poor, because it wil l make a great 
difference to them whether we affluent do or do not see global poverty as an injustice 
we help maintain. 

Some believe that the mere fact of radical inequality shows a violation of 
negative duty. Radical inequality may be defined as involving five elements 

(extending Nagel):11 
 

1 The worse-off are very badly off in absolute terms. 
2 They are also very badly off in relative terms — very much worse off than many 

others. 
3 The inequality is impervious: it is difficult or impossible for the worse-off 

substantially to improve their lot; and most of the better-off never experience 
life at the bottom for even a few months and have no vivid idea of what it is like 
to live in that way. 

4 The inequality is pervasive: it concerns not merely some aspects of life, such as 
the climate or access to natural beauty or high culture, but most aspects or all. 



5 The inequality is avoidable: the better-off can improve the circumstances of the 
worse-off without becoming badly off themselves. 

 
World poverty clearly exemplifies radical inequality as defined. But I doubt that 
these five conditions suffice to invoke more than a merely positive duty. And I 
suspect most citizens of the developed West would also find them insufficient. They 
might appeal to the following parallel: suppose we discovered people on Venus who 
are very badly off, and suppose we could help them at little cost to ourselves. If we 
did nothing, we would surely violate a positive duty of beneficence. But we would 
not be violating a negative duty of justice, because we would not be contributing to 
the perpetuation of their misery. 

This point could be further disputed. But let me here accept the Venus argument 
and examine what further conditions must be satisfied for radical inequality to 
manifest an injustice that involves violation of a negative duty by the better-off. I see 
three plausible approaches to this question, invoking three different grounds of 
injustice: the effects of shared social institutions, the uncompensated exclusion from 
the use of natural resources and the effects of a common and violent history. These 
approaches exemplify distinct and competing political philosophies. We need 
nonetheless not decide among them here if, as I argue, the following two theses are 
true. First, all three approaches classify the existing radical inequality as unjust and 
its coercive maintenance as a violation of negative duty. Second, all three approaches 
can agree on the same feasible reform of the status quo as a major step toward 
justice. If these two theses can be supported, then it may be possible to gather 
adherents of the dominant strands of Western normative political thought into a 
coalit ion focused on eradicating world poverty through the introduction of a Global 
Resources Dividend or GRD. 
 

 
Three grounds of injustice 

 
The effects of shared social institutions 
 

The first approach12 puts forward three additional conditions: 
 

6 There is a shared institutional order that is shaped by the better-off and imposed 
on the worse-off. 

7 This institutional order is implicated in the reproduction of radical inequality in 
that there is a feasible institutional alternative under which so severe and 
extensive poverty would not persist. 

8 The radical inequality cannot be traced to extra-social factors (such as genetic 
handicaps or natural disasters) which, as such, affect different human beings 
differentially. 
 

Present radical global inequality meets Condition 6 in that the global poor live within 
a world-wide states system based on internationally recognised territorial domains, 



interconnected through a global network of market trade and diplomacy. The 
presence and relevance of shared social institutions is shown by how dramatically we 
affect the circumstances of the global poor through investments, loans, trade, bribes, 
military aid, sex tourism, culture exports and much else. Their very survival often 
crucially depends on our consumption choices, which may determine the price of 
their foodstuffs and their opportunities to find work. In sharp contrast to the Venus 
case, we are causally deeply involved in their misery. This does not mean that we 
should hold ourselves responsible for the remoter effects of our economic decisions. 
These effects reverberate around the world and interact with the effects of countless 
other such decisions and thus cannot be traced, let alone predicted. Nor need we draw 
the dubious and utopian conclusion that global interdependence must be undone by 
isolating states or groups of states from one another. But we must be concerned with 
how the rules structuring international interactions foreseeably affect the incidence 
of extreme poverty. The developed countries, thanks to their vastly superior military 
and economic strength, control these rules and therefore share responsibility for their 
foreseeable effects. 

Condition 7 involves tracing the incidence of poverty in an explanatory way to 
the structure of social institutions. This exercise is familiar in regard to national 
institutions, whose explanatory importance has been powerfully il lustrated by 
domestic regime changes in China, Eastern Europe and elsewhere. In regard to the 
global economic order, the exercise is unfamiliar and shunned even by economists. 
This is due in part, no doubt, to powerful resistance against seeing oneself as 
connected to the unimaginable deprivations suffered by the global poor. This 
resistance biases us against data, arguments and researchers liable to upset our 
preferred world view and thus biases the competition for professional success against 
anyone exploring the wider causal context of global poverty. This bias is reinforced 
by our cognitive tendency to overlook the causal significance of stable background 
factors (e.g., the role of atmospheric oxygen in the outbreak of a fire), as our 
attention is naturally drawn to geographically or temporally variable factors. Looking 
at the incidence of poverty world-wide, we are struck by dramatic local changes and 
international variations, which point to local explanatory factors. The heavy focus on 

such local factors then encourages the il lusion, succumbed to by Rawls13  for 
example, that they completely explain global poverty. 

This il lusion conceals how profoundly local factors and their effects are 
influenced by the existing global order. Yes, a culture of corruption pervades the 
political system and the economy of many developing countries. But is this culture 
unrelated to the fact that most affluent countries have, until quite recently, allowed 

their firms to bribe foreign officials and even made such bribes tax-deductible?14 — 
Yes, developing countries have shown themselves prone to oppressive government 
and to horrific wars and civil wars. But is the frequency of such brutality unrelated to 
the international arms trade, and unrelated to international rules that entitle anyone 
holding effective power in such a country to borrow in its name and to sell ownership 

rights in its natural resources?15 — Yes, the world is diverse, and poverty is 
declining in some countries and worsening in others. But the larger pattern of 
increasing global inequality is quite stable, reaching far back into the colonial era: 



“The income gap between the fifth of the world’s people living in the richest 
countries and the fifth in the poorest was 74 to 1 in 1997, up from 60 to 1 in 1990 
and 30 to 1 in 1960. [Earlier] the income gap between the top and bottom countries 

increased from 3 to 1 in 1820 to 7 to 1 in 1870 to 11 to 1 in 1913".16 The World 
Bank reports that in the high-income countries GNI per capita, PPP (current 
international $s), rose 52.7% in real terms over the 1990-2001 globalization 

period.17 World Bank interactive software18 can be used to calculate how the poorer 
half of humankind fared, in terms of their real (inflation/PPP adjusted) consumption 
expenditure, during the same period. Here the gains for various percentiles, labeled 
from the bottom up: +20.4% for the 50th percentile (median), +20.0% for the 35th 
percentile, +15.9% for the 20th percentile, +12.9% for the 10th percentile, +6.6% for 
the   3rd percentile, -7.3% for the   1st (bottom) percentile. The affluent countries 
have been using their power to shape the rules of the world economy according to 
their own interests and thereby have deprived the poorest populations of a fair share 

of global economic growth19 quite avoidably so, as the GRD proposal shows. 
Global poverty meets Condition 8 insofar as the global poor, if only they had 

been born into different social circumstances, would be just as able and likely to lead 
healthy, happy and productive lives as the rest of us. The root cause of their suffering 
is their abysmal social starting position which does not give them much of a chance 
to become anything but poor, vulnerable and dependent — unable to give their 
children a better start than they had had themselves. 

It is because the three additional conditions are met that existing global poverty 
has, according to the first approach, the special moral urgency we associate with 
negative duties, so that we should take it much more seriously than otherwise similar 
suffering on Venus. The reason is that the citizens and governments of the affluent 
countries — whether intentionally or not — are imposing a global institutional order 
that foreseeably and avoidably reproduces severe and widespread poverty. The 
worse-off are not merely poor and often starving, but are being impoverished and 
starved under our shared institutional arrangements, which inescapably shape their 
lives. 

The first approach can be presented in a consequentialist guise, as in Bentham, 
or in a contractualist guise, as in Rawls or Habermas. In both cases, the central 
thought is that social institutions are to be assessed in a forward looking way, by 
reference to their effects. In the present international order, billions are born into 
social starting positions that give them extremely low prospects for a fulfill ing life. 
Their misery could be justified only i f there were no institutional alternative under 
which such massive misery would be avoided. If,  as the GRD proposal shows, there 
is such an alternative, then we must ascribe this misery to the existing global order 
and therefore ultimately to ourselves. As, perhaps surprisingly, Charles Darwin wrote 
in reference to his native Britain: “If the misery of our poor be caused not by laws of 

nature, but by our own institutions, great is our sin”. 20 

 
Uncompensated exclusion from the use of natural resources 

 



The second approach adds (in place of Conditions 6-8) only one condition to the five 
of radical inequality: 
 

9 The better-off enjoy significant advantages in the use of a single natural 
resource base from whose benefits the worse-off are largely, and without 
compensation, excluded. 

 
Currently, appropriation of wealth from our planet is highly uneven. Affluent people 
use vastly more of the world’s resources, and they do so unilaterally,  without giving 
any compensation to the global poor for their disproportionate consumption. Yes, the 
affluent often pay for the resources they use, such as imported crude oil. But these 
payments go to other affluent people, such as the Saudi family or the Nigerian 
kleptocracy, with very little, if anything, trickling down to the global poor. So the 
question remains: what entitles a global elite to use up the world’s natural resources 
on mutually agreeable terms while leaving the global poor empty-handed? 

Defenders of capitalist institutions have developed conceptions of justice that 
support rights to unilateral appropriation of disproportionate shares of resources 
while accepting that all inhabitants of the earth ultimately have equal claims to its 
resources. These conceptions are based on the thought that such rights are justified if 
all are better off with them than anyone would be if appropriation were l imited to 
proportional shares. 

This pattern of justification is exemplified with particular clarity in John 
Locke.21 Locke is assuming that, in a state of nature without money, persons are 
subject to the moral constraint that their unilateral appropriations must always leave 

“enough, and as good” for others, that is, must be confined to a proportional share.22 

This so called Lockean Proviso may however be lifted with universal consent.23 
Locke subjects such a lifting to a second order proviso, which requires that the rules 
of human coexistence may be changed only if all can rationally consent to the 
alteration, that is, only if everyone will be better off under the new rules than anyone 
would be under the old. And he claims that the lifting of the enough and as good 
constraint through the general acceptance of money does satisfy this second order 
proviso: a day labourer in England feeds, lodges and is clad better than a king of a 

large fruitful territory in the Americas.24 
It is hard to believe that Locke’s claim was true in his time. In any case, it is 

surely false on the global plane today. Millions are born into poverty each month, in 
a world where all accessible resources are already owned by others. It is true that 
they will be able to rent out their labour and then buy natural resources on the same 
terms as the affluent can. But their educational and employment opportunities are 
almost always so restricted that, no matter how hard they work, they can barely earn 
enough for their survival and certainly cannot secure anything like a proportionate 
share of the world’s natural resources. The global poor get to share the burdens 
resulting from the degradation of our natural environment while having to watch 
helplessly as the affluent distribute the planet’s abundant natural wealth amongst 
themselves. With average annual per capita income of about $100, corresponding to 
the purchasing power of $400 in the US, the poorest fifth of humankind are today just 



about as badly off, economically, as human beings could be while stil l alive.25 It is 
then not true, what according to Locke and Nozick would need to be true, that all are 
better off under the existing appropriation and pollution rules than anyone would be 
with the Lockean Proviso. According to the second approach, the citizens and 
governments of the affluent states are therefore violating a negative duty of justice 
when they, in collaboration with the ruling elites of the poor countries, coercively 
exclude the poor from a proportional resource share. 
 
The effects of a common and violent history 
 
The third approach adds one condition to the five of radical inequality: 
 

10 The social starting positions of the worse-off and the better-off have emerged 
from a single historical process that was pervaded by massive grievous wrongs. 

 
The present circumstances of the global poor are significantly shaped by a dramatic 
period of conquest and colonisation, with severe oppression, enslavement, even 
genocide, through which the native institutions and cultures of four continents were 
destroyed or severely traumatised. This is not to say (or to deny) that affluent 
descendants of those who took part in these crimes bear some special restitutive 
responsibil ity toward impoverished descendants of those who were victims of these 
crimes. The thought is rather that we must not uphold extreme inequality in social 
starting positions when the allocation of these positions depends upon historical 
processes in which moral principles and legal rules were massively violated. A 
morally deeply tarnished history should not be allowed to result in radical inequality. 

This third approach is independent of the others. For suppose we reject the other 
two approaches and affirm that radical inequality is morally acceptable when it 
comes about pursuant to rules of the game that are morally at least somewhat 
plausible and observed at least for the most part. The existing radical inequality is 
then stil l condemned by the third approach on the ground that the rules were in fact 
massively violated through countless horrible crimes whose momentous effects 

cannot be surgically neutralised decades and centuries later.26 
Some friends of the present distribution claim that standards of living, in Africa 

and Europe for instance, would be approximately the same if Africa had never been 
colonised. Even if this claim were both clear and true, it would still be ineffective 
because my argument applies to persons, not to societies or continents. If world 
history had transpired without colonisation and enslavement, then there would 
perhaps now be affluent people in Europe and poor ones in Africa, much like in the 
Venus scenario. But these would be persons and populations quite different from 
those now actually l iving there. So we cannot tell starving Africans that they would 
be starving and we would be affluent even if the crimes of colonialism had never 
occurred. Without these crimes there would not be the actually existing radical 
inequality which consists in these persons being affluent and those being extremely 
poor. 



So the third approach, too, leads to the conclusion that the existing radical 
inequality is unjust, that coercively upholding it violates a negative duty, and that we 
have urgent moral reason to eradicate global poverty. 
 
 
A moderate proposal 

 
The reform proposal now to be sketched is meant to support my second thesis: that 
the status quo can be reformed in a way that all three approaches would recognise as 
a major step toward justice. But it is also needed to close gaps in my argument for 
the first thesis: the proposal should show that the existing radical inequality can be 
traced to the structure of our global economic order (Condition 7). And it should also 
show that Condition 5 is met; for, according to all three approaches, the status quo is 
unjust only if we can improve the circumstances of the global poor without thereby 
becoming badly-off ourselves. 

I am formulating my reform proposal in l ine with the second approach, because 
the other two would support almost any reform that would improve the circumstances 
of the global poor. The second approach narrows the field by suggesting a more 
specific idea: those who make more extensive use of our planet’s resources should 
compensate those who, involuntarily, use very little. This idea does not require that 
we conceive of global resources as the common property of humankind, to be shared 
equally. My proposal is far more modest by leaving each government in control of 
the natural resources in its territory. Modesty is important if the proposed 
institutional alternative is to gain the support necessary to implement it and to 
sustain itself in the world as we know it. I hope that the GRD satisfies these two 
desiderata by staying close to the global order now in place and by being evidently 
responsive to each of the three approaches. 

In light of the vast extent of global poverty today, one may think that a massive 
GRD would be necessary to solve the problem. But I doubt this is so. Present radical 
inequality is the cumulative result of decades and centuries in which the more 
affluent societies and groups have used their advantages in capital and knowledge to 
expand these advantages ever further. This vast gulf between rich and poor does not 
demonstrate that economic systems have irresistible centrifugal tendencies. Rather, it 
shows the power of long term compounding when such tendencies are not 
continuously resisted (as they are, to some extent within most modern states). It is 
quite possible that, if radical inequality has once been eradicated, quite a small GRD 
may, in the context of a fair and open global market system, be sufficient 
continuously to balance those ordinary centrifugal tendencies of markets enough to 
forestall its re-emergence. The great magnitude of the problem does suggest, 
however, that init ially more may be needed so that it does not take all too long until 

severe poverty is erased and an acceptable distributional profile is reached.27 To get 
a concrete sense of the magnitudes involved, let us consider an initial, maximal 
figure of one percent of aggregate global income. While affluent countries in 2005 

actually provided $106.5 bil lion annually in official development assistance,28 a one 

percent GRD would have raised over $450 billion that year.29 Such an amount, if 



well targeted and effectively spent, would make a phenomenal difference to the poor 
even within a few years. On the other hand, the amount is rather small for the rest of 
us: well below the annual defence budget of just the US alone, significantly less than 
the annual ‘peace dividend’ enjoyed by the developed countries, and less than half 

the market value of the current annual crude oil production.30 
Let us stay with the case of crude oil for a moment and examine the likely 

effects of a $2 per barrel GRD on crude oil extraction. This dividend would be owed 
by the countries in which oil is extracted, though most of this cost would be passed 
along, through higher world market prices, to the end users of petroleum products. At 
$2 per barrel, over 17 percent of the high initial revenue target could be raised from 
crude oil alone — and comfortably so: at the expense of raising the price of 
petroleum products by about a nickel per gallon (0.63 pence per litre). It is thus 
clearly possible — without major changes to our global economic order — to 
eradicate world hunger within a few years by raising a sufficient revenue stream from 
a limited number of resources and pollutants. These should be selected carefully, 
with an eye to all collateral effects. This suggests the following desiderata: the GRD 
should be easy to understand and to apply. It should, for instance, be based on 
resources and pollutants whose extraction or discharge is easy to monitor or estimate, 
in order to ensure that every society is paying its fair share and to assure everyone 
that this is so. Such transparency also helps fulfil a second desideratum of keeping 
overall collection costs low. The GRD should, thirdly, have only a small impact on 
the price of goods consumed to satisfy basic needs. And it should, fourthly, be 
focused on resource uses whose discouragement is especially important for 
conservation and environmental protection. In this last respect, the GRD reform can 
produce great ecological benefits that are hard to secure in a less concerted way 
because of familiar collective-action problems: each society has little incentive to 
restrain its consumption and pollution, because the opportunity cost of such restraint 
falls on it alone while the costs of depletion and pollution are spread world-wide and 
into the future. 

The scheme for disbursing GRD funds is to be designed so as to make these 
funds maximally effective toward ensuring that all human beings can meet their own 
basic needs with dignity. Such design must draw upon the expertise of economists 
and international lawyers. Let me nonetheless make some provisional suggestions to 
give more concreteness to the proposed reform. Disbursement should be made 
pursuant to clear and straightforward general rules whose administration is cheap and 
transparent. Transparency is important to exclude political favouritism and the 
appearance thereof. It is important also for giving the government of any developing 
country clear and strong incentives toward eradicating domestic poverty. To optimise 
such incentive effects, the disbursement rules should reward progress: by allocating 
more funds to this country and/or by assigning more of its allocation directly to its 
government. 

This incentive may not always prevail. In some poor countries, the rulers care 
more about keeping their subjects destitute, uneducated, docile, dependent and hence 
exploitable. In such cases, it may still be possible to find other ways of improving 
the circumstances and opportunities of the domestic poor: by making cash payments 



directly to them or to their organisations or by funding development programs 
administered through UN agencies or effective non-governmental organisations. 
When, in extreme cases, GRD funds cannot be used effectively in a particular 
country, then there is no reason to spend them there rather than in those many other 
places where these funds can make a real difference in reducing poverty and 
disadvantage. 

Even if the incentives provided by the GRD disbursement rules do not always 
prevail, they shift the polit ical balance of forces in the right direction: a good 
government brings enhanced prosperity through GRD support and thereby generates 
more popular support which in turn tends to secure its position. A bad government 
finds the poor harder to oppress when they receive GRD funds through other channels 
and when all strata of the population have an interest in realising GRD-accelerated 
economic improvement under a different government more committed to poverty 
eradication. With the GRD in place, reforms will be pursued more vigorously and in 
more countries, and will succeed more often and sooner, than would otherwise be the 
case. Combined with suitable disbursement rules, the GRD can stimulate a peaceful 
international competition in effective poverty eradication. 

This rough and revisable sketch has shown, I hope, that the GRD proposal 
deserves serious examination as an alternative to conventional development 
assistance. While the latter has an aura of hand outs and dependence, the GRD avoids 
any appearance of arrogant generosity: it merely incorporates into our global 
institutional order the moral claim of the poor to partake in the benefits from the use 
of planetary resources. It implements a moral right — and one that can be justified in 
multiple ways: namely also forward- lookingly, by reference to its effects, and 
backward lookingly, by reference to the evolution of the present economic 
distribution. Moreover, the GRD would also be vastly more efficient. The 
disbursement of conventional development aid is heavily influenced by political 
considerations as is shown by the fact that so little goes toward poverty eradication 
The GRD, by contrast, would init ially raise 30 times as much exclusively toward 
meeting the basic needs of the global poor. 

Since the GRD would cost more and return less in direct political benefits, many 
of the wealthier and more powerful states might be tempted to refuse compliance. 
Wouldn’t the GRD scheme then require a global enforcement agency, something like 
a world government? In response, I agree that the GRD would have to be backed by 
sanctions. But sanctions could be decentralised: once the agency facil itating the flow 
of GRD payments reports that a country has not met its obligations under the scheme, 
all other countries are required to impose duties on imports from, and perhaps also 
similar levies on exports to, this country to raise funds equivalent to its GRD 
obligations plus the cost of these enforcement measures. Such decentralised sanctions 
stand a very good chance of discouraging small scale defections. Our world is now, 
and is likely to remain, highly interdependent economically. Most countries export 
and import between ten and fifty percent of their gross domestic product. No country 
would profit from shutting down foreign trade for the sake of avoiding its GRD 
obligation. And each would have reasons to fulfil its GRD obligation voluntarily: to 



retain control over how the funds are raised, to avoid paying extra for enforcement 
measures and to avoid the adverse publicity associated with non-compliance. 

To be sure, such a scheme of decentralised sanctions could work only so long as 
both the US and the European Union (EU) continue to comply and continue to 
participate in the sanction mechanism. I assume that both will do this, provided they 
can be brought to commit themselves to the GRD scheme in the first place. This 
prerequisite, which is decisive for the success of the proposal, is addressed in Section 
5. It should be clear however that a refusal by the US or the EU to participate in the 
eradication of global poverty would not affect the implications of the present section. 
The feasibility of the GRD suffices to show that extensive and severe poverty is 
avoidable at moderate cost (Condition 5), that the existing global order plays an 
important role in its persistence (Condition 7) and that we can take what all three 
approaches would recognise as a major step toward justice (second thesis). 
 
 
The moral argument for the proposed reform 

 
By showing that Conditions 1 10 are met, I hope to have demonstrated that present 
global poverty manifests a grievous injustice that can and should be abolished 
through institutional reform — involving the GRD scheme, perhaps, or some superior 
alternative. To make this train of thought as transparent and crit icisable as possible, I 
restate it now as an argument in six steps. The first two steps involve new 
formulations, so I comment on them briefly at the end. 

 
1 If a society or comparable social system, connected and regulated by a shared 

institutional order (Condition 6), displays radical inequality (Conditions 1-5), 
then this institutional order is prima facie unjust and requires justification. Here 
the burden of proof is on those who wish to defend this order and its coercive 
imposition as compatible with justice. 

2 Such a justification of an institutional order under which radical inequality 
persists would need to show either 

2a that Condition 10 is not met, perhaps because the existing radical inequality 
came about fairly: through an historical process that transpired in accordance 
with morally plausible rules that were generally observed; or 

2b that Condition 9 is not met, because the worse off can adequately benefit 
from the use of the common natural resource base through access to a 
proportional share or through some at least equivalent substitute; or 

2c that Condition 8 is not met, because the existing radical inequality can be 
traced to extra social factors (such as genetic handicaps or natural disasters) 
which, as such, affect different persons differentially; or 

 2d that Condition 7 is not met, because any proposed alternative to the existing 
institutional order either 
—  is impracticable, that is, cannot be stably maintained in the long run; or 
—  cannot be instituted in a morally acceptable way even with good will by all 

concerned; or 



—  would not substantially improve the circumstances of the worse-off; or 
— would have other morally serious disadvantages that offset any 

improvement in the circumstances of the worse-off. 
3 Humankind is connected and regulated by a shared global institutional order 

under which radical inequality persists. 
4 This global institutional order therefore requires justification from 1 and 3. 
5 This global institutional order can be given no justification of forms 2a, 2b, or 

2c. A justification of form 2d fails as well, because a reform involving 
introduction of a GRD provides an alternative that is practicable, can (with some 
good will by all concerned) be instituted in a morally acceptable way, would 
substantially improve the circumstances of the worse off and would not have 
disadvantages of comparable moral significance. 

6 The existing global order cannot be justified from 4, 2 and 5 and hence is unjust 
from 1. 

 
In presenting this argument, I have not attempted to satisfy the strictest demands of 
logical form, which would have required various qualifications and repetitions. I 
have merely tried to clarify the structure of the argument so as to make clear how it 
can be attacked. 

One might attack the first step. But this moral premise is quite weak, applying 
only if the existing inequality occurs within a shared institutional order (Condition 6) 
and is radical, that is, involves truly extreme poverty and extreme differentials in 
standards of living (Conditions 1 5). Moreover, the first premise does not flatly 
exclude any institutional order under which radical inequality persists, but merely 
demands that it be justified. Since social institutions are created and upheld, 
perpetuated or reformed by human beings, this demand cannot plausibly be refused. 

One might attack the second step. But this moral premise, too, is weak, in that it 
demands of the defender of the status quo only one of the four possible showings 
(2a-2d), leaving him free to try each of the conceptions of economic justice outlined 
in Section 2 even though he can hardly endorse all of them at once. Still, it remains 
open to argue that an institutional order reproducing radical inequality can be 
justified in a way that differs from the four (2a 2d) I have described. 

One might try to show that the existing global order does not meet one of the ten 
conditions. Depending on which condition is targeted, one would thereby deny the 
third premise or give a justification of forms 2a or 2b or 2c, or show that my reform 
proposal runs into one of the four problems listed under 2d. 

The conclusion of the argument is reached only if all ten conditions are met. 
Existing global poverty then manifests a core injustice: a phenomenon that the 
dominant strands of Western normative political thought jointly — albeit for diverse 
reasons — classify as unjust and can jointly seek to eradicate. Insofar as advantaged 
and influential participants in the present international order grant the argument, we 
acknowledge our shared responsibility for its injustice: we are violating a negative 
duty of justice insofar as we contribute to (and fail to mitigate) the harms it 
reproduces and insofar as we resist suitable reforms. 
 



Is the reform proposal realistic? 
 

Even if the GRD proposal is practicable, and even if it could be implemented with 
the good will of all concerned, there remains the problem of generating this good 
will, especially on the part of the rich and mighty. Without the support of the US and 
the EU, massive global poverty and starvation will certainly not be eradicated in our 
lifetimes. How realistic is the hope of mobil ising such support? I have two answers to 
this question. 

First. Even if this hope is not realistic, it is still  important to insist that present 
global poverty manifests a grievous injustice according to Western normative 
political thought. We are not merely distant witnesses of a problem unrelated to 
ourselves, with a weak, positive duty to help. Rather we are, both causally and 
morally, materially involved in the fate of the poor by imposing upon them a global 
institutional order that regularly produces severe poverty and/or by effectively 
excluding them from a fair share of the value of exploited natural resources and/or by 
upholding a radical inequality that evolved through an historical process pervaded by 
horrendous crimes. We can realistically end our involvement in their severe poverty 
not by extricating ourselves from this involvement, but only by ending such poverty 
through economic reform. If feasible reforms are blocked by others, then we may in 
the end be unable to do more than mitigate some of the harms we also help produce. 
But even then a difference would remain, because our effort would fulfi l not a duty 
to help the needy, but a duty to protect victims of any injustice to which we 
contribute. The latter duty is, other things equal, much more stringent than the 
former, especially when we can fulfil it out of the benefits we continually derive 
from this injustice. 

My second answer is that the hope may not be so unrealistic after all. My 
provisional optimism is based on two considerations. The first is that moral 
convictions can have real effects even in international politics — as even some 
political realists admit, albeit with regret. Sometimes these are the moral convictions 
of polit icians. But more commonly polit ics is influenced by the moral convictions of 
citizens. One dramatic example of this is the abolitionist movement which, in the 
nineteenth century, pressured the British government into suppressing the slave 

trade.31 A similar moral mobilisation may be possible also for the sake of 
eradicating global poverty — provided the citizens of the more powerful states can be 
convinced of a moral conclusion that really can be soundly supported and provided a 
path can be shown that makes only modest demands on each of us. 

The GRD proposal is morally compelling. It can be broadly anchored in the 
dominant strands of Western normative political thought outlined in Section 2. And it 
also has the morally significant advantage of shifting consumption in ways that 
restrain global pollution and resource depletion for the benefit of all and of future 
generations in particular. Because it can be backed by these four important and 
mutually independent moral rationales, the GRD proposal is well positioned to 
benefit from the fact that moral reasons can have effects in the world. If some help 
can be secured from economists, political scientists and lawyers, then moral 



acceptance of the GRD may gradually emerge and become widespread in the 
developed West. 

Eradicating global poverty through a scheme like the GRD also involves more 
realistic demands than a solution through private initiatives and conventional 
development aid. Even when one is certain that, by donating $900 per year, one can 
raise the standard of living of two very poor families by $400 annually, the 
commitment to do so is hard to sustain. Continual unilateral mitigation of poverty 
leads to fatigue, aversion, even contempt. It requires the more affluent citizens and 
governments to rally to the cause again and again while knowing full well that most 
others similarly situated contribute nothing or very little, that their own contributions 
are legally optional and that, no matter how much they give, they could for just a 
little more always save yet further children from sickness or starvation. 

Helping to implement the GRD, by contrast, one would also lower one’s family’s 
standard of living by $900 annually,  but one would do so for the sake of raising by 
$400 annually the standard of living of hundreds of millions of poor families. One 
would do so for the sake of eradicating severe poverty from this planet while 
knowing that all affluent people and countries are contributing their fair share to this 
effort. 

Analogous considerations apply to governments. The inefficiency of 
conventional development aid is sustained by their competitive situation, as they feel 
morally entitled to decline to do more by pointing to their even stingier competitors. 
This explanation supports the optimistic assumption that the affluent societies would 
be prepared, in joint reciprocity, to commit themselves to more than what they tend 
to do each on its own. 

Similar considerations apply to environmental protection and conservation, with 
respect to which the GRD also contributes to a collective solution: levels of pollution 
and wastefulness will continue to be much higher than would be best for all so long 
as anyone causing them can dump most of their cost on the rest of the world without 
any compensation (‘tragedy of the commons’). Exacting such compensation, the GRD 
redresses this imbalance of incentives. 

An additional point is that national development aid and environmental 
protection measures must be politically fought for or defended year after year, while 
acceptance of the GRD scheme would require only one — albeit rather more far 
reaching — political decision. 

The other optimistic consideration has to do with prudence. The times when we 
could afford to ignore what goes on in the developing countries are over for good. 
Their economic growth will have a great impact on our environment and their 
military and technological gains are accompanied by serious dangers, among which 
those associated with nuclear, biological and chemical weapons and technologies are 
only the most obvious. The transnational imposition of externalit ies and risks will 
ever more become a two way street as no state or group of states, however rich and 
mighty, will be able effectively to insulate itself from external influences: from 
military and terrorist attacks, illegal immigrants, epidemics and the drug trade, 
pollution and climate change, price fluctuations and scientific-technological and 
cultural innovations. It is then increasingly in our interest, too, that stable democratic 



institutions shall emerge in the developing countries — institutions under which 
governmental power is effectively constrained through procedural rules and basic 
rights. So long as large segments of these peoples lack elementary education and 
have no assurance that they will be able to meet even their most basic needs, such 
democratic institutions are much less likely than explosive mixtures of religious and 
ideological fanaticism, violent opposition movements, death squads and corrupt and 
politicised militaries. To expose ourselves to the occasional explosions of these 
mixtures would be increasingly dangerous and also more costly in the long run than 
the proposed GRD. 

This prudential consideration has a moral side as well. A future that is pervaded 
by radical inequality and hence unstable would endanger not only the security of 
ourselves and our progeny, but also the long term survival of our society, values and 
culture. Not only that such a future would, quite generally, endanger the security of 
all other human beings and their descendants as well as the survival of their 
societies, values and cultures. And so the interest in peace — in a future world in 
which different societies, values and cultures can coexist and interact peacefully — is 
obviously also, and importantly, a moral interest. 

Realising our prudential and moral interest in a peaceful and ecologically sound 
future will — and here I go beyond my earlier modesty — require supranational 
social institutions and organisations that limit the sovereignty rights of states more 
severely than is the current practice. The most powerful states could try to impose 
such limitations upon all the rest while exempting themselves. It is doubtful, 
however, that today’s great powers can summon and sustain the domestic political 
support necessary to see through such an attempt to the end. And it is doubtful also 
whether they could succeed. For such an attempt would provoke the bitter resistance 
of many other states, which would simultaneously try very hard, through military 
build-up, to gain access to the club of great powers. For such a project, the ‘elites’ in 
many developing countries could probably mobilise their populations quite easily, as 
the examples of India and Pakistan i llustrate. 

It may then make more sense for all to work toward supranational social 
institutions and organisations that limit the sovereignty rights of all states equally. 
But this solution can work only if at least a large majority of the states participating 
in these social institutions and organisations are stable democracies, which 
presupposes, in turn, that their citizens are assured that they can meet their basic 
needs and can attain a decent education and social position. 

The current geopolitical development drifts toward a world in which militarily 
and technologically highly advanced states and groups, growing in number, pose an 
ever greater danger for an ever larger subset of humankind. Deflecting this 
development in a more reasonable direction realistically requires considerable 
support from those other 84 percent of humankind who want to reduce our economic 
advantage and achieve our high standard of living. Through the introduction of the 
GRD or some similar reform we can gain such support by showing concretely that our 
relations to the rest of the world are not solely devoted to cementing our economic 
hegemony and that the global poor will be able peacefully to achieve a considerable 
improvement in their circumstances. In this way and only in this way can we refute 



the conviction, understandably widespread in the poor countries, that we will not 
give a damn about their misery until they will have the economic and military power 
to do us serious harm. And only in this way can we undermine the popular support 
that aggressive political movements of all kinds can derive from this conviction. 
 
 
Conclusion 

 
We are familiar, through charity appeals, with the assertion that it lies in our hands 
to save the lives of many or, by doing nothing, to let these people die. We are less 
familiar with the here examined assertion of a weightier responsibility: that most of 
us do not merely let people starve but also participate in starving them. It is not 
surprising that our initial reaction to this more unpleasant assertion is indignation, 
even hostili ty — that, rather than think it through or discuss it, we want to forget it 
or put it aside as plainly absurd. 

I have tried to respond constructively to the assertion and to show its 
plausibility. I do not pretend to have proved it conclusively, but my argument should 
at least raise grave doubts about our common-sense prejudices, which we must in any 
case treat with suspicion on account of how strongly our self interest is engaged in 
this matter. The great moral importance of reaching the correct judgement on this 
issue also counsels against l ightly dismissing the assertion here defended. The 
essential data about the lives and deaths of the global poor are, after all, indisputable. 
In view of very considerable global interdependence, it is extremely unlikely that 
their poverty is due exclusively to local factors and that no feasible reform of the 
present global order could thus affect either that poverty or these local factors. No 
less incredible is the view that ours is the best of all possible global orders, that any 
modification of it could only aggravate poverty. So we should work together across 
disciplines to conceive a comprehensive solution to the problem of global poverty, 
and across borders for the political implementation of this solution. 
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