Kantian Approaches to Some
Famine Problems

ONORA O’NEILL

The second moral theory whose scope and
determinacy in dealing with famine problems
1 shall consider was developed by the German
philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804).
First I shall offer a simplified version of Kant-
ian ethics [ ... ] I shall set out some of its
implications for action toward those who are
hungry and at risk of famine, and then I
shall summarize some differences between
utilitarian and Kantian ethics.

A Simplified Account of Kant’s Ethics

Kant’s theory is frequently and misleadingly
assimilated to theories of human rights. It is,
in fact, a theory of human obligations; there-
fore it is wider in scope than a theory of human
rights. (Not all obligations have corresponding
rights.) Kant does not, however, try to generate
a set of precise rules defining human obliga-
tions in all possible circumstances; instead,

he attempts to provide a set of principles of

obligation that can be used as the starting
points for moral reasoning in actual contexts
of action. The primary focus of Kantian ethics
is, then, on action rather than either results, as

Onora O’Neill, “Kantian Approaches to Some Famine

Problems,” pp. 258-70 from Tom Regan (ed.), Matters of

Life and Death: New Introductory Essays in Moral Philosophy,
Third Edition. New York: McGraw-Hill, 1980.

in utilitarian thinking, or entitlements, as in
theories that make human rights their funda-
mental category. Morality requires action of
certain sorts. But to know what sort of action
is required (or forbidden) in which circum-
stances, we should not look just at the expected
results of action or at others’ supposed entitle-
ments but, in the first instance, at the nature of
the proposed actions themselves.

When we engage in moral reasoning, we
often need go no further than to refer to
some quite specific principle or tradition. We
may say to one another, or to ourselves, things
like “It would be hypocritical to pretend that
our good fortune is achieved without harm to
the Third World” or “Redistributive taxation
shouldn’t cross national boundaries.” But when
these specific claims are challenged, we may
find ourselves pushed to justify or reject or
modify them. Such moral debate, on Kant’s
account, rests on appeals to what he calls the
Supreme Principle of Morality, which can (he
thinks) be used to work out more specific prin-
ciples of obligation. This principle, the famous
Categorical Imperative, plays the same role in
Kantian thinking that the Greatest Happiness
Principle plays in utilitarian thought.

A second reason why Kant’s moral thought
often appears difficult is that he offers a num-
ber of different versions of this principle, which
he claims are equivalent but which look very
different. A straightforward way in which to
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simplify Kantian moral thought is to concen-
trate on just one of these formulations of the
Categorical Imperative. For present purposes I
shall choose the version to which he gives the
sonorous name, The Formula of the End in
Itself.

The Formula of the End in Itself

The Formula of the End in Itself runs as
follows:

Act in such a way that you always treat hu-
manity, whether in your own person or in the
person of any other, never simply as a means
but always at the same time as an end.

To understand this principle we need in the
first place to understand what Kant means by
the term ‘maxim’. The maxim of an act or
policy or activity is the underlying principle of
the act, policy, or activity, by which other, more
superficial aspects of action are guided. Very
often interpretations of Kant have supposed
that maxims can only be the (underlying)
intentions of individual human agents. If that
were the case it would limit the usefulness of
Kantian modes of moral thought in dealing
with world hunger and famine problems. For
it is clear enough that individual action (while
often important) cannot deal with all the prob-
lems of Third World poverty. A moral theory
that addresses only individual actors does not
have adequate scope for discussing famine
problems. As we have seen, one of the main
attractions of utilitarianism as an approach to
Third World poverty is that its scope is so
broad: it can be applied with equal appropri-
ateness to the practical deliberations of indi-
viduals, of institutions and groups, and even of
nation states and international agencies. Kant-
ian ethical thinking can be interpreted (though
it usually isn’t) to have equally broad scope.
Since maxims are underlying principles of
action, they may not always be obvious either
to the individuals or institutions whose
maxims they are, or to others. We can deter-
mine what the underlying principles of some
activity or institution are only by seeing
the patterns made by various more superficial

aspects of acts, policies, and activities. Only
those principles that would generate that
pattern of activity are maxims of action. Some-
times more than one principle might lie behind
a given pattern of activity, and we may be
unsure what the maxim of the act was. For
example, we might wonder (as Kant does)
how to tell whether somebody gives change
accurately only out of concern to have an
honest reputation or whether he or she would
do so anyhow. In such cases we can sometimes
set up an “isolation test” — for example, a
situation in which it would be open to some-
body to be dishonest without any chance of a
damaged reputation. But quite often we can’t
set up any such situation and may be to some
extent unsure which maxim lies behind a
given act. Usually we have to rely on whatever
individual actors tell us about their maxims
of action and on what policymakers or social
scientists may tell us about the underlying
principles of institutional or group action.
What they tell us may well be mistaken. While
mistakes can be reduced by care and thought-
fulness, there is no guarantee that we can
always work out which maxim of action should
be scrutinized for purposes of judging what
others do. On the other hand, there is no
problem when we are trying to guide our own
action: if we can find out what duty demands,
we can try to meet those demands.

It is helpful to think of some examples of
maxims that might be used to guide action
in contexts where poverty and the risk of
famine are issues. Somebody who contributes
to famine-relief work or advocates develop-
ment might have an underlying principle such
as, “Try to help reduce the risk or severity of
world hunger.” This commitment might be
reflected in varied surface action in varied situ-
ations. In one context a gift of money might be
relevant; in another some political activity such
as lobbying for or against certain types of aid
and trade might express the same underlying
commitment. Sometimes superficial aspects of
action may seem at variance with the under-
lying maxim they in fact express. For example,
if there is reason to think that indiscriminate
food aid damages the agricultural economy of
the area to which food is given, then the maxim
of seeking to relieve hunger might be expressed
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in action aimed at limiting the extent of food
aid. More lavish use of food aid might seem to
treat the needy more generously, but if in fact it
will damage their medium- or long-term eco-
nomic prospects, then it is not (contrary to
superficial appearances) aimed at improving
and securing their access to subsistence. On a
Kantian theory, the basis for judging action
should be its fundamental principle or policy,
and superficially similar acts may be judged
morally very different. Regulating food aid in
order to drive up prices and profit from them is
one matter; regulating food aid in order to
enable local farmers to sell their crops and to
stay in the business of growing food is quite
another.

When we want to work out whether a pro-
posed act or policy is morally required we
should not, on Kant’s view, try to find out
whether it would produce more happiness
than other available acts. Rather we should
see whether the act or policy is required if we
are to avoid acting on maxims that use others
as mere means and act on maxims that treat
others as ends in themselves. These two aspects
of Kantian duty can each be spelled out and
shown to have determinate implications for
acts and policies that may affect the persistence
of hunger and the risk and course of famines.

Using Others as Mere Means

We use others as mere means if what we do
reflects some maxim to which they could not in
principle consent. Kant does not suggest that
there is anything wrong about using someone
as a means. Evidently every cooperative scheme
of action does this. A government that agrees to
provide free or subsidized food to famine-relief
agencies both uses and is used by the agencies;
a peasant who sells food in a local market both
uses and is used by those who buythe food. In
such examples each party to the transaction
can and does consent to take part in that trans-
action. Kant would say that the parties to such
transactions use one another but do not use
one another as mere means. Each party assumes
that the other has its own maxims of action
and is not just a thing or prop to be used or
manipulated.

But there are other cases where one party to
an arrangement or transaction not only uses
the other but does so in ways that could only be
done on the basis of a fundamental principle or
maxim to which the other could not in prin-
ciple consent. If, for example, a false promise
is given, the party that accepts the promise is
not just used but used as a mere means,
because it is impossible for consent to be given
to the fundamental principle or project of
deception that must guide every false promise,
whatever its surface character. Those who
accept false promises #ust be kept ignorant of
the underlying principle or maxim on which
the “undertaking” is based. If this isn’t kept
concealed, the attempted promise will either
be rejected or will not be a false promise at all.
In false promising, the deceived party becomes,
as it were, a prop or tool — a mere means — in
the false promisor’s scheme. Action based on
any such maxim of deception would be wrong in
Kantian terms, whether it is a matter of a breach
of treaty obligations, of contractual undertak-
ings, or of accepted and relied upon modes of
interaction. Maxims of deception standardly use
others as mere means, and acts that could only
be based on such maxims are unjust.

Other standard ways of using others as mere
means is by violence or coercion. Here too
victims have no possibility of refusing what is
done to them. If a rich or powerful landowner
or nation destroys a poorer or more vulnerable
person, group, or nation or threatens some
intolerable difficulty unless a concession is
made, the more vulnerable party is denied a
genuine choice between consent and dissent.
While the boundary that divides violence and
coercion from mere bargaining and negotiation
varies and is therefore often hard to discern, we
have no doubt about the clearer cases. Maxims
of violence destroy or damage agents or their
capabilities. Maxims of coercion may threaten
physical force, seizure of possessions, destruc-
tion of opportunities, or any other harm that
the coerced party is thought to be unable to
absorb without grave injury or danger. For
example, a grain dealer in a Third World village
who threatens not to make or renew an indis-
pensable loan without which survival until the
next harvest would be impossible, unless he is
sold the current crop at pitifully low prices,
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uses the peasant as mere means. The peasant
does not have the possibility of genuinely con-
senting to the “offer he can’t refuse” In this
way the outward form of some coercive trans-
actions may look like ordinary commercial
dealings: but we know very well that some
action that is superficially of this sort is based
on maxims of coercion. To avoid coercion,
action must be governed by maxims that the
other party can choose to refuse and is not
forced to accept. The more vulnerable the
other party in any transaction or negotiation,
the less that party’s scope for refusal, and the
more demanding it is likely to be to ensure that
action is noncoercive.

In Kant’s view, acts done on maxims that
endanger, coerce, or deceive others, and thus
cannot in principle have the consent of those
others, are wrong. When individuals, institu-
tions, or nation states act in ways that can only
be based on such maxims, they fail in their
duty. They treat the parties who are either
deceived or coerced unjustly. To avoid unjust
action it is not enough to observe the outward
forms of free agreement, cooperation, and mar-
ket disciplines; it is also essential to see that the
weaker party to any arrangement has a genuine
option to refuse the fundamental character of
the proposal.

Treating Others as Ends in Themselves

For Kant, as for utilitarians, justice is only one
part of duty. We may fail in our duty, even
when we don’t use anyone as mere means, if
we fail to treat others as “ends in themselves”
To treat others as ends in themselves we must
not only avoid using them as mere means but
also treat them as rational and autonomous
beings with their own maxims. In doing so we
must also remember that (as Kant repeatedly
stressed, but later Kantians have often forgot-
ten) human beings are finite rational beings in
several ways. First, human beings are not ideal
rational calculators. We standardly have neither
a complete list of the actions possible in a given
situation nor more than a partial view of their
likely consequences. In addition, abilities
to assess and to use available information are
usually quite limited. Second, these cognitive

limitations are standardly complemented by
limited autonomy. Human action is limited
not only by various sorts of physical barrier
and inability but by further sorts of (mutual
or asymmetrical) dependence. To treat ome
another as ends in themselves such beings
have to base their action on principles that do
not undermine but rather sustain and extend
one another’s capacities for autonomous
action. A central requirement for doing so is
to share and support one another’s ends and
activities to some extent. Since finite rational
beings cannot generally achieve their aims
without some help and support from others,
a general refusal of help and support amounts
to failure to treat others as rational and
autonomous beings, that is, as ends in them-
selves. Hence Kantian principles require us
not only to act justly, that is, in accordance
with maxims that don’t injure, coerce, or
deceive others, but also to avoid manipulation
and to lend some support to others’ plans and
activities. Since hunger, great poverty, and
powerlessness all undercut the possibility of
autonomous action, and the requirement of
treating others as ends in themselves demands
that Kantians standardly act to support the
possibility of autonomous action where it is
most vulnerable, Kantians are required to do
what they can to avert, reduce, and remedy
hunger. They cannot of course do everything
to avert hunger: but they may not do nothing.

Justice and Beneficence in Kant’s Thought

Kant is often thought to hold that justice is
morally required, but beneficence is morally
less important. He does indeed, like Mill,
speak of justice as a perfect duty and of benefi-
cence as an imperfect duty. But he does not
mean by this that beneficence is any less a
duty; rather, he holds that it has (unlike justice)
to be selective. We cannot share or even sup-
port all others” maxims all of the time. Hence
support for others’ autonomy is always select-
ive, By contrast we can make all action
and institutions conform fundamentally to
standards of nondeception and noncoercion.
Kant’s understanding of the distinction
between perfect and imperfect duties differs
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from Mill's. In a Kantian perspective justice is
more than the core of beneficence, as in Mill’s
theory, and beneficence ism’t just an attractive but
optional moral embellishment of just arrange-
ments (as tends to be assumed in most theories
that take human rights as fundamental).

Justice to the Vulnerable in Kantian
Thinking

For Kantians, justice requires action that con-
forms (at least outwardly) to what could be
done in a given situation while acting on
maxims that use nobody. Since anyone hungry
or destitute is more than usually vulnerable to
deception, violence, and coercion, the possibil-
ities and temptations to injustice are then es-
pecially strong. They are often strongest for
those who are nearest to acute poverty and
hunger, so could (if they chose) exploit others’
need.

Examples are easily suggested. I shall begin
with some situations that might arise for some-
body who happened to be part of a famine-
stricken population. Where shortage of food is
being dealt with by a reasonably fair rationing
scheme, any mode of cheating to get more
than one’s allocated share involves using some
others and is unjust. Equally, taking advantage
of others’ desperation to profiteer — for
example, selling food at colossal prices or
making loans on the security of others’ future
livelihood, when these are “offers they can’t
refuse” — constitutes coercion, uses others as
mere means, and so is unjust. Transactions that
have the outward form of normal commercial
dealings may be coercive when one party is
desperate. Equally, forms of corruption that
work by deception — such as bribing officials
to gain special benefits from development
schemes, or deceiving others about these
entitlements — use others unjustly. Such require-
ments are far from trivial and are frequently
violated in hard times; acting justly in such
conditions may involve risking one’s own life
and livelihood and may require the greatest
courage.

It is not so immediately obvious what justice,
Kantianly conceived, requires of agents and
agencies who are remote from destitution.

Might it not be sufficient to argue that those
of us fortunate enough to live in the developed
world are far from famine and destitution, so
if we do nothing but go about our usual busi-
ness will successfully avoid injustice to the des-
titute? This conclusion has often been reached
by those who take an abstract view of rational-
ity and forget the limits of human rationality
and autonomy. To such people it seems that
there is nothing more to just action than non-
interference with others. But once we remem-
ber the limitations of human rationality and
autonomy, and the particular ways in which
they are limited for those living close to the
margins of subsistence, we can see that mere
“noninterfering” conformity to ordinary
standards of commercial honesty and political
bargaining is not enough for justice toward
the destitute. If the demands of the powerful
constitute “offers that cannot be refused” by
the government or by the citizens of a poor
country, or if the concessions required for
investment by a transnational corporation or
a development project reflect the desperation
of recipients rather than an appropriate contri-
bution to the project, then (however benevolent
the motives of some parties) the weaker party
to such agreements is used by the stronger.

In the earlier days of European colonial
penetration of the now underdeveloped world
it was evident enough that some of the ways in
which “agreements” were made with native
peoples were in fact violent, deceptive, or
coercive — or all three. “Sales” of land by
those who had no grasp of market practices
and “cession of sovereignty” by those whose
forms of life were prepolitical constitute only
spurious consent to the agreements struck. But
it is not only in these original forms of bargain-
ing between powerful and powerless that injust-
ice is frequent. There are many contemporary
examples. For example, if capital investment in
a poorer country requires the receiving country
or some of its institutions or citizens to contrib-
ute disproportionately to the maintenance of a
developed, urban “enclave” economy that offers
little local employment but lavish standards
of life for a small number of (possibly expatri-
ate) “experts,” while guaranteeing long-term
exemption from local taxation for the investors,
then we may doubt that the agreement could
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have been struck without the element of
coercion provided by the desperation of the
weaker party. Often enough the coercers in
such cases are members of the local as well as
the international elite. Or if a trade agreement
extracts political advantages (such as military
bases) that are incompatible with the funda-
mental political interests of the country
concerned, we may judge that at least some
leaders of that country have been “bought” in
a sense that is not consonant with ordinary
commercial practice.

Even when the actions of those who are
party to an agreement don’t reflect a funda-
mental principle of violence, coercion, or
deception, the agreement may alter the life
circumstances and prospects of third parties
in ways to which they patently could not have
not consented. For example, a system of food
aid and imports agreed upon by the govern-
ment of a Third World country and certain
developed states or international agencies
may give the elite of that Third World country
access to subsidized grain. If that grain is then
used to control the urban population and also
produces destitution among peasants (who
used to grow food for that urban population),
then those who are newly destitute probably
have not been offered any opening or possibil-
ity of refusing their new and worsened con-
ditions of life. If a policy is imposed, those
affected. cannor have been given a chance to
refuse it: had the chance been there, they
would either have assented (and so the
policy would not have been imposed) or refused
(and so proceeding with the policy would have
been evidently coercive), or they would
have been able to renegotiate the terms of trade.

Beneficence to the Vulnerable in Kantian
Thinking

In Kantian moral reasoning, the basis for
beneficent action is that without it we fail to
treat others of limited rationality and auton-
omy as ends in themselves. This is not to say
that Kantian beneficence won’t make others
happier, for it will do so whenever they would
be happier if (more) capable of autonomous
action, but that happiness secured by purely

paternalistic means, or at the cost (for
example) of manipulating others’ desires, will
not count as beneficent in the Kantian picture,
Clearly the vulnerable position of those who
lack the very means of life, and their severely
curtailed possibilities for autonomous action,
offer many different ways in which it might be
possible for others to act beneficently. Where
the means of life are meager, almost any
material or organizational advance may help
extend possibilities for autonomy. Individual
or institutional action that aims to advance
economic or social development can proceed
on many routes. The provision of clean water,
of improved agricultural techniques, of better
grain storage systems, or of adequate means of
local transport may all help transform material
prospects. Equally, help in the development of
new forms of social organization — whether
peasant self-help groups, urban coopera-
tives, medical and contraceptive services, or
improvements in education or in the position
of women — may help to extend possibilities for
autonomous action. While the central core of
such development projects will be require-
ments of justice, their full development will
also demand concern to treat others as ends
in themselves, by paying attention to their par-
ticular needs and desires. Kantian thinking
does not provide a means by which all possible
ways of treating others as ends in themselves
could be listed and ranked. But where some
activity helps secure possibilities for autono-
mous action for more people, or is likely to
achieve a permanent improvement in the pos-
ition of the most vulnerable, or is one that can
be done with more reliable success, this pro-
vides reason for furthering that way of treating
others as ends.

Clearly the alleviation of need must rank far
ahead of the furthering of happiness in other
ways in the Kantian picture. I might make my
friends very happy by throwing extravagant
parties: but this would probably not increase
anybody’s possibility for autenomous action to |
any great extent. But the sorts of development-
oriented changes that have just been men-
tioned may fransform the possibilities for
action of some. Since hunger and the risk of
famine are always and evidently highly dam-
aging to human autonomy, any action that
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helps avoid or reduce famine must have a
strong claim on any Kantian who is thinking
through what beneficence requires. Depending
on circumstances, such action may have to take
the form of individual contribution to famine
relief and development organizations, of indi-
vidual or collective effort to influence the trade
and aid policies of developed countries, or of
attempts to influence the activities of those
Third World elites for whom development
does not seem to be an urgent priority. Some
approaches can best be undertaken by private
citizens of developed countries by way of
lobbying, publicity, and education; others are
best approached by those who work for gov-
ernments, international agencies, or trans-
national corporations, who can “work from
within” to influence the decisions and policies
of these institutions. Perhaps the most dra-
matic possibilities to act for a just or an unjust,
a beneficent or selfish future belongs to those
who hold positions of power or influence
within the Third World. But wherever we find
ourselves, our duties are not, on the Kantian
picture, limited to those close at hand. Duties
of justice arise whenever there is some involve-
ment between parties — and in the modern
world this is never wholly lacking. Duties of
beneficence arise whenever destitution puts the
possibility of autonomous action in question
for the more vulnerable. When famines were
not only far away, but nothing could be done to
relieve them, beneficence or charity legitim-
ately began — and stayed — near home. In an
interconnected world, the moral significance of
distance has shrunk, and we may be able to
affect the capacities for autonomous action of
those who are far away.

The Scope of Kantian Deliberations about
Hunger and Famine

In many ways Kantian moral reasoning is less
ambitious than utilitarian moral reasoning. It
does not propose a process of moral reasoning
that can (in principle) rank all possible actions
or all possible institutional arrangements from
the happiness-maximizing “right” action or
institution downward. It aims rather to offer a
pattern of reasoning by which we can identify

whether proposed action o institutional
arrangements would be just or unjust, benefi-
cent or lacking in beneficence. While some
knowledge of causal connections is needed for
Kantian reasoning, it is far less sensitive than is
utilitarian reasoning to gaps in our causal
knowledge. It may therefore help us reach con-
clusions that are broadly accurate even if they
are imprecise. The conclusions reached about
particular proposals for action or about insti-
tutional arrangements will not hold for all
time, but be relevant for the contexts for
which action is proposed. For example, if it is
judged that some institution — say, the World
Bank — provides, under present circumstances,
a just approach to certain development prob-
lems, it will not follow that under all other
circumstances such an institution would be
part of a just approach. There may be other
institutional arrangements that are also just;
and there may be other circumstances under
which the institutional structure of the World
Bank would be shown to be in some ways
unjust.

These points show us that Kantian deliber-
ations about hunger can lead only to conclu-
sions that are useful in determinate contexts.
This, however, is standardly what we need to
know for action, whether individual or institu-
tional. We do not need to be able to generate a
complete list of available actions in order to
determine whether proposed lines of action are
not unjust and whether any are beneficent.
Kantian patterns of moral reasoning cannot
be guaranteed to identify the optimal course
of action in a situation. They provide methods
neither for listing nor for ranking all possible
proposals for action. But any line of action that
is considered can be checked to see whether it
is part of what justice and beneficence require —
or of what they forbid.

The reason this pattern of reasoning will not
show any action or arrangement of the most
beneficent one available is that the Kantian
picture of beneficence is less mathematically
structured than the utilitarian one. It judges
beneficence by its overall contribution to the
prospects for human autonomy and not by the
quantity of happiness expected to result. To
the extent that the autonomous pursuit of
goals is what Mill called “one of the principal
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ingredients of human happiness” (but only to
that extent), the requirements of Kantian and
of utilitarian beneficence will coincide. But
whenever expected happiness is not a function
of the scope for autonomous action, the
two accounts of beneficent action diverge. For
utilitarians, paternalistic imposition of, for
example, certain forms of aid and development
assistance need not be wrong and may even
be required. But for Kantians, who think that
beneficence should secure others’ possibilities
for autonomous action, the case for pater-
nalistic imposition of aid or development
projects without the recipients’ involvement
must always be questionable.

In terms of some categories in which devel-
opment projects are discussed, utilitarian rea-
soning may well endorse “top-down” aid and
development projects that override whatever
capacities for autonomous choice and action
the poor of a certain area now have in the
hopes of securing a happier future. If the calcu-
lations work out in a certain way, utilitarians
may even think a “generation of sacrifice” — or of
forced labor or of imposed population-control
policies —not only permissible but mandated. In
their darkest Malthusian moments some utilit-
arians have thought that average happiness
might best be maximized not by improving
the lot of the poor but by minimizing their
numbers, and so have advocated policies of
harsh neglect of the poorest and most desperate.
Kantian patterns of reasoning are likely to
endorse less global and less autonomy-overrid-
ing aid and development projects; they are not
likely to endorse neglect or abandoning of those
who are most vulnerable and lacking in auton-
omy. If the aim of beneficence is to keep or put
others in a position to act for themselves,
then emphasis must be placed on “bottom-up”
projects, which from the start draw on, foster,
and establish indigenous capacities and prac-
tices for self-help and local action.

Utilitarians, Kantians, and Respect for Life:
Respect for Life in Utilitarian Reasoning

In the contrasting utilitarian and Kantian
pictures of moral reasoning and of their impli-
cations for hunger, we can also discern two

sharply contrasting pictures of the value of
human life.

Utilitarians, since they value happiness
above all, aim to achieve the happiest possible
world. If their life plans remain unclear, this is
because the means to this end are often unclear.
But one implication of this position is entirely
clear. It is that if happiness is the supreme
value, then anything may and ought to be
sacrificed for the sake of a greater happiness.
Lesser possibilities of happiness and even life
itself ought to be sacrificed to achieve maximal
happiness. Such sacrifices may be required even
when those whose happiness or lives are sacri-
ficed are not willing. Rearing the fabric of feli-
city may be a bloody business. It all depends on
the causal connections.

As our control over the means of ending and
preserving lives has increased, utilitarians have
confronted many uncomfortable questions.
Should life be preserved at the cost of pain
when modern medicine makes this possible?
Or will happiness be greater if euthanasia is
permitted under certain circumstances? Should
the most afflicted be left to starve in famine
situations if the happiness of all, and perhaps
the average happiness, will be greater if those
whose recovery is not likely to be complete are
absent? Should population growth be fostered
so long as total (or again perhaps average)
happiness is increased, even if other sorts
of difficulties arise? Should forced labor
and enforced redistribution of income across
national boundaries be imposed for the sake of
a probably happier world? How far ought util-
itarians to insist on the sacrifice of comforts,
liberties, and even lives in order to “rear the
fabric of felicity?

Utilitarians do not deny that their moral
reasoning raises many questions of these sorts.
But the imprecision of our knowledge of con-
sequences often blurs the answers to these
questions. As we peer through the blur, we can
see that on a utilitarian view lives must be
sacrificed to build a happier world if this is
the most efficient way to do so, whether or
not those who lose their lives are willing.
There is nothing wrong with using another as
mere means, provided that the end in view is a
happier result than could have been achieved
any other way, taking account of the misery
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the means may have caused. In utilitarian
thinking, persons are not ends in themselves.
Their special moral status, such as it is, derives
from their being means to the production of
happiness. But they are not even necessary
means for this end, since happiness can be
Jocated in nonhuman lives. It may even turn
out that maximal happiness requires the sacri-
fice of human for the sake of animal lives.

In utilitarian thinking life has a high but
derivative value, and some lives may have to
be sacrificed for the sake of greater happiness
or reduced misery in other lives. Nor is there a
deep difference between ending others’ lives by
not helping (as some Malthusians suggest) and
doing so as a matter of deliberate intervention
or policy.

Respect for Life in Kantian Reasoning

Kantians reach different conclusions about
human life. They see it as valuable because
humans have considerable (but still quite
incomplete) capacities for autonomous action.
There may be other beings with more complete
capacities, but we are not acquainted with
them. Christian tradition speaks of angels;
Kant referred to hypothetical beings he called
Holy Wills; writers of science fiction have
multiplied the varieties. There are certainly
other beings with fewer capacities for autono-
mous action than humans standardly have.
Whether we think that (some) animals should
not be used as mere means, or should be trea-
ted as ends in themselves, is going to depend
on the particular -picture we have of partial
autonomy and on the capacities we find that
certain sorts of animals have or are capable of
acquiring. This is a large question, around
which I shall put some hasty brackets. It is
quite an important issue in working out the
famine and development implications of Kant-
ian thinking, since development strategies have
different implications for various animal spe-
cies. For the moment, however, I shall consider
only some implications of human capacities for
(partially) autonomous action in Kantian
thinking on respect for human life in contexts
of acute vulnerability, such as destitution and
(threatened) hunger.

The fundamental idea behind the Categor-
ical Imperative is that the actions of a plurality
of rational beings can be mutually consistent. A
minimal condition for their mutual consist-
ency is that each, in acting autonomously,
not preclude others’ autonomous action. This
requirement can be spelled out, as in the for-
mula of the end in itself, by insisting that each
avoid action that the other could not freely join
in (hence avoid violence, deception, and coer-
cion) and that each seek to foster and secure
others’ capacities for autonomous action. What
this actually takes will, as we have seen, vary
with circumstances. But it is clear enough that
the partial autonomy of human beings is
undermined by life-threatening and destroying
circumstances, such as hunger and destitution.
Hence a fundamental Kantian commitment
must be to preserve life in two senses. First,
others must not be deprived of life. The dead
(as well as the moribund, the gravely ill, and
the famine-stricken) cannot act. Second,
others’ lives must be preserved in forms that
offer them sufficient physical energy, psycho-
logical space, and social security for action.
Partial autonomy is vulnerable autonomy, and
in human life psychological and social as well
as material needs must be met if any but the
most meager possibility of autonomous action
is to be preserved. Kantians are therefore
committed to the preservation not only of
biological but of biographical life. To act in
the typical ways humans are capable of we
must not only be alive, but have a life to lead.

On a Kantian view, we may justifiably — even
nobly — risk or sacrifice our lives for others.
When we do so, we act autonomously, and
nobody uses us as a mere means. But we cannot
justly use others (nor they us) as mere means in
a scheme that could only be based on violence,
deception, or coercion. Nor may we always
refuse others the help they need to sustain the
very possibility of autonomous action. Of
course, no amount of beneficence could put
anyone in the position to do all possible actions:
that is not what we need to be concerned about.
What we do need to be concerned about is
failure to secure for others a possibility of
some range of autonomous action.

Where others’ possibilities for autonomous
action are eroded by poverty and malnutrition,
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the necessary action must cearly  include
moves to change the picture. But these moves
will not meet Kantian requirements if they
provide merely calories and basic medicine;
they must also seek to enable those who
began to be adequately fed to act autono-
mously. They must foster the capabilities that
human beings need to function effectively.
They must therefore aim at least at minimal
security and subsistence. Hence the changes
that Kantians argue or work for must always
be oriented to development plans that create
enough economic self-sufficiency and social
security for independence in action to be feas-
ible and sustainable. There is no royal road to
this result and no set of actions that is likely
to be either universally or totally effective. Too
many changes are needed, and we have too
little understanding of the precise causal
connections that limit some possibilities and
guarantee others. But some broadly accurate,
if imprecise indication of ranges of required
action, or ranges of action from which at least
some are required, is possible,

Nearby Hunger and Poverty: Hunger and
Welfare in Rich Countries

So far we have been considering how we might
think about and respond to the poverty, hun-
ger, and famine that are characteristic of parts
of the developing world. However, both pov-
erty and hunger can be found nearer home.
Poverty in the developed world is nowhere so
widespread or acute as to risk famine; but it
is well documented. Hunger in the developed
world is doubly hidden. As always, it shows
more in the blighting of lives and health than
in literal deaths. However, in contrast to Third
World poverty, poverty in rich countries is a
minority problem that affects parts of the
population whom not everybody meets. Per-
haps the most visible aspect of this poverty-
amid-wealth in the 1990s is the number of
homeless people now to be found on the streets
of great and once-great cities in some of the
richest societies of the world. In the warmer
climates of the Third World, the need for warm
and decent housing is also often unmet — but
homelessness is nowhere a worse experience

than in the colder parts of the developed
world. Although the homeless of the rich
world may be able to command money
that would constitute wealth in a very poor
country, its purchasing power where they are
is not enough for minimal housing, decent
hygiene, and dlothing and may not be enough
for adequate food. Apart from the highly
visible homeless there are many others in the
richer countries who for one reason or another
go hungry.

The utilitarian and Kantian ways of thinking
considered in this chapter have clear implica-
tions for responses to nearby hunger. For util-
itarians there will be no doubt that this hunger
too produces misery, and should be ended by
whatever means will add to the total of human
happiness. Many of the strategies that have
been used successfully to eradicate hunger in
some developed countries have been strongly
influenced by this utilitarian thinking. For
example, in many western European states
social welfare systems guarantee basic welfare,
including health care for all, and minimal
income. The public policies of these welfare
states are funded by taxation, and there would
be wide public agreement that these policies
produce a greater total happiness than would
laissez-faire policies, which would leave the
poor without a publicly funded “safety net”
Opposition to welfare state policies, which can
reliably reduce poverty and end hunger, is not
likely to come from utilitarians. On the contrary,
utilitarian activism has been one of the major
forces behind the emergence of welfare states.

Opposition to a welfare state has, however,
been vocal among some sorts of human rights
thinkers. They articulate the worry that a wel-
fare state, like foreign aid or food aid, is unjust
to those who are taxed to provide the funds,
and damaging to those who become dependent
on what they often disparagingly call welfare
handouts.

The objection to redistributive taxation has
been part of a long-standing polemic between
advocates of “equality” and of “liberty” during
the period of the Cold War. Some of the advo-
cates of liberty (often called libertarians) have
adopted an extreme view of the demands of
liberty, and argue that unrestricted rights to
property-without-taxation are a human right.
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They conclude that the welfare state is an attack
on human liberty. Equally, some advocates of
equality have argued for a very strong impos-
ition of material equality, which would indeed
make heavy inroads into individual liberty. The
underlying arguments for both extreme posi-
tions, and for their favored interpretations of
human rights, are quite unconvincing. In prac-
tice, societies have to strike some balance
between liberty and equality. Good social wel-
fare policies are an attractive way of accommo-
dating liberty and equality because they ensure
that nobody is so vulnerable that their liberty is
wholly eroded, but they do so without a
heavy reduction of liberty of those who pay
the necessary taxes. The even-handed collec-
tion of just taxes leaves richer citizens very
great liberty to lead their lives as they will,
and enables poorer citizens to reach a minim-
ally decent standard of living that secures their
capabilities for leading their lives with dignity.
The real issues for social policymakers in the
area of taxation have to do with questions
about the containment of costs, the fairness of
taxation, and the efficiency of its collection
rather than with illusory attempts to create
societies that embody liberty without equality,
or equality without liberty.

The second of these worries, that welfare
creates dependence, is a rather implausible
objection to policies that end hunger: nothing
damages autonomy and creates vulnerability
and dependence as much as debilitating hunger
and demeaning homelessness. A lack of welfare
systems perhaps guarantees that the poor do
not depend on the state, but it increases rather
than ends their dependence. Worries about
dependence have a limited appropriate role in
considering what sort of welfare policies to
pursue. Should welfare payments be in cash
or in kind? How far is means testing needed?
Should support go to families or to individ-
uals? Do some welfare systems damage the
incentive to work? These detailed questions,
rather than ideological defense either of unre-
stricted liberty or of unrestricted equality, are
the real issues for social policymakers today.

The Kantian position presented here stresses
the importance of not using others as mere
means and of treating them as ends in them-
selves. This position demands commitment to

institutions that enable people to become and
remain autonomous agents. Hence Kantians
would be particularly concerned to prevent
the extremes of poverty that lead to hunger
and homelessness. The hungry and homeless
are particularly vulnerable to every sort of
injustice, and above all to violence, coercion,
and deception, all of which use people as mere
means. On the other hand, this same commit-
ment to autonomy would lead Kantians
to demand that welfare policies leave welfare
recipients as much in charge of their lives as
possible. They would argue that welfare pol-
icies (e.g., minimum wage, health care, un-
employment pay, child benefit, and many
others) can all be structured to enhance rather
than restrict the autonomy of those who
receive benefits or payments. Good welfare pol-
icies manifest rather than damage respect for
persons. Kantians do not, of course, advocate
justice alone, but also insist that beneficence is
important and should be manifested in sup-
port and concern for particular others and for
their projects. This commitment would also be
relevant to actions to relieve poverty, hunger,
and homelessness. A society that manages not
to use any of its members as mere means, and
funds adequate levels of welfare payment, can
either succeed in treating its more vulnerable
members as ends in themselves, whose particu-
lar lives and plans must be respected, or fail to
do so by leaving them to the undermining and
humiliating procedures of an ill-trained welfare
bureaucracy. Because Kantians are concerned
for justice and beneficence, they would never
see beneficence alone as an adequate response
to poverty, homelessness, and hunger at home
or abroad. Mere charity is too capricious to
secure for the poor capabilities to lead their
own lives. Equally, unlike persons with rights-
based sorts of ethical thinking, they would
never see justice alone as a morally adequate
response to human vulnerability.

Whether poverty and hunger are in the next
street or far away, whether we articulate the
task in utilitarian, in Kantian, or in other
terms, the claims of justice and of beneficence
for the two cases are similar. What may differ in
the two cases are our opportunities for action.
Sometimes we have far greater possibilities to
affect what goes on in the next street than we
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do to affect what goes on on distant continents.
Since nobody can do everything, we not only
may but must put our efforts where they will
bear fruit. This, however, provides no license
for injustice to distant others. Nearby neigh-
bors need justice, but they are not entitled to
justice at the expense of those who are far away.
Hence legitimate concern for justice and wel-
fare for those who are nearby fellow-citizens
has always to work with and not against the
vast efforts of countless agents and institutions
across the world and across the generations of

mankind to put an end to world hunger. 1, §
world in which action affects distant others,
justice cannot be stopped at local or nationg]
boundaries: there is no such thing as socjg
justice in one country. It is only our activism,
and not our thinking or concern, that cap
legitimately be local. If we act by the ecologist’s
slogan “Think globally, act locally” not only in
protecting vulnerable environments but jn pro-
tecting vulnerable humans, we may, however,
become part of the solution rather than part of
the problem of world hunger.



