1. Saving a Child

On your way to work, you pass a small pond. On
hot days, children sometimes play in the pond, which
is only abour knee-deep, The weather's cool roday,
though, and the hour is early, so you are surprised to see
a child splashing about in the pond. As you ger closer,
vou see that it is a very yvoung child, just a toddler, who
is Hailing abourt, unable to stay upright or walk our of
the pond. You lock for the parents or babysitter, but
there 1s no one else around. The child 1s unable o keep
his head above the water for more than a few seconds ar
a time. [f you don't wade in and pull him our, he seems
likely to drown. Wading in is easy and sate, but you will
ruin the new shoes you bought only a tew days ago, and
get your sult wet and muddy. By the time you hand
the child over o someone responsible for him, and
change your clothes, you'll be late for work. What should

voul do?

| teach a course called Pracrical Erhics. When we starr ralki ng
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should do in this siruation. Predictably, they respond that vou
should save the child. *What about your shoes? And being late
tor worl?” 1 ask them. They brush thar aside. How could any-
one consider a pair of shoes, or missing an hour or two ar work,
a good reason for not saving a chald’s life?

[n 2007, something resembling this hypothetical situation
actually occurred near Manchester, England. Jordon Lyon, a
ten-year-old boy, leaped into a pond after his stepsister Bethany
slipped in. He struggled to support her bur went under him-
self. Anglers managed to pull Bethany out, but by then Jordon
could no longer be seen. They raised the alarm, and vwo police
community support ofhcers soon arrived; they refused to enter
the pond to find Jordon. He was later pulled ourt, bur attemprs
at resuscitation failed. Ar the inquest on Jordon's death, the
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not been trained to deal wich such situations. The morther re-
sponded: “If you're walking down the street and you see a child
drowning you automarically go in that warer . . . You don't have
to be trained to jump in atter a drowning child.”’

I think it's sate o assume that most people would agree
with the mother’s statement. Bur consider thar, according o
UNICEE nearly 10 million children under five years old die
each year from causes related o poverty. Here is just one case,
described by a man in Ghana to a researcher from the World

Bank:

Take the death of this small boy this morning, for exam-
ple. The boy died of measles. We all know he could have
been cured ar the hospital. Bur the parents had no
money and so the boy died a slow and painful death, nor

of measles bur out of poverty.”

Think abour somerthing like that happening 27,000 rimes
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cat. More die, like that small boy in Ghana, from measles,
malaria, and diarrhea, conditions that either don't exist in de-
veloped nations, or, it they do, are almost never tatal. The chil-
dren are vulnerable to these diseases because they have no sate
drinking warter, or no sanitation, and because when they do fall
l, their parents can't atford any medical trearment. UNICEE,
Oxfam, and many other organizations are working to reduce
poverty and provide clean water and basic health care, and
these efforts are reducing the toll. Tf the relief organizarions
had more money, they could do more, and more lives would be
saved.

Now think about your own situation. By donating a rela-
tively small amount of money, you could save a child’s life.
Maybe ir takes more than the amount needed to buy a pair of
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whether on drinks, meals out, clothing, movies, concerts, vaca-
tions, new cars, or house renovation. Is it possible that by
choosing to spend your money on such things rather than con-
tributing to an aid agency, you are leaving a child o die, a child
vou could have saved?

Poverty Today

A few years ago, the World Bank asked researchers to listen to
what the poor are saying. They were able to document the ex-
periences of 60,000 women and men in seventy-three coun-
tries. Over and over, in ditferent languages and on ditferent
continents, poor people said that poverty meant these chings:

* You are short of food tor all or part of the year, often
cating only one meal per day, sometimes having to
choose between stilling your child’s hunger or your own,
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* You can't save money. If a family member falls ill and
you need money to see a doctor, or if the crop fails
and vou have nothing to ear, you have w borrow trom
a local moneylender and he will charge you so much
interest as the debt continues to mount and you may
never be free of ir.
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they do start school, you have to take them out again if
the harvest is poor.

* You live in an unstable house, made with mud or dharch

that you need to rebuild every two or three vears, or
after severe weather.
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have to carry your water a long way, and even then, it

can make you ill unless you boil it

But extreme poverty is not only a condition of unsatished ma-
terial needs. It is often accompanied by a degrading state of
powerlessness. Even in countries that are democracies and are
relatively well governed, respondents to the World Bank survey
described a range of situations in which they had to accepr hu-
miliation withour protest. If someone rakes whar little you
have, and you complain to the police, they mav not hsten to
you. Nor will the law necessanly protect you from rape or sex-
ual harassment. You have a pervading sense of shame and fail-
ure because you cannot provide for your children. Your poverry
“'Lll'.':"i J.l"i]"l.l. '.'!l'.ld. :rrl'.'ll.l I.ﬂ:"i': IH.:II'H': '['.IE.' CVEer t?‘iflll}i[]g j}[}]I] ul ]it-f “Iﬁ
hard work for which, at the end, you will have nothing to show
beyond bare survival.”

The World Bank defines extreme poverty as not having
enough income to meet the most basic human needs for ade-
LIL]':".C" “.H]I'j-l water, -!'Sl:]ﬂ:lliirr CI{]l]]i”g, !'il'll]il.:'l[ii]'l'l. I'll:":l.ll.l'l. LI, :l.['!LI.

education. Many people are familiar with the statstic thar
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I billion people are living on less than one dollar per day. That
was the World Bank's poverty line until 2008, when better data
on international price comparisons enabled it to make a more
accurate calculation of the amount people need to meet their
basic needs. On the basis of dus calculation, the World Bank
set the poverty line at $1.25 per day. The number of people
whose income puts them under this line is not 1 billion bue 1.4
billion. That there are more people living in extreme poverty
than we thought is, of course, bad news, bur the news is nor all
bad. On the same basis, in 1981 there were 1.9 billion people
living 1n extreme poverty. That was about four in every ten
people on the planer, whereas now fewer than one in four are
extremely poor.

South Asia is snill the region with the largest number of
F::u[.}lr: living 1n extreme poverty, a total of 600 million, includ-
ing 455 million in India. Economic growth has, however, re-
duced the proportion of South Asians living in exrreme
poverty from 60 percent in 1981 to 42 percent in 2005, There
are another 380 million extremely poor people in sub-5aharan
Alfrica, where halt the population is extremely poor—and chat
is the same percentage as in 1981, The most dramaric reduc-
tion in poverty has been in East Asia, although there are snll
more than 200 million extremely poor Chinese, and smaller
numbers elsewhere in the region. The remaining extremely
poor people are distribured around the world, in Latin Amer-
ica and rthe Caribbean, the Pacihe, the Middle East, North
Africa, Eastern Europe, and Central Asia.”

In response to the "$1.25 a day” hgure, the thought may
cross your mind that in many developing countries, it is possi-
ble to live much more cheaply than in the industrialized na-
tions. Perhaps you have even done it yourselt, backpacking
around the world, living on less than you would have believed
possible. So you may imagine thar this leve] of poverty is less
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moncy in the United States, or any industrialized nation. If
such thoughts did occur o you, you should banish them now,
because the World Bank has already made the adjusunent in
purchasing power: Its figures refer t the number of people ex-
isting on a daily toral consumprion of goods and services—
whether earned or home-grown—comparable to the amount
of goods and services thar can be bought in the United States
for $1.25.

In wealthy societies, most poverty 1s relative. People feel
poor because many of the good things they see advertised on
relevision are beyond their budget—Dbut they do have a televi-
ston. In the United States, 97 percent of those classified by the
Census Bureau as poor own a color TV, Three quarrers of them
own a car. ['hree quarters of them have air-conditioning. Three
LIL]EII'LETH U'F []:]t"]l] I:l'.l":-'t' d V[:H 0ar []1\".’[] I.?I':l}".'.'r. JAL].]. ]'lﬂ'l.'t ACCEss [0y
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that the poor in the Unired Srares face genuine difficulties,
Nevertheless, for most, these dithculeies are of a different order
than those of the world’s poorest people. The 1.4 billion peo-
ple Living in extreme poverty are poor by an absolute standard
ried to the most basic human needs. They are likely to be hun-
gry tor at least part of each year. Even if they can ger enough
tood to fll thetr stomachs, they will probably be malnourished
because their diet lacks essential nutrients. In children, malnu-
rrition stunts groweh and can cause permanent brain damage.
The poor may not be able ro aftord to send their children o
school. Even minimal health care services are usually beyond
their means.

This kind of poverty kills. Life expectancy in rich narions
averages sevenry-eight years; in the poorest nations, those offi-
cially classified as “least developed,” it is below fifty.® In rich
countries, fewer than one in a hundred children die before the
age of fives in the poorest countries, one in five does. And o
the UNICEF ﬁgur::nfn::nﬂ}-‘ 10 million young children dying
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every year from avoidable, poverty-related causes, we must add
at least another 8 million older children and adults.’

Affluence Today

Roughly marching the 1.4 billion people living in extreme
poverty, there are about a billion living at a level of affluence
never previously known except in the courts of kings and no-
bles. As king ot France, Lous XIV, the “5Sun King,” could af-
ford to build the most magnificent palace Europe had ever
seen, but he could not keep 1t cool in summer as effectively as
most middle-class people in industrialized narions can keep
their homes cool roday. His gardeners, for all their skill, were
llll:'ll.‘l.t' Loy PH]L! Ll ll:l'.'_' "r":l]‘].tl.}" l]j‘ rl.-t"."i]:] ﬁ‘L]l['."i :'l.I“J "I-'t‘.l-_::'tl:li.}lt'ﬁ Ll'l.-'ﬂ.[
we can buy all year-round. If he developed a toothache or fell
ill, the best his dentists and docrors could do for him would
make us shudder.

But we're not just betrer ot than a French king who lived
centuries ago, We are also much better oft than our own grear-
grandparents. For a start, we can expect to hive abour thirty
years longer. A century ago, one child in ten died in infancy.
Now, in most rich nations, that figure 15 less than one in two
hundred.” Another telling indicator of how wealthy we are
today is the modest number of hours we must work in order to
meet our basic dietary needs. Today Americans spend, on aver-
age, only 6 percent of their income on buying food. It they
work a forty-hour week, 1t takes them barely two hours to earn
enough to feed themselves for the week. Thart leaves far more to
spend on consumer goods, entertainment, and vacarions.

And then we have the superrich, people who spend their
money on palatial homes, ridiculously large and luxurious
boats, and private planes. Before the 2008 stock market crash

trimumed the numbers, there were more than 1,100 billionatres
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in the world, with a combined net worth of $4.4 trillion.” To
cater to such people, Lutthansa Technik unveiled its plans tor a
private conhguration of Boeings new 787 Dreamliner. In
commercial service, this plane will seat up to 330 passengers.
The privare version will carry 35, ar a price of $150 million.
Cost aside, there's nothing like owning a really big airplane car-
rying a small number of people 1o maximize your personal
contribution to global warming. Apparently, there are already
several billionaires who fly around in private commercial-sized
airliners, tfrom 747s down. Larry Page and Sergev Brin, the
(oogle cofounders, reportedly bought a Boeing 767 and spent
millions firting 10 our for their private use.! Bur for con-
spicuous waste of money and resources it is hard o bear
Anousheh Ansarl, an Iranian-Amercan relecommunications
tnlftl'ﬂrt'lltlll_ "|"r'|'|.‘|.] ]:]ll.t'l'_l il ]'-E'PUI'T.E'L{ 5':}_1.} ||li"1{:||1 rl:lr t'].’:"r":]'l 'I'Jil}'!'i
in space. Comedian Lewis Black said on Jon Stewart’s 1he
Daily Show that Ansari did it because it was “the only way she
could achieve her life’s goal of Hlying over every single starving
person on earth and yelling "Hey, look what I'm spending my
money on!’’

While I was working on this book, a special advertising sup-
plement fell out of my Sunday edition of The New York Times:
a sixty-elght-page glossy magazine hlled with adverusing for
watches by Rolex, Patek Philippe, Breitling, and other luxury
brands. The ads didn carry price rags, bur a putt piece abour
the revival of the mechanical watch gave guidance about the
lower end of the range. Atter admirtting thar inexpensive quartz
watches are extremely accurate and funcrional, the artcle
opined that there 15 “something engaging abour a mechanical
movement.” Right, bur how much will it cost you o have this
engaging something on your wrist? “You mighe think thar ger-
ring into mechanical watches 1s an expensive proposition, bur
there are plenty of choices in the $500-85000 range.” Admit-
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basic movement, basic time display, simple decoration and so
on.” From which we can gather that most ot the warches adver-
tisedd are priced vpward of $5,000, or more than one hundred
times what anyone needs to pay for a reliable, accurate quarwz
and one

watch. Thar there 1s a marker for such products
worth advertising at such expense to the wide readership of
The New York Times—Iis another indication of the afHuence of
our society,

[f you're shaking your head ar the excesses of the superrich,
though, dont shake too hard. Think again abour some of the
ways Americans with average incomes spend their money. In
most places in the United States, you can get vour recom-
mended eighr glasses of warter a day our of the rap for less than
a penny, while a bottle of water will ser you back $1.50 or
J'[]Urt'..l:l‘ ﬂ]ld iIl ."iI.'JilE' l:lr |I'|.t' Cl‘\'lrl]]l]‘[lflllﬂ] CONCErns rﬂlﬁfll |.:|':!|-|I
the waste of energy that goes into producing and transporting
it, Americans are still buying bottled warer, to the tune of more
than 31 billion liters in 2006, Think, too, of the way many of
us get our catteine hix: You can make cottee ar home tor pennies
rather than spending three dollars or more on a late. Or have
you ever casually said yes to a waiter's prompt to order a second
soda or glass of wine that you didnt even hnish? When Dr.
Timothy Jones, an archaeologist, led a U.S. goverment—funded
study of food waste, he tound that 14 percent of household
garbage is perfectly good food thar was in its oniginal packaging
and not our of dare. More than halt of this tood was dry-
packaged or canned goods that keep for a long time. According
to Jones, $100 billion of food is wasted in the United States
every year.'* Fashion designer Deborah Lindquist claims thar
the average woman owns more than 5600 worth of clothing
that she has not worn in the last year."” Whatever the actual fig-
ure may be, 1t 1s fair to say that almost all of us, men and
women alike, buy things we don’t need, some of which we
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Most of us are absolutely certain thar we wouldn't hesitare
to save a drowning child, and thar we would do it at consider-
able cost to ourselves. Yer while thousands of children die each
day, we spend money on things we take for granted and would
hardly notce if they were not there. Is thar wrong? If so, how
far does our obligation to the poor go?



