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This book contains a collection of fifteen essays that arose out of a series of workshops organised by UNESCO to mark its project on global poverty, first launched in 2002.  The overall objective of the workshops was to explore the ways in which UNESCO, often conceived of as the 'think tank' of the United Nations, might galvanise the commitment of the world community to address the moral obligation of human society to eradicate poverty and thereby to contribute to the full realisation of fundamental human rights for all.  

The central debate in the book lies between those authors who consider that customary international law has evolved to a point of recognising a non-treaty fundamental right to the alleviation of the distress and degradation of poverty (as propounded by Thomas Pogge) and those who cannot quite take that step but believe that the fulfilment of other, established, human rights necessitate practical measures (such as a global humanitarian levy) to diminish the misery caused by endemic poverty in so many countries of the world.  (The latter view is propounded by Professor Tom Campbell).  

Both Pogge and Campbell hold appointments in the Centre for Applied Philosophy and Public Ethics (CAPPE) and are based in Canberra.  Pogge until recently held a chair at Columbia University in the United States but has moved to Yale where he now has his principal base.  He is well known as a leading expert on the human right to highest attainable standards of healthcare in the context of the demands of the international pharmaceutical industry for intellectual property protection for new pharmaceutical therapies and the demands of civil society and other advocates that the TRIPS Agreement of the World Trade Organisation should recognise a greater latitude for the development and licensing of generic drugs that copy expensive pharmaceuticals, available to save lives and prevent suffering of those living in the Third World.  

Pogge has written an overview for the book which appears at the outset, extracting the themes from the fifteen essays that make up this work.  His introduction and first chapter ("Severe Poverty as a Human Rights Violation") set the scene.  He does this by beginning with the four freedoms declared by President F D Roosevelt in 1941, the third of which was "freedom from want which … means economic understandings which will secure to every nation a healthy peacetime life for its inhabitants - everywhere in the world".


Against the background of the earlier world moves to eradicate slavery, which substantially began in the British anti-slavery initiatives of the nineteenth century ("from dockworkers to writers, from clerics to housewives"), Pogge lays out the reality of chronic poverty in today's world.  Over 1,000 million people lack access to safe water.  About 2,600 million lack access to basic sanitation.  About 2,000 million lack access to essential medicines.  Some 1,000 million have no adequate shelter and 2,000 million lack electricity.  Nearly 800 million adults are illiterate.  Countless million children work in cruel conditions, some as soldiers, sex workers or domestic servants or in agriculture or carpet production simply to survive.  About a third of all human deaths (no less that 50,000 each day) are due, according to Pogge, to poverty-related causes that are easily preventable.  As Pogge puts it, "This continuous global death toll matches that of the December 2004 tsunami every few days and it matches, every three years, the entire death toll of World War II, the concentration camps and gulags included".

For Pogge, there is too much indifference and bland acceptance of this endemic and ongoing global catastrophe.  As he sees it, nothing much will happen until lawyers and other leaders of developed countries engage with their people to acknowledge, as they ultimately did with slavery, the great human moral and legal obligation to rid the world of the intolerable suffering that endemic poverty brings.  It is a powerful message.  But Pogge founds it on strong empirical data and cool analysis.


Professor Tom Campbell examines Pogge's notion from a philosophical standpoint.  Rather than adding to the catalogue of legal fundamental rights (towards which Campbell exhibits the traditional British scepticism of natural law concepts), he suggests that the moral basis for practical outcomes would be strengthened by including compassion or humanitarianism as core justifications for any universal obligation to eradicate poverty.  Campbell is not attracted to what he calls "unjust, ineffectual and sometimes counter-productive" legal remedies and international sanctions.  Instead, he suggests a pathway to action through notions of humanity, rather than justice.  On the basis of empathetic humanity (rather than supposed legal duties) Campbell argues for the adoption of a global 2% levy on personal wealth over $US500,000, to be imposed nationally but administered globally.  Pogge has little sympathy for such charitable gift-based approaches.  He prefers to see the solution in the assertion of basic human rights founded in the very nature of human beings.  

Much politics lies behind this clash of ideas.  The wellspring of Pogge's notion is a legal duty owed by the rich to the poor.  That of Campbell's strategy is generosity of spirit with gifts from the rich to the poor, mandated by law in the more wealthy countries, because of the shared human experience that rich and poor alike enjoy.

The other authors in this book line up in varying ways over this debate.  Thus, John Tasioulas suggests a bridge between the two main concepts.  Perhaps human rights themselves grow out of perceptions of the shared interests of humanity.  Alvaro de Vita urges the importance of shifting the response to poverty from bilateral and purely national measures to the international level.  But for him, what is involved is basic justice, not the gift ridden unpredictabilities of humanitarianism.  In the same spirit, Elizabeth Ashcroft urges a greater sense of urgency in the responses to poverty of international organisations.  On the other hand Osvaldo Guariglia argues that the primary actors for change must still be the nation states.  Otherwise, everything will be mere talk and nothing much will change.


Several of the authors analyse the true nature of poverty.  Regina Creide sees it as an infringement upon social autonomy.  Simon Caney describes it as an intrinsic evil.  Stephanie Chauvier analyses poverty as the lack of fulfilment of other human rights which are based in natural law concepts not mere politics.  Arjun Sengupta views the alleviation of poverty as an affirmative aspect of the fulfilment of the universal human right to development.


By the end of the book, the differences between the authors may be less important than the matters upon which they agree.  These include the gravity and expansion of the global problem of poverty; the danger that it presents to world peace and security; the breeding round it provides for religious and political fundamentalism, rage and anger; the consequent necessity for urgent international action; and the practical measures that might turn mere words into a campaign like that in the nineteenth century which destroyed the blight of slavery that had lasted millennia.  

Pogge writes of a global resources dividend.  Campbell urges a global humanitarian dividend.  The book would have been strengthened by more attention to how these strategies could be implemented in practice; what modern precedents exist (if any) to bring change about; which UN agencies might be mobilised and how; what methods can be adopted for engaging the World Bank and the IMF that sometimes seem as indifferent to these huge concerns; and what goals and priorities should be fixed to translate the ideas in these pages into achievable goals.


Of course, some economists, working in the global financial institutions, will urge that the only effective way to alleviate poverty is through global market forces, not legal or philosophical texts.  They will point to India and China as examples of what can be done.  Yet gross disparities in wealth remain in both of those countries.  Moreover, whilst global aggregates show that between 1981 and 2004 the number of people in the world living below the generally accepted poverty line fell from 1.47 billion to 970 million, the figures are less than comforting because most of this change was the outcome of the Chinese economic boom.  In other global centres of poverty, the changes have been negligible (The Economist, 20 October 2007 at 16). 


Since the UNESCO workshops were held and this book was published, the international economic downturn has altered some of the dynamics treated in the book as if they were constant features of the modern world economy.  In times of economic hardship in developed countries the willingness and capacity to contribute to other countries, to alleviate their poverty, tend to take second place in comparison with the political concerns about local problems.  Any new edition of this book will need contributions by economists on the cyclical variables in the global economy and how poverty eradication could remain on the agenda in times of severe economic fluctuations.  


Also in any future explorations of this issue, Professors Pogge and Campbell will need to assemble educators, environmentalists and those from other disciplines who can help chart a practical way forward.  The big idea in this book is the suggested analogy between poverty and slavery.  When the rudimentary civil society of early 19th century Britain began to demand an end to slavery, virtually all the ‘experts’ said it was impossible.  A pipedream.  Slavery had been there for a millennia.  It appeared to be condoned in the Bible.  A lot of economic interests had a stake in it.  Yet within a couple of decades slavery was banished.  Could we repeat that achievement in today’s world in respect of endemic poverty?  And do lawyers have any part to play in that movement? 
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