
Four theories of 

justice 



Peter Singer and the Requirement to Aid 
Others in Need 

• Peter Singer (cf. ‘Famine, affluence, and morality’, Philosophy and 
Public Affairs, 1:229-243, 1972. / The Life you can Save, 2009) 

• Consequentialism: family of  theories that have a focus on 
outcomes 

• Argument: If  we can do something to prevent or remove a 
significantly bad thing (suffering and death due to health-related 
global injustice) that may impact upon someone else, with little or 
no cost to ourselves, then we ought to do so. 

• This claim will certainly cover poor health and any causes of  poor 
health 

• N.B. More extensive that ‘mere’ basic health 

 



Who is responsible? 

• We are all responsible as individuals 

• But we are also responsible in that we need to be 

active in securing compliance of  other individuals 

and governments with the relevant obligations 



What is the scope of the 

obligations? 

• Will cover anything resulting in a ‘significantly bad 

thing’ 

 e.g. anything bringing about preventable suffering or death 

• Essentially means we have obligations to provide 

both: 

 Adequate health 

 But also ensure that any key determinants of  such adequate 

health are in place… 



… 

So as individuals we have extensive obligations to…  

 Contribute funding as private citizens 

 Be politically engaged to ensure basic health provision for all 

 However, this will require much more than access to basic 

services, including the setting and reinforcement of  a global 

‘level playing field’ (e.g. HR policies, debt relief, 

protectionism, IP rights etc) 

 Requires new focus in terms of  national and international 

policy agenda 

 



What are the objections? 

• 1) The distance objection 

• Singer: our priorities ought to be governed by degree of  need rather than proximity 

• but following problem :   

 in the absence of  a robust political theory of  justice, resting on some plausible 
account of  moral partiality toward co-nationals, how can we ever justify the duty to 
ameliorate our own societies (and national public health system) 

• 2) The burdens objection 

• Singer: the theoretical possibility of  burden is hardly evidence that we ought not to 
do whatever we can in relation to prevent suffering 

• 3) The charity objection 

• Singer: the severity of  the situations (basic medical care related to life and death 
situations) means that talk of  charity is inappropriate 

• 1) interactional cosmopolitanism vs institutional analysis at the global level.  



Thomas Pogge on 
Human Rights and Global Health 

• Thomas W. Pogge (World Poverty and Human Rights, Polity Press, 
2002; 2008) 

• Query: Why do severe poverty & inequality persist? 

• Structural causes 

• Could the current global institutional order figure as a substantial 
contributor to the poverty of  billions in the developing world?  

• Focussing on events since roughly 1980, Pogge inquires about our 
collective path of  globalisation 

• He raises two issues: (1) the governments of  the rich nations 
“enjoy a crushing advantage in terms of  bargaining power and 
expertise;” and (2) international negotiations are based on an 
adversarial system in which country level representatives seek to 
advance the best interests of  the people in their own country.  

 



Thomas Pogge on 
Human Rights and Global Health 

• What effect do these asymmetries have on the health 

of the global poor? Our choices: 

• May cause or aggravate problems in securing critical 

determinants of  health 

• Severe poverty  

• Climate change, environmental damage 

• May impede ability of  LMIC governments to provide 

health care 

• Structural adjustment 

• Trade policy, e.g. TRIPS agreement & access to medicines 



Thomas Pogge on 
Human Rights and Global Health 

• Pogge invokes a central moral notion: the duty not to 

severely harm innocent people for minor gain 

• a strict obligation applicable equally to fellow citizens and 

foreigners.  

• If  Pogge is correct about the harm caused by our global 

institutions, this implies that we have an immediate duty 

of  justice to those harmed regardless of  where they live. 



Thomas Pogge on 
Human Rights and Global Health 

• How do we judge whether we are causing harm?  

• Any justifiable global order must be designed insofar as possible 
to guarantee realization of  human rights 

• 1948 UDHR: “Everyone is entitled to a social and international 
order in which the rights and freedom set forth in this Declaration 
can be fully realized” 

• We can judge our current global institutional order by asking 
whether there is a feasible alternative set of  global arrangements 
that would better guarantee human rights 

• Objections  

• Is this what we usually mean by “harm”?  

• Is it correct as a reading of  recent history?  

 



Thomas Pogge on 
Human Rights and Global Health 

• A set of  global institutional arrangements is unjust if  it foreseeably 
perpetuates large-scale human rights deficits that would be reasonably 
avoidable through feasible institutional modifications.  

• By contributing in diverse ways to the perpetuation of  global poverty 
and ill-health, the citizens of  wealthy nations via their democratically 
elected governments are contributing to a severe harm. 

• E.g. The current global medical innovation system embodied in the 
WTO’s Trade Related Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) is unjust, in 
that it foreseeably and avoidably perpetuates lack of  access to existing 
medicines and failure to perform research on the diseases of  the poor.  

• Thomas Pogge will present the Health Impact Fund (HIF) at a public 
lecture at McGill, Salle 100 NCDH, 3644 Peel at 14:30 on October 
11th, 2013 

 



Henry Shue and Basic Rights  

• Henry Shue (Basic Rights, Princeton University Press, 

first published in 1980; 1996) 

• Basic Rights: Right to security / Right to subsistence 

• Argument: 

• 1) The classical dichotomy between negative and 

positive rights is a dogmatic bias that should not keep 

us of  from recognizing right to a minimal subsistence 

as a fundamental human right, as basic as the right to 

physical security. 



Henry Shue and Basic Rights  

• 2) The right to a minimal subsistence stands on a par 
with the right to physical security. If  it is true that no 
one can fully enjoy any right if  she’s threatened at the 
most fundamental level of  her physical integrity, then 
the same stands in respect of  a right to minimal 
subsistence. No one can enjoy any right if  she lacks the 
essential means to lead a minimally healthy life. 

• Definition of  these two basic rights as the material 
preconditions to the enjoyment of  any other rights (such as 
the right to property, the right to equal political participation, 
the right to freedom of  association…).  

 

 



Henry Shue and Basic Rights  

• 3) Because basic rights so defined entail the social 
guarantees required by the principles of  justice, they 
call for three kinds of  duties that are incumbent upon 
to individuals as well to society as a whole.  

• The three correlative duties (be they negative or 
positive) to basic rights are: 

• 1) duty to avoid depriving; 

• 2) duty to protect from deprivation; 

• 3) and duty to aid the deprived. 

 



Who is responsible? 

• Shue’s conception of  a set of  triple duties correlative to all basic 
rights indicates, at the first level, that all governments are 
responsible for providing social guarantees 

• But because the justification of  basic rights rests on a moral 
argument (they are moral rights prior to legal rights), the 
recognition of  basic rights to security and to minimal subsistence 
is inherent to all human beings – and all human beings have 
correlative duties to 1) avoid depriving; 2) protect from 
deprivation; 3) to aide the deprived. 

• Shue argues that the positive right to receive the means of  
subsistence must be recognized as a human right in U.S. policy: 
hence the conclusion that all affluent states in position to honour 
the satisfaction of  basic rights must internalize correlative duties 
in their foreign policy  

 



What is the scope of the 

obligations? 

• Shue’s theory of  three correlative duties to all basic rights (duty to 
avoid depriving; duty to protect from deprivation; duty to aid the 
deprived) entails a wide and complex variety of  institutionnal 
settings and provisions. 

• In the absence of  efficient and domestic institutional 
(governmental) mechanisms in order to satisfy all requirements at 
the local level, human rights policy of  all affluent states must not 
only recognize the duty to protect human right to security, but 
also the basic right to minimal subsistence that will evidently 
include all that is required to ensure adequate health for all. 

• In the absence of  such institutional provisions in other countries, 
governments of  affluent societies must recognize the right to a minimal 
subsistence as a fundamental human right in their foreign policy.  

 



What are the objections? 

• The problem of  open-ended scope of  obligations

• The problem of  cultural pluralism

• “Exhaustion and the need to pee (where work-breaks are

denied) are cross-cultural experiences” (“Sweatshops”  :

the special case of  labor condition of  female

workers, Young, 2007)


