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Aid, in the sense of coordinated, voluntary material assistance provided by well-off groups to address the needs of the less well-off, can be divided into two broad categories. Humanitarian relief aid seeks to alleviate immediate needs for food, shelter and medical assistance that are caused by war, political failure, persecution or natural disaster. Development aid seeks to support the establishment of social and economic structures that will lessen ongoing material deprivation.  

Concerning aid of these kinds, two sets of ethical questions arise. One asks what justification there is for a moral requirement to provide it. The second, to which moral philosophy has paid less attention, concerns the ethics of its administration – the ethical issues that arise in the course of supplying it. Different issues concerning the administration of aid arise in connection with government and non-government agencies: to some extent these can be separated, as is done below. However, in recent years there has been an increasing trend towards the use of nongovernment agencies as subcontractors to deliver government-funded humanitarian relief aid. This has led to some blurring of the boundaries between the two, and has broadened the range of ethical questions faced by nongovernment aid workers.
§1  Justifications for a Moral Requirement to Provide Aid
Justifications for requiring the well-off to use their resources to provide material aid to the needy have two main sources. The first is an appeal to considerations of JUSTICE: rectificatory, distributive or regulative. According to such arguments, there are RIGHTS to assistance – entitlements to receive it which are violated when it is not provided. Arguments from rectificatory justice point to the ways in which current deprivation is a result of colonial and other injustices perpetrated in the past, and maintain that those of us who have benefited from those past wrongs stand under an obligation to rectify the resulting deprivation (see COLONIALISM AND POST-COLONIALISM). Arguments from distributive justice appeal simply to the undeserved disparity between the material welfare of rich and poor as unjust, and as grounding a right to the redistribution of material resources independently of its historical causes (see GLOBAL DISTRIBUTIVE JUSTICE). Arguments from regulative justice point to the injustice of the current inter- and intra-national rules governing the interaction of rich and poor, which impose standards of commercial exchange and accountability that exploit the weak bargaining position of the poor to their disadvantage (Pogge 2002; see GLOBAL POVERTY).


The other main source of justification for a moral requirement to provide aid appeals to considerations of beneficence. Here, the thought is simply that others’ needs provide us with reasons to help them, and that when those needs are severe and the cost of helping would be insignificant, that can suffice for it to be wrong not to help. This argument is discussed further in the article on CHARITY.

The arguments from beneficence and justice are independent but compatible with each other. You need not think that addressing someone’s deprivation is responding to an injustice in order to think that the failure to address it would be wrong. Indeed, surely some failures of beneficence are more seriously wrong than some injustices. However, if you endorse an argument from justice, that affects how meritorious you should think it is to response to the argument from beneficence. Kant puts the point as follows:
if men were scrupulously just there would be no poor to whom we could give alms and think that we had realized the merit of benevolence…. Charity to one’s fellows should be commended rather as a debt of honour than as an exhibition of kindness and generosity.

§2  Collective vs Individual Requirements

If these arguments succeeded, to whom would they apply? The primary application of the arguments from justice is clearly to groups. If colonial injustices demand rectification, this is not a demand of individual perpetrators, who are no longer alive: it relies on the thought that these injustices were perpetrated by groups which remain in existence despite the change in their membership (see COLLECTIVE RESPONSIBILITY). Likewise, the perpetrators of distributive and regulative injustice are groups rather than individuals.

Requirements of justice that apply primarily to groups may carry derivative implications for individuals. However, some further principle of derivation is required in order to generate such implications. The obvious candidate is a “fair share” principle according to which, when a group of which I am a member is required to perform an action of redressing injustice, I am required to contribute my fair share of what is required of everyone. It might seem that this requires me to think as follows. I should ask what overall transfer of resources would redress the injustice, and how that overall amount would be fairly divided up amongst all those belonging to the group that ought to be acting. Once I have contributed that amount, I have done what justice requires of me. However, that way of thinking is simplistic. It supposes that transferring resources is sufficient to redress injustice. But if my family regularly receives food stolen from your house, and I return my share to you when I see that you are hungry, that does not remove the injustice in which I am complicit. For you to have to rely on receiving what is rightfully yours as aid from a concerned benefactor is itself unjust. There should remain for me a question concerning what I am prepared to do about that.

The argument from beneficence is often presented, in contrast to the arguments from justice, as applying primarily to individuals rather than groups. A small donation to an aid agency would enable it to save someone’s life, so failing to make the donation is morally wrong, in the same way that it would be wrong not to make a small effort to save someone’s life directly (Singer 1972). However, there are two grounds on which this has been challenged. One suggestion is that we should think of beneficence itself as a collective project: the reasons we have to respond to others’ needs are “agent-neutral” reasons that apply to us all alike; so responding to those needs is a requirement that applies to us collectively (Murphy 2000; see AGENT-RELATIVE vs. AGENT-NEUTRAL). The other challenge is based on a factual objection. Aid agencies do not operate in a way that makes it plausible that my donation will make the difference between anyone’s living and dying. They fix the budgets for their operations, and their fundraising targets, on a scale that is not sensitive to my individual decision to donate.

These two lines of argument support the view that the argument from beneficence, as well as the arguments from justice, applies primarily to groups. As before, it is natural to invoke a “fair share” principle to derive requirements on individuals to contribute towards the beneficent action required of the group. But again, this thought needs to be handled carefully if it is to be plausible. Suppose four of us could, by cooperating, save four people’s lives at insignificant cost to ourselves: then we ought to do so, and I ought to play my part in our doing so. It seems obvious that, if two of the potential helpers fail to join in, then the two of us who are left still ought to cooperate to save all four lives – and I ought to play my part in this new, smaller group. Even when individual requirements derive from those that apply to groups, “the group” to which I ought to be contributing can be the group of those who are prepared to act after others have dropped out.
§3  The Efficacy of Aid
Any justification for a moral requirement to provide aid obviously relies on the assumption that such aid is effective. This assumption is frequently challenged. The task of assessing this challenge has two components, philosophical and empirical. The philosophical component involves distinguishing the various different kinds of objection that can be raised, showing their relationship to each other and identifying the kind of evidence that needs to be assembled (and by whom) to settle their plausibility. The empirical component involves gathering that evidence.

Five different objections can be usefully distinguished. Two can be quickly dismissed; the other three need to be taken much more seriously. The first is that aid is frequently misused or misappropriated. This could only be a convincing reply to the case for a moral requirement to provide aid if, implausibly, it could be shown that we have no reliable way of distinguishing between aid programs that are more or less vulnerable to misappropriation, and that the scale of the problem is severe enough to justify letting some people go without help in order to avoid it. The second objection concerns the success of aid rather than its failure. We inhabit a world with too many people and not enough food – an overcrowded lifeboat, in the often-used metaphor. A policy of feeding the poor will only risk taking everyone else down with them. But this objection has largely been discredited on empirical grounds. Hunger is caused not by the declining availability of food relative to population but its high price relative to the goods and services the poor have to exchange for it. 

Beyond this, there are three weightier objections: economic, political and moral. The economic objection to aid is that the market for local goods and services is destroyed when they are provided for free. The political objection is that aid entrenches poverty by supporting the disempowerment of the poor. In working to channel resources through existing political structures, aid programs tend to strengthen and legitimize them. In taking on the self-appointed role of a voice for the poor, they can stand in the way of giving the poor a genuine voice of their own. The moral objection is that aid is demeaning. It is motivated by pity, not respect. In presuming to manage other people’s welfare for them, it compromises their dignity and treats them with insulting condescension.

§4  The Humanitarian Imperative
A common response to these objections invokes the “humanitarian imperative” of alleviating suffering. When we are confronted with extreme suffering, our first moral priority should be to alleviate it, rather than to take a stand in relation to its causes. According to the most widely endorsed code of conduct for disaster relief organizations:
The humanitarian imperative comes first…. The prime motivation of our response to disaster is to alleviate human suffering amongst those least able to withstand the stress caused by disaster. When we give humanitarian aid it is not a partisan or political act and should not be viewed as such.        (IFRC 2010)

However, there are two problems with appealing to this line of thought as a general response to the objections mentioned above. One is that, at best, it applies to humanitarian relief aid and not to development aid. The second is that, even in the case of disaster relief aid, it is simplistic. Commentators have drawn attention to the way in which aid agencies’ willingness to respond to an apolitical “humanitarian imperative” has persistently been exploited by armed groups, manipulating refugee populations for the purpose of controlling the aid resources they attract (Terry 2002). This can mean that even if, given the context of humanitarian need, each aid agency is making some people’s suffering less severe than it would be if that agency had not helped, the agencies’ collectively following the “humanitarian imperative” may itself be an important part of the context – part of the conditions creating the problem. “Collective action problems” can arise in the provision of aid: it is possible for each agency’s actions to do good, while at the same time the actions of all the agencies taken collectively make things worse.

What this suggests is that there are two different levels on which the case against aid needs to be answered. The aid interventions of individual agencies can be assessed for their own economic and political effects. Assessments of this kind work by surveying a representative sample of such interventions, conducting a cost-benefit analysis of each in order to assess whether the effects are more often good than bad and whether there are reliable indicators of success. However, this needs to be supplemented by work at a more comprehensive level, assessing the impact not of individual interventions but the aid industry as a whole. This is a more theoretically sophisticated task: it requires a large-scale explanation of the political and economic causes of deprivation, supported by plausible examples of progress and deterioration. What then needs to be assessed is what relationship the aid industry as a whole bears to those causes: whether there are ways of delivering aid that reinforce them (and if so to what degree), and ways that do not.

§5  Ethical Issues in the Administration of Aid 
The other important ethical issues concerning aid arise in connection with the ways in which it is delivered, rather than the justification for providing it. These further issues can be divided into those affecting the provision of government and non-government aid.
Government Aid
Here, the largest set of questions comprises applications of a more general topic: the ethical standards by which the INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS of states should be governed. It is often argued that the standards that properly govern the relations between states differ from those which apply to smaller groups and individuals – either by legitimately giving a greater role to collective self-interest, or by being more narrowly consequentialist – and if so, this will have an important application to government aid programs. In particular, this bears on the extent to which it is ethically problematic for government aid programs to be directed by foreign policy and trade objectives which are distinct from the relief of poverty. The branch of international relations concerned with the ethics of war is also relevant, in its application to the question when international military interventions can be justified on humanitarian grounds (see HUMANITARIAN INTERVENTION).

A further question that arises for the international aid programs of democratic governments applies equally to corporate philanthropy. This concerns the extent to which the fiduciary obligations of political representatives constrain the appropriateness of using the nation’s resources for the benefit of non-citizens. It is sometimes argued that, since a representative government’s primary moral responsibility is to serve the interests of the people whom it represents, a moral constraint is imposed on the extent to which tax revenue can legitimately be used for philanthropy directed towards non-citizens.

A third, separate question concerns the extent to which it is defensible to make the provision of international aid conditional upon policy changes or performance outcomes in recipient governments. The case in favour of doing so is that this is itself a form of aid: it is owed to those people who will be needy in future unless the conditions producing their poverty are changed. The case against is twofold: that in exploiting a weak bargaining position to compel agreement this amounts to coercion, and that it undermines the recipient government’s accountability to its own people, rendering it instead accountable to the donor. At least two issues need to be addressed in resolving this question. One is to whom the donor government bears its primary moral relationship in giving aid: is it the recipient government, on which the condition is imposed, or the citizens of the recipient country, for whose benefit it is imposed? The second concerns the justification for providing aid. Arguably, a case for aid grounded in considerations of justice – providing what can be claimed as a matter of right – makes the attachment of conditions harder to justify than a case based on beneficence.
Non-Government Aid
A number of further ethical issues faced by non-government aid agencies and their employees are intensively debated by aid practitioners and commentators, but have received relatively little attention to date within the applied ethics literature.

One prominent question has concerned the extent to which aid agencies should adhere to a policy of political “objectivity” or “neutrality”. The standard-bearer for this view since its foundation has been the International Committee of the Red Cross, but other aid agencies have rejected it, arguing that it leads to inadvertent complicity and even collaboration with injustice. Less widely discussed has been the question to what extent bringing commercial disciplines to bear on the operation of aid agencies can produce pressures to act in ways that detract from their ethical aims. Critics draw attention to the ways in which competing for “market share” encourages the pursuit of visibility over long-term effectiveness, rewards “efficiencies” which lead to treating the recipients of aid in instrumentally disrespectful ways (including marketing their suffering), and leads to competition between agencies in place of the cooperation that is required to overcome the potential for collective action problems noted above.

A further set of questions concerns the principles by which aid agencies should govern their interactions with other powerful institutions and groups in the countries in which they operate. In a context in which others are behaving immorally, what constraints should there be on dealing with them in order to do good? The payment of “taxes” to armed groups to allow aid shipments to be transported to refugee groups is one practice that invites accusations of fuelling conflict. On an individual scale, there are also significant issues of PROFESSIONAL ETHICS for aid workers which have received little systematic attention. To what degree should one accept local cultural practices that suppress individual rights? In working for the good of people who are victims of systematic injustice, does one’s professional role as an aid worker preclude individual political activism on their behalf? 


Finally, the growing use of NGOs as subcontractors delivering government aid has raised a further set of concerns for aid workers. Worries have been voiced about the extent to which this compromises their independence as critics of government policy, and whether it implicates aid agencies in the broader foreign policy objectives of donor governments.
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