4. Why Don’t We Give More?
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abour social change merely by making a logically consistent
moral argument. Bur it's clear thar even people who believe
that they should give more don't always do so. We've learned a
lot, in recent decades, about the psychological factors thart lead
people to behave in various ways, Now ics time to apply some
of that knowledge to our problem: why people don't give more
than they do, and what mighr lead them to give more.

If everyday life has not already convinced you thac there 1s
a human tendency to favor our own interests, psychologists
have ser up experiments to prove it. For example, Daniel Bar-
son and Elizabeth Thompson gave participants in an expen-
ment tasks to assign themselves and another participant, who
was not present. One of the tasks was described as relatively in-
teresting and included a significant benefir, while the other was
described as boring and had no benehr. The participants were
also told: “Most participants feel thar giving both people an
equal chance—Dby, for example, flipping a coin—is the fairest
way ro assign themselves and the other participant the tasks.” A
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ricipant could see how the coin fell. Interviewed afrer they had
assigned the task, all of the participants said thar the most
moral reponse was either to flip the coin or to give the more re-
warding task to the other participant. Yet about halt chose not
to flip the coin, and of those who did not use the coin, more
than 80 percent gave themselves the more rewarding rtask.
More remarkably, however, 1t seems that on 85 percent of the
occasions when the coln was tossed, it landed on the side thar
assigned the more rewarding rask to the person who tossed it!!

Yet we often do kind and generous things. The medical ser-
vices of most developed nations rely for their blood supply
on the altruism of ordinary citizens who donate their own
blood ro strangers. They give up their rime and go through
having a needle inserted in a vein—an experience many find
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coffee or tea. They don’t even get priority if they should need
blood themselves. And when people say withour the slighrest
hesitation thar they would save the drowning child, they are
probably telling the truth. S0 why don't we save children in de-
veloping countries, if the cost of doing so is modesi? Beyond
the simple batte berween selhshness and aleruism, other psy-
chological facrors are ar work, and in this chaprer 1 will
describe six of the most important.

The ldentifiable Victim

Researchers seeking to ind out what triggers generous re-
sponses pald participants in a psychological experiment and
then gave them the opportunity to donate some of the money
to Save the Children, an organization thac helps children in
poverty both in the United Stares and in developing countries,
One group was given general informarion about the need for
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Malawi are affecting more than three million children.” A
second group was shown the photo of a seven-year-old Malaw-
tan girl named Rokia; they were told thar Rokia is desperately
poor and that “her lite will be changed for the better by your
eifr.”

The group receiving informarion abour Rokia gave signifi-
cantly more than the group receiving only general informarion.
Then a third group was given the general informartion, the
photo, and the informartion abour Rokia. Thar group gave
maore than the group thar had received only the general in-
formation, but stll gave less than the group that had received
endy the informavon about Rokia’ Indeed, even adding a
second idenafiable child o the information abour Rokia—
while providing no general informarion—led 1o a lower aver-
'JE’: L!L]I'l'.'ll.i[]‘n [I:]El]'l "n."-r]'l.t'” Ul'll}' ane L‘Illld Wias [l'l.:ll[ill[]t'd.
The subjects of the experiment reported feeling stronger emo-
rions when rold abour one child than when rold abour two
children.

Another study produced a similar resule. One group of peo-
ple was told that a single child needed lifesaving medical treat-
ment that costs $300,0100, A second group was told thar eighe
children would die unless they were given treatment char could
be provided for all of them ar a toral cost of $300,000. Again,
those told about the single child gave more.®

This “identifiable victim effect” leads to “the rule of res-
cue: we will spend far more to rescue an identhable victim
than we will to save a “staristical life.” Consider the case of
Jessica McClure, who was eighteen months old in 1987 when
she fell into a dry well in Midland, Texas. As rescuers worked
for two and a half days o reach her, CNN broadcast images of
the rescue to millions of viewers around the world. Donors
sent in so much money that Jessica now has what has been re-
ported to be a million-dollar crust fund.” Elsewhere in the
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donated to Jessica, abour 67,500 children died from avoid-
able poverty-related causes during those two and a halt days ac-
cording to UNICEE Yer it was obvious to everyone involved
that Jessica must be rescued, no marter what the cost. Simi-
larly, we do not abandon trapped miners or lost sailors, even
though we could save more lives by using the money spent
on such rescues on making dangerous intersections safer.
In providing health care, too, we will spend much more try-
g ro save a p:n'ricul.-w patient, often n vain, than promoting
preventive measures thar would save many people from becom-
ing ill.°

The idenuhable person moves us in a way that more-
abstract informarion does not. Bur the phenomenon doesn’t
even requite particular details abour the person. People asked
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order 1o house a needy family were told either thar the family
“has been selected” or thar the family “will be selecred.” In
every other detail, the wording of the request was the same. In
neither case were the subjects told who the family was, or
would be, nor were they given any other informacion abour the
family. Yet the group told that the family had already been se-
lected gave substantially more. *
Yaul Slovie, a leading researcher in dhus held, believes thar the

identifiable

much because we use two distiner processes for grasping realicy

or even predetermined—person appeals to us so
and deciding whar to do: the attective system and the delibera-
rive system.” The affective system is grounded in our emotional
responses. 1t works with images, real or metaphorical, and with
stories, rapidly processing them ro generate an intuitive feeling
that something is right or wrong, good or bad. Thar feeling
leads to immediate action. The deliberarive system draws on our
reasoning abilities, rather than our emotions, and it works with
words, numbers, and abstractions rather than with images and
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takes a little longer than the affective system, and does not result
in such immediate acrion,

An individual in need tugs at our emotions. That's our at-
tective system at work. Mother Teresa expressed this when she
said: "It [ look ar the mass I will never act. It I look at the one,
L will.™ If we pause to think abour it, we know thar “the mass”
is made up of individuals, each with needs as pressing as “the
one,” and our reason tells us that it is berter 1o act to help thar
individual plies an additional individual than to help just the
one, and even betrer to help those two individuals pfres a third
individual, and so on. We know that our deliberative system is
right, yet for Mother Teresa as for many others, this knowledge
lacks the impacr of something thar rugs on our emotions the
way a single needy person does.
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rwo systems work comes from some more-complicared experi-
ments carried out by the same team that did the experiments
comparing the responses of people given information abour a
“Rokia”™ with those given more general information. This time
the researchers were investigating whether arousing  the
emotions of the research subjects led them to respond dif-
terently to the two kinds of mformacon. Once again, the
participants all completed a standard survey, and then one ran-
domly selected group was given emotionally neutral ques-
rions (for example, marh puzzles) while the other group was
given questions designed to arouse their emotions (for exam-
ple, "When you hear the word ‘baby,” what do you feel?”).
Then everyone was given the opportunity to donate some of
their payment for the experiment to a chariry, bur for half of
each group the informarion included Rokia only, while rhe
other half was given the more general information about
people in need. Those who had answered the emotionally
arousing questions and received the information about Rokia
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But the amount given by those who received the general infor-
mation was not signithcandy attecred by the questions they had
answered. Our response to the images and stories—and thus o
identifiable victims—is dependent on our emotions, but our
response to more-abstracr facrs, conveyed in words and num-
bers, remains much the same whatever the stare of our emo-

rons. '

Parochialism

Two hundred and ffty years ago, philospher and economist
Adam Smich invired his readers to reflect on their attitudes w
distant strangers by asking them to imagine that “the grear em-
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readers, “how a man of humanity in Europe,” who had no spe-
cial connection with that part of the world, would receive the
news. Whatever thar person might say, Smith contends, “he
would pursue his business or his pleasure, take his repose or his
diversion, with the same case and tranquillity, as it no such ac-
cident had happened.”’!

The tragic earthquake that scruck China's Sichuan province
in 2008 showed only too clearly that Smich's observation sull
holds. Though the earthquake killed 70,000 people, injured
350,000, and made nearly 5 million homeless, its impact on
me was quite temporary. Reading abour the deaths and seeing
the devastaton on television aroused my sympatchy tor the
tamilies of the victims, but I did not stop work, lose sleep, or
even cease to enjoy the normal pleasures of life. No one [ knew
did. Our ineellect—our deliberarive system—rtakes in the news
of the disaster, but our emortions are rarely disturbed by
tragedies that occur to strangers far away with whom we have
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emergency relict, hearing such terrible news does not change
our [ives in any fundamental way,

At our best, we give tar less to help toreigners than we give
to those within our own country. The tsunami that struck
Sourtheast Asia just after Christmas 2004, killed 220,000 peo-
ple and rendered millions homeless and destitute. It prompted
Americans to give $1.54 billion for disaster reliet work, the
largest amount that Americans have ever given after any nar-
ural disaster outside the United States. Bur it was less than a
quarter of the $6.5 billion Americans gave rthe following year
to help those affected by Hurricane Karrima, which killed about
1,600 people and left far fewer homeless than the tsunami. An
earthquake in Pakistan in October 2005 thar killed 73,000
people elicited a comparatively small $150 million in dona-
li.l]ﬂ!'i ﬁ'lill‘l .'ﬁL]'.l.ltrj.L'ﬂl]i‘.l-. EII1]]t t':'l.rll“.lll.:l]{ﬂ Was 1.]:|I.'_' l:lll].j!.-' e UF
these three tragic events thar was not caught on video and so
did nor result in dramartic and oft-repeared television cover-
age.) Bear in mind that the victims of the American disasters
were also being helped by a government with far greater re-
sources than the governments of the countries struck by the
tsunami and the carchquake.'-

Discomforting as our relative indifference to foreigners may
be, it is easy to understand why we are like this. Our species has
spent millions of years evolving as social mammals with off-
spring who need their parents’ care for many years. For most of
these millions of years, parents who did not care for their chil-
dren during this period of dependence were unlikely to pass on
their genes.'” Hence our concern for the welfare of others tends
to be limited to our kin, and ro those with whom we are in co-
operative relationships, and perhaps to members of our own
small rribal group.

Even when naton-states formed and cribal ethies began to
be constricted by the requirements of the larger society, the in-

[llit]l‘.ll'l r]1:1r Wg .‘-iIZ]I'..'II.IILi I‘]t‘lf} t]l!'lt.']'!-i L].‘-il.]:.’l”}" I'_':'ﬁ'.[t.'[]f.]r_'l.{ I'.'II]I"L-' ]



52 HiUMAN NATURE

helping our comparriors. In Bleak Howuse, Charles Dickens
lends his support to parochialism by ridiculing the “relescopic
philanthropy” of Mrs. Jellyby, who "could see nothing nearer
than Africa.” She works hard on a project that will educate the
natives ot Borrioboola-Gha, on the left bank of the Niger, bur
her house is a mess and her children are neglected.' It was easy
tor Dickens to make fun ot Mrs. Jellyby, for such plulanthropy
was, in his day, mispuided. It was hard 1o know whether people
far away needed our help; if they did, it was even harder ro find
effective ways of helping them. Anyway, there were many
Bricsh poor in circumstances scarcely less desperate. In noting
the limits to our sympathy for chose far away, Adam Smich said
that chis state of aftairs “seems wisely ordered by Nature,” since
those far from us are people “we can neither serve nor hurt.” If
we L'n'.”".'_'l'.] maore, il "n-"-"l'Jl.ll-L! Lll.]rul.lll.{.".'_' Lll]!}" :lll:{i.f[}' [u ul_ll:'bi::]"-’r:.'.-i..
without any manner of advanrage to them.”"” Today these
words are as obsolere as the quill with which Smith wrore
them. As our response to the tsunami vividly demonserared, in-
stant communications and rapid transport mean that we o
help those far from us in ways that were impossible in Smith’s
day. In additon, the gap berween the living standards of peo-
ple in developed narions and those in developing narions has
increased enormously, so chart those living in industrialized na-
tions have greater capacity to help those far away, and greater
reason to focus our aid on them: far away is where the vast ma-
jority of the exeremely poor are.

Fueti ﬂf_y

In one study, people were told thar there were several thousand
refugees at risk in a camp in Rwanda and were asked how will-
ing they were to send aid thar would save the lives of 1,500 of
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number of people they said were ar risk, but kepr the number
that the aid would save at 1,500, People turned out to be more
willing to send aid that saved 1,500 ourt of 3,000 people at risk
than they were to send aid thar saved 1,500 our of 10,000 at
risk. In general, the smaller the proportion of people ar risk
who can be saved, the less willing people are to send aid."® We
seem o respond as if anything that leaves mosc of the people

in the camp ar risk is “futile”—although, of course, for the
1,500 who will be saved by the aid, and for their families and
friends, the rescue i1s anything bur furile, irrespective of the
total number in the camp. Paul Slovic, who coauthored this
study, concludes thar “the proportion of lives saved often carries
more weight than the sumber of lives saved.” The implication
is thar people will give more support for saving 80 percent of
LM} lives at risk than for .‘.-'.l'h'illi_fr 20 percent of 1,000 lives at
risk—in other words, for saving 80 lives rather than for saving
200 lives, even when the cost of saving each group is the

same.’

The high school students introduced in the previous chap-
ter said things like "It’s going to go on” and " There will never
be enough money to help all these people.” Many of us engage
in what psychologists label “funlity thinking.” We say thar aid
to the poor is “drops in the ocean,” implying chat it 15 not
worth giving, because no matter how much we do, the ocean of
people in need will seem just as vast as it was before,

The Diffusion of Responsibility

We are also much less likely to help someone if the responsibil-
ity for helping does not rest entirely on us. In a famous case
thar jolted the American psyche, Kiy Genovese, a young
woman in Queens, New York, was brually artacked and killed
while thirty-eight people in different apartments reportedly
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saw or heard whar was happening bur did nothing to aid her.
The revelation that so many people heard Genovese'’s screams,
burt tailed even to pick up the phone to call the police, led o
a natlonal debate about "whar kind of people we have be-
come.

The public debare thar followed the Kitry Genovese murder
led psychologists John Darley and Bib Larané w explore the
phenomenon of diffusion of responsibility. They invited stu-
dents to participate in a market research survey. The students
went to an office, where they were met by a young woman who
rold them to sit down and gave them some questionnaires to
fll out. She then went into an adjacent room separated from
the othice only by a currain. After a few minutes, the students
heard noises suggesting that she had climbed on a chair ro ger
SO0l Ili.l'lg rr{]]'.[l i hlgh ."i]'lt'J.j‘, 11”[_1 []:]F_' {.'I'.l.i'l.j.r IL'“J. |1:1]|r_'11 Over.
She cried out: “Oh, my God, my foor. .. “l...1...can't
move . . . 1 O, my ankle. . . . cant. .. canT. .. get. . . this
thing off . . . me.” The moaning and crying went on for about
another minute."” Of those students who were alone in the ad-
joining room filling out the market research survey, 70 percent
offered to help. When another person who appeared to be a

student complering the survey—bur was in fact a stooge—was
also present, and that person did not respond to the calls for
help, only 7 percent offered to help. Even when two genuine
students were together in the room, the proportion offering
to help was much lower than when there was only one stu-
dent. The diffusion of responsibility had a marked inhibiting
effect—the “bystander eftect.” Other experiments have yvielded

2

similar resulrs.

*Long after the name “Kiny Genovese” had become a byword lor the indiffer-
ence of big-city residents to their neighbors, a more thorough investigation raised se-
rious doubts abour the initial repors, specifically abour how many witnesses really

knew what was happening and had the opportunity to reporr ™
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The Sense cirf Fairness
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else stands around. In the same way, our willingness to |1,::|p the
poor can be reduced if we think that we would be doing more
than our fair share. The person considering giving a substanrial
portion of his or her disposable income can'c help but be aware
thar others, including chose with a lor more disposable income,
are not. Imagine writing thar hrst big check for UNICEF or
Oxtam, and then running into your neighbors coming back
from a winter vacation 1n the Caribbean, looking relaxed and
ranned, and telling you about their great adventures sailing and
scuba diving. How would you feel?

So strong is our sense of fairness thart, to prevent others get-
ring more than their fair share, we are often willing ro cake less
tor ourselves. In the “ultimatum game,” rwo players are told
that one of them, the proposer, will be given a sum of money,
say $10, and musr divide it with the second player, the re-
sponder, but fow the money is divided is up to the proposer,
who can offer as much or as lictle as she wishes. If the respon-
der rejects the offer, neither will ger anything. The game is
played nnl}; once, and the players’ identities are nor revealed, so
t]'lE'i]' r.]fl:i!‘-ii[]ll'l"; ".-'.-'iil ot I'.I'I: i]'I.HL]I'_']'l'L'CI'.] IT}-’ .'1.[]}’ I]HJ[IEI]H‘. '['Ij" E'Ji.'l}"
back if they should meet again. If the players acted purely from
self-interest, the proposer would offer the smallest possible
amount and the responder would accepr it, because afrer all,
even a liete is berter than nothing ac all. Bur in many different
cultures, most proposers otter an equal split of the money. That
ofter is invariably accepred. Occasionally, however, proposers
behave as economists would expeet them to, and affer less than
20 percent. Then most responders contound the economists by
rejecting the offer.’’ Even monkeys will reject a reward for a
task 1f they see another monkey getting a berter reward for per-
forming the same rask.*
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Responders who reject small offers show thar even when
dealing with a complete stranger with whom they will never in-
teract again, they would rather punish untairness than gain
money. Why would people (and monkeys) act in ways that
seem contrary to their own interest? The most plausible answer
is thar moral intuitons like fairness developed because they en-
hanced the reproductive hiness of those who had them and the
groups ro which they belonged. Among social anmimals, those
who form cooperative relationships tend to do much betrer
than rhose who do not. By making a fair ofter, you signal thar
you are the kind of person who would make a good partner for
cooperating. Conversely, by rejecting an unfair offer, you show
that you are not going ro pur up with gerting a raw deal, and
thus you derer others from trying to rake advanrage of vou,
.Ilhl.'_']": AIE ':ll‘_'iﬂ H{]Eilll -:1L|'4.-';ll1[:!gl:!-; Loy HL]L‘I]. i.lllL]].[i.l”'l!l:. ﬁ '."ir.]L'i.t'[_'!.-' i]].
which most people acr faitly will generally do better than one
in which evervone is always secking ro take unfair advanrage,
because people will be berter able to trust cach other and form

cooperative relationships.

Meon ey

Are we less likely to respond to the needs of others if the only
way to respond is to send monev? We already know thar the
lack of an identifiable individual lengthens the odds against
our helping. But is it possible thar the fact that money is ofren
the only teasible means of helping the distant poor also reduces
our willingness to help those we cannor reach?

IF you have ever read Karl Marx, you will not be surprised
at the idea thar the use of money undermines what is best and
noblest in human relationships. In The Econamic and Philo-
sophical Manuscripts of 1844, a youthful work thar remained
Ll]]l]LlhI i.SIH'_'L{ :l]'l.[l. ];lrgr_']}' lln]":.l']l'.lil"lrll'l. l]T]ti] |I'|.l'_' 111 i(l'[‘i\"t[]lit[h
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century, Marx deseribes money as “the universal agent of sepa-
ration” because it transtorms human characreristics and powers
into something else. As an example, he suggested, a man may
be ugly, bur if he has money, he can buy for himselt “the most
beauritul of women.” Money alienares us, Marx thoughrt, from
our true human narture and from our fellow human beings.

It we had only Marxs authority tor this view, we could dis-
miss it as ideologically motivated. But a reporr in Seience by
Kathleen Vohs, Nicole Mead, and Miranda Goode, who work
in marketing and psychology, and display no awareness thar
Marx had anything to say about their topic, suggests that on
this point, at least, Marx was on to something.

Vohs and her colleagues conducted a series of experiments
thar invalved priming subjects to think abour money. They
i_:'.l'l.'t' [].'H.'.'ll‘l l':l-h-":.."i Illiﬂ i]'l."l."“i'l.-'tll.l llf]HL']'ll.lﬂ..I.]IiIlE_'__ F.'].'l]":l.‘it'b: ll].“:ll][
T'['.IU”L"!.-’. o []]L‘:l.'r Ijlilﬁﬁ:d I:ll]L""n {]F h'{f]nﬂ[?“l}r ['I]';][]L'}' I]L':.'!rh:pr, T
they ensured thar the subjects saw a screen saver with various
denominations of money. Other subjects, randomly selected,
unscrambled phrases thatr were not about money, did nor see
Monopoly money, and saw difterent screen savers. In each case,
those who had been primed to think about money—Iert’s call
them the "money group™—behaved in ways thar showed greater
distance from others and more self-suthciency. The money
group
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task and rold thar |1¢:|I'.| was avatlable

* Left a greater distance berween chairs when told to
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» Were more likely to choose a leisure activiey thar could

be enjoyed alone than one thar involved others

« Were less helpful to others



1] HiUMAN NATURE

* When invited to donare some of the money they had
been pald for participation in the experiment, gave
less

The researchers were scruck by how grear a ditference the triv-
1al reminders of money made. For example, where the control
group oftered o spend an average of forry-two minutes help-
ing someone with a task, those primed to think abour money
offered only rwenty-five minutes. Similarly, when someone
pretending ro be another parricipant in the experimenr asked
tor help, the money group spent only halt as much cime help-
ing her. When asked to make a donanon, the money group
gave just a lirde over half as much as the control group.
Why does money make us less willing ro seek or give help,
:'I.nd Loy ].“'_' L'].l'.IHE' Lo l.l[[lt]‘ﬁ? 1||I-'Ir{:||13'|- :'l.[IlJ. Ilt']._ L'L}]Ifllgllt'ﬁ Hilggﬂf!ﬁt 1.]:]':".
as societies began 1o use money, the need to rely on family and
fricnds diminished, and people were able to become more self-
sufficient, “In this way,” they conclude, "money enhanced in-
dividualism but diminished communal motivations, an etfect
that 15 sall apparent in people’s responses today.” British social
scientist Richard Titmuss made a similar point nearly forry
years ago, in response to the ride of economic opinion then
Howing in favor of allowing blood to be bought and sold for
medical purposes. Most economists took the view that the best
way to obtain an adequare supply of any commodiry is to allow
the laws of supply and demand to set the price. British law pro-
hibited the sale of blood, relying on voluntary, aleruistic dona-
tons, and thus interfering with the laws of supply and
demand. In The Gife Relarionship, Titmuss defended this sys-
rem on the grounds that it strengthened ties of communicy. It
blood is literally priceless, we all musr rely, in a medical emer-
gency, on the lifesaving gifts of scrangers. And anyone, no mar-
ter how rich or poor, can give back to the communiry by

l.:ll‘ﬂ'_‘l'il'lg ll'll.'_‘ g]rl' I'.'IF ]lEt‘ [ ."illf'il]'lgt]'.'-i- i]'l. []Eh‘.'l.i.. [-}]'IL'E'_‘ _'!.'HII .'l]l.[]‘l.".'
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blood o be boughr and sold, it becomes a commodiry and
there is no need for aleruism, because it there are not enough
altruistic donors, blood can be bought.™

Peychology, Evolution, and Ethies

To many, the intuitions discussed in this chapter amount to a
reasonable rejoinder, gnrhered under the ga:m:r:ll notion = Irs
not in our nature,” to arguments for the moral necessity to give
to the distant poor. And, at first glance, the moral judgment
that we should help the victim we can see over the victim we
cant feels right. If we think again, however, the inruition
doesn't stand up o examination. Suppose that we are in a boat
]['.l a s0orm '-”“.I WiE sCe I'wo L'."l.]:l"ii':l'.':d }":l[_'l:”.:‘i. 1|'l-llq:"rl'_' Ll t'i.l.l'.l.t'l_ PESCLIE
one person clinging to one upturned yacht, or Aive people who
we cannot see, but we know are trapped inside the other up-
rurned yacht. We will have time to go to only one of the yachts
betore they are pounded onto the rocks and, most likely, any-
one clinging to the yacht we do not go to will be drowned. We
can identity the man who is alone—we know his name and
what he looks like, although otherwise we know nothing about
him and have no connection with him. We don't know any-
thing abour who is trapped inside the other yacht, except that
there are five of them. [f we have no reason to think thar the
single idenafiable victim is in any way more worthy of rescue
than each of the five nonidentifiable people, surely we should
rescue the larger number of people. What's more, if we put

ourselves in the position of the people needing to be rescued
bur withour knowing which of the six we are—we would
want the rescuers ro go to the capsized yacht with five people,
because that will give us the best chance of being rescued.
The same 1s true for each of the other five psychological fac-

Lors wWe I'I:'I."n-"t'_‘ i.ll\’t.‘-itigfl[td- {-}l]r l'l:lr[]C[]i.Jl] Et“l:'[ll'lg‘\ JIC 6 ]'t."ifri.li_'"
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rion on our willingness to act on our capacity, both financial
and technological, to give to those beyvond the borders ot our
nation and thereby to do much more good than we can do it
our philanthropy stops at those borders. Bill Gates, the master
ot global echnology, has drawn the implications for echics of
the fact that we are now one world. His philanthropy 1s primar-
iy focused on doing the most good 1n the world as a whole.
When asked by an interviewer for Forbes whar advice he'd ofter
the next U.S. president ro improve American competitiveness
and innovarion, Gares batted the question straighe back, say-
ing: “l tend to think more abour improving the entire world as
opposed to relative positions. Otherwise you could say, "Hey,
World War Two was grear because the ULS. was in its strongest
relative position when that was over,” "%

H'l.'t'l'.l. ].t'!'i'."i l.lt'fl'.'ll!‘il].]l.t' tl:'.l.ﬂ]‘ E.]‘:lrl:ldli'.tl.i!'ilﬂ are [I:]'t' ﬁ'.'tli.l'lgﬁ- Ur le-
rilicy thar lead us ro focus on the number of people we cannot
help, rather than the number we can. The “drops in the ocean”
response to the argument for giving aid overlooks the face that
my ald will help specihic individuals, tamilies, or even villages,
and the good that [ do tor them is not lessened by the facr thar
there are many more needy people [ cannor help.

Orthers find intuitive appeal in the diffusion of responsibil-
ity. Thus they believe thar I have a stronger obligation to save
the drowning child than to give aid w the poor, because | am
the only person in a position to save the child, whereas there
are a billion people in a position to save the 10 million children
dying annually from poverty-related causes. Bur even though a
billion others cowdd help the children who will be helped by
vour donation, whar difterence does that make if you know
thar they won't, or anyway thar not enough of them will for all
of those 10 million children to be saved?

Patterns of behavior thar helped our ancestors survive and
reproduce may, in today’s very different circumstances, be of
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tuition or way of acting were still conducive to our survival and
reproduction, however, that would nor, as Darwin himselt rec-
oenized, make it right. Evolution has no moral direction. An
evolutionary understanding of human nature can explain the
differing inruitions we have when we are faced wich an individ-
ual rather than with a mass of people, or with people close o
us rather than with those far away, but it does not jusuly those
feelings.

Bur of course, concluding that athers” needs should count
as much as our own is not the same as feeling ir, and thart is
the core of the problem of why we do not respond to the needs
of the world'’s poorest people as we would respond to someone
in need of rescue right in front of us.* Skeptics doubr that
reason has any influence on whether we act ethically. Ir's all a
matter of what we want, or desire, they say, of what feels good
or bad ro us, of whar we find atrractive or repugnant. They
deny that understanding or argument—in a word, the kind of
thing thar philosophers write, and of which this book largely
consists—Is ever going to lead anyone ro action. Here is one
small piece of evidence to counter that. In the same New Yord
Tmes piece abour global poverty thar the Glennview High
School students read, 1 included relephone numbers thar read-
ers could call to donate to UNICEF or Oxfam America. These
organizations later told me that in the month ater the ardcle
appeared, those phone lines broughr in abour 5600,000 more
than they usually took in. Now that’s not a vast sum, given how
many people read e New York Times on Sundays. Sall, ir does
mean that the article persuaded a signihcant number of people
to give. Some of those donors have contnued to do so. Several
years after the arricle was published, | have been rold, someone
came to the Oxfam office in Boston, took a carefully preserved
copy of my arricle our of her bag, and told the staft thar she
had been meaning o give ro the organization ever since read-
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the impact thar this kind of work can have has been a powerful
reason for writing chis book,

Now ler’s look at some of those who do respond to appeals
to give, and ask whart we can do to encourage others to respond
in the same way.



