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Essay Eight

Recognizing Poverties1

“Poverty has come, particularly in the AngloSaxon countries, to mean 
a low standard of living, measured in terms of consumption or income. 
But this is only part of the story. Poverty is also deprivation in a wider 

sense. . . . It has indeed been increasingly recognized that we need to look 
beyond monetary poverty, and there has been a surge in recent years in 

both theoretical and empirical studies of nonmonetary measures.” 2

a. b. atKins (2019) 

“Le grand défi qui se présente à nous, qui ressort des problématiques 
du développement en cette période de mondialisation et qui est ren

du encore plus pressant par la crise économique et financière, est celui 
de montrer, au niveau de la pensée comme des comportements, que non 

seulement les principes traditionnels de l ’éthique social, tels que la trans
parence, l ’honnêteté et la responsabilité, ne peuvent être négligés ni 

sousévalués, mais aussi que dans les relations marchandes le principe 
de gratuité et la logique du don, comme expression de la fraternité, 

peuvent et doivent trouver leur place à l ’intérieur de l ’activité écono
mique normale. C’est une exigence de l ’homme de ce temps, mais aussi 

une exigence de la raison économique ellemême. C’est une exigence 
conjointe de la charité et de la vérité.”3

JosEF ratzinGEr (2009)
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As recent progress reports on the UN’s 2015 renewed 
Sustainable Development Goals 2015 to 2030 project, 

World Bank briefings, and other major sources demonstrate, 
the eradication of extreme poverty worldwide will require more than 
macro-economic measures alone.4 Accomplishing this first of both 
the UN’s 2000 to 2015 Millennial Development Goals project and 
of the present Sustainable Development Goals 2015 project to 2030, 
despite their approval by roughly an astonishing 190 UN member 
countries, will also require sustained engagements to combat non-
monetary poverty. Challengingly, some internationally distinguished 
development economists believe that some of the most important 
of such engagements will also require renewed ethical reflection on 
general human values, rights, and responsibilities. Here, I would like 
to begin taking up part of this challenge.

My focus here is on the extremely poor, on those who, if they are 
to live decent lives, are most in need of assistance.5 Like those suf-
fering today from extremely severe famine in Yemen and elsewhere, 
very many of those suffering from extreme poverty will die not only 
prematurely; they likely will die before the end of the year.6 They 
will die if, among many others, thoughtful and resourceful persons 
like some philosophers continue to fail to engage themselves effec-
tively to assist them.

Here I would first like to emphasize several of the philosophical 
elements in some recent discussions of both monetary and non-
monetary extreme poverty. With these elements freshly in view, 
I would like to examine critically yet constructively the most salient 
ones from the perspective of a certain understanding of the cardi-
nal notion of ethical engagement. I will conclude with a summary 
of the main argument and the formulation of several key questions 
which need further reflective discussion from economists, philoso-
phers, and others today. 
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1. Extreme Poverty: Sharpening the Focus

Today, just what the common expression “poverty” denotes var-
ies from one culture to another. And determining further just what 
the perhaps already overly familiar phrase “extreme poverty” de-
notes is both easy and difficult.7 It is easy because the internet’s in-
creasingly powerful search engines yield an abundance of pertinent 
materials for determining the sense of all three expressions – “ex-
treme,” “poverty,” and “extreme poverty.” 

However easy at first, determining the denotation of “ex-
treme poverty” in our own circumstances in Central and Western 
Europe today is also difficult. For after the generally mixed results 
for the first of the UN’s 2015 MDGs on the eradication of extreme 
poverty, and after the mixed results of the initial progress reports on 
the currently running UN’s SDGs for the eradication of extreme 
poverty, new doubts have arisen about the narrowness of the denota-
tions underlying these quite substantial programs. In such unstable 
contexts of understanding, working with some sensible restrictions, 
stipulations, and working definitions makes good sense. 

As for some restrictions, my remarks here mainly concern nei-
ther global nor national instances of extreme poverty but regional 
ones instead. In particular I focus on extreme poverty mainly among 
normal adult individual citizens in EU countries in 2019 so far as 
the currently available data allows. Thus, I am excluding from my 
discussion as yet uncounted persons, extremely poor children, the el-
derly, the handicapped, migrants, societies, households, families, and 
groups.8 I am also excluding the very important links today between 
extreme poverty, climate change, and current radically changing un-
derstandings of democracy.9

Although I will be centering the general discussion on non-em-
pirical and indeed non-material kinds of extreme poverty, pertinent 
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empirical data and their proper metrics are nonetheless indispens-
able for serious reflection on extreme poverty. Accordingly, I rely 
on the necessary underlying data sets and time series of the EU’s 
statistical services and those of the World Bank, regularly updated 
and readily accessible through internet postings. 

Regarding some useful stipulations, the general discussion and my 
concluding questions for further critical discussion will mainly arise 
for the sake of comprehensiveness and uniformity from the very care-
ful denotations of the key terms to be found in the most recent works 
on poverty and extreme poverty of the internationally renowned de-
velopmental economist and policy theorist A. B. Atkinson (1944-
2017) and his major sources.10

Concerning some general working definitions, we may note that 
poverty today is regularly understood with respect to persons’ capac-
ities to participate in everyday society. Sociologically speaking, “in-
dividuals, families, and groups in the population can be said to be 
in poverty when they lack the resources [mainly, income resources 
rather than consumption goods] to obtain the types of diet, par-
ticipate in the activities, and have the living conditions and ameni-
ties which are customary, or at least widely encouraged or approved, 
in the societies to which they belong.”11 Still, although controversy 
continues, poverty is mostly defined currently not in terms of in-
come but in terms of consumption.12 Thus poverty comes today to 
be understood mainly as the “inability to afford an adequate stan-
dard of consumption.” 13 

2. Differences in the Details

What counts as “an adequate standard” differs from country to 
country and from society to society. Some economists continue to 
hold that lacking an adequate standard of consumption denotes 



204

Part two. Ethics 

the inability “to afford what average people have.” Such poor persons 
are said to be relatively poor; they lack the average means to partici-
pate in their society’s normal activities. Other economists hold that 
lacking such an adequate standard denotes persons’ “consumption 
capacities falling regularly below some fixed minimum consumption 
level,” a subsistence level whose aggregated cost for the necessities of 
life such as minimum food, clothing, and shelter is called the pov-
erty line. Such poor persons are said to be absolutely poor.14 

At this general level, extreme poverty may then be understood as 
destitution, or “great need of food, shelter, etc.”15 In other words, 
extreme poverty is the condition of undergoing regular deprivation 
of the necessities not just for health but for life itself. Another way 
of characterizing extreme poverty at the international rather than at 
national or local levels and the World Bank’s approach since 2015,16 
is to set “the poverty line” for households below the purchasing pow-
er parity (PPP) for $1.90 per day.17 

The poverty line is the income or consumption level “supposed 
to be just enough to avoid less than adequate consumption.” It may 
either be fixed (absolute) or fluctuate (relative).18 For example, on 
18 October 2018, the World Bank revised its previous descriptions 
of the poverty line. It introduced two complementary global pov-
erty lines: the lower-middle-income poverty line at PPP $3.20 per 
person per day and the upper-middle-income poverty line at $5.50 
per person per day. The World Bank designed these new descrip-
tions to complement, not replace, the previous international poverty 
line ($1.90 per person per day). They can now be used as a flexible 
benchmark for countries across the world whose level of develop-
ment makes any fixed international poverty line of more limited use 
in gauging levels of poverty.

Poverty thus is a graduated or scalar phenomenon; it has a real 
number as its value, but it appears in degrees, whether simple, mod-
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erate, or extreme. These degrees, however, can be measured more 
exactly. We need to know not just whether an individual is suffer-
ing rather generally from moderate poverty; we also need to know 
wherever the data allows to what exact extent he or she is suffer-
ing from moderate poverty. Figuratively speaking, we need to know 
the depth of poverty, what the specialists describe, somewhat curi-
ously, as “the poverty gap.” 

The poverty gap may be defined more precisely as “the mean 
shortfall in consumption or income from the poverty line. The mean 
is to be measured over the whole population, counting the non-
poor as having zero shortfall, and to be expressed as a percentage of 
the poverty line.”19

Note however that “as countries grow richer,” the World Bank 
reports, “their definitions of basic needs change. Carrying out ba-
sic functions of life might require more goods in some countries 
than in others. Accordingly, another key notion, the societal pov-
erty line, ensures equality across countries in terms of carrying out 
the same basic functions of life in each society. 

For instance, in a poorer country, participating in the job mar-
ket may require only suitable clothing and sufficient food. In richer 
economies, however, one may also need to have internet access, 
a vehicle, and a cell phone. Thus, the societal poverty line “is based 
on a combination of extreme poverty, which is fixed in value for ev-
eryone, and a relative dimension of well-being that differs in every 
country depending on the median level of consumption. In 2015, 
2.1 billion people were poor relative to their societies, three times 
the number of people living in extreme poverty.”20 

Many different kinds of poverty exist, whether monetary or non-
monetary, material or non-material, individual or societal, and so 
on. And poverty exists in many different degrees, whether simply, 
moderately or extremely, and so on. One key distinction then is that 



206

Part two. Ethics 

between monetary and multi-dimensional poverty.21 For, according 
to the World Bank, “as the definition of poverty broadens to in-
clude additional aspects of deprivation, the composition of the poor 
changes. Monetary poverty is predominantly a rural phenomenon; 
81.3 percent of the monetary poor are living in rural areas. If poverty 
is considered more broadly with the multidimensional lens, the dis-
tribution of poverty tilts even more toward rural areas. 83.5 percent 
of the multidimensionally poor are rural dwellers, implying that, 
relative to urban households, rural households suffer cumulatively 
more deprivations in access to education and essential utilities.”22 

Besides narrowing the scope of our subject here, restricting its 
contents, and stipulating some general working definitions, we 
should still try to make such generalities more particular. Consider 
very briefly then a representative recent summary of the relative 
successes only in realizing just the first objective of both the 2000 
Millennial Development Goals (MDGs) and the 2015 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs):

“The SDGs built on the MDGs,” the English developmental 
economist Nicholas Stern writes, “and set targets for 2015-2030 
across seventeen dimensions that fall largely under the same head-
ings [such as eradicating extreme poverty] but are now broader and 
deeper. They include inequality as well as poverty, are more explicit 
on gender issues, and focus throughout on sustainability, the envi-
ronment, and climate. . . . Crucially, the SDGs advanced beyond 
the MDGs in applying to all countries and in bringing sustain-
ability to center stage. They were concerned now with the rights 
of future generations and equity in relation to those who would 
follow, as well as current poverty.”

When read against the backgrounds of recent UN and World 
Bank reports on the eradication of poverty and extreme poverty 
these authoritative remarks are striking for their more than casual 
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insistence on the non-empirical and non-material aspects of both 
poverty and extreme poverty. This focus contrasts strongly with 
the much more habitual and almost exclusive institutional focus on 
the material aspects of these complex phenomena. 

Moreover, these remarks also highlight the problematic character 
of the relational aspects of poverty and of extreme poverty, that is, 
the interrelatedness of these phenomena with such major issues as 
climate change, future generations, and other concerns. Consequently, 
a not-inadequate approach to eradicating both extreme poverty and 
poverty worldwide must be more than exclusively economic or even 
more broadly exclusively social-scientific; it must construe poverty 
and extreme poverty in both material and immaterial forms whether 
cultural such as education or spiritual such as renunciation. It must, 
in a word, be “multi-dimensional.”23

3. Eradicating Extreme Poverty

In trying to eradicate extreme poverty, some developmental econo-
mists have sketched out at least four major approaches, each with its 
strengths and weaknesses. Briefly recalling these social-scientific ap-
proaches proves useful before turning to the question of whether ad-
ditional philosophical perspectives could also be pertinent.

On the specific understanding then of extreme poverty as des-
titution, what are the main approaches today towards eradicating 
such suffering? I will briefly address each approach, starting from 
apparently the least effective to the most effective.24 I will, however, 
exclude here discussion of any of their combinations, such as the im-
portant variant of combining the third and fourth approaches. 

Following criticisms of the 2017 World Bank’s report on world 
poverty that views of those actually living in extreme poverty were 
underappreciated in contrast to those of experts living in high-in-
come countries,25 some developmental economists re-examined 
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the different ways in which subjective approaches could be applied to 
efforts to eradicate extreme poverty. Many of their consequent views 
might usefully be put under the heading of participatory approaches. 

Here extreme poverty is understood as a maximum degree of 
poverty when poverty itself is taken generally as “an enforced lack 
of socially perceived necessities.”26 These necessities were those pos-
sessions and activities that “every family should be able to afford and 
that nobody should have to live without.” Qualified interviewers were 
instructed to solicit subjective views of those actually living in ex-
treme poverty by asking one or the other of four suggested questions. 

One suggested question was to ask how respondents perceived 
their own poverty status, “without any reference to a poverty line.” 
Another question was whether respondents thought that their actu-
al consumption met the standard they considered necessary to avoid 
poverty. A third suggestion was to ask exactly the same question 
but to follow up by determining independently what the household 
consumption actually was and hence whether their consumption did 
or did not meet the standard considered. A final suggested question, 
one closest to World Bank current methods for estimating global 
poverty, was to ask respondents just where they thought a poverty 
line “defined in terms of consumption should be set.”27

Responses to any one kind of question like these pose substan-
tial difficulties for the interpretation of such questions. One prob-
lem follows from the important differences among these questions. 
For example, the third question – but not the first – implies a con-
trast between subjective and objective assessments. More impor-
tantly, respondents’ subsequent adjustments may skew their initial 
responses to any of these questions. For example, responses “may 
reflect both adaptation and aspiration. Where people have adjusted 
to low levels of living, they may have adapted to these levels and 
regard mere survival as escaping poverty.”28 
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Thus, although participatory subjective inputs may be helpful in 
rationally updating regularly the values of international poverty lines 
and in settling on the dimensions and indicators on both monetary 
and non-monetary poverty, clearly approaches based on objective 
observations of persons must contribute to the elimination of ex-
treme poverty.

Another approach, a basic needs approach, newly reactivated to-
day after its first introduction at the beginnings of the twentieth 
century, involves scrutinizing the relation between extreme poverty 
and basic physiological needs. These basic needs are most often un-
derstood today mainly in terms of nutritional needs only. For exam-
ple, the basic nutritional needs are taken as the contents of a food 
basket which meets those, and perhaps also of several other baskets 
for clothing, shelter, and so on. 

This approach to eradicating extreme poverty typically involves 
three components. First, basic nutritional requirements must be de-
termined in terms of calories per day, varying as a function of age, 
gender, and so on. Then, a food budget is elaborated in terms of 
the costs of providing such nutritional basics. Finally, other addi-
tional needs may be added, most often however of a monetary na-
ture exclusively such as shelter and clothes allowances. 

Specifying basic needs mainly in terms of required nutritional 
items is, however, complicated, for a variety of specific reasons. 
These reasons, in addition to age and gender already mentioned, 
include different levels of activity, varying energy needs, and so on. 
Moreover, availability and costs of basic foods change continu-
ously. Still more, account must be taken of the distinction between 
basic foods required and those actually consumed. 

In the instance of extreme poverty, expenditures on food alone are 
most often not on basic foods. And even where such expenditures 
are allocated for basic foods, only the total expenditures on  basic  
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foods alone come below the pertinent national poverty line. No re-
sources are available for anything else. And yet some non-food needs, 
such as having access to minimum shelter, are also necessary for life. 

On reflection, then, it seems clear that a basic needs approach 
to the elimination of extreme poverty, while certainly not merely 
subjective, “cannot be said to provide [even]. . . a purely physiologi-
cal foundation for measuring poverty, since at each stage of the cal-
culation a significant degree of judgment is being exercised.”29 

Still another approach to eradicating extreme poverty is the hu-
man rights approach.30 This approach is generally understood, unlike 
the participatory approach, as not subjective. It mainly derives from 
reflection on the large list of human rights set out in the UN’s 1948 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. This list indicates both ma-
terial and immaterial concerns. Thus, Article 25 claims, “Everyone 
has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-
being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing 
and medical care and necessary social services.” Furthering this list, 
Article 26 adds, “Everyone has the right to education.” 

The rights at issue here are neither family nor group rights but 
(controversially for some Asian Confucians) the rights of individual 
persons.31 Moreover, the expression “everyone” here is understood 
universally as gender blind. Thus, the expression includes equally 
both women as well as men, whether born in or out of wedlock, 
regardless of age groups, social classes, polities, or religions. The spe-
cific rights of children came under special discussion in the sub-
sequent UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.32 Still more, 
the listing of these rights, however imperfect, has led to the fur-
ther development of multidimensional approaches to poverty and 
the development of, among others, the MPI, the Multi-dimensional 
Poverty Index at the UN and at the Oxford Poverty and Human 
Development Initiative (OPHI).33
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More promising perhaps is another objective approach called 
the capability approach. Instead of identifying extreme poverty as 
the non-fulfillment of a certain set of basic needs, the extremely 
poor person on this approach is understood as being essentially de-
prived of a certain set of basic capabilities. This deprivation limits 
the person’s freedom to live a decent human life.34 This approach 
has played “an important unifying role in thinking about countries 
at different levels of development.”35 

The capability approach has been much studied, and the litera-
ture on its advantages and weaknesses is substantial.36 So much at-
tention continues to focus on capability approaches, partly because 
of their contributions to resolving demanding definitional prob-
lems with poverty, and partly too because of their contributions to 
the clarifications of the recurring but difficult distinctions in dif-
ferent domains between absolute and relative poverty. Still further, 
the operationalization of capability approaches has proved essential 
for elaborating so-called multidimensional indicators for the mea-
surements of poverty.

4. Capabilities Components

On several major assessments and from the perspective here on 
extreme poverty, the capabilities approach has two major compo-
nents. The first is a rather novel focus not on the choices extremely 
poor persons make but on the scope of their choices. In particular, 
the capabilities approach focuses on what extremely poor persons 
have the actual capacities to choose. “Actual capacities,” alludes to 
the brute fact that extremely poor persons do have possibilities to 
choose, but all too often most of these possibilities are blocked. 
Moreover, some of the accessible options are simply not unknown 
to extremely poor persons.
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A second major component in this approach to eradicating ex-
treme poverty is an emphasis on describing the intervening links 
in extremely poor persons’ actual choices from the desired end to 
the final functioning. Amartya Sen gives the example of someone 
having under the general economic heading of the consumption 
of “goods and services,” not so much a “good” but a “service,” that 
is, a “commodity.” In particular, the example goes, having a bicycle. 
The first link in the chain to well-being in this example is “possess-
ing a bicycle [a commodity that] has the characteristic [the second 
link] of allowing you to travel: this characteristic ensures the capa-
bility to get to work [the third link], and that [capability] under-
pins your well-being,” the final link.37 

Unlike the basic needs approach which moves from the first 
link, necessary commodities, directly to the final link, a standard for 
well-being, a capabilities approach focuses on the intervening links 
in the chain. This focus turns out to be crucial because this focus 
highlights the often-overlooked fact that the functioning of certain 
basic capabilities change with the varying levels of consumption in 
continuously changing societies. Extremely poor persons’ capacities 
to act satisfactorily are always deteriorating with respect to what it 
takes to function correctly in the life of a social community which 
itself is always continuing to evolve.

Perhaps the most substantial contribution of the capability ap-
proaches’ attempt to eliminate extreme poverty, however, is their 
singular elucidation of extreme poverty as extreme physical and/or 
mental deprivation. “The relevance of disability in the understanding 
of deprivation in the world is often underestimated, and this can be 
one of the most important arguments for paying attention to the ca-
pability perspective,” Sen writes. “People with physical or mental 
disability are not only among the most deprived human beings in 
the world; they are also, frequently enough, the most neglected.”38
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Reflective and efficacious concern with this dimension is funda-
mental for eradicating extreme poverty. Nonetheless, determining 
even with the help of a capabilities approach just where the pover-
ty threshold should be set (as the EU’s continuing hesitations be-
tween measuring poverty as a function of 50 per cent or of 60 per 
cent of median disposable income with several adjustments clearly 
show) does not exclude the abiding necessity for sound judgment. 

5. Engagements, Actions, Intentions

When we look over at least these four major approaches today 
to eradicating extreme poverty and especially over their respective 
strengths and weaknesses, at least one major feature seems salient. All 
of these social scientific approaches are more or less direct approaches 
to eradicating extreme poverty. They involve measurement, the design 
of anti-poverty policies, experimental prototype programs, the con-
crete application of tested strategies and techniques, and so on. 

Until recently much of this work has focused on eliminating ex-
treme poverty by alleviating mainly material deprivations of whatev-
er sorts. Since the evaluations of the Millennial Development Goals 
in 2015 and the renewed commitments of more than 190 countries 
to fulfilling the more numerous and more carefully researched and 
focused Sustainable Development Goals by 2030, praiseworthy ef-
forts are being made to examine increasingly non-exclusively mate-
rial deprivations. Relevant examples are the contributions of edu-
cational and health deficiencies to the many-faceted phenomena of 
extreme poverty. And one key distinction here seems newly salient: 
the difference between direct and indirect measures to eradicate ex-
treme destitution. 

Could some kinds of philosophical activity have a pertinent place 
here? Could there be some kind of philosophical responsibility for 
engagement with the eradication of extreme poverty? How so? 
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I would suggest here that mainly indirect efforts of some philo-
sophical teaching, conferencing, and publishing can make an im-
portant difference in diminishing the prevalence of extreme poverty. 
They can do so by freshly parsing and thereby revaluating the roles 
of intentions and not just actions in alleviating extreme human suf-
fering. 

The plausibility of such a proposal becomes clear, I believe, in 
examining at least four main aspects of the elusive phenomenon of 
engagement and its connections with philosophical reflection. But 
first of all, what appear to be the main senses of the perhaps overly 
familiar English language expression “engagement”? 39 

Recent editions of standard dictionaries in both British and 
American English record a surprising number of usages for both 
the substantive and the verbal forms of the word “engagement.” 
In the case of British English, no fewer than, respectively, seven 
and eighteen separate uses are recorded, including for the verbal 
forms both transitive and intransitive constructions. In American 
English, six senses are recorded for the substantive, and for the ver-
bal forms, ten for the transitive and four for the intransitive.40 

In the contexts of our discussions, I think that the primary sense 
of the several overlapping senses of the substantive expression “en-
gagement” is that of engagement as a legal or moral obligation. 
In this context, an engagement is a formal promise of a commit-
ment or an undertaking. The main sense of the verbal expression 
in the more pertinent intransitive construction, “to engage oneself,” 
is that of a person binding himself or herself morally to under-
take or to answer for a matter of social or political commitment. 
In the particular case of “engagement and philosophical respon-
sibility,” the long-standing exemplary reflections and actions of 
the philosophers Michael Dummett (1925-2011), with respect to 
the impoverished situations of most immigrants, and Peter Singer, 
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with respect to the very poor, can be seen as supporting this inter-
pretation.41 

As these examples show, however, making a simple distinction 
between direct and indirect engagement and philosophical respon-
sibility is necessary. Besides his direct physical engagement for some 
years in assisting extensively his spouse’s social assistance activities 
on behalf of many of those migrating to the UK in the late eight-
ies and nineties, Dummett was also indirectly engaged in this work 
through some of his professional teaching and writing philosophy. 
Similarly, besides his and his spouse’s direct physical engagement 
on behalf of “The Life You Can Save,” a social movement on effec-
tive altruism, Peter Singer continues to be indirectly engaged in this 
work also through his professional teaching and writing philosophy.

Given this distinction between direct and indirect philosophi-
cal engagement, what then is the particular guise of indirect philo-
sophical engagements only with the specific challenge of alleviat-
ing the major sufferings of the extremely poor in the EU today?42 

By way of an initial response, consider a controversial thesis. 
Generally, many philosophers have a moral responsibility to engage 
themselves reflectively to understand better many pressing problems. 
One is just how in particular the immaterial situations of the ex-
tremely poor require their active and not just reflective attentions. 
Let us now consider four elements making up such a claim.

Reflective philosophical engagement with the extremely poor 
starts with (1) reflective attention.43 Such reflective engagement 
with the destitute, again generally, entails analyzing just how from 
one’s common human nature,44 it follows that both philosophers 
and destitute persons share immaterial and not just material vulner-
abilities. Some of these vulnerabilities impose on philosophers mor-
al obligations to come to the effective assistance of those destitute 
persons who, unless both immaterially and materially  unassisted 
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adequately, will otherwise die prematurely. A detailed example may 
be helpful.45 

When, say, a passerby “sees” an extremely poor person and his 
or her situation, say a disheveled, dirty, disoriented, and smelly per-
son lying on the sidewalk begging, what is he or she visually per-
ceiving? That is, restricting ourselves for the moment to the strictly 
empirical aspects of the visual situation only, what is going on? 

Without trying to rehearse all the myriad details, the bare em-
pirical essentials for our philosophical purposes are something like 
the following.46 The passerby is seeing the starkly needy person not 
with his eyes but with his brain.47 In particular, what the perceiv-
er’s brain “sees” is not the product of any single system but of two 
separate processes.48

6. Seeing Destitute Persons

The first visual process comprises the observer’s conscious visual 
experience; it yields the conscious perception of a visual object, say 
the homeless street person on the sidewalk. This stream of visual in-
formation (“the ventral stream”) flows from the primary visual cortex 
at the back of the brain to the inferior temporal cortex of the brain’s 
temporal lobe. The other visual process comprises the observer’s 
non-conscious visual guidance resulting in interactive movements 
with respect to this visual object, say the observer’s starting to move 
towards the person. This information stream (“the dorsal stream”) 
flows from the primary visual cortex to the posterior parietal cortex 
in the top of the brain.

Now although both streams of visual projection are anatomically 
substantially different, behaviorally both streams join. Generally, one 
expert writes, “the selection of appropriate goal objects depends on 
the perceptual machinery of the ventral stream, while the visual con-
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trol of the goal-directed action is carried out by dedicated on-line 
control systems in the dorsal stream.”49

The observer’s seeing the starkly impoverished homeless street 
person here does not involve the immediate and direct activation 
of the dorsal stream, the non-conscious “vision-for-action” system. 
Were the observer’s foot, however, to be “frozen” in mid-stride while 
stepping closer to the beggar’s outstretched arm before consciously 
“seeing” that he was about to tread on that person’s other hand, this 
temporally short system would have already been activated, as this 
system involves non-conscious retinal saccades some of which trig-
ger reflex movements.50 

The observer’s seeing the homeless street person here, how-
ever, does involve the immediate (but not the direct) activation of 
the ventral stream, the conscious “vision-for-perception” system. But 
were the observer to “see” not the outstretched hand but a iece of 
discarded debris, this relatively long system would be activated. That 
is, this conscious visual system would relay the neurological signals 
of the visual sensations again immediately through the visual thala-
mus to the motor cortex, but then, farther and indirectly, through 
the frontal cortex and not through the prefrontal cortex.51 

By contrast, when some passerby “sees” the outstretched hand of 
the person on the sidewalk, he “sees” both the inchoative fact that 
a severely impoverished street person is begging for money, as well as 
the completed fact that he must do something immediately to assist 
this person.52 Here the stream of the observer’s vision-for-percep-
tion system passes through the long conscious visual system as in the 
preceding case, but the stream also passes through a further complex 
deliberative system before arriving at the motor cortex. The motor 
cortex then mediately activates the vision-for action system in re-
sponse to the antecedently resulting conscious decision of the ob-
server to take immediate action.
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Note that the heightened neural activity in the visual perceptual 
processes at work in all three cases (apparently perceived sidewalk 
debris, a veridically perceived human hand, a truly perceived stark-
ly needy person) always passes through not just the visual thalamus 
but through the reticular formation. This brain nucleus controls 
the sustaining of attention, the second key element here.53 What 
then, we now want to know, is this second moment in the reflective 
philosophical engagement here with the extremely poor? Do we 
call it the (2) sustaining of reflective attention?54

The sustaining of reflective attention is the fixation of the fovea 
on the visual object and the maintenance of that fixation. It re-
quires arousal, orientation, and focus. A specialist explains:

“Arousal is dependent on a group of nuclei in the midbrain. . . 
called the reticular activating system. [...] When the [a specific 
group of ] reticular neurons are stimulated, they release a flood 
of neurotransmitters [dopamine and noradrenaline]. . . [some of 
which are] particularly involved in activating the prefrontal lobe. 
Stimulation of this group of reticular neurons also creates alpha 
brainwaves – oscillations of electrical activity at 20-40 Hertz – 
which are associated with alertness. [Note here the essential role 
in attention of alertness which is the resultant of arousal.]

Orientation is done by neurons in the superior colliculus and pa-
rietal cortex. The superior colliculus turns the eyes to the new stimu-
lus, while the parietal cortex disengages attention from the current 
stimulus. . . . 

Focus is brought about by the lateral pulvinar – a part of the thal-
amus – which operates [the fovea] rather like a spotlight, turning to 
shine on the stimulus. Once it is locked on, it shunts information 
about the target to the frontal lobes, which then lock on and main-
tain attention.”55 

Return now to the passerby perceiving the starkly needy homeless 
person lying on the sidewalk. The passerby is alert, orientated, and 
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focused on one set of aspects only of the diverse elements being ab-
sorbed both consciously and subconsciously. Leaving aside the neu-
rophysiology, we can ask whether the observer has now not just em-
pirically “locked onto”56 something; we can ask whether the observer 
has also “seen” something non-empirical like moral obligation and 
moral values in the situation.57 In short, we can ask whether the per-
ceiver has perceived in the street person’s gesture among other mat-
ters the manifestation of a moral value, an obligatory good.58

After reflection it seems to me that if I “see” an outstretched hand 
of an extremely impoverished person lying on the sidewalk, then 
I find myself immediately in a moral and ethical situation.59 Among 
many other things, the visual features of this situation structurally 
force on me the conscious realization that I am now confronted with 
questions about moral duties and moral obligations as well as with 
issues about ethical values and ethical ideals.

In short, sometimes situations I “see” may exhibit some objec-
tive salient features that require both accurate description and right 
judgment.60 These features include moral elements that alert me to 
my having a serious personal obligation to do everything I can to as-
sist the desperate homeless person lying on the sidewalk. They also 
include ethical elements that focus my awareness on such ethical 
values and ideals as the value of life that I cannot not act to preserve 
without seriously compromising my own inalienable sense of integ-
rity as a conscious and reflective person. 

More particularly, some philosophical reflection that starts with 
(1) reflexive attention, continues through (2) the sustaining of that 
attention, and on to (3) heightened awareness. 

The structures of human perception are of such a nature that some 
instances of philosophical reflection about moral obligations to assist 
the destitute entail not just philosophical reflection and enhanced 
attentiveness but also an increased awareness. This  heightened  
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 awareness is not just of the material and immaterial solidarity of all 
persons, but rather it illuminates the ontological interdependence of 
one person on another.61 This heightened awareness consists espe-
cially of a specific form of intentionality.

That is, some human intentionality understood as (4) the direct
edness of attention and awareness is of such a nature that instances of 
philosophical intentions to assist the destitute entail not just moral 
attentiveness and ethical awareness. They also entail a directedness 
of attention to enacting the material and immaterial solidarity of 
all persons, grounded in their ontological interdependence on one 
another.62

Envoi: Interdependencies

In concluding, for my part, I do not think philosophers can be 
the especially reflective persons they are without recasting their 
ontological status as individuals into that of ontologically interde-
pendent entities. Call these entities here “relationals.” Such entities 
cannot be more fully what they are without, to the degrees possible, 
endowing other interdependent relational entities with the capaci-
ties they themselves possess.63
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