
Are citizens of affluent nations violating the human rights  
of people living in poverty in developing countries? 

Human Rights are described as “basic moral guarantees 
that people in all countries and cultures allegedly have - 
simply because they are people. They attach to particular 
individuals who can invoke them, and compliance with 
them is mandatory.”   1

 
When speaking of ‘negative rights’, which instruct others 
not to interfere with your actions, generally a perpetrator 
would be needed. However, experts on theories of poverty 
such as William Easterly - author of ‘The White Man's 
Burden’- claim that few of those theories lead to a clear 
identification of the violator, and that therefore poverty is 
no human rights issue.  With this in mind, it seems easy to 2

assume that we do not owe anything to those to whom 
we have done nothing wrong. Or as Jan Narveson - former 
professor of philosophy - puts it, “How could I have done 
something wrong to a person in a poor country, who I've 
actually had no contact with at all?”  3

However, when violating so-called ‘positive rights’, such as 
the right to an adequate standard of living, and the right 
to basic goods or services, like food and medicine, it is 
known that it is rarely obvious who violates them.  For 
example, it won’t be clear who violates the right to food of 
a farmer who’s crops died in a heat wave. Nevertheless, 
just because a single individual perpetrator can't always 
be sited does not mean that injustice is not being done. 

According to the humans rights Act 25, “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, and the right to security in the event of 
unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or 
other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his 
control”.  With this in the back of our heads, along with 4

theories such as the ‘rule of easy rescue’, one could argue 
that if we can help others to reach this minimum standard 
of life, we are morally obligated to. Therefore, Narveson 
and Easterly were soon challenged by some claiming that 
poverty is unquestionably a human rights issue.  One of 5

them, Kate Allen - director of Amnesty International UK - 
states that “Living in poverty is more than suffering material 
deprivation, it is being marginalised, being without power 
or influence over decisions that affect your life.” She 
describes how Amnesty International is currently 
campaigning to stop the forced eviction of more than 
7,000 people from their homes in Nairobi, Kenya, where the 
local authority wants to sell the land to developers.  A 6

clear example in which human rights of people living in 
poverty are violated by the affluent.  

‘The Affluent’ in this scenario are not necessarily individual 
citizens, but rather larger institutions or governments. In this 

light, Thomas Pogge - a German philosopher, professor, 
and Director of the Global Justice Program - claims that 
not all human rights violations are ‘interactional’, they can 
also be ‘institutional.’   International institutions, like those 7

that regulate international trade, might perpetuate global 
poverty. In fact, such  institutions are known to foreseeably 
and avoidably violate people’s rights to food, housing, 
and healthcare. For instance, the World Trade 
Organization has repeatedly been accused of being 
unfair to developing countries. Whether these accusations 
are true is a too big an economic argument for the scope 
of this essay, but since those of us who live in industrialised 
nations participate in, and benefit from, these institutions, 
we are part of a system that violates the human rights of 
the poor.  Within these lines, Kate Allen adds that “bringing 8

human rights into the debate on poverty is one of the most 
powerful ways to make poverty alleviation agencies 
accountable to those it is supposed to help”.  Fortunately, 9

many aid agencies, UN agencies and donor governments 
have already adopted a rights-based approach to 
development. 

In addition, there has been quite a bit of commotion 
around the ‘Resource Curse’. An influential study by Jeffrey 
Sachs and Andrew Warner found a strong correlation 
between natural resource abundance and poor 
economic growth.  Taking the diamond trade in Congo 10

as an example, we see that the sales of diamonds to the 
affluent world causes people to try and control these 
exports -using arms. With the sales of diamonds they will be 
able to buy more arms and it could be argued that if there 
were no markets for these blood diamonds, then the civil 
war would not be fuelled. In this case one could say that 
we are individually violating human rights by buying 
diamonds from places like Congo. Or take the example of 
oil extraction in Equatorial Guinea. The GDP per capita is 
pretty good as an average, but the HDI rating (a rating of 
health and income and education) does very poorly. As of 
the current dictatorship oil money does not trickle down to 
the people. In short, a dictator steels oil from the country, 
but we happily put it into our cars. 

Whereas we might not interactionally be violating human 
rights of people in developing countries on a day-to-day 
basis, we are part of a system that violates the human 
rights of the global poor. We could do more to help. For 
example by trying to change unfair practices, by 
becoming more aware of the things we are buying, by 
supporting movements for change (like unfair trade rules), 
and donate a percentage of our income to effective aid 
that compensates  for some of the harms that we have 
already caused. 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