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Abstract:  

In a number of influential writings Thomas Pogge has argued that the massive number of poverty-

related deaths of people living in poor countries results not simply from our – that is, people living in 

rich and powerful parts of the world – allowing these deaths to occur by not sending aid. Rather, it 

results from our actively imposing an unjust global structure on impoverished people living in poor, 

powerless countries. On the assumption that negative duties are more stringent than positive ones, 

Pogge thinks that, in effect, it follows from his argument that our obligation to eradicate world 

poverty is much more stringent than normally thought. For instance, we have a moral duty to impose 

a global tax scheme to eliminate the worst forms of global poverty.  

 

For the purpose of this paper, I assume that Pogge’s views are correct. Also, I assume that it is 

justified to defend oneself against an unjust military threat when one’s life is at stake. I want to 

explore if these assumptions warrant an even stronger conclusion than Pogge’s: namely, that it 

would be morally justified if the global poor waged redistributive wars against rich people to 

eliminate an unjust global structure. At present poor countries might not be in a position to do so, 

but that still leaves us with the question of whether they would be morally justified in so doing, could 

they do it.  

 

Obviously, as Pogge acknowledges, the imposition on poor people of an unjust global structure does 

not rely primarily on military threats. However, on reflection it is difficult to defend the view that the 

justification of the use of military means depends on whether one is responding to an unjust military 

threat which potentially may result in one’s death or whether one is responding to an unjust non-

military threat with the same profile of misfortunes. More generally, I argue that on the whole and 

with certain reservations Pogge’s views do commit one to see redistributive wars as morally 

justifiable and that prima facie candidates for morally relevant differences between global poverty 

deaths and a comparable number of deaths through military aggression are only seemingly morally 

relevant.  

 

Finally, I discuss how traditional views on jus ad bellum should be revised to accommodate this 

radical conclusion and whether it should be seen as a reductio of Pogge’s argument, or as a 

surprising (albeit for many people, unwelcome) but nevertheless ultimately true conclusion. 


