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INTRODUCTION 
Oh the Places You’ll Go!  

By Dr. Seuss 

Congratulations! 
Today is your day. 
You're off to Great Places! 
You're off and away! 
 
You have brains in your head. 
You have feet in your shoes 
You can steer yourself 
any direction you choose. 
You're on your own.  And you know what 
you know. 
And YOU are the guy who'll decide where 
to go. 
 
You'll look up and down streets.  Look 'em 
over with care. 
About some you will say, "I don't choose to 
go there." 
With your head full of brains and your shoes 
full of feet, 
you're too smart to go down any not-so-
good street. 
 
And you may not find any 
you'll want to go down. 
In that case, of course, 
you'll head straight out of town. 
 
It's opener there 
in the wide open air. 
 
Out there things can happen 
and frequently do 
to people as brainy 
and footsy as you. 
 
And when things start to happen, 
don't worry.  Don't stew. 
Just go right along. 
You'll start happening too. 
 
OH! 
THE PLACES YOU'LL GO! 
 
You'll be on your way up! 
You'll be seeing great sights! 
You'll join the high fliers 
who soar to high heights. 

You won't lag behind, because you'll have 
the speed. 
You'll pass the whole gang and you'll soon 

take the lead. 
Wherever you fly, you'll be the best of the 
best. 
Wherever you go, you will top all the rest. 
 
Except when you don't 
Because, sometimes, you won't. 
 
I'm sorry to say so 
but, sadly, it's true 
and Hang-ups 
can happen to you. 
 
You can get all hung up 
in a prickle-ly perch. 
And your gang will fly on. 
You'll be left in a Lurch. 
 
You'll come down from the Lurch 
with an unpleasant bump. 
And the chances are, then, 
that you'll be in a Slump. 
 
And when you're in a Slump, 
you're not in for much fun. 
Un-slumping yourself 
is not easily done. 
 
You will come to a place where the streets 
are not marked. 
Some windows are lighted.  But mostly 
they're darked. 
A place you could sprain both your elbow 
and chin! 
Do you dare to stay out?  Do you dare to 
go in? 
How much can you lose? How much can 
you win? 
 
And IF you go in, should you turn left or 
right... 
or right-and-three-quarters? Or, maybe, not 
quite? 
Or go around back and sneak in from 
behind? 
Simple it's not, I'm afraid you will find, 
for a mind-maker-upper to make up his 
mind. 
 
You can get so confused 
that you'll start in to race 
down long wiggled roads at a break-
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necking pace 
and grind on for miles across weirdish wild 
space, 
headed, I fear, toward a most useless 
place. 
The Waiting Place... 

 
...for people just waiting. 
Waiting for a train to go 
or a bus to come, or a plane to go 
or the mail to come, or the rain to go 
or the phone to ring, or the snow to snow 
or waiting around for a Yes or a No 
or waiting for their hair to grow. 
Everyone is just waiting. 
 
Waiting for the fish to bite 
or waiting for wind to fly a kite 
or waiting around for Friday night 
or waiting, perhaps, for their Uncle Jake 
or a pot to boil, or a Better Break 
or a string of pearls, or a pair of pants 
or a wig with curls, or Another Chance. 
Everyone is just waiting. 
 
NO! 
That's not for you! 
 
Somehow you'll escape 
all that waiting and staying. 
You'll find the bright places 
where Boom Bands are playing. 
 
With banner flip-flapping, 
once more you'll ride high! 
Ready for anything under the sky. 
Ready because you're that kind of a guy! 
 
Oh, the places you'll go!  
There is fun to be done! 
There are points to be scored.  
There are games to be won. 
And the magical things you can do with 
that ball 
will make you the winning-est winner of all. 
Fame! You'll be famous as famous can be, 
with the whole wide world watching you 
win on TV. 
 
Except when they don't. 
Because, sometimes, they won't. 
I'm afraid that some times 
you'll play lonely games too. 

Games you can't win 
'cause you'll play against you. 

All Alone! 
Whether you like it or not, 
Alone will be something 
you'll be quite a lot. 
 
And when you're alone, there's a very 
good chance 
you'll meet things that scare you right out 
of your pants. 
There are some, down the road between 
hither and yon, 
that can scare you so much you won't 
want to go on. 
 
But on you will go 
though the weather be foul 
On you will go 
though your enemies prowl 
On you will go 
though the Hakken-Kraks howl 
Onward up many 
a frightening creek, 
though your arms may get sore 
and your sneakers may leak. 
 
On and on you will hike 
and I know you'll hike far 
and face up to your problems 
whatever they are. 
 
You'll get mixed up, of course, 
as you already know. 
You'll get mixed up 
with many strange birds as you go. 
So be sure when you step. 
Step with care and great tact 
and remember that Life's 
a Great Balancing Act. 
Just never forget to be dexterous and deft. 
And never mix up your right foot with your 
left. 
 
And will you succeed? 
Yes! You will, indeed! 
(98 and 3/4 percent guaranteed.) 
 
KID, YOU'LL MOVE MOUNTAINS! 

So... 
be your name Buxbaum or Bixby or Bray 
or Mordecai Ali Van Allen O'Shea, 
you're off to Great Places! 
Today is your day! 
Your mountain is waiting. 
So...get on your way!
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Dear participant, 

The issues you will face while volunteering abroad are immense, and there are big 
questions to be asked. You might find yourself asking; why am I here? at various 
points during your experience. The goal of this reading pack is to help provide a 
framework to encourage you to critically think and understand your experiences. It is 
by no means exhaustive, and the texts should be used as an introduction to your 
journey. 

The reading pack should also serve as a reminder that you have travelled to Nepal 
not only to effect social, environmental, or economic change, but also to learn about 
a new place, international development, and Jewish perspectives on social justice. 
This is key to remember, everything you do and experience can be seen as a learning 
experience. 

Before reading on, take a moment to reflect upon your own motivations for 
volunteering abroad. 

o Why have you chosen to participate in Volunteer Nepal? 
o What people, events, and experiences have led to your interest in 

volunteering abroad? 
o What do you want to achieve by volunteering? 
o What aspects of Judaism have motivated you to volunteer? 
o What do you hope to contribute?  
o What personal qualities are you able to share with your group and your host 

community? 
o How do you see international volunteering affecting your life? 
o Which Jewish values are prominent in your actions? 

It is important to realise that different motivations can led to different types of 
experiences. Therefore thinking about these areas might help you realise what 
benefits you would like to gain from your experiences and what impacts you would 
like to make. 

However, we caution against wanting to ‘solve other people’s problems’ or ‘fix 
things’. This attitude, even though it comes from altruistic roots, has had negative 
effects on communities and has disempowered local people. Instead think of how 
you are able to share your knowledge and experiences in a way that is not imposing. 

 

Best of luck,  

Team JAA and AUJS 
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AUSTRALIAN UNIONS FOR JEWISH STUDENTS 

The Australasian Union of Jewish Students (AUJS) has represented 
Jewish students on campus across Australia and New Zealan since 
1948. Each year AUJS organizes engaging social and political events both on and off 
campus, run a number of international programs to Israel and around the world, and 
provide Jewish students with useful educational resources.  AUJS’s many student 
leaders, together with their staff are responsible for bringing Jewish life to university 
students. 

w: www.aujs.com.au 

e: ip@aujs.com.au 

 

JEWISH AID AUSTRALIA 

Jewish Aid Australia (JAA) is a not-for-profit organisation 
dedicated to the pursuit of social justice for disadvantaged communities in Australia 
and overseas. 

Jewish values urge us to question injustice, to act, and to take collective responsibility. 
JAA sparks and sustains social change by channelling the passion and potential of 
Jewish changemakers into action for a more just world. 

JAA’s educational vision is to nurture a Jewish community to become viscerally 
connected to the social fibres of humanity, and engage in Jewish principles that 
compel a life of social justice and giving. It is an aim for a symbiotic identity, in which 
Jewishness and social conscience inform and strengthen one another. 

w: www.jewishaid.org.au 

e: Nepal@jewishaid.org.au 

 

TEVEL B’TZEDEK 

Tevel B’Tzedek is an Israeli NGO that has been based in Nepal since 
2006 and works very closely with a local Nepali NGO using a 
sustainable, responsible and mindful approach to international 
development. 

w: www.tevelbtzedek.org 
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VOLUNTEER NEPAL OVERVIEW 

Volunteer Nepal is an immersive Jewish service-learning experience with a dual focus 

on education and international engagement. Volunteer’s live with Nepali families for 

one month whilst volunteering in a remote community in the Nepalese mountains. 

Volunteer placements in Nepal focus on integrated community development. We 

believe in the value of community; alone we have little strength or power. Through 

community development we can create conditions for social and economic 

transformation. Volunteer placements are based on each community's needs, 

matching each volunteer’s interests and skills with a particular organization already 

working within Nepal.  

Volunteer Nepal’s educational component has been designed to enhance 

volunteers’ experience in Nepal, in order that they leave with a deeper 

understanding of the challenges of international development work and the difficulty 

of living in extreme poverty.  

Volunteer Nepal provides volunteers with the unique opportunity to live with local 

families. By living with Nepalese families volunteers have a more authentic 

experience and are able to immerse themselves in traditional Nepalese culture. It 

also helps create an equal partnership with the community, rather than living behind 

high walls in more privileged housing arrangements. 

Volunteer Nepal provides Jewish adults an important means by which to express and 

connect with their Jewish identity, through a shared experience with other young 

Jewish adults and an engagement with Judaism's deep-set values of Equity, Justice 

and Kindness 

Volunteer Nepal takes places from December to January and is run in conjunction 

with Tevel b’Tzedek and AUJS.  
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OUR OBJECTIVES: 

o Help our partners in areas that they consider beneficial to them, through the 
provision of well-prepared volunteers on a short-term basis. 

o Provide Jewish Australians an opportunity to be involved in socially responsible 
volunteering opportunities while reflecting on their experiences from a Jewish 
lens. 

o Provide small-scale help to the host community, while developing the 
volunteers as global citizens through the sharing of skills, experiences and new 
perspectives. 

o Create a platform for cross-cultural exchange and increased awareness and 
understanding between the volunteers and their host communities. 

Volunteer Nepal hopes to facilitate critical thinking and engagement in order to raise 
a deeper understanding of the issues and challenges facing the host community. 

We believe that locals understand their needs and situation best. Volunteers are 
encouraged to work side-by-side with the partner organisations. The experience 
should be mutually inspiring. 

YOUR ROLE: 

You will be taking on a number of roles that require a diverse range of skills and often 
improvising and doing a lot with minimum resources. The basic aim for any Volunteer 
Nepal participant is to bring enthusiasm and energy to placements, engage in 
cultural exchange and support the hosts in areas that they need help. 
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NEPAL 
Nepal lies along the southern slopes of the Himalayan mountain ranges. It is 
landlocked between India to the east, south, and west and Tibet to the north. Its 
territory extends roughly 800 kilometers from east to wet and 145 to 240 kilometers 
from north to south. 

Form of government  Multiparty republic  

Head of state  President Ram Baran Yadav 

Head of government  Prime Minister Khil Raj Regmi 

Capital  Kathmandu 

Official language  Nepali 

Official religion  None 

Monetary unit  Nepalese rupee (NRs) 

Population  27 474 000  

Total area (sq km)  147 181 

Urban-rural population (%)  17:83 (2011 estimate) 

Life expectancy m/f  67/69 

Gross national income per capita  $1 260 

THE PEOPLE 

The migrations from Tibet and Northern India, which accompanied the early 
settlement of Nepal, created a diverse linguistic, ethnic and religious pattern. The 
official language of Nepal is Nepalese. There are a number of regional dialects found 
in the Tarai and mountain areas. The languages of the north and east belong 
predominantly to the Tibeto-Burman family. The majority of the population in Nepal is 
Hindu, only a small percentage follows Buddhism or other religious faiths. Hindus and 
Buddhists tend to be concentrated in areas where Indian and Tibetan cultural 
influences, respectively, have been dominant. Outside of Kathmandu, there are no 
major cities and so most Nepalese live in villages or smaller urban centres. 

THE ECONOMY 

Nepal is one of the least developed nations in the world; landlocked, inadequate 
transportation and infrastructure and insufficient resources for economic 
development. The economy is heavily dependent on imports. Agriculture accounts 
for more than half of Nepal’s export earnings and includes the cultivation of rice, corn 
and wheat. However agricultural productivity is relatively low.  

THE GOVERNMENT 

In 1960 the crown dissolved Parliament, and shortly thereafter banned political 
parties. Nepal effectively became a constitutionally monarchy, and the constitution 
of 1962 gave the king autocratic control over a multi-tiered system of panchavats 
(local councils). Political restrictions eased in the 1980s, and organizations such as the 
Nepali Congress Part, the Communist Party of Nepal and various other groups 
emerged. Political parties however were not again legalized until 1990, when 
nationwide unrest forced the king to accept the formation of a multiparty 
parliamentary system. The new constitution formed in 1990 significantly reduced the 
power of the monarchy. The king remained head of state, but the Council of 
Ministers, headed by the prime minister, held executive power. In the early 21st 
century a Maoist rebellion, that had been growing since the late 1990s demanded a 
new constitution to be drafted and the abolition of the monarchy. Tensions escalated 
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into violence. In 2007 the government and the Maoists finally agreed to the drafting 
of an interim constitution and in 2008 the monarchy was dissolved and Nepal 
declared a republic. 

Source: Encyclopedia Britannica, WHO, UNICEF 

 

THE LANGUAGE: NEPALESE 

Nepali Transliteration  English Translation  

Basic greetings and pleasantries 

Namaste   Hello  
I bless the divine in you  

Hajur  
Yes 
Pardon 
Excuse me  

(Tapaiilai) Kasto cha?  How are you?  

(Malai) Thik cha  I am fine  

Khana khannu bhaiyo?  Have you eaten?  
(Informal greeting)  

Dhanybhad  Thank you  

Tapaiiko naam ke ho?  What is you name?  

Mero naam Ann-Marie ho  My name is Ann-Marie  

Maaph garnuhos  
Excuse me 
Pardon me 
Sorry  

Maile bhujhina  I don’t understand  

Maile bhujhe  I understand  

Pheri bhetaunla  I hope we meet again  

Addressing people or things 

Aama  Mother  

Buwa Father 

Didi  Older sister  
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Bahini Younger sister 

Dhai  Older brother  

Bhai  Younger brother  

Nanu Young girl 

Babu Young boy 

Ma  I  

Hami We 

Tapaii  You  

Yo  This  

Tyo That 

Useful nouns 

Jhola Bag 

Kitaab Book 

Pul Bridge 

Chorachori Children 

Des Country 

Pariwar Family 

Khanna Food 

Bideshi Foreigner 

Koeli Gift 

Topee Hat 

Ghar House 

Bajar Market 

Manche(haru) Person(s) 
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Dharma Religion 

Khola River 

Bato Road 

Katha Room 

Pasal Shop 

Git Song 

Mithai Sweets 

Gau Village 

Numbers  

Ek - 1  Cha - 6 Pandhra - 15 Pachaase - 50 

Dui  - 2 Saat - 7 Beece - 20 Sathi - 60 

Tin - 3 Aath - 8 Pacheece - 25 Sattari - 70 

Char - 4 Nau - 9 Teece - 30 Assi - 80 

Panchs - 5 Das - 10 Chaleece - 40 Nabbe - 90 

Ek saye - 100 Dui saye - 200 Ek hazar - 1000  
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INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
A BRIEF HISTORY OF AID 

Colonialism 

Britain and other imperial powers exported capital and manufactured goods to 
colonized countries in return for raw materials. This set up trading relationships that 
exist still today. Aid money, usually in the firm of loans, was given by the colonizers to 
their colonial governments, however was never sufficient for meaningful economic 
development.  

The Era of Development 

The second half of the 20th century has been called the Era of Development due to: 

• the need for reconstruction in the aftermath of World War II, 
• the evolution colonialism into globalization and the establishment of new free 

trade policies between the developed and developing economies, and 
• the start of the Cold War.  

1944-46 Post-war development 

The United Nations was established along with international financial institutions: 
International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (now part of the World Bank 
Group) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Aid was viewed as a way of 
supporting developing nations to industrialize, attracting large-scale investment of 
capital and technical expertise that would follow western development.  

1947 The Marshal Plan 

1949 Modernization and industrialization 

Development aid focused on the leading economic and political theories of the 
time.  

1950s-60s Decolonization 

Notions of developed and developing world emerge. The UN and Bretton Woods 
Institutions (originally formed for post-war reconstruction) became key players 
advocating for action on development. 

1970s Human-centered development 

Development focused more on social considerations; life expectancy, infant mortality 
rates, disease, education, income distribution and gender equality, rather than purely 
economic growth. 

1980s The lost decade of development 

Recession in the industrialized world and debt crisis in developing countries followed. 
Structural adjustment policies of the World Bank force major economic reforms. 

2000 Millennium Development Goals  

Governments came together to form an international plan to target poverty 
reduction in eight areas and increase the amount of aid by 2015 to 0.7% GNI. 

Source: aidwatch.org.au 
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THE FUTURE OF AID: NOT ALL ABOUT THE MONEY 

Dr Joel Negin 

Amidst the ongoing budget 
tightening in aid circles (except for the 
UK) and the uncertainty as to whether 
Australia will keep to its commitment to 
increase aid, a recent World Bank 
blog makes a provocative statement: 
in the future, aid will not be about 
money. 

The blog focuses on Africa but the 
point has been made with regard to 
Asia as well. The argument goes that 
“aid will be increasingly about 
transferring knowledge rather than 
money.” Given rapid economic 
growth across much of Asia and 
Africa, the domestic resources 
available to countries in developing 
Asia and Africa will dwarf aid 
contributions. Taking Indonesia as a 
prime example, according to the 
OECD DAC, net ODA received over 
the period 2009-2011 was about US$1 
billion per year for the country’s 242 
million people or $4 per person. 
Compared to Indonesia’s GDP per 
capita of US$3500 and fast rising total 
GDP (16th highest in the world 
compared to Australia’s 13th) and 
compared to the more than US$10 
billion in net private inflows, the aid 
contribution is tiny. 

Indonesia might seem to be an 
exceptional case but, from 2001-2010, 
the top ten fastest growing countries in 
the world included Angola, Myanmar, 
Ethiopia, Cambodia, Nigeria and 
Rwanda – all currently large aid 
recipients. The World Bank blog states 
that most of today’s stable low-income 
countries will reach middle-income 
status by 2025. 

Andy Sumner’s recent paper The New 
Bottom Billion: What If Most of the 
World’s Poor Live in Middle-Income 
Countries? echoes this challenge and 
has very important repercussions for 
how aid is targeted and delivered. 

Given these trends, AusAID and DFID 
have both made bold and justified 

decisions over recent years to reduce 
or eliminate aid to countries that have 
built strong domestic economies such 
as India and China exactly because 
they can fund poverty reduction 
programs using those domestic 
resources. But this situation is only 
spreading to more and more 
countries. 

So there are a couple options or 
considerations for how aid is delivered. 
First of all, the blog rightly 
acknowledges that traditional aid will 
have to be targeted increasingly to 
fragile states. There remains, and will 
remain, a number of countries that are 
not on this path to growth due to 
conflict, geographic challenges, 
poverty traps and the like. 
The Independent Review of Aid 
Effectiveness of 2011 called for 50 per 
cent of Australia’s bilateral and 
regional aid to be spent in fragile 
states. 

But what should AusAID and other 
donors do in stable growing countries? 
The blog emphasises the transfer of 
know-how and skills calling it 
the “name of the game.” What does 
this mean? If Indonesia and the 
Philippines and Kenya don’t need 
AusAID’s money, then what do we 
have to offer? As these countries grow, 
the policy challenges become more 
complex. Health challenges move 
from delivery of basic services to 
building a strong functioning health 
system with a sustainable health 
financing and insurance model; 
education challenges might focus on 
improving quality and developing a 
strong tertiary sector to reduce brain 
drain; infrastructure development and 
urban planning takes on greater 
importance; and building transparent, 
effective tax systems for the growing 
formal sector takes on even greater 
importance. As the World Bank blog 
states: “aid should move from building 
monuments (schools, clinics and 
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roads) to improving the machine 
room.” 

This has profound implications for how 
AusAID, NGOs, universities and 
everyone else involved in 
development work over the next 
decade or two. Sharing knowledge 
and skills is a very different skill from 
managing aid delivery contracts. It is 
more fundamentally based on an 
open exchanges of ideas rather than 
top-down dogmatic imposition. It 
requires greater humility, honesty and 
a skill-set of facilitation rather than just 
technical smarts. An AusAID report on 
the quality of its technical assistance 
noted that while its advisors generally 
had the requisite knowledge, their 
mentoring, capacity building and 
partnership skills were often sorely 
lacking. 

If knowledge is the new aid resource, 
the impending question for the 
Australia is: will anyone value 
Australia’s knowledge? Australia has a 
strong health system but Britain’s 
National Health Service has a global 
reputation. Countries seeking ideas on 
building transport infrastructure will 
look to Japan and China and will 
actively avoid NSW bureaucrats. 

Australia does have a global 
reputation in digging stuff out of the 
ground and selling it – and AusAID 
is increasingly relying on this expertise 
to drive its advisory offering – in Africa 
in particular. While this is a legitimate 
offering it is certainly limited and sells 
Australian expertise short. 

The Australian government will have to 
do more to justify to partner countries 
why they should listen to and seek out 
Australian knowledge vis-à-vis other 
offerings from Canada or the UK or 
Brazil. 

I am aware that this emphasis on 
knowledge over money might look like 
it provides cover for Australian 
governments to cut the aid budget. 
That is certainly not my intention and it 
could be argued that, if anything, this 
new paradigm would require more 
funds amidst a new way of delivery. 
Engaging partner governments on 
technical reform, building deep 
relationships of openness and sharing 
and building teams capable of such 
engagement cannot be done on the 
cheap. 

This new aid paradigm is already upon 
us in certain countries – are we ready? 

Source: Devpolicy Blog, 2013 
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SACHS’ SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS – VISION OF THE FUTURE OR 
MORE PIE IN THE SKY? 

Dr Joel Negin 

The Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) – that have guided much of 
the international development arena 
over the past decade – are due to 
expire in 2015 leading many to ask: 
what happens next? Ban Ki-Moon, the 
UN Secretary-General, appointed a 
panel of experts (that included our 
own Kevin Rudd) that recently issued a 
a report recommending the world 
address the pressing challenge of 
moving towards a more sustainable 
global economy and system. They 
called for more focus on the nexus 
between food, water and energy; on 
the full environmental and social cost 
of production and consumption; on 
social exclusion and equity.  Finally, 
they recommended the creation and 
adoption of a set of Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) to replace 
the MDGs. 

The formulation of SDGs was one of the 
(or perhaps the only) outcome of the 
Rio+20 conference held last month. 
There was agreement that such goals 
must be developed but no agreement 
on the goals themselves. An “open 
working group” of 30 nations was 
agreed that would decide upon key 
themes by September 2013 which 
would then see a transition period 
between MDGs and SDGs. 

In June, Jeffrey Sachs, one of the 
architects of the MDGs, came out with 
his vision in the Lancet for a new set of 
global objectives to guide 
international development policy for 
the next 15 years.  Acknowledging that 
the content of the SDGs is still up for 
grabs, Sachs has put a stake in the 
ground with his view of what the SDGs 
should contain. 

Disclaimer: I worked for Professor Sachs 
for five years and maintain ongoing 
collaborations with his team. 

For the SDGs, Sachs proposes three 
broad categories of economic 

development with a focus on basic 
needs (SDG1), environmental 
sustainability (SDG2) and social 
inclusion (SDG3) with good 
governance as an overarching 
dependent condition (SDG4). He calls 
for a move away from traditional 
measures of economic performance 
such as gross domestic product to 
better capture wellbeing, happiness, 
life satisfaction and freedom from 
suffering. At the Rio conference, UNDP 
moved in this direction with their 
Human Development Report team 
unveiling efforts to better measure 
progress within a sustainability lens. 

These SDGs continue some elements of 
the MDGs but also represent a 
fundamental departure in that 
developed countries are included 
among those who must strive to 
achieve these goals. In this way, the 
SDGs are less paternalistic and less aid-
focused and more about mutual 
global cooperation and national 
responsibility. Australia for example 
would continue to support reduction 
of basic needs poverty in developing 
countries but would commit to 
achieving universal access to services 
in indigenous communities, would 
move towards a “low-carbon energy 
system”, and would adopt sustainable 
food and energy strategies.  Sachs 
sees a much bigger role for emerging 
middle-income countries in the new 
global partnership. 

Sachs’ vision is very optimistic. His SDGs 
call for “government at all levels to 
cooperate to promote sustainable 
development” and for the world 
community to help low-income 
countries bear the additional costs 
involved in adoption of sustainable 
economic systems. On current 
evidence from Copenhagen and 
other global summits, the adoption of 
any concerted action on the 
environment is stuck in a quagmire. 
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Despite this, the call for “all the world’s 
people” to have access to safe water, 
sanitation, adequate nutrition and 
basic health and for the promotion of 
“the wellbeing and capabilities” of all 
citizens is achievable and necessary. 
Indeed, we as a global community, 
should be striving for nothing less. By 
definition, 15 year goals should be 
transformative and ambitious. 

There will, of course, be critics and 
critiques. Especially after the lack of 
real progress seen in Rio, there is not 
much evidence around us of global 
cooperation and leadership that 
would be needed to underpin any 
type of SDG framework. But there is an 
opportunity for the SDGs to herald a 
new engagement by the emerging 
economies of the world that will be the 
global leaders of the next 15 years. 

While there remain those that are 
trying to persist with the traditional 
western model of development 
(remarkably for example calling for a 
Bretton Woods institution for global 
health), perhaps China, Brazil, India, 
Indonesia and South Africa should 
lead SDG development. 

Sachs, as is his wont, had taken a fairly 
extreme view at one end of the 
spectrum and has outlined his vision for 
the SDGs. His view will rightly be 
criticised but, as he often does, he has 
managed to put his views out in the 
open and start a debate that the 
world community needs to have. 

I’d be very interested in the views of 
the Devpolicy readership on the post-
MDG world. Do we need SDGs at all 
and, if so, what should the principles 
be? 

Source: Devpolicy Blog, 2012 
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IS GAP YEAR VOLUNTEERING A BAD THING? 

Daniela Papi 

I've volunteered all over the world - 

building homes in Papua New Guinea, 

doing post-tsunami work in Sri Lanka, 

helping paint a school in Thailand - 

and I used to think it was the best way 

to travel. 

In 2005 I even organised my own 

volunteer trip - a bike ride across 

Cambodia with five friends. We were 

going to raise funds to build a school, 

and teach students we met along the 

way about the environment and 

health. 

There turned out to be more than one 

small problem. We didn't really know 

that much about the environment or 

health - or Cambodia for that matter. 

Much of the money we had raised for 

other small projects had been wasted, 

or landed in corrupt hands. And that 

school we helped to build? Well, when 

I arrived to see it, I found a half-empty 

building. 

I decided to stay in Cambodia a bit 

longer to see how we could better use 

our time and money. That bit longer 

eventually turned into six years living in 

Cambodia and that first school 

building turned into an education 

NGO (non-governmental 

organisation). 

To raise money for our work, I started a 

volunteer travel company that led 

hundreds of volunteers on trips to 

Cambodia. 

At first, our tours looked a lot like that 

first bike ride, with foreigners coming in 

to "serve" people in places they knew 

very little about. I slowly stopped 

believing in our "voluntourism" offerings 

and began to see that young people 

didn't need more fabricated 

opportunities to "serve" but rather 

opportunities to learn how to better 

contribute their time and money in the 

future. 

I feel that the growing practice of 

sending young people abroad to 

volunteer is often not only failing the 

communities they are meant to be 

serving, but also setting these travellers, 

and by extension our whole society, up 

for failure in the long run. 

Hundreds of thousands of young 

people are going abroad to volunteer 

each year, as part of school 

requirements, to build their CVs, and as 

part of gap year trips. 

Yet much of this demand is fuelled by 

the belief that because we come from 

financially wealthier countries, we 

have the right, or the obligation, to 

bestow our benevolence on people. 

Never mind if we don't speak the 

language, don't have the skills or 

experience to qualify for the jobs we're 

doing, or don't know anything about 

what life is like "over there". 

As a former serial volunteer myself, I'm 

not in any way trying to criticise the 

good intentions of these volunteer 

travellers - I know from my own 

experience that our desire to help is 

sincere - but I now also know that 

good intentions are not enough. 

Our lack of critical engagement about 

international volunteering is creating a 

double standard. 
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When someone goes for a work 

experience or internship placement in 

a law firm or an accounting company, 

they don't expect to be leading a 

case in a courtroom, or managing 

their own clients - they understand 

their number one job is to learn (and 

bring the coffee). Yet when we go 

abroad, we sometimes forget that we 

have to learn before we can serve. 

It's like we think we are all Clark Kent. 

At home we slave away and work 

hard to be useful in our jobs, but then 

we enter a magical phone booth and 

- ta-dah - we take off to a far-away 

country and somehow our Superman 

suit, or our volunteer T-shirt, gives us all 

of the power and knowledge we need 

to save the world. 

We're teaching our next generation of 

leaders that development work is easy, 

and that their skills are so valuable to 

the people abroad that it is worth 

donating money to send them to help. 

And we're teaching them that, just 

because they come from the UK or the 

US, they are in a position of superiority 

over the people they are going to 

"serve". 

We must stop volunteering abroad 

from becoming about us fulfilling our 

dreams of being heroes. The travellers 

are not just missing out on learning the 

lessons that lead to more sustainable 

changes in themselves and in the 

world, but they are also often 

negatively impacting the people they 

are meant to be "serving". 

Orphanage volunteering is one of the 

most popular volunteer travel offerings 

in part because it fits with both our 

desire to be heroes and our desire for 

fun. 

Volunteering to take care of orphans 

might not sound too bad at first - at 

least I didn't think so on my initial 

orphanage visits. 

But then I started to realise that my visit 

repeated over and over and over 

again can indeed become a problem. 

Imagine if an orphanage near your 

home had a rotating door of 

volunteers coming to play with these 

children who have already been 

deemed vulnerable. 

Imagine if, during times when they 

were meant to be in school, they were 

performing "orphanage dance shows" 

day after day to visiting tourists. 

Imagine if any tourist could come in off 

the street and take one of the children 

out for the day with them? You are 

right in any assumptions you might 

have about what type of harm that 

could expose them to. 

In Cambodia, orphanage volunteering 

has become a big business. While the 

number of orphans has decreased, the 

number of orphanages has risen with 

the rise of tourism. Unicef estimates 

that three out of every four children in 

Cambodian orphanages actually 

have one or more living parents. 

The most corrupt orphanage 

managers even have an incentive to 

keep the children looking poor, 

because, as I have heard many 

travellers say, tourists often want to 

give their time and money to the 

poorest looking place, as they think 

that is where it is needed most. 

People often say, "Doing something is 

better than doing nothing". But it isn't. 

Not when that something is often 
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wasteful at best, and at worst causing 

a lot of harm. 

We need to focus on learning first - not 

just encouraging jumping in. Like the 

legal intern delivering coffee and 

learning what it takes to be a good 

lawyer, their most significant impact in 

the role is not achieved in a short time, 

but rather in avoiding being too much 

of a distraction in the short-term and 

learning how to have a real impact in 

the long run. 

We can encourage young people to 

move from serving, to learning how to 

serve. It's a small change in 

vocabulary, but it can have a big 

impact on our futures. 

Source: BBC News Magazine, 2013 
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THE RIGHT LENS 

Joel Lazar 

I loved Clark Kent. His heroism was swift 
and effortless. A regular man, a 
journalist, who needed only frequent 
his local phone booth and, within 
twenty minutes, bad-guy bodies are 
strewn over city streets and the world 
lives to see another day. It fuels the 
deepest dream; that all regular people 
could save the world. Especially me. 

But what does it take to save a world - 
our world? A good hero would surely 
first find out the problem; then who's 
causing it; then laser-beam the bad-
guy. 

So how do we get to a point where 
thousands of school students and 
young people around the world are 
breaking that which they earnestly 
hoped to fix? Or, in mistakenly 
characterising the complexity of 
poverty as a simple 'bad guy', 
debasing his many victims? Enter 
"poverty tourism".  

Daniela Papi, who after six years of 
living in poor corners of Cambodia 
founded a development education 
travel company called PEPY Tours, is 
openly self-critical about her early 
days of volunteering. 'It's like we think 
we are all Clark Kent. At home we 
slave away and work hard to be useful 
in our jobs, but then we enter a 
magical phone booth... take off to a 
far-away country and somehow our 
Superman suit, or our volunteer T-shirt, 
gives us all of the power and 
knowledge we need to save the 
world'. 

We wouldn't accept this kind of 
trigger-happy help in any other 
industry. A healthy person does not, by 
virtue of his health, inherit the skill to 
heal. Nor does an upbringing in a 
developed society necessarily enable 
one to develop the society of another. 
Ossob Mohamud, blogger for the 
Guardian Africa Network, argues that 
'the developing world has become a 
playground for the redemption of 

privileged souls looking to atone for 
global injustices by escaping the 
vacuity of modernity and 
globalisation'. This playground is the 
environment in which UNICEF 2011 
estimates show the number of orphans 
in Cambodia having decreased, while 
the number of orphanages having 
risen with the rise of tourism. There's a 
poverty of sense at play here. 

Some organised programs to the 
developing world are more self-aware. 
They accept that their endeavours are 
a less ambitious exhibition, with the 
simpler aims of experience and 
learning - the experience of newness 
and difference; learning about the 
lives of others in order to replace 
statistics with faces and find some 
humility on our part.  

Even then volunteers are walking, 
often unknowingly, through a minefield 
of hazy empathy. If tourism is about 
observation, how does one responsibly 
observe humankind? How do we 
reach the roots of a culture from an 
air-conditioned hotel room only 2 km 
from a slum? 

Emma Goldberg, a regular blogger for 
the Yale Globalist quarterly, 
commented after a trip to the 
'impoverished side' of South Africa that 
'it wasn’t just the poverty and suffering 
we witnessed that felt so unsettling. It 
was really our presence in the 
townships – our poverty tourism – that 
left me with a sense of deep 
discomfort'.  

In many cases, the failure of the 
industry comes down to poor 
accountability. The 'customer' is the 
poor woman in Haiti or Bangladesh, 
and when it comes to charitable 
services, beggars have no voice to be 
choosers; they surely cannot hold a 
global NGO to account. All the while, 
donors and volunteers like you or I 
often have neither the willingness nor 
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the capacity to engage in 
comprehensive fact-checking. 

The great challenge with such tours of 
the developing world is that they too 
frequently ignore the questions that 
Clark Kent might ask: Who is the multi-
faceted bad guy here? Who's the 
joker? Where are the obstacles? How 
do I engage with a precarious, and 
often foreign, world and at the very 
least 'do no harm'? 

The Hebrew root of tzedaka is 
illuminating here. Frequently 
mistranslated as "charity", tzedaka 
more closely connotes "equity" or 
"justice". Justice is a complex 
equilibrium; an accounting of effects 
and after-effects; causes and 
outcomes. It is traditionally 
administered by the erudite - sages, 
judges and elders. When God 
engages with tzedaka in our ancient 
texts, He does not "give" tzedaka, he 
"does" tzedaka. It is a conscious and 
conscientious act that demands an 
understanding of the interwoven 
threads of peoples' lives. Development 
principle dictates that when entering a 
new and foreign world, at the very 
least, do no harm. A principle of 
tzedaka adds: at the very least, do 
justice. A high threshold that attracts a 
greater respect. If only a biblical 
blogger had alerted us sooner. 

And it's not all doom and gloom. Life-
transforming engagement with the 

developing world is happening every 
day. Experiential education trips can 
be done effectively and with humility, 
inspiring people to be active agents 
for change. 'Volunteer Nepal' is a 
constantly evolving and responsibly-
developed education and 
engagement program for young 
adults hoping to engage with Nepali 
communities. Run by Israeli NGO Tevel 
b'Tzedek, in partnership with Jewish Aid 
Australia and AUJS, Volunteer Nepal is 
opening eyes and hearts to the 
diversity and difficulty of the human 
experience.  

Doing this stuff responsibly, at 
minimum, only requires the asking of 
questions; working through the 
tzedaka equation before entering the 
phone-booth. Is my program 
employing local or international staff? 
Local staff supports local industry. 
When I come face-to-face with 
poverty and difference, which lens is 
doing the viewing - the Nikon or 
Shakespeare's window to the soul? 
When I enter a village to teach, who is 
experiencing the deepest learning? 

In grappling with these questions we 
can hope to walk hand-in-hand with 
local communities, thereby trading in 
and exchanging skills and genuine 
human experiences. And in asking the 
right questions, we can learn how to 
step out of the phone booth and into 
the real world. 

Source: Australian Jewish News, 2013 
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JUDAISM AND SOCIAL JUSTICE  
WHY SHOULD WE CARE ABOUT THE STRANGER? 

Rabbi Jonathon Sacks

Whichever way we look at it, there is 
something striking about this almost 
endlessly iterated concern for the 
stranger – together with the historical 
reminder that "you yourselves were 
slaves in Egypt". It is as if in this series of 
laws we are nearing the core of the 
mystery of Jewish existence itself. What 
is the Torah implying? Concern for 
social justice was not unique to Israel. 
What we sense, however, throughout 
the early Biblical narrative, is the lack 
of basic rights to which outsiders could 
appeal. Not by accident is the fate of 
Sodom and the cities of the plain 
sealed when they attempt to assault 
Lot's two visitors. Nor can we fail to feel 
the risk to which Abraham and Isaac 
believe that they are exposed when 
they are forced to leave home and 
take refuge in Egypt or the Land of the 
Philistines. In each of the three 
episodes, (Genesis chapters 12, 20, 26) 
they are convinced that their lives are 
at stake; that they may be murdered 
so that their wives can be taken into 
the royal harem. Jacob's daughter is 
raped and abducted when she 
wanders into the territory of Shehem. 
There are repeated implications in the 
course of the Josephstory that in Egypt 
the Israelites are regarded as pariahs . 
. . One verse in particular – when the 
brothers visit Joseph a second time- 
indicates the distaste with which they 
were regarded: 

They served him (Joseph) by himself, 
the brothers by themselves, and the 
Egyptians who were with him by 
themselves, because the Egyptians 
could not eat with the Hebrews for 
that is detestable to Egyptians (Genesis 
43: 32). So it was in the ancient word. 
Hatred of the foreigner is the oldest of 
passions, going back to tribalism and 
the prehistory of civilization… 

This fact lies at the very heart of the 
Jewish experience. It is no coincidence 

that Judaism was born in two journeys 
away from the two greatest 
civilizations of the ancient world. 
Abraham's from Mesopotamia, Moses 
and the Israelites' from Pharaonic 
Egypt. The Torah is the world's great 
protest against empires and 
imperialism. There are many 
dimensions to this protest. One 
dimension is the protest against the 
attempt to justify social hierarchy and 
the absolute powers of rulers in the 
name of religion. Another is the 
subordination of the masses to the 
state - epitomized by the vast building 
projects first of Babel, then of Egypt, 
and the enslavement they entailed. A 
third is the brutality of nations in the 
course of war (the subject of Amos' 
oracles against the nations). 
Undoubtedly though, the most serious 
offence - for the prophets as well as 
the Mosaic books – was the use of 
power against the powerless: the 
widow, the orphan and above all, the 
stranger. To be a Jew is to be a 
stranger. It is hard to avoid the 
conclusion that is why Abraham was 
commanded to leave his land, home 
and father's house; why, long before 
Joseph was born, Abraham was 
already told that his descendants 
would be strangers in a land not their 
own; why Moses had to suffer personal 
exile before assuming the leadership of 
the people; why the Israelites 
underwent persecution before 
inheriting their own land; and why the 
Torah is so insistent that this experience 
- the retelling of the story on Passover, 
along with the never-forgotten taste of 
the bread of affliction and the bitter 
herbs of slavery – should become a 
permanent part of their collective 
memory… 

The Torah asks why should you not 
hate the stranger? Because you once 
stood where he stands now. You know 
the heart of the stranger because you 
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were once a stranger in the land of 
Egypt. If you are human, so is he. If he 
is less than human, so are you. You 
must fight the hatred in your heart as I 
once fought the greatest ruler and the 
strongest empire in the ancient world 
on your behalf. I made you into the 
world's archetypal strangers so that 
you would fight for the rights of 
strangers – for your own and those of 

others, wherever they are, whoever 
they are whatever they are, and 
whatever the colour of their skin or the 
nature of their culture, because 
though they are not in your image, 
says God, they are nonetheless in 
Mine. There is only once reply strong 
enough to answer the question; why 
should I not hate the stranger? 
Because the stranger is me. 

 

Three seminal sentences worth knowing: 

1. “You shall not oppress a stranger; for you know the heart of a stranger, seeing 
you were strangers in the land of Egypt.” (Shemot/Exodus 23:9) 

2. “Justice, justice shall you pursue, that you may live, and inherit the land which 
the Lord your God gives you.” (Deut. 16:18-20) 

3. "The world rests upon three things: Torah, service of God, and bestowing 
kindness." (Pirkei Avot 1:2) 
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THE UNIVERSE OF OBLIGATION 
THE DIGNITY OF DIFFERENCE 

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks 

David Hume noted that our sense of 
empathy diminishes as we move 
outward from the members of our 
family to our neighbours, our society 
and the world. Traditionally, our send 
of involvement with the fate of others 
has been in inverse proportion to the 
distance separating us and them.  
What has changed is that the 
television and the Internet have 

effectively abolished distance. They 
have brought the images of suffering 
in far-off lands into our immediate 
experience. Our sense of compassion 
for the victims of poverty, war and 
famine, runs ahead of our capacity to 
act. Our moral sense is simultaneously 
activated and frustrated. We feel 
something should be done, but what, 
how, and by whom? 

Source: The Dignity of Difference, p. 30. 

 

THIRTY-EIGHT WITNESSES 

A. M. Rosenthal 

Are the people who turned away that 
one night in queens [when Kitty 
Genovese was murdered], each in a 
separate decision, any more immoral 
or indecent or cowardly because 
there happened to be 38, than if there 
were just one of them? Does God 
judge by the individual or by the head 
count? 

And what if we hear the scream but 
cannot see the screamer? Of all 
questions about silent witnesses, to me 
this is the most important. 

Suppose the screamer is not downstairs 
but around the corner. Surely 
somebody else is closer, so we don’t 
have to run out, do we? What is the 
accepted distance for hearing but not 
moving – two flights down, five, one 
block, two blocks, three? 

Suppose you know people screaming 
under persecution – not discrimination 
but persecution, as in imprisonment, 
torture, cells – for their politics or their 
religion. You have seen the smuggled 
pictures of the bodies after the rack, 
you have heard from those who have 

escaped: your own government 
reports their existence in the Chinese 
gulag, the Laogai. You know they 
scream, but they are not within sight 
and you cannot reach out and touch 
them, nor are we you allowed to visit 
them. But the screams are piercing.  

How far away do you have to be to 
forgive yourself for not doing whatever 
is in your power to do: stop doing 
business with the torturer, or just speak 
up for them, write a letter, join a 
human rights group, go to church and 
pray for rescuer of the persecuted and 
the damnation of the persecutors, give 
money, do something. 

Three stories up, a thousand miles, ten 
thousand miles, from here to Austin 
Street, or from here to the gulags or 
the dungeons for political and religious 
prisoners anywhere? How far is silence 
from a place of safety acceptable 
without detesting yourself as we detest 
the 38? Tell me, what question is more 
important than the one Catherin 
Genovese put to me for years when I 
sat down to write my columns for the 
Times – how far? 

Source: Thirty-Eight Witnesses, 1964, p. xxvii-xxix 
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THE SINGLE SOLUTION TO WORLD POVERTY 

Peter Singer 

In the Brazilian film ''Central Station,'' 
Dora is a retired schoolteacher who 
makes ends meet by sitting at the 
station writing letters for illiterate 
people. Suddenly she has an 
opportunity to pocket $1,000. All she 
has to do is persuade a homeless 9-
year-old boy to follow her to an 
address she has been given. (She is 
told he will be adopted by wealthy 
foreigners.) She delivers the boy, gets 
the money, spends some of it on a 
television set and settles down to enjoy 
her new acquisition. Her neighbor 
spoils the fun, however, by telling her 
that the boy was too old to be 
adopted -- he will be killed and his 
organs sold for transplantation. 
Perhaps Dora knew this all along, but 
after her neighbor's plain speaking, she 
spends a troubled night. In the 
morning Dora resolves to take the boy 
back. 

Suppose Dora had told her neighbor 
that it is a tough world, other people 
have nice new TV's too, and if selling 
the kid is the only way she can get 
one, well, he was only a street kid. She 
would then have become, in the eyes 
of the audience, a monster. She 
redeems herself only by being 
prepared to bear considerable risks to 
save the boy. 

At the end of the movie, in cinemas in 
the affluent nations of the world, 
people who would have been quick to 
condemn Dora if she had not rescued 
the boy go home to places far more 
comfortable than her apartment. In 
fact, the average family in the United 
States spends almost one-third of its 
income on things that are no more 
necessary to them than Dora's new TV 
was to her. Going out to nice 
restaurants, buying new clothes 
because the old ones are no longer 
stylish, vacationing at beach resorts -- 
so much of our income is spent on 
things not essential to the preservation 
of our lives and health. Donated to 
one of a number of charitable 

agencies, that money could mean the 
difference between life and death for 
children in need. 

All of which raises a question: In the 
end, what is the ethical distinction 
between a Brazilian who sells a 
homeless child to organ peddlers and 
an American who already has a TV 
and upgrades to a better one -- 
knowing that the money could be 
donated to an organization that would 
use it to save the lives of kids in need? 

Of course, there are several 
differences between the two situations 
that could support different moral 
judgments about them. For one thing, 
to be able to consign a child to death 
when he is standing right in front of you 
takes a chilling kind of heartlessness; it 
is much easier to ignore an appeal for 
money to help children you will never 
meet. Yet for a utilitarian philosopher 
like myself -- that is, one who judges 
whether acts are right or wrong by 
their consequences -- if the upshot of 
the American's failure to donate the 
money is that one more kid dies on the 
streets of a Brazilian city, then it is, in 
some sense, just as bad as selling the 
kid to the organ peddlers. But one 
doesn't need to embrace my utilitarian 
ethic to see that, at the very least, 
there is a troubling incongruity in being 
so quick to condemn Dora for taking 
the child to the organ peddlers while, 
at the same time, not regarding the 
American consumer's behavior as 
raising a serious moral issue. 

In his 1996 book, ''Living High and 
Letting Die,'' the New York University 
philosopher Peter Unger presented an 
ingenious series of imaginary examples 
designed to probe our intuitions about 
whether it is wrong to live well without 
giving substantial amounts of money 
to help people who are hungry, 
malnourished or dying from easily 
treatable illnesses like diarrhea. Here's 
my paraphrase of one of these 
examples: 
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Bob is close to retirement. He has 
invested most of his savings in a very 
rare and valuable old car, a Bugatti, 
which he has not been able to insure. 
The Bugatti is his pride and joy. In 
addition to the pleasure he gets from 
driving and caring for his car, Bob 
knows that its rising market value 
means that he will always be able to 
sell it and live comfortably after 
retirement. One day when Bob is out 
for a drive, he parks the Bugatti near 
the end of a railway siding and goes 
for a walk up the track. As he does so, 
he sees that a runaway train, with no 
one aboard, is running down the 
railway track. Looking farther down the 
track, he sees the small figure of a 
child very likely to be killed by the 
runaway train. He can't stop the train 
and the child is too far away to warn 
of the danger, but he can throw a 
switch that will divert the train down 
the siding where his Bugatti is parked. 
Then nobody will be killed -- but the 
train will destroy his Bugatti. Thinking of 
his joy in owning the car and the 
financial security it represents, Bob 
decides not to throw the switch. The 
child is killed. For many years to come, 
Bob enjoys owning his Bugatti and the 
financial security it represents. 

Bob's conduct, most of us will 
immediately respond, was gravely 
wrong. Unger agrees. But then he 
reminds us that we, too, have 
opportunities to save the lives of 
children. We can give to organizations 
like Unicef or Oxfam America. How 
much would we have to give one of 
these organizations to have a high 
probability of saving the life of a child 
threatened by easily preventable 
diseases? (I do not believe that 
children are more worth saving than 
adults, but since no one can argue 
that children have brought their 
poverty on themselves, focusing on 
them simplifies the issues.) Unger called 
up some experts and used the 
information they provided to offer 
some plausible estimates that include 
the cost of raising money, 
administrative expenses and the cost 
of delivering aid where it is most 
needed. By his calculation, $200 in 

donations would help a sickly 2-year-
old transform into a healthy 6-year-old 
-- offering safe passage through 
childhood's most dangerous years. To 
show how practical philosophical 
argument can be, Unger even tells his 
readers that they can easily donate 
funds by using their credit card and 
calling one of these toll-free numbers: 
(800) 367-5437 for Unicef; (800) 693-
2687 for Oxfam America. 

Now you, too, have the information 
you need to save a child's life. How 
should you judge yourself if you don't 
do it? Think again about Bob and his 
Bugatti. Unlike Dora, Bob did not have 
to look into the eyes of the child he 
was sacrificing for his own material 
comfort. The child was a complete 
stranger to him and too far away to 
relate to in an intimate, personal way. 
Unlike Dora, too, he did not mislead 
the child or initiate the chain of events 
imperiling him. In all these respects, 
Bob's situation resembles that of 
people able but unwilling to donate to 
overseas aid and differs from Dora's 
situation. 

If you still think that it was very wrong of 
Bob not to throw the switch that would 
have diverted the train and saved the 
child's life, then it is hard to see how 
you could deny that it is also very 
wrong not to send money to one of 
the organizations listed above. Unless, 
that is, there is some morally important 
difference between the two situations 
that I have overlooked. 

Is it the practical uncertainties about 
whether aid will really reach the 
people who need it? Nobody who 
knows the world of overseas aid can 
doubt that such uncertainties exist. But 
Unger's figure of $200 to save a child's 
life was reached after he had made 
conservative assumptions about the 
proportion of the money donated that 
will actually reach its target. 

One genuine difference between Bob 
and those who can afford to donate 
to overseas aid organizations but don't 
is that only Bob can save the child on 
the tracks, whereas there are hundreds 
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of millions of people who can give 
$200 to overseas aid organizations. The 
problem is that most of them aren't 
doing it. Does this mean that it is all 
right for you not to do it? 

Suppose that there were more owners 
of priceless vintage cars -- Carol, Dave, 
Emma, Fred and so on, down to Ziggy -
- all in exactly the same situation as 
Bob, with their own siding and their 
own switch, all sacrificing the child in 
order to preserve their own cherished 
car. Would that make it all right for Bob 
to do the same? To answer this 
question affirmatively is to endorse 
follow-the-crowd ethics -- the kind of 
ethics that led many Germans to look 
away when the Nazi atrocities were 
being committed. We do not excuse 
them because others were behaving 
no better. 

We seem to lack a sound basis for 
drawing a clear moral line between 
Bob's situation and that of any reader 
of this article with $200 to spare who 
does not donate it to an overseas aid 
agency. These readers seem to be 
acting at least as badly as Bob was 
acting when he chose to let the 
runaway train hurtle toward the 
unsuspecting child. In the light of this 
conclusion, I trust that many readers 
will reach for the phone and donate 
that $200. Perhaps you should do it 
before reading further. 

Now that you have distinguished 
yourself morally from people who put 
their vintage cars ahead of a child's 
life, how about treating yourself and 
your partner to dinner at your favorite 
restaurant? But wait. The money you 
will spend at the restaurant could also 
help save the lives of children 
overseas! True, you weren't planning to 
blow $200 tonight, but if you were to 
give up dining out just for one month, 
you would easily save that amount. 
And what is one month's dining out, 
compared to a child's life? There's the 
rub. Since there are a lot of 
desperately needy children in the 
world, there will always be another 
child whose life you could save for 
another $200. Are you therefore 

obliged to keep giving until you have 
nothing left? At what point can you 
stop? 

Hypothetical examples can easily 
become farcical. Consider Bob. How 
far past losing the Bugatti should he 
go? Imagine that Bob had got his foot 
stuck in the track of the siding, and if 
he diverted the train, then before it 
rammed the car it would also 
amputate his big toe. Should he still 
throw the switch? What if it would 
amputate his foot? His entire leg? 

As absurd as the Bugatti scenario gets 
when pushed to extremes, the point it 
raises is a serious one: only when the 
sacrifices become very significant 
indeed would most people be 
prepared to say that Bob does nothing 
wrong when he decides not to throw 
the switch. Of course, most people 
could be wrong; we can't decide 
moral issues by taking opinion polls. But 
consider for yourself the level of 
sacrifice that you would demand of 
Bob, and then think about how much 
money you would have to give away 
in order to make a sacrifice that is 
roughly equal to that. It's almost 
certainly much, much more than $200. 
For most middle-class Americans, it 
could easily be more like $200,000. 

Isn't it counterproductive to ask people 
to do so much? Don't we run the risk 
that many will shrug their shoulders and 
say that morality, so conceived, is fine 
for saints but not for them? I accept 
that we are unlikely to see, in the near 
or even medium-term future, a world in 
which it is normal for wealthy 
Americans to give the bulk of their 
wealth to strangers. When it comes to 
praising or blaming people for what 
they do, we tend to use a standard 
that is relative to some conception of 
normal behavior. Comfortably off 
Americans who give, say, 10 percent 
of their income to overseas aid 
organizations are so far ahead of most 
of their equally comfortable fellow 
citizens that I wouldn't go out of my 
way to chastise them for not doing 
more. Nevertheless, they should be 
doing much more, and they are in no 
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position to criticize Bob for failing to 
make the much greater sacrifice of his 
Bugatti. 

At this point various objections may 
crop up. Someone may say: ''If every 
citizen living in the affluent nations 
contributed his or her share I wouldn't 
have to make such a drastic sacrifice, 
because long before such levels were 
reached, the resources would have 
been there to save the lives of all those 
children dying from lack of food or 
medical care. So why should I give 
more than my fair share?'' Another, 
related, objection is that the 
Government ought to increase its 
overseas aid allocations, since that 
would spread the burden more 
equitably across all taxpayers. 

Yet the question of how much we 
ought to give is a matter to be 
decided in the real world -- and that, 
sadly, is a world in which we know that 
most people do not, and in the 
immediate future will not, give 
substantial amounts to overseas aid 
agencies. We know, too, that at least 
in the next year, the United States 
Government is not going to meet even 
the very modest Umited Nations-
recommended target of 0.7 percent of 
gross national product; at the moment 
it lags far below that, at 0.09 percent, 
not even half of Japan's 0.22 percent 
or a tenth of Denmark's 0.97 percent. 
Thus, we know that the money we can 
give beyond that theoretical ''fair 
share'' is still going to save lives that 
would otherwise be lost. While the idea 
that no one need do more than his or 
her fair share is a powerful one, should 
it prevail if we know that others are not 
doing their fair share and that children 
will die preventable deaths unless we 
do more than our fair share? That 
would be taking fairness too far. 

Thus, this ground for limiting how much 
we ought to give also fails. In the world 
as it is now, I can see no escape from 
the conclusion that each one of us 
with wealth surplus to his or her 
essential needs should be giving most 
of it to help people suffering from 
poverty so dire as to be life-

threatening. That's right: I'm saying that 
you shouldn't buy that new car, take 
that cruise, redecorate the house or 
get that pricey new suit. After all, a 
$1,000 suit could save five children's 
lives. 

So how does my philosophy break 
down in dollars and cents? An 
American household with an income 
of $50,000 spends around $30,000 
annually on necessities, according to 
the Conference Board, a nonprofit 
economic research organization. 
Therefore, for a household bringing in 
$50,000 a year, donations to help the 
world's poor should be as close as 
possible to $20,000. The $30,000 
required for necessities holds for higher 
incomes as well. So a household 
making $100,000 could cut a yearly 
check for $70,000. Again, the formula is 
simple: whatever money you're 
spending on luxuries, not necessities, 
should be given away. 

Now, evolutionary psychologists tell us 
that human nature just isn't sufficiently 
altruistic to make it plausible that many 
people will sacrifice so much for 
strangers. On the facts of human 
nature, they might be right, but they 
would be wrong to draw a moral 
conclusion from those facts. If it is the 
case that we ought to do things that, 
predictably, most of us won't do, then 
let's face that fact head-on. Then, if 
we value the life of a child more than 
going to fancy restaurants, the next 
time we dine out we will know that we 
could have done something better 
with our money. If that makes living a 
morally decent life extremely arduous, 
well, then that is the way things are. If 
we don't do it, then we should at least 
know that we are failing to live a 
morally decent life -- not because it is 
good to wallow in guilt but because 
knowing where we should be going is 
the first step toward heading in that 
direction. 

When Bob first grasped the dilemma 
that faced him as he stood by that 
railway switch, he must have thought 
how extraordinarily unlucky he was to 
be placed in a situation in which he 
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must choose between the life of an 
innocent child and the sacrifice of 
most of his savings. But he was not 

unlucky at all. We are all in that 
situation. 

 

Source: The New York Times Magazine, September 5, 1999 
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WHAT SHOULD I PACK? 

There isn’t a “set list” of what to pack, but here is a list of equipment we recommend. 

o Sleeping bag: it’s going to be quite cold so we strongly recommend a down 
sleeping bag suited to the conditions in Nepal 

o Hiking boots 
o Backpack: for everyday use 
o Warm jacket 
o Towel 
o Mosquito repellant: we recommend repellant with deet.  
o Hand sanitizer 
o Wet ones: there are no showers in the village, an alternative way to maintain 

hygiene – a water-less shower 
o Warm socks 
o Thongs: in Nepal you do not enter the house with shoes. You will find yourself 

taking your shoes off every time you enter any home or room. It’ll be more 
comfortable to wear shoes you can easily slip in and out of 

o Head torch: this will come in handy in the villages 
o Alarm clock: if you don’t have a mobile phone 
o Shabbat clothes: it might be nice to dress differently for Shabbat from time to 

time 
o Clothes: bring only modest clothes for the villages, singlets and shorts are a no-

no (especially for women) 
o Toiletries: some items can be hard to find outside of Thamel 
o European adaptor 
o Old warm clothes: these will come in handy in the village – and if you like you 

can donate them at the end of your stay 
o Medicine: as recommended by your doctor 
o First aid kit: always comes in handy when travelling 

The trekking industry in Nepal is very developed, so you will be able to find all kinds of 
hiking gear, most of which will be much cheaper than what you buy back home. It’s 
up to you to decide what you’d like to bring from home and what you’d like to buy in 
Nepal. 
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RESOURCES 

If you’re interested in learning more, here are some great resources: 

Books 

Aid and Influence: Do Donors Help or Hinder? Stephen Brown 

Dead Aid. Dambisa Moyo 

Guns, Germs and Steel. Jared Diamond 

Half the Sky. Nicholas D. Kristof and Sheryl Wudunn 

Righteous Indignation: A Jewish Call for Justice 

The End of Poverty. Jeffrey Sachs 

The Life You Can Save. Peter Singer 

The White Man’s Burden. William Easterly 

To Heal a Fractured World: The Ethics of Responsibility. Rabbi Jonathon Sachs 

TED Talks 

An economic reality check. Tim Jackson 

Asia’s rise: How and when. Hans Rosling 

Learning from a barefoot movement. Bunker Roy 

New insights on poverty, Hans Rosling 

Want to help someone? Shut up and listen! Ernesto Sirolli  

Journal Articles 

Can Foreign Aid Buy Growth? William Easterly 

The Big Push Déjà vu: A Review of Jeffrey Sach’s “The End of Poverty: Economic 
Possibilities for Our Time” William Easterly and Jeffrey Sachs 

Anything by Amartya Sen 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


