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Prioritarianism and Humanitarianism

Abstract

When a humanitarian organisation is deciding how to allocate its resources,
is it morally permissible to choose an option that is expected to yield a
larger benefit for a less badly off group, rather than an option that is
expected to yield a smaller benefit for a worse off group? Hurst, Mezger,
and Mauron have developed an adaptation of Daniels and Sabin’s
accountability for reasonableness approach to be used in humanitarian
resource allocation. Hurst et al’s view appears to give equal weight to
prioritarian and utilitarian considerations. My view, instead, is that
maximisation should be given more weight than priority in the context of
humanitarian resource allocation. To make my case, | first argue that
deontic prioritarianism, as found in Rawls’s argument for the difference
principle, does not apply in the context in question. | then argue that the
maximising element in telic prioritarianism should be given more weight
that its priority element when the potential beneficiaries have a low well-
being level, which is the case in the context of humanitarian resource
allocation.

Keywords:  prioritarianism;  humanitarianism;  accountability  for
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My interest here is how much importance prioritarian considerations should be
given in resource allocation decisions by humanitarian organisations. Samia Hurst,
Nancy Mezger, and Alex Mauron have developed an adaptation of Norman Daniels
and James Sabin’s accountability for reasonableness approach for use in
humanitarian resource allocation.* Hurst et als view appears to give equal
importance to prioritarian and utilitarian considerations. Prioritarianism instructs
us to maximise weighted well-being, where this weighting reflects the view that the
moral value of a gain in well-being is greater the lower the beneficiary’s lifetime
expected well-being. 2 Utilitarianism includes no such weighting. Against
utilitarianism, prioritarianism pushes us—with force in proportion to the
weighting’s strength—towards choosing a smaller benefit for a worse off person
over a larger benefit for a better off person.

| will examine two kinds of prioritarian arguments: deontic and telic. Derek
Parfit introduces those terms to distinguish between egalitarians who view certain
inequalities as intrinsically bad (telic) and egalitarians who view certain inequalities
as unjust (deontic). He notes that the distinction also applies to prioritarianism.3
Telic prioritarianism is the view that well-being improvements are intrinsically more
important when they occur at lower levels of well-being; whereas deontic
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prioritarianism is the view that improvements at lower levels should be given
priority as a matter of justice.

John Rawls’s argument for the difference principle will serve as an instance
of deontic prioritarianism. | will argue that Rawlsian deontic prioritarianism does
not apply in the context of humanitarian resource allocation. Arguments by Parfit,
Richard Arneson, and Nils Holtug will serve as instances of telic prioritarianism. | will
argue for a new version of telic prioritarianism where the relative strength of its
priority element and its maximising element vary depending on the well-being level
of the potential beneficiaries. On that basis, | will conclude that humanitarian
resource allocation should be guided more strongly by maximisation than by
priority.

An example

Humanitarian organisations do indeed face the dilemma of whether to pursue the
larger expected benefit or else help the worse off person or group. Consider Oxfam
as an example.* Oxfam began as an emergency relief organisation.” Its work today
can be described as involving three main activities: long-term development,
emergency relief and disaster prevention, and campaigns and advocacy.

Oxfam’s approach is based on the idea that the root causes of poverty are
economic and political exclusion. As a result, instead of running its own projects,
Oxfam’s development work involves supporting local civil society organisations,
referred to as ‘partners’.® These partnerships have two aims: to help partners
strengthen their capacity to be agents of change in their societies; and to help
Oxfam learn from its partners so as to continuously improve its understanding of
how change happens.” Campaigning and advocacy are done in consultation with
partners, the aim being to remove legal and social barriers to economic
empowerment and political participation. Of the three main activities, emergency
relief efforts are the least partnership-based. Oxfam operates a humanitarian
emergency response team that can provide water, sanitation, food, and protection
when a crisis occurs. That being said, there is move in humanitarian relief toward
more of a focus on local capacity building and disaster risk reduction, which will
increase the degree to which relief efforts are run by partners.?

How much should Oxfam spend on emergency relief compared to
development? How much should Oxfam’s campaigning and advocacy focus on
furthering its relief efforts compared to its development efforts? The relief work
targets beneficiaries who are usually worse off than the beneficiaries of the
development work. Oxfam’s humanitarian emergency response team gets involved
‘when the scale of the crisis outstrips a community’s ability to cope.”® Beneficiaries
of relief work are people whose ability to meet their basic needs has been blocked
or diminished. In contrast, beneficiaries of Oxfam’s development work are people
whose circumstances make it possible for their economic and political
empowerment to be fostered by partners with Oxfam’s support. Prioritarianism
would therefore conclude that a certain amount of poverty reduction via relief work
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has more moral value than an equal amount of poverty reduction via development
work; and so prioritarianism would instruct Oxfam to make allocation decisions that
have less expected poverty reduction in order to favour relief work over
development work.'® Should Oxfam do this or instead allocate so as to maximise
expected poverty reduction?

This is not merely a hypothetical question. The Power of People Against
Poverty is Oxfam International’s Strategic Plan for 2013-2019. The plan sets out six
goals and describes how the budget is allocated with respect to those goals.

The biggest part of our program spending will be allocated to our work on

Goal 3: saving lives (about 35-40%), Goals 4 and 5: sustainable food

systems and fair sharing of natural resources (about 30%). The other three

goals will account for the rest (about 30-35%).!

Goal 3 is relief work. Its expected impact is that ‘Fewer men, women and children
will die or suffer iliness, insecurity and deprivation by reducing the impact of natural
disasters and conflict/'? The plan to achieve this includes ‘More effective crisis
response, both through Oxfam’s own capacity and increasingly through the capacity
of other organizations, partners and communities” * Goals 4 and 5 are
development work focusing on economic empowerment. Goals 1 and 2 are
development work focusing on political empowerment. Goal 1 is the right to be
heard. Goal 2 is advancing gender justice. Goal 6 is campaigning for fairer
international financial regulations in order to fund development and universal
essential services. Oxfam evidently does make choices about the ratio between
relief spending and development spending, and so it is important to think about
how much weight should be given to maximisation and priority in such decisions.

Accountability for reasonableness
A position worth considering on the relative importance of prioritarianism and
utilitarianism in humanitarian resource allocation is offered by Hurst, Mezger, and
Mauron in their adaptation of Daniels and Sabin’s accountability for reasonableness
approach. Daniels and Sabin’s work on resource allocation is well-known and
influential. They developed the accountability for reasonableness approach to be
used for resource allocation in healthcare systems. They argue that in the context
of healthcare resource allocation most people reject both the idea of giving
exclusive priority to the most urgent needs and the idea of exclusively maximising
total expected benefit.!* In light of this, they argue that what is required is a fair
deliberative process. Their accountability for reasonableness approach aims to
specify such a process by means of four conditions: publicity, relevance, revision,
and regulation.’> Hurst et al. modify each of those conditions with the aim of
adapting the approach to the context of resource allocation by medical
humanitarian organisations.®

Hurst et al’s view about priority and maximisation is evident in their
discussion of the relevance condition. In its original form, the relevance condition
requires that reasons given for limit-setting decisions are ones that can be accepted
as relevant by ‘fair-minded’ people. Hurst et al. modify this into a requirement that
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we aim to

retain consistency in our decisions by examining all the plausible principles

accessible to us, and systematically choosing the ‘least worse’” option on

each principle’s own terms.*’
So, if principle X viewed option A as slightly worse than option B, whereas principle
Y viewed B as much worse than A, then A would be deemed the ‘least worse’ option.
In effect, Hurst et al. require us to choose in favour of whichever principle sees a
larger evaluative gap between the options.

The two principles that Hurst et al. take to be most significant are
prioritarianism and utilitarianism, as shown in the example they discuss.

[Clountry Ais needier than country B; in a prioritarian framework it is likely

to be preferred on grounds of fairness as the target of an intervention.

However, its infrastructures are also slightly less stable, making an

intervention there less likely to be sustainable and decreasing long-term

utility to beneficiaries as compared with an intervention in country B. If we

apply prioritarian—or egalitarian—principles and start a program in

country A, we will thus get a little less benefit as the situation will be less

stable in the long term. ... If, however, we apply a utilitarian principle and

go to country B, we will be disregarding the greater need of the citizens of

country A8
Hurst et al. argue that in at least some cases of this sort need should win out over
benefit—namely, whenever prioritarianism identifies a larger evaluative gap
between A and B than utilitarianism does. This is the sense in which Hurst et al. give
equal importance to prioritarian and utilitarian considerations. To assess the
defensibility of this, | will now examine prioritarian arguments, beginning with
Rawls’s argument for the difference principle as an instance of deontic
prioritarianism.

Deontic prioritarianism

There are at least three reasons to look at Rawls’s argument for the difference
principle here. It is the best-known argument in favour of giving priority to the worst
off.® Daniels takes Rawls as his point of departure in developing his theory of
justice for health, of which accountability for reasonableness is a part.?® Hurst et
al’s remark about fairness in the first sentence of the quote above suggests that
they have in mind deontic prioritarianism.

The difference principle requires that socioeconomic inequalities be ‘to the
greatest benefit of the least-advantaged members of society’.?! Good inequalities
have the right mix of incentives and redistribution, such that everyone is better off
with these inequalities than they would be if there were complete equality. Bad
inequalities make some people worse off than they would be if there were
complete equality. A society that succeeds at removing all bad inequalities is
described by Rawls as being ‘just throughout’. A society that goes further by also
increasing good inequalities as much as possible is ‘perfectly just’.?? In other words,
the difference principle requires that relative advantage be decreased (or increased)
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whenever doing so would improve the absolute advantage of members of the least
advantaged economic group. Rawls describes this as being ‘for the benefit of all’,
because it requires that every increment of permissible socioeconomic inequality
brings improvements for everyone compared to a benchmark of complete
equality.”> When every element of the system benefits all participants, this enables
them to see each other and themselves as equals.?*

The difference principle gives absolute priority to the worst off. There are
two ways in which this priority could be absolute: (a) improvements to the lifetime
expected well-being of members of any group other than the least advantaged have
no moral value, and (b) the moral value of improvements for the least advantaged
trump the moral value of improvements for any other. The second of these is
Rawls’s view. We can see this by considering the lexical difference principle. It
demands first that the life prospects of the least advantaged be maximised, and
then those of the second least advantaged, and so on.?> Rawls endorses the lexical
difference principle in principle, but concludes that it is not relevant for his concerns,
because he defends an assumption of ‘close-knitness’, according to which
whenever it is possible to do something that improves the life prospects of a group
other than the least advantaged, it is also possible to modify that action so that at
least some of the benefit goes to the least advantaged. This is consistent with (b),
but not (a).

Rawls’s prioritarianism is a demand of justice and therefore is deontic. It is
defended on the basis of a moral analysis of what he calls ‘the political relationship’.
Rawls is concerned with the relationship people have as participants in a
cooperative system that has three troubling features: (i) participants enter the
system involuntarily (e.g., by birth), (ii) the right of exit is not enough to make the
system fair?®, and (iii) the system yields undeserved inequalities in cooperative
benefits and burdens.?’” Rawls defends the difference principle and the other
elements of his view as being requirements for making such a system just.

Deontic prioritarianism and humanitarian resource allocation

There are two reasons to conclude that Rawls’s prioritarian arguments do not apply
in the context of humanitarian resource allocation. The first is that the difference
principle was not originally intended to apply in such a context. Justice as fairness
is meant to set out the conditions under which a national government’s exercise of
political authority over its own members can be considered legitimate.?® A
humanitarian organisation is an association in civil society, and although Rawls’s
principles do place some constraints on associations, he does not intend the
difference principle to govern the internal life of associations.?® The difference
principle is part of Rawls’s discussion of domestic justice as opposed to local justice
(which is meant to govern associations) and global justice (which governs the way
national societies ought to treat each other).3° He does not offer a theory of local
justice. Further, a humanitarian organisation like Oxfam operates internationally,
and so Rawls’s theory of global justice, as developed in The Law of Peoples, would
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be a better place to look if we were to turn our interest away from his prioritarian
arguments and were instead in search of clues about what he would say in general
about human resource allocation.3!

This first reason, however, is perhaps too quick. The reasoning behind a
principle may warrant a wider application than its author originally intended. One
might have the view that Rawls’s arguments have relevance whenever people—
regardless of citizenship—are connected by a cooperative system with the three
key features described above, and that Rawls’s reasoning places demands of justice
on any actor able to influence the distribution of cooperative benefits and burdens.
For the sake of argument, let us suppose such a view is plausible. Let us suppose,
further, that there is a global cooperative system—as a result of world trade and
global problems like climate change and communicable diseases—that connects
the various parties related to humanitarian organisations: beneficiaries, potential
beneficiaries, partners, staff, and donors. In that case, Rawls’s arguments would
place demands of justice on humanitarian resource allocation. But would those
demands include the difference principle? We must look more closely.

Rawls writes that ‘[w]e cannot possibly take the difference principle
seriously so long as we think of it by itself, apart from its setting within the prior
principles.3? The prior principles are well known but worth summarising. There is
a basic needs principle that is ‘lexically prior’ to the liberty principle, because
meeting basic needs ‘is a necessary condition for citizens to understand and to be
able fruitfully to exercise the basic rights and liberties/3® The liberty principle
includes (i) a guarantee of a fully adequate scheme of equal basic liberties3* and (ii)
a guarantee of the fair value of political liberties, which requires ‘“fair opportunity
to hold public office and to affect the outcome of elections, and the like./3> The first
part of the equality principle requires that inequalities in income and wealth, and
authority and responsibility, ‘be attached to offices and positions open to all under
conditions of fair equality of opportunity’3® To meet these two demands about fair
opportunity, a just society must strive to ensure that people’s ability to make use of
political liberties and liberties related to school and work is influenced as little as
possible by their social class at birth or other social contingencies. The difference
principle, being the equality principle’s second part, is the last piece of an already
robust set of requirements.

The context in which Rawls defends the difference principle has two
important features. First, the choice situation includes options where everyone
wins. Permitting some to have relatively more enables society to secure absolutely
more for those who have relatively less. Second, the life prospects of the least
advantaged and all others would already be quite good independently of the
difference principle. In addition to basic needs being met and equal basic liberties
being secured, a variety of progressive economic and social policies would need to
be implemented in order to bring about fair opportunity in politics, school, and
work. Consider this situation from the perspective of the members of the second
least advantaged group: Although there is always reason to want yet greater
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absolute well-being, their desire for improvement would not have very much
urgency in this context.

In contrast, humanitarian resource allocation cannot be done by pursuing
options that are for the benefit of all, where everyone wins. To do more relief work,
Oxfam would need to do less development work, and vice versa. It would be
otherwise if one type of work generated profits that could be put into the other, or
if one type of work significantly increased Oxfam’s ability to fundraise for the other,
but that is implausible. Having to choose one option at the cost of the other is to
be expected in humanitarian resource allocation.

Further, the second feature described above is not the case in humanitarian
resource allocation. Potential beneficiaries of Oxfam’s relief work are badly off in
terms of absolute well-being, and this is true also of potential beneficiaries of
Oxfam’s development work, despite being less badly off. For both of them, well-
being improvements have great urgency.

In justice as fairness, meeting basic needs is prior to the difference principle,
and so must be satisfied well before Rawls’s deontic prioritarian considerations
come into play. Unfortunately, Rawls’s remarks about a basic needs principle do not
address how to choose in situations of the sort Oxfam regularly faces, where all
seizeable options will leave many people’s basic needs still unmet. If a Rawlsian
basic needs principle were to be further elaborated, is there reason to think that it
would include prioritarian requirements? Recall that Rawls wrote that ‘[w]e cannot
possibly take the difference principle seriously so long as we think of it by itself,
apart from its setting within the prior principles. 3’ Rawlsian fairness supports
prioritarianism only in a context that is importantly different from humanitarian
resource allocation. Rawlsian deontic prioritarianism does not support Hurst et al’s
view that prioritarian and utilitarian considerations should be given equal weight.3®

Telic prioritarianism

Let us now consider telic prioritarianism. Just as telic egalitarianism claims that
equality is intrinsically good, telic prioritarianism claims that well-being
improvements are intrinsically more important when they occur at lower absolute
levels. There are three features of telic prioritarianism worth noting here.

First, telic prioritarianism is non-relational. Suppose that A has a well-being
level of 10 and that this is absolutely low. The non-relational feature of telic
prioritarianism asserts that the badness of A being at 10 when everyone else is at
50 is exactly the same as the badness of A being at 10 when everyone else is at 5.
‘The moral ground for helping someone is the badness of their situation, not any
determination of how one person’s situation compares with another’s*®

Second, telic prioritarianism is pluralist, containing a priority element and a
maximising element.*® This yields a demand to maximise weighted well-being,
where this weighting comes from the prioritarian claim that the moral importance
of a well-being improvement is greater the lower the person’s lifetime expected
well-being.*!



Third, the priority element of telic prioritarianism expresses an impersonal
value. Holtug explains that prioritarianism

implies that a benefit of a fixed size has a higher moral value if it falls at a

low level of welfare than if it falls at a high level. But this extra value that is

realised at the low level is not a value for anyone.*?

If the extra value was a value for the beneficiary, then the size of the two potential
benefits would not be equal, which goes against the key prioritarian claim that
same-sized benefits can have unequal moral value.

To illustrate the third feature, imagine you could either do something that
would lead to A’s well-being increasing from 10 to 15, or else do something that
would lead to B’s well-being increasing from 30 to 35. (These numbers describe
same-sized benefits to A and B, taking into account factors like the diminishing
marginal utility of resources.) This gives two possible outcomes:

Status quo Outcome 1 Outcome 2
A 10 15 10
B 30 30 35

A telic egalitarian would prefer the first outcome because it has less inequality, but
telic prioritarianism rejects this consideration. Let us consider the two elements of
telic prioritarianism. The maximising element tells us to compare how good for A it
is to move from 10 to 15 and how good for B it is to move from 30 to 35. The
benefits are the same size. The priority element asserts that A’s improvement has
more moral value than B’s even though A’s improvement is not larger. That italicised
part means that A’s improvement would be not be better for A than B’s
improvement would be for B. The source of this extra moral value must be
something else, an impersonal value.

The impersonal value in the priority element

Given the remarks just made, how do we make sense of Arneson’s remark that
‘[t]he moral ground for helping someone is the badness of their situation’?*® |
believe we must distinguish between (a) how bad for A it is to be at a well-being
level of 10 and (b) how bad it is that a person—any person—is at 10. The badness
described in (a) is taken into account by the maximising element of telic
prioritarianism, because it is about how bad things are for A. That badness is taken
into account in the measurement of the size of the potential benefit. The badness
described in (b) must come, at least in part, from something else. In other words,
in order for the priority element of telic prioritarianism to work, it must be possible
to say that the fact that anyone is at 10 is bad not only because of how bad this is
for those people. To make sense of this, we need to look into what reason(s) could
be given in support of the extra moral value seen by the priority element.

Roger Crisp and Holtug suggest that this is to be explained by the virtue of
compassion.** We have more compassion, they argue, for a person who is very
badly off than for someone who is less badly off.*> However, | do not think that
compassion is the right concept to explain this. Compassion is about one person
having feelings that to some degree match another person’s feelings. The target of
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compassion is thus how well or badly things are going for the other person. If
compassion were to tell us to help A rather than B, it would be from a feeling that
staying at 10 is worse for A than staying at 30 is for B. But to explain the priority
element, we must look for an explanation that does not target what is already
accounted for in the maximising element. It must be about something other than
how bad for A it is to be at 10.

| am not sure what the impersonal value in the priority element of telic
prioritarianism is. There are two points that in combination may lead the way to an
answer.

First, when discussing compassion, Holtug describes a desire to not leave
the worse off behind.*® It might be possible to give this thought a prioritarian
reading that is not about compassion. Consider the choice involving A and B and
suppose that the decision is up to B. B might judge that A becoming able to enjoy
something that B is already privileged to enjoy is more important than B gaining
further enjoyments. In order to lead us to an answer to the present question, B
must not believe that moving from 10 to 15 would be better for A than moving from
30 to 35 would be for B. That reason is prioritarian, but not impersonal. Further, B
must not believe that the inequality between A and B is intrinsically bad. That
reason is impersonal, but not prioritarian. Perhaps a concept like fellowship might
describe the kind of reason we are looking for. This would work only if (1) B could
desire fellowship with A and yet not believe that inequality between them is
intrinsically bad, and (2) a desire for fellowship would give B reason to judge that A
becoming able to enjoy something that B is already privileged to enjoy is more
important than B receiving a same-sized benefit that yields further enjoyments.

Second, consider this from Parfit:

We do of course think it bad that some people are worse off. But what is

bad is not that these people are worse off than others. It is rather that they

are worse off than they might have been.*’

Keeping the last sentence of the quote in mind, consider again two situations: A at
10, everyone else at 50; and A at 10, everyone else at 5. To explain the impersonal
value in the priority element, we want to understand how it can be bad that A is at
10 without appealing to how bad for A it is to be at 10. More specifically, we need
to say that being at 10 when everyone else is at 50 is neither better nor worse for
Athan being at 10 when everyone else is at 5, and we need to say that moving from
10 to 15 when everyone else is at 50 is neither better nor worse for A than moving
from 10 to 15 when everyone else is at 5.

Parfit’s final sentence in the quote suggests that A being at 10 is bad insofar
as A might have had a higher absolute level of well-being. If everyone else is at 50,
this fact indicates that A indeed might have been absolutely better off; whereas if
everyone else is at 5, this fact indicates that A might already be as absolutely well
off as is feasible. To be clear, we are not saying that it is bad if A has less than what
everyone else has. Rather, we are saying that it is bad if A has less than what A might
have had; and, further, that how well off others are is relevant to that counterfactual.

But how can we say that it is bad if A has less than what A might have had
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without saying that this is bad for A? Holtug’s point may help. Perhaps A being at a
lower level than A might have been is bad insofar as it was caused by A having been
left behind. A desire for fellowship would then result in priority for A when everyone
else is at 50, but not when everyone else is at 5, without appealing to how bad or
good things are for A. | will not argue for this view, but it presents a possibility for
the impersonal value in telic prioritarianism.*®

Regardless of whether fellowship is the impersonal value in question, there
is a key feature to note. The maximising element of telic prioritarianism has to do
with considerations about how good or bad things are for a person, whereas the
priority element of telic prioritarianism has to do with considerations that are
impersonal.

Assessing the strengths of the two elements

It is commonly recognized that different versions of telic prioritarianism can assign
different weights to the two elements.*® The result of this is the possibility of
versions where the choice would be almost always determined by the same
element. On that view, within any given version of telic prioritarianism, the weights
for each element would be constant. In contrast, | will argue that their weights
should vary within one version.

Imagine four potential beneficiaries with names that describe their absolute
level of well-being: very badly off, badly off, well off, and very well off. Consider two
choice situations:

1. Asmaller benefit for very badly off or a larger benefit for badly off.

2. Asmaller benefit for well off or a larger benefit for very well off.
According to my version of telic prioritarianism, in (1) we should choose the larger
benefit for badly off, and in (2) we should choose the smaller benefit for well off.
My view rests on two claims.

First, the absolute strength of the priority element (i.e., its strength when
considered independently and not in comparison to the maximising element)
depends on how great the distance is between the current absolute well-being of the
relatively worse off potential beneficiary and how well off they might have been.
Consider three choice situations:

A. A smaller benefit for very badly off or a larger benefit for badly off.

B. A smaller benefit for very badly off or a larger benefit for well off.

C. Asmaller benefit for very badly off or a larger benefit for very well off.
Intuitively, it seems that the priority element would be strongest in C and weakest
in A. But we must examine this intuition. It cannot be because the distance between
the two potential beneficiaries is greater in C than in A; that would be a telic
egalitarian reason. Recalling Parfit’s point, the relevant consideration is the extent
to which very badly off is worse off than they might have been. The intuition, if it is
correct, must, then, be based on the assumption that the ‘smaller benefit’ in C
would be larger than the ‘smaller benefit” in A. In other words, the distance
between very badly off’s current and potential absolute well-being is greater in C
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than in A. If that is so, then very badly off has been left behind in C in a way that is
more severe than in A. We could say, then, that C (before any benefit) exhibits a
greater lack of fellowship than A. On the other hand, if the assumption is incorrect,
such that the benefit that is possible for very badly off is the same size in all three
situations, then the intuition was mistaken. In that case, the strength of the priority
element would be the same in A, B, and C.

To illustrate further, consider two more choice situations:

D. A small benefit for very badly off or a large benefit for very well off.

E. A medium benefit for very badly off or a large benefit for badly off.>°
The priority element tells us to give priority to very badly off because of how their
current well-being falls short of their potential well-being. It does not matter how
their well-being compares to others’ (for that would be an egalitarian reason). And
so, although intuition might tempt us to think otherwise, the priority element,
considered on its own, is stronger in E than in D. We are lead to this view about the
priority element by taking seriously the thought that it does not depend on any
comparisons of relative well-being. It is interesting to note that, almost
paradoxically, what strengthens the imperative to give priority to the worse off is
the size of their benefit.

My second claim is that the absolute strength of the maximising element
depends on how low the absolute well-being of the relatively better off potential
beneficiary is. Consider again the three choice situations:

A. A smaller benefit for very badly off or a larger benefit for badly off.

B. A smaller benefit for very badly off or a larger benefit for well off.

C. Asmaller benefit for very badly off of a larger benefit for very well off.
Let us suppose that the ‘larger benefit’ is the same size in all three situations. One
might be tempted to conclude, then, that the strength of the maximising element
is the same in all three, since maximization seeks the largest benefit. We must, again,
examine this thought—specifically, the reasoning behind the imperative to
maximise. This imperative is not an impersonal value; rather, it is the result of
concern for how well off or badly off people are. Personal concern about how things
are going for people drives the desire for consequences that increase expected
well-being as much as possible. To take this into account, we should say that,
although the maximising element always demands that we maximise, the strength
of that imperative does not depend only on the size of the benefit. The personal
concern for how well things are going for people will be engaged more strongly
when things are going poorly for the potential beneficiary. For that reason, the
absolute strength of the maximising elements (i.e., its strength when considered
independently and not in comparison to the maximising element) is greatest in A
and weakest in C.

To illustrate further, consider two more choice situations:

F. A small benefit for well off or a large benefit for very well off.

G. A medium benefit for very badly off or a large benefit for very well off.
If we were determining the strength of maximising element relative to the strength
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of the priority element, the differences between the worse off potential
beneficiaries in these two situations would make a difference. However, at the
moment we are considering the absolute strength of the maximising element. The
strength of the desire to secure the larger benefit depends on how strongly our
personal concern is activated by how things are for the beneficiary of maximisation.
For that reason, the absolute strength of the maximising element is equal (and weak)
in Fand G.

One might be tempted to think that this is a defense of a prioritarian tie-
breaker rule to be added to a maximisation rule. That description is not quite right.
The role of the maximising element in telic prioritarianism is to account for personal
value—i.e., the concern we ought to have for how well or poorly things are going
for people; in contrast with the impersonal value (which might be fellowship) that
is accounted for by the priority element. The absolute strength of the maximising
element is affected by the absolute well-being of the better of potential beneficiary
not because of something addition to the desire to maximise, but rather because
of the reasons that are internal to that desire. It is interesting to note that, again
almost paradoxically, what strengthens the imperative to maximise is how
absolutely badly off the beneficiary of maximisation is.

Let us now return to the first two choice situations:

1. A smaller benefit for very badly off or a larger benefit for badly off.

2. Asmaller benefit for well off or a larger benefit for very well off.

Let us suppose that the distance between the current absolute well-being of very
badly off and badly off is the same as the distance between well off and very well
off. Let us also suppose that the ‘smaller benefit” in both cases is the same size, and
likewise with the ‘larger benefit’. According to the standard view, the relative
strength of the priority element and the maximising element are fixed within a
version of telic prioritarianism, even though they vary across versions. This would
mean that a version would choose either the larger benefit in both situation or the
worse off beneficiary in both. | have argued that when we examine the priority
element and the maximising element more closely, we have reason to adopt a
different view. On my view, although the priority element has the same absolute
strength in both situations, the absolute strength of maximising element is strong
in (1) and weak in (2). For that reason, | choose maximisation (i.e., the larger benefit
for badly off) in (1) and priority (i.e., the smaller benefit for well off) in (2).

Telic prioritarianism and humanitarian resource allocation
Let us now consider how telic prioritarianism applies to humanitarian resource
allocation.

My choices regarding (1) and (2) above are the result of thinking about the
difference in the source of value for the priority element and the maximising
element. Recall that the maximising element takes into account how well or badly
things are going for the person and to what extent a potential benefit would be
good for a person, whereas the priority element is based on an impersonal value.
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These considerations lead us to ask the following question when confronted with a
choice situation: Is this a situation in which our moral thinking should be moved
more by concern for how things are going for a person or by a desire to express an
impersonal value (e.g., fellowship)?

My view is that when the situation involves two potential beneficiaries at
low levels of well-being, then our moral thinking should be moved more by concern
for how things are going for them. This means giving more (although not absolute)
weight to the maximising element. This explains my choice in (1). Conversely, when
the situation involves two beneficiaries at high levels of well-being, our moral
attention does not need to be focused on how things are going for them and can
instead be moved more by impersonal values, such as fellowship. This means giving
more (although not absolute) weight to the priority element, which explains my
choice in (2).

Let us apply this to the question of how much Oxfam should spend on relief
work compared to development work. To be more specific, imagine a hypothetical
scenario. Suppose Oxfam is already doing relief work in a community under
challenging circumstances that make poverty reduction difficult but not impossible.
The choice to be made is whether to intensify these relief efforts or instead scale
up support for a partner doing successful development work elsewhere. My aim is
not to identify the correct decision. Rather, | want to figure out what view we should
have about the relative strength of the priority element and maximising element
when thinking about this choice. Hurst et al’s view suggests that we should decide
according to whichever element sees a larger evaluative gap between the two
options. This is to give the two elements equal weight. | do not agree. My view is
that the maximising element should be given more weight in this case because it is
a case where our moral thinking should be moved less by impersonal values and
more by how things are going for the beneficiaries, since they are at low levels of
well-being.

Conclusion
Humanitarian organisations can be expected to face choice situations where need
and benefit pull in opposite directions. | have argued that it is appropriate to give
more weight to maximisation than priority in the context of humanitarian resource
allocation.

My argument proceeded in two stages. The first stage examined deontic
prioritarianism in the form of Rawls’s argument for the difference principle. |
concluded that Rawlsian deontic prioritarianism does not apply in the context of
humanitarian resource allocation because (i) the difference principle is defended in
a context where everyone can win, and this is not the case for humanitarian
resource allocation, and (ii) the difference principle is defended in a context where
everyone is already well off, whereas the potential beneficiaries of humanitarian
resource allocation are badly off.
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The second stage of my argument examined telic prioritarianism as found in
arguments by Parfit, Arneson, and Holtug. | argued, first, that the absolute strength
of the priority element depends on the distance between the current and potential
absolute well-being of the relatively worse off potential beneficiary. It does not
depend on whether their current well-being is high or low, or on the distance
between their current well-being and that of the relatively better off potential
beneficiary. Second, | argue that the absolute strength of the maximising element
depends on how low the absolute well-being of the relatively better off potential
beneficiary is. This is because the maximising element is motivated by personal
concern for how well or poorly things are going for people. The combination of
these two claims yields the conclusion that the maximising element should be given
relatively more weight in cases involving potential beneficiaries at low levels of well-
being, and the priority element should be given more weight when the potential
beneficiaries are already well-off.

All of this lends support to the view that humanitarian organisations can, in
good conscience, make funding decisions with an eye to having the largest impact.
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