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Abstract
An argument often used to justify not giving to particular charities, or not giving as much as one might, is in fact (in many circumstances) a better argument in favour of giving more than one otherwise might. The argument is also employed by some who object to paying tax, or to paying high levels of tax, and again it is actually (in many circumstances) a better argument in favour of paying relatively high levels of tax.
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In this paper I want to criticise the idea that we have a good reason to withhold or limit our charitable donations, or limit our payment of taxes, on the basis of charities or governments being inefficient or wasteful. There are two things I am certainly not going to argue. I am not going to argue that inefficiency or wastefulness on the part of charities or governments is morally unproblematic (indeed, I think it is plausible that in many cases it is morally wrong). And I am not going to argue that we have no good reasons to withhold or limit contributions to charities or governments (including, perhaps, some inefficient ones). What I am going to argue is that when we have good reasons to withhold or limit contributions, those reasons are not to do with inefficiency or waste per se – so even when we have good reasons to withhold or limit contributions to inefficient or wasteful charities or governments, it is not their inefficiency or wastefulness itself which provides those reasons. And I am going to argue that if inefficiency or waste itself provides us with any reasons to modify our contributory behaviour, it tends to provide us with reasons for contributing more, rather than less or nothing at all. 
What follows if I am right? One conclusion will be counterintuitive to some, and will call for some revision in the ways at least some of us go about making donations and voting in respect of tax proposals, for if I am right then inefficiencies which are a regrettable but pretty-much constant feature of certain organisations will require us to give them more of our resources. But another conclusion of my overall argument will be far less revisionary – and will perhaps strike the more policy-oriented as a more or less uninteresting theoretical quibble: there are many very good reasons to limit or withhold our contributions to all sorts of organisations, including charities and governments, and we sometimes (perhaps often) have those good reasons to limit or refuse contributions to inefficient charities and governments; it is just that we mis-characterise those reasons if we say that they are to do with inefficiency or waste. But why should we care very much about precisely how to characterise those reasons, if we have reasons to limit or withhold contributions nonetheless? 
One reason, I think, is that it matters (morally) what we care about. If I am right, and inefficiency or wastefulness is actually a red herring when it comes to thinking about our contributions to common goods, or beneficent projects, or other value-promoting or value-respecting endeavours, then those who take inefficiency or waste to be morally significant when making decisions about what to contribute to, or how much to contribute, are making a mistake in respect of what they care about – and making mistakes about what to care about in making morally significant decisions is, itself, a morally significant thing, which reflects badly upon us and which we presumably ought to rectify (other things being equal) for the sake of our moral character or sensibility. It is not enough to have an ‘extensionally adequate’ set of moral attitudes, which simply gets the right answer about what to do on most (or even all) occasions. (And it is surely unlikely that our moral attitudes will even be extensionally adequate in this sense, if they involve attention to the wrong considerations.) Morality requires us to take certain considerations into account, and to ignore or even positively reject others, en route to our conclusions about what to do, regardless of the conclusions we reach.[footnoteRef:1] But whether or not you agree with all of that, there is the fact that one task for moral philosophy is to correctly name and characterise what matters – which means sometimes correcting mischaracterisations.   [1:  The well-known idea that some deliberations involve ‘one thought too many’ (in its form most often discussed these days due to Bernard Williams, ‘Persons, Character and Morality’ [1976], reprinted in Moral Luck (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981) is by no means the only example of this idea that what we care about or take into consideration matters regardless of what we decide to do. Of course, Williams thought – or at least is usually interpreted as thinking – that he was bringing to light the fact that the demands of morality itself ought sometimes not to be at the forefront of our minds in deciding what to do. But the general point is good, regardless of whether we agree with Williams about that: sometimes it is inappropriate to take some consideration into account – and it might often be morally inappropriate. One interesting aspect of Williams’s particular example, though, is this: it involves a moral thought (i.e. that it is [always] permissible to save one’s drowning wife) which even if inappropriate as an element of one’s deliberation (Williams contends that recognition of the fact that one’s wife isqe drowning, and that the drowning person is one’s wife, should suffice), is not obviously false. Williams’s real point is not, I take it, that it is not permissible to save one’s wife, nor that it is neither true nor false; rather, it is that even though true it is not a true consideration which belongs in the deliberation of the spouse who must act. In that respect, Williams’s example is not suitable for illustrating the more particular point I want to make here, which is that considerations of waste do not belong in the deliberations of potential contributors (or rather are not apt to play the role they are often taken to play) because the moral importance of such considerations is illusory (in a way that, I take it, the moral permissibility of saving one’s wife is not). ] 

I won’t dwell on this aspect of the argument I will develop below, but it also has implications which should be clear in relation to ‘effective altruism’. In particular, it puts some pressure on views such as Pummer’s (2016), according to which it might be permissible not to donate to charity at all, but ‘gratuitous worseness’ is to be avoided. The full implications of what I argue below for the plausibility of various effective altruists’ claims are for elsewhere, though. 
	
1. The Waste Argument

There is evidence – anecdotal and from experimental economics – that many people apparently find it natural to argue that wasteful use of resources on the part of governments (in the case of tax) or charities (in the case of donations) amounts to a good reason to contribute less, or not to contribute at all: since the government, or a particular charity, is almost certain to spend the money given to it inefficiently, the argument goes, its moral claim on our resources is less than it would be were it to pursue its worthwhile aims efficiently, because if a charity or government is wasteful, then its moral claim on our resources is less than it would be were it to pursue its worthwhile aims efficiently.[footnoteRef:2] This argument is a relatively popular one, but as I shall argue in this paper it gets things almost precisely the wrong way around.  [2:  I expect we are all familiar with this argument – you might endorse it yourself, but we have all, I’m sure, heard it more or less explicitly from others – but for some evidence that perception of inefficient public spending impacts negatively on willingness to pay tax, see e.g. G. Barone & S. Mocetti, ‘Tax morale and public spending inefficiency’, International Tax and Public Finance 18 (2011): 724–749; and on willingness to donate to charities see e.g. A. A. Ryazanov & N. J. S. Christenfeld (2018) ‘On the limited role of efficiency in charitable giving’, Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly 47:5 (2018): 939–959. As both these studies point out, there are various possible motivations to explain the correlation between (perceived) efficiency and willingness to contribute; but the argument I am considering here is a good prima facie candidate. Note also that Ryazanov & Christenfeld report no correlation between size of donation and (perceived) absolute efficiency, though they do report a correlation between willingness to contribute to a particular charity and its (perceived) relative efficiency compared to other immediately available charities. In the text I do not distinguish much between inefficiency as a reason to withhold donations in favour of giving them to another charity, and inefficiency as a reason to give less to a particular charity. As noted above, some philosophers, such as Theron Pummer (‘Whether and where to give’, Philosophy & Public Affairs 44:1 (2016): 77–95), have endorsed something like the waste argument, too. ] 

Before I explain why – and what the real importance of considerations of wastefulness in relation to charitable giving and tax is – we should note that such an argument can only have a role with respect to donations to charities or taxes to governments whose aims are at least in part worthwhile, for if a charity’s or government’s aims are not worthwhile anyway then that is a perfectly sufficient reason for withholding contributions, and no argument about the inefficiency of their methods or practices is required.[footnoteRef:3] So in what follows I will only be concerned with donations to charities and taxes to governments whose aims are at least in part morally worthwhile. But the point about other, not waste related, considerations providing reasons for withholding contributions will be a recurring theme.  [3:  This fact is obscured by the way in which the waste argument I described is often presented alongside the argument that the aims of the charities or governments in question are pernicious, misguided or hopeless. When I say that the lack of worth in a charity’s aims amounts to a reason for withholding donations I am making a rather stronger claim than might be necessary: perhaps it suffices only to undermine a reason to donate, leaving us with no reasons either to donate or not to. It doesn’t matter much which idea we adopt. And though I think it likely that in fact the latter idea is right, rather than the former which I endorse in the text, that stronger idea (that the lack of worth in its aims amounts to a reason not to donate to a charity) plausibly follows given the assumption that the putative donation should be used to do good, and there are other charities or causes available with more worthwhile aims and a decent chance of achieving them.] 


2. How the Waste Argument Fails

To see what is wrong with the waste argument against giving or paying (more), consider the following scenario:

The Pregnant Neighbour
Holidaying at a remote spot, you are asked one evening by the heavily pregnant woman who is staying in the cottage next door to drive her to the nearest hospital.[footnoteRef:4] She is going into labour prematurely. Unfortunately, on the drive to your holiday cottage, your car’s fuel tank was punctured as it bumped along the county lanes, and the car now requires twice as much fuel to get from one place to another as it usually would, and as it would if it were in good working order. Fortunately, you picked up plenty of fuel in cans from the garage, so you can top up the tank with the required amount, and you have enough fuel to get to the hospital (and back, and subsequently to drive home as planned) even with the leaky fuel tank. [4:  A stranger, so that the obligation to help is one of general beneficence, and not a special obligation as it would be to one’s own wife, for example, thus mirroring more closely the normative situation in charitable giving. ] 


Should you help, and how much fuel should you put into your car? Presumably you should help (there are no competing considerations of similar importance), and obviously the amount of fuel you should put into the car is enough to get to the hospital (and back) – enough, that is, to get to the hospital given the actual state of the car, which is much more fuel than would be required if the car were working as it should. It would be ridiculous and morally outrageous to say ‘I would be prepared to help, but I object to the fact that due to my car’s inefficiency I would need to put more fuel in to get to the hospital than would be necessary if my car were working properly, so I’ll either not drive you at all or else only put into the car what should be required to get to the hospital (if it were properly efficient), but you’ll have to walk the rest of the way’.[footnoteRef:5] The relative inefficiency of the car is a reason to add more fuel, not a reason to refuse help or to add less fuel than is necessary. [5:  An unhelpful aspect of this particular example is that one might reasonably decline to help in order to avoid leaking fuel all over the road on the way to and from the hospital, which would be a serious danger to others. But let’s ignore that for the sake of the argument here, for we are concerned with the moral propriety of a very different reason – or rather excuse – for not helping. Imagine, if it helps to see past this wrinkle, that your car runs on a special fuel which is neither slippery nor flammable, and which would therefore pose no danger if left on the road in your wake. ] 

	The point of this little analogy is that inefficiency is often a reason to devote more resource to something, rather than less or none at all. And this remains true when the inefficiency in question is in some sense itself improper. Suppose your fuel tank is not leaky because of bumps in the road, but because a hooligan maliciously drilled a hole in it. Still, the needs of the woman next door make the same claim upon you – and the inefficiency of your car, even though due to someone’s wrongdoing, is a good reason to add more fuel than would otherwise be required, not a reason to refuse sufficient help.
Similarly, if a charity’s or government’s work is worthwhile, and does some good, then the fact that it requires more in the way of donations or taxes to do that good work than it ought to, because it is inefficiently run or wasteful, means two things: (i) that the charity or government is possibly culpable for its inefficiency and ought to do better (and might even be apt for punishment for their wrongdoing in this respect); but also (ii) that given the way things are – i.e. until and unless it does better – those who have a reason to support its work at all have a reason to support it with more money the more inefficient it is (to absorb the cost of the inefficiency whilst having enough to do some good work). 
	
3. The (Ir)relevance of Waste

Of course, there are limits. If your car is so leaky that there is no way it would get to the hospital anyway, however much fuel you put in (or even if you put in all the fuel you have), then its inefficiency is a reason not to try, rather than a reason to pour everything into it in a doomed effort. Similarly, if an organisation is so inefficient or wasteful that it doesn’t manage to do any of the good things it exists for, then there is no reason to give it any money. And if the car is so leaky that in order to get enough fuel through the engine you would have to bankrupt yourself (or perhaps just jeopardise having the wherewithal to pursue any other worthwhile projects), then it might not be unreasonable to refuse help. Similarly, if the smallest donation which would allow an organisation to do anything worthwhile, given its inefficiency, would be enormous and threaten all other worthwhile projects, then not donating might be perfectly reasonable too. 
But notice that at these extremes, the reason for not donating is not really anything to do with waste or inefficiency per se: the reason for not donating in these circumstances is simply either that there is no point, or that one cannot donate usefully without threatening other projects or things of importance. But that might be true whether or not waste or inefficiency is the explanation for why nothing but an impossibly or unreasonably large contribution would be of any use. One has just as much reason to withhold donations from perfectly efficient charities which require enormous donations for other reasons (such as because they are doing expensive research and only a handful of people care enough about the issue to be prepared to donate, leaving the required donation from each donor unrealistically or unreasonably enormous). So, there is no role for the waste argument in explaining the fact that we may permissibly refuse donations or taxes to completely inefficient or overwhelmingly demanding charities or governments. 
	The waste argument against giving, or even against giving more to pay for inefficiency, fails to take account of the fact – made obvious in the parable of the pregnant neighbour – that sometimes the moral ‘cost of doing business’ is inflated by unfortunate facts or even unforgivable actions or failings on the part of others, but that if the business of which it is the cost is important, then some inflation of that cost is a regrettable fact and nothing more: it is not a reason to refuse to do business. Indeed, talk of ‘waste’ in this context is rather misleading: given the facts about how much is required to get things done, what it costs is what it costs, and the appropriate way to pose the question to the donating or paying agent is not ‘are you prepared to waste resources?’ but rather ‘are you prepared to spend what is, in fact, necessary to achieve the outcome?’ – where the outcome is some moral benefit which can be achieved. If one gives to an inefficient charity, or pays high taxes to an inefficient government, one is not necessarily spending more than is required in order to achieve the outcome, since that charity or government might be the only organisation actually doing anything to achieve those particular outcomes. (Remember, here, that helping some particular people is a different outcome from helping other particular people.) And the relevant comparison is not between spending what is needed in the real world and what would be required in a non-real better world in which the charity or government were more efficient, or in which there were a more efficient alternative, but between donating (to that charity) or paying high taxes in the real world and not donating (to that charity) or paying high taxes in the real world – with all that entails in respect of things not being done which would have been done, albeit inefficiently, otherwise.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  It might be that the best thing to do is to start or support an alternative organisation pursuing those morally worthwhile aims; but that is not often an option for a particular donor or tax-payer. Similarly, it would be glib to assume that another charity or organisation will be available to do the good work of an inefficient one if you don’t contribute to the inefficient one. There might well be other charities helping people, and even helping people in the same sort of trouble (or, in many cases, there might not be); but there is no reason to assume that they will be helping the same people, such that deciding not to support a particular charity .and to give the money to another one instead will result in the same people being benefitted, only more so or with the addition of more people being benefitted besides. Of course, many consequentialists and effective altruists are apparently untroubled by the fact that choosing the most efficient charities or organisations to support means not only doing more good, but also turning away from the claims of those who would, in fact, only be helped by relatively inefficient charities. Some would dispute that we must turn away from those claims, for by the consequentialist’s lights at least we do count them, and indeed they might argue that they are duly troubled by not meeting those claims. (See Richard Yetter Chappell, ‘Value receptacles’, Noûs 49:2 (2015): 322–332). But whatever the merits of such views, we cannot plausibly deny that choices about which charity (or government) to support will have an actual affect upon which good gets done, where goods are differentiated in a fine-grained way which takes account of who is benefitted (for example), and not just which kind of benefit is achieved. If we are willing to bite the bullet, then fair enough. But we should not pretend that decisions not to contribute on the basis of waste or inefficiency won’t, sometimes, have implications which are costly for individuals who (or causes which) would otherwise have been benefitted. I return to this issue below, in the final section. ] 

	But what about cases – which often arise in charitable giving – in which there are several different worthwhile things one could contribute to, some of which are done efficiently and some wastefully? Isn’t there then a reason to contribute to the less wasteful? 
	Suppose, then, that your neighbour requires you to drive her to the hospital in your sabotaged car, as above, but you have reason to undertake some other worthwhile business instead which does not involve ‘wasting’ resources as your using the car would. Perhaps you could, instead of driving your neighbour, spend the time giving first aid to a passer-by whom you know needs assistance which you could give only if you don’t go to the hospital. Suppose that the demands made upon you by these two needy individuals are more or less as grave.
	It would, I think, be quite inappropriate to treat the fact that taking your neighbour to the hospital involves ‘wasting’ resources as a reason not to help her and to help the passer-by instead. (I am not, of course, suggesting that it would be inappropriate to help the passer-by instead; I am simply suggesting that to do so for that reason would be inappropriate.) The demand upon your benevolence which is issued by your neighbour and her predicament is not lessened by the fact that helping her would involve ‘wasting’ fuel. Perhaps tossing a coin to decide between these equally good causes would be permissible, as a way of respecting their equal claims by giving them an equal chance;[footnoteRef:7] but who could seriously look the pregnant woman in the eye and explain that simply in order to save fuel which in some sense shouldn’t need to be used, her claim to assistance is nullified?  [7:  John Taurek, ‘Should the numbers count?’, Philosophy & Public Affairs 6:4 (1977): 293–316] 

	But what about a scenario in which you must choose between ‘wastefully’ helping someone, as in the original case, and helping more people by not acting ‘wastefully’? Suppose you can drive your neighbour to the hospital, as above, or instead use the same amount of fuel to heat the homes of two other neighbours whose heating system has broken tonight. Suppose that it is not just their comfort which is at risk, but their safety, for they are elderly and the cold will be as dangerous to them as giving birth outside of hospital will be to your original neighbour (and their fragility also explains why they cannot simply come into your cottage to keep warm). 
	Here, many people will have the strong intuition that using the fuel to drive to the hospital is the wrong thing to do, given that it is needed by a greater number of others. But the waste element of the story should play no role in generating this intuition: it might simply be that the fuel should be used to answer two claims, rather than just one (where all three are of more or less equal strength), and that would be true even if the car were not leaky but the hospital just happened to be far enough away to require enough fuel to heat two fires for an evening, when driven to in a perfectly efficient car. 
It is not that whether you have better reason to help the two cold neighbours rather than the one pregnant neighbour depends upon whether your engine is leaky or not, nor any other fact about whether helping the one pregnant neighbour would take more resources than in some sense it should or could. It is simply that helping the one pregnant neighbour means helping fewer people because of the resource demand compared, not to what it could or should be, but to what the resource demand of some completely different option is. So again, the waste argument has no role to play in explaining why we have more reason – if we do, which is controversial – to spend our resources on things which do more good. 

4. Different Agents

Perhaps it will be objected that the conception of waste in play here is not the one in play for those who say that the wastefulness of charities or governments is a good reason to withhold donations or limit taxes. To describe something as wasteful is to say that it could achieve its end at the cost of less resource than it actually will use. That is, to be wasteful is to spend more of a valuable resource than is necessary on achieving something, or on trying to achieve it. Those who endorse the waste argument might say that the waste they have in mind occurs not just when there is a possible world in which an outcome could be achieved more cheaply, but when in the actual world that outcome is achievable more cheaply. 
I do not disagree with that characterisation of waste. But it would be wrong to portray it as undermining or incompatible with the argument I have given. Crucial here is which agent we are concerned with. If a government or charity could actually achieve its aims more cheaply, then it has good reason – and perhaps ought – to do so. It won’t do for it to plead that its wastefulness doesn’t matter and that the fact that it won’t do it more cheaply is irrelevant because waste is just the cost of doing business sometimes. It cannot reasonably make this argument because the waste in question is not the cost of doing business for them, at least in the relevant sense: the cost of doing business is what is needed to achieve one’s aims. 
On the other hand, a donor or tax-payer is in a rather different predicament. From their point of view, the waste that will be involved in achieving some charity’s or government’s aims is a genuine cost of doing business – if, that is, that charity or government is the only agency which might realistically achieve its particular purposes. Given that the charity or government is going to spend more resource than is required on achieving its aims – which from the donor’s or tax-payer’s point of view is a brute fact, and not a fact about what they themselves have chosen, as is the case for the charity or government itself – the actual world is not one in which those outcomes are achievable more cheaply. So the choice they face is different from the choice faced by the charity or government: those agencies have it in their gift (we are assuming) to spend less and still achieve their worthwhile outcomes (to the same extent as if they spend more); but donors or tax-payers do not have it in their gift to spend less and still see those worthwhile outcomes achieved, since the relation between their spending and those outcomes is mediated by charities or governments which are wasteful (albeit that they ought not to be). 

5. Wasteful Priorities

Sometimes, it is not just that a government or charity is accused of spending merely inefficiently on good causes, as they do if they buy medicine from a more expensive supplier to distribute to the needy when a cheaper supplier could just as easily have been used. In some cases, the objection is that they don’t spend all of the money they have at their disposal on good causes at all, spending some on those causes but spending some on causes or projects which are not good, too – thus diverting those resources from more worthwhile ends. This is the accusation of those who object, for example, not (just) that governments are inefficient but that they wrongfully spend tax money on nuclear weapons which will never get used, or ought never to be. Such arguments for withholding tax, or resisting tax increases, are not by any means unfamiliar. But do they raise different issues from the arguments I have already considered?
	I think not. Once again, the salient point is that a government or charity can only spend the money it has (notwithstanding borrowing, printing money, quantitive easing etc.), and if it is determined to spend some of it on bad causes or projects, less remains for pursuing worthwhile aims. If a smaller proportion of the total will be spent on worthwhile things (because a certain proportion will be directed elsewhere), then the way to compensate on the part of those contributing to the coffers but not making the decisions about spending is to increase the total of which it is a smaller proportion: ten percent of $1,000,000 is more than ten percent of $500,000 – even though it is less than 30 per cent of $1,000,00 (which might have been the amount spent on something worthwhile but for spending on bad causes). 
	It is possible, of course, that increasing the total will not result in more being spent in worthwhile ways, because it might be that as the total increases, the proportion spent in such ways goes down to preserve worthwhile spending at a given level (rather than at a given proportion of total spending). If that is the case, then giving more is simply allowing more to be spent in bad ways, and is not compensating for such spending at all. In these cases, it is hard to see what could require us to give more. So, there might be some limited application for a rather attenuated version of the waste argument, restricted to claiming that literally useless (extra) donations or taxes need not be made or paid (i.e. literally useless in terms of allowing more good to be done in the actual circumstances). 
As I noted above, though, literally useless contributions can be rightfully withheld on the basis of their uselessness – not anything to do with waste per se. It is hard to see what could justify our withholding donations or taxes completely, unless we have good reason to think that doing so will increase the proportion (of others’ contributions) spent on worthwhile aims, thus increasing the overall spend on such aims – and this will surely only rarely, if ever, be the case if we withhold donations or taxes completely from charities or governments so corrupt as to satisfy the condition we are currently considering. If a government or charity is hell-bent on feathering its own nest, or otherwise frittering away valuable resources, then it is unlikely that it has the moral rectitude to change its ways just because some – or even all – people refuse to donate or pay their taxes (if all refuse, they would probably rather find another way of benefitting themselves than resolve to spend taxes or donations in good ways). But perhaps it is hoped that democratic or public relations pressure can be brought to bear on less immoral (and perhaps merely negligent) agencies who are wasteful, using withheld taxes or donations as a way of putting pressure on them to reform their inefficient ways. This kind of protest refusal to donate or pay might work. And that might generate or ground a reason to withhold contributions. 
But suppose it is reasonable to conclude, in a particular case, that this kind of protest will not actually work, for whatever reason. Then, the agency in question will – as we might reasonably conclude – remain wasteful, and all withholding contributions can do is to reduce the total available for doing good (albeit inefficiently). Then the argument I gave above applies, and we should conclude that the agency’s inefficiency is not in itself a reason to withhold contributions: if a charity or government is wasteful but un-reformable (in practice, at least by any means available to those in a position to decide whether to contribute or not, even if it is reformable in principle) then its wastefulness is a reason for us to contribute more (if, and to the extent that, we otherwise have a reason to contribute at all) rather than less or none at all. If wastefulness per se provided us with a decisive reason to limit or withhold contributions, then it would do so in cases where the inefficient agency is unreformable. But, as the argument by analogy above shows, it does not.  
Another good reason for withholding one’s contributions might be that one does not wish to pay for what one’s money will be spent on – thus, pacifists sometimes refuse to pay their taxes because they object to government spending on the military. But again – as with some of the justifications for withholding contributions discussed above – this rationale for not paying taxes or refusing to donate to particular charities is really nothing to do with inefficiency or waste: if not approving of the things one’s money will be spent on is a reason to withhold contributions in some cases, then it is a reason regardless of how efficiently or inefficiently the money is spent, and regardless of whether there are other things which the money might otherwise have been spent on (and as I said at the beginning, the arguments I am concerned with could only have a place where there is something worthwhile being achieved by the organisations in question). The good reason for withholding contributions I am considering here is to do with objecting to what one’s contributions are spent on, not what they are not spent on: one can reasonably refuse to pay for something because one disapproves of it; but that isn’t the same as refusing because one disapproves of that money not being spent on something else. 
	So, whilst there might be good reasons not to pay one’s taxes or donate to particular charities, these are never really to do with inefficiency as such. If people believe that it matters as a consideration in its own right how efficient or wasteful an organisation is when it comes to deciding whether to pay or donate, they are misguided, either because they endorse the disreputable waste argument, or because they mischaracterise some quite different (but perhaps reputable) consideration as concerning waste when it really does not. 

6. Our Obligations

None of this is to say that we ought not to be concerned about the waste and inefficiency of charities or governments: we might well object in the strongest possible terms to their inflating the cost of doing good by their inefficiency, require them to change their ways, and punish their failure to do so. But the fact that we are within our rights – and are perhaps required – to respond in those ways does not mean that we are within our rights also to withhold or stringently limit our donations or payments. Sometimes it is part of our tragic lot that the wrongdoing of others places moral burdens upon us which we should not – but do – have to bear. 
Those who would be helped if only there were more resources available are harmed by inefficient charities and governments which make it the case, by their wastefulness, that the available resources do not stretch far enough to help them. But they are equally harmed by those who make it the case, by their refusal to donate or pay more on the basis of the waste argument, that the available resources are as relatively limited as they are. Plausibly, those who would be helped (but aren’t) are not only harmed by wasteful governments and charities – they are wronged by them. And, plausibly, since the waste argument is not a good argument, those who refuse to donate or pay more on the basis of that argument similarly wrong those whom they harm by refusing to contribute enough to help them. There are, as we have seen, some good reasons to refuse contributions, and it might be that refusing contributions on those bases does not constitute a wrong even when it harms those who could have been helped. But that doesn’t matter: the fact that one could have harmed someone for a good reason doesn’t alleviate the wrong of harming them for a bad reason. 
There must presumably be room for choice in whom to benefit. (Here, and throughout, I am assuming that it is people’s wellbeing that is at stake, but that is just to fix ideas – it might just as well be some other good which is at stake.) The duty of beneficence is plausibly, as Kant thought, an ‘imperfect’ duty – roughly, one which we must do something to fulfil, but nothing in particular.[footnoteRef:8] Thus it seems reasonable for individuals to make choices about which charities to donate to – choices which harm those whom they do not choose to benefit by their donations. But if it is reasonable to leave some substantial space for personal choice here, it does not follow that any and all considerations are morally apt to guide that choice. Some reasons for choosing one charity over another are in themselves morally outrageous, despite the goodness of whatever benefit accrues to those who are helped: a person who chooses to donate to a charity helping sick children in an overwhelmingly white area instead of donating to a charity helping victims of sickle cell anaemia because the latter charity is more likely to spend its resources on benefitting black people is acting outrageously, despite the fact that they do something very good in helping sick children. I do not claim that the waste argument is as morally outrageous, qua motive, as the racism of the person I just described. But to be motivated by that argument is, I think, to be led to make decisions which matter in so far as they affect the wellbeing of others in a morally inappropriate way, fetishizing efficiency in ways that distract us from what really matters. [8:  See Immanuel Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals [1785] 4:421fn. (Mary Gregor (ed.), Practical Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996): 73)), and compare his discussion of ‘wide’ duties in The Metaphysics of Morals [1797] 6:390 & 392 (Practical Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996): 521, 522-3)). Kant’s own reasons for designating some duties ones which we are required to fulfil but with some room for discretion in respect of how we fulfil them were, I think, mainly to do with making his moral theory consistent with the principle that ought implies can. Allen W. Wood (Kantian Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008): Chapter 3, esp. 62-5) makes the reasonable alternative suggestion that this aspect of Kant’s theory was designed to make room for the role of judgement in applying the fundamental principles of morality, i.e. denying the possibility of anything like an algorithmic procedure for deriving duties to perform particular actions in particular circumstances from the categorical imperative (on the role of judgement in applying the categorical imperative, see also Barbara Herman, ‘The Practice of Moral Judgment’, The Journal of Philosophy 82:8 (1985): 414–36). Kant was not motivated, as some others have been, to make room for this category of imperfect duty on the basis that to refuse to do so would render morality excessively demanding. (On this idea, see Patricia Greenspan, ‘Making room for options: moral reasons, imperfect duties, and choice’, Social Philosophy and Policy 27:2 (2010): 181–205, esp. Section 2).)] 

This is particularly regrettable given the availability of an alternative, which recognises the moral importance of wastefulness without fetishising it into a reason for not contributing. As I have acknowledged throughout, it is possible to justifiably condemn wastefulness – and to justifiably punish it, perhaps – even as we (regretfully) make our generous contributions to those charities or governments that we condemn. The attitude which says that in so contributing we are hypocritical or part of the problem lacks subtlety, for there are two issues here, not one: how to respond to, or act in light of, the wrongdoing of others is itself a substantive moral issue, which is not the same as the issue of whether those others do wrong. There are, of course, respectable arguments which conclude that contributing to endeavours which are wrongfully conducted is itself wrong. But what I’ve tried to show with the analogical arguments above, in Sections 2 and 3, is that no such argument can be constructed just from considerations of wastefulness per se – although such considerations might well be crucial for understanding something different, namely the wrong committed by those to whose endeavours we are, rightfully, contributing. 
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