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			Advance Praise for What We Don’t Do

			“We have far more power to help those in need than we realize, and What We Don’t Do is a refreshing and necessary reminder on our ability and responsibility to use that power wisely.”

			—Moby, musician and author of Porcelain and Then It Fell Apart

			“What We Don’t Do confronts our tendency towards feel-good, surface-level altruism and instead challenges us to upskill in driving social change by embracing discomfort and sacrifice at a level akin to high-performing athletes, doctors, or investors. Clearly written and thoughtfully argued, Cooney inspires readers to take an unflinching look at our failure to reduce the suffering of others, and to translate our values into transformational action.”

			—David Goldberg, Co-Founder and CEO, Founders Pledge

			“The author issues a challenging call to action to overcome our genetic evolution and our biases that lead to complacent inaction and become more impactful and ethical philanthropists. The self-sacrifice for which he advocates will be both difficult to hear and hard to achieve for most, but this book will hopefully push all of us to do much more to reduce suffering in our world.”

			—John M. Sobrato, Businessman and Giving Pledge Signatory

			“When it comes to eating healthy, it’s the things we fail to do (like eating our vegetables) that can lead to the most harm. The same holds true for living an ethical life, as What We Don’t Do so convincingly argues.”

			—Dr. Michael Greger, New York Times Bestselling author of How Not to Die

			“This book by Nick Cooney delivers a deep dive into waters often given only a glancing touch. Revealed is the vast space of undone acts that could alleviate extreme suffering—the tradeoffs vs win-wins, going beyond evolutionary psychologies and economic pragmatism to ethics that matters. Hopefully this message will spread through and beyond its readers to make the world healthier and safer for current generations and many thereafter.” 

			—Dr. George Church, Co-Founder of Harvard University’s Wyss Institute and Time magazine’s “100 most influential people in the world” honoree
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			“A person may cause evil to others not only by his actions but by his inaction, and in either case he is justly accountable to them for the injury.”

			—John Stuart Mill
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			Introduction

			The idea presented in this book is not a new one. It’s been touched on by philosophers and religious leaders intermittently for the past several thousand years. There are a few contemporary books that brush up against the idea as well—sometimes elegantly and persuasively and sometimes with derision. But there is no contemporary book focused squarely on the idea itself. And it is an idea so logical and important in its real-world consequences that it deserves a book of its own.

			The idea is also a much-needed one, as it is glaringly absent from contemporary discussions around right and wrong, around social justice and the “isms,” around personal responsibility and religious values. In this era of heightened debate over various social issues, and increased attempts to signal beliefs by individuals and corporations alike, it brings a wide-lens view that adds new perspective to these public dialogues.

			That said, this idea is not easy to swallow. The main premise may ring true, perhaps so much so that it sounds trite and obvious. But what that premise leads to when we think it through to its logical conclusions is not obvious, and living out the idea (as best we can) requires mental discipline, self-sacrifice, and significant change. Our natural instinct when faced with conclusions that would require such things is to rationalize, to search for reasons to discount or ignore those conclusions—however logical they may be, and even when they flow from an idea we profess to believe.

			This is a book about an idea that has been around for ages but is largely unmentioned today. It is an idea that is both obvious and alien, one casually endorsed in theory and consistently ignored in practice.

			It is a book about what we don’t do. It is about the good things that we could be doing but are not. It is a book about our failures to act and the suffering others will endure as a result.

			While this was not the case for most of human history (and still is not true for some people today), for you and me, the good things we don’t do lead to far more suffering in the world than any directly harmful we do do. Our biggest ethical failings are failings of inaction.

			But this book is not meant as a downer. Quite the opposite. Because the flip side of the coin is this: in the space of what we haven’t done yet sits the opportunity to have tremendous impact on the lives of others. We have far more power to help others, to lessen the suffering in the world around us, than we thought we had. That power lies waiting in what we don’t yet do.

		

	
		
			Part I

			Inaction in the Face of Suffering

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Baron, the Sophomore, and the Savior

			“The worst sin towards our fellow creatures is not to hate them, but to be indifferent to them; that’s the essence of inhumanity.”

			—George Bernard Shaw

			Tristerne, France, 1512

			There are a few ways to start; one is with a fictional historical anecdote.

			The year is 1512 and the setting is a small village called Tristerne in the south of France. The village is home to a large number of very low-income subsistence farmers and a handful of wealthy merchants and barons who had retired to the region, known for its beautiful pastures and warm climate, after careers in Paris.

			One such person was a baron named John Pierre, a man who had reached the ripe old age (for his time) of sixty-three and lived in a castle on the outskirts of the village with his wife, several children, and numerous grandchildren. By all accounts John was a good person. He was kind and loving to his family. He was a religious man who attended church weekly and did his best to avoid the cardinal sins of gluttony, lust, jealousy, and so on. Throughout his career, he had been fair in his business dealings. He also was a charitable man who would occasionally give to the poor, assist with the repair and upkeep of the church building, and provide patronage to artists in the village.

			In normal circumstances, the subsistence farmers of Tristerne were able to make do with what they had, but occasionally periods of extreme weather wreaked havoc on their livelihoods and food supply. The year 1512 saw a particularly devastating summer drought followed by a prolonged period of intense rain, which together wiped out much of the grain crop that the farmers and their families relied on. By the time winter arrived in the town, so too did a battle with starvation for many of the farming families.

			By the end of December, thirty of Tristerne’s ten thousand citizens had died of starvation. By January, that number climbed to one hundred fifty. By the end of February, it had jumped still higher to almost two hundred fifty. Starving peasants shuffled into the middle of the town to beg for food or money; some even banged on the doors of John Pierre and the other wealthy merchants and barons in the town, desperate for help.

			While John Pierre would occasionally provide a small coin or a loaf of bread, he generally viewed the peasants’ problems as their own, not his, responsibility. It’s true he had the ability to help them at relatively little cost to himself and his family—he had significant stores of grain and other foods, and considerable wealth—but in his view, he had earned that wealth through honest and hard work, and his duty was to his family and church. By the end of the winter, nearly five hundred people in the village had died from starvation or related diseases.

			Three years later, John Pierre himself died a natural death. His funeral service was well attended by extended family, friends, and old business associates, each of whom recounted how good a person he was. His wife spoke about how loving he had been as a husband. His children spoke about how much he had loved them as a father and the lessons he’d taught them. Those who had worked for him spoke of how he had provided them and their families with a decent life. And members of his church spoke about his tireless support for the church building’s upkeep and his donations to their charitable relief efforts. The picture they painted was clear: this was a good, ethical person who now lay in repose.

			Sitting here with the objectivity that comes from being far removed in space and time from Tristerne in 1512, and having no personal relationship with him, what do you think of John Pierre? More specifically, do you think he lived a good, ethical life?

			That description wouldn’t sit right with me, and I imagine it wouldn’t sit right with you either. Because while John Pierre may have been kind to his family and honest in his business dealings, while he may have engaged in good deeds and avoided doing active harm to others, it is hard to overlook the fact that he had the ability to help those in great need and failed to do so. It is hard to overlook the fact that dozens of people died because he withheld aid he easily could have given. The consequences of John’s inaction—suffering and death for many individuals—casts a dark shadow over everything else.

			The biggest impact John Pierre had on the lives of those around him was not in the good he did for others. It was not in his refraining from commonplace bad deeds, such as fraud, violence, emotional cruelty, even murder. The biggest impact John Pierre had on the lives of others came from the good things he could have done but chose not to do.

			What are the implications of that? And just how similar or dissimilar from John Pierre’s life is our own?

			Hempstead, New York, 2000

			Another way to start is with a personal story.

			When I was nineteen and in the first half of my sophomore year of college, I began to think that the cost of renting a dorm room—$1,800 per semester—was hard to justify. It seemed like an exorbitantly high amount of money to me at the time. I was young and had never had that amount of money in the bank, and the cost was being covered by a student loan I would eventually have to pay back. I had a scholarship that covered tuition, so the cost of a dorm room wasn’t a marginal addition to a much larger tuition bill. It was my main cost of living at the time.

			But frugality wasn’t the main reason that the rent payment troubled me. A large number of people had less money to live on in an entire year than I was spending for one semester of a dorm room. Over a billion people live in what international aid organizations term “extreme poverty,” currently defined as those living on less than $2.50 per day or around $913 per year. How could I justify dropping $1,800 on a few months use of a desk and a twin bed when there were people starving to death and in extreme poverty in other parts of the world?

			So, as the second semester approached, I opted out of getting a dorm room for myself and made plans to spend that semester crashing in friends’ rooms. And that’s exactly what I did, in addition to spending a number of nights on the couch of the college newspaper where I worked, some in the cubicle of a student activist group I belonged to, and a few on the floor of a large handicapped bathroom on the second floor of the student center—which actually wasn’t as bad as it sounds. On the upside, the school’s janitors were pretty friendly and rarely said anything when they came in to clean some of these rooms and found me sleeping there. On the downside, spending five nights a week sleeping on the floor of a friend’s postage-size dorm room is not a good way to maintain a friendship. At any rate, that is how I spent my second semester, and while at times inconvenient, it wasn’t a real hardship.

			I’m not sharing this story because I think it’s particularly interesting. It also wasn’t a very consequential decision since the people I had in mind that were starving or in extreme poverty benefited nothing from my decidedly unheroic sacrifice. I didn’t send $1,800 their way. Instead, I just didn’t spend the money. A charitable interpretation of my decision would be that I had a good intention but hadn’t thought through the lack of real-world impact. Another and more accurate way to interpret it would be that it was a decision made from a focus on personal purity—doing what seemed to be “the right thing”—rather than on outcome. Both literally and metaphorically, it was a sophomoric stab at trying to live ethically.

			So, why am I sharing the story? I’m sharing the story because of a conversation that decision generated.

			After I opted out of housing for that second semester, my parents were concerned with my plan. When they couldn’t persuade me to change my mind, they reached out to the school for help. The Director of Student Affairs, in turn, reached out and arranged for me to meet with her one afternoon.

			As we sat face to face in the predictably drab, fluorescent-lit college administrator’s office, I explained to the director my reason for passing on a dorm room. It just didn’t seem right to be spending that much on a dorm room for a few months when there were people in such extreme poverty, given that I could pretty easily crash on the floor of friends’ rooms instead.

			She wasn’t buying it. After beating around the bush for a while, the director eventually made clear what she thought was going on: I was planning to kill myself. A lot of people that are planning suicide give away their possessions first, she noted, and what I was doing had all the hallmarks of that. When I realized that was her concern, I nearly laughed out loud. I assured her that wasn’t the case and that I wasn’t even giving away my possessions (unless you count a dorm room as a possession). By the end of the meeting, I think she believed me.

			The point of the story is this: to a perfectly average university administrator, it simply wasn’t believable that considerations of those in extreme poverty would impact a college student’s spending decisions. While not everyone would have jumped to the same conclusion this administrator did, most would have been similarly befuddled. What my sophomore self had shared in the meeting was a point of view and a basis for decision-making that was so out of line with typical thinking on financial and life decisions that it didn’t compute.

			But why? The line of reasoning I had in mind, and that I shared with the director, has been around for millennia. It occupies space in the truisms of major world religions and in the common-sense understanding of everyday people. It’s a concept that on the surface is so trite it feels almost silly to write about: we should help those less fortunate than us. We shouldn’t waste while others want. Duh. From Ben Franklin to Buddha, from Jesus to Janis Joplin, it’s been said countless times in countless contexts.

			Why then was this director so nonplussed by my explanation that the best mental box she could categorize me into was “potential suicide case”? And why would most people give an equally quizzical look at anyone (at least any adult, as college students are expected to sometimes act in atypical ways) making a similar trade-off for a similar reason?

			Probably because, like most truisms, the notion that we should give what we can to help those who are truly in need exists more in concept and story than in the actual decision-making of real people. It’s the sort of idea that fits comfortably on an inspirational poster but sticks out like a sore thumb in day to day life. But again: why?

			Jerusalem, circa 30 CE

			What responsibility do we have to use our resources to help those who are suffering? And how do we think about that responsibility in light of the fact that there is an essentially limitless amount of suffering in the world?

			Both religion and philosophy have taken a crack at answering those questions over the years. And within religion (we’ll touch on philosophy later), there is perhaps no better starting point than Christianity. I am not Christian myself, and we will touch on Islam, Buddhism and other religious traditions shortly, but there are a few reasons to focus first and foremost on Christianity.

			Christianity is still the world’s largest religion by a significant margin, with 2.4 billion adherents. More importantly for our discussion, it is the most common religious belief among the world’s richest 20 percent—a group which includes nearly all people in the English-speaking world and Western Europe, even those whose income falls below the poverty line in their respective countries. (This remains the case even after accounting for the fact that a dollar buys a lot less in a country like England than it does in a country like Sudan.)

			Christianity is a great starting point for a second reason as well. While most major religions have passages that speak to the topic at hand, perhaps none have such clear and explicit answers to those questions attributed directly to God himself (in the form of Jesus Christ) as does Christianity.

			Consider the following story from the Gospel of Luke, which is also recounted with nearly identical wording in the Gospel of Matthew:

			Now a certain ruler asked Him, saying, “Good Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?”

			So Jesus said to him, “Why do you call Me good? No one is good but One, that is, God. You know the commandments: ‘Do not commit adultery,’ ‘Do not murder,’ ‘Do not steal,’ ‘Do not bear false witness,’ ‘Honor your father and your mother.’”

			And he said, “All these things I have kept from my youth.”

			So when Jesus heard these things, He said to him, “You still lack one thing. Sell all that you have and distribute to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me.”

			But when he heard this, he became very sorrowful, for he was very rich.

			And when Jesus saw that he became very sorrowful, He said, “How hard it is for those who have riches to enter the kingdom of God! For it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.” (Luke 18:18–25 NKJV)

			Here we have, for those who are Christian, a direct quote from God himself that could not be clearer on what those with resources to share should do: sell all that you have and distribute it to the poor.

			Similar statements from Jesus on the matter can be found elsewhere in the Bible. Citing again from the Gospel of Luke:

			“And the people asked him, saying, ‘What shall we do then?’ He answereth and saith unto them, ‘He that hath two coats, let him impart to him that hath none; and he that hath meat, let him do likewise.’” (3:10–11 KJV)

			Or consider the following quote attributed to Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew:

			“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on his throne in heavenly glory. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate the people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. He will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left.

			Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’

			Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?’

			The King will reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.” (25:31–40 KJV)

			As mentioned, I am not Christian myself (or religious in general), but I was raised Catholic and attended Catholic schools through high school. During those years, I occasionally heard these Bible passages—particularly the first, on how hard it is for a rich man to enter heaven—explained away as being more metaphorical than literal, a commentary on spiritual life rather than a directive for the specific action of giving what one has to the poor. That didn’t seem like an honest view to me then, and it doesn’t seem like an honest view to me now. The directive to give any extra one has to those who have less is highly specific. It is repeated multiple times in multiple settings, and the context of those settings supports a straightforward interpretation. Further, Jesus’ apostles followed the advice literally, giving away what they had to the poor to then follow him.

			Trying to explain away these statements from the biblical Jesus as conveying something other than their straightforward meaning always seemed to me to be clear-cut rationalizing by people who simply did not want to follow the directive. Such rationalizing even calls to mind the penultimate paragraph of the parable of the rich man: “But when he heard this, he became very sorrowful, for he was very rich.” (Luke 18:23 NKJV)

			For those who are Christian then—which is one out of every three human beings, two out of every three Americans, and the majority of the world’s upper class—the idea that we should give all we can to help those who are suffering should be a very familiar concept. Given the extent to which Christianity has influenced Western Civilization, this concept should be familiar even to non-Christian westerners.

			And yet, it is not. This way of thinking and living is so unfamiliar that it comes across as alien when carried out in real life, occasionally eliciting admiration but more often scoffing and incredulity. Why?

			Two Premises

			Before we go any further, it’s worth highlighting two key premises that underlie this book.

			In 1846, Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard penned the short but powerful treatise on devotion to Christianity, Purity of Heart Is to Will One Thing. In it, Kierkegaard argues the following: if you are truly Christian, and truly believe what that faith entails, then the only thing you should want is for God’s will to be done. Your external actions and your internal mental life should therefore be focused on and striving toward that singular goal.

			While Kierkegaard’s book was a call-to-action on religious consistency, its general philosophical argument cuts deeper and has just as much value for those of no religious persuasion. At its core, Kierkegaard’s invocation is a call to live a life consistent with one’s beliefs. His point in a nutshell: if you believe something is both true and important, you should think through the logical conclusions of that belief and then live your life and base your desires and actions on those conclusions.

			It’s a straightforward concept, one that few would argue with, and
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