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s Art a Waste of Time?

With less than a week to finish my screenplay for the last round of a big screenwriting
competition, I stepped on a train with two members of a growing activism movement
called Effective Altruism. Holly Morgan was the managing director for The Life You Can
Save, an organization that encourages privileged Westerners to help reduce global pov-
erty. Sam Hilton had organized the London pub meet-up where I'd first heard about the
movement (known as “EA” for short; its members are EAs). The pair of them were head-

ing to East Devon with a few others for a cottage retreat, where they were going to relax
among sheep and alpacas, visit a ruined abbey, and get some altruism-related writing
done, [ decided to join them because I liked the idea of finishing my script (a very dark
comedy) in the idyllic English countryside, and because 1 wanted to learn more about
the EA goal of doing as much good as you possibly can with your life. We were already
halfway there when my second reason for going {hreatened to undermine my first.

art to improve the

Arou what EAs thought about using
nd Basingstoke, I asked Hilton and possibly also Stevent Soder-

World. In the back of m n screenplay;
y mind I had my oW " e
bergh's 2001 Oscar acceptance speech for best director: which I'd once found inspiring:
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that would have resonated with many gy,
<omeone’s book. film, painting, or dance could be their
ffering struck Hilton as bizarre, almost to the pojnt o

furrowing brow struggle to make sense of my question,
n appropriate venue for my screenwriting

It turns out that this is not a speech

tive Altruists. The idea tflat
way to reduce the world’s su
incoherence. As I watched his o
[ started to doubt whether this retr

amintiolngs;gtc:}rl: lzél\.ustralian moral philosopher Peter Singer p ublished an essay calleg
n ’

" ined the following thought exper;
" . and Morality, which containe riment
55;’;;:: ylxﬂ sl::rlzechild drowning in a pond: would you jump in and rescue her, €ven

: lothes? It would be hj
' ed her in? Even if it meant ruining your ¢ vo ighly
if you hadn’t push “no” — and yet most of us manage to ignore those dying of poverty

disease all over the world, though we could easily help them. Singe,
:?:ug:?l;ea!:ttizlseinconsistency is unjustifiable. _The FAS agree, apd have.dedicated their
lives to living out the radical implications of this philosophy. If distance is morally irre|.
evant, then devastating poverty and preventable disease surx.'ou'nd us. Any break we
take from working to reduce suffering throughout the world is like having a leisurely
nap beside a lake where thousands of children are screaming for our help.
The EA movement started coalescing in Oxford in 2009 when the philosophers .

Toby Ord and William MacAskill came together with around twenty others to work
out how to make radical altruism mainstream. MacAskill told me that they went by the
jokey moniker “Super Hardcore Do-Gooders,” until they came up with “Effective Altru-
ism” in 2011. Along with various other EA-affiliated organizations, Ord and MacAskill
co-founded Giving What We Can, which suggests a baseline donation of 10 percent of
your income to effective charities.

This is often what EA comes down to: working hard to earn money and then giving
as much of it as you can to the needy. Good deeds come in many forms, of course, and
there are other ways of making a difference. But the gauntlet that EA throws down
is simply this: does your preferred good deed make as much of a difference as simply
handing over the money? If not, how good a deed is it really?

‘ Once we'd settled in at the cottage, Hilton and I stepped out for a walk through the
bits of forest that hadn't been razed for pasture, and he asked if my script would be one
of tlllg I?est sc‘fipts”ever written. At the time I thought he was trolling me. I obviously
20111 I}t say “yes,” but “no” would somehow feel like an admission of failure. It was

nly aiter talking to other EAs that I came to understand what h ting at. A
EAs see it, writing scripts and making movi d ' e ettt it
hands. could have suyeq lves. I i g es demands resources that, in the right
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ript that weekend, despite Hilton's crushing anti-
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tral premise of Effec
central p ective Altruism iy alluringly intuitive. Simply put, EAs

1he
uce suffering and increa
Ty se lifespa
:;(“w s AS Morgan explained in an email tlc); g;‘“d happiness. That's it; nothing else

 find that:nost of us seem to ultimately care .

couc of wt{;:i;lbeitt:lg t-l— we want everyone to g:%‘;;;(;";it:;ﬂ‘g close to the

P"Omme anything tha ?adS to humans and animals feel; S RSASK Gl e

filled. I rarely meet Effective Altruists who care about, :e l1)2;1, happy and ful-

jife or the environment for their own sake — rather. the Yt ;mty, knowledge,

care about these things only insofar as they contrit’mte};o?vlelltobﬁ’n e
-being.

this point of view, the im L
:glge negligible compared Withlfos::ange of m(.)st mdlvidua? works of art would 10
pave b ased in EA eincles 15 that it do Y, deworming 1,000 children. An idea often
: esn't matter who does something —
is that it gets done. And though artists often pride themsel ing wl.lat mat-
ir individuality, it doesn't follow that they have someth'e veson Eh MEApEnESS

- society. On the contrary, says Diego Caleiro, director of tllrllg;m('l{l ) valuab} -~

e oty and P ity o e 1 i
supp?;pi{sa;)iilti?u.l?ne artist is as pretty much as useful as the next. And of course, the

Replaceability is a core concept in EA. The idea is that the only good that counts is
what you accomplish over and above what the next person would have done in your

ce. In equation form, Your Apparent Good Achieved minus the Good Your Coun-
erfactual Replacement Would Have Achieved equals Your Actual Good Achieved
This is a disconcerting calculation, because even if you think you've been doing grea‘t
work, your final score could be small or negative. While it might seem as though
working for a charity makes a major positive impact, you have to remember the other
cager applicants who would have worked just as hard if they'd been hired instead. Is
the world in which you got the job really better than the world in which the other
person did? Maybe not.

It is in the interests of becoming irre-
placeable that a lot of EAs promote “earn-
ing to give” —getting a well-paid job and
donating carefully. If you score a lucrative
programming job and then give away half
your income, most of your competition pr
money. As far as the great universal calcu
made yourself hard to replace. Artists, mean

front of them while the rest of the world burns. '
Ozzie Gooen, a programmer for the UK-based ethical careers website 80.000

Hours, told me about a satirical superhero he invented t0 spoof creative people in
rich countries who care more about making cool art than helping needy people, yet

leel good about themselves because it's better than nothing. “1 make the joke of ‘Net-

Positive Man.” Gooen said. “He has all the resources and advantages and money. and
tive things. Like he'll see someone drowning

he goes | net-posi

, around the world doing net-post : ; | :

"awell, and he's l‘ikeO‘But don'gt worry, I'm here. Net positive! Here's a YouTube Video!
¥ liet positive!””
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* them while the rest of the world
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lation of utility is concerned, you have
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- a career in the arts, is there any hope
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can read altruistic ideas.
uccessful already. you uits and sprea .
E:f:syour talent to attract new E‘t]r:fl: with people who have good mathematic siljg,

“We're actually vef:YRs(:ggff Wwiblin, executive director of the Centre for Effective
good philosop iy Skf.l o 1d really love to have some artists. We ’really need visyg]
Altruism, told me. I wou hink about how Effective Altruism could

, eople t :
designers. It would be great to have peop ks who anticipate long wilderness years

" etic maveric
be promoted tgmt;lf:g?; e ould seem to have little to contribute to the cauge,
of rejection and s '

ams for what Caleiro calls “an -y
in
Perhaps they should th

Y returns.” ) e .
mmmg:gr:?ggfi:;egd screenwriter like me, this is a disappointing message. Brian
Fo.rk the American writer of the website Essays on Reducing Suffering, told me
e ft to help others should take solace in the theory that

t artists who abandon their cra : . '
;llllapossible artwork already exists somewhere in the quantum multiverse. As he put it:

“With reducing suffering, we care about decreasing thf’j quax'ltity that c?xists, b-ut with
artwork, it seems you'd only care about existence or not in a binary fashion. So if all art
already exists within some measure, isn't that good enough? ’ .

I actually do find that mildly comforting, if it's true, but I'm not convinced that it
will win many supporters to the EA cause. The problem, ironically, might actually be
an aesthetic one.

Effective Altruism is part subversive, part conformist: subversive in its radical
egalitarianism and its critique of complacent privilege; conformist in that”it’s another
force channeling us towards the traditional success model. The altruistic Ubermensch
is a hard-working money mover, a clean-cut advocate, or a brilliant innovator of
utility-improving devices or ideas. As usual,

creative types are ignored if their ideas . “Effective Altruism would
aren't lucrative or if they don’t support a . sometimes say that the thing you
favored ideology. Crass materialism and most enjoy isn’'t the most moral
ethical anti-materialism now seem to share thing to do.”
identical means: earning money or rephras-

ing the ideas of other.s. But there are plenty of people drawn to the media and the arts

Zqﬁ;szhal;czgt making the world better. For them to accept the EA position will often
at they give up what they love to do m

most part, they say “tough.” ost. What do EAs say to that? For the

disis &?&:ﬁmﬁﬁed by utilitarianism,” explained Michael Bitton, a once-aspiting Cana-

¢r turned EA, “is that nothing is sacred. Everything that exists is subject to

! . ‘ 2 is art or Oh

frO i 1 199 «F Ty
Blfective Altruiy m ethlcé}l considerations, Wlblm has a similar view. “It is true that

15

however, W
k about ditching their dre

¢ s




i » Y i 3
! 2 v z .
Is Art a Waste of Time? 367

demic in that area. But I couldn't realjy i )
ther people. even though I found it fas};i,rlll::‘:g - IR SRRy B S
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o0
hdpmge iron logic of replaceability leaves many g
tisthisa problem with EA as an ideolo y dreams dead on the ground, to be
re at if the arts and humanities were hugelf )l; - ? P_mbiem with reality? It would
e nﬁ tobe personally satisfying. Still, if they're note 1n eflclal to 'fhe world, because they
(€8 herating on some questionable values. Is youl;l a?; helping much, artists might
Luman lives and suffering? Would sell-expression more important
that work to red . you rather contribute to the cult { ri
ieti than uce the suffering of the poor, or of ure of rich
soi arbitrary to fill the world with your own personal oo fut‘}re generations? Is it
s yOUrs? alspin on things, simply because
1 : "
re’sa simple test to determine if ’ ;
I:ediscovered that someone else lhzgl;rfls r:agng Bt i gonmeit oo Tt
“Z{Oyou' 4 s had, buk they produed and distrrilb etntéy l:o.me up with a project idea
) or would you be thrilled that this vitally i uted their work first, would you be
t: OF . € ‘at this vitally important stuff was out there, altering
ctives and making everything better in a real, quantifiable way——eve;l though
" wouldn't increase your social status? us

«t think that there’s s : .

! thtl;: re's almost not(t)::t of '; mass delusion among artists and writers that just
pecause the X m_g _t at confers more privilege and prestige and symbolic
capital than art: just because it's high-status, people think it’s of a high importance,”
said the Austrah‘an wrlter'C.hrls Rodley. “And I think that’s wrong. Which is probably
aweird, contradictory position for someone who wants to do art to take.”

Rodley is one of the two EAs I talked to with a media and arts background. The
other was Michael Bitton, who is a postgraduate in media production in Toronto.

s wanted to be a filmmaker, and then I thought, ‘Well what good does this do?"” he
told me. “So I kind of stopped wanting to be a filmmaker.”

Despite their reservations, both Rodley and Bitton are investigating the kinds of 2
creative projects with potential to do the most good, on the assumption that it could
sometimes make sense for EAs to influence culture through arts and media. For
Bitton, this means questioning whether “the traditional criteria of artistic great-
ness, like the profundity of ideas, or the emotional impact, or originality or timeless-
ness or popularity,” automatically translates into good consequences. “The concept
of artistic integrity is inherently in opposition to the concept of Effective Altruism,”
be told me. “I don't think you could go all the way Effective Altruist as an artist
without compromising your ‘artistic integrity.” In theory, Bitton suggests, “you
could have an artist who's making stuff that he or she hasno interes't in whatsoever,
doesn’t like, doesn't find interesting Or funny, doesn't know the point of, bu”t that's
the optimal work of art according to our magic consequences calculator. ..

Rodley suggests that EA artists could

something to learn from the medieval * “What greater utilliitahri&n deed
Period, when impact were - could you accomplish than
pogial s Bn * averting infinite suffering?”

the goals of art, before the “art for art's sake
Yhology” shifted the focus to intrinsic

Serit. Take the Chﬂ;t:?:n mystery plays: «They were proto-utilitarian art works. A lot
ey were trying to save the audience’s souls. And what greater utilitarian deed
0ld you accomplish than averting infinite suffering?”
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g B : itical or socia e
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would peally SIORELER, o ht be useful to sneak good memes such as racism ig

; that it mig e
g Hrensil:;gb%:(;‘fSimto mainstream fictional works, especially if you can avoid the
bad” or “sexis

A ial episode” feel. : :
hea\g-gix;d;ieavsghsii%; inlt)ed to experimental sound design as an anti-utilitarian
O 3 ’

: ause art’s impact grows by reach-
dead end. In g?neral. the .avan.t-gar;lle is ;::gf:;:ig books, films, Iyrical sorgxil
ing larger audiences, which gives the a T latable, “Took sikt ;

hone apps that make altruistic ideas pala ) _ nger’s
gaes, afid S id. “ that's sort of an artistic, fictional para-
shallow-pond analogy,” Rodley said. “In a way, . -
ble. It’s quite striking and has many of the features of a creative work. o
still, if we were to consult our magic utilitarian consequences calculat.or, how oftg.x;
would it tell us to bother making art at all? Persuasive, progressive art might be better
than nothing, but that doesn't make it an optimal use of time and resources. Evenifa
socially minded piece of media gets enough attention to make a positive impact (rar
enough in itself), its noticeable effects are often mixed. %
Rodley pointed out that the U.S. TV series Will & Grace might have made some
Americans more accepting of gay people, but it also arguably imposed “homonorma-
tive” expectations on how gay people are supposed to act. Similarly, Harriet Beecher
Stowe's novel Uncle Tom'’s Cabin (1852) apparently turned many white Americans
against slavery while also perpetuating damaging stereotypes. The U.S. documen-
tary Searching for Sugar Man (2012) claims that the music of Sixto Rodriguez hely ed
to inspire anti-apartheid protestors in South Africa, but presents this as an accidental
and serendipitous side-effect rather than something Rodriguez could have consciously
set out to do. Famous artists have a lot of influence and money to give away to
causes. But, said Rodley: “By definition, most artists are mediocre, and their art d
really please many people, if any.” 4
If what you want to do is make
hany people with curable diseases mj
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Il you accept the shajjou.
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' w, that will ha ) _
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an.

questions for Critical Reading

1. How important do you feel it is to relieve suffering i

. g in the world? Wh illi
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2. Acc
lains justifiable reasons to make art when acting from Effective Altruism.
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