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Suggestions for Further Reading

Philosophers have not written a great deal about homosexua‘hty. Rxlcélsa;d
Mohr’s writings include “Gay Rights,” Social Theory anii P'r.actzceh.S (l . ),
pp- 31-41; “Invisible Minorities, Civic Rights, Democm-cy, ”th.losopi zia ] g;‘l;?)n
16 (1985), pp. 1-24; and “AIDS, Gays, and State Coercion, -Bioethics 1 ( s
PP 35;3500 see Robert Baker and Frederick Elliston, eds., Philosophy .and\Sac
(Buffalo, N.Y.: Prometheus Books, 1975); and C. H. Whiteley and Winifred M.
Whiteley, Sex and Morals (New York: Basic Books, 1967). )

Two articles defending anti-gay positions are Samuel McCracken, A:'e
Homosexuals Gay?” Commentary 67 (1979), pp. 23-28; and Paul Cameron, “A
Case Against Homosexuality,” Human Life Review 4 (1978), pp. 17-49.

it e a————

P 7/

Jramine, Affluence,
and Morality

Peter Singer

Peter Singer is professor of philosophy and formerly was director of the
Centre for Human Bioethics at Monash University in Australia. His best-
known work is Animal Liberation (1975), which is widely credited with
having launched the modem animal-rights movement. A prolific au-
thor, he has also written books about civil disobedience, reproductive
technologies, sociobiology, Marx, and Hegel.

In the following essay Singer considers the question of whether it

themselves while less fortunate people are starving.

As I write this, in November 1971, people are dying in East Bengal
from lack of food, shelter, and medical care. The suffering and death
that are occurring there now are not inevitable, not unavoidable in
any fatalistic sense of the term. Constant poverty, a cyclone, and a civil
war have turned at least nine million people into destitute refugees;
nevertheless, it is not beyond the capacity of the richer nations to give
enough assistance to reduce any further suffering to very small pro-
portions. The decisions and actions of human beings can prevent this
kind of suffering. Unfortunately, human beings have not made the
necessary decisions. At the individual level, people have, with very few
exceptions, not responded to the situation in any significant way. Gen-
erally speaking, people have not given large sums to relief funds; they

Excerpted from Peter Singer, “Famine, Afftuence, and Morality,” Philosophy and Public
Affairs 1, No. 3 (Spring 1972): 229-235, 238-243. Copyright © 1972 by Princeton Uni-
versity Press. Reprinted by permission of Princeton University Press, 167
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have not written to their parliamentary representatives demanding in-

creased government assistance; they have not demonstrated in the

streets, held symbolic fasts, or done anything else directed toward pro-

viding the refugees with the means to satisfy their essential needs. At
the government level, no government has given the sort of massive aid

that would enable the refugees to survive for more than a few days.

Britain, for instance, has given rather more than most countries. It
has, to date, given £14,750,000. For comparative purposes, Britain’s
share of the nonrecoverable development costs of the Anglo-French
Concorde project is already in excess of £275,000,000, and on present
estimates will reach £440,000,000. The implication is that the British
government values a supersonic transport more than thirty times as
highly as it values the lives of the nine million refugees. Australia is an-
other country which, on a per capita basis, is well up in the “aid to Ben-
gal” table. Australia’s aid, however, amounts to less than one-twelfth of
the cost of Sydney’s new opera house. The total amount given, from
all sources, now stands at about £65,000,000. The estimated cost of
keeping the refugees alive for one year is £464,000,000. Most of the
refugees have now been in the camps for more than six months. The
World Bank has said that India needs a minimum of £300,000,000 in
assistance from other countries before the end of the year. It seems ob-

__vious-thatassistance on this scale will not be forthcoming. Indiawillbe

forced to choose between letting the refugees starve or diverting funds
from her own development program, which will mean that more of
her own people will starve in the future.'

These are the essential facts about the present situation in Ben-
gal. So far as it concerns us here, there is nothing unique about this
situation except its magnitude. The Bengal emergency is just the lat-
est and most acute of a series of major emergencies in various parts of
the world, arising both from natural and from man-made causes.
There are also many parts of the world in which people die from mal-
nutrition and lack of food independent of any special emergency. I
take Bengal as my example only because it is the present concern, and
because the size of the problem has ensured that it has been given ad-
equate publicity. Neither individuals nor governments can claim to be
unaware of what is happening there.

What are the moral implications of a situation like this? In what
follows, I shall argue that the way people in relatively affluent countries
react to a situation like that in Bengal cannot be justified; indeed, the
whole way we look at moral issues—our moral conceptual scheme—
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needs to be altered, and with it, the way of life that has come to be
taken for granted in our society.

In arguing for this conclusion I will not, of course, claim to be
morally neutral. I shall, however, try to argue for the moral position
that I take, so that anyone who accepts certain assumptions, to be
made explicit, will, I hope, accept my conclusion.

I begin with the assumption that suffering and death from lack
of food, shelter, and medical care are bad. I think most people will
agree about this, although one may reach the same view by different
routes. I shall not argue for this view. People can hold all sorts of ec-
centric positions, and perhaps from some of them it would not follow
that death by starvation is in itself bad. It is difficult, perhaps impossi-
blt?, to refute such positions, and so for brevity I will henceforth take
$1s assumption as accepted. Those who disagree need read no fur-

er. :

My next point is this: if it is in our power to prevent something
bad from happening, without thereby sacrificing anything of compa-
r?blf: moral importance, we ought, morally, to do it. By “without sac-
r1ﬁ01.ng anything of comparable moral importance” I mean without
causing anything else comparably bad to happen, or doing something
that is wrong in itself, or failing to promote some moral good, com-

__parable in significance to the bad thing that we can prevent. Thisprin-_______

ciple seems almost as uncontroversial as the last one. It requires us
only to prevent what is bad, and not to promote what is good, and it
requires this of us only when we can do it without sacrificing anything
that is, from the moral point of view, comparably important. I could
even, as far as the application of my argument to the Bengal emer-
gency is concerned, qualify the point so as to make it: if it is in our
power to prevent something very bad from happening, without
the‘reby sacrificing anything morally significant, we ought, morally, to
c‘:io it. An application of this principle would be as follows: if I am walk-
ing pasta shallow pond and see a child drowning in it, I ought to wade
in ‘and pull the child out. This will mean getting my clothes muddy, but
this is insignificant, while the death of the child would presumably be
avery bad thing.

The uncontroversial appearance of the principle just stated is
deceptive. If it were acted upon, even in its qualified form, our lives,
our society, and our world would be fundamentally changed. For the
principle takes, firstly, no account of proximity or distance. It makes
no moral difference whether the person I can help is a neighbor’s
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child ten yards from me or a Bengali whose name I shall never knf)w,
ten thousand miles away. Secondly, the principle makes no dlsu.nctmn
between cases in which I am the only person who .C(?uld Posmbly do
anything and cases in which I am just one among millions in the same
POSlU‘i')S;) not think I need to say much in defense of the refusa% to takfe
proximity and distance into account. The fact thaf a person is phzlip
cally near to us, so that we have personal contact with him, mazrl,1 n"l e
it more likely that we shall assist him, but this does not shov:l a _yve
ought to help him rather than anot.hfar .who h.appen‘s to be furt eali'away.
If we accept any principle of impartiality, universalizability, equahty, }(:r
whatever, we cannot discriminate against someone mel'-ely bec.agse e
is far away from us (or we are far away from him). Admittedly, itis pos-
sible that we are in a better position to judge what needs to be done to
help a person near to us than one far away, and p.erhaps also to pro-
vide the assistance we judge to be necessary. If this were the case, it
would be a reason for helping those near to us first. :I‘hls may once
have been a justification for being more cm?ncemed with the poor in
one’s town than with famine victims in India. Unfortupately for those
who like to keep their moral responsibilities limited, instant commu-
nication and swift transportation have changed the situation. From

““the moral point of view; the-developmentof-the world-into-a“global

village” has made an important, though still unrecoggized, difference
to our moral situation. Expert observers and supervisors, sent out by
famine relief organizations or permanently stationed in famme.-prone
areas, can direct our aid to a refugee in Bengal almost as effectively as
we could get it to someone in our own block'. T.hef'e vYould seem,
therefore, to be no possible justification for discriminating on geo-
i nds. o
gTaPhr}?haiir (r)xlllay be a greater need to defend the second implication
of my principle—that the fact that there are rfnlhons of other people
in the same position, in respect to the Bengali refugcjes, as 1 am, dQes
not make the situation significantly different fro.m asituation in which
1 am the only person who can prevent some.thmg very baq froxrilff oc-
curring. Again, of course, I admit that there is a psych(.)logmal d er-
ence between the cases; one feels less guilty about doing nothm-g if
one can point to others, similarly placed, who have als9 d<.)ne nothing.
Yet this can make no real difference to our moral obhgat.lons. Should
I consider that I am less obliged to pull the drowning child out of the
pond if on looking around I see other people, no furthe-r away than [
am, who have also noticed the child but are doing nothing? One has
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only to ask this question to see the absurdity of the view that numbers
lessen obligation. It is a view that is an ideal excuse for inactivity; un-
fortunately most of the major evils—poverty, overpopulation, pollu-
tion—are problems in which everyone is almost equally involved.
The view that numbers do make a difference can be made plau-
sible if stated in this way: if everyone in circumstances like mine gave
£5 to the Bengal Relief Fund, there would be enough to provide food,
shelter, and medical care for the refugees; there is no reason why I
should give more than anyone else in the same circumstances as I am;
therefore I have no obligation to give more than £5. Each premise in
this argument is true, and the argument looks sound. It may convince
us, unless we notice that it is based on a hypothetical premise, al-
though the conclusion is not stated hypothetically. The argument
would be sound if the conclusion were: if everyone in circumstances
like mine were to give £5, I would have no obligation to give more than
£5. If the conclusion were so stated, however, it would be obvious that
the argument has no bearing on a situation in which it is not the case
that everyone else gives £5. This, of course, is the actual sitnation. It is
more or less certain that not everyone in circumstances like mine will
give £5. So there will not be enough to provide the needed food, shel-

ter, and medical care. Therefore by giving more than £5 I will prevent

If my argument so far has been sound, neither our distance from
a preventable evil nor the number of other people who, in respect to
that evil, are in the same situation as we are, lessens our obligation to
mitigate or prevent that evil. I shall therefore take as established the
principle I asserted earlier. As I have already said, I need to assert it
only in its qualified form: if it is in our power to prevent something
very bad from happening, without thereby sacrificing anything else
morally significant, we ought, morally, to do it.

The outcome of this argument is that our traditional moral cat-
egories are upset. The traditional-distinction between duty and char-
ity cannot be drawn, or at least, not in the place we normally draw it.
Giving money to the Bengal Relief Fund is regarded as an act of char-
ity in our society. The bodies which collect money are known as “char-
ities.” These organizations see themselves in this way—if you send
them a check, you will be thanked for your “generosity.” Because giv-
ing money is regarded as an act of charity, it is not thought that there
is anything wrong with not giving. The charitable man may be praised,
but the man who is not charitable is not condemned. People do not
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feel in any way ashamed or guilty about spending money on new
clothes or a new car instead of giving it to famine relief. (Indeed, the
alternative does not occur to them.) This way of looking at the matter
cannot be justified. When we buy new clothes not to keep ourselves
warm but to look “well-dressed” we are not providing for any impor-
tant need. We would not be sacrificing anything significant if we were
to continue to wear our old clothes, and give the money to famine re-
lief. By doing so, we would be preventing another person from starv-
ing. It follows from what I have said earlier that we ought to give
money away, rather than spend it on clothes which we do not need to
keep us warm. To do so is not charitable, or generous. Nor is it the
kind of act which philosophers and theologians have called
“supererogatory”—an act which it would be good to do, but not wrong
not to do. On the contrary, we ought to give the money away, and itis
wrong not to do so. . ..

It may still be thought that my conclusions are so wildly out of
line with what everyone else thinks and has always thought that there
must be something wrong with the argument somewhere. In order to
show that my conclusions, while certainly contrary to contemporary
Western moral standards, would not have seemed so extraordinary at
other times and in other places, I would like to quote a passage from

~'-a-wﬁfefﬁememaﬂy-eheughkeﬁmwaymtmdimljhamasAqum& )

Now, according to the natural order institated by divine provi

dence, material goods are provided for the satisfaction of human
needs. Therefore the division and appropriation of property, which
proceeds from human law, must not hinder the satisfaction of
man’s necessity from such goods. Equally, whatever a man has in su-
perabundance is owed, of natural right, to the poor for their suste-
nance. So Ambrosius says, and it is also to be found in the Decretum
Gratiani: “The bread which you withhold belongs to the hungry;
the clothing you shut away, to the naked; and the money you bury
in the earth is the redemption and freedom of the penniless.”2

I now want to consider a number of points, more practical than
philosophical, which are relevant to the application of the moral con-
clusion we have reached. These points challenge not the idea that we
ought to be doing all we can to prevent starvation, but the idea that
giving away a great deal of money is the best means to this end.

Itis sometimes said that overseas aid should be a government re-
sponsibility, and that therefore one ought not to give to privately run
charities. Giving privately, it is said, allows the government and the
noncontributing members of society to escape their responsibilities.
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o T;,l':st ;rgl‘lment seems to assume that the more people there are
e g:e ngljvately o?gamzed famine relief funds, the less likely it is
ot ui > i;‘nment will take over full responsibility for such aid. This
e 0p on \msupport.ed, and doc.as not strike me as at all plausible.
assumspthat ; t\:e‘jv‘—that if no one gives voluntarily, a government will
e ha It f(c)llize:lfnzge g:'n}mter.zsted in famine relief and would
ving aid—seems more plausible. In
case, unless there were a definite probability that P i an}’
one would be helping to bring abgut massi\tf};, gove?r)xlllr-;il:f 1:s§ist;§we
people who do 'refuse to make voluntary contributions are refusin ct%
E;ev;r:: aitb(ierlt)am amount of suffering without being able to poin% to
Shy angible enc;ﬁmal consequence of their refusal. So the onus of
owing how their refusal will bring about government action i
those who refuse to give. e
I do not, of course, want to dispute the i
ments of affluent nations should be Igjiving macrtl)ynl:ti(rzrr::soflll(:h :;;i?lvetmt-'
genuu'le., no—stfings-attached aid that they are giving now. I a eent .
tha}t giving anately is not enough, and that we ough't togrbe s
paigning a}cuvely for entirely new standards for both public andcan}_
vate contributions to famine relief. Indeed, I would S)Ifjrnpathize ‘Zrt}l)
:zzgz;lse who rth.ougﬁtlthat campaigning was more important than giv-
practice would be ve df(f)u i  peonte e
idea that “it’s the govzyrr(:m(:;lt"": ;‘;iniort}ll)r'll?tely, oy Beople the
: : nsibility” i i
ing wl:;h t;‘lloes not appear to entailp any politt)i,callS :cifjrslogt;oerrn()t i
nother, more serious reason for not giving to famin. i
?m(.is is that until there is effective population gcontrol, r(fli(r;;;ff
amine merely postpones starvation. If we save the Bengal refu, ee?;’
ggx,ilc])t:g:\; }ierh?Ps theI children of these refugees, will face stagrva_
ars’ time. In support of this, one may ci
known facts about the population explosion and t?l};crl:leatt?‘:aln (;w Wel:i-
scope for expanded production. v
. ThlS. point, likc the previous ene, is an argument against reliev-
g;gg }s::f}f;r;;egnt%xa;s ?appening now, because of a belief about what
in the future; it is unlike the 1 int i
good evifience can be adduced in support (I)); i;;li(s)%sell)i(enfr:t:;lut:l;: V‘;‘;Y
ture. I will not go in.to the eviderice here. I accept that the earth ian:
?Ot S}l}:port indefinitely a population rising at the present rate. This
ertainly poses a problem for anyone who thinks it important to pr
vent 'famme. Again, however, one could accept the argument withpre-
drawing the conclusion that it absolves one from any obligation to();ot
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anything to prevent famine. The conc.lusio.n that should be. drawlril;si
that the best means of preventing famine, in the' l.ong runillsdpop e
tion control. It would then follow from the position r:lac_ e Za:tml
that one ought to be doing all one can to p1‘r0mote po;; auor‘;:on o
(unless one held that all forms of population control were ) Sign n
themselves, or would have signiﬁca.n't_ly bad conseqlier.xces C.(mm)l
there are organizations working specifically for pop\(n1 ation contr 0%
one would then support them rather than more orthodox me .
Prevezutiigrza;rg;:{ raised by the conclusion reached earlier relates to
the question of just how much we all o.ught to be giving azztlz.oozz
possibility, which has already be-en rlnetrl}lgt(;’nei ;i Elzgl v: eovl;fl;at whfi "

i ach the level of marginal utility—that 1s, ,
ll;;'l gv?sg tlznore, 1 would cause as rnu.ch suffermg to myself ofr cn(:z; rc:z-
pendents as I would relieve by my gift. This would mean, ;1)1 ircum:
that one would reduce oneself to very near the mat;n Icut -
stances of a Bengali refugee. It will be ref:alled that ear 1e_r1 pof or
ward both a strong and a moderate version of the principle S u}: e
venting bad occurrences. The strong vaO‘r:l’ ;\:)Iil:ghsf)egzl::ould o

ings from happening unless in co

S:::;ill::; (:ot:;letiing of corlilparable moral significance, does seem

also say that the strong version seems to tIIIll:t iseb:h?li é:ol:::‘fet ;n};;
oposed the more moderate version—that _
gcr:cgrrences unless, to do so, }‘IIVC h;dtto sacgfi;::fﬁ-:;ff;:;ﬁg
significant—only in order' to show thal e\_rﬁn. S e e
principle a great change in our way of life is req © . the more
inciple, it may not follow that we ought to re
:é%i:ﬁeuf: levepi of marg}i,nal utility, for one might hold dtl}?'tntosze:
duce oneself and one’s family to 1:hils1 .le_vel 1sItc;l Zﬁujztsg?:ceussl gncg
i to happen. Whether thisisso1s , ,
:slf}fgelys:ia:fl can Eé)e no good reason for holding the Enode.rfa‘t;v:z:
sion of the principle rather than the strong version. vietnS }iould e
cepted the principle only in its moderate form, however,th hould be
clear that we would have to give away enough to ensure tsﬁa e con
sumer society, dependent as it is on people spengmg ?ln rvia rather
than giving to famine relief, would slow dqwn an dr.;)er dae;;mblepi}:l o
entirely. There are several reasons why.tl'us would be rable in 1t
self. The value and necessity of economic growth are now 111 gthere
tioned not only by conservationists, buF by economxstz'as wte.l . here
is no doubt, too, that the consumer society has had a distorting
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on the goals and purposes of its members. Yet looking at the matter
purely from the point of view of overseas aid, there must be 2 limit to
the extent to which we should deliberately slow down our economy;
for it might be the case that if we gave away, say, 40 percent of our

Gross National Product, we would slow down the economy so much

that in absolute terms we would be giving less than if we gave 25 per-
cent of the much larger GNP that we would have if we limited our
contribution to this smaller percentage.

I'mention this only as an indication of the sort of factor that one
would have to take into account in working out an ideal. Since West-
ern societies generally consider one percent of the GNP an acceptable
level for overseas aid, the matter is entirely academic. Nor does it af-
fect the question of how much an individua) should give in a society in
which very few are giving substantial amounits.

It is sometimes said, though less often now than it used to be,
that philosophers have no special role to play in public affairs, since
most public issues depend primarily on an assessment of facts. On
questions of fact, it is said, philosophers as such have no special ex-
pertise, and so it has been possible to engage in philosophy without
committing oneself to any position on major public issues. No doubt
there are some issues of social policy and foreign policy about which

~ S —

jevel of marginal usility [ should 4 it can truly be said that a really expert-assessment-of the facts is re-

quired before taking sides or acting, but the issue of famine is surely
not one of these. The facts about the existence of suffering are beyond
dispute. Nor, I think, is it disputed that we can do something about it,
either through orthodox methods of famine relief or through popu-
lation control or both. This is therefore an issue on which philoso-
phers are competent to take a position. The issue is one which faces
everyone who has more money than he needs o support himself and
his dependents, or who is in a position to take some sort of political
action. These categories must include practically every teacher and
student of philosophy in the universities of the Western world. If phi-
losophy is to deal with matters that are relevant to both teachers and
students, this is an issue that philosophers should discuss.

Discussion, though, is not enough. What is the point of relating
philosophy to public (and personal) affairs if we do not take our con-
clusions seriously? In this instance, taking our conclusion seriously
means acting upon it. The philosopher will not find it any easier than
anyone else to alter his attitudes and way of life to the extent that, if
am right, is involved in doing everything that we ought to be doing. At
the very least, though, one can make a start. The philosopher who
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does so will have to sacrifice some of the benefits of the consumer so-
ciety, but he can find compensation in the satisfaction of a way of life
in which theory and practice, if not yetin harmony, are at least com-
ing together.

Notes

1. There was also a third possibility: that India would go to war to enable
the refugees to return to their lands. Since I wrote this paper, Indla' has taken
this way out. The situation is no longer that described above, but this does not

indicates.
affect m ment, as the next paragraph in . . '
* 2.YS:¢I1rgw‘:za Theologica, I-11, Question 66, Article 7, in Aquinas, Sel'ected Po-
litical Writings, ed. A. P. d’Entreves, trans. J. G. Dawson (Oxford: Basil Black-

well, 1948), 171.
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CHAPTER 18

[reeding the Hungry

Jan Narveson

Jan Narveson, a philosopher who teaches at the University of Waterloo in

Canada, takes a contractarian approach to moral philosophy—morality,
in this view, consists in the agreements that rational, self-interested peo-
ple would make for their mutual benefit. In the following selection he ar-
gues, from this point of view, that we have no extensive obligations to aid
needy people.

ers worse off than they, and often enough of others who face starva-
tion. In the contemporary world, television and other mass media en-
able all of us in the better-off areas to hear about starvation in even the
most remote places. What, if any, are our obligations toward victims of
starvation?

This can be a rather complex subject in real-world situations.
We must begin by distinguishing importantly different cases. For
starve functions both as a passive verb, indicating something that
happens to one, and as an active verb, designating something in-
flicted by one person on another. In the latter case, starvation is a
form of killing, and of course comes under the same strictures that
any other method of killing is liable to. But when the problem is
plague, crop-failure due to drought, or sheer lack of know-how,
there is no obviously guilty party. Then the question is whether we,

the amply fed, are guilty parties if we fail to come to the rescue of
those victims.

Reprinted by permission from Jan Narveson, Moral Matters (Lewiston, N.Y.: Broadview
Press, 1993), pp. 138-150.

177




‘[ he Right Thing
to Do

Basic Readings in Moral Philosophy

SECOND EDITION

EDITED BY JAMES RACHELS |

University of Alabama at Birmingham

EF McGraw-Hill
fid College

Boston Burr Ridge, II. Dubuque, JA Madison, WI New York
San Franciso St. Louis Bangkok Bogotd Caracas Lisbon
London Madrid Mexico City Milan New Delhi Seoul
Singapore Sydney Taipei Toronto




