MORALITY AND SOCIETY Famine, Affluence, and Morality

o give enoug_h assistance t-o_reduce any.further sufferiug_to very
small proportions. The decflsmns and actions of human bf:mgs can
prevent this kind of sufferm.g'. Unfortunatc_zly,_h.uman beings have
pot made the necessary decisions. At the individual level, people
have, with very few exceptions, not responded to the situat_ion in any
significant. way. Generally speaking, p.eople have not given large
sums to relief funds; th'CY h.avc not written to their p‘arllamentary
" gepr esentatives demanding increased government assistance; they
have not demonstrated 1n the strec'at:?, held symbolic tﬁasts, or done
anything else directed toward providing the refugees with the means
to satisfy their essential needs. At the government level, no govern-
- ment has given the sort of massive aid that would enable the refugees
1o 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 de-
- velopment costs of the Anglo-French Concorde project is already in
" excess of £275,000,000, and on present estimates will reach
400,000,000. The implication is that the British government values
supersonic transport more than thirty times as highly as it values
“the lives of the nine million refugees. Australia is another country
which, ona per capita basis, is well up in the “aid to Bengal” 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
Sotirces, now stands at about £65,000,000. The estimated cost of
eﬁing 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
orld Bank has said that India needs a minimum of £300,000,000 in
tance from other countries before the end of the year. It seems
vious that assistance on this scale will not be forthcoming. India
be forced to choose between letting the refugees starve or divert-
g funds from her own development program, which will mean that
ore of her own people will starve in the future.!

hese are the essential facts about the present situation in Bengal,
fat as it concerns us here, there is nothing unique about this
ation except its magnitude. The Bengal emergency is just the
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Singer describes the mass starvation in many parts of the
world and argues that affluent persons are morally obli-
gated to contribute part of their time and income toward
alleviating hunger. He assumes that passivity, when peo- :
ple are able to act to prevent evil, is morally wrong,:
Nowadays we can help people over great distances; in--
stant communication and air travel have transformed ¢
world into a “global village.” If, says Singer, bystande
see a child drowning in a shallow pond, they ought t
save that child even if it means muddying their clothes

Failure to do so is gross moral negligence. Singer com:
pares the citizens of the affluent West to these bystanders

As I write this, in November 1971, people are dying in East Beng:
from lack of food, shelter, and medical care. The suffering and death 7
that are occurring there now are not inevitable, not unavoidable i
any fatalistic sense of the term. Constant poverty, a cyclone, an
civil war have turned at least nine million people into destitute refit
gees; nevertheless, it is not beyond the capacity of the richer nation

Was also a third possibility: that India would go to war to enable the refugees

to their lands. Since I wrote this paper, India has taken this way out. The

n is no longer that described above, but this does not affect my argument, as
paragraph indicates.
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latest 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
malnutrition 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
adequate 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 coun-
tries react to a situation like that in Bengal cannot be justified; indeed,
the whole way we look at moral issues—our moral conceptual
scheme—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 [ take, so that anyone who accepts certain assumptions, to be
made explicit, will, [ 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
eccentric positions, and perhaps from some of them it would not
follow that death by starvation is in itself bad. It is difficult, perhaps
impossible, to refute such positions, and so for brevity I will hence-
forth take this assumption as accepted. Those who disagree need
read no further.

My next point is this: if it is in our power to prevent something

_ bad from happéning, without thereby sacrificing anything of com-
. | parable moral importance, we ought, morally, to do it. By “without
 sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance” [ mean with-

out causing anything else comparably bad to happen, or doing some-
thing that is wrong in itself, or failing to promote some moral good,

. comparable in significance to the bad thing that we can prevent. This

principle 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 impor-
tant. I could even, as far as the application of my argument to the
Bengal emergency is concerned, qualify the point so as to make it: if
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it is in our power to prevent something very bad from happening,
without thereby sacrificing anything morally significant, we ought,
morally, to do it. Anapplication of this principle would be as follows:
if I am walking past a shallow pond and see a child drowning in it, [
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 a very bad thing,

The uncontroversial appearance of the principle just stated is de-
ceptive. 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
child ten yards from me or a2 Bengali whose name I shall never know,
ten thousand miles away. Secondly, the principle makes no distinction
between cases in which T am the only persen who could possibly do
anything and cases in which [ am just one among millions in the same
position.

I do not think I need to say much in defense of the refusal to take
proximity and distance into account. The fact that a person is physi-
cally near to us, so that we have personal contact with him, may
make it more likely that we shall assist him, but this does not show
that we ought to help him rather than another who happens to be
further away. If we accept any principle of impartiality, universaliz-
ability, equality, or whatever, we cannot discriminate against some-
one merely because he is far away from us (or we are far away from
him). Admittedly, it is possible 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 perhaps also to provide the assistance we judge to be
necessary. If this were the case, it would be a reason for helping those
near to us first. This may once have been a justification for being
more concerned with the poot in one’s own town than with famine
victims in India. Unfortunately for those who like to keep their
moral responsibilities limited, instant communication and swift
transportation have changed the situation. From the moral point of
view, the development of the world into a “global village™ has made
an important, though still unrecognized, difference to our moral
situation. Expert observers and supervisors, sent out by famine relief
organizations or permanently stationed in the famine-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. There would seem,
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therefore, to be no possible justification for discriminating on geo-
graphical grounds.

There may be a greater need to defend the second implication of
my principle—that the fact that there are millions of other people in
the same position, in respect to the Bengali refugees, as [ am, does
not make the situation significantly different from a situation in
which I am the only person who can prevent something very bad
from occurring. Again, of course, I admit that there is a psycholog-
ical difference between the cases; one feels less guilty about doing
nothing if one can point to others, similatly placed, who have also
done nothing. Yet this can make no real difference to our moral
obligations. Should I consider that I am less obliged to pull the
drowning child out of the pond if on looking around 1 see other
people, no further away than I am, who have also noticed the child
but are doing nothing? One has only to ask this question to see the
absurdity of the view that numbers lessen obligation. Itis a view that
is an ideal excuse for inactivity; unfortunately most of the major
evils—poverty, overpopulation, pollution—are problems in which
everyone is almost equally involved.

The view that numbers do make a difference can be made plausible
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 Iam;
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 ob-
vious 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
situation. 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, shelter, and medical care. Therefore by giving more
than £5 I will prevent more suffering than [ would if I gave just £3.

It might be thought that this argument has an absurd consequence.
Since the situation appears to be that very few people are likely to
give substantial amounts, it follows that I and everyone else in similar
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circumstances ought to give as much as possible, that is, at least up
to the point at which by giving more one would begin to cause
serious suffering for oneself and one’s dependents—perhaps even
beyond this point to the point of marginal utility, at which by giving
more one would cause oneself and one’s dependents as much suffer-
ing as one would prevent in Bengal. If everyone does this, however,
there will be more than can be used for the benefit of the refugees,
and some of the sacrifice will have been unnecessary. Thus, if every-
one does what he ought to do, the result will not be as good as it
would be if everyone did a little less than he ought to do, or if only
some do all that they ought to do.

_ The paradox here arises only if we assume that the actions in
question—sending money to the relief funds—are performed more
or less simultaneously, and are also unexpected. For if it is to be
expected that everyone is going to contribute something, then clearly
each is not obliged to give as much as he would have been obliged to
had others not been giving too. And if everyone is not acting more
or less simultaneously, then those giving later will know how much
more is needed, and will have no obligation to give more than is
necessary to reach this amount. To say this is not to deny the principle
that people in the same circumstances have the same obligations, but
to point out that the fact that others have given, or may be expected
to give, is a relevant circumstance: those giving after it has become
known that many others are giving and those giving before are not
in the same circumstances. So the seemingly absurd consequence of
the principle I have put forward can occur only if people are in error
about the actual circumstances—that is, if they think they are giving
when others are not, but in fact they are giving when others are. The
result of everyone doing what he really ought to do cannot be worse
than the result of everyone doing less than he ought to do, although
the result of everyone doing what he reasonably believes he ought to
do could be.

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 somethingai,
very bad from happening, without thereby sacrificing anything else *
morally significant, we ought, morally, to do it. P
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The outcome of this argument is that our traditional moral cate-
gories are upset. The traditional distinction between duty and charity
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
charity in our society. The bodies which collect money are known as
“charities.” These organizations see themselves in this way—if you
send them a check, you will be thanked for your *“‘generosity.” Be-
cause giving 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 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 important need. We would not be sacrificing any-
thing significant if we were to continue to wear our old clothes, and
give the money to famine relief. By doing so, we would be prevent-
ing another person from starving. 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. Nq; isit ﬂ}_em}cind of act which philosophcr.s
and theologians have called ‘“‘superefogatory”—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 it is wrong not to do so.

[ am not maintaining that there are no acts which are charitable, or
that there are no acts which it would be good to do but not wrong
not to do. It may be possible to redraw the distinction between duty
and charity in some other place. All I am arguing here is that the
present way of drawing the distinction, which makes it an act of
charity for a man living at the level of affluence which most people
in the “developed nations™ enjoy to give money to save someone else
from starvation, cannot be supported. It is beyond the scope of my
argument to consider whether the distinction should be redrawn or
abolished altogether. There would be many other possible ways of
drawing the distinction—for instance, one might decide that it is
good to make other people as happy as possible, but not wrong not
to do so.

Despite the limited nature of the revision in our moral conceptual

840

Famine, Affluence, and Morality

scheme which I am proposing, the revision would, given the extent
of both affluence and famine in the world today, have radical impli-
cations. These implications may lead to further objections, distinct
from those I have already considered. I shall discuss ewo of these.

One objection to the position I have taken might be simply that it
is too drastic a revision of our moral scheme. People do not ordinarily
judge in the way I have suggested they should. Most people reserve
their moral condemnation for those who violate some moral norm,
such as the norm against taking another person’s property. They do
not condernn those who indulge in luxury instead of giving to famine
relief. But given that 1 did not set out to present a morally neutral
description of the way people make moral judgments, the way people
do in fact judge has nothing to do with the validity of my conclusion.
My conclusion follows from the principle which I advanced earlier,
and unless that principle is rejected, or the arguments shown to
be unsound, I think the conclusion must stand, however strange it
appears. . . .

The secqnd objection to my attack on the present distinction be-

tween duty and charity is one which has from time to time been
made against utilitarianism. It follows from some forms of utilitarian
theory that we all ought, morally, to be working full time to increase
the balance of happiness over misery. The position | have taken here
would not lead to this conclusion in all circumstances, for if there
were no bad occurrences that we could prevent without sacrificing
something of comparable moral importance, my argument would
have no application. Given the present conditions in many parts of
the world, however, it does follow. from my argument that we ought,
morally, to be working full time to relieve great suffering of the sort
that octrs as a result of famine or other disasters. Of course, miti-
gating circumstances can be adduced—for instance, that if we wear
ourselves out through overwork, we shall be less effective than we
would otherwise have been. Nevertheless, when all considerations of
this sort have been taken into account, the conclusion remains: we
ought to be preventing as much suffering as we can without sacrific-
ing something else of comparable moral importance. This conclu-
sion is one which we may be reluctant to face. I cannot see, though,
why it should be regarded as a criticism of the position for which I
have argued, rather than a criticism of our ordinary standards of
behavior. Since most people are self-interested to some degree, very
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few of us are likely to do everything that we ought to do. It would
however, hardly be honest to take this as evidence that it is not thc::
case that we oughttodoit. . . .

The conclusion reached earlier {raises] the guestion of just how
much we all ought to be giving away. One possibility, which has
already been mentioned, is that we ought to give until we reach the
level of marginal utility—that is, the level at which, by giving more,
I would cause as much suffering to myself or my dependents as |
would relieve by my gift. This would mean, of course, that one
would reduce oneself to very near the material circumstances of a
Bengali refugee. It will be recalled that earlier I put forward both a
strong and a moderate version of the principle of preventing bad
occurrences. The strong version, which required us to prevent bad
things from happening unless in doing so we would be sacrificing
something of a comparable moral significance, docs scem to require
reducing ourselves to the level of marginal utility. 1 should also say
that the strong version seems to me to be the correct one. I proposed
the more moderate version—that we should prevent bad occurrences
unless, to do so, we had to sacrifice something morally sighiﬁcant—}.-
only in order to show that even on this sufély undeniable principle a
great change in our way of life is required. On the more moderate
principle, it may not follow that we ought to reduce ourselves to the
level of marginal utility, for one might hold that to reduce oneself
and one’s family to this level is to cause something significantly bad
to happen. Whether this is so 1 shall not discuss, since, as I have said,
I can see no good reason for holding the moderate version of the
principle rather than the strong version. Even if we accepted the
principle only in its moderate form, however, it should be clear that
we would have to give away enough to ensure that the consumer
sc-)ciety, dependent as it is on people spending on trivia rather than
giving to famine relief, would stow down and perhaps disappear
entirely. There are several reasons why this would be desirable in
itself. The value and necessity of economic growth are now being
questioned not only by conservationists, but by economists as well.
There is no doubt, too, that the consumer society has had a distorting
effect on the goals and purposes of its members. Yet looking at the

2See, for ins:tance, John Kenneth Galbraith, The New Industrial State {Boston, 1967);
and E. J. Mishan, The Costs of Economic Growsh (London, 1967).
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matter purely from the point of view of overseas aid, there must be a
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, torty
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 twenty-five percent of the much larger GNP that we
would have if we limited our contribution to this smaller percentage.

[ 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
affect the question of how much an individual should give in a society
in which very few are giving substantial amounts.

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 ques-
tions of fact, it is said, philosophers as such have no special expertise,
and so it has been possible to engage in philosophy without com-
mitting oneself to any position on major public issues. No doubt
there are some issues of social policy and foreign policy about which
it can truly be said that a really expert assessment of the facts 1s
required 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, [ think, is it disputed that we can do something
about it, either through orthodox methods of famine relief or
through population control or both. This is therefore an issue on
which philosophers are competent to take a position. The issue is one
which faces everyone who has more money than he needs to 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 West-
ern world. If philosophy 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
conclusions seriously? In this instance, taking our conclusion seri-
ously 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
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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 does so will have to sacrifice some of the benefits
of the consumer society, but he can find compensation in the satisfac-

tion

of a way of life in which theory and practice, if not yet in

harmony, are at least coming together.

STU
1.

DY QUESTIONS

Do you accept Singer’s conclusion that you personally have a
serious moral obligation to do something about world hunger?

~ If not, where do you think his argument goes wrong?
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Briefly outline Singer’s argument. Name two of the strongest
objections we can raise against his position. How do you think
he would reply to them?

If Singer is right, then what we regard as charity is really
moral duty. Does this set too high a standard for most people to
follow?

For utilitarians like Singer the consequences of an action determine
its moral character. The consequences of not sending food to
starving people are the same as sending them poisoned food: in
both cases the people die. Are you guilty of the moral equivalent
of murder?

Worid Hunger and Moral Obligation: The Case Against Singer
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John Arthur is professor of philosophy at the State Uni-
versity of New York at Binghamton. He has published
The Unfinished Constitution, along with numerous atticles
and anthologies in areas of ethics and social phitosophy.

John Arthur criticizes what he calls “Singer’s greater
moral evil rule,” according to which we ought to sacrifice
out own interests if that will result in a greater net welfare
to others. (For example, we should all do without luxu-
ries to help those who are starving in Ethiopia.} Singer’s
premise is the equality of interests: Like amounts of suf-
fering or happiness are of equal moral significance no
matter who is experiencing them.

Arthur objects that Singer ignores the part of our com-
mon moral code that recognizes rights and deserts as
determinants of duty, We have rights to our own lives, to
our body parts, to the fruits of our labor—and these
qualify our obligations to help others. Arthur denies that
others have the right to our property whenever out prop-
erty can reduce their misery without undue sacrifice on
our part. “We are . . . entitled to invoke our own rights

WORLD HUNGER AND MORAL OBLIGATION: THE CASE AGAINST SINGER By John Arthur. Excerpted
from “Equality, Entitlements and the Distribution of Income.” © 1984 by John Arthur. Reprinted
by permission.
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as justification for our not giving to distant strangers.”’
On the other hand, our moral code does recognize that
our own children do have rights against us for food and
protection.

Rights are one kind of entitlement that qualifies the
duty of benevolence. Another is desert. We deserve the
fruits of our labors. Our common merality does encour-
age benevolence “especially when it is a friend or some-
one we are close to geographically, and when the cost is
not significant. But it also gives weight to rights and
deserts, so we are not usually obligated to give to
strangers . . .~

But perhaps Singer can be seen as advocating a reason-

able reform of our present moral code. Perhaps we, who
are in fortunate circumstances, should ighore our current
entitlements and change our ways. Arthur argues that a
call for reform is wnreasonable and morally suspect.
Moral codes are not made for angels, but for human
beings with their subjective biases in favor of those close
to them. Moreover, ignoring rights and deserts suggests
a lack of respect for other persons. So Arthur concludes
that our present moral code {that Singer judges to be
overly selfish) is morally reasonable and in need of no
reform in the direction suggested by Singer.

Introduction

My guess is that everyone who reads these words is wealthy by
comparison with the poorest millions of people on our planet. Not
only do we have plenty of money for food, clothing, housing, and
other necessities, but a fair amount is left over for far less important
purchases like phonograph records, fancy clothes, trips, intoxicants,
movies, and so on. And what’s more we don't usually give a thought
to whether or not we ought to spend our money on such luxuries
rather than to give it to those who need it more; we just assume it’s
ours to do with as we please.

Peter Singer, “Famine, Affluence, and Morality™ argues that our
assumption is wrong, that we should not buy luxuries when others

are in severe need. But [is he] correct? . . .
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. I—tledﬁrstdargues that twao geper'al mc_)ral principles are widely ac-
pted, an _then that those principles imply an obligation to elimj
nate starvation. © climi-
fo;Ic‘ihe fl:xlrsit principle is §1mply that “suffering and death from lack of
od, shelter and medical care are bad.” Some may be inclined
thll:]k that the mere existence of such an evil in itself places me t'O
f;:ilon on cI)thirs, but that is, of course, the problempwhichagi(:;t;
resses. I take it that he is not begoing the ion in thi i
way and w‘ill argue from the exis%egnceg of e?rlillei:)lotrlliénot::llis ZP on of
others to f:hr.ninate it. But how, exactly, does he establish Eh 1:”31'0{
second principle, he thinks, shows the connection, but it 1 hls‘ he
controversy arises. ’ e tha

This principl : :
fo]lowmp nciple, which I will call the greater moral evil rule, is as

Itit is in our power to prevent something bad from happéning, with

out thereby sacrificing anythi
ything of comparable moral i
ought, morally, to do it.! i S mportance, we

llsn l(;:)her w?rds, ILz:;mple are entitled to keep their earnings only if there
way for them to prevent a greater evil by pivi
" _ : vy giving them away.
E;o(\)r;dmg thers with food, clothing, and housing would gencra?l);
more 1mportance than buying luxuries, so
. \ , 50 the preat
ev:(l: rule'now requires substantial redistribution of weaIgth e moral
-~ :’taélijly there are few, if any, of us who live by that rule, although
i at hardly shows we are Jjustified in our way of life; we often fail to
n:e u}p to our own standards. Why does Singer think our shared
orality requires that we follow the greater moral evil rule? Wh
arguments does he give for it? M

He begins with an analogy. Suppose you came across a child

_drowning in a shallow pond. Certainly we feel it would be wrong

nwc;t ;?Ohn;i!p. Ev;:ln if saving the child meant we must dirty our clothes

uld emphasize that thase clothes ,
\ size that tf are not of comparable signif-
lcance to the child’s life. The greater moral evil rule thus scgems

a natural way of capturi ink i
o b, pturing why we think it would be wrong not

—_—
IS'
inger als “ " i is pri
wca]% A reou?g:rs_ a wc_ak vetsion of this principle which, it seems o me, is ¢
yreak. le e ?n inorglwgg aid only if the gift is of no moral significance to the iv::r SBQO
e¢mbarrassment or small amounts of happiness are not cgmpl}:te;IE
y

without mol’al importance th-S WCﬂk rinci
: i . . . - .
; . ) P plC 1rnphes lltde or no Obllgﬂtloﬂ to aid,
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But the argument for the greater m‘oral evil rule is not llmltei tlg
Singer’s claim that it explains our feelings about t}}e drowning ¢ 1h
or that it appears “‘uncontroversial.”” Moral equality also enters l}:1 e
picture. Besides the Jeffersonian idea that we share certain n%. ts
equally, most of us are also attract:.f:d to another type of qul]a n:y,1
namely that like amounts of sufferu?g (.or happiness} are of equa
significance, no matter who is experiencing them. [ cannot realson-
ably say that, while my pain is no more severe t_han ymﬁs,_ agl
somehow special and it's more 1mportant thflt mine be a ev1§te .
Objectivity requires us to admit the opposite, that no onfl:_ a; a
unique status which warrants such special pleading. So ec}ua ity de-
mands equal consideration of interests as well as respect tor certain
rlg};‘:::- if we fail to give to famine relief and instead purcl"lase a new
car when the old one will do, or buy fancy clothes for a f:rlcnd when
his or her old ones are perfectly good, are we not assuming that the
relatively minor enjoyment we or our friends may get is as important
as another person’s life? And that a form of prqu_dn?e; we arcdactmg
as if people were not equal in the sense that the:r mterests esc;rve
equal consideration. We are giving s.,pecml consideration tg ourse vest:
or to our group, rather like a racist does. Equal consideration o
interests thus leads naturally to the greater moral evil rule.

Rights and Desert

ity, in the sense of giving equal consideration to equ-ally_scnous
E;le‘»;ii,l ?va ;I;rtt of our mogral cgde. And so we are led, guite nghFlfY. I
think, to the conclusion that we should prevent harm to othc.rs ifin
doing so we do not sacrifice anything of comgarable mo1.ral 1g}pm’-
tance. But there is also another side to the coin, one which mg;r
ignore[s]. . . . This can be expressed rather awkwardl.y by- L e
notion of entitlements. These fall into two broad categories, rights
and desert. A few examples will show whatI mean.

All of us could help others by giving away or allowing others t-to
use our bodies. While your life may be shortened by the loss of a
kidney or less enjoyable if lived with only one eye, those costs a;:z
probably not comparable to the loss experienced .by a person w °
will die without any kidney or who is totallx blind. We cgn eve r
imagine persons who will actually be harmed in some way by you
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not granting sexual favors to them. Perhaps the absence of a sexual
partner would cause psychological harm or even rape. Now suppose
that you can prevent this evil without sacrificing anything of com-
parable importance. Obviously such relations may not be pleasant,
but according to the greater moral evil rule that is not encugh; to be
Justified in refusing, you must show that the unpleasantness you
would experience is of equal importance to the harm you are pre-
venting. Otherwise, the rule says you must consent.

If anything is clear, however, it is that our code does not require
such heroism; you are entitled to keep your second eye and kidney
and not bestow sexual favors on anyone who may be harmed without
them. The reason for this is often expressed in terms of rights; it's
your body, you have a right to it, and that weighs against whatever
duty you have to help. To sacrifice a kidney for a stranger is to do
more than is required, it’s heroic.

Moral rights are normally divided into two categories. Negative
rights are rights of noninterference. The right to life, for example, is
a right not to be killed. Property rights, the right to privacy, and the
right to exercise religious freedom are also negative, requiring only
that people leave others alone and not interfere.

Positive rights, however, are rights of recipience. By not putting
their children up for adoption, parents give them various positive
rights, including rights to be fed, clothed, and housed. If I agree to
share in a business venture, my promise creates a right of recipietice,

' 5o that when I back out of the deal, I've violated your right.

Negative rights also differ from positive in that the former are

- natural; the ones you have depend on what you are. If lower animals

lack rights to life or liberty it is because there is a relevant difference
between them and us. But the positive rights you may have are not
natural; they arise because others have promised, agreed, or con-
tracted to give you something,

Normally, then, a duty to help a stranger in need is not the result
of a right he has. Such a right would be positive, and since no con-
tract or promise was made, no such right exists. An exception to this
would be a lifeguard who contracts to watch out for someone’s chil-
dren. The parent whose child drowns would in this case be doubly
wronged. First, the lifeguard should not have cruelly or thought-
lessly ignored the child’s interests, and second, he ought not to have
violated the rights of the parents that he helped. Here, unlike Singer’s
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case, we can say there are rights at stake. Other bystanders also act
wrongly by cruelly ignoring the child, but unlike the lifeguard they
do not violate anybody’s rights. Moral rights are one factor to be
weighed, but we also have other obligations; I am not claiming that
rights are all we need to consider. That view, like the greater moral
evil rule, trades simplicity for accuracy. In fact, our code expects us
to help people in need as well as to respect negative and positive
rights. But we are also entitled to inveke our own rights as justifica-
tion for not giving to distant strangers or when the cost to us is
substantial, as when we give up an eye or kidney. . . .

Desert is a second form of entitlement. Suppose, for example, an
industrious farmer manages through hard work to produce a surplus
of food for the winter while a lazy neighbor spends his summer
fishing. Must our industrious farmer ignore his hard work and give
the surplus away because his neighbor or his family will suffer? What
again seems clear is that we have more than one factor to weigh. Not
only should we compare the consequences of his keeping it with his
giving it away; we also should weigh the fact that one farmer deserves
the food, he earned it through his hard work. Perhaps his deserving
the product of his labor is outweighed by the greater need of his lazy
neighbor, or perhaps it isn’t, but being outweighed is in any case not
the same as weighing nothing!

Desert can be negative, too. The fact that the Nazi war criminal
did what he did means he deserves punishment, that we have a reason
to send him to jail. Other considerations, for example the fact that
nobody will be deterred by his suffering, or that he is old and harm-
less, may weigh against punishment and so we may let him go; but
again that does not mean he doesn’t still deserve to be punished.

Our moral code gives weight to both the greater moral evil prin-
ciple and entitlements. The former emphasizes equality, claiming
that from an objective point of view all comparable suffering,
whoever its victim, is equally significant. It encourages us to take an
impartial look at all the various effects of our actions; it is thus
forward-looking. When we consider matters of entitlement, how-
ever, our attention is directed to the past. Whether we have rights to
money, property, eyes, or whatever, depends on how we came to
possess them. If they were acquired by theft rather than from birth
or through gift exchange, then the right is suspect. Desert, like
rights, is also backward-looking, emphasizing past effort or past
transgressions which now warrant reward or punishment.
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Qur commonly shared morality thus requires that we ignore nei-
ther consequences nor entitlements, neither the future results of our
action nor relevant events in the past. It encourages people to help
others in need, especially when it’s a friend or someone we are close
to geographically, and when the cost is not significant. But it also-
gives weight to rights and desert, so that we are not usnally obligated
to give to strangers. . . .

But unless we are moral relativists, the mere fact that entitlements
are an important part of our moral code does not in itself justify such
arole. Singer . . . can perhaps best be seen as a moral reformer advo-
cating the rejection of rules which provide for distribution according
to rights and desert. Certainly the fact that in the past our moral
code condemned suicide and racial mixing while condoning slavery
should not convince us that a more enlightened moral code, one
which we would want to support, would take such positions. Rules
which define acceptable behavior are continually changing, and we
must allow for the replacement of inferior ones.

Why should we not view entitlements as examples of inferior rules
we are better off without? What could justify our practice of evalu-
ating actions by looking backward to rights and desert instead of just
to their consequences? One answer is that more fundamental values
than rights and desert are at stake, namely fairness, justice, and re-
spect. Failure to reward those who earn good grades or promotions
is wrong because it’s unfair; ignoring past guilt shows alack of regard
for justice; and failure to respect rights to life, privacy, or religious
choice suggests a lack of respect for other persons.

Some people may be persuaded by those remarks, feeling that
entitlements are now on an acceptably firm foundation. But an ad-
vocate of equality may well want to question why fairness, justice,
and respect for persons should matter. But since it is no more ob-
vious that preventing suffering matters than that fairness, respect,
and justice do, we again seem to have reached an impasse. . . .

The lesson to be learned here is a general one: The moral code it is
rational for us to support must be practical; it must actually work.
This means, among other things, that it must be able to gain the
support of almost everyone.

But the code must be practical in other respects as well. . . . [It] is
wrong to ignore the possibilities of altruism, but it is also important
that a code not assume people are more unselfish than they are. Rules
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that would work only for angels are not the ones it is rational to
support for humans. Second, an ideal code cannot assume we are
more objective than we are; we often tend to rationalize when our
own interests are at stake, and a rational person will also keep that in
mind when choosing a moral code. Finally, it is not rational to sup-
port a code which assumes we have perfect knowledge. We are often
mistaken about the consequences of what we do, and a workable
code must take that into account as well. . . .

It seems to me, then, that a reasonable code would require people
to help when there is no substantial cost to themselves, th:.at is, whe_n
what they are sacrificing would not mean significant reduction in t.helr
own or their families’ level of happiness. Since most people’s savings
accounts and nearly everybody's second kidney are not insignificant,
entitlements would in those cases outweigh another’s need. But if
what is at stake is trivial, as dirtying one’s clothes would normally
be, then an ideal moral code would not allow rights to override the

greater evil that can be prevented. Despite our code’s unclear and

sometimes schizophrenic posture, it seems to me that these judg-
ments are not that different from our current moral attitudes. We
tend to blame people who waste money on trivia when they c.ould
help others in need, yet not to expect people to mfake large sacrifices
to distant strangers. An ideal moral code thus might not be a great
deal different from our own.

STUDY QUESTIONS

1. What is Singer’s greater moral evil rule and why does Arthur
object to it?

2. What is the status of the common moral code in Arthur’s mo'ral
system? How does Arthur deploy the moral (.:ode to undermine
Singer’s general position that utilitarian considerations override
parochial loyalties and interests? .

3. How does Arthur classify rights? Why is the child’s right
to parental protection and food a “positive rig}-nt”? How does
Arthur’s conception of rights preciude the view that needy
but distant strangers have the right to our benevolence?

4. Arthur says “Our commonly shared morality requires that we

ignore neither consequences nor entitlements.” Is it fair to say
that Singer ignores entitlements?
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GARRETT HARDIN

Garrett Hardin (b. 1921) is a professor of biology at the
University of California at Santa Barbara. He is the au-
thor of several books, including The Limits of Altruism:
An Ecologist’s View of Survival (1977) and Naked Emperors:
Essays of a ‘Taboo-Stalker (1982).

Activists concerned with world hunger claim that the
carth is like a **spaceship” whose passengers each have an
equal claim to its scarce resources, Hardin rejects the
spaceship metaphor, pointing out that a spaceship oper-
ates under one captain; he prefers to think of the world as
consisting of several different lifeboats. Some are quite
well stocked and well maintained, and carry a safe num-
ber of passengers; others are ill equipped, chaotic, discase
ridden, and so overcrowded that passengers constantly
fall overboard. Hardin asks, What should the passengers
on the wealthy boats do when they see refugees from
the poor boats swimming their way? Let them all come
aboard and allow the boat to sink? Take a few and elimi-
nate the boat’s safety margin? Or allow no one in and
guard against boarding parties? Hardin recommends the
latter. He not only argues that we should not let the
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