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PETER SINGER Famine, Affluence, and 

Marality 

As [write this, in Novernber royr, people are dying in East Bengal 
from lack of food, shelter, and medical care, The suffering and death 
that are ocourring there now are not inevitable, mot. unavoidable int 
any fatalistic sense. of the terra, Constant poverty, & cyclone, and a 
civil war have turned at least nine million people Inte destinite refu- 
gees; nevertheless, it is mat beyond the capacity of the richer nations 
io give enough assistance te reduce any further suffering to very amall 
propiertions. The decisions arid actions of human beings can prevert 
this kind of suffering. Unfortunately, human beings have not made 
the necessary decisions, At the individual level, people have, with very 
few exceptions, net responded ta the situation in any significant Way, 
Generally spes aking, poaple have not given large sams to relief Quids; 
they have not written to their parliamentary representatives demand- 
ing: increased government agsistance; they have not demonstrated in 
the striate, held symbolic fasts, or done anything else directed toward 
providing the refugees with the means to satisfy their essential needs, 
At the government evel «i, ho Povermment bas piven the sort of massive 
aid that would enable the refu geos © Survive for more than a few days, 
Britain, for instance, has given rather more than most countries. It 
has, to date, given £249.750,000, For comparative purposes, Britain’s 
share of the nourecoverable develapment costs of the Anglo-French 
Concorde project is alreacy In excess of £275,000, 000, and on praesent 
estimates vill reach £440,000,000, The inplication is that the Bridsh 
government values a supersonic transport more than thirty times as 
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highly ag it valnes the lives of the nine million refugees. Australia is 
another country which, on a per capita basis, is well up in the “aid to: 
Bengal” table. Australia’s aid, however, armours to less than ome- 
twelfth of dhe cost of Sydney's new opera house, The total amount 
given, from all sources, mow stands. at about EGs,q00,n00, The esti- 

mated cost of keeping: the refugees alive for one year is £404 ,000,000. 
Most of the x refugees have now been in the Canips for more than six. 

months. The World Bank has said that India needs a minimum of 
£205,000,000 In assistance from other countries before the end of dhe 
year, Ir seems obvious that assistance on this scale will not be forth- 
coming, India will be foreed to choose between letting the refugees 
starve or diverting funds from her own development progra am, which. 

will mean that more of her own people will starve in the fatura 
These are the essential facts shout the present situation im Bengal. 

So far as it eoncems us here, there is nothing unique about this situa- 
fon excepi ite magnitude. The Bengal emerzency ie just the latest and 
most acute af a series af majar emergencies in various parts af the 

world, arising both from na tural and from man-made causes. There 

ave also rnany parts of the world in which people die from malnutri- 

tion and lack of fond independent of any special emergency. 1 take 
Bengal as my example only because it is the present concern, and 
because mh re ae sof the problem Bas. ensured that it t has been g given 

be umaware oe what | 8 s happening there, 
What are the moral implioations of a situation Hike this? In what 

follows, 1 shall ar gue that the way people in relatively afluent ecurs 
tries react to a situation like that in Bengal carmnat be justified; indeed, 
the whale way we lock at moral issues—our moral conceptual scheme. 
tieeds 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 te be 

morally neutral. | shall, however, try to argue for the moral position 

There was also a chind possil 

     
dity: that India would ge to war fo enable. the 

refogecs te return fo their lands. & mce J wrote this pape fe India Rag taken this 

way cut. The situation is ao lon ae ¥ th: cribed above, but this dees not affect 
WY argument, as the next paragraph indicsies. 
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that I take, 90 that anyone who accepts certain assumptions, ta be 
rade explicit, will, I hope, accept my conclusion. 

  

i ‘begin with the aasurmption that suffering and death from lack af 
shelter, and medical care are bad. I think most people. will agred 

about this, although one may reach the same view by different routes, 

I shall net argue for this view. People can hold all sorts of eccentric 
positions, and perhaps | from sows ‘of them i would not follow that. 
death by starvation is in lself bad. It is diffimult, perhaps impossible, 
to refute such } positions, ari se for brevity I will henceforth take this 

agsuniption as accepted. “Those who disagree need read no further. 
My next point is this: if it is in our power te prevent some thing bad 

frorn he appening, without thereby sacrificing anything of comparable. 

moral importance, we ought, MVE ally, ta de it. By “without sacrificing 

anything af comparable: woral importance” [mean without causing 

anything else comparably bad to happen, or doing something that is 
wrong in iisell, or Falling to promote some mar al gone, comparable in. 

significance fo the bad ihing that we can prevent. This principle 
seems et a8 uncontroversial as s the last one. tt require eS US S only 

  

  

  

  

: this. oft us s only when we ean ‘de ea without sacrificing anything ‘that i ig, 

from the moral point of view, comparably Important. T could even, as 
far as the application of ny argument ta the Bengal emergency is 
canneries a salty th ei pe it 80 as to make it: f & is in our Power § to 

icine anything morally § Sigs aieant, we S > ought, ‘orally, | te do a, An 

application af this principle would be aa follows: if 1 am walking past 
ashallow pond and see a child drown ting In it, T ought te wade in and 

pull the child out. This will mean geiting nay clothes yaunidy, but this 
is insignificant, while the death of the child would presumabl ly be a. 
vary bad thing. 

‘The uncontroversial appearance of the principle just stated is decep- 
tive. If ft were acted upon, even in its qualified form, our lives, our 
society, and our world would be fundamentally changed. For the prins 

ciple t cea, firs stly, no acount of proximity or distance. It raakes nc 
moral difference whether the person I can help is a neighbor's child 

  

x 
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ten yards from mie ora Bengali whose name I shall never know, ten 
thousand miles away, Se ondly, the principle makes no distinction 
between cases in which I am the only person who could possibly do 
anything and oases in which I am just one among millions in the 
same = pasttion. 

   

proximity and distance an nto | accoent, The fact t that 2 & person . is: ‘phys Bis 

cally near to 88, St o that we @ have a > personal contact it with B Mim, pay make 

    

  

ought to help. kim rather than another who > hk appens | to be. | farther 
away. If we accept any principle of impartiality, universalizability, 
equality, ‘or whatevel , We carmot ¢ dis ’ ehealiniate Rg ast sommeane muarely 

because he is far away ray from. him). 
Admitterdly, itis 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 aasistance we judge to be necessary, If 
this were the esse, it would be a reason for helping those near to us 
iirst. This may once have heen 4 justification for being more concerned 

with the poor tn CMe 8 own town: than wi 

  

       

    

ith famine victimes in India, 
e those who li like to keep their moral responsibilines 

limited, instant ¢ communica ‘ation and swift transportation have changed 
the situation, From the moral polnt of view, the development of the 
were ine 8 a° glof bal villag ge" hee. mages an i tporta ant, thet ugh sul UNTEC- 

  

visors, sent out by famine . relief or ganizations ar 7 periienendly shee 
toned in famine-prone areas, oan direct our aid t6 a refuges in Bengal 
almost as effectively as we could got it t someone In our own block. 

There would seem, therefore, to be no possibile justification for dis- 
oriminati ng an geographical grounds. 

   
The ay be a greater need to defend the second implication of 

my principle that the fart that there are millions of other peaple in 
the some position, in respect to the Bengall refugees, as I am, doos 

not make the situation significantly different from 4 situation in which 
J aim the only persorm whe can prevent something very Ind from accu 
ring. Again, of course, I admit that there is a psychological difference 
between the cases: one feels Less guil iy abet doing nothing W one can 
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point to others, similarly placed, who have also done nothing, Yer this 
oan make no real difference te our moral obligations,? Should T con 
sider iat [ am less obliged to pull che drowning child out of the pond 
if on looking around I see ather people, ne further away than I arn, 
who have also noticed the child but are doing nothing? One has only 
to ask this question fo see the abeurdity of the view that murnbers 

lessen * obligatic on, ke is & view tha at Is an ideal excuse for ae 

    

  

ton—~are eblems i in which ¢ everyone. ig : ake not. t aqually ‘involved, 
The view that mumbers da make a diference can be made plausible 

if stated in this w ay: if everyone in circumstances like mine gave ES 
to the Bengal Relief Fund, there would he enough to provide food, 
aeee Sy aad medteal 4 care fort ‘the e rel tugees; i theres is HG reason w why. f 

    

sem . tier fore 1 have n xO ablig: anion 1 to sated more «than os E . Each pprenise 

in this argument is tras, and the argument looks sound, It may con. 
Vince Ua, unless we notice that it is based on a hypothetical premise, 
although the conclusion is not stated hypothetically. The argumant 
would be sound if dhe conclusion were: if everyone in circumstances 
Uke mine were to give Bs, Tw ould have no obligation te give more than 
£5. if th Xe > conchisio on were BE Shi ave, however, if would t be obvious that 

  

that everyone else ¢ gives 5 &y. “This, ofc course, is 5 the “actual situation, tt 
28 more ar less oertain that poe everyone in clreumstances like mine 

  

will give £5. So there will not be. enough to provide the needed food, 

shelter, and medical care, Therefore by giving more then £5 I will 

prevent more sullering than I would j eT gave just &s, 

itmight be thought that this argurnent has an. abeurd COTISEQUERCE, . 

Since t the situation appears to be that very few people ave Hkely to give 

    

  

a. In view: ‘of the special sense. philosophers often give tm the term, P should 
Bay that a wage “obligation” Siuply as he abetract £ ROT derived eee “ought,” 8a 

   

   
   

Son aocordanne ow th the definition af “aug gh” given. “by “the ‘Shorter 
aglisk Dictionary: “the general verh ew EXPreRS city or ublig. sage.” T do 

ink Say issue at substance hangs on the wey the term is need: sentences 
ie “abligation” agdd all be xewrkiten, although somewhat chunaily, 
ences 3 inowhich 4 clause containing “ough?” replaces the tern: * “oldigation.” 

     

    

an sent 
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substantial amounts, i¢ follmws that I and everyone else in similar 
clroumstances ought to give as much as pacsible, that is, at feast tre 
to the point at which by giving more one would begin to cause serious 
sulferin — for Y ONESE AF and 9 one S ee oe ee even beyond t this 

4 “
er
e   

  

# 

  

   would prove ent in Bengal, fe 
more than can be used for the henatt of the refugee — an gormc or the 

sacrifice w en have been 1 nn ONES say. 4 Phas | ig se tyone does Ww hat he 
        

Ou ugh i to do. 
The paradox here arises only if we assume that the actions in ques- 

don~—sending money to che relief funds—are perforrned more or less 
simultaneously, and ate also unexpected, For if it is to be expected 
that everyone is going to contrivate sornething, then clearly cach is 
not obliged i give a as much as he would have been obliged ta nee 
athers mot been giving toc. Armd if overyane is mot acting more or less 

simultaneously, then ‘those giving Later will know how much ‘more #8 

needed, and will have no obligation {0 give more than Is necessary to 
reach this amount. To say this is not to deny the principle that people 

* the same ‘circumstances have th ge Sarthe: obligation aS, but to point © out 

relevat ant - cdreumtenee: “those | giving 2 aft ter i it - has become known that 
many others are giving and those giving before are notin the same 
circumstances. So the Seemingly @ absurd consequence of the e * Principle 

actaat draumstances— othe atis, if they chink © they 2 are giving when others 

are mot, but in fact they are giving when others are, The result of 
eve Tyrone doing what he really ought te do cannot be worse than the 

result of everyone daing less than. he ought te do, although the result 
of everyone doing Witat he reasonably believes he ought to do oould be, 

if my argument so far has been soured, neither our distance from a 

preventable evil nor the number of ather people who, In respect to 
that evil, are in the sare situation as we are, lessens our obligation 

to mitigate ar prevent that evil. I shall therefore take as extablis shed 
the principle I asserted earlier. Av T have already said, I need ta assert 
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¥Ery bad £ fr om h appening, ‘without thereby s sacrificing “anything he 
morally significant, we ought, mors rally, to do it. | - 

The onteome af this argument is that our traditional moral cate 

@otles are upaet. ‘The traditional aistincticr mn 2 between duty and charity 
canal be draw mally draw it. 

Giving money te the ° Be engal Relief Fund is re egatded : ag an act of char- 
ity in our society. The bodies which vallect money are known as “charl- 
ties.” These « organizations sce themselves in this w ay~if you serd then 

a check, you will he thanked for your "S nerosity.” Because giving 
money is regarded as an act of charity, bis wat though? that there is 

anything wrong with not giving. The charitable ynan may be praised, 
but the man who is net charitable is net condemmed. 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. CIndeed, the 
alternative docs Not oeenr to thea. } This way of looking at the matter 

cannot be justified, When we buy new clothes not to keep ourselves 
warm but to look “wellalressed” we are not providing for amy imypor- 

tant need. We would not be sacrificing g anything significant if we were 

fo continue to wear aur old clothes, and give e the money to famine 
relies, By doing so, we would be pe eventing another person from starv- 

ing. It follows from what I have sald earlier that we ou ght to give 

money away, rather than. spend - #t on clothes which we do not need 

ta keep us warn. To do so ia not charitable, or generous. Nor is it the 
kind of act which philosophers and theologians have called “super- 
srogatory”—an act which it would be good te do, bat mot wrong mot to 
do, On the contrary, we ought io give | the money away, and it is wrong 

mot £o da so. | 

Tam not maintaining that there are no acts which are charitable, 
or that there are no acts which it would be guud to de but mot wrong 

mot to do. Ie may be possible to redraw the distinction | between hs ty : 
and charity in seme other place, AU Tam arguing b re 

ent way of drawing the distinetion, which makes it at act of “charity 
fox @ man living at the level af affluence which most people in the 
“devel ‘oped nations” EN mnjoy § to ) give TRONS is. eave someone Bele se: from 

   
   

  

    

    

         

  

        

9090



296 Philosophy & Public Ajfairs 

the distin ction—fo for instance, < one fe might @ decide that i it} is ie to make 

ather people as happy as possible, but not wrong not to do so, 

Despite the limited nature of the revision im our moral conceptual 
scheme which | am proposing, the revision would, given the extent of 
both afuence and Famine in the world today, have radioal inyplica- 

tions. These implications may lead to Further ob jections, distinct fram 

those t heave already: considered, i set discuss | By o Of these. 

  

boo ‘drastic ¢ a revision 1 of c Gur Me oral chet, ‘People do not ordinarily 

Judge Im the way [ have suggested they shaukli. Mast people reserve 

their moral condenmation for Chose we ho Violate some moral orm, 
such as the norm against taking another person's property. They de 
not condemn those whe indul uge in Jury in stead | af giving to f amine 

relief, But given that I did not set aut to present a morally neutral 
description af the way people make moral judg nents, the way people 
do in fact fudge has nothing to de with the validity af my conclusion. 

My conclusion follows from the principle which J advanced earlier, 
and unless that principle is rejected, or the argurnents shown to ‘be 
unsound, J think the conclusion must stand, however strange it 
appears. 

it might, nevertheless, be interesting to consider why our society, 
and most other societies, do judge differently from the way I have » 

Be ested they should, In a well know. m article, J, O. Ormson suggests 

that the imperatives of duty, which tell us what we must do, as dis- 
tinct from what ht would he goed to do but not wrong not to do, fune- 

tion. se as to prohibit behavior that is intolerable if men are to live 
together In society.{ This may explain the origin aru continued exist- 
erie: ce the * pres sent division Betvy eer acts of oe and acts. 8 of charity. 

    

   

       

  

sockety needs aeiples whe ¥ wil observe the? rules: #thab-make social exist 
ence tolerable. From the point of view of a particular society, it is 

    

a. 3g. O. Urmeon, Seine and Heros," tn Essaye in Moral Philesosiy, ec. 
Abraham L. Melden (Seattle and London, ros8). p. arg. Far 2 ee a ie 
significantly different view see alse Henry Sidgwick, The Methods of Eehics, 
gtk edn. (Landon, 29093, Pp. BROS, AGX-4g3. 
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essential to prevent violations of norms against killing, stealing, and 
90 on. It is quite Inessentlal, however, to help peaple outside one’s WI? 
society, 

PH this is an explanation of our common distinction between duty 

ard supererogation, however, it is not a justification of it. The moral 

point of view requires us to took beyond the interests of cur own soci 
ety, Previously, as I have already mentioned, this may hardly have 
beon feasible, but it is quite feasible now. Fram the moral point of 
view, the prevention of the starvation of millions af people outside our 
society raist be considered at Jeast as PESSINE 3S the upholding of 

ny he ety Norms. : within our society. | 

  

a genera a} ‘bre akdown of i pnagionee & with ‘the moral code, Crusdely iY 
stated, Uhis argument suggests that ff we tell people that they ought 
to refrain from murder and give everything they do not really nee “ 
to farnine relief, they will do neither, whereas if we tell chem that the 

aught to refrain fram rraarder and that it is good Eee give te saris 

rele? but not wrong mot to do so, they will at Jeast refrain from xour- 
ser, The issue here is: Where should we drawn the line between con 

duct that is required and conduct that is good although not required, 
90 as to get the best possille result? This would seem to be an empiri- 
eal question, although a very difficult one. One objection to the Sidg- 
wick- Unruison Nine of argument is that if fakes insufficient acount of 

the effect that rooral standards can have on the decisions we make. 
Given a society in which a wealthy man who gives five percent of his 
income to famine tellef is regarded as most generous, it is not suurpris- 
ing that a proposal that we ‘all ought ta give away half our incornes 

will be thought to he abourdly unrealistic. In a society which held 
that na taan should heve more than enough while others have less. 

than they need, such a proposal might seem narrowsminded, What it 

  

  

is poasihie for: a man t to ao and what he 38 likely: to dot are bore I i think, | 

expecting bite 1 to do, In any case, | the possibility that by sntoadine the 
idea that we ought ta be doing very much more than we are to relieve 
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famine we shall bring about a general breakdown of moral behavior 

seems remote. If the stakes are an end to widespread starvation, it is 

wor th he risk. Fina, ft if should G be. pes that these considera. 

others, . “shad 5 not to what we “ourselves snaghe te do. 
The seeond ey to my aan on the: Present sistinction 

between duty and ch 
nade ageines oeihart 

  

anism. lt follows from s some 2 Forms of furan 

the balance af ‘hajpptines 288 saver misery. “The  potien 1 have taken ‘ote 
would not lead to this conclusion in all clroumstances, for if there 

Were nO bad “occurrences the at We could _ brevent | without sacrificin g 

have n ne s enplication, € Given the present £0 onditions i in man y par is of # the 

work!, however, it does fallow from my argument {hat we ought, mor 
ally, to be working full dime to relieve great suffering of the sort that 

porurs as a result of famine or other disaste ars, OF course, nudigating 
elrcumstances can be adduced—for instance, that if we wear ourselves 

out through overwork, we shall be less effective than we would other 
‘yyige have’ been, Nevertheless, when all considerations of this sort have 
been taken inte account, the conclusion remains: we cane to be 
prev renting as much suffering as we can without sacrificing something 
else of compares able moral importance. This conclusion is one which 

we may be reluctant to face. I cannot see, though, why it should be 
regarded as 6 A criticism of the position for which: I have argued, rather 
than. a. exitic dom of our ordinary standards of behavior. Since moat pA 
ple are self-interested fo same degree, very few of us are Nkely to da 
ER exything that we cage to do. Te Ww could, however, hardly be honest 

ta take this as evidence that it is not the case that we ought to do it, 
Tt may still be thought that my conclusions are so w Aldly : out of ne 

with what everyone else thinks and has abways thought that there 
yest be something wrong with the argument somewhere. In order to 
show that Ty conclusions, while car tainly cOmary to contemporary 

We ester moral standards, would: mot have Seemed SO exer teacrdinary: at 

   

writer rest. wt normally t thought ¢ of as awe yout tradical,’ "Thomas. Aquinas, 
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Now, acc ording to the natural order instituted by divine providence 

waterial goods. are provided for the satisfaction af human needs, 

The xefore - the division and appropriation of property, which pro- 
oeeds from human Jaw, must not hinder the satisfaction of man’s 

necessity frorn such goods, Equally, whatever a man has in super. 
abundance is owed, ot natural © ght, to the poor for their suate- 
nonce, Sa Arnbrosins s: ays, and itis alsa to he found in the Pecratum 

Grationt: “The bread which you withhold belongs to the hunery 

   

the clothing you shut away, to the naked; and the qhaney you bury 
in die earth is the redemption and freedom: of the penniless,”* : 

i now want ta consider a number of pobits, more practical than. 

philosophical, which are relevant to the application of the moral con- 
clusion we have reached. These points challerige not the idea that we 
ought to be doing all We can to prevent starvation, but the idea that 

giving away a great t deal of money is the beat means to this end, 
lt is sometimes said that overseas ald should be a government 

*HSPONS sib iNty, and that therefore one gught not to give to privately 
run cha nities. :. Giving privately, it is said, allows the government and 
the noncontributing members of society to escape their responsibilities, 

This argument seems to assure that the mare people there are who 
give to privately organized famine relief funds, the less likely it is that 
the government will take over full responsibility for such aid. This 
assumption is unsupparted, and does not strike me as at all plausible. 
The opposite view-that if no one gives ve Juntarily, 4 a 1 government will 
assume that fie citizens are uninterested in farnine relief and would 
not wish to be forced inte giving ald-—seems more plausible. In any 
ease, unless there were a. sielinite probability that by refusing to give 

ane woul! be helping to bring about massive government assis stance, 
- people w ‘ho do refuse to make ¥ raluntary conteitatios ne are refusing ta 
prevent a certain amount of suffering without being alle to point fo 
any tangiide henaficial consequence of their refusal. Sa the onus af 
showing how their refusal will bring about government action is on 
those who refuse to give 

      

4. Se seme Theologics, HAE, Question 66, Ardele 7, in Agutnas,. Selected Paligd 

cal Wrivtwa, ed, A. BP. PEmtweves, trans. J, G. Dawson (Guford, ra353, Pp RPL 
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af ‘affiuent nations ‘should be givi ing “many times “the & arnount oe geuud- 
ine, no-strings-attached aid that they are giving new. 1 agree, too, that 
giving priva tely ig not enough, and that we ou aght to be campal guing 
actively for entirely new standa: rds for both public and private con- 
iyilations to famine relief. Indeed, 1 would sympathize with someone 
who thought that campaigning was more important than giving one- 
self, alt hough I doubt whether te reaching what one docs not practice 

would be very effective. Unfortunately, for many people the idea that 
“its the government's responsibility” is a reason: for not giving | which 
does mot appear fo entail any political action either, 

Another, more serious reason for not giving to famine pelie! funds 

is that until there is. , effec tive population central, relieving famine 
merely postpones starvation, Tf we save the Rengal refugees now, ath- 
Ors, perhaps the children of these refugees, will face starvation in a 
few years’ time. In support of this, one may cite the now welldmown 
facts about the population explosion and the reladvely limited scope 
for expanded production, 

‘This point, like the previous one, is an argument against relieving 
suffering that is happening now, because of a belief about what right 
happen in the future, 20 ds unlike the previous point im that very good 
evidence can be adduced in support of this beRef about the future. I 
will n not go fate ‘the ¢ evidence s here. a aot rept that the cath cannot supe 

     

Again, _ aperetiee, ans vor ould accept the 2 ar rgument £ witho at eden aig ‘the 
conclusion that it absolves one from any al blige ation to de anything to 
prevent famine. The conclusion that should 

     

  

be drawn is that the best 

ns of preventing famine, in the long rum, is population coniral. 
te would then fallow from the position reached earlier that one ought 

to be doing all one can to promote population contral Ounless one held 

that all for of tty bad on contral were 5 rn in t Shemaclves, 6 or 

A third f point eal ty the conclust Sion reached ¢ Jatlier alates to the 
question of just how mueh we all ought to be giving away. Une pos- 
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until we reach the level ¢ of f marginal wtility--that is, “the lev. vel at t which, 

‘by piving more, P would cause as much suffering to myself or my 

dependents 3 as i would 5 rel Eve 8 BY my r gift, a 3 ks would 1 mean, Of COUTSE, 

: of a ‘Bengali 3 refugee. “tt will bet yong ‘led shat at QE narlien ty put forward both 

a slong “and a moderate version of the principle of preventing bad 
occurrences, The strong version, which required us to prevent bad 

things fram happening unless in doing so we would be sacrificing 
something af comparable moral significance, toes seem to require 
reducing ourselves to a the level. af: gare ginal bailey 4 ae ald also s gay 

Ts 

| niles, ‘to do sc, we “had to , sacrifice ‘something  ceccally signifies ante 
only in order to show that even om this surely undeniable prinaiple a 
great change im our way of life is required. On the more moderate 
principle, if may not follow that we ought to reduce aurselves to the 

level of marginal atility, for one might hold that to reduce coneself and 

one's family to this level ie to cause something: Shy ‘ifieantly bad ta 

happen. Whether this is sn | shall not discuss, since, as I have said, 
[carn see no good reason for holding the moderate version of the ‘prin 
ciple rather than the strong version. Even if we a accepted the principle 
only in dis moderate form, however, it should be clear that we would 

have to give away enough ta ensure that the corsumer society, 
copter a6 As em Peopie spending “8 Give ‘Rather: t than, Biving to 

are sev eal reasons hy dis would be inks able j in » itself, "The val ine 

and necessity of connomic growth are now heing question xed not only 
by conservationists, but by economists as wells There j is ne doulst, too, 

that the consumer society has had a distorting effect on the goals and 
purposes of its members. Yet looking at the matter purely from the 
paint of view of overseas aid, there must be a Hmit to the extent to 
which we should delibers Lely slow down our economy; for de might be 
the case that if we gave away, say, forty pereent of our Gross National 
Product, we would slow down the ¢ SCOARY so MUch that in absolute 

§. See, for instanes, John Kenneth Galbraith, The New Industrial State (Bow 

ton, r9@7); and E. de Mishan, The Costs of Economic Growth (London, 1987). 
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the | much larger GNP that v we w vould have ee We , limited | oor  conteibee 

tion to this: small fer percentage. 
Tomention this only as an indication of che sort of factor that one 

would have to take inte account in working out an ideal. Sings West 

ern societies generally consider one percent of the GNP an acceptable 
level for overseas aid, the matier is entirely academic. Nor does ik 

affect the question of how much an individu al should give in a society 
in which very few are giving eubsiantial amounts. 

it is sometimes said, though lees often now than it used to be, that 
philosophers have no special role te play in public affairs, since mast 
public issues depend primarily on an assessment of facts. On questiong 
of fact, Eas 38 tad, Philosophers as such have no special expertise, and 

. engage irk philosophy ¥ witha comin 

oneself t fo | any y position om major public issues, No doubt drere are 
some issues af social palicy and foreign policy about which it can truly 
be said that a really expert assessrnent of the facts is required befors 
taking sides or acting, bat the issue of famine is surely mot one of 
Uhese. The facts about the existence of suffering are beyand dispute, 
Nor, | b shin; is it t di teputed thats we can n dg same et ing about it either 

    

txol ¢ or roth. Thi 1S 38 5 therefore Ad Issue cn which ehilosophers are com- 
petent to take 4 position. The issue is one which faces everyone who 
a8 THORS mas money th ani 1 he: noads ie * Support & bimselt aod AS de ependents, 

gories must ine hide le practically every teacher “and ¢ tudes she of philoso. 

phy in the universities of the Western world. If philosophy is ta deal 
with matters that are relevant to both teachers and students, this is an 
issue that philosephers should discuss. 

Discussion, though, is not enon gh. What is the point of relating 
philosophy to public Cand pe sonal} 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 
anyond else to altex his attitudes and way of life to the extent that, if 
{am right, is invelved in doing ev erything that we nught to be doing, 
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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 ean find compensation in the satisfaction of a way af 
life in which theory and practice, if not yet in harmony, are at least 
coming together, 
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