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PETER SINGER Famine, Affluence, and
Morality

As I write this, in November 1971, people are dying in East Ben&d
fmm Iack of food, shelter and m&dical care. The suﬁ’ering and death

.............................................................................................................

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_gees, nevm‘theless it is not beyond the capacity of the ﬂche:r naﬁons
wve enougy_assmtance to reduce any further suffering to very small

} ms. The decisions and actions of human bemgs can preVent
this kind of suffering. Unfortunately, I ing not_made
the necessary decisions. At the ind v:dual Ievel, people have thh very
few exceptions, not responded to the situation in any signiﬁcant way
Generally speaking, people have not given large sums to relic ;
they have not written to their pa.r]jamentary representatlves demand—
ing increased government assistance; they have not demonstrated in
§the stmets held symbohc fasts, or done anything else dn‘ected wward
Ppro o - mththemeanstosa_' _

At vernment level, no government has given the sort o_we
:aid that would enable t‘he refugees to survive for more than afew gays
Bnta;n, for instance, has given rather more than mos

sh - evelopment oosts' of the Anglo—French
Concm:de ject is already in excess of 227530003000, a.ng on wt
est:lmates reach £440 000,000. The im i is that | ritis
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230 Philosophy & Public Affairs

00,000.

e than six

- What are the moral implications of a situation like this? In what
follows, I shall argue that the way people in relatively affluent coun-
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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
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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, universalizability,

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 I 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 occur-
ring. Again, of course, I admit that there is a psychological difference
between the cases; one feels less guilty about doing nothing if one can
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point to others, similarly placed, who have also done nothing. Yet this
can make no real difference to our moral obligations.? Should I con-
sider that I am less obliged to pull the drowning child out of the pond
if on looking around I 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. It is a view that is an ideal excuse for inactivity;
unfortunately most of the major evils—poverty, overpopulation, pollu-

...........................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................

...............................................................................

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
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234 Philosophy & Public Affairs

tion—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
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gories are upset. The traditional distinction between duty and charity

cannot be drawn, or at least, not in the place we normally draw it.

I am not maintaining that there are no acts which are charitable,

starvation, cannot be supported. It is beyond the scope of my argu-
ment to consider whether the distinction should be redrawn or abol-
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236 Philosophy & Public Affairs

gested they should. In a well-known article, J. O. Urmson suggests
that the imperatives of duty, which tell us what we must do, as dis-
tinct from what it would be good to do but not wrong not to do, func-
tion so as to prohibit behavior that is intolerable if men are to live
together in society.® This may explain the origin and continued exist-
ence of the present division between acts of duty and acts of charity.
Moral attitudes are shaped by the needs of society, and no doubt
society needs people who will observe the rules that make social exist-
ence tolerable. From the point of view of a particular society, it is

3. J. O. Urmson, “Saints and Heroes,” in Essays in Moral Philosophy, ed.
Abraham I. Melden (Seattle and London, 1958), p. 214. For a related but
significantly different view see also Henry Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics,
7th edn. (London, 1907), pp. 220-221, 492-493.
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essential to prevent violations of norms against killing, stealing, and
so on, It is quite inessential, however, to help people outside one’s own

wick-Urmson line of argument is that it takes insufficient account of

the effect that moral standards can have on the decisions we make.
Given a society in which a wealthy man who gives five percent of his
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238 Philosophy & Public Affairs

famine we shall bring about a general breakdown of moral behavior
seems remote. If the stakes are an end to widespread starvation, it is
worth the risk. Finally, it should be emphasized that these considera-
tions are relevant only to the issue of what we should require from
others, and not to what we ourselves ought to do.

The second objection to my attack on the present distinction
between 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 I 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, mor-

else of comparable moral importance. This conclusion is one whic

we may be reluctant to face. I cannot see, though, why it should be
iggggrded as a criticism of the position for which I have argued, rather

than a criticism of our ordinary standards of behavior. Since most peo-
ple are self-interested to some degree, very few of us are likely to do

with what everyone else thinks and has always thought that there
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4. Summa Theologica, II-11, Question 66, Article 7, in Aquinas, Selected Politi-
cal Writings, ed. A. P. dEntreves, trans. J. G. Dawson (Oxford, 1948), p. 171.
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is that until there is effective population control, relieving famine
merely postpones starvation. If we save the Bengal refugees now, oth-
ers, perhaps the children of these refugees, will face starvation in a
few years’ time. In support of this, one may cite the now well-known

.......................................................................................................

would have significantly bad consequences). Since there are organiza-
tions working specifically for population control, one would then sup-

....................................................
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dependent as it is on people spending on trivia rather than giving to
famine relief, would slow 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

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

point of view of overseas aid, there must be a limit to the extent to
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means acting upon it. The philosopher will not find it any easier than
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