What must I do?

Give most of
your possessions
to the poor

So far we have been discussing a number of general questions about
what it means to say that actions are right or wrong, and whether
anyone is ever morally responsible for their actions.
Today, rather than asking these questions, we will address a particular
moral question: the question of what, if anything, the affluent owe to the
poor.

This is the topic of Peter Singer’s
1971 paper “Famine, Affluence,
and Morality.” Singer describes the
contemporary example of refugees
in Bengal and says the following:

To understand Singer’s position and argument, we need to do two
things: (1) understand what sorts of situations he is talking about, and
(2) understand what he thinks we are morally obliged to do in
response to such situations.

Singer describes the situation in Bengal as follows:

There seem to be two relevant aspects of the situation in Bengal: that it
in involves massive human suffering, and that it is, at least in large part,
avoidable.
This leads to a natural question: are there now, in 2015, any situations
of this sort — in other words, situations that both involve massive
human suffering and are avoidable?

The following data from the United Nations and UNICEF suggests that
there are:

Every 3.6
seconds, someone
dies of starvation.
Usually it is a child
under the age of
5.

2.2 million
people per year, or
6,000 people per day,
die from drinking
contaminated water due
to lack of access to
safe drinking
water.

About
29,000 children
under the age of 5 die
every day. More than 70%
of these are due to the
following preventable causes:
depleted immune systems due
to chronic malnourishment,
lack of safe water and
sanitation, and insectborne disease.

300 million
children go to bed
hungry every
day.

Each of these situations involves massive human suffering, and each
seems, at least in large part, preventable.

The next question is: what are our moral obligations, given this fact?
Here is what Singer says:

In this passage, Singer states
two different moral principles,
which might be stated as
follows:
The strong principle
One always ought to prevent
something bad from happening
if one can do so without
sacrificing anything with moral
importance comparable to the
thing to be prevented.

The moderate principle
One always ought to prevent
something bad from happening
if one can do so without
sacrificing anything of any
moral importance.

Can you think of any examples where we seem to
take for granted principles of this sort?

Singer thinks that both of these principles are true. He also thinks that
they have profound consequences for the way we ought to live our
lives:

It is natural to think of Singer’s view as extremely radical. But, as Singer
points out, many others throughout history would have regarded his
suggestions as far from radical:

It is also worth pointing out that, for most of human history, moral
opposition to slavery would have seemed extremely radical.

Let’s look at a concrete example of what these principles imply, starting
with the strong principle.

The strong principle
One always ought to prevent
something bad from happening
if one can do so without
sacrificing anything with moral
importance comparable to the
thing to be prevented.
The importance of an ND
education (vs an education
at one’s state university) is
not of comparable
importance to the lives of
30 people.

A Notre Dame education
costs $140,000 more
than an average
education in a state
university
It costs roughly $1 to
feed one child in Africa
for one day
The difference between an
ND education and a state
school education could feed
30 children in Africa, who
would otherwise die of
starvation, from age 5 to
adulthood

1. One always ought to prevent something
bad from happening if one can do so
without sacrificing anything with moral
importance comparable to the thing to be
prevented. (Strong Principle)
2. A Notre Dame education costs $140,000
more than an average education in a state
university.
3. It costs roughly $1 to feed one child in
Africa for one day.
4. The difference between an ND education
and a state school education could feed
30 children in Africa, who would
otherwise die of starvation, from age 5 to
adulthood. (2,3)
5. The importance of an ND education (vs
an education at one’s state university) is
not of comparable importance to the lives
of 30 people.
————————————————
C. No one should attend Notre Dame. (1,4,5)

Is the argument valid?
It is difficult to reject premises 2
or 3. So if one wants to reject
the conclusion of the argument,
one must reject either premise 1
or premise 5.

5. The importance of an ND education (vs
an education at one’s state university) is
not of comparable importance to the lives
of 30 people.

How might one argue against premise (5)?

Let’s turn instead to the first premise: Singer’s
strong principle.
1. One always ought to prevent something
bad from happening if one can do so
without sacrificing anything with moral
importance comparable to the thing to be
prevented. (Strong Principle)

“If everyone
gave to alleviate
world hunger, it would
only take very little
money per person. So
why should I give
more?”

“Giving money to
alleviate hunger only
delays the problem, since
doing so would only lead to
further population growth,
which in turn will just lead
to more starvation.”

“If everyone gave the
amount the strong
principle recommends to
alleviate world poverty, rich
country economies would
collapse. And then there would
be no one in a position to help
with future disasters.”

“If everyone gave the
amount the strong
principle recommends to
alleviate world poverty, rich
country economies would
collapse. And then there would
be no one in a position to help
with future disasters.”

1. One always ought to prevent something
bad from happening if one can do so
without sacrificing anything with moral
importance comparable to the thing to be
prevented. (Strong Principle)

To evaluate this last objection, it might help to know some facts about world
economic aid: the United Nations suggests that developed nations should
contribute 0.7% of their gross national product to assist developing countries.
Countries which meet this target include Sweden, Norway, and the United
Kingdom. A more typical nation is France or Ireland, which contributes roughly
0.4%. The United States is one of the worst contributors of rich nations, at
0.19% of gross national product. Americans give more than most others in
private contributions, but the total national contribution, including private
contributions, is still only about 0.3%.

1. One always ought to prevent something
bad from happening if one can do so
without sacrificing anything with moral
importance comparable to the thing to be
prevented. (Strong Principle)

It is plausible that something like this principle will
follow from most versions of consequentialism.
But one might also use the sorts of examples — like David the
surgeon — which are used to argue against consequentialism, to
argue against Singer’s principle.
Imagine, for example, that killing one of my children will, for whatever
reason, lead to 30 lives being saved. Is it clear that I must kill my child?
Note, though, that these sorts of cases do not appear to be
counterexamples to Singer’s moderate principle.

This principle, though, can also be used to derive some surprising results.
The moderate principle
One always ought to prevent
something bad from happening
if one can do so without
sacrificing anything of any
moral importance.
It is bad for children to
starve to death.
Starbucks coffee is of no
moral importance.

A Starbucks coffee
costs $3.
It costs roughly $1 to
feed one child in Africa
for one day
One can prevent three
children from starving
for a day by donating the
amount of money you
would have spent on a
Starbucks coffee.

1. One always ought to prevent
something bad from happening if
one can do so without sacrificing
anything of any moral importance
(the moderate principle).
2. A Starbucks coffee costs $3.
3. It costs roughly $1 to feed one
child in Africa for one day.
4. One can prevent three children
from starving for a day by
donating the amount of money
you would have spent on a
Starbucks coffee. (2,3)
5. Starbucks coffee is of no moral
importance.
6. It is bad for children to starve to
death.
———————————————
C. No one should buy a Starbucks
coffee.

Is the argument valid?
Suppose that one were to argue
that if no one drank Starbucks
coffee, then the company would
go out of business, and lots of
people would lose their jobs,
and that this would be of some
moral importance. If all of this
were true, would this falsify any
premises in the argument?

