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Last class we learned that utilitarians think we should determine what to do 
using the Greatest Happiness Principle (GHP): 
 

Ø “actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness,” 
»  where happiness = “pleasure, and the absence of pain”, 

Ø “…wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness,”  

•  …clarifying that the pleasure/pain we are measuring is not our own,         
but that of all the people potentially affected by our action. 

Ø  Some objections we considered: 

•  This view uses majority opinion to rank pleasures (and then,    
inconsistently, also insists that pleasures of reason are always best). 
–  Mill’s reply: (none) 

•  Only focusing on the consequences of an action                                   
neglects the moral significance of the motivation for an action. 
–  Mill’s reply: The agent’s motive just isn’t morally significant. 

•  We can’t know in advance what the consequences of a specific action are. 
–  Mill’s reply: we can know what the consequences                                 

of that type of action are, generally speaking. 
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Ø  But yet another worry is that a society        
where everyone’s happiness is maximized 
would not be a morally ideal society. 

 

Robert Nozick (1938 – 2002) demonstrated         
the problem with weighing happiness too heavily 
with a famous thought experiment called            
The Experience Machine. 
 

–  If Mill is right that the best actions                   
promote the most happiness, 
•  then someone’s moral obligations to us            

are complete if they can make us          
as happy as possible. 

–  But is being maximally happy          
what we ought to be aiming for? 

»  Nozick suggests we’d actually be 
dissatisfied if we only focused on 
maximizing happiness. 
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Nozick proposes the thought experiment as follows: 
 

–  “Suppose there were an experience machine that would give you 
any experience you desired.  
»  Superduper neuropsychologists could stimulate you brain         

so that you would think and feel you were writing a great novel, 
or making a friend, or reading an interesting book.  

»  You can pick and choose [your simulated life] from [a] large 
library or smorgasbord of [desirable] experiences… 

»  All the time you would be floating in a tank,                            
with electrodes attached to your brain.  

Ø Should you plug into this machine for life, 
preprogramming your life’s experiences?  

The key question this thought experiment raises is                                                    
What else matters to us, other than how our lives feel from the inside? 
 

•  Nozick proposes that in addition to having certain experiences,  
–  …we want to do certain things, & not just have the experience of doing them. 
–  …we want to be a certain way, to be a certain sort of person.” 
–  We want to feel like we have the potential to be in contact with a deep reality. 
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Nozick suggests that  
•  “perhaps what we desire is to live…

ourselves, in contact with reality.” 

–  Hence, a constraint on utilitarianism      
might be that: 

•  right actions not only fulfill people’s 
desires for pleasure & freedom from pain,  

•  but also fulfill people’s desires to live their 
lives authentically & autonomously, 
–  i.e., by acting on their own behalf,     

in accordance with their personal 
preferences and aspirations. 

»  We will consider the importance 
of autonomy further next class,  

»  given its centrality to          
Kantian ethics. 
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Peter Singer (1946 – present) proposes that                              
we apply utilitarianism as a solution to global poverty                  
in his famous 1971 essay “Famine, Affluence, & Morality”. 

–  Singer insists that the “suffering & death that are occurring               
[in the developing world] now are…not unavoidable… 

–  it is not beyond the capacity of the richer nations to give enough 
assistance to reduce any further suffering to very small proportions. 

•  Unfortunately,…at the individual level,                                                                               
people have…not responded to the situation in any significant way. 

•  At the government level, no government has given the sort of massive aid          
that would enable the refugees to survive for more than a few days.” 

–  Alarmingly, “the British government values a supersonic transport        
[an airplane called  Concorde] more than thirty times as highly               
as it values the lives of the nine million refugees” in India in 1971. 

 

“I shall argue that the way people in relatively affluent countries              
react to a situation like that in Bengal cannot be justified; 
 

Ø  indeed, the whole way we look at moral issues…needs to be altered,                 
& with it, the way of life that has come to be taken for granted in our society.” 6	  



Singer lays out some assumptions his argument takes for granted: 
 

•  “I begin with the assumption that suffering & death                                                 
from lack of food, shelter, and medical care are bad. 
–  ..most people will agree about this…Those who disagree need read no further. 

•  My next point is this: if it is in our power to prevent something bad         
from happening, without thereby sacrificing anything of comparable       
moral importance, we ought, morally, to do it. 

–  By ‘without sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance’  
•  I mean without causing anything else comparably bad to happen, or doing 

something that is wrong in itself, or failing to promote some moral good, 
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,” 

Ø  An application of this principle would be as follows:  

•  if I am walking past a shallow pond and see a child drowning in it,                  
I ought to wade in and pull the child out.  

•  This will mean getting my clothes muddy, but this is insignificant,             
while the death of the child would presumably be a very bad thing.” (231) 7	  



“The uncontroversial appearance of the principle just stated…”                           
 – that we morally ought to to prevent a bad outcome,                           
 if it doesn’t require a comparable moral sacrifice –                                           

“…is deceptive,” Singer explains. 
 

 

Ø  If it were acted upon…our lives, our society, and our world         
would be fundamentally changed. 

–  For the principle takes…no account of proximity or distance. 

•  It makes no moral difference whether the person I help                      
is a neighbor’s child ten yards away from me or a Bengali          
whose name I shall never know, ten thousand miles away. 

–  …The fact that a person is physically 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, equality, or whatever,  
»  we cannot discriminate against someone merely 

because he is far away from us” (231-2) 8	  



“Admittedly,” Singer notes,  
 

•  “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. 

•  …[But] Unfortunately for those who like to keep   
their moral responsibilities limited,  
–  instant communication & swift transportation 

have changed the situation.” 

Ø Singer is suggesting that globalization and 
advances in technology mean that today,      
it is no more difficult to help someone          
far away than it is to help someone nearby. 

–  “…There would seem, therefore,     
to be no possible justification       
for discriminating on    
geographical grounds.” (232) 9	  



Another reason why Singer thinks his proposed moral principle                     
would transform our world: 
 

Ø  “the principle makes no distinction between                                                 
[a] cases I which I am the only person who could possibly do anything &                 
[b] cases in which I am just one among millions in the same position. 

–  …I admit that there is a psychological difference between the cases;  
•  one feels less guilty about doing nothing if one can point to others,     

similarly placed, who have also done nothing. 

–  But 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 I see other people, no further away    
than I am,  who have also noticed to child but are doing nothing? 

»  One only has to ask this question to see the absurdity of the view         
that [the number of people capable of helping] lessen[s] obligation.  

»  It is 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.” 
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Singer notes that “The view [held by his opponents] that numbers                               
do make a difference can be made plausible if stated in this way: 
 

1)  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; 

2)  There is not reason why I should give more than anyone else                                              
in the same circumstances as I am 

3)  Therefore I have no moral obligation to give more than $5. 
 

–  But Singer objects that this argument is flawed: “it is based on a  
hypothetical premise, [but] the conclusion is not stated hypothetically. 

•  The argument would be sound if the conclusion were:  
3)  If everyone in circumstances like mine were to give $5,                                    

I would have no moral obligation to give more than $5. 

•  If the conclusion were so stated…it would be obvious that the argument     
has no bearing on a situation in which [everyone does not give $5]. 
–  This, of course, is the actual situation… 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 I would if I gave just $5,”  
•  and thus one is morally obligated to do so. (233) 

•    
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Singer remarks that an apparent consequence of his arguments is that  
 

•  “I and everyone else in similar 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… 

–  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 everyone 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. 

He clarifies that this apparent consequence rests on a misunderstanding: 
 

•  those giving after it has become known that many others are giving                         
and those giving before are not in the same circumstances,”   
–  and thus their obligations to give differ from one another. 

•  The outcome where people give more than is necessary would only arise                  
“if [people] think they are giving when others are not,                                                  
but in fact they are giving when others are” – which is a highly unlikely scenario. 

Ø  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.” (234) 12	  



According to Singer, the principle  
•  (that if it is in our power to prevent                                     

something very bad from happening,                                 
without thereby sacrificing anything else                            
morally significant, we ought, morally, to do it) 

…dissolves the “traditional distinction between                
duty & charity”, …or at least suggests that                               
these categories ought to be redefined. 
 

 
 

 

Ø  “Because giving money is regarded as an act of charity           
[as opposed to the fulfillment of a moral duty]                                        
“it is not thought that there is anything wrong with not giving. 

 

–  The charitable man may be praised,  
–  but the man who is not charitably 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. 

»  This way of looking at the matter           
cannot be justified,” Singer claims. 
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Singer explains that we ought to feel guilty and be blameable                     
for spending our money on things that enhance our own comfort,           
when we could be saving lives instead. 

 
 

»  “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 anything significant                            

if we were to continue to wear our old clothes,                    
and give the money to famine relief. 

•  By doing so we are preventing another person from starving. 

»  It follows…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,” but rather mandatory. 
•  Nor is it [a superogatory 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.” 
 

 

Singer’s point is that  
Ø our regard of giving money to save lives as charity                        

(rather than duty) “cannot be supported.” (235) 14	  



Singer anticipates that “One objection to the position [he has] taken        
might be simply that it is too drastic a revision of our moral scheme. 
 
 

•  People do not ordinarily judge [their obligations]                                                  
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 another person’s property. 
•  They do not condemn those who indulge in luxury                            

instead of giving to famine relief. 

Ø  But…the way people do in fact judge                                                         
has nothing to do with the validity of my conclusion.” 

–  Singer is saying that  
•  the fact that people currently do not see themselves as morally obligated 

to do everything in their power to prevent other people’s suffering    
doesn’t mean that they don’t have this obligation,                                            
or that they are incapable of recognizing this obligation; 
–  it just indicates that they haven’t yet been persuaded                        

that they genuinely ought to condemn people (including themselves) 
for not giving when it is in their power to do so. 15	  



Singer invites us “to consider why our society, and most other societies,               
do judge differently from the way I have suggested they should. 
 

•  He hypothesizes that “Moral attitudes are shaped by the needs of society,  
–  and no doubt society needs people who will observe the rules                 

that make social existence tolerable. 

Ø From the point of view of a particular society, it is essential                
to prevent violations of norms against killing, stealing, & so on,”   
»  so people in that society are taught that it is their duty                   

not to do any of these dangerous things. 
Ø It is quite inessential, however, to help people outside one’s own 

society,” so doing so is not treated as a moral duty. 

•  “If this is an explanation of our common distinction between          
duty & supererogation, however, it is not a justification of it.  

–  The moral point of view requires us to look beyond the interests               
of our own society,” Singer insists. 
•  “Previously,…this may hardly have been feasible,                                       

but it is quite feasible now. 
»  …the prevention of the starvation of millions of people               

outside our society must be considered at least as pressing as 
the upholding of property norms within our society.” (236-7) 16	  



He considers the objection that it is unreasonable                                           
to expect ordinary people to follow the principle he has defended. 
 
 

•  “It has been argued by some writers…that we need to have a basic moral 
code which is not too far beyond the capacities of the ordinary man,  
–  for otherwise there will be a general breakdown                                              

of compliance with the moral code. 

•  Crudely stated, this argument suggests that  

–  if we tell people that they ought to refrain from murder                                    
and give everything they do not really need to famine relief,  
•  they will do neither,” [presumably because                                              

they will rebel against such high moral demands] 

–  whereas if we tell them that they ought to refrain from murder                      
and that it is good to give to famine relief but not wrong to do so,  
•  they will at least refrain from murder.” (237) 

»  In summary, some of his opponents think that                
imposing lots of moral obligations on people                 
will backfire by overwhelming them. 17	  



Singer acknowledges that it is worthwhile                     
to think strategically about what kind of moral code 
people will be willing and capable of following. 
 

•  His opponents’ objection raises the question: 
–  “Where should we draw the line between conduct  

that is required and conduct that is good although  
not required, so as to get the best possible result? 

•  Singer’s answer is that we need to consider         
“the effect that moral standards can have              
on the decisions we make. 

–  …What it is possible for a man to do &      
what he is likely to do are both…very greatly 
influenced by what people around him are 
doing & expecting him to do.” (237) 

»  He suggests that setting high moral 
standards will cultivate a society in 
which it is simply the norm, and not 
something extraordinary, to abandon 
some of one’s own wealth to ensure the 
lives of those who are less fortunate. 18	  



Singer addresses another objection,                                                          
which targets the basis of his view is utilitarian ethics. 
 
 

•  “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. 

–  Given the present conditions in many parts of the world,                                  
…it does follow from my argument that we ought, morally,                               
to be working full time to relieve great suffering of the sort                             
that occurs as a result of famine or other disasters. 

•  …This conclusion 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 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 the case that we ought to do it.” (238) 

Ø Singer is saying that the problem is not that utilitarianism    
asks too much from us, but rather than we expect too little 
from ourselves & from each other. 19	  



He then considers some practical concerns: 
 

•  “It is sometimes said that overseas aid should be a government responsibility,      
and that therefore one ought not to give to privately run charities. 
–  Giving privately, it is said, allows the government and the noncontributing 

members of society to escape their responsibilities.” (239) 

•  Singer replies that it doesn’t make sense to assume that governments will 
give less if individuals give more:  
–  instead, a government would be likely to take a high amount of 

individual giving as a sign that their citizenry cares about that issue 
and would want their government to give on their behalf. 
»  He says it stands to be shown that increased private giving leads 

to less government giving. 

•  “Another, more serious reason for not giving to famine relief funds                         
is that until there is effective population control, relieving famine merely 
postpones starvation” from overpopulation. 

–  Singer responds that if one is certain that population control, rather than 
famine relief, is the real cure to refugees’ suffering,  
•  then “one ought to be doing all one can to promote population 

control”, such as giving to organizations dedicated to that cause. (240) 
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One last concern is that  
•  by doing all that one can                                                                              

to prevent the suffering of refugees,  
•  “one would reduce oneself to very near                                                   

the material circumstances of a Bengali refugee”, 

–  since we are supposed to give until the point of marginal utility,  
•  “at which by giving more, I would cause  as much suffering to myself    

or my dependents as I would relieve by my gift.” 

•  Singer says that this only seems like an awful outcome to us                         
because we live in a culture where we expect to have way more       
than what is necessary for our survival & well-being:  

–  “consumer society has had a distorting effect                                              
on the goals and purposes of its members”:  

–  If we hadn’t been exposed to a lifestyle where luxuries                            like 
smartphones seem to be necessary for our survival, 

–  we wouldn’t see a life without these things as a life of deprivation. 

•  He advises that we should be willing, because of our moral obligations 
to others,  to live with much less than we currently do. 21	  


