


2 

PETER SINGER 

EACH OF US IS JUST ONE AMONG OTHERS 

S
impson's-in-the-Strand is a London institution famous for its 
roasts, which are carved at guests' tables on antique, silver
domed trolleys. Early on a spring morning in 2006, British 
politicians and business leaders have gathered in one of its 

wood-panelled rooms to attend a breakfast forum on global poverty. 
One of the speakers is Princeton University professor Peter Singer, 
a leading utilitarian moral philosopher. Utilitarianism holds that the 
well-being ( or 'utility') of every sentient being counts equally, and that, 
insofar as we are considering a given population of such beings, there is 
only one supreme moral requirement: to maximize the sum of the utility 
of the members of that population. Applied to the question of global 
poverty, this principle yields the conclusion that each person should 
devote his resources towards preventing others' deprivation up to the 
point at which he can do more good by spending them on himself. It 
also follows that those who purchase luxuries with money that could 
have saved the lives of others ( who would not otherwise be saved) have 
these people's deaths on their conscience. As I listen to Singer present 
this argument, I glance at the breakfast menu. The top item is 'The Ten 
Deadly Sins', which includes servings of Cumberland sausage, streaky 
and back bacon, liver, lamb's kidneys, fried bread, and eggs any style. 
It comes to £20.95 (around $37 at the time), equivalent to the cost of 
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providing three insecticide-treated bed nets to an African family, which 
would significantly reduce their chance of dying from malaria. Singer 
would think the breakfast aptly named. 

Apart from his defence of an uncommonly demanding conception 
of our duties to aid others, Singer is best known for his attempts to 
change common ethical views on two topics: the status of animals and 
questions at the margins of life. In Animal Liberation, a book that has 
become a classic of the animal rights movement, Singer argues forcefully 
that we must give the interests of non-human animals the same moral 
weight as comparable human interests, and that we should therefore 
put an end to many of our current methods of raising and using animals. 
In Practical Ethics and Rethinking Life and Death, Singer argues that 
abortion and voluntary euthanasia are permissible; that infanticide, if 
it is bad· at all, is not nearly as bad as killing a young adult; and that 
if an infant is born with severe disabilities, its parents should have the 
right to have it painlessly killed shortly after its birth if this would be 
for the good of the newborn (in case its disabilities are so severe that its 
life would not be worth living) or if they decide it is in the interest of 
their family as a whole (because caring for a child with severe disabilities 
would place great burdens on them or on other family members). 

Singer is a talented writer: he knows how to make complex arguments 
transparent without oversimplifying them, and he derives arresting 
conclusions from premisses that often seem reasonable, even to 11011-

utilitarians. The clarity, accessibility, and provocativeness of his writing, 
coupled with the fact that it deals with pressing moral issues, have made 
Singer perhaps the most widely read contemporary ethicist. Many of his 
conclusions, though, have generated ardent opposition. In particular, 
his views on the permissibility of killing infants born with severe 
disabilities appear to some not merely misguided, but also dangerous, 
because (so these critics claim) they undermine the standing of people 
with disabilities. As a consequence, some universities have come under 
pressure not to give Singer a platform, and he has faced aggressive 
protests at his lectures; Between 1989 and 1999, for example, several of 
Singer's speaking engagements at German universities were cancelled 
due to planned demonstrations, while others were violently disrupted. 
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( Opposition in Germany to Singer's views now appears to have died 
down; during the last decade, he has spoken in Germany on several 
occasions without anyone attempting to stop him speaking.) Singer's 
appointment at Princeton in 1999 also occasioned strong protests, 
with members of the disability rights group Not Dead Yet chaining 
themselves to administration buildings. 

Such vehement responses to a philosophical argument are foreign 
to the distinguished individuals gathered at Simpson's, some of whom 
merely shift uncomfortably in their seats as Singer details the costs 
to others of their lifestyles. One audience member asks whether, on 
Singer's view, failing to spend much of one's income on saving lives is 
tantamount to murder. If so, the questioner adds, doesn't it follow that 
Singer's view is clearly mistaken, since failing to save and killing are 
obviously not morally equivalent? Singer is often asked this question, 
and responds to the questioner as follows. 

Do I really regard as morally equivalent someone who fails to 
give £100 to Oxfam because he wants a new sweater that he 
doesn't really need and another person who travels to Africa 
and maliciously kills a farmer? Of course not. Several factors 
make it useful to distinguish between the two. For one, these 
people's motivations are completely different - one simply 
wants to look fashionable, while the other is malevolent. 
Moreover, someone who will take the trouble of going to 
Africa to kill someone is probably far more dangerous to 
others. Finally, it is usually easier for people to refrain from 
killing others than to completely focus their lives on saving 
others from deprivation. So the malicious killer has a more 
morally monstrous character than the person who just throws 
the Oxfam letter in the bin and goes shopping. Given the way 
our societies are organised, the former is violating a minimal 
standard for acceptable conduct, whereas the latter is simply 
acting in a way most people think is okay. Still, from the 
point of view of the person who dies from hunger or a disease 
that could have been prevented with that £roo, it makes no 
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difference whether he dies through someone failing to take the 

steps to save him or through someone killing him. So even 

though spending money .on luxuries and thereby failing to save 

lives is not normally morally equivalent to killing, it is a mistake 

to think, as many people do, that one is not obligated to use 

one's money for the prevention of suffering. Choosing to aid is 
not merely admirable; it is required. 

Singer's answer draws on differences between failing to save and 

killing that, though present in this particular case, are not essential 
to the contrast between the two. I am curious what Singer would say 

about cases in which only the essential differences are at stake. So after 

the forum ends and we have walked the few blocks to my office in 

the London School of Economics, I start our discussion by asking him 
about a pair of cases proposed by Frances Kamm. 

IQ> 

ALEX VOORHOEVE: Suppose that a driver must choose which of two 
ro�ds to take home through the mountains: one, a winding road which 
carries a significant risk of a fatal accident, and another, safe road. In the 
first scenario, taking the treacherous route would enable the driver to save 
a stranger who would otherwise die; this person cannot be saved if she 
takes the safe route. (The person in need of saving is, we are to imagine, 
located before the dangerous part of the treacherous route, so that the 
driver will certainly save him if she takes this route.) In a second scenario, 
there is no one the driver can save by taking the treacherous route, but if 

she takes the route that is safe for her, she will start a rockslide that will 
kill someone who lives by the side of the road. 

In both scenarios, we can assume the driver's motivation is simply to 
get home safely, even if this involves a high cost to another person. There is, 
moreover, no difference in the difficulty of choosing the safe route in the two 
scenarios. Nonetheless, intuitively, there is an important difference between 
the two: while it may be permissible for the driver to take the safe route home 
when doing so involves failing to save someone, it seems impermissible for 
her to take the safe route when doing so involves killing someone. 
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Of course, these intuitions may be mistaken. Still, strong intuitive 
responses to cases are often quite reliable. For example, if a sentence strikes 
an educated native speaker as ungrammatical, this usually indicates that 
the sentence is indeed ungrammatical. Similarly, the inchoate feeling that 
someone is not quite trustworthy can be a useful (though impeifect) indic
ator of his untrustworthiness. Or, to take another example, a chess master 
might get a sinkingfeeling when contemplating the board and rightly take 
this as an important sign that she is in a losing position. So shouldn't we 
take our intuitions about these moral cases as presumptive evidence that 
there is a significant difference between failing to save and killing? 

PETER SINGER: Well, I think people probably have these intuitions 
because we are brought up in an ethic that tells us that we must not 
kill, but normally need not devote much of our energies to saving 
others. And I think it is no accident that society has this rule and that 
we are generally disposed to conform to it. Society depends for its 
functioning on people accepting restrictions on most kinds of killings; 
it does not similarly depend on people being strongly motivated to 
save distant strangers. It is therefore important that people find 
killing especially abhorrent. But though it is understandable that' we 
have these intuitions, I don't think they point to a relevant motal 
difference in these cases. Morality demands that we take an impartial 
point of view, from which it is just as bad if the person dies because 
no one is there to save him as it is if he gets killed in a rockslide. 

ALEX VOORHOEVE: I admit that it isn't easy to find a wholly persuasive 
explanation of why killing is worse than letting die. But tl?at doesn't show 
that there isn't a morally relevant difference between them. Shouldn't we 
think that there may be a deeper rationale for our everyday judgements 
that we simply haven't found yet, and so be sceptical of our theoretical 
reasoning when it ends up being so at odds with the verdicts of our moral 
sense? 

PETER SINGER: Some scepticism is indeed in order, but I'm not sure 
what you're suggesting. Are you saying that because we have reason 
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to be sceptical about our conclusions in moral theory, we should 
simply stick to inherited social rules? That doesn't follow! 

ALEX voORHOEVE: I'm saying that it seems hubristic to break so 
radically with our ordinary moral sense without taking seriously the 
possibility that there is something to our intuitive responses. Take, for 
example, Dostoevsky's Crime and Punishment; the story seems to 
illustrate the folly of overruling our sense that killing is especially wrong 
for the sake of a moral theory. 1 

PETER SINGER: I regard Crime and Punishment as a great novel in 
terms of representing something in our experience: the rule against 
killing comes to us with mysterious force-it has authority, but at 
the same time the source of its authority is mysterious. Dostoevsky's 

1 In the novel, Raskolnikov, a down-and-out university dropout, overhears a 
student in a tavern reasoning as follows about an old, miserly pawnbroker: 

'[A) hundred, a thousand good deeds and undertakings ... could be 
arranged and set going by [her] money ... Hundreds, maybe thousands 
of lives put right; dozens of families saved from destitution, from ruin, 
from depravity, from the venereal hospitals-all on her money. Kill her 
and take her money, so that afterwards with its help you can devote 
yourself to the service of all mankind ... One death for hundreds of 
lives-it's simple arithmetic!' 

This utilitarian analysis strikes Raskolnikov as impeccable. He is aware that 
for a man of ordinary sensibilities, murdering the pawnbroker is a horrifying 
prospect, so that to transgress the bounds of ordinary morality in this way requires 
uncommon confidence in the correctness of one's moral reasoning and an iron 
resolve. Raskolnikov admires men who are possessed of such qualities, and out of 
both humanitarian motives and the desire to prove his strength of mind, Raskolnikov 
bludgeons the pawnbroker to death with an axe and takes her money. Afterwards, 
he falls into a feverish state, in which he is tormented by thoughts of his crime. 
Finally, he confesses to the police and is sentenced to penal servitude in Siberia. The 
book ends with what Dostoevsky describes as Raskolnikov' s redemption: under the 
influence of his suffering in the prison camp and the love of a devout woman, a 
humbled Raskolnikov comes to accept traditional morality. 
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analysis ofRaskolnikov's feelings is compelling. Still, I do not regard 
it as a great novel in terms of its moral message-that Raskolnikov 
is only redeemed when, through faith, he submits to moral rules that 
he cannot justify through reasoning. 

From a utilitarian perspective, one might say that Raskolnikov's 
mistake was to put too much weight on his independent judgement 
of the expected consequences of his actions. Some utilitarians have 
claimed that normally, we should stick to the rules that people live 
by in our society because we have reason to believe that the process 
of social development has a tendency to select rules that have better 
consequences than other possible social rules. We should therefore 
realize that we may be in error when, in a particular case, it seems to us 
that it would be for the best to break the ordinary rules of social life. 

I have some sympathy for this view. And one might say that the 
story illustrates it: Raskolnikov was mistaken about how strongly he 
would be affected by the crime, and how he would be driven to confess 
rather than use the money for good purposes. He also didn't take into 
account other bad consequences-for example, that killings typically 
undermine people's sense of security and their trust in others, which 
are essential for social life. Still, I do not conclude from this that 
we should stick to the everyday rule even when we do know the 
consequences of our actions and the utilitarian calculus tells us to 
break it. If we imagine that Raskolnikov really knew that he would use 
the pawnbroker's money to do greater good and that there would be 
no further bad consequences, then he would have been right to kill her. 

I know that, at this point, some people will wave their hands 
in shock and horror and say: 'You've just said we should kill an 
old woman to use her money to save others!' My response to this 
would be: Yes, I've said that in a fictitious world. And I don't think 
that reactions of shock and horror have much relevance, since they 
are based on the thought that I would recommend this in typical 
circumstances in this world, which is not the case. 

ALEX VOORHOEVE: In some cases, though, you do recommend changes 
to our everyday practices that many find counterintuitive-with respect 
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to the treatment of animals and infants with disabilities, for example. In 
those cases, too, you dismiss our intuitive judgements. Why do you do so, 

and how do you think we should engage in ethical reasoning, if not by 

appealing to our judgements about cases? 

PETER SINGER: I don't place much weight on these judgements, 

because it seems possible that they derive from untrustworthy 

sources. We are raised in traditions and habits of thinking that 
are shaped by religious systems, and even if we no longer regard 

these religions as sources of moral authority, we may find it hard 

to shake off essentially religious views of the sanctity of human life 
that we have absorbed from our parents and teachers, and from the 

broader culture. This may make our intuitions about such things 
as abortion, suicide, and voluntary euthanasia entirely unreliable. 
We are also raised in a culture that has historically oppressed and 

maltreated women, homosexuals, and people of different races, and 

invented supposed justifications for this maltreatment. The 'moral 

intuitions' of those who engaged· in such practices were warped 
by prejudice; and I think many people's 'intuition' that it is okay 
to use animals in ways that cause them needless pain is equally 

warped by prejudice. Still other judgements stem from being raised 

to accept social conventions that lack moral justification, such as 

the convention that it is okay to do with our money what we 

like. Finally, some other moral judgements may simply stem from 
our evolutionary inheritance- our ideas about the importance of 
reciprocity, for example, may have biological origins but also lack any 
deep justification. Therefore, it seems to me a good idea to place little 
weight on our particular moral judgements. 

ALEX vooRHOEVE: So how should we proceed instead? 

PETER SINGER: I think we should start from certain basic and 

immediately appealing moral ideas. Now, what these ideas are is 
a difficult question. I would like to find judgements that appeal to 
self-evident principles that any rational being would have to accept. 
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I am not sure that there are such principles; still, the following ideas 
seem to me compelling. First, the thought that, from a moral point 
of view, the interests of every sentient being count equally. Second, 
that the right way to spell out what it means to count them equally 
is to weigh each interest as you would your own-that just as, 
from a self-interested perspective, you would pursue the maximum 
satisfaction of your interests, from a moral, impartial perspective, you 
should pursue the maximum satisfaction of the interests of all beings. 
Now, what is interesting is that this idea of giving everyone's interests 
equal weight, this kind of broad-based altruism, is not something 
that you would expect to have evolved. So it appears that when we 
think of things in this way, we are not just reporting our intuitions, 
but rather a reasoned response to things that we recognize are of 
value. 

ALEX VOORHOEVE: It seems, though, that one could accept the first of 
these basic ideas -that the interests of every being matter equally from 
the moral point of view-without accepting the second-that the way to 
respect this equality is to maximize the total satisfaction of interests in a 
given population. For focusing only on the sum of well-being leads one to 
ignore how this well-being is distributed among different individuals-and 
the latter seems relevant. Suppose, for example, that we could treat either 
. a person who has a minor disability (say, being unable to walk more 
than short distances) or a person with a very severe disability (say, being 
generally bedridden and needing the help of others to sit up); we cannot 
treat both. Suppose further that the treatment for the minor disability 
would offer a slightly larger increase in well-being than the treatment for 
the very severe disability: while the treatment for the minor disability 
would lead to a complete cure, the treatment for the very severe disability 
would only somewhat alleviate that condition-the person would still 
need the help of others to move around, but would be able to sit up on 
his own. In this case, a utilitarian would have to say that we should treat 
the person with the slight disability .. But this seems wrong; given that the 
two treatments offer nearly the same increase in well-being, the worse-off 
person would seem to have a stronger claim to be treated. 
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PETER SINGER: I do not agree that the person who is worse off has 

the greater claim in this case. I think our intuitive responses to these 
examples turn on applying mentally the law of diminishing marginal 
utility.2 We think, 'Well, if you are that much better off, an increase 
in mobility will create a small increase in your well-being, but if you 
are badly off the relief would be huge.' So in a way, we have difficulty 
accepting the description of your example, in which the size of the 
benefit one can give to the better off is slightly larger than the size of 
the benefit one can give to the less well off. The right way to take in 
the relative size of the benefits to each person would be to imagine 
that we had to decide who should get the treatment from behind a 
veil of ignorance. Behind this veil, we would know that we will be 
one of these two people once the veil is lifted, and we would believe 
that we had an equal chance of being each. If your description of the 
example is correct, then, from behind such a veil, we would want the 
treatment to be given to the person with the minor disability, since 
this would do us the greatest expected good.3 If this were the case,

tht;n I can't see how people could argue that this is not the right 
distribution. 

ALEX VOORHOEVE: Many would say, however, that it is inappropriate 
to use this kind of veil of ignorance for deciding on distribution among 
different individuals, because it takes the perspective of a single person 
with two possible, equally likely futures ( one in which he is slightly 
disabled, and one in which he is very severely disabled) as a model for 

2 This 'law' is an empirical generalization about the way resources contribute to 
a person's well-being. It states that a given improvement in a person's command 
over some resource is typically more important the less he has of that resourc�. This 
is clearest in the case of money: an additional £100 is typically less important, for 
example, to a person who has £1,000,000 than to a person who has £1,000. 

3 In other words, we would prefer the treatment for the minor disability, because 
a 50 per cent chance of receiving the larger benefit if and only if we ended up being 
the person with the minor disability would outweigh the 50 per cent chance of 
receiving the smaller benefit if and only if we ended up being the person with the 
very severe disability. 
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evaluating the moral claims of two separate people, one of whom is 
slightly disabled and another of whom is very severely disabled. This 
seems inappropriate, because when we are considering a single person's 
(potential) well-being, there is a unified perspective on what is good for this 
person that is 1acking in the case of two separate people. As John Rawls 
put it, by treating these separate people as if they were all equally likely 
potential futures of a single person, utilitarianism ignores the separateness 
of persons. 

For example, take a single person, who is now in good health, but 
who we know will shortly develop either the slight disability or the very 
severe disability and is equally likely to develop either. Suppose this person 
may receive only one of the aforementioned treatments, and prefers the 
treatment for the slight disability because this would do him more expected 
good. If we give him this treatment and he subsequently develops the very 
severe disability, we could still maintain that, in treating him for the slight 
disability, we were acting in the way that we believed would do him the 
most expected good. This would seem to fully justify treating him for the 
slight disability. In the two-person case, however, when we deny the less 
well-off person the treatment because the better-off person would benefit 
slightly more, we cannot say to the less well-off person, 'We acted in your 
interests.' Moreover, it would seem reasonable for the worse-off person 
to ask, rhetorically, 'How can you treat the person who is already better 
off in order to make him better off still, when by treating me instead you 
could give me a benefit almost as large and which, after treatment, would 
still leave me less well off than the person with the ( untreated) minor 
disability?' 

This is not merely a point about our moral intuitions about cases. 
Instead, it is a point about the nature of the impartial, moral perspective: 
from this perspective, it would seem, there is not a single, unified 
total amount of (prospective) well-being. Instead, there are just separate 
individuals, each with her or his (prospective) well-being. And when 
separate persons have competing claims on a resource, the relative strength 
of their claims depends not just on how much good t!Jis resource would 
do for them, but also on how well off each of them is compared to 
others. 
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PETER SINGER: I disagree. I think there is this single perspective from 

which we can evaluate how important various benefits to different 

people are; furthermore, l believe that people can readily understand 

appeals to this perspective. If I am the person with the very severe 

disability, and you are the person with the slight disability, and I 

properly imagine myself as potentially being in your situation, then 
I can see that when the two are weighted equally, your improved 

situation compensates for the smaller improvement that I will forgo. 

Now, on the view you are suggesting, we should give some 
additional weight to benefits that accrue to those who are worse 

off. The question I have for people who hold this view is: How 

much priority do you want to give to the worst om You mention 

Rawls - he proposed that we give complete priority to the worst off, 

preferring any gain to the worst off, no matter how small, over any 
gain to the better off, no matter how large. This is an unattractive 

view; in your example, it would involve treating the severely disabled 
person rather than the person with the minor disability, even if we 

could only offer a barely significant improvement in the former' s 
situation, while we could fully cure the latter. So Rawls's view must 

be wrong. How much priority, then, should we give the worst om 
It turns out that it is completely arbitrary; there is no principled 

answer. 

ALEX VOORHOEVE: Well, I suppose we must engage in some kind of 

intuitive balancing in cases of this kind between, on the one hand, the size 
of the benefit and, on the other, the relative levels of well-being of the two 

people. 

PETER SINGER: I don't have much faith in intuitive balancin'g. As I 

said, I think that the part of people's intuitions that your argument 
appeals to can be explained by a natural focus on those who are very 
badly off. We focus our attention on them, because often they are 

the ones for whom we can do the most good with given resources. So 
I think our intuitions are based on facts that are generally true about 
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the teal world, but I don't think that they necessarily reflect any deep 
commitment to the view you' re proposing. 

ALEX VOORHOEVE: I'd like to turn to your understanding of the interests 
of humans and non-human animals, and the moral conclusions you draw 
from your characterization of these interests. You argue that a being's 
interests are determined by the capacities it possesses: a being with only a 
bare capacity for the pleasures and pains of the moment, such as (let us 
suppose) a chicken, has an interest in enjoying such pleasures and avoiding 
such pains as it is capable of. But, since it lacks a conception of itself as 
existing through time, it has no interest in its continued existence ( there 
would not, after all, be a single consciousness to whom this additional time 
alive would mean anything). By contrast, an animal with an enduring self, 
such as (it would appear) an ape, has an interest in continued existence 
under favourable conditions, because it would benefit from this extra time 
alive. Finally, you argue that the interests of beings with both a persisting 
self and the capacity to rationally evaluate what they want (such as most 
adult humans) are determined by their preferences - the things that, after 
due consideration withJull relevant information, they decide they want 
from life. 

One of the striking aspects of your view is that only the capacities that 
a being actually possesses determine its interests; the capacities it might 
develop, you claim, are irrelevant. It follows that a newborn, which has the 
capacity for pleasure and pain, but which lacks rationality and a sense of 
itself as persisting over time, has an interest only in experiencing pleasure 
and avoiding pain; it has no interest in continued existence. It follows 
that a newborn is not harmed if it is painlessly killed. Moreover, since, 
in a utilitarian view, the wrongness of killing is entirely founded on the 
harm it would do, it also follows that killing an inf ant does not wrong it 
( although killing the infant may harm, and therefore wrong, people who 
care about it). But can this view really be correct? After all, we speak of 
doing things for the sake of a newborn, and these are things that secure the 
conditions of its future healthy development. We also commonly say of an 
infant that it has a great future ahead of it. Doesn't it harm a newborn to 
rob it of that future? 
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PETER SINGER: I think this is an understandable, but nonetheless 
misleading way of thinking about newborns. Parents who want a 
child naturally think of the person the infant will become, and they 
want that person to do well. But the newborn is not this person; 
it is merely the biological basis of this future person. Now, some 
philosophers have proposed something similar to what you seem to 
be saying. Don Marquis, for example, has argued that both abortion 
and infanticide are wrong when and because both embryos and 
newborns have what he calls 'a future of value' -if they would go 
on to have a full, good life, then by aborting or killing them, we are 
robbing them of this life's goods. But, as I said, I don't think that 
either embryos or infants are identical, in the relevant sense, with the 
person whose life this would be. I don't think, for example, that Twas 
born; rather, I came into being at a later stage, when the newborn 
that became me developed certain capacities. 

Moreover, strange conclusions follow if one supposes that the 
embryo is identical with the person it can become, so that it can have 

a future of value. For example, take a test-tube embryo that consists 
of eight cells. At this stage, these cells are totipotent-if split from 
the other cells, each of them has the potential to develop into a whole 
individual. Now, we have the technology to split these eight cells 
into separate cells, which, after allowing them to develop further in 
separate Petri dishes, we could implant in women volunteers. If each 
of these developing cells is identical with the person it can become, 
it would seem that we should split these cells and find volunteers to 
carry them to full term, since otherwise we would be failing to give 
each of them a future of value. 

ALEX VOORHOEVE: I admit that it is difficult to spell out a plausible view 
of how, precisely, the embryo's or infant's potential future makes a moral 
difference. Still, your view also has unpalatable implications. Suppose,for 
example, that we can save either a newborn orphan (for whom no one has 
special concern) or two dogs from painful death in a fire, and we cannot 
save all three. It seems you would be committed to saying that, if their 
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deaths would be equally painful, we sl,ould save the two dogs, since this 
prevents more suffering. 

PETER SINGER: I'm not sure about that. We cannot isolate the case 
in this way. There might be other people who want to care f�r the 
orphan, or adopt it, and this might make a big difference. 

ALEX VOORHOEVE: But leaving aside other people's feelings for the 
orphan ... 

PETER SINGER: [pauses] Leaving aside other people's feelings ... If 
we really assume that there is no one who especially desires to care for 
the infant and that the world has as many people as we want it to have, 
then maybe I would come to the conclusion that we should save the 
dogs. But in a life-saving situation of this sort, I think we would find 
it emotionally difficult to abandon the infant. It is understandable 
why we should feel this way. So a general recommendation that we 
should do something that cuts against these feelings ... I do not 
want to give that. But if someone saved the dogs, and said by way of 
justification, 'For me, it was just as emotionally hard to leave the dogs 
as it was to leave the infant because I care a lot about dogs,' then I 
would think that for that person, saving the dogs was an acceptable 
thing to do. 

ALEX VOORHOEVE: Whetl,er or not it captures everything that is morally 
relevant in the case of infants, I wonder whether your interest-based 
account adequately captures everything that is morally relevant in the case 
of adults. For example, there is no place in your account for the value of 
autonomy. 

PETER SINGER: Well, autonomy is valuable because it helps you 
satisfy your preferences. 

ALEX VOORHOEVE: But a person can be autonomous and take actions 
that do not optimally satisfy her considered, well-informed preferences. She 



58 CONVERSATIONS ON ETHICS 

might, for example, fully autonomously take hallucinogenic mushrooms 
that she knows are harmful, simply on a whim. And respect for her 
autonomy appears to give us reason not to override her will paternalistically 
in this case. So it doesn't appear to be the case that autonomy is valuable 
only when it helps a person satisfy her preferences. 

PETER SINGER: I don't agree.To the extent that we believe that people 
will typically use their autonomy to make choices that do not further 
their own well-being or their own plans-to that extent we think 
that autonomy is not a good thing, and we limit it. This is the case 
with children, the mentally ill, and so on. 

ALEX vooRHOEVE: It seems, though, that a rational adult has a special 
responsibility for her own life. One consequence of recognizing this 
responsibility is that we respect her will in decisions that concern her 
alone, even when she may not always make the best decisions. Another 
consequence is that we think a person may have a less weighty claim to 
aid when she comes to harm through her informed, free choice than when 
she comes to harm through no choice of her own. For example, suppose 
we are deciding how to use next year's health budget. We know that 
in our community, every year one person becomes ill through the (legal) 
use of hallucinogenic mushrooms, and another person will develop kidney 
failure because of a congenital condition. Both conditions, if untreated, 
are equally bad. Suppose that we can invest in only one piece of medical 
equipment: we can either buy a machine that will cure the patient poisoned 
by the mushrooms or we can invest in the facilities that will enable us 
to perform a transplant that would cure the patient with kidney failure. 
Other things equal, it would seem that we should invest in the transplant 
facilities, because the person who comes to harm only because of her choice 
has a lesser claim than the person who could not avoid coming to harm. 
(This is not to say that the former has no claim to aid; nor is it to say that 
she deserves to be badly off.) Do you deny that people have this special 
responsibility for their own well-being? 
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PETER SINGER: Obviously, I think it is good to encourage people 
to take responsibility for their own well-being, since that reduces 
the burden on others to repair the damage they would otherwise 
do to themselves. And I accept at least some of John Stuart Mill's 
arguments in On Liberty for restricting the powers of the state to 
interfere with individuals for their own good. Mill was a utilitarian, 
after all, and his arguments are based on the good consequences of 
restricting the powers of the state to tell individuals what is in their 
own interests. I don't, however, think this is an absolute principle. 

But apart from those utilitarian considerations, I deny a funda
mental role for the notion of choice-for the idea that someone could 
have done otherwise than she did. And this brings in something that 
we haven't talked about yet, namely free will in a deep sense. I doubt 
that we have this. I mean, the more we know about the causes of 
behaviour, the more difficult it is to believe that we have it. Take 
the well-known study by Walter Mischel, in which four-year-old 
children were given a marshmallow, and told that they could eat the 
marshmallow now or could wait for the experimenter to return from 
an errand and get two marshmallows instead. Each child was then 
left alone in a room with the single marshmallow for up to twenty 
minutes. Some children ate the single marshmallow immediately; 
others waited the entire time for the experimenter to return. Mischel 
then investigated how the children were doing at eighteen. He reports 
that the,children's behaviour was a very strong predictor of how they 
were doing: the children who were willing to wait for the second 
marshmallow did far better in school, for example. This seems to 
me relevant to your example of the woman who took the harmful 
mushrooms because it indicates that people's dispositions to choose 
wisely are a matter ofluck. It seems to me that the woman who took 
the mushrooms on a whim was unlucky in the same way the person 
with the congenital illness was unlucky. 

All this doesn't mean, of course, that utilitarianism is premissed 
on the falsity of free will; one could believe in freedom of the will and 
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be a utilitarian. But I think utilitarianism is more congenial if you 
don't believe in free will. 

ALEX VOORHOEVE: In closing, I'd like to ask about the reasons you think
we have to act as utilitarianism demands. You mentioned previously that 
utilitarianism was based on a form of broad-based altruism. But ordinary 
altruistic feelings don't extend equally to all, as it would seem they would 
have to if we are to be motivated to act on utilitarian morality. It appears 
that David Hume was right to observe that the typical person cares more 
about his own well-being than about the well-being of any other, and 
cares more about the well-being of those close to him than about distant 
strangers. Even the behaviour of utilitarians like yourself seems to bear 
out the truth of Hume's view: though you are a vegetarian, and give a 
substantial part of your income to charity, like most of us, you fall short of 
doing everything that utilitarianism demands. Can we really be motivated 
to act from the utilitarian point of view? 

PETER SINGER: It is true that very few, if any, of us have a concern for 
every being's interests that is strong enough to make it the dominant 
influence on our behaviour. Still, I think we can cultivate this concern 
and can increase its motivational power. We do so when we make 
people attentive to the preventable suffering in the world. There 
is something in our nature that is capable of responding simply to 
the thought that there is another human being, just like us, who is 
suffering preventably. 

I do not think, however, that to be rational we must take up and act 
from the utilitarian point of view-what the utilitarian philosopher 
Henry Sidgwick called 'the point of view of the universe'. I agree with 
Sidgwick that it is ratio�al to care more about your own interests and 
the interests of those close to you than the interests of others. (That 
is not to say it is irrational to act from the moral point of view, since 
more than one way of acting may be rational.) 

But even though moral considerations do not necessarily trump 
non-moral considerations, I think that the two kinds of reasons are 
not always at odds with each other. For our psychology is such that 
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we will often be happier and lead more fulfilled lives if we do not 
care only about our own happiness or personal fulfilment. This is 
the ancient 'paradox of hedonism': in order to lead a happy life, you 
often need to develop attachments to things other than your own 
happiness. And one of the things that you can develop an attachment 
to is the reduction of suffering in the world and the promotion of 
others' well-being. And, as I write in How Are We to Live?, I think 
that aiming at things like better treatment of animals, the alleviation 
of widespread malnutrition, and a reduction in the thousands of daily 
deaths due to easily preventable diseases is a good way of leading a 
life that you will find meaningful. The reason is that, typically, the 
more you reflect on the value of these causes, the more compelling 
they become. I think this is not always true of other aims, like being 
fashionable or driving a better car, because you can ask of each 
of these, when you consider it from a more general, less personal 
perspective, whether it really is important. I mean, when you start 
with purely personal goals, and you say to yourself: 'What I really 
want is to have an enjoyable life and drive a fast car,' you can reflect 
on this, and ask whether these things are really of value, and whether 
a life devoted to them amounts to anything. And it would seem that, 
in part because of our ability to take up the impartial perspective, the 
answer is often going to be 'No'. By contrast, at the end of an activist 
life, you can say: 'I've done my bit to make the world a better place.' 

So I think we are not sufficiently reflective, and, as a consequence, 
we often pursue things that we think will be interesting and rewarding 
when they' re not. I also think that if we choose to be moral and devote 
ourselves to some important cause, that we will be fulfilled. Still, many 
people say to me: 'What I am really concerned about is a much smaller 
community, including my family and friends, and my football club.' 
And this is true, even after they reflect on it. So though the moral 
life is one way of achieving fulfilment, it is certainly not the only way. 
The moral life also can be depressing, of course: once you take up the 
impartial perspective, you become aware of how much more there 
is to do. So I don't think the argument for the idea that it is in our 
interest to lead a moral life is as solid as i would like it to be. 
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ALEX VOORHOEVE: As you say, close relationships with people we love are 
typically part of what makes our lives meaningful. But these relationships 
require partial concern, which seems at odds with utilitarianism-can a 
committed utilitarian give them any place in his life? 

PETER SINGER: I agree that a good part of our happiness must come 
from close, loving relationships. Psychological evidence shows that 
good relationships of this kind are the main reason why contented 
people are so. That is just the kind of beings that we are; we can't 
do without such relationships. But the thought that morality is 
at odds with some elements of our nature is not peculiar to me. 
Kant, of course, saw morality as a rebellion of our rational nature 
against our empirical, desirous nature. I don't want to go that far, 
because I think there need not always be a deep conflict between 
morality and the demands of particular relationships. Given their 
contribution to human well-being, we have moral reasons to cultivate 
these relationships. Moreover, I think that these relationships are 
st�onger when the people involved respect each other's values and 
recognize that each person's self-respect is tied up with pursuits that 
he or she regards as worthwhile. Still, there is some truth in Kant's 
view. I would say that our rational nature enables us to see that we are 
just one among others; that, from the impartial point of view, there 
is no reason why our lesser interests or the lesser interests of those 
close to us should outweigh the greater interests of others. But close 
relationships require that you give greater weight to the interests of 
those close to you. So of course there is conflict. 
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