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From Famine, Affluence, and Morality
PETER SINGER

A5 T write i, in November 1971, people are dvig in st Bengal fom lack of food,
Shlter, and medical care. The sufering and death that 2 occuring there now a1 ot
nevtabl, ot mnavoidsbl i sny Sl ease of he tem. Consant povery, s cyclne,
04 2 Gl e e tumed a st nine million peopl o destiterefugess: neerteless,
i notbeyond the capaciy of the ichr BaGoRs 0 Eive S50agh SSStERC fo SeduCE Y
furhe sufring o very small proporions. The decisions and acons of human bengs can
prevent tis Kind of suffing. Unforunatey, unan bengs have not mde the necesary
dacisions. At idividuallvel, pople ave, wih vary e excepios, 1ot reponded 0
the svaion i any significant way: Generally speaking pople ave not gven Laree ums o
relf funds; they have mot witen fo e pariamentary reprsenttves demanding
inceased goveramentssistace; they have ot demonstated i he sees, hald symbolic
3, o done g el directed torward providin e efugees i he e 0 ATy
i csential eads. At the govermment lvel, o govemment has give e sotof masive
4 ht ol bl th efugees 0 v fo mor than S day, Biein, o mtancs,
has given raher more than most comies. It has, 1o dxte, given £1475000. For
comparave purposes, Brien’sshare of th nourecoveabl developmen costs of e Anglo-
‘French Concondeprojec i alseady i excss of £275,000000, ad on present stntes will
reach £440.00,000. The implication s that the Brioh govermment values 2 suparsnic
‘cansport more han iy tmes a5 highly s  alues the ivesof th nie million refugees.
Ausali s nothe county which, on 3 pr capia basis, s wel p i the “ad 10 Bangal”
‘ble. Austali' aid, owerer, amounts 1 Jes than one£velfthof e cost o Sydney's e
pera hous. The toal amoune gven, fromal sorces, v stands a sbowt 65,000,000 The
stimted cos of keepig the refugess alive for ane year is £464,000,000. Most of he
refugees have mow been i the camps for mre than six monts. The World Bank as said
it s nasds s misiomum of £300,0000 i ssstance o e o befrs 56
nd of the yea It eems bvions ths assistanceon s scale el be frtcoming Todia
il b force foChoose betveen Iting th refugess sarve  diverting fnds fom br 0w
development program, which wil meen that o of har own people will e 3 the
e

Thssear the csentil facts abous thepresent siuaion i Bengal So far s it concerns
s Bere, tre i noting unique sbowt i sitation excep i magaimde. The Bengal
emergency is st the st s ot St of 8 S O majr SmegeRciSs i varow: pas
of the word, arising b from naal and rom man-made cruses. There are also many
pans of e worl n whichpeopl die from malmuiton and Jack of food independentof 2y
special smergancy. | take Bengal s my exampl Gl becaus e resent concem, and
bscau th iz of he problem has epsred tht b b given adequste ublcity. Neither
ndvidualsnor governments ca clam 0 be wnare of what is happening there

What are the moral implicaions of 2 situaion ke i? n what fllows, T shall rgue
it he iy people i relatively ffent counies react 1 2 sitution ik that in Bengal
canmos b fusifie; indeed, he whle sy v ookt moral s —our moral coucepral
Scheme—zees 1 be alired, and i &, the ey of fe tat ha coms 10 be taken for
ramed n ur socey

In rguing for s conclasion T el o, of cose, clam o b morally neutal. T shal
Boreeve, o targu for he moval posion hat I ik, 50 that amyone 6ho a<cepes cerain
sssumpion, o b madeexplic, il I hope, accept my concluson.

1 begn with the assunpion tha sufeing and dest from lack of food sheer, and
‘mdical crearebad T think most people il agee abou s, hongh one may reach he
same view by ifferent rowes. 1 shal ot argue for tisview. People can bold all srs of
ccensic positons, and peftaps Fom some of hem i would not follow that deah b
sarvationis i sl bad It s difficul, prkaps imposibe o reftesuch posicions, a0
for breviy T will enceforth ake s asumpion 25 accepeed. Those who disagree need re2d
Jp—

My next poiat s tis: it 5 i our power 1 prevent something bad from happesiag,
‘it terehy sacificing anything of omparsbe moral imporaance, we ough, morl, 0
o it By “without sacrificing anyiing of comparable mora importance” T mean wiout
‘cnsing anyting else comparaby bad to appen, ordoing someting tha is o in et
o flin to promot some moral 0, comparabl i ignificence 1o te bad thing that we
Can prevent. Tis priaciple seems amost a uncontoversial 2 e st one. e requrs w5
only o prevent what i bad, and not o promote what i good, and i requires s of us anly
‘when we can do it without sacificing anything that s, from the moral ot of view,
Comparably imporant. T coud even, s fa 2 e spplication of my argument o he Bengal
emergency s concemed, qualif e poat 50 2 to make it f i s i our poeer o prevent
sometting very bad from bappeniag, witiow therchy sacrificing smyiing morlly
Sgnifican, we ought, mraly 1 do i An appiation of tis prinipe ol b as fllows:
71 am walking past 2 shallow pond and see child drowing i &, T ought 0 wade n and
ol the child ot This will mean geting my clohes udd, b his i nsgniican, while
the death of the child would presumabiy be 2 very bad thing.
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‘T unconoversial sppearance of the princple fust stated is decepive. If it were acted
upon, even i it qualifid fom, our lves, our sociey, and our world would be
Sundamentallychanged. For the princpl akes, s, o account o proximy or distace.
It makes o moral differnce wheter the parson I can help s  neighbr's childte yards
om me or  Bengali whose name T shall never ko, ten tousand mles vy Secondl,
e prnciple makes no isincion beoween cses i which s he oy persen who Conld
possbly do anthing and case n which am st one among millions i he same position.

T ot in T need 1 s much i defonse of th refusal otk proimiy and disance
80 account The facthat  peson i physically e 0 us, 50 tht we ave personal coact
it i, may male it mre kel tht we skl assst i, bt s dos nok s tht e
ough 1 belp him rathr than another who happens to be urther sway € we accept any
prncile of imparality, universalzsbily; equaliy, o whateve, we cannot discriminate
againt someone merly because e i far away from us (or we are fa away fom him).
Admitady it s possble it we are in 2 beter posion o fudge what needs 0 be don 1o
Belp  person near 1 s han cne far way, and patiaps aio o provide the assstance we
e tobe mecassay: I s wer the cas, i would b e fo Belping those st 02
. T may once have been 8 jusifcation fo being o concemed it 5 poor i
o' o o i it fmin vt i e, Unfornstel fo those who ke 0 esp
i moral responsibiities limited, nstant commanicaion 2nd AR wasporiaton have
Changed he situation. From the moral poia of view, the development of the world 0 3
“global villge” has made a importat, thovgh sl unrecognized, diffrence o our maral
siaton. Exper observrs and supervisor, sen out by famine reif organzaions or
penmanenty satoned i fumineprone ares,can dirctour id o  refuge n Bengal almost
5 ffcively a5 we cold et t 0 somson i our o lock. There would seem, tharfoe,
tobe 50 posiblefsiSiction for iscrminsing on eographicl rousds.

There may be 2 sreter need 1 defnd the second implication f my principle—hat the
2t e ar millions of osher peopl i the same posin, n respect o he Bengali
refugees, 25 T am, does ot make the sitation sigaificanty diffret fom 3 siuaton i
which T am e nly person who can prevent something very bad fom occuming. Agai, of
conrs, T admit tha there s  piychologial difference berween th cases; ome fcs loss
sl sbout doiag norbing i onecan piat 1 obers, sty plced, who have lso dons
ot Ve hi can ke e ifference to oursmorsl obligstions Should I comsider
2T am e obliged to pul th drowning chld ot of the pond i on looking aromd I 520
ot people, no further avay than T am, who have also noied the cild but are dong
noting? One has only fo ik i quesion 10 see he sbsudiy o the viewe tht mumbers
ssen obligaion. It  view tht i 5 el excse o Ay, Snfortely 08t f the
‘major el —porer, everpopulain, poluion—ae problems i which everyone is almost
equally imived.

T view that mmbersdo ks 3 difcencecan e madeplausible i sted i i
i veryons i circumstances like mine gave £5 1 the Bengal Reif Fund, there would be
emough to provid foo, heler, and madicl care fr th reugass: thre i 50 resson why 1
Should give mor than axyons else in the same crcumstances 2 T amy dherefre e 20
bligaion o give more han £5. Each premise n i argument s e, and the argument
ooks s It may comnce s, unless e oice i besed on By potheial pemis,
alhongh the concluson s no ssted Eypotheialy. The argument would b sound if the
conclusion wee: i veryone in circumstancs ke mine were o give £5, T would e 50
bligation t give more than £3. 1t conclusion wese % atd, Boweve, & would be
bvions that the arument has o bearing on 2 siaton i which i 5 not th case that
everyone lsegives £5. This, of cous, i the actual sicatio, It  mre o e coa hat
ot everyone i crcumstance ke mime el gve£5. 5o there el ot be enongh o provide
e nasdad fod, sheter, snd madicalcae. Thsefrs by giving o than £5 1 il prevest
more suffring than T would i gave st £5.

It might b though thar tis argment has 2 s comsequence. Siace he sicuaion
appears o b hat veryfrepeopl are kel fo gve substantial amounts, i fllws it nd
veryone ls n similar circumstances ought f gie 2 much 2 possble, hat i, ¢ east 1p
1 the pont at which b giving more one ouldbegi 1 cause srios sufering for oneself.
04 one's dpendens—perhaps even beyond tispoiat o e point of marginal wlity, 1
which by giving mors s would cave cneselfend one's dspendents 3 mch sufeng 55
‘o would prevent in Bengal. IFeveryons doss i, however,therswill e more than can b2
wsed for he benitofthe refugess, and some of th saciie el Bave been unmecesary.
Tans, i everyons doss what he ought f do, e result il na be 25 good s it would be i
everyone id e Iss tan b ough 0 do, o i aly some do all it they ought 0 do.

The parsdo bere s oy f w sesne tht 2 acions i quesion—sending mosey
1 e relif funds—ae performed more o les simaiansousl, aud aresso wepected For
s 0 b expectd that versone i gong o conmute something, then leary each s not
bliged o gie a5 much a5 he would e been obliged 1o had thrs ot ben giing 0.
i everyons i ot acting s o e simultansousl,the those iving e vl o
o much more is needed, nd will have 20 obigation o gie more han s nscessary to
reach this amowt. To say tis 5 not to deny e prncple that people i the same
Cicumstances ave he same ligations, but 0 poia ot that e facthat o e gven,
or may be expected to give, s & relevant circumstance: those giving afer it has become
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Jmown that many others are giving and those giving before are not in the same
cicumstances. So th seemingly sheurd consaquence of the prinipl T ave put forvard can.
occar oy if people ar i err shou the acual crcumstances—hat , i they ik they
are giving when others e o, but i St they re giving hen oers ar. The et of
veryone doing what e really onght o docannot b wore han e eslt o eeryone doag
s than b gt o, lhongh th st of everone doing wht b rssonsbly beleves
e ought o do conld e

I my argament o far hasbeen sound, neter ur isans from 2 preventble vl nor
e sumbr ofoer pecple who, i respect o that e, re i te same siution 2 e a1,
Tssens our oigatin o miigte o prevent that e T shll hrefre ke 2 estblished the
princile I sserted sanlier. As I have already ssd, T need 1 ssert it oaly i i qualifid
fom: i it i i our porer to prevent scmeting vy bad fom happening, itout thrshy
saciicinganytingele moralysgnifices, e ough, moraly, 0 o't

The outcome of this argument is tha ou wadidonal moral categoris ae upset. The
‘oaditonal disinction been duty and charity Gansotbe drew, o at east, ot i he place
e nomaly dra it Giving money o the Bengal Reif Fund is regarded s an act of
chary in our sociey. The bodies which collec money e Jmow s “chaniies” These
organzsions se themseves i hi way—if you snd them 8 check, you will b thanked for
‘o “generosiy:” Beceuse iving money i rgarded 3 an actof chary, it s ot thought
s thers s amyting wrong it ot giving The charabl man may be praisd, bt he man.
who is not charabe s o condemmed. Peopl do not felin any way asbamed or gty
sbout spesding money on sew clothes or 8 e car stesd of Eiving it to e reel.
(e, e ltrmatve dos 2o ocurt tem) Ths way oflocking at he mater cant be
Jistiied, When we by new clohes ot fo keep ourseles wam bt ook “wel drssed”
e are not providing for any important need We would o be sacrificing anyihng
sigificant if e wore o continue 0 ear our ld clohes, and give he money to amine
rlief. By doing so, e would be preventng asoter prson rom starvng. I ollows fom
what T have said carier that we ought f give money away,rather tan spen i 0 clohes
‘which we do ot need o Kesp us warm. Todo o s nokchaiible, or gnsrons Nor i it he
i of ct which pilosophers and theclogians ave clld “Supererogatory’—an at ich.
i ould be 200 do, butnot wrong no 10 do. On e conar, e aught o givethe money
away,and s wrong not 10 do s

o ot mising tht thre s no s whic s chartable, ottt a1 50 56
‘which it would b £00d 9 do but ot wrong ot 10 do It may be possibl toredra the
isincion bseen iy axd charky i some e place. ALl T m srning b st the
present way of draving he isactio, which makes t 2 3¢t of charkty fo & man ving a1
1 Lve of afence which most peopl i he developed naions” o o give money 1o
save someons lse fom strvaton, camaot be supporad. T is beyond the scope of my.
argument o considr whethr e disuaction should be redeav or sbolished alogeher
There would be many ofter possble ways of drawiag the distinction—for fstance, on2
migh decde that it 0 to malke terpeope 2 happy 2 posible, but not wrong ot 1o
o

‘Despite th Lt nstre of the revision i our ol conceprual sch which 3
proposig, the revision would, given the extnt of boh afience and famine in the world
today, ave radicl mplictons. These implictons may Ied t frther cbjections, disict
o those T havealvead considered T sall iscuss o of thse.

One objecion o the posion have taken ightbesimply that i t00 drasic a revision
of our mora schame. Peole do ot extnarly jodge n the sy T have suggesed they
Should. Most peope resere thir moral condemmnation for those who vielte some moral
o, such 15t o agiataling another perso’s proper. Thy do ot condernn hose
who induge n Iurary instead of givng t faminerelif. But given that T di not st ot 1o
presen 2 morly neual descripion of he way people make moral judgmens, e way.
people do i fac judge Bas ot o do withthe validiy of sy conchsion My conchsion.
o fom heprinciple which T advanced enier, and s that priaciple i refctd, o
1 arguments shown o be msound, T ik th conchsion must stad, howeve swange
appears

“Thesecond obecion o my atack on the prsentdisincion beween duty and chariy
o which has from time 1o Gime been made against wiliarianism, e ollows fom some
foms of ularian theory tht we ll ough, morly to be werkingfull e 0 increase the
balance of happiness over misey. The poston  have taken here would ot ead o this
Conclusion in sl icumsances, o fhere were o bad occurances that e could prevent
it sacificing smeting of compassle mora imporance, i Srgumest would Beve 50
applicaion. Gven the preses condiions in many pars o the wold, howeer i doss ol
om my argment that e ught,marl,  be orking full e o relive grat sufering
of the som st occurs s et of fumine or other disssars. Of coure, misstng
cicumstances can be adduced—for imsance, Gt f we wear ouselves out trough
oxermor e shal be s efecivetha we would i have been, Nevertelss, when.
a0 consirations ofthis sort ave been takeninto ccout, the conchusion remains: we ought
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o be preventing s much suffering as we can without sacrificing something else of
comparible moralmporance. Tis conclsion is one which we may be reluctant o face. T
canaot see, hongh, why it should be regarded 1 2 criSicom of s position for which L ave.
argued, raher than 2 crieicim of ourondnary stndards of behavier. Since mostpeople are
sl merested o some degre, vy e ofusare Heely 10 do everything that we ough 0 do.
It woud, Boweevr, hardly b Honest 1 ake s 2 evidence ha 5 ot the case it e
ougieiodoie

[Anorber] poat rised by the conclusion reached exlie reltes 0 the quesion of st
Bow much we al Gught 1o be gving away. One possibiliy, which bas already besn
mentionsd, i hat e ought 0 give unel e reach thelevl of margial welity—hat 5, e
levelat which, by giving more T would cause 25 mach sufring o myself o my dependenss
25T could eliev by my if This would mesn, ofconse, ht o would redceaneselft
ery nearthe mateilcircustances of 1 Bengali refugee 1t will b reclld tht entier put
forvard bt  szong and  moderat erson of h pincipl of preventing bad occumences.
The suong vesion, whichrequrd us o prevent bad things rom happenng unless i dog
50 we would be sacrifcing someting of comparsble moral sigificance, does seem 1
require reducing ourselves t the level of margnal wility.  should aso say tha the swong
ersion ssems 0 me to be he correct . propose the more moderte varion—tit
Shoud prevent bad occumences wnless, 0 do 50, we had 10 sacrifice somthing morlly
Sgnificam—only in onder to o hat eves on i suely undsmisbe prncipl 3 gt
Chinge i our sy ofife s required. On the more modrat priacile, it may o oo that
e ough to reduce ounelves 1 he leve of marginal wilisy,for one might Bld et 1o
secace onsself and one's iy to i el 5 10 couse something sigmiScantly bad to
ppen. Whether s i 50T shllnt discuss, since, T have sai, can s 10 good reason,
for boding the maderteversion of the procple rther than the srong version. Even if e
acceped the prncile oaly in s modsrte fom, Borwever i sould e clea hat we would
e o give ey ongh to nsune tat the CossumerSocey,dependant 5 i 05 pecpls
spending on wiva raher tan giving 1o famine reief, would slore dowa aud pataps
isappea e, Terear several ressos ey s would be desizsble i e The vale
214 necesity of economic o are o being questioned not oy by ComseRVEORS,
but by economists 25 well. Thre s 5o doult 1, ha th consummer sociery has had 3
istortng offcton the goals and pposes of s membrs. Yot looking atthe mater pudy
o the poiat o view ofoverseas s hre st be It 0t extent 0 hich e shold
dlbeatlysow dow o conomy; for it might be e case it f e gave sy, ey, oy
percen ofour Gros Ntionl Product e would slose dorn the econommy 50 mach that i
Sbsouts tems e ol be giving les than if e gave eny-fve percent of the much
e GNP tht e would Bave i v it our Coptbtion tothis amale prcetsge.

T menton s cnly 25 an indicaionof e sortoffctor that ane ol et ake o
sccount i working ot sn del. S Westem scieies genrally consier o pescest of
he GNP an acceptble Ievel for overses s the mattr is eniely scademic. Nor dos i
afece e quesion of o much anindividal should give in 3 sociry n which very foe are
‘iving substantal amouss.

10 sometimes sai,daongh Issafen v than ¢ wed 0 be, that philosophers ave 50
special role o play in public e, since most public sses dspend primarly on 3
sessenen of s On quesions of B, it is ssid, pilosophers s uch have 50 specal
‘xpertie, axd 50 i has been possibl o engage i philosophy Wibout commiting oneself o
any posiion on majr public fsues. No doubt thre ae some ssus of social policy and
foreign policy sbou which it can aly e said that 2 really expersasessment of he £t 5
required before taking sides o acting, but h sus of famine i sl ot ane of s, The
facts shous the existence of suffering arebeyond dispute. Nor T ik i ¢ dispted that e
can do somathing sbout i, eiter hrough ortiodox. methods of amne relief or trough.
popustion ool o b, This i hesfors 2 55 on whichphlosophers e Competen o
ke a poston. The issoe s ane which facs veryone who has more money fha he needs o
Suppor himsel an bis dependents, o who i i 2 posiion 1 take oms sort o politial
action. Thes caegoriesmust nchde practcll evry teacher and stdent of pilosophy i
he umiversties o the Wester world. £ phlosophy i f des it matters that e relevant
0 b enchers and sadents, i i a e s phlosophers should iscuss.

Discusion, hough, i not esough. Whst i he poat of eltng phlosophy 1 ublic
(ond pessonl) s s do stk o conclusionsseiouly? I i stce, kg o
concluson seriously mesns acing upoa . The philosophar sl ot fnd it s easer than.
soyone s o ser s stinas snd way of e o th exten tht i€ s g i vl i
dong everyting hat e cught f be doing. At e very least hough,one can make 3 sur.
The phosopher who dos 50 il ave o sacriice some of e benefs of the consumer
Socey, but e can fndcompensation in e satistacion of 8wy O e i which thery and
pracice if ot ye inharmony, ar t et coming fogether

NoTES

1 Ther s s 2 i oty i wosd £ 10w 0 el e refges o e o -
s Sice T vt i aper, i s ke s vy ot The st oo lnger it dscrd
above, but this does not affect my arzument, s the pext parazraph indicates.
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2 In view of the special sense philosopkars often give o the term. | should say that [ wse “obligaton”
simpy 25 e st o deried "ot 50t Tk ligtion 1" s 2o mare, 5.
20 s, than " ught 0" T wage s e il he Gl of “ogh” gen p by e
S Ogord Bngich Ditiery. " gesel vt o ey o oo™ | ot ik 5y
5 f sbsnce b on e way et s ;s i which e “obigain” cond al e
revicn, alhorgh smevtar s, 2 sesnces i which 2 clas conaining "ongh” replacs e
uese—
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