Peter Singer: secular saint or utilitarian monster? 

This is a very brief introduction to philosopher Peter Singer, an Australian by birth but international in his reach. To a large extent he can and does speak for himself – he is a very clear and readable writer, he frequently gives public lectures and appears in the serious media, and you have some extracts on your tables / below. Singer writes about real-life moral issues, ones we can all understand, such as poverty, equality, animal rights, life and death issues, his ideas on which often sometimes cause offence and outrage, hence the media interest and my title. So I’m just going to explain some of the background philosophy, and then give you some questions to think about. 
Fundamental to Singer’s philosophy, and the problem for his critics, is the very rigorous application of a particular version of utilitarian ethics. Utilitarianism is the idea that the moral worth of an action is determined solely by its contribution to overall utility, that is, its contribution to happiness or pleasure as summed among all persons, and its negative effect on overall suffering or pain – so the moral worth of an action is judged by its outcome. Preference utilitarians like Peter Singer acknowledge that there is a range of perceptions about happiness and suffering – there is no universal good that we can apply, and so preferences and autonomy should be respected. Like more conventional utilitarianism, it rests on an assumption that the objects of moral choices, as well as the agents of moral choices, have their own choices and preferences, i e, they are sentient, self-conscious beings. 
But unlike traditional utilitarians, Singer along with some other contemporary philosophers, makes a distinction between the concept of a “human” (a biological definition) and a “person” (a sentient being worthy of moral consideration). Singer claims that “We should treat beings as individuals, rather than as members of a species…” So there is a blurring, in his ethical worldview, of the moral divide between humans and other animals. 
To sum up: Singer argues that the well-being of all sentient beings (i e conscious ones, human or non-human, who feel pain, have some awareness of themselves and of their own preferences and futures) deserves equal consideration; anything else would be “speciesism” (a term he didn’t invent, but has popularised). In fact, Singer considers that an intelligent ape may, in certain circumstances, be more worthy of moral consideration than a human being in a coma or a human fetus or baby, since it more sentient… It is this aspect of his ethics that causes the offence and outrage, that gets people shouting and demonstrating when he speaks or visits a university campus. 

On your tables / below you have extracts from Peter Singer on infanticide, euthanasia, “speciesism”  and world poverty, all based on these principles, and spanning around 30 years of writing. 
Questions to think about / discuss:

- Is Singer always consistent with himself and his utilitarian values? Are there flaws in his reasoning?

- Is there anything ethically wrong with any of his statements, in which case is it his reasoning or the utilitarian principles he bases them on that is flawed? Or is it his language, some of which seems, by today’s standards, politically incorrect? Has new evidence emerged that might contradict his statements? Can it ever be right to kill a baby or an aged parent. He was criticised some years ago for violating his own principles by refusing euthanasia for his aged mother who was suffering from Alzheimer’s; instead he paid for her to be looked after in a care home). Does that make him a hypocrite? Or less of a “utilitarian monster”?

- Particularly on world poverty, is it just too difficult to live up to his utilitarian ethic? Should we never treat ourselves to a luxury while there are starving people in the world? Singer does in fact give a large proportion of his income towards alleviating world poverty, and urges us all to do the same. Is he therefore a “secular saint”? 
Singer on “speciesism”

“Some non-human animals appear to be rational and self-conscious beings, conceiving themselves as distinct beings with a past and a future. When this is so, or to the best of our knowledge may be so, the case against killing is strong, as strong as the case against killing permanently mentally defective human beings at a similar mental level…This strong case against killing can be invoked against the slaughter of apes, whales and dolphins. It might also apply to monkeys, dogs and cats, pigs, seals and bears…” 
(From Practical Ethics, 1979)

 “I argued in the opening chapter of Animal Liberation that humans and animals are equal in the sense that the fact that a being is human does not mean that we should give the interests of that being preference over the similar interests of other beings. That would be speciesism, and wrong for the same reasons that racism and sexism are wrong. Pain is equally bad, if it is felt by a human being or a mouse. We should treat beings as individuals, rather than as members of a species…

…The qualities that are ethically significant are, firstly, a capacity to experience something - that is, a capacity to feel pain, or to have any kind of feelings. That's really basic, and it’s something that a mouse shares with us. But when it comes to a question of taking life, or allowing life to end, it matters whether a being is the kind of being who can see that he or she actually has a life - that is, can see that he or she is the same being who exists now, who existed in the past, and who will exist in the future. Such a being has more to lose than a being incapable of understand this.”

(From http://www.princeton.edu/~psinger/faq.html)

Singer on human life 1 - infanticide
"Killing a defective infant is not morally equivalent to killing a person. Sometimes it is not wrong at all."  
“Since the line between a developed fetus and a newborn infant is not a crucial moral divide, it is difficult to see why it is worse to kill a newborn infant that is known to be defective…”
(From Practical Ethics, 1979) 
 “I use the term "person" to refer to a being who is capable of anticipating the future, of having wants and desires for the future…  I think that it is generally a greater wrong to kill such a being than it is to kill a being that has no sense of existing over time. Newborn human babies have no sense of their own existence over time. So killing a newborn baby is never equivalent to killing a person, that is, a being who wants to go on living.  That doesn’t mean that it is not almost always a terrible thing to do.  It is, but that is because most infants are loved and cherished by their parents, and to kill an infant is usually to do a great wrong to its parents. 
     Sometimes, perhaps because the baby has a serious disability, parents think it better that their newborn infant should die. Many doctors will accept their wishes, to the extent of not giving the baby life-supporting medical treatment. That will often ensure that the baby dies. My view is different from this, only to the extent that if a decision is taken, by the parents and doctors, that it is better that a baby should die, I believe it should be possible to carry out that decision, not only by withholding or withdrawing life-support – which can lead to the baby dying slowly from dehydration or from an infection - but also by taking active steps to end the baby’s life swiftly and humanely.  
     …although a normal newborn baby has no sense of the future, and therefore is not a person, that does not mean that it is all right to kill such a baby.  It only means that the wrong done to the infant is not as great as the wrong that would be done to a person who was killed. But in our society there are many couples who would be very happy to love and care for that child. Hence even if the parents do not want their own child, it would be wrong to kill it.”
(From http://www.princeton.edu/~psinger/faq.html)

Singer on human life 2 – euthanasia
People whose brains have been damaged beyond all possible recovery, who are in a coma, barely conscious “are not self-conscious, rational or autonomous, and so the intrinsic value of their lives consists only in any pleasant experiences they may have. If they have no experiences at all, their lives have no intrinsic value. They are, in effect, dead… The lives of those who are not in a coma, and are conscious but not self-conscious, have value if they experience more pleasure than pain; but it is difficult to see the point of keeping such beings alive if their life is, on the whole, miserable…” 
(From Practical Ethics, 1979) 

“…When a human being once had a sense of the future, but has now lost it, we should be guided by what he or she would have wanted to happen in these circumstances. So if someone would not have wanted to be kept alive after losing their awareness of their future, we may be justified in ending their life; but if they would not have wanted to be killed under these circumstances that is an important reason why we should not do so… I support law reform to allow people to decide to end their lives, if they are terminally or incurably ill.”  
(From http://www.princeton.edu/~psinger/faq.html)
Singer on poverty
"If I have seen that from an ethical point of view I am just one person among the many in my society, and my interests are no more important, from the point of view of the whole, than the similar interests of others within my society, I am ready to see that, from a still larger point of view, my society is just one among other societies, and the interests of members of my society are no more important, from that larger perspective, than the similar interests of members of other societies… Taking the impartial element in ethical reasoning to its logical conclusion means, first, accepting that we ought to have equal concern for all human beings."  
(From The Expanding Circle: Ethics and Sociobiology, 1981)

“I used the example of walking by a shallow pond and seeing a small child who has fallen in and appears to be in danger of drowning. Even though we did nothing to cause the child to fall into the pond, almost everyone agrees that if we can save the child at minimal inconvenience or trouble to ourselves, we ought to do so. Anything else would be callous, indecent and, in a word, wrong. The fact that in rescuing the child we may, for example, ruin a new pair of shoes is not a good reason for allowing the child to drown. Similarly if for the cost of a pair of shoes we can contribute to a health program in a developing country that stands a good chance of saving the life of a child, we ought to do so.”
(From “What Should a Billionaire Give – and What Should You?” http://www.nytimes.com/2006/12/17/magazine/17charity.t.html?pagewanted=1&_r=1) (PTO)
"We might say that the rich have the right to spend their money on lavish parties, Patek Philippe watches, private jets, luxury yachts and space travel or, for that matter, to flush wads of it down the toilet. [The rest of us may also choose to spend, more modestly, on luxuries.]…But we could still think that to choose to do these things rather than use the money to save human lives is wrong, shows a deplorable lack of empathy and means you are not a good person." 
(From The Life You Can Save, 2009)

…in the real world, it should be seen as a serious moral failure when those with ample income do not do their fair share toward relieving global poverty. It isn’t so easy, however, to decide on the proper approach to take to those who limit their contribution to their fair share when they could easily do more and when, because others are not playing their part, a further donation would assist many in desperate need. In the privacy of our own judgment, we should believe that it is wrong not to do more…. The target we should be setting for ourselves is not halving the proportion of people living in extreme poverty, and without enough to eat, but ensuring that no one, or virtually no one, needs to live in such degrading conditions. That is a worthy goal, and it is well within our reach.”
(From “What Should a Billionaire Give – and What Should You?”  http://www.nytimes.com/2006/12/17/magazine/17charity.t.html?pagewanted=1&_r=1 )
“You'll be happy to know that I fully realise the need to step back from the demanding standards of a philosophical argument to ask what will really make a difference in the way we act. I acknowledge the bounds of human nature and yet there are examples of people who seem to have found a way to push those bounds further than most. And I believe there is a reasonable standard that, for 95 per cent of people living in affluent countries, can be met by giving no more than 5 per cent of their income.” (From http://www.independent.co.uk/opinion/commentators/peter-singer-change-a-little-to-make-a-big-difference-1656061.html ) 

Marilyn Mason, March 2010

Further reading
Peter Singer is eminently readable, if somewhat repetitive over decades of writing. His books include:

Practical Ethics (1979)
How are we to live? (1993)
Writings on an ethical life (2001)
The Life You Can Save (2009)
Web resources include:

Peter Singer interviews and lectures at http://www.utilitarian.net/singer/
FAQs answered by Singer at http://www.princeton.edu/~psinger/faq.html
His Wikipedia profile at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Singer 

“The Singer Solution to World Poverty - …why your taste for foie gras is starving children” at http://www.nytimes.com/library/magazine/home/19990905mag-poverty-singer.html 
“Global Challenges and the Values We Live By” - Peter Singer asks how can we establish a clearer common ethical basis to engagement on a range of civil society concerns? RSA lecture, March 2009 http://www.thersa.org/events/vision/vision-videos/peter-singer---30-march-2009 
