Preface

This book is a celebration of the work of Peter Singer. Since philosophers
honor people by criticizing them, Singer’s writings on a wide array of topics
come in for analysis and appraisal in this vohime, Singer’s metaethical

views, his normative theory, and his substantive positions on such matters

as the moral status of animals, the sancity of human life, and famine relief

are all subjected to scratiny. Singer’s replies to his critics importantly
supplement what he has previously written on these issues and will be
essential reading for anyone who wants to fully understand his views.

Many people helped to make the present volume possible. It was Ernie
Lapore’s enthusiastic invitation and Steve Smith’s steady support that got
the project going and sustained it Carleton College in conjunction with
the Henry R. Luce Foundation provided funds for research and staff
support, and the Environmental Impacts Group of the National Center
for Atmospheric Research (NCAR) was my home while the book was
being completed. Kelly Knutsen and Paula Lackey provided support at
Carleton, and Baat Enosh performed various electronic miracles at
NCAR. I am indebted to Baat for both her competence and her good
humor. T also thank John Taylor for his good and patient copy-editing.
Finally, Peter Singer was unfailingly helpful in making his papers avail-
able and discussing his work with me. The entire Singer family has my
gratitude for their hospitality during my visit to Melbourne.

Since most of us produce so few books and there are so many worthy
people to acknowledge, I believe that all books should have dedications.
This book is dedicated to all those who believe that philosophy is not just
an academic exercise or a way of making a living, but also an instrument
for improving ourselves and making the world better. In particular this

book is dedicated to those who look at themselves and others and wonder,
“Why not the best?”

Dale Jamieson
Northfield, Minnesota
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oer 1 influential philosophers of the twentieth

o }'n‘;g;;ill: ;’:}1};0 ;]:ggs?;gzrl? E;ve beet? more important in the devel-
i f the discipline, none has changed more lives. Newsweek maga-
z%zéé(;ved that “the modern [animal fights} movement rrie]?ilsb}i ;igl’ie(\iv 1;:
blicati ' beration.”’! For many years
um'lcatﬁmf’(ifiizl?oiltﬁ;bgf}f;g; Treatment of Animals, one of the
awteilgnsyfounged in the wake of Animal Liberation ‘and now one of
1 g':st and most effective animal rig‘hts organ_izatlor.ls 1? tllie woerriéi.sgr&
cCartney’s 1993 world tour copies qf Animal Lzbe:an{agz w400 o
ide T-shirts. Thus far Animal Li?emnyn has solfi more haxll o A e
in-nine languages. Aitogeiiler Smtgerf}s ;ii%osnesﬁzlf gﬁ}if\:;agttlay ' gter
e tWﬂﬂty-Se_Veﬂ b S,Ir’?zgtiSalWEthics for example, has sold
an.'gggli)s()gyczﬁzls- };’x}inltoeflo?al‘l;;iages_ Singer has al?»o _authored a V_ast
umb'er"c,)f articles and reviews that have appearf':d in journals ranging
'm The Philosophical Review to the New York T imes. by 6. 1046, His
Pete Singer was born in Melﬁourne,ptgst;ahlaé;gn S]:Qz-t[; afte}; s
rents were Viennese Jews who esca , portly after e
hliss incorporated Austria into the German Reich. Y

rali s the only country that would accept them,
St;zlrl:dl?;; ?fsa;hifhgjl Peter’s rgother hgd met only once t'hrmi)inei
1al acquaintance when he was a tourist in Vienna. By tl(;e tunendetliS
Bdrn, his father was a successful imgorter of c?ffee ar;1 éeta aimd s
her was practicing medicin}ei, a pr];)'gcz!ss;mli i(t)f) \aiali(;?rzilliz » asocri:ty o
tia, Fager to integrate their children | ¥ e

i only English at home and sent Pf:ter ‘to a prestigio
o :ls::arsxlt)oslé;ool. yHe ‘ffent on to Melbourne Ul:llVBl’Sity, v;herle:9 62195 ahI;
rgraduate he studied law, history, and philosophy. In
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received an MA in philosophy, writing a thesis on “Why should I be
moral?” A scholarship allowed Singer to complete his graduate studies in
Oxford, where he received his BPhil in 1971 and served ag Radcliffe
lecturer from 1971 to 1973,

In 1972, Singer published “Famine, affluence and morality” in the first
volume of a new journal, Philosophy and Public Affairs. This article,
which has been reprinted more than two dozen times, is important for

» it addressed events that were occurring as Singer was
writing, The article began with these words: “Ag I'write this, in November
1971, people are dying in East Bengal from lack of food, shelter, and
medical care.”? Singer went on to present his readers with a stark moral
challenge. On the basis of some apparently simple, plausible premises; he
argued that we ought to transfer our Tesources to those who are worse/off
until we reach the point at which further transfers would harm us more
than they would benefit others, Singer was asking his readers ta give up
their opera tickets, their wine cellars, and private schools for their children
— the accoutrements of the sophisticated, upper-middie class life favored

by many academics, Furthermore, Singer was completely unapologetic
about making such demands:

the whole way we look at moral issumes. ,

the way of life that has come o be taken for granted in our society . . . Dis-

cussion ... is not enough. What is the point of relating philosophy to public
(and personal) affairs if we do not take our conclusions seriously? In this
instance, taking our conclusion seriously means acting upon it.?

needs to be altered, and with i,

Singer was writing these words at a new moment in philosophy. Little
more than fifteen years before, in 1956, Peter Laslett had declared polit-
ical philosophy dead, and moral philosophy clearly was among the walk-
ing wounded. Tn 1960, in The Engd of Ideology, Daniel Bell declared that
“ideology, which once was a road to action, has come to be a dead end,”*
In the United States there was widespread agr

eement that fundamental
challenges about how to live and what sort of country to create had

largely been resolved by the affluent society of the 1950s.° The intellectual
problems of the future were in the basic sciences or in devising efficient
i social organization. Moral

, but irrelevant to
the modern world.

'The convulsions of the 1960s came as a shock to much of the American
intellectual establishment. Sparked by the war in Vietnam, the civil rights
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ent and the rebirth of feminism, the apparent CODSEnsus of tkk:e
: WA s shattered by student protests and black militancy, In the
::.19'5'08 W;t tes there was a clear “disconnect” between what was going
-_'_Um-tedh aunjversity and what was happening in the streets. This was
oo ;: ed by the disruption of John Searle’s ethics classes at 'Bf:’rkele_y.
":symllJO ]ZZnte(}i( to lecture on deriving an “ought” frem an “‘is,” while
--Sf:ar T anted to discuss the war in Vietnam. As an undergradl}ate art
Studenss ‘:isco State in the late 1960s, I was vividly aware of this split
..S"a'm oo hilosophy and life. Ethics in the classroom was W, D). Ross and
bf.j_twegi b ell-Smith but it was Martin Luther King, Che G_uevara, and the
P};la}(fk I;);Jthers who dominated our conve'rsations outside c})lf class.ﬂllel:
1968, the year in which student ifisur;ecﬁons broke out a 'ovetrle ¢
: "orl::i the biggest news in academic philosophy was the growing dg .
m ,of truth-conditional semantics. But the phﬂosophf?rs who made

; dmigflelzence to the events of 1968 were not Quine and Davidson but1 I\/i;z
sand Marcuse. The frustration that many of us felt was not merely o

nd Marcuse were not discussed in classes, bl‘lt that the very cor
.Mal'X t?lat motivated them seemed to have been bam_she(‘i fror‘n academic
.C;r‘:lls hy. While there is a lot to be said for working in Phllosophy of
s OSOF:: BE(:-VCD during wartime, in refrospect it scems inevitable that the
:Z:illllgci;gs,of real life could not forever be excluded from t]-lel:l aca];d;a;x]ll{:
‘gspecially in a discipline that has a long history of concern with subs
'WGBDOE?:IIE:I: ?;1663202? Zroup of elite Bast Coast philosophers, including
..g.Thoyrrnas Nagel, John Rawls, and Judith Jarvis Thom§0n, had for;net:;i 1;1(132
“".Society for Ethical and Legal Phjlosqphy and were dlsc;).ssmgf sucr Sgﬂn
as racism, abortion, affirmative action, and the mora '1ty o_t wlzz1 ‘.mCth
‘thereafter a group of philosophers at Rocl‘(efeller Umverm v aunched
“Philosophy and Public Affairs. The practical ethics moveme (
. S:W;lf; t;llfﬂcc?sf;ggr.s who were turning their attention to m?ttele;'isl of ur}ige:;t
- oublic i est were not exclusively moral and .poh'tica philosophers.
gpmbciécthfizzuses that they discussed were of broad mteres.t, yet ha? 19‘;%1?(13{
| been ignored by professional philosopher?., they were fair g&rrée ot' who-
- ever wanted to take them up. Ironic?ally, just as Russell turne clm to be
. the most politically active major pthosoPher of the centgry}s sok ?gto s
. and philesophers of science helped io bnpg pr:a\?txcal etiucs. ?C : ?n the
discipline. But while Russell considered his pO!lth'al and social wr ]13 tgthat
. be distinct from his philosophical work, these philosophers thoug
i hilosophy. )

thﬁg‘;rgf{ig:l cgolr)lcems, E1)3o031(:h substantive and met_hodolog.lcal, tbgit woulg
- dominate the next twenty-five years of work in practical eth ‘[CS a!;j
- political philosophy were on display in the first volume of Philasophy
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and . . .
Oﬁ I\;’:blfc Aﬂcgm. War al'-ld. morality was the dominant topic, but articles
tXism, abortion, suicide, and freedom of expression also appeared

- 0111.13!157 }’, }2; geﬁr ml Wthh. Singer was writing “Famine, affluence and
porali )lzi soonn aw }f’ published 4 Theory of Justice, With the pul;h'ca-
Conesiobe ozick’s Anarchy, State and Utopia in 1974 and Gerald
' S Karl Marx's T, h.eory of History: a Defense in 1978, liberalism

itical philosophy were

;t;l:) (Iin ;?;WUmmd States during the mmmediate post-Second World War
per 01;3 o ti‘;e?n the fact that PPE (Philosophy, Politics, and Economics)
Alive g o the o :stt popu_lar Qxford courses of study kept philosophy
Tapond i me extent alllled with topics of moral and political concer
ntal senior figures in Oxford such as H. L. A, Hart, Sir Isaia];

soph .
Wﬁeg Iff;::- ?66 0 D83, was supportive of work in practical ethics
ment, came (o 1;%:1’ s F:hyoung veteran of the Australian anti-wag move-
> with a pro : . ey a. "
Hare was receptive, proposalito write a thesis on civil disobedience,
In 1973 Singer published hj

; 18 first book, Democracy and pi :
which was baged largely on hig thesis. In April of i)hat Yealrso:b«f;ﬁei
3 d
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{iberation”: appeared in the New York Review of Books. The story of how
this article came to be written is by now well known. While a student in
xford, Singer, with his wife Renata, fell in with a group of Canadians
-who were moral vegetarians, two of whom, Stanley and Roslind God-
ovitch; were involved in editing a book called Animals, Men and Morals.
siable to resist the Godlovitchs’ arguments, the Singers changed their
ves: Wanting to do what he could to promote his recently adopted views
garding animals, Singer sent an unsolicited review of Animals, Men and
‘Morals to the New York Review of Books. Surprisingly, it was accepted.
‘Nstonishingly, the review had a major impact, leading to a book contract
from New York Review Books.

““fn autumn 1973 Singer moved to the United States in order to teach at
‘New: York University. He was in America only sixteen months, but his
sit had a large impact. He wrote most of dnimal Liberation during his
ay, and while working on the book Singer presented draft chapters to
hilosophy departments around the country, With his Oxford credentials
and his connections to Hare, Singer helped to legitimize concerns about
animals in the American philosophical community. When Animal Libera-
‘tion. was published in 1975, it had an enormous effect in transforming
what-had been a collection of small, largely invisible animal welfare
organizations into a strong and vibrant social movement.

. Also during his time in New York, Singer wrote “Philosophers are back
on the job” for The New York Times Magazine (July 7, 1974), This essay
. brought the practical ethics movement to the attention of a wide, non-
* professional audience. Singer began the article by providing an overview
of twentieth-century philosophical movements, bringing out what was
salutary about both positivism and ordinary language philosophy, but
arguing that in the end they failed either to resolve or dissolve traditional
philosophical problems. He went on to discuss 4 Theory of Justice, regard-
ing its enthusiastic reception as a sign “of the new strength of moral and
political philosophy” (p. 19). But while he granted that the book “has
many good things in it” (p. 19), he claimed that it “does not represent
moral and political philosophy at its best.” Singer went on to criticize
Rawls’s theory in ways that were emblematic of the division between
political philosophy and practical ethics that was already under way, and
his objections to Rawls’s method of reflective equilibrium foreshadowed
fissures that have subsequently opened up within the practical ethics
movement itself, and continue to reverberate in this book. Signalling his
later interests, Singer identified medical ethics as an area “in need of the
clarification and rigor that a philosopher can provide” (p. 20) and con-
cluded that “the entry of philosophers into areas of ethical concern from
which they have hitherto excluded themselves is the most stimulating and
potentially fruitful of all the recent developments in philosophy™ (p. 20).
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In 1975 Singer returned to Melbourne, where he has remained, except
to take up various visiting appointments in universities around the world.
From 1975 to 1977 he was a Senior Lecturer at La Trobe University and
since 1977 he has been Professor of Philosophy at Monash University. In
the autumn of 1999 he will become the Tra W, DeCamp Professor of
Bioethics at Princeton University. :

In the early 1980s Singer wrote a series of books that provided some
context to his moral and political views. Marx appeared in 1980 (since
translated into four languages) and Hegel was published in 1982 (now
translated into seven languages). In 1981 The Expanding Circle: Ethics
and Sociobiology, Singer’s account of the biological foundations of ethics, -
was published,

Although he produced plenty of work on other topics throughout the
1980s, Singer’s altention turned increasingly to medical ethics. In 1983 he
founded the Centre for Human Bioethics and served as its Director until
1992, In 1985 with Helga Kuhse he established Bioethics, which has -
become one of the leading bioethics Journals in the world. Between 1983
and 1994 Singer produced seven books and monographs on medical -

ethics, inciuding Rethinking Life and Death, published in English in
1994, and subsequently translated into Italian, Dutch, Polish, German,
Japanese, and Spanish.

Virtually all of Singer’s work exemplifies the following three important
characteristics. First, it is revisionary. The point of practical ethics is not
simply to understand the world, but to change it. Singer’s specific views
are well known: that we should stop eating and experimenting on animals;
that we should give large portions of our wealth to those who are worse
off; that in some cases infanticide is permissible. The concern that prac-
tical cthics should make a difference has led him to be skeptical of
approaches to moral and political philosophy that rely on our everyday
moral beliefs. His main criticism of Rawls in the 1974 New York Times

Magazine article concerned Rawls’s reliance on moral intuitions. Accord-
ing to Singer,

the job,” (p. 20), but it is hard to see what philosophy \f»rould be 'Ifﬁr
£ it didn’t start with a vivid apprematlon_of t!le way things are. 1 e
Ation that facts matter might seem platitudinous to most ‘}?eop- EE:
o most academics, but philosophers ‘often prf:tend that .mq;e
él facts have nothing to do with anything of pl?ﬂosophlcal signific-
s 4nd when this conceit becomes difficult to sustain, they often %nvent
v der the guise of thought experiments) rather than bothering to
' _(2: themm. What makes Animal Liberation 50 poxjverful, even'for
SG?‘{-’_ who do not share Singer’s utilitarian principles, 1s the two~thfrds
o) f]f;'.sbook that brings to light our treatme'nt of anin_lals and prgwdgs
- ractical suggestions for how to changfa our lives. A reviewer wrotg in the
sophical Review, not without admlr.atlon., that Animal Lzbemnon was
o fit i book ever to contain recipes. o
e.fgrghifrzz?gﬁstic of Singer’s work is the presupposition t.hat indi-
idual action can make a difference. A§ his Work has unfolded, Singer hﬁs
: ingly addressed social policy dimensions of _the probiemfs that -t:l
ﬁslders- but usually he writes as one person In conversation wi
- ther ,Femim'sts may have coined the slogan “‘the persogal is Fhe
tlcall;” but Singer has been telling st(n:ies abput himself,_ his fat_miy,
his friends as long as he has been doing phz%osophy. His goal is to
our attitudes and behavior because that is how you change the
If animals suffer when they are raised for food, then we should
ting them. If giving 10 percent of our income to Oxfam would save
ithout depriving us of any comparable goods, then we should sit
ind start writing checks. ‘
Wh t]-:-l:ﬂs;his adds ugp to is a conception of practical (?thjcs_ that is both
vist-and demanding. It requires us to find out what is going on in the
“and to determine how we can change it for the better. It then
res us to act accordingly. This has led Singer to march, demonstrate,
it:in a cage in a city square to publicize the plight of bat.tery hegs. He
been: enjoined from publicly criticizing or demonstrating ag'amst a
.and arrested for trying to photograph conﬁl?ed sows on a pig farm
‘owned by Australia’s prime minister, Twice he.has stood as a
ate for the Green Party in Australian federal ejlectiong.
Not & eryone shares Singer’s conception of prac‘ugal ethics. In retro-
$ easy to see the differences among the contributors to t'hat ﬁrst
olume of Philosophy and Public Affairs. In the first sentence of his article
. bortion, Wertheimer said that his goal was “to understand an argu-
> he wasn't primarily interested in persuading us of gartlcu_lar
ons.® Thomson’s defense of abortion, while remarkably inventive
sensitive to feminist rhetoric about the right to control one’s body,
a good deal more modest than the position t_hat many people hacj}
_('iy"'embraced and was soon to become law in the United States.

inge

No conclusions about what we ought to do can validly be drawn from a
description of what most people in our society think we ought to do. If we
have a soundly based moral theory we ought to be prepared to accept its
implications even if they force us to change our moral views on major issues.
Once this point is forgotten, moral philosophy loses its capacity to generate
radical criticism of prevailing moral standards, and serves only to preserve
the status quo. (pp. 19-20)

A second characteristic of Singer’s work is that facts matter. Philosophy .
may begin where facts run out, as Singer wrote in “Philosophers are back
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Nagel was excruciatingly sensitive to the nuances and complexities of the
ethics of war, but in the end he seemed to embrace the views with which he
had begun, only now for reasons that seemed less than compelling in the
light of the case that he had made for the difficulty of the issues involved.®
Since the 1970s, conservative tendencies in practical ethics have grown
in influence. Although there are still those willing to be as revisionist ag
Singer, he has become increasingly isolated among philosophers in his
willingness to argue for unpopular views and to take strong actions.

One reason for the increasing conservatism of practical ethics involves
methodological problems at the core of the subject. Singer, following
Hare, is hostile to the idea that considered moral judgements can serve
as “the data” which moral theory is supposed to systematize. But not
many have been convinced of his alternative approach.’ According to
Singer, we should follow moral principles wherever they lead. But if a
moral principle conflicts with a deeply held, reflective moral Judgement, it
is far from clear why the judgement should defer to the principle rather
than the principle deferring to the judgement. To put the point another
way, whatever approach we take must equilibrate between our principles
and our considered moral judgements. As a first approximation, it seems
implausible to suppose either that principles should always defer to
intuitions or that intuitions should always defer to principles. '

In part because he is clearly committed to a principle-driven methodo-
fogy, Singer has been able to embrace wholeheartedly a particular norm-
ative theory: two-level utilitarianism. But most philosophers have a hard
time committing themselves to a single moral theory. This sometimes
manifests itself in the endorsement of some version of pluralism — a bit
of Mill, a dash of Kant, some moralizing about “the virtues,” and so on.
In other cases it is expressed as an unwillingness to take strong normative
positions at ail because of refined sensibilitics about the difficulty of
defending any particular view against all possible objections.

A second reason why practical ethics has become more conservative is
that it has become professionalized. A community of professionals exam-
ining each other’s work in microscopic detail is less likely to produce bold
views than a collection of concerned amateurs, Where once practical
ethics largely involved the exploration of new territory, often by people
who had other areas of primary academic interest, increasingly it has
given way to a kind of scholasticism. There are virtues in scholasticism,
but a willingness to take risks is not one of them.

Finally, practical ethics has become more conservative as it has become
ncreasingly specialized. It is sometimes said (e.g. by Justin QOakley) that
the three central areas of practical ethics are medical ethics, environ-
mental ethics, and business ethics. As these subfields have developed,
there is less communication across them. The problems of each subfield
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increasingly require specialized knowledge even to understand and engage

: with them. What this means is that to succeed in medical ethics, for

example, requires to some cxtent be;com_ing part of t.he rr:fdlial C{:anl;
munity. A reasonably charitable cynic might say 'that in or e}r1 tn:) i}lz ok
me truth to power one must refrain from speaking tpo much truth,
o won’t be invited to speak to power at all. As practical etipcusts move
gllcl)ier to the communities they moralize about, they become increasingly
i ing strong stands. .
Ca?tlt(;?ess?i?l(g; tl‘aeI:;)gns twogand three tend to pull in different di%’ectlons.
Re;son two re:;;uires ethicists to find some fiistinctive philospphwal :;ub-
ject matter in their field so that they can claim to be upstanding men| ;rst
of the philosophical community. This often 1eads‘ them to fo]cus tontw ?0
are practically the less important features of an 1ssue and ahso hq dry 0
communicate with philosophers rather .than practitioners. T e‘thlr rz:ti-
son pulls them in the direction of trym_g tq con'{n.lumcatehtmt pr":icai
tioners at the expense of their philo_sophxcal 1dcr_1t1’gles_. Perhaps p;a](; ‘
ethics is becoming more conservative because it is in danger of being
pugi)(iwvaegz:,tpracﬁcai ethics should not be treated as an undifferentita’.ted
field. Environmental philosophy, fgr' example, gas thus'far h-as t;e]i
relatively resistant to the conservatizing tendencies promlpent Hi 0 fe
areas. Environmental philosophy was late to develop, and its rgg siwe ¢
deeper in the counter-culture of the 1960s than those of mt.aillf:aﬂ an
business ethics. Early on the field was de{l'nez(;l {wrongly bu‘t sti mt 1(1;:3[1(;
tially) as involving the search for a new e.thlc. People who just Wan:r 1o
apply traditional moral views to the epvu*onment (c.g. P&SS]I}IOI‘C) \; > in
effect drummed out of the community, Environmental phi 0sop yf ?:
also resisied institutionalization, not because of the mqral purity of 1 g
practitioners, but because it has had a hard time fmdlqg pa'tronsfand
institutions with which to affiliate. Environmental studies 1s an 111'—?ed mif
area, and programs are constantly beil}g_born, reformed, apd kille | off.
Since no clear ecosystem has evolved, it is not (.:lear what mc}}e envx;my
mental philosophy should occupy. Fina|liy, env.ironm‘ental phllo:slop ¥ h13
more expansive than other areas of practxc‘al ethics. Tt mv.ol.ves philosophy
of science, history of philosophy, and philosophy of 1_"c=.>]1g1onf to name a
few allied areas. Rather than being a subfield of practllcal ethics which in
turn is a subfield of ethics, environmental philosophy. is rc.ally. a newfarei
of philosophy. Since it is a large and untamed field of inquiry, it is difficu
ionalize. N
to'llzlrlzf;seisf;t volume is not the first to giv_e‘ vo%ce to _Singer’s crltlcsg As
contemporary philosophy’s most visible utilitarian, his views ha\fe eex;
the target of a wide range of objections. Most of these are veriionsfo‘
textbook objections to utilitarianism: that the theory has no place for
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Others have argued that utilitarian morality is too demanding, Indeed,
Bernard Williams has written that

Some utilitarian writers aim to increase a sense of indeterminate guilt in
their readers. Peter Singer is an example, and in his book, Practical Ethics
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1980), he is evidently more inter-
ested in producing that effect than he is in the theoretical basis for it, which
gets very cursory treatment. '

Although he has written widely, Singer will forever be most closely
associated with his defense of animals and his attack on the traditional

healthy pig rather than your severely handicapped infant; and if you are
choosing between an early abortion and killing an adult cow, you should
probably have the abortion.

The agricultural lobby and the scientific establishment have tried to
discredit his views about animals, and both right-wing pro-life organiza-
tions and leftist defenders of disabled people have mobilized against his
views on euthanasia and abortion, In Germany, Singer’s lectures have
been disrupted and he has been physically assaulted. In the United States,
he has been accused of “demonizing” American scientists.'> No wonder
that the profile of Singer published in the Australian edition of Tine
Magazine for November 2, 1989, was entitled “Saintly or satanic?”’

What has come to be called the “Singer Affair” began in June 1989 with
the canceliation of a long-standing invitation to Singer to lecture in Mar-
burg, Germany, at a European symposium on “Bioengineering, ethics,
and mental retardation.” The cancellation was in response to protests
which were being planned by organizations of disabled people. According
to Hans Johann Glock, protesters claimed that “by Promoting active
cuthanasia Singer’s Practical Ethics condoned ‘mass extermination’ of
the same kind as the euthanasia programme of the Nazis, and that his
ideas were “fascist’ and ‘murderous’.”’14 Eventually the entire meeting was
called off, and other scheduled lectures of Singer’s were canceled or
disrupted. The newspaper Die Zeit initially defended Singer’s right to

speak, but it too came under withering attack. It was forced to back
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| i bservers of the Singer Affair, “a
according to two German o : .
- a'nsi’nsus unified left-leaning and conservative p&g}ers,lgfll (3{5\;];111;};
o i ioni body’s right to life.’
opposed ever again questioning any . .
Y nghas been unable to lecture openly in Germa‘ny, Austr?a, a.nc}T
S]?%ld Courses using the German translation of his boo}c Practica
hic hzve.been disrupted, several major conferences at which he was
et gspoken have been moved or canceled, anq Gex:man sg;.)portelrs
veerphave been discriminated against for university posm]gnsl. n
. zmgore than one hundred people, many of therx} doctgrs of ts?o OgP;
: :Z::iicine signed a manifesto defending the disruption of Singer
m )
bturgiﬁer episode, different in many ways, but 'ftiso_ indicative gfl t}.JBe
acfion Singer sometimes elicits, concerns the pubhgatlon of an ar'tlc e;z 1
e fereed scientific journal, Proceedings of the. Society for Expenr;nen 1
1m.c'r' N and Medicine.'® This article, “A dissection of the chapter T.ocl)l §
: oeiJ;arch’ in Peter Singer’s Arimal Liberation,” is perhaps especially
- 1"ous but it is not atypical of how Singer’s views are sc?n;etlmes
Gild b;( the scientific establishment. The authors of this artic eS were
; 2nly contemptuous of Singer and his views. When tlit‘ay say that ”mgr;:é
...Opc'urr.lents his case with 138 notes they put bot{ljl docurt(lle‘{}tshoe;ar
i ds “evidence” and “‘sc -
ytes” in shudder quotes, as they do the wor ‘
;E?Swhen they refer to Singer’s evidence and scholarship. Ti]eg.say lt?::
) b 54 - s » 117 mse
i “ braces utititarianism,” that he “presents hi
e e is “‘anti-sci ” that he uses the
an--ethic ist,” that he is “‘anti-science, a
‘an -ethicist and moralist, e, {hat o uses the
“ ists,” t he “lacks objectivity,” an
thods of “propagandists,” tha oks .  be
i i i tion.”” The list of charges
‘relies on “distortion and selective quota _ 2es
;ﬁnflindos goes on. In the version of the article accs:pted i]‘;)jr pllllbhcanons,
the': i f fabricating a quotation. This charge wa
the ‘authors accuse Singer o br : charge s
i i isi 1 article that was sent to Sing
withdrawn in a revision to the origina ' _ gor after
¢ leted his reply. Nine mon
:he was already supposed to have comp . aponths later
¥ ision of the critical article was sent to Singer, :
yet another revision o e C s sent to e et
that no scientific journal w P
substance of the charges, it is clear . ‘
‘stich an abusive article on any other subject. Nor would the It{au:l_l’ccn;sl ;f z
“séientific journal treat other authors who were under attack in

= It is not surprising that the response to Singer has be_en S0 fgrocmus. {;
oth these cases philosophical argument runs up against senouhs fi‘gfve
mbedded in history, culture, politics, and money. ITh}e gr(iups tt ;in e
i i iti i t particularly intereste
rganized in opposition to Singer are no erestes
arguments They want publicity for their causes ar;ld ‘toﬂmtn:.ucliatit; hotr
i ini iece in the influential right-
-silence their opponents. A recent opinion pie
. wing newspaper the Washington Times (June .30’ 1998, p. A17) amounts to
a call for Princeton to rescind Singer’s appointment.
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Some philosophers have come to Singer’s defense but others have come

close to endorsing his silencing. In 1992, the Cambridge philosopher

i i ticle, entitled “Humanism and person-
ism; the false philosophy of Peter Singer,” which began with these words:
“T want to argue that false philosophy can be dangerous, and to sugpgest
that, if circumstances prevent its being refuted in print, it is probably alt
right, in extreme cases, to try to silence it in other ways.”'® Two years later
she returned to this subject, and wrote that

Singer’s philosophy . . . resembles Nazism in some ways but not in others.
Here we are faced with a problem which has to do with a borderline. . . The

the dissemination, in Germany, of
Nazi-style opinions, has to do primarily with political and social con-
Sequences; and it would seem on the face of it that German citizens are
the people best able to predict, and understand, those consequences, '°

access to a public platform,”
speech has occurred 2

Other philosophers seem curiously ambivalent about these episodes.
Some people with whom I have discussed these cases express a kind of
weary acceptance of the abuse that Singer has suffered, or even a kind of
“blame the victim™ attitude. “Of course what was done to him was
wrong,” they say, “but on the other hand, given his views and how he
expresses them, what else could he expect?” Indeed, T think many would
agree with Teichman when she wrote: “let’s remember that Singer was a
guest in the protesters’ countries, and guests have some obligation to be
tactful and circumspect .. .it js a truism that gross Insensitivity is liable to
provoke angry reactions, Whether or not the protesters had a right to
silence Peter Singer, it is surely not surprising that they wanted to.”2!

1
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<ontroversial issues? To put the question in a different way, .“Do'es
oy actical ethics inevitably run the risk of provoking its
o p'ron‘?” Some would respond by saying that we should give
suppl‘eﬁleea .that practical ethics should be rev%siona.ry. At least
sgfctl alternatives to revisionary practical ethics might be sug-

.é alternative, the role of practical ethics is to identify nc.)rmatwi
e ts about practical issues by extracting th_em from our prior se.t oI
?n'l'ez:ld moral judgements. On such a conception, the role of pl‘a.CtICf.
Ei; to reproduce our everyday moral beliefs and ap;?Ey th&a;n ?:
o Sﬁlar cases. It is certainly true that such an entgrl?rlse \c:;fit r;;)e
i Clate vocal, public opposition. On the other hanfi, it is h_ar (;ant
tmmsuch an activity should be thought to be parﬂct;laiz implc];rrs t(;
i ire the support of philosophe
' ense morality does not require : .
mltzg?sits authority. And if all that phﬂosophe:rs car‘i‘ contlrﬂ.ng’e: t.o
discussions of practical moral issues is the occasional .halle Eja th::n
é:;bnse to expressions of what most peoplelalready believe, then they
ght ell stick to the problem of universals. ' . N
ih;eiir‘:?d role for practical ethics would be to clarify various pog;ﬁm;;
ical i t a cafeteria of options. Clear
ortant practical issues antzl presen : Clearly
ﬁs value in this sort of activity, and anyone who bgh.e\‘fes in 1;:\118
ion a. ractical ethics would view these clarificatory actxiv1t1es as step
"S] i r{hg way. But at least when it comes to ethmgl questions, clariFy is
Ot?egnough Some views are better than others and it matiers what(i v1ev~trs
n:o.ple hold. It is hard for me to imagine that anyone who would e;']ci)te
his or her life to practical ethics could really be as neutral about morality
s this approach suggests. . _ _
ng;sle I\Eauld say that what causes extreme reactions to Singer is not; .the
z&:t that he does revisionary practical ethics, but .the waS}f that’he pizlg ;ﬁzi
' i i f sensitivity. It is not Singer’s vie ‘
subject. The problem is one o . Sngers views that
t the way that he expresses them., omet] :
“provoke outrage, bu ' e S
Al i Singer to be more sensi
that what it would have taken for : inger
ir 1 i tical Ethics, or to have save
#Affair is not to have written Prac_ . : ‘
“protesters some trouble by voluntarily balflnmgs%nmscif fr{:l:i Setr;n}alt;l‘ife
St i ch as Singer can
= Still, no one who writes or speaks as mu 2O ave
, i iti ks and phrases, and such lap
-always steered clear of insensitive remar : ases
an ge found in Singer’s work. Moreover, Singer’s direct apfroachoflci
issues of profound mnportance may be Yiewed by some people as o
“frontational. Yet what I find most striking aboztfmg::r s ;rlﬁ:lrgh;st x
' i implici i i Ily clear and direct, witho -
obriety and simplicity. Singer is usua / , ;
cal ﬂozrishes. His books are aimed at his readers’ heads rather Fhan t(liieriz
- hearts. This just make it all the more ironic that so many of his reade
gem to lose their heads when reading him.

udg
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One reason for thinking that the problem is the singer rather than the
song is that there are prominent philosophers who largely share Singer’s
views who do not elicit the same vituperative responses. And perhaps
there arc lessons here for those who do revisionary work in practical
ethics. But it may also be the case that other philosophers do not provoke
such reactions because their work is not scen as threatening., Perhaps
challenges to the reigning orthodoxies are tolerated as long as they are
seen as merely “academic” or (what comes to the same thing) ineffectual.
Singer is good at what he does, His books change people’s lives. Perhaps
the attacks that he must endure are the complement to his successes.

Singer himself seems genuinely surprised and hurt that his views sorme-
times elicit such responses. He is optimistic enough about the possibility of
rational thought, even about sensitive subjects, that he could honestly
believe that Germans could rationally assess questions of euthanasia
despite their history. And he shares the scientific worldview of many of
those who have sought to discredit his views about animals. Singer believes
in the epistemological privilege of science as much as most scientists, so
one of his strategies in discussions of animal experimentation has been to
use scientific authority to undermine scientific practices such as the Draize
test, the LDs, test, and the use of primates in invasive research. Since
Singer believes that the scientific outlook both expresses and vindicates
such values as cooperation, egalitarianism, freedom of expression, and the
objective search for truth, he is constantly confounded by the often hys-
terical, ad hominem attacks which some scientists launch in his direction.
At his core Singer is an Enlightenment progressive. Perhaps he would not
have scemed as unusual in eighteenth-century France or nineteenth-
century England as he does in the United States at the end of the twenticth
century. But after the horrors of our century and the rise of relativism and
postmodernism, Enlightenment progressives are hard to find.

Singer’s recent work has become more introspective and perhaps a bit
darker. His Oxford ethics anthology (1994} includes readings by great
spiritual teachers such as Buddha and Jesus, as well as by the usual figures
who are part of the philosophical canon. It is unusual for texts drawn
from religious traditions to appear in textbooks on philosophical ethics. It
is especially surprising to find them in a book edited by an analytic
philosopher who is non-religious and a utilitarian, In How Are We to
Live? (1995), Singer returns us to what Socrates considered to be the only
really important philosophical question. Singer’s answer is that we shouid
live our lives in contribution to a worthy cause even if in the end it does
not triumph, for that is what gives life its meaning. This book is also filled
with reminiscences about Singer’s cultural roots and acknowledges that as
well as being a child of the 1960s, he is also a child of the Holocaust,
having lost much of his family to the Nazis. His most recent book is about
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.+ Spira, a vigorous campaigner for both hgman righ_ts and animal
GBTY22 PI’his: book is a homage to a man whom Singer considers to be one
"'hef' great activists of our time, and also a medi?ation on how to brgl_g
it ‘social change. Singer is currently preparing a book about _ -15
father, who was a legendary teacher in Vienna for nearly thirty
211 until being dismissed by the Nazis in 1938. ‘ . |
inger’s work ultimately-challenges us as both philosophers an moraf
ents. Although practical ethics continues to be a growth area in terms _(;
p?ortunitics, it has lost much of _1ts energy and d11'ect101.1. Wh.l e
" 5ral philosophy in general has turned its attention t‘o'wa,rds an 1gtensxve
e }c))f its own history and returned to the traditional questions ‘of
otaethics, practical ethics has increasingly looked to 1a'w or poh](l:y
adies for guidance. Perhaps the present state of the subject is really
st an expression of the larger sense of poyverlessncss and confu'smp
sont what is really right that seems endemic to our culture. Wh}ie llt
d be wrong to put too much weight on .th'e 1mportagce of any single
n, I can't help but wonder if the activist conception o_f practfcal
\;vould have more influence today on the mte.rne‘ltional phﬂgsoplncal
community if Singer had not returned to Austra'ha in 1975. Philosophy,
like other subjects, has a history, socio]ogy, anFi its own centers of power
hose influence cannot be denied. Tt will be interesting to see i}ow the
ctical ethics movement will be affected by Smger’s move to Princeton.
The generation that developed practical ethics came of age in the 1960s
nd is now well represented in the senjor ranks of the profession. 'But
hether practical ethics fades from the scene, I?ulrows more deeply into
necialization and professionalization, or experiences a rebirth of creativ-
nd activism will depend largely on those.whlo are now studylgg
philosophy and beginning their careers. Ma‘ny ms’ututaqnal factors \}!1]1
important — for example, whether there will be p_rofessmnal homfas or
hose who think of philosophy as a vehicle for social change. But it Vy.'“lll
so matter how these young philosophers unders?agd those v_vho pio-
cered the practical ethics movement anq how their mﬂuen_ce is assim-
ated. Reading Singer in dialogue with his most sympatheﬂc and am.ite
ritics is one way of helping to shape this legacy. That is what T have tried
make possible with this book.”
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