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INTRODUCTION

My topic is the startling change in moral philosophy that has taken place
since I came to Oxford as a graduate student in 1969. The story is one in
which Oxford philosophy has played a particularly important role, so it
seems an appropriate topic for a Tanner Lecture given in Oxford.

In 1972, when I was a Radcliffe Lecturer at University College, Ox-
ford, I published a short article titled “Moral Experts,” in which I chal-
lenged the view that, as C. D. Broad putit: “Itis no part of the professional
business of moral philosophers to tell people what they ought or ought
not to do.”* Why, for a time, did most of the leading moral philosophers
think it a mistake to look to their discipline for guidance? Why do we see
the subject so differently today?

AGAINST PRACTICAL ETHICS
In the article I quoted from C. D. Broad and also from A. J. Ayer, both of

whom held what was then the dominant conception of the proper role of
the moral philosopher. In this lecture I will add a third, Bertrand Russell.
I begin with Ayer, because he is the clearest example of the view I had in
mind.

A. J. Ayer

In 1949 A.J. Ayer published an essay called “On the Analysis of Moral
judgments.”* It was later reprinted in his widely read book Philosophical
Essays. Ayer was, at the time, Grote Professor in Philosophy at University
College, London. Earlier he had published Language, Truth and Logic,
his manifesto for logical positivism, in 1936, when he was only twenty-six,
and a lecturer in philosophy at Oxford, and he was to return to Oxford as
Wykeham Professor of Logic in 1959.

In “On the Analysis of Moral Judgments,” Ayer restates in a some-
what more sophisticated form the view of what it is to make a moral
judgment that he first presented in Language, Truth and Logic—
namely, that such judgments do not state propositions, but express our
attitudes, and so cannot be true or false. In explaining the implications
of this theory, he makes some firm statements about the scope of moral

philosophy:

I am not saying that morals are trivial or unimportant, or that people
ought not to bother with them. For this would itself be a judgement

[411]
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of value, which T have not made and do not wish to make. And even if
I did wish to make it it would have no logical connection with my
theory. For the theory is entirely on the level of analysis; it is an at-
tempt to show what people are doing when they make moral judge-
ments; it is not a set of suggestions as to what moral judgements they
are to make. And this is true of all moral philosophy, as I understand
it. All moral theories, intuitionist, naturalistic, objectivist, emotive,
and the rest, in so far as they are philosophical theories, are neutral as
regards actual conduct. To speak technically, they belong to the field
of meta-ethics, not ethics proper. That is why it is silly, as well as pre-
sumptuous, for any one type of philosopher to pose as the champion
of virtue. And it is also one reason why many people find moral phi-
losophy an unsatistying subject. For they mistakenly look to the
moral philosopher for guidance.

It is indeed to be expected that a moral philosopher, even in my
sense of the term, will have his moral standards and that he will some-
times make moral judgements; but these moral judgements cannot be
alogical consequence of his philosophy. To analyse moral judgements
is not itself to moralize.?

In saying this, Ayer is dismissing a tradition of moral philosophy that
goes back to Socrates who, at least as he is portrayed in Plato’s dialogues,
challenged Athenians to examine their lives. Presumably, by unsettling
accepted views, Socrates would have been influencing his interlocutors’
ideas about how they ought to live. Other moral philosophers who of-
fered guidance about how to live and what to do included Aristotle, the
Epicureans and Stoics, Christian scholastics like Thomas Aquinas, and
later Western philosophers such as Hume and Kant, the utilitarians Ben-
tham, Mill, and Sidgwick, and the intuitionist W. D. Ross. All of them
thought that moral philosophy has practical implications. Ayer’s rejec-
tion of this conception of the subject is, however, consistent with the
radical view of philosophy that he had put forward in Language, Truth
and Logic, which maintained that statements for which there is no possi-
ble form of verification are meaningless. This included statements about
the existence of God, and moral judgments. Ayer was therefore quite de-
liberately turning his back on the history of philosophy, and setting out a
new, and much more limited, program for what philosophers, including

moral philosophers, should do.
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C. D. Broad
Whatever we think of Ayer’s position—and it will not surprise you to
learn that I do not think much of it—it at least has the merit of being
straightforward and consistent with his overall views. The other philoso-
pher I quoted in “Moral Experts” is C. D. Broad, and his case is more
puzzling.
This is the quote I originally used from Broad:

It is no part of the professional business of moral philosophers to tell
people what they ought or ought not to do. ... Moral philosophers, as
such, have no special information not available to the general public,
about what is right and what is wrong; nor have they any call to un-
dertake those hortatory functions which are so adequately performed

by clergymen, politicians, leader-writers.*

When I quoted this, in 1972, I took it at face value, including the reference
to “hortatory functions which are so adequately performed by clergy-
men, politicians, leader-writers.” Now that I know more about Broad, it
seems to me that he must have meant this ironically. He was a homosex-
ual who in 1958 joined others in signing a letter to Zhe Times supporting
the repeal of the law that made homosexual acts illegal. Clergymen, at the
time, were not generally supportive of such reforms. Although the article
from which I quoted was written eighteen years earlier, it seems unlikely
that Broad would have then thought that clergymen, along with politi-
cians, were performing their hortatory functions “so adequately.”

A second puzzling aspect about the quote is that it is from an essay
titled “Conscience and Conscientious Action,” which was first published
in wartime, in 1940. The opening sentence, which immediately precedes
the passage I quoted, indicates its topic: “At the present time tribunals,
appointed under an Act of Parliament, are engaged all over England in
dealing with claims to exemption from military service based on the
ground of ‘conscientious objection’ to taking part directly or indirectly in
warlike activities.” So this looks very much like a contribution to practi-
cal ethics! Broad’s argument is that “for anyone to decide rationally as to
whether another person’s action is conscientious or not” is an “almost im-
possible” task, and that therefore the tribunals set up to consider claims
to exemption based on conscientious objection “have been given a task
which is, from the nature of the case, incapable of being satisfactorily
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performed.” Nor does Broad hesitate to draw the conclusion that this is,
“a strong ground against allowing exemption from military service on
grounds of conscience and against setting up Tribunals at all,” although
he does acknowledge that there could be other reasons that point in the
opposite direction. Perhaps he has in mind public policy considerations
such as reducing the opposition to compulsory military service, or the cost
of imprisoning people who refuse to serve. But in any case, Broad clearly
comes very close to doing what he says it is not the professional business
of philosophers to do—namely, telling people (including those in govern-
ment) what they ought or ought not to do.

A clue to resolving the seeming contradiction between the passage I
quoted in my Analysis article (in which Broad says it is no part of the pro-
fessional business of philosophers to tell people what to do), and the fact
that the article in which it appears does tell people what to do, lies in
the following sentences, which immediately follow the passage I quoted.
Broad writes:

But it is the function of a moral philosopher to reflect on the moral
concepts and beliefs which he or others have; to try to analyse them
and draw distinctions and clear up confusions in connection with
them; and to see how they are interrelated and whether they can be
arranged in a coherent system. Now there can be no doubt that the
popular notions of ‘conscience’ and ‘conscientious action’ are extremely
vague and confused. So I think that, by devoting this paper to an at-
tempt to elucidate them, I may succeed in being topical without being
impertinent.

What Broad here describes is in fact the basis for a great deal of what goes
on in practical ethics. The reference to clearing up confusions in our
moral concepts and beliefs resembles at least part of what I claimed, in
“Moral Experts,” was the advantage that moral philosophers would have
over people in assessing what we ought to do. As I put it then, the moral

philosopher’s

specific experience in moral philosophy gives him [or her] an under-
standing of moral concepts and of the logic of moral argument. The
possibility of serious confusion arising if one engages in moral argu-
ment without a clear understanding of the concepts employed has
been sufficiently emphasised in recent moral philosophy and does not
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need to be demonstrated here. Clarity is not an end in itself, but it is
an aid to sound argument, and the need for clarity is something which
moral philosophers have recognised.’

Beyond that, however, Broad says something more far-reaching when he
recognizes that it is the function of a moral philosopher to see how “moral
concepts and beliefs . .. are interrelated and whether they can be ar-
ranged in a coherent system.” Broad could hardly deny that this is prop-
erly the function of a moral philosopher, because it is at least part of what
Henry Sidgwick sets out to do in The Methods of Ethics, a book that
Broad had ecarlier described as “the best treatise on moral theory that
has ever been written.”® This activity is not normatively neutral. In
Sidgwick’s hands, in Book 3 of The Methods, it leads to the rejection of
the form of intuitionism he refers to as “common sense morality” and
the suggestion that it needs to be supplemented and underpinned by
utilitarianism.

A good deal of my own work in practical ethics could be seen as argu-
ing that our moral concepts and beliefs are 7ot coherent, and therefore
should be changed. To give some examples:

1. The traditional ethical doctrine of the sanctity of human life, as held by, for
instance, the Roman Catholic Church, insists that all human life is of equal
worth, irrespective of its quality. Yet it also permits the withdrawal of life
support, such as a respirator, from patients who have irreversibly lost con-
sciousness. Although various justifications are given for this permission, such
as that the provision of life support in these circumstances is an “extraordi-
nary” rather than an “ordinary” means of treatment, or that it imposes a “dis-
proportionate” burden on the patient, these justifications themselves can be
shown, when scrutinized, to rest on a quality of life judgment of the kind
that the doctrine of the sanctity of life rejects.”

2. Most of us believe that it would be seriously wrong to fail to rescue a small
child in danger of drowning in a shallow pond, even when rescuing the child
would mean that one has to replace a very expensive pair of shoes. Yet most of
us do not condemn a failure to aid children in developing countries, even
though we can save their lives for a comparable cost.® These beliefs at least
appear to be at odds. In several works, I explore some ways of making them
coherent, but argue that they do not succeed.’

3. We reject the view that, in our dealings with other human beings, we may

give extra weight to the interests of those who are members of our own race
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or sex, merely because they are of our race or sex. Yet we accept that we should
give extra weight to the interests of those who are members of our own spe-
cies. Although we sometimes disguise the nakedness of such speciesism by
referring to characteristics, such as rationality, or self-awareness, or auton-
omy, that are typically manifested by members of our species and not, or not
to the same degree, by members of other species, the fact that we continue to
regard even members of our species who do not, and never will, have these
characteristics as having a higher moral status than any nonhuman animal
suggests that this is not the real basis of our views. There is, therefore, a lack
of coherence in our opposition to racism and sexism, and our acceptance of

speciesism.!

If one argues that an opposing position has this kind of incoherence,
one is offering a person who holds the position a choice. In each of these
examples, it would be possible for someone to avoid the conclusion for
which I am arguing by dropping one of the premises: by saying, in the
first example, “it is wrong to withdraw a respirator when one knows that
will result in death, even if the patient has no prospect of recovering or
again havingan acceptable quality of life,” and in the second example, “it
is not wrong to leave the child to drown in the shallow pond,” and in the
third example, unpalatable as it may be, by saying that racism and sexism
are not wrong,

Thus a more careful reading of Broad than I gave in “Moral Experts”
suggests that his conception of the function of a moral philosopher al-
lows considerable scope for practical ethics, and that he himself was en-
gaged in practical ethics in the article from which I quoted. It therefore
looks very much as if my younger self seriously misrepresented Broad; but
in fact there is other evidence that, though quite unknown to me in 1972,
supports the view that he thought moral philosophers have very little to
contribute to practical issues. The first comes from Five Tjpes of Ethical
Theory, written a decade before the article from which I quoted, Broad
wrote: “We can no more learn to act rightly by appealing to the ethical
theory of right action than we can play golf well by appealing to the
mathematical theory of the flight of the golf ball. The interest of ethics is
thus almost wholly theoretical.”! The second piece of evidence arose after
Eugene Freeman invited Broad to contribute to a festschrift for Paul Ar-
thur Schilpp, the theme of which was “Philosophy and the Public Good.”
The volume was to have a particular focus on the issue of nuclear weap-
ons. Broad replied: “I find myself with nothing of the slightest interest or
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importance to contribute” and expressed the view that this was not
merely a result of his own inability, but that it was unlikely that philoso-
phy has anything to contribute on the nuclear threat.!?

It appears therefore that although Broad recognized that moral phi-
losophers have the tools to contribute to some practical ethical questions,
he believed that the occasions on which these contributions are likely to
be useful are going to be extremely limited. There was, one might feel,
considerable, and I would argue, excessive, modesty about venturing far
beyond the academic world and one’s area of expertise. He seems to have
felt that this would be, to use his word, “impertinent.”

In contrast to Broad, the next philosopher I will discuss was not at all
modest about writing for a broad public, nor at all constrained about
going beyond his professional expertise.

Bertrand Russell

Bertrand Russell was the bestknown British philosopher of the twenti-
eth century, and at the same time the author of a large number of books
and essays on practical ethical issues, from social justice to sexual moral-
ity, and from happiness to nuclear disarmament. How then can he be
included among philosophers who think that practical ethics is not phi-
losophy? The answer is that when Russell was writing on what we might
now think of as practical ethics, he did not regard what he was doing as
philosophy.

Russell’s work in ethics is the subject of Charles Pigden’s fine contri-
bution to The Cambridge Companion to Bertrand Russell, and in what
follows I draw on this work.!? As Pigden points out, Russell himself con-
tributed to a narrow view of what philosophy is, writing: “The only
matter concerned with ethics that I can regard as properly belonging to
philosophy is the argument that ethical propositions should be expressed
in the optative mood, not the indicative.”™* The issue that Russell is refer-
ring to is one in what we now call metaethics, and refers to whether we
should understand statements like “X is good” as making a statement
about X that can be true or false, or as an expression of a wish or hope that
makes it another way of saying something like “Would that everyone de-
sire X!” So Russell’s view is similar to that of A. J. Ayer and the emotivist
account of ethics later defended by C. L. Stevenson. From 1913 onward,
Russell held that normative ethical judgments are not the kind of utter-
ance that can be true or false, and since he thought of philosophy as an
inquiry into truth, this, Pigden suggests, explains why he thought his
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writings on issues in normative and applied ethics were not part of
philosophy.

This view appears to have affected not only the way in which Russell
regarded his own writings on ethical issues but also the way in which
he went about that writing. Consider this passage: “Persuasion in ethical
matters is necessarily different from persuasion in scientific matters.
According to me, the person who judges that A is good is wishing other
persons to feel certain desires. He will therefore . .. try to rouse those de-
sires in other people. . .. This is the purpose of preaching and it was my
purpose in the books in which I have expressed ethical opinions.”

Elsewhere, in defending himself against a lack of precision in his writ-
ing, Russell refers to his Principles of Social Reconstruction and “to some
extent my other popular books” as “not intended as a contribution to
learning” but rather having “an entirely practical purpose.”'®

Russell is therefore distinguishing “preaching” from philosophy, and
putting practical ethics—indeed, all normative ethics—in the former
category. There is one qualification to be made here: work that takes an
end as given, and then shows that a particular practice does or does not
conduce to that end, is scientific, and it is possible to formulate rational
arguments about how best to achieve the given end. For example, if we
take, as Bentham did, the maximization of utility as the sole end, we may
write a scientific work inquiring whether capital punishment does or
does not conduce to this end. But this work would then not be normative
cither, and would only guide those who accept that utility is the end. This
is, therefore, not an exception to Russell’s rule that normative ethics is
more akin to preaching than to philosophy—or at least, Russell did not
think that it was.

We can, I believe, see the effects of this in some of Russell’s own writ-
ings, especially about nuclear disarmament. It is the plain duty of every-
one, he says, to make known two key facts: that nuclear war is “not
improbable” and that it would cause the death of all, or almost all, human
beings. Given this, a philosopher or other person of “any academic capac-
ity” must, after studying the probable effects of nuclear war, “devote him-
self, by whatever means are open to him, to persuading other people to
agree with him as to these effects and to joining him in whatever protest
shows the most chance of success.”"”

What view of normative ethics or applied ethics is Russell displaying
here? Note that again the philosopher is not distinguished from others,
and the persuasion should be by whatever means are open to him. Here
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Russell really is assimilating practical ethics to preaching and reserving
the term “philosophy” for something that is clearly not preaching.

Broad and Russell cox/d have said that when they were doing practical
ethics, what they were doing was part of their professional work as phi-
losophers. It is interesting that they nevertheless chose not to do so. As I
have said, some kind of discomfort about venturing into the public eye
seems to have been a factor for Broad, and for Russell, given his attitude
to religion, perhaps avoiding any suspicion that philosophy is involved in
“preaching” could have been a significant factor in denying that practical
ethics is part of philosophy. But practical ethics is not the same as preach-
ing, and it is not just a matter of arousing desires, or emotions, in readers.
Practical ethics is about producing and assessing arguments for ethical
views. It is subject to academic standards. When we grade student essays,
we do not grade them on the basis of our agreement or disagreement
with the conclusions the student reaches, but on the quite distinct crite-
rion of the quality of the argument presented. Academics seek to publish
in peer-reviewed journals, or in books published by respected academic
presses that also use reviewers, or if they publish in more popular places,
they seek to win the regard of their colleagues, who can tell an emotional
appeal from a well-reasoned one. So it is not all that difficult to separate
practical ethics from preaching, and it is surprising that Russell himself
makes such a crude assimilation. He should have been aware of the work
of his many philosophical predecessors who did practical ethics, and
should have recognized that, whether he agreed with it or not, it was not
the same as preaching. Indeed, Charles Pigden argues that Russell, in at
least some of his work—for example, his Hobbesian argument for world
government—makes philosophical arguments and therefore is doing phi-
losophy. Pigden writes of Russell: “When he wrote on these topics he of-
ten wrote as a moral philosopher and not—as he sometimes pretended—an
unphilosophical moralist.”

WHAT CHANGED AND WHY?

The rise of student activism in the 1960s—focused initially, in the United
States, on the civil rights movement in the South, but subsequently dra-
matically increased by opposition to the war in Vietnam, and then also by
the emerging environmental and feminist movements—led to a demand
that university courses should be relevant to the major issues of the day.
For some disciplines this was easy. Historians of Southeast Asia had a
prominent role to play in teach-ins about the Vietnam war, as did experts
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on international relations. But what about the rights and wrongs of going
to war? Or of disobeying the law requiring young men to register for the
draft? Philosophy professors recalled the long tradition of just war theory,
and the arguments of social contract theorists like Hobbes, Locke, and
Rousseau for a qualified obligation to obey the law. Encouraged by their
students—and by departmental chairs seeking larger enrollments to jus-
tify maintaining or expanding their academic staff—teachers of philoso-
phy became more willing to venture out beyond the limits of philosophy
prescribed by Ayer, Broad, and Russell.

As an undergraduate and master of arts student at the University of
Melbourne, I had been involved in the antiwar and anticonscription
movement before I came to Oxford as a graduate student in 1969. In 1971,
I attended a conference held in London that aimed toward founding an
organization called Radical Philosophy. The idea was to change academic
philosophy—which most of those attending saw as essentially conserva-
tive, elitist, and dominated by Oxford—into something more relevant to
people outside academic life, and more in tune with the values of those
who saw a need for social change. I shared these aims, and initially sup-
ported the organization. To my disappointment, however, the organ-
ization came to be dominated by those who thought that what is truly
radical is Marxist philosophy, and not the analytical Marxist tradition
developed by philosophers like Gerald Cohen, but the interpretations
propounded by French writers like Louis Althusser.”” Whatever one
thinks of Marx, to discuss Marxism in the style of Althusser is to ensure
that one’s work is completely incomprehensible to everyone except the few
who enjoy struggling with obscure, jargon-ridden texts. What would really
be radical, I thought, would be to use the tools of analytical philosophy
in a way that would enhance discussions of important issues outside
academia.

In seeking to do philosophical work about practical ethical issues, I
was, notwithstanding the conservative reputation of Oxford philosophy,
pushing on an open door. This was in part a generational change—
younger philosophers like Derek Parfit and Jonathan Glover were already
working on what we now consider to be practical ethics. Glover was
doing preliminary work for Causing Death and Saving Lives, though
this seminal book was to be published only in 1977, and Parfit was raising
questions about whether it would be better to have a small population of
extremely happy people, or a much larger population of people who were,
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on average, less happy, but could nevertheless be seen as having, because
of their numbers, a greater total amount of happiness—a surprisingly dif-
ficult issue to resolve that, despite its abstract nature, has important prac-
tical implications.”

It was not, however, only members of the new generation of Oxford
moral philosophers who were interested in practical ethics. R. M. Hare
had long thought that the point of doing moral philosophy is to help us
reach better decisions on practical issues. In his second book, Freedom
and Reason, published in 1963, Hare gave examples of moral reasoning
that showed that he believed that his analysis of the logic of our use of
words like “ought” had practical implications.”! His 1966 lecture “Peace”
was another early foray into practical ethics, although it was little-known
until it was reprinted in one of the first anthologies in practical ethics,
James Rachels’s Moral Problems.** Later Hare wrote on abortion and
other issues in bioethics, and in one article he explored what is wrong
with slavery—a topic that was not remote for him because, as he used to
say, he had actually been a slave.”

Another important source of encouragement of practical ethics came
from the founding of Philosophy and Public Affairs, which rapidly set the
standard for the discipline, publishing, in its first two volumes influential
articles such as Judith Jarvis Thomson’s “In Defense of Abortion,” my
own “Famine, Affluence and Morality,” and Michael Tooley’s “Abortion
and Infanticide.”?* Fach of these articles used reason and argument to
make new points in a way that was distinct from previous discussions of
these issues.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF PRACTICAL ETHICS

To illustrate the significance of this new development in philosophy, I
will use two fields that I know well because I have contributed to their
development.

The Ethics of Our Treatment of Animals
One way of gauging the extent to which the ethics of how we treat ani-
mals has become more prominent in philosophy is to look at Charles
Magel’s comprehensive bibliography of writings on the moral status of
animals. Magel found only 94 works on that subject in the first 1,970 years
of the Christian era, but 240 works in the next 18 years, up to the date
when he completed his work.?> The tally must now be in the thousands.
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Leading works on animals and ethics have been translated into, and dis-
cussed in, most of the world’s major languages, including Japanese, Chi-
nese, and Korean. For those who think, as Hegel did, that the Owl of
Minerva takes wing at dusk and philosophy follows trends rather than
instigating them, it is worth noting that, at least in this instance, the phil-
osophical arguments came first and the animal movement followed. As
James Jasper and Dorothy Nelkin observed in The Animal Rights Cru-
sade: The Growth of a Moral Protest: “Philosophers served as midwives of
the animal rights movement in the late 1970s.”2¢ Several leaders of the
animal movement have attributed their initial awareness of the issue to
reading my own book, Animal Liberation. These include Henry Spira,
who was the first animal campaigner to succeed in stopping a series of
experiments on animals, and was also responsible for causing major corpo-
rations like Revlon and Avon to cease testing their products on animals,
and Ingrid Newkirk, the founder of People for the Ethical Treatment of
Animals, the largest radical animal rights organization in the world.””
Forty years after the publication of Animal Liberation, people are still
coming up to me and saying that they became vegetarians or vegans after
reading the book (in some cases, they tell me that they have been lifelong
vegetarians or vegans because their parents read the book). It is, of course,
more difficult to say how much the book has contributed to changing
attitudes to animals, or to the significant, though regrettably far from
sufficient, improvements in animal welfare that have occurred in many
different jurisdictions since it was published. These include European
Union regulations that have eliminated the most extreme forms of con-
finement for veal calves, pigs, and hens in factory farms and so have im-
proved the living conditions of hundreds of millions of farm animals,
and similar reforms in California.

We can find, I believe, some confirmation of the importance of clarity
and rigor in argument in the fact that it is practical ethics in what we can
still, for want of a better term, refer to as the analytic tradition that has
influenced people in favor of radical changes in their attitudes to animals,
and not the continental philosophical tradition, which in this area, at
least, has failed to live up to its own standards of social critique. There is,
as far as I am aware, no evidence that any of the impetus for changing our
practices regarding animals came from writers in the philosophical tradi-
tions of twentieth-century continental Europe, that is, from thinkers
such as Heidegger, Foucault, Levinas, Derrida, Badiou, or Deleuze, nor
from those strongly influenced by these writers.
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Obligations of the Affluent to the Poor

“Famine, Affluence and Morality,” which I published in 1972, did not
have the immediate practical influence of Animal Liberation. It was pub-
lished in an academic journal, not in a book by a trade publisher, and so it
reached a larger audience only when it began to be reprinted in antholo-
gies used in teaching ethics courses. Even then, though, it was often
taught as if it raised an intellectual, rather than a moral, challenge. Joshua
Greene, a professor of psychology at Harvard and the author of Moral
Tribes, introduced a talk I gave at that university in 2015 by saying that
when he was an undergraduate at Harvard, he had taken an ethics course
in which students were told to read “Famine, Affluence and Morality,”
but the professor teaching the course said, in effect, “Well clearly this
can’t be right, but it’s interesting to figure out where he goes wrong.”*8
Until recently that was the prevailing response to my views about the ob-
ligations of the affluent to the poor; but in the past decade, things have
changed. There is an emerging new movement, known as effective altru-
ism, which is taking seriously the idea that we ought to be doing the most
good we can, and that one plausible candidate for doing the most good is
to give a lot more to help people in extreme poverty. This movement em-
phasizes the importance of using evidence and reason to determine the
most effective ways to improve the world. Although some of this can be
seen as science, rather than ethics—assessing the outcomes of specific an-
tipoverty programs is a scientific enterprise—the idea of “improving the
world” or “doing the most good you can” implies that we know what is an
improvement, and what is not, and are able to compare different possible
improvements. The effective altruism movement has therefore spawned a
good deal of philosophical discussion, much of it taking place online.”

Oxford University has been at the center of the growth of effective
altruism. When I wrote “Famine, Affluence and Morality,” I was a Rad-
cliffe Lecturer there. More than thirty years later, Toby Ord was a gradu-
ate student in philosophy at Oxford when he decided to calculate how
much good he could do if he were to become an academic and, for the rest
of his career, live on something like his graduate studentship, donating
whatever else he earned to a charity. He did the sums and calculated that
the money he would be able to donate would, over his lifetime, be suffi-
cient to prevent eighty thousand people in developing countries from
becoming blind. He was astonished that one person could, without a
particularly high income, do so much good. He thought that if other
people knew this, they might be prepared to donate a portion of their
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income to effective charities, so with assistance from Will MacAskill, an-
other Oxford graduate student in philosophy, he founded Giving What
We Can in 2009. MacAskill also set up another organization, 80,000
hours, which provides advice to those who are thinking about choosing
an ethical career. The term “effective altruism” was coined when a group
of effective altruists, many of them from Oxford, decided that the move-
ment needed a name, and chose it from a list of possibilities. The Centre
for Effective Altruism is also now based in Oxford. Many other past and
present Oxford philosophers have links to effective altruism.>

Effective altruism is a movement based on a set of values that tend to
be consequentialist, but not strictly so. Effective altruists take a univer-
salist and timeless perspective. They are concerned about improving the
lives of people and other sentient beings, wherever they are, and whenever
they exist. They discount the future only for uncertainty, not merely
because future goods are yet to come. Many effective altruists think about
principles like justice, fairness, and equality in a consequentialist way—
that is, they regard them as having great instrumental value, because a
society that is just, fair, and not too unequal is likely to have higher welfare
than one that does not instantiate these principles; but they do not see
such principles as having intrinsic or overriding value.

Effective altruists are concerned with outcomes, not with moral merit.
They do not spend much time worrying about whether someone is acting
in a purely altruistic way, rather than because he or she is interested in hav-
ing a good reputation, or living a better life. In fact, effective altruists pro-
mote their way of life as one that is more rewarding—because more
fulfilling and meaningful—than one that is less altruistic. That may seem
paradoxical, but if the result is more help for those in need, that is what
really matters.

Effective altruists are spread across a wide spectrum with regard to
what they do for others. Some of them provide remarkable proof of the
extent to which ethical argument can alter people’s lives. Ian Ross, for
example, has been a management consultant and is now involved in a
video game startup. In 2014 he earned $400,000, and kept only $20,000
for himself, donating 95 percent of his income. Some effective altruists
deliberately choose a career that will enable them to give more. Matt
Wage, a Princeton philosophy major who had thought of going on to an
academic career, turned down Oxford University’s offer of a place in its
graduate program, and instead went to Wall Street, where for the past
three years, he has been earning enough to donate a six-figure sum to
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effective charities. He believes that this enables him to do more good
than he would have been likely to do as an academic.?!

In January 2013, I learned of a particularly dramatic example of how
philosophy can lead people to do something they would not otherwise

have done. I received an e-mail that began as follows:

In The Life You Can Save, you remark that as far as you know no stu-
dent of yours has ever actually donated a kidney. Last Tuesday, I bit
the utilitarian bullet: I anonymously donated my right kidney to
whoever could use it the most. By doing so, I started a “kidney chain”
that allowed a total of four people to receive kidneys. The idea of do-
nating a kidney popped into my head in an Ethics class.

The writer was Chris Croy, a student at St. Louis Community College, in
Meramec, Missouri. He went on to tell me that although he had never
taken a class with me, my writings on humans’ moral obligations to others
had played a role in his decision to donate his kidney. After reading my
article “Famine, Affluence and Morality,” Croy continued, the class had
considered a counterargument by John Arthur that contained the follow-
ing passage:

One obvious means by which you could aid others is with your body.
Many of your extra organs (eye, kidney) could be given to another with
the result that there is more good than if you kept both. You wouldn’t
see as well or live as long, perhaps, but that is not of comparable signifi-
cance to the benefit others would receive. Yet surely the fact that it is
your eye and you need it is not insignificant. Perhaps there could be
cases where one is obligated to sacrifice one’s health or sight, but what
seems clear is that this is not true in every case where (slightly) more
good would come of your doing so.

Another student in the class said that we need both of our kidneys to live,
but Chris knew that that was wrong and replied that donating a kidney
has little to no effect on one’s health and thus is actually an insignificant
sacrifice. Then he spent the rest of the class thinking about what he had
said. He read everything he could find about kidney donation. When his
friend Chelsea told him that she was thinking of donating a kidney, the
idea suddenly did not seem so crazy. He decided to do it, and after build-
ing up his courage called the hospital. Chelsea did the same, but a scan
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showed that she had polycystic kidney disease, so her offer to donate was
rejected. Chris went ahead on his own. More than a year after the dona-
tion, Chris was doing fine. One morning he got a call from an unfamiliar
number, and a voice said, “Hello, it’s your kidney calling.” The kidney was
now working for a forty-three-year-old schoolteacher at a school that
mostly serves poor children. Chris felt good about that.3*

Effective altruism raises many interesting philosophical questions,
and challenges some views that philosophers have defended. Bernard
Williams argued, against Henry Sidgwick and utilitarians more broadly,
that humans are not the kind of beings who can take a universal point of
view: “There is simply no conceivable exercise that consists in stepping
completely outside myself and from that point of view evaluating iz foto
the dispositions, projects and affections that constitute the substance of
my own life.”® Some effective altruists come very close to being living
refutations of that claim. Williams also argued, in his famous example of
George and the chemical weapons factory, that there is something wrong
with taking a job that goes against your values, even if by doing so you
will bring about better consequences than any alternative open to you.
This is, Williams seems to have thought, to give up the projects that are
central to all our lives, and making yourself a hostage to circumstances. I
am not going to compare working on Wall Street with building chemical
weapons, but the many people who have successfully chosen a career with
higher financial returns in order to give more seems to refute this aspect
of Williams’s thought too. Doing the most good you can is itself a project
that one can, and arguably should, adopt and take to be overriding of

other projects.>

PRACTICAL ETHICS AND THE VALUE OF PHILOSOPHY

In 2013 a report from Harvard University set alarm bells ringing because
it reported that, for the United States as a whole from 1966 to 2010, the
proportion of students completing bachelor’s degrees in the humanities
fell from 14 percent to 7 percent. Even elite universities like Harvard
itself have experienced a similar decline. Moreover, the decline seems
to have gotten steeper in recent years. There is talk of a crisis in the
humanities.*

Nicholas Kristof, in one of his New York Times columns, raised the
question “What use could the humanities be in a digital age?” Skeptics
about the value of the humanities, he wrote, “may see philosophy as the
most irrelevant and self-indulgent of the humanities.” He then responded
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to these skeptics by referring to three philosophers who have shaped the
way he understands the world: Isaiah Berlin, John Rawls, and myself.
“These three philosophers,” Kristof wrote, “influence the way I think
about politics, immigration, inequality; they even affect what I eat,” and
he concluded that “To adapt to a changing world, we need new software
for our cellphones; we also need new ideas.”*® It hardly needs to be said
that all three of the philosophers Kristof names wrote on substantive
normative issues in ethics or political philosophy. Kristof is saying, in
other words, that philosophy has been redeemed from irrelevance and
self-indulgence by precisely the modes of thought that go beyond philos-
ophy, as Ayer, Broad, and Russell sought to define it.

It is, of course, possible to defend the value of areas of philosophy that
Kristof does not mention. Yet it is curious that philosophers, who should
be the first to question the assumptions on which their discipline rests,
rarely mount such defenses of what they are doing. Effective altruism
therefore poses a challenging question to everyone thinking of pursuinga
career in philosophy: will you, by making that career choice, be doing the
most good you can? The prospects of giving this question an affirmative
answer seem brighter if you are planning to work on normative questions,
and in that way may help others to do more good (although even then, for
some people there may be better options, as Matt Wage decided there
were for him). If, however, you are not intending to work in an area of
philosophy that will make a difference, either directly or indirectly, to
how people live, the question as to whether you should choose a philo-
sophical career becomes more acute. Why not choose a different career
that will do more good? To answer that question—or a broader question
about the value of pursuing other areas of the humanities or the arts—is,
however, a much larger topic than I can address here.
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