Philosophy group / 14 Nov 

Singer: famine, affluence, and morality

Scheffler: Indiv resp in global age

Miller: distributing responsibilities

Fraser: Reframing justice in a globalizing world

Singer: Famine, affluence, and morality (1971)

Starting point: East Bengal lack of food, shelter, and medical care; arguments are applicable to many current cases also

-> What are the moral implications of a situation like this? Singer: current reaction is unjustified

”Certain assumptions accepted -> certain conclusions must be accepted as well”: 

Singer's assumptions: 

1) suffering and death from lack of basic needs are bad.

2) if it is in our power to prevent something bad from happening, without sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance, we ought morally to do it.

Singer: this requires only preventing bad, not promoting good: does not require much(?) (example: drowning child in a pond). 

Singer rejects the view that distance would count: may have applied earlier but in the current world, it is easy to help those not so near as well. 233 How about being the only one vs. one of millions who can do something? 

Giving 5 pounds to help would be enough if all did it; however, not all will do it -> one needs to give more if possible -> how much can we demand? problem of giving too much, unnecessarily too much done and harm caused to those that have given aid. 

Singer: we can demand that everyone does what he ought to do, not less.

--> Consequences: the normally thought line between duty/charity does not apply. Current distinction makes it charity when an affluent man gives something to those who are in direst need. However, Singer argues that morally this should be considered a duty, not "mere charity".

Objections to Singer's position. 

1) ”We need basic morals that are not too demanding for ordinary man”. Cultural/societal definition of what is much and what is ’normal’. 

2) (Utilitarianism critique in general) Does it follow that we must be working all the time to increase overall happiness? Singer’s answer: no; there is duty to do as much as possible to relieve suffering and misery, but this is contextual to some crisis issues. And, again, what is ’normal’?

Think about the difference: duty vs. charity. By which criteria to make the distinction?

Scheffler: Individual Responsibility in a Global Age (1995)

Scheffler's main argument: something in our ordinary thinking about responsibility is increasingly problematic.

Two "common-sense" ideas of normative responsibility 

1) Holding that negative duties are stricter than positive duties

2) Holding that one has special obligations towards own family / other persons close

-> common-sense conception of justice is "a restrictive conception", limiting our responsibilities.

The question arises: is this 'common-sense' restrictiveness legitimate when we assign normative responsibility?

Consequentialism (to evaluate an action morally, consequences and only consequences count)

rejects the common-sense ideas: it is non-restrictive in foundational level. 

If we look at the consequences, there is no reason to favour those who are 'closer'.

Common-sense view stems from times when social relations were small-scale and more limited 

...But how about now as the world has changed so much through the process of globalization?

Objection: if we accept consequentialism, we will face excessive moral demands. We should be always counting the consequences.

Consequentialist may reply: in practical level, we may accept some restriction on our moral thinking; however, principally we should reject the common-sense principles of favouring those who are close and restricting the responsibility to negative duties.

Scheffler: our actions are often either collective or limited by institutional/societal arrangements. -> Is the individual agent the primary bearers of global-level moral responsibility?

Group discussion: Find arguments to

a) support the 'common-sense', restrictive moral responsibility

Maybe we should be aware that consequences exist, but acting on them all the time is ‘not healthy’.

Closeness argument: better knowledge on how to help those who are closer than those who are more remote; cultural closeness / shared knowledge increases the effect of helping -> better total consequences.

b) support the non-restrictive consequentialist view of moral responsibility

Physical distance is a kind of illusion: same things that happen far can also happen here.

Teacher's addition: the fact is also that we get a great amount of benefit of those who are living far away (cheap resources, cheap products and so on); we are also harming them through the global economic system; therefore it is not justifiable to escape the responsibility, if we are already harming someone.

Miller: distributing responsibilities

Which criterion should we use to distribute responsibilities between actors?

Important distinction:

moral agent – moral patient; we can evaluate agent's action morally, patient is the 'object' of action

causal responsibility – moral responsibility; not the same thing (for example accidents)!

In remedial circumstances, we may also make a distinction between remedial responsibility and the final responsibility. Anyone who can act has the remedial responsibility, but the actor who has acted morally wrong has to compensate/reimburse costs and harms in the long run (if possible).

Miller's criteria of responsibility:

Causal responsibility: not same as moral responsibility. May entail moral responsibility, if a) situation was predictable and b) the actor has understood the possible consequences of the action.

(Compare: I stumble on a pavement and accidentally hit someone vs. I drive my car 140 km/h in a city centre)

Moral responsibility: the basic and most often used criteria. The agent who is morally responsible, should correct the situation.

Capacity: it may be that someone else than the morally responsible actor is in better position to help; for example, if the child is thrown to a pond and the responsible person escapes, all the others who are close to the pond and have the ability to save the child, ought morally do it.

Communitarian principle: the idea that responsibility is shared within a certain community. Example: hiker group in the mountain. Sounds natural in some limited contexts (hikers etc. groups in isolation) and may have been natural in times when people lived in small communities. However, is this applicable in a globalized world?

Poor states / poorest communities / small island states facing the risk of drowning due climate change: is the concept meaningful at all in these situations?

Pluralist connection theory: combination of different principles with different weights.

Think about for example climate change or global poverty: responsibility is shared. It is hard to name certain actors that are totally morally responsible of the situation; on the other hand, many have the capacity to help – shouldn't they do their best to alleviate the situation, then?

Fraser: Reframing justice 

'Old'/contemporary frame of justice: national and often distributive

- justice and injustice take place in the national context

- justice is about distributing benefits, harms and risks

Fraser's three dimensions of justice:

redistribution

economic

recognition


cultural

representation

political

Groups that have faced injustice that cannot be reduced to distributional questions:

Jewish people

Sami people (indigenous people in some parts of Lapland, Finland)

Animals

Other examples of injustice cases that are not only about distributing benefits and harms, but wider in their injustice: 

When women have no right to vote in elections

When colour of skin is an obstacle for getting a job

The views of children are dismissed when the decisions concerning them are made

When someone has no right of free speech

* impediments of justice: economic structures may deny some people resources that would be needed for participation as peers; institutionalized or cultural hierarchies may prevent the participation (misrecognition)

Example: Case biofuels and indigenous peoples:

redistribution:

rainforest cut down (resources lost); no profit for indig.people

recognition:

lack of respect, “they can live elsewhere”/”this is modernization”

representation:
- indigenous people lack economic/knowledge resources necessary




- there is no political structure/institution that would hear them in this case

Panel on distributing responsibilities

Think about the following cases and choose which criteria you find the best for assigning the responsibility.

(Criteria: causal responsibility, moral responsibility, capacity, communitarian principle, pluralist principle)

1. Extreme poverty that threatens the lives of individuals

2. Poverty that does not directly threaten the lives of individuals

3. Large-scale drought that destroys the agriculture in a state (because of its earlier unsustainable agricultural practices)

