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PREFACE

Is there still anything to live for? Is anything worth pursuing, apart from money, love, and caring for one’s own family? If so, what could it be? Talk of ‘something to live for’ has a faintly religious flavour, but many people who are not at all religious have an uneasy feeling that they may be missing out on something basic that would give their lives a significance it now lacks. Nor do these people have a deep commitment to any political creed. Over the past century political struggle has often filled the place that religion once held in other times and cultures. No one who reflects on recent history can now believe that politics alone will suffice to solve all our problems. But what else can we live for? In this book I give one answer. It is as ancient as the dawn of philosophy, but as much needed in our circumstances today as it ever was before. The answer is that we can live an ethical life. By doing so we make ourselves part of a great, cross-cultural tradition. Moreover, we will find that to live an ethical life is not self-sacrifice, but self-fulfillment.


If we can detach ourselves from our own immediate preoccupations and look at the world as a whole and our place in it, there is something absurd about the idea that people should have trouble finding something to live for. There is, after all, so much that needs to be done. As this book was nearing completion, United Nations troops entered Somalia in an attempt to ensure that food supplies reached the starving population there. Although this attempt went badly wrong, it was at least a hopeful sign that affluent nations were prepared to do something about hunger and suffering in areas remote from them. We may learn from this episode, and future attempts may be more successful. Perhaps we are at the beginning of a new era in which we will no longer simply sit in front of our television sets watching small children die and then continue to live our affluent lives without feeling any incongruity. It is not only the dramatic and newsworthy major crises that require our attention, though; there are countless situations, on a smaller scale, that are just as bad and are preventable. Immense as this task is, it is only one of many equally urgent causes to which people in need of a worthwhile objective could commit themselves.


The problem is that most people have only the vaguest idea of what it might be to lead an ethical life. They understand ethics as a system of rules forbidding us to do things. They do not grasp it as a basis for thinking about how we are to live. They live largely self-interested lives, not because they are born selfish, but because the alternatives seem awkward, embarrassing, or just plain pointless. They cannot see any way of making an impact on the world, and if they could, why should they bother? Short of undergoing a religious conversion, they see nothing to live for except the pursuit of their own material self-interest. But the possibility of living an ethical life provides us with a way out of this impasse. That possibility is the subject of this book.


Merely to broach this possibility will be enough to give rise to accusations of extreme naivity. Some will say that people are naturally incapable of being anything but selfish. Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7 address this claim, in varying ways. Others will claim that whatever the truth about human nature, modern Western society has long passed the point at which either rational or ethical argument can achieve anything. Life today can seem so crazy that we may despair of improving it. One publisher who read the manuscript of this book gestured at the New York street below his window and told me that, down there, people had taken to driving through red lights, just for the hell of it. How, he was saying, can you expect your kind of book to make a difference to a world full of people like that? Indeed, if the world really were full of people who take so little care of their own lives, never mind the lives of others, there would be nothing that anyone could do, and our species would probably not be around for very much longer. But the ways of evolution tend to eliminate those who are that crazy. There may be a few around at any one time; no doubt big American cities shelter more than their fair share of them. What is truly disproportionate, though, is the prominence that such behaviour has in the media and in the public mind. It is the old story of what makes news. A million people doing something every day that shows concern for others is not news; one rooftop sniper is. This book is not blind to the existence of vicious, violent and irrational people, but it is written in the conviction that the rest of us should not live our lives as if everyone else is always inherently likely to be vicious, violent and irrational.


In any case, even if I am wrong, and crazy people are much more common than I believe, what alternative is left to us? The conventional pursuit of self-interest is, for reasons that I shall explore in a later chapter, individually and collectively self-defeating. The ethical life is the most fundamental alternative to the conventional pursuit of self-interest. Deciding to live ethically is both more far-reaching and more powerful than a political commitment of the traditional kind. Living an ethically reflective life is not a matter of strictly observing a set of rules that lay down what you should or should not do. To live ethically is to reflect in a particular way on how you live, and to try to act in accordance with the conclusions of that reflection. If the argument of this book is sound, then we cannot live an unethical life and remain indifferent to the vast amount of unnecessary suffering that exists in the world today. It may be naive to hope that a relatively small number of people who are living in a reflective, ethical manner could prove to be a critical mass that changes the climate of opinion about the nature of self-interest and its connection with ethics; but when we look around the world and see what a mess it is in, it seems worth giving that optimistic hope the best possible chance of success.


Every book reflects personal experience, no matter how many layers of scholarship the reflection may be filtered through. My interest in the topic of this book began when I was a graduate student in philosophy at the University of Melbourne. I wrote my Master’s thesis on the topic ‘Why Should I Be Moral?’ The thesis analyzed this question, and examined the answers that have been offered by philosophers over the past two and half thousand years. I reluctantly concluded that none of these answers was really satisfactory. Then I spent twenty-five years studying and teaching ethics and social philosophy at universities in England, America and Australia. In the early part of that period I took part in opposition to the war in Vietnam. This formed the background to my first book, Democracy and Disobedience, about the ethical issue of disobedience to unjust laws. My second book, Animal Liberation, argued that our treatment of animals is ethically indefensible. That book played a role in the birth and growth of what is now a worldwide movement. I have worked in that movement not only as a philosopher but also as an active member of groups working for change. I have been involved, again both as an academic philosopher and in more everyday ways, in a variety of other causes with a strong ethical basis: aid for developing nations, support for refugees, the legalization of voluntary euthanasia, wilderness preservation and more general environmental concerns. All of this has given me the chance to get to know people who give up their time, their money and sometimes much of their private lives for an ethically-based cause; and it has given me a deeper sense of what it is to try to live an ethical life.


Since writing my Master’s thesis I have written about the question ‘Why act ethically?’ in the final chapter of Practical Ethics, and I have touched on the theme of ethics and selfishness in The Expanding Circle. In turning once again to the link between ethics and self-interest, I can now draw on a solid background of practical experience, as well as on the research and writings of other scholars. If asked why anyone should act morally or ethically, I can give a bolder and more positive response than I did in my earlier thesis. I can point to people who have chosen to live an ethical life, and have been able to make an impact on the world. In doing so they have invested their lives with a significance that many despair of ever finding. They find, as a result, that their own lives are richer, more fulfilling, more exciting even, than they were before they made that choice.


Peter Singer
January 1993







CHAPTER 1

The ultimate choice


Ivan Boesky’s choice

In 1985 Ivan Boesky was known as ‘the king of the arbitragers’, a specialized form of investment in the shares of companies that were the target of takeover offers. He made profits of $40 million in 1981 when Du Pont bought Conoco; $80 million in 1984 when Chevron bought Gulf Oil; and in the same year, $100 million when Texaco acquired Getty OiL There were some substantial losses too, but not enough to stop Boesky making Forbes magazine’s list of America’s wealthiest 400 people. His personal fortune was estimated at between $150 and $200 million.1

Boesky had achieved both a formidable reputation, and a substantial degree of respectability. His reputation came, in part, from the amount of money that he controlled. ‘Ivan’, said one colleague, ‘could get any Chief Executive Officer in the country off the toilet to talk to him at seven o’clock in the morning’.2 But his reputation was also built on the belief that he had brought a new Scientific’ approach to investment, based on an elaborate communications system that he claimed was like NASA’s. He was featured not only in business magazines, but also in the New York Times Living section. He wore the best suits, on which a Winston Churchill-style gold watch chain was prominently displayed. He owned a twelve-bedroom Georgian mansion set on 190 acres in Westchester County, outside New York City. He was a notable member of the RepubEcan Party, and some thought he cherished political ambitions. He held positions at the American Ballet Theater and the Metropolitan Museum of Art.

Unlike other arbitragers before him, Boesky sought to publicize the nature of his work, and aimed to be recognized as an expert in a specialized area that aided the proper functioning of the market, hi 1985 he published a book about arbitrage entitled Merger Mania. The book claims that arbitrage contributes to ‘a fair, liquid and efficient market’ and states that ‘undue profits are not made: there are no esoteric tricks that enable arbitragers to outwit the system…profit opportunities exist only because risk arbitrage serves an important market function’. Merger Mania begins with a touching dedication:


Dedication

My father, my mentor, William H. Boesky (1900-1964), of beloved memory, whose courage brought him to these shores from his native Ykaterinoslav, Russia, in the year 1912. My life has been profoundly influenced by my father’s spirit and strong commitment to the well-being of humanity, and by his emphasis on learning as the most important means to justice, mercy, and righteousness. His life remains an example of returning to the community the benefits he had received through the exercise of God-given talents.

With this inspiration I write this book for all who wish to learn of my specialty, that they may be inspired to believe that confidence in one’s self and determination can allow one to become whatever one may dream. May those who read my book gain some understanding for the opportunity which exists uniquely in this great land.3



In the same year that this autobiography was published, at the height of his success, Boesky entered into an arrangement for obtaining inside information from Dennis Levine. Levine, who was himself earning around $3 million annually in salary and bonuses, worked at Drexel Burnham Lambert, the phenomenally successful Wall Street firm that dominated the ‘junk bond’ market. Since junk bonds were the favoured way of raising funds for takeovers, Drexel was involved in almost every major takeover battle, and Levine was privy to information that, in the hands of someone with plenty of capital, could be used to make hundreds of millions of dollars, virtually without risk.

The ethics of this situation are not in dispute. When Boesky was buying shares on the basis of the information Levine gave him, he knew that the shares would rise in price. The shareholders who sold to him did not know that, and hence sold the shares at less than they could have obtained for them later, if they had not sold. If Drexel’s client was someone who wished to take a company over, then that elient would have to pay more for the company if the news of the intended takeover leaked out, since Boesky’s purchases would push up the price of the shares. The added cost might mean that the bid to take over the target company would fail; or it might mean that, though the bid succeeded, after the takeover more of the company’s assets would be sold off, to pay for the increased borrowings needed to buy
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