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Thoughts

2

Reasonable people can 
disagree about what’s 

“ethical”

Reasonable people, do
disagree about what’s 

“ethical”

Generalisation from 
what seems right to us 

is flawed

Postulate Claim Outcome 

Some controversial practical ethical 
quandaries…

The lines are different 
for different people

The lines can move over 
time and in different 

contexts

Moving in the right 
direction may be more 
useful than focusing on 

where the line “is”
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Smuggling

• In 1807 “despite Napoleon, Calais and Boulogne were still 
on excellent trading terms with Dover and Hastings” 

• “The ‘fortress’ of France was remarkably porous. Any 
commemoration of European unity should remember the 
smugglers and pedlars who helped to keep the borders 
open” 

3Robb, G., 2007, 'The Discovery of France', Picador, p.152

Animal welfare

4* Singer, P., 1993, Practical Ethics, Cambridge University Press (2nd edition, p.131)

• A creature is sentient if it has the capacity to suffer or the 
ability to experience happiness

• “Sentience suffices to place a being within the sphere of 
equal consideration of interests”*

• “If a being suffers, there can be no moral justification for 
refusing to take that suffering into consideration”*
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Food and GMO

5See Ridley, M, 2020, How Innovation Works, Harper

Vegetarianism

• “there is a widespread (though not perfect) consensus that 
it is generally morally better for the typical North American 
to eat less factory farmed meat”

• Good resources:
– Rachels, J., 2004, “The basic argument for 

vegetarianism” in S.F. Sapontzis (Ed.) Food for 
Thought (pp.70-80), Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books

– https://canvas.unl.edu/files/2385612/download?downl
oad_frd=1

– https://www.farmsanctuary.org/issue/factory-
farming/

6Schwitzgebel, E., Cokelet, B., and Singer, P., 2020, “Do ethics classes influence student behaviour? Case study: Teaching 
the ethics of eating meat” Cognition, 
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Charitable giving

• “it is unethical to spend hundreds of dollars on luxuries 
instead of giving that money to an effective charity that 
could save the life of someone living in poverty”

• Good resources:
– Singer, P., The Singer Solution to World Poverty, New 

York Times, September 5th 1999
– https://www.nytimes.com/1999/09/05/magazine/the-

singer-solution-to-world-poverty.html

– Ending Hunger Now, 2011 Ted talk
– https://www.ted.com/talks/josette_sheeran_ending_h

unger_now?language=en

7Schwitzgebel, E., Cokelet, B., and Singer, P., 2020, “Do ethics classes influence student behaviour? Case study: Teaching 
the ethics of eating meat” Cognition, 

Effective altruism

• Get rich and measure success

8
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Knife
Rifle

Revolver
Semi 
automatic 
pistol

Atomic bomb 

Weapons

Trophy hunting

10See https://www.nationalgeographic.com/magazine/2017/10/trophy-hunting-killing-saving-animals/

Creating a market for 
hunting provides an 

incentive for conservation 
and provides resources for 

local communities

It’s better to be shot than 
die “naturally”
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Cecil the Lion
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“Killing a lion is 
wrong”

“Killing a lion as part 
of a conservation 

effort within a well 
regulated system is 

ok”

Moral statementEthical statement

• “I hate trophy hunting and I'm repulsed by the people who 
do it. But the evidence shows powerfully that, when well-
regulated, it creates a powerful incentive for the 
conservation of both species and habitats” George Monbiot

• https://twitter.com/GeorgeMonbiot/status/1484416516120
616960

12
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Animal welfare

• A human that dies from cancer is worse than a mouse
• “the superior mental powers of a normal adult human 

makes a difference: anticipation, more detailed memory, 
greater knowledge of what is happening” Singer p.60

• Trapping an animal is just as bad (at the time) as killing it
• “A wild animal cannot distinguish between an attempt to 

overpower and confine from an attempt to kill; the one 
causes as much terror as the other” Singer, p.60

13

What’s worse?

14

Killing one cow to feed 5 people 
vs.

Killing 5 chickens to feed the same 
number of people?*

Killing one cow humanely in a 
Temple Grandin designed abattoir

vs.
Letting a cow die of “natural” 

causes

Killing one cow for cheap burgers
vs. 

Killing one cow for a beautiful pair 
of leather shoes

* For example, eating 3 eggs causes 19.5 days of chicken suffering, but a 1.3kg steak causes 2.4 days of cow suffering. See Fleischman, D., 
“Practical veganism” Works in Progress, Issue 1, August 2020 [https://worksinprogress.co/issue/practical-veganism/]
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Child labour

15

• During the Victorian 
era around 25% of 
the UK labor force 
were children

• In 1842 it became 
illegal to employ 
children under the 
age of 10 in a mine

Source: https://www.dkfindout.com/uk/history/victorian-britain/child-labour/

Which is unethical?

16

Child labour in factories 
in the UK in 1840

Child labour in factories 
in India in 2022

Child labour in factories 
in the UK in 2022
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Sweatshops

• In many cases:
– Average earnings in sweatshops are higher than 

relevant alternatives*
– Those relevant alternatives have even worse working 

conditions
• E.g. farm work, prostitution

• “In 1993, child workers in Bangladesh were found to be 
producing clothing for Wal-Mart, and Senator Tom Harkin 
proposed legislation banning imports from countries 
employing underage workers. The direct result was that 
Bangladeshi textile factories stopped employing children…
[According to an Oxfam report] the displaced child workers 
ended up in even worse jobs, or on the streets -- and that a 
significant number were forced into prostitution”

Paul Krugman

17* Powell, B., and Skarbek, D., 2006,  “Sweatshop Wages and Third World Living Standards: Are the Jobs Worth the 
Sweat?” Journal of Labor Research. Vol. 27, No. 2. See Powell, B., 2014, Out of Poverty: Sweatshops in the Global Economy, 
Cambridge University Press. Krugman, P., “Reckonings; Hearts and Minds”, New York Times, April 22nd 2001

The case for sweatshops

• “sweatshops in third-world countries are a good deal for 
the people who work in them. Why? Because work, other 
than slave labor, is an exchange. A worker chooses a 
particular job because she thinks herself better off in that 
job than at her next-best alternative. Most of us would 
regard a low-paying job in Nicaragua or Honduras as a lousy 
job. But we're not being asked to take those jobs. Those 
jobs are the best options those workers have, or else they 
would quit and work elsewhere. You don't make someone 
better off by taking away the best of a bunch of bad 
choices.”

18See Henderson, David (1997) “The Case for Sweatshops.” The Weekly Standard. February 7, 
https://www.hoover.org/research/case-sweatshops
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Price gouging

• Higher retail prices reflect a change in the whole supply 
chain

• Ways to allocate scarce resources:
– Willingness to pay
– Willingness to wait in line (or be first in line)
– Luck (lottery)
– Discretion (beauty contest)

• If you keep prices the same you are offering the windfall 
gains to the first customers in line

19

Eugenics

20

Choosing an attractive, 
high IQ partner

Screening embryos 
for viability

Terminating a foetus 
testing high risk of Down’s 

syndrome

Terminating a 
foetus with low IQ

We have arrived 
at eugenics, but 

I’m not sure when

Killing a newborn infant 
with severe mental and/or 

physical disabilities

What’s wrong 
with infanticide?



www.anthonyjevans.com/ethics

Abortion

• Peter Singer:

– To the extent that late stage infants and new-born 
babies have the same mental capacities, there is no 
intrinsic moral difference when it comes to deciding 
whether they should live or die

• AJE: 
– Being outside the womb may be a “social construct” 

but social constructs aren’t arbitrary. Maybe we create 
them precisely to solve these sorts of problems.

21

Slavery

• “Slavery is bad because it’s wrong to profit from someone 
else’s forced labour”

• What if I convinced you that, generally speaking, slavery 
wasn’t all that profitable? Would it be ok?

Ø Slavery is bad because it’s wrong to force someone into 
labour

22
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Practical ethics and virtue signalling

• There is a tendency to scale up personal intuitions about 
ethics into our feelings about these issues

• These examples were designed to get us to confront those 
intuitions, not to challenge or resolve them 

• But don’t forget:
– There’s no such thing as “personal” ethics
– We are here to talk about applied ethics, not personal 

intuitions
– Our ethical beliefs are affected by social context and 

what others think – it’s a collective action problem
– We shouldn’t expect consistency between what we say 

and what we do

• Virtue signalling: how we advertise our moral qualities

23Fleischman, D., “Practical veganism” Works in Progress, Issue 1, August 2020 [https://worksinprogress.co/issue/practical-veganism/]

Our attitudes and values toward innovation matter

24

Regulatory 
constraints

Ethical 
constraints
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Artificial Intelligence

• By using Google CAPTCHA you are helping to train AI (the 
mouse strokes reveal that you are human)

• It could potentially detect Parkinson’s or other moto 
neuron diseases

• Should it tell you?

• Who would it sell that information to?
• Insurance companies?
• What if they raise your premiums without even telling you?

25Roger McNamee, ‘The Trouble with Facebook’, Making Sense with Sam Harris, No. 154
https://samharris.org/podcasts/152-trouble-facebook/

Autonomous vehicles

26Van Den Hoven, J., “Introduction to the Trolley Problem”, July 2016
[https://tudelft.openresearch.net/page/15836/introduction-to-the-trolley-problem]
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Practical ethics and boycotts

• This might be why boycotts don’t work
– “No movement has ever made significant gains from endorsing individual boycotts of large-scale 

industries”

– We are repulsed by slavery and yet we buy shrimps from Thailand
– There is a tendency for “consumers to vote for higher welfare standards but not to 

buy in accordance with these ideals”

• People like to engage in virtue signalling
– Low cost
– Public

• Individual boycotts aren’t as popular
– Costly
– Private

• Implications:
– Collective action
– Permit hypocrisy
– Marginal improvements (i.e. everyone eating slightly less meat is better than some 

martyrs becoming a vegans)

27Fleischman, D., “Practical veganism” Works in Progress, Issue 1, August 2020 [https://worksinprogress.co/issue/practical-veganism/]
In 2014 it was revealed that up to 1/3 of shrimp farmed in Thailand used slave labour and as of 2020 not much has changed.


