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‘More Hamlet’! – the quest for fine-grained authentic significance

There are various further instances which have occurred to me since writing the Towards an Ethical Culture seminar paper (Continental Philosophy Group Conference, November 2002) which reveal the Hamlet portrayed by 

John Carroll in Humanism - The Wreck of Western Culture (1993) is not truly congruent with the brooding individualistic self-focussed and self-absorbed contemporary stereotype. 

If this stereotype was valid in the contemporary cultural sense posited by Carroll, then Hamlet would be prone to indulge in the ‘singles’ lifestyle, essentially eschewing family, except in the most barely minimal sense of meeting occasionally for parties and special occasions. 

However, the reality is, the actual Shakespearean Hamlet character is quite overtly family-oriented, in various ways.  In fact, the whole notion of revenge directed by Hamlet at his stepfather, emerges through the very reality that Hamlet’s mother remarries, hence Hamlet’s stepfather appears on the scene … and there are suspicions, along with evidence, perhaps, depending on how broadly such evidence is interpreted, that Hamlet’s mother is involved in her former husband’s demise. 

The scene where Hamlet is in his mother’s bedroom, desperately pleading with her not to make love with Hamlet’s stepfather, is as much about preserving the family as it is about Hamlet trying to save the world through his extreme notion of killing his stepfather. 

Hamlet respects both his love for his father – being the most overwhelming of passions through which he drives himself to avenge his father’s death – and his father’s former position as the key reference person in his family.  Indeed, of course, the place of Hamlet’s father in this respect actually extends well beyond this local context in that Hamlet’s father is just as much ‘reference person’ to the whole community and nation of Denmark.  While, from all accounts, he appears to have been a most revered and respected ‘reference person’ in this position, not just your everyday ‘token’ monarch, as it were. 

So little wonder Hamlet is so preoccupied with avenging his father’s death.  

As far as the range of human emotion can extend reasonably in the cause of social justice, Hamlet’s firm preoccupation could be regarded as quite well justified in the circumstances and context in which Hamlet is situated.  

While, as we have seen previously, Hamlet certainly doesn’t take on this yoke of responsibility out of any sense of personal preference or enthusiasm. 

Amid all this acute family tension and struggle, Hamlet maintains respect for his mother, also from the aspect of this family context.  The aspect of the deeply pure and true sentiment of how they were as a family remains resonant and alive for Hamlet, as it almost certainly would have remained so resonant and alive for him if he had survived all his pressing chaotic exigencies, and gone on to experience a long and fulfilling life. 

Hamlet respects his mother, despite his understanding of all she has done, 

and the dire implications of this.  Such a refined mature psychological sense of acceptance and understanding requires consistent wholehearted substantial discernment and poise of Hamlet – what could be termed ‘equanimity’ – 

even further, ‘authentic equanimity’, as I have proposed as something of a quintessential human quality.  Here, Hamlet reveals substantial authentic equanimity in being able to accept what has happened, along with the consequences, and maintain his respect for his mother, despite the ferocity of how he feels about what she has done.  He treats his mother differently to his stepfather, despite both actually being conspirators in the same heinous and murderous act, because he retains the discerning equanimity to realise each has acted from different motives, and therefore different attitudinal and situational positions and dynamics.  

All this doesn’t stop Hamlet from following through with his deep faith in the veracity of his cause by desperately beseeching his mother to persuade her to summon the courage to forsake her weakness and ‘assume … virtue’, as he puts it. 

Such behaviour and attitude is not the response of a weak vacillating character, as is often attributed to Hamlet, but rather that of a deeply discerning forthright individual with the devout faith, determination and courage in temperament to boldly realise the broad context of his situation and act decisively in accordance with his destiny as he truly recognises and deeply discerns this. 

Indeed, certain elements of such an authentic portrayal of Hamlet come through clearly in the famous black-and-white film version of Hamlet, played by Sir Laurence Olivier, and widely regarded as the classic modernist portrayal and interpretation of this focal Shakespearean character. 

Further, if Hamlet were to be regarded as the epitome of the modern to late-modern stereotype of the so-called self-absorbed (or ‘focussed’) individual, 

then his attitude to the whole aspect of personal, and particularly ‘sexual’, morality would move into focus.  There is nothing sexually or morally liberated or vacillating about Hamlet’s attitudes, as is often indeed characteristic of the stereotypical actual modern to late-modern individual, despite often persistent remonstrations to the contrary. 

The quest for a sustained love is prominent in Hamlet’s aspirations, as it is for Ric – the quintessential ‘rugged invididual’ - in the film Casablanca, even if Ric does have to settle for ‘deep friendship’ ultimately … Yet, the reality for Ric is that the longing for what modernists might regard as ‘tangible’ love will always be with him, we may well presume. 

Yet, for Hamlet, the prevalent moral attitude and its essential manifestation, 

is quite different. 

At the outset, Hamlet privileges or ‘preferences’, love in the deep family context.  He loves his natural father and his mother so unflinchingly and relentlessly that he immediately sets about his father’s bidding, as expressed through his father’s ghost.  As soon as Hamlet is through with his encounter with the ghost he invests his energy forthwith in most strategically planning out the revenge for his father’s murder, which the ghost seeks to have exacted on the stepfather.  Hamlet is even careful enough in this to have the encounter with the ghost eventually verified by his friends, to ensure as much for his own sanity as for others that there can be no mistake about the authenticity of this (deeply) metaphysical encounter. 

Then, when it comes to his deep love and reverence for his mother, 

Hamlet pleads desperately for his mother to recognise his presumption of the error of her ways.  Hamlet is devastated his mother cannot seem to summon the fortitude to proceed thenceforth in accordance with Hamlet’s adamant conviction. 

While Hamlet is clearly proceeding on the basis of deep love and affection in these instances, there is yet a further source of affirmation for him.  This is what he palpably considers to be the moral imperative involved in this context. 

This moral element comes through as much in Hamlet’s attitude to ‘the fair Ophelia’, as he nonchalantly describes her.  Ophelia clearly loves Hamlet devoutly.  Yet Hamlet knows he could easily be distracted from his destined purpose through the determination of Ophelia’s love, which seems more oriented towards binding Hamlet into their relationship from Hamlet’s perspective, thereby potentially directly distracting, or at worst threatening, Hamlet’s thoroughgoing sense of purpose. 

Hamlet’s response is decisive, unyielding – even ostensibly quite harsh.  

‘Get thee to a nunnery!’ he barks back at Ophelia, at the crisis point of their relationship. 

Absolutely overwhelmed, and emphatically shaken at Hamlet’s overtly cruel and most out-of-character suggestion, the fragile sensitive Ophelia never really recovers.  She slumps into a profound state of incredulity over Hamlet’s stark sense of irritation and apparent resentment.  Ophelia eventually effectively takes her own life, allowing herself to drown in a whirlpool vortex. 

It is only then, after he learns of Ophelia’s demise, we at last come to appreciate Hamlet’s essentially ambivalent love for Ophelia.  Hamlet happens to stumble into the funeral service for Ophelia after he returns from his almost mandatory detention away from Denmark. 

Suddenly, Hamlet acts like a man transfixed in his love for Ophelia.  

He jumps into the grave amid the funeral oration when he learns it is Ophelia’s funeral, and intimates a wish to be covered over, that he might die with his loved one.  Whereas, before his departure from Denmark, Hamlet had been emphatically cold, sullen, morose, even callous, in his attitude towards Ophelia. 

‘Why would he go on this way?’ is the obvious question. 

What comes into focus in all this is the sentiment Hamlet forms around what he values most.  Once Hamlet learns of what has actually transpired between his father and stepfather, along with his mother’s complicity in all this, 

Hamlet realises comprehensively the authentic value of the family situation.  Indeed, he also realises the implications of this situation for the whole of Denmark – or what is effectively, for those times, the ‘community’ of Denmark. 

Thence Hamlet attaches the deepest aspect of sentiment – feelings and emotion intertwined – to the situation, referential particularly to the family situation in this context. 

Accordingly, this sentiment is formed quite specifically around the heritage and legacy which emerges from this context.  Hence Hamlet comes to privilege the aspect and context of his family situation in this way, quite disproportionately.  Such family privileging is like an early metaphor for what actually proceeds predominantly and blatantly in contemporary society and culture in the Western context, and in many other such socio-cultural contexts.  

The consequences of this situation can be metaphorically, indeed often even actually, as threatening, disastrous and debilitating as those Hamlet faced.  

Yet the privileging of family continues relentlessly, with staggering regularity.  

In many contexts, including Australian society and culture, this prevailing context is even fuelled through socially engineered policies and strategies. 

Ophelia is not yet part of Hamlet’s hallowed family context, even though she wholeheartedly aspires to be part of it, and it is tacitly understood she is intended to soon become part of it.  Yet the reality is she is not there yet, so Hamlet can and does effectively ignore her in the context of his myopic driving family focus, even though he loves her devotedly.  Hence the quandary in which Hamlet’s ambivalence is grounded emerges. 

Except, for Hamlet, this is no quandary … For Hamlet, family is everything.  

Love for his lover – or his cherished ‘loved one’, in this sense – is essentially irrelevant and dispensible … All that really matters is the family context.  

Just as this remains so for the Hamlet-like family-driven ‘rugged individual’ in the contemporary context. 

The only dilemma for Hamlet is that, when eventually Ophelia goes, 

through the excruciating experience of her deep despair, he then finally realises the true substantial significance, meaning, relevance and resonance of their precious love, as this becomes manifest for Hamlet.  Then Hamlet realises far too late the dire consequences of privileging family values and orientation above all else. 

Hence, from this juncture, Hamlet gradually realises a new form of bountiful maturity he experiences thenceforth … just as, in the collective sense, we can realise a related form of mutual maturity, as a socio-cultural entity, if we can collectively realise the dire consequences of privileging the family above other crucial forms of socio-cultural orientation. 

Thenceforth, Hamlet realises ever more resonantly, as the situation progressively deteriorates around him, the authentic depth and integrity of his true sentiment, which was grounded in his lover, or true ‘loved one’, after all … Yet Hamlet has arrived at this realisation ‘too late’, as expressed in the sentiment of the classic Michael Jackson song She’s Out of My Life:  ‘… now I’ve learned that love needs expression; and I’ve learned that love won’t wait … But I’ve learned this too late.’ 

So it is that the true authentic sentiment of romantic love in contemporary socio-cultural contexts has become so minimised, trivialised and devalued that it is difficult for even the most idealist of lovers to experience romantic love in any more than a superficial and ephemeral sense. 

Even though the aspect of such vital ‘events’ as weddings and anniversaries, 

are often embued delightfully with a rich aura of poignancy and resonance, ultimately these are events, after all.  The emphasis in these situations so often gravitates around the event in itself, as if the aura of the whole event will remain continuous throughout time as the formal bond in itself, which will bind the two partners together.  Of course, the reality is such events, in and of themselves, cannot retain continuity and relevance unless the authentic value and sentiment invested by the lovers in the event remains truly grounded through their mutual resolution and will.  Only the lovers themselves can remain resolute and devout in their commitment to their situation(s), and thereby to each other in this sense, through their mutual interpersonal relations. 

The excruciating remorse Hamlet experiences in his situation is exacerbated by the poignant context through which Hamlet encounters Ophelia’s funeral. 

Immediately prior to noticing the funeral procession, thence becoming aware of the grim reality of Ophelia’s death, Hamlet was reflecting pensively and poignantly with his close friend, Horatio, along with the attendant gravedigger, about the skull of Yorick, the former court jester, which skull was identified by the gravedigger for Hamlet and Horatio during a discussion about the gravedigger’s work. 

Learning it is Yorick’s skull, Hamlet reflects deeply on the amusing times he spent as a child at the Royal Court, with Yorick entertain him, which again accentuates the deep sentiment Hamlet associates with family and friends, particularly privileging family in this sense. 

The memories spent with Yorick evoke a bitter-sweet sentiment for Hamlet, sustaining the paradoxical element inherent in this whole situation of sweet memories juxtaposed with the profound sadness and remorse of Yorick’s ultimate inevitable end. 

Meanwhile, earlier on, when Hamlet’s close friends, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern were ostensibly called in to lighten Hamlet’s depression and ‘melancholy disposition’, Hamlet was appalled when he realised this deceptive initiative on the part of those close to him.  His spirit was shattered at the reality of close family members and friends colluding in this close-knit little conspiracy to slowly discredit Hamlet’s position.  Understandably, Hamlet’s trust was eroded almost to the point of near extinction from this episode.

‘Self-interest’ and ‘altruism’ in a universal context

Interestingly, further exposition of Peter Singer’s analysis of the place of 

‘self-interest’ from the ethical perspective serves to emphasise the place of Hamlet’s evident confusion, and/or perhaps from a further more fine-grained perspective ‘ambivalence’, in his attitudes, endeavours and responses. 

Accordingly, Singer seems to arrive at a position whereby he ultimately discerns ‘self-interest’ to be essentially ambivalent in nature in that anyone may clearly proceed  with their lives and decisions on the basis of aspects which reflect self-interests and altruism, perhaps even blended together, in accordance with my perspective on this phenomenon, as previously advanced in other seminar presentations. 

What would emerge as the key thematic threads from such a perspective would be the crucial place of consistency and continuity in behaviour and endeavour, as much as in the progress of socio-cultural development as a whole phenomenon, I would maintain, as I have elucidated earlier in this analysis and on other previous occasions. 

However, I would distance myself from Singer’s essentially pragmatic utilitarian and behaviourist position that a person can detach themselves from their context, situation and circumstances enough to check out independently what is really happening, and observe in this sense, then slot back into where they were as if nothing had changed while they were busy observing. 

Essentially, from a phenomenological perspective, I maintain it is vital to be in the moment, remain in the moment, live in the moment, and be present in it in a holistic sense, to really stay with and live authentically and progressively in establishing a relevant (inter)personal place and significance in the comprehensive context of actual reality as an authentic phenomenon and dimension.    

Singer eventually reaches the stage in his analysis of human ethical development where he seems to seek to bring the themes he considers into some form of synthesis by evoking the context of evolutionary theory.  

He maintains the appropriate view of evolutionary theory explains ethics as a natural outgrowth of ‘reciprocal relationships’, rather than an outcome of ‘self-interest’.  Yet, after all, this would only essentially one view of perspective 

– a mono-perspective, as such. 

Singer refers to the ‘motivations’ of blood donors as a case study in this context, as research is said to reveal blood donors act more from ‘a sense of obligation and responsibility to the community’ (262) proportionate to the greater frequency of their donations. 

Yet, while Singer seems to privilege, or preference, this position, he also notes:  ‘Altruistic action is easy to recognise as ethical, but much ethical behaviour is quite compatible with regard for one’s own interests’ (262). 

Having made this point, Singer considers ethical behaviour seems to ‘hover’ between notions of ‘how one ought to behave’ and ‘long-term self-interest’, culminating in a kind of ‘ambivalence’ (263); which Kant earlier interpreted as ‘tension’ between ‘reason’ bringing a resolution of the ethical with ‘basic desires’ (265). 

Effectively, Singer interprets ‘ambivalence’ as the corollary of ‘contradiction’, noting:  ‘We can live with contradictions only up to a point.’ (265)  

Whereas an existentialist, or even a phenomenological position would probably be that tension, as a corollary to chaos, is an endemic facet of life and reality. 

Therefore, in his quest for what he calls ‘coherent … ethics’, Singer invokes Gunnar Myrdal’s distinction of ‘logical consistency’ as the element often invoked by people as they seek to deal with the everyday distress and/or tension of intensity around what is often perceived as the contemporary ‘shaky … moral order’ (266).  Hence Myrdal predicted people would develop a ‘wider acceptance of universal values’ (266). 

As noted earlier, Singer considers evolutionary theory can be applied to reveal people don’t always behave out of self-interest. 

‘Cynics believe that if only we probe deeply enough, we will find that self-interest lurks somewhere beneath the surface of every ethical action.  In contrast to this view, evolutionary theory, properly understood, predicts that we will be concerned for the welfare of our kin, members of our group, and those with whom we have reciprocal relationships.  Now we have seen that many people act ethically in circumstances that cannot be explained in any of these ways … ‘ (260-261) 

Theorists often maintain that the more someone does something the more this ‘practice’ becomes part of their behaviour and nature, as Singer seems to concur. 

‘Aristotle suggested that we become virtuous by practising virtue, in much the same way we become players of the lyre, a kind of ancient harp, by playing the lyre …’ (282)

Accordingly, Professor Ernie Lightman of Toronto University, observed from an analysis of the ‘motivations’ of blood donors:  ‘… that ‘with repeated performance of a voluntary act over time, the sense of personal, moral obligation assumed increasing importance.’

‘Researchers at the University of Wisconsin have also studied the motivation of blood donors and found that the greater the number of donations the donors have made, the less likely they were to say they were prompted to give by the expectations of others, and the more likely they were to say they were motivated by a sense of moral obligation and responsibility to the community …’ (262) 

Further, Singer notes:  ‘Altruistic action is easy to recognise as ethical, but much ethical behaviour is quite compatible with regard for one’s own interests …’ (262) 

Broadly considered, Singer seems to hold that the source of much ethical behaviour appears to ‘… hover … between references to an ethical ideal of how we ought to behave … and a justification in terms of long-term self-interest …’ (263) 

Singer then further refers to this situation as a state of ‘ambivalence’ (263). 

Moreover, however this ‘ambivalence’ works out for us, (inter)personally or from a socio-cultural perspective, ethics remains pervasive. 

Singer explains:  ‘Ethics is everywhere in our daily lives.  It lies behind many of our choices, whether personal or political or bridging the division between the two.  Sometimes it comes easily and naturally to us;  in other circumstances, 

it can be very demanding.  But ethics intrudes into our conscious lives only occasionally, and often in a confused way.  If we are to make properly considered ultimate choices, we must first become more aware of the ethical ramifications of the way we live.  Only then is it possible to make ethics a more conscious and coherent part of everyday life.’ (263) 

Singer maintains ‘concern’ for others can be explained through ‘reason’, however ‘reason’ and ‘desire’ may necessarily coexist in tension, from his perspective. 

‘It is possible to explain, consistently with our nature as an evolved being, 

why it is that we are concerned for our kin, for those with whom we can establish reciprocal relationships, and to some extent for members of our own group … 

we have seen that some people help strangers, both in heroic circumstances and in more everyday ways (264) … there may after all be some validity in Kant’s picture of tension between our capacity to reason, and what it may lead us to see as the right thing to do, and our more basic desires (265) …’ 

And yet:  ‘We can live with contradictions only up to a point.’ (265) 

Most significantly, Singer invokes Gunnar Myrdal’s views, as expressed in 

An American Dilemma (1944), in a way through which a sense of ‘logical consistency’ is advanced, which complements the ‘coherent … ethics’ 

Singer advocates. 

‘ ‘The feeling of need for logical consistency within the hierarchy of moral valuation – and the embarrassed and sometimes distressed feeling that the moral order is shaky – is, in its modern intensity, a rather new phenomenon.’ [Myrdal]  Myrdal goes on to say that the modern intensity of this need for consistency is related to increased mobility and communication, and the spread of education.  Traditional and locally held ideas are challenged by the wider society and cannot withstand the appeal of the more universal values.  

This factor would, Myrdal predicted, lead to wider acceptance of universal values …’ (266) 

Accordingly, Singer explains how he considers it is possible to accept a universal perspective. 

‘Reason makes it possible for us to see ourselves in this way because, 

by thinking about my place in the world, I am able to see that I am just one being among others, with interests and desires like others.  I have a personal perspective on the world, from which my interests are at the front and centre of the stage, the interests of my family and friends are close behind, and the interests of strangers are pushed to the back and sides. 

‘But reason enables me to see that others have similarly subjective perspectives, and that from ‘the point of view of the universe’ my perspective is no more privileged than theirs.  Thus my ability to reason shows me the possibility of detaching myself from my own perspective and shows me what the universe might look like if I had no personal perspective …’ (267) 

However, we all have ‘personal perspectives’, and these influence our behaviour, activity and decisions as much as they affect others, of course.  We cannot claim to be able to ‘detach’ ourselves from these in any substantial sense, as Singer later basically recognises. 

‘I have been arguing against the view that value depends entirely on my own subjective desires.   claim to be able to ‘detach’ ourselves from these in any substantial sense, as Singer later basically recognises. 

‘I have been arguing against the view that value depends entirely on my own subjective desires.  Yet I am not defending the objectivity of ethics in the traditional sense.  Ethical truths are not written into the fabric of the universe:  

to that extent the subjectivist is correct. 

Yet how does Singer know this about ethical truths for sure?  

How can Singer be so sure ‘ethical truths’ are not revealed through self-evident significance and meaning exists, yet can only be derived through subjective and/or collective reasoning, and/or some blend of these.  The reality of organic progress and growth would be one such example, in that it represents a continuous form of consistent progress over time. 

Singer proceeds:  ‘If there were no beings with desires or preferences of any kind, nothing would be of value and ethics would lack all content.  On the other hand, once there are beings with desires, there are values that are not only the subjective values of each individual being …’ (269) 

While Singer clearly realises the limits of ideals, he seems to lack awareness of the interaction which can proceed whereby universal truths may be accessed through individually and/or collectively established universal principles. 

‘In a society in which the narrow pursuit of material self-interest is the norm, 

the shift to an ethical stance is more radical than many people realise (270-271) … If a higher ethical consciousness spreads, it will utterly change the society in which we live … We cannot expect that this higher ethical consciousness will become universal.  There will always be people who don’t care for anyone or anything, not even for themselves.  There will be others, more numerous and more calculating, who earn a living by taking advantage of others, especially the poor and the powerless.  We cannot afford to wait fro some coming glorious day when everyone will live in loving peace and harmony with everyone else … Nevertheless, we are part of this world and there is a desperate need to do something now about the conditions in which people live and die, and to avoid both social and ecological disaster … (271) 

‘Nor can we wait for governments to bring about the change that is needed.  

It is not in the interests of politicians to challenge the fundamental assumptions of the society they have been elected to lead.  If 10 per cent of the population were to take a consciously ethical outlook on life and act accordingly, the resulting change would be more significant than any change of government.  

The division between an ethical and a selfish approach to life is far more fundamental than the difference between the policies of the political right and the political left … (271-272) 

‘… We must reinstate the idea of living an ethical life as a realistic and viable alternative to the present dominance of materialist self-interest …’ (272) 

Clearly, Singer is justified in his emphatic advocacy for ‘an ethical life’.  

However, in positing such a life as ‘alternative’ to ‘materialist self-interest’, 

Singer seems to skate over the reality that we do live in a ‘material world’, 

as the pop icon, Madonna, keeps reminding us, and that this reality therefore influences and complexifies our quest to live ethically in such a thoroughly pervasive materialist context. 

Some would even maintain this pervasive reality even thwarts our most altruist endeavours.  However, I am not about to capitulate so comprehensively from my perspective in this, through which I maintain there remains much which we can do to sustain and advance ethical life, as I have proposed throughout this seminar paper presentation. 

Meanwhile, Singer emphasises the ‘present dominance’ of ‘self-interest’ in this context, whereas previously he was not so trenchant in his attitude to self-interest.  He seemed to earlier propose that self-interest was inevitable in the sense that subjectivity could not be avoided;  indeed, that it was important it was not avoided lest an ‘objectivist’ position be adopted, which Singer ostensibly does not support … ‘Ethical truths are not written into the fabric of the universe,’ 

Singer maintains (269). 

Yet, if such ‘truths’ are not recognisable as universal in this sense how can they be regarded as ‘universal’?  Perhaps, as I maintain, Singer would be better to settle for these as ‘universal principles’, rather than ‘universal truths’.  

This would be as much less absolutist position, as principles can be invoked to guide, rather than determine, activity and behaviour. 

Moreover, Singer advocates ‘detachment’ from one’s own perspective which, conversely, would contribute to an ‘objectivist’ positioning of perspective and analysis, which Singer seems to seek to avoid.  So his earlier invocation of ‘ambivalence’ is relevant and appropriate in this respect, as he therefore seems to support quite and ambivalent position in the context of what would constitute a consistent form of ‘universal ethics’, and ethical reality in this sense.  

Clearly, Peter Singer understands ‘an ethical life’ as a life lived in the comprehensively broad context of significance, meaning and relevance which forms the substance of our heritage and legacy, whether considered from universal, local and/or (inter)personal perspectives, which concurs with the essential analysis I have formed and proposed here and through various other seminar presentations. 

‘To say that life is essentially meaningless is to express an attitude, not to state a fact … But, if when we face the end of our life, we can look back on it with the satisfaction and fulfilment that come from believing that we have spent our life doing something that was both worthwhile and interesting to do, then perhaps that is enough to show that we have found a way to make life meaningful …’ (283) 

However, if ‘fulfilment’ and ‘meaningfulness’, even ‘satisfaction’, are to become essential facets of who we are and how we live, then it is vital for us to search through this rich greater context of significance and meaning, to establish its relevance for us and others on the basis of what is especially resonant for us in all this. 

Singer’s contrast of a ‘biographical life’ with a ‘biological life’ serves to emphasise the detail inherent in this perspective. 

‘I use the term ‘person’ to refer to a being with [a] kind of self-awareness – 

in the words of the philosopher James Rachels, a being who can live a biographical life and not merely a biological life.  A person has a lot more to lose when his or her life is ended a than a being that is conscious of its existence only moment by moment, experiencing only one moment of consciousness and then the next, without understanding the connection between them …’ (320) 

Here Singer is refers to the difference of a fully conscious ‘person’ who has comprehensive use of their human faculties, to someone who virtually cannot use or apply such faculties in any sense, because of their physical and mental incapacity. 

Yet when Singer refers to a person who lives a conscious … existence 

‘only moment by moment’, consciously experiencing one moment, then the next, ‘without understanding the connection between them’, he might just as well be describing the conscious life of many people who are able to apply their faculties from the comprehensive aspect, yet choose not to do so.  

Such people shun the vital aspects of significance, meaning, relevance and resonance from the universal and (inter)personal perspectives, even in their own lives, for various reasons, including their own often ambivalent and/or confused values, motives and purposes – even to the point of denial.  

For whatever reasons, they fail to recognise and realise the place, potentially or otherwise, of crucial ‘connections’ in the overall context of their situations and/or circumstances.
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