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A court of law. The Altruist wears only sackcloth.

The Altruist

Ladies and gentleman of the jury, it is an honor to stand before you today. I must
express my apologies for the circumstances. I certainly do not envy your position. It is
no light burden to decide a person’s fate, and I am deeply grateful that such decisions
are no longer mine to make. My lawyers have advised me to use this statement to
elicit sympathy, to convince you that I have repented for my crimes and thereby avoid
an execution.

Honorable friends, I am a scientist. I have no desire to manipulate you. I do not deal
in feelings or hunches or any of the other wishy-washy nonsense we use to disguise
reality. I deal in facts. You have heard those facts our legal system has deemed most
relevant to the case: what I have taken, the people I have taken it from, and what
happened to some of them thereafter. My intent here in our time together is merely
to spell out what remains: those facts which do not shield me from the law, but which
I believe serve to justify my actions.

I have been told to find one’s purpose in life in “the place where one’s deep gladness
and the world’s deep hunger meet.” Perhaps you have received this advice, which in
my experience is often accompanied by being questioned about one’s interests. One
can enjoy music, mathematics, art, sports - these are acceptable passions, and each
leads to a certain path in life. (Pause.) I like to hurt people. I feel a surge of pleasure
when people are in pain. This is merely a fact. It is not good, neither is it bad. It is
simply the way things are. I did not choose to be this way, and I would not act on it
without just cause. But it is a fact, and I do not wish to hide it.

Neither shall I try to sugarcoat what happened. The truth we find in ethics is much
like that in physics: it is messy. The world is not what we would like it to be. It is
not always a pleasant place. At times, the right choice is not the easy choice. It is
not the most popular choice. It is not a choice you expect anyone else to understand,
or a choice you want anyone else to make. But it is the choice you make because the
facts have shown you it is the right one.

Here is a fact: it costs about three thousand dollars to save a life. Three dollars to
buy a malaria net, and a thousand nets to save a life. I have sold everything I own
but this outfit and a sidearm, and I have saved twenty-three lives. I am telling you
this so you will know that I am not a hypocrite. I would not ask anyone to sacrifice
anything I had not given up myself.

Here is another fact: the thirty-four men and women I stole from had access to
a combined 1.9 million dollars in savings, investments, and credit. They were not
wealthy, But neither were they poor. I hold no grudge against them, and indeed I am
sorry that they were the ones who had to pay this cost. I should have preferred to
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take from those with more, but with increased wealth comes increased security and
chance of failure. There is a probabilities game to be played, and I assure you that I
did so to the best of my ability.

My dear friends, I understand that it hurts to hear stories of loss. We cannot avoid
empathizing with those who are down, nor, should I think, would we want to. When
the prosecution recounts how Miss Willers died begging for her life, I agree that the
story is deeply painful. When I remember Mr. Jones and his tremendous suffering, it
brings me little joy. But we must understand that right and wrong are not a question
of what makes us sad, but of what is best for the world. We must weigh not only
what affects us, but the costs and effects thereof to people we will never meet. These
costs, like so much else in life, are best measured in numbers.

This is the world we inhabit. The world of scientific reasoning. Figures and data.
Cold hard facts. How many lives will be saved. How many will be forfeit. It is no
secret that our governments and systems value an American life many more times
than a foreign one. I do not see how any feeling person could avoid exploiting that
difference to save as many lives as possible. This is my purpose. This is where my
gladness has met the world’s hunger. I do not think very many people could stomach
doing what I have done, but even the dark thrill of sadism becomes a virtue when
facing an otherwise unthinkable task.

And so we have the regrettable case of Mr. Jones, for whom we are here today. He
had enough savings and stock to purchase twenty-three lives. Perhaps Mr. Jones
simply did not care about the lives of people across the globe. Perhaps he merely
valued his possessions a bit too much. I do not know. I have never seen a man
refuse orders with a gun to his head. I will not upset you by recalling the details of
his torture, except to say there is nothing you cannot justify doing to a man who is
letting twenty-three others die. It was my belief that he would crack under pressure
and do the right thing. I am as unhappy as you that this proved to be incorrect, and
I assure you I did not expect him to die. These, unhappy as they may be, are the
facts.

I have been instructed by my lawyers to tell you that I regret my actions, and once
again I intend to tell you the truth. Certainly there is always regret. Miss Willers did
not deserve to lose her life. I wish things had turned out differently with Mr. Jones.
But I cannot tell you I am ashamed of what I did. I sacrificed two people and the
belongings of thirty-two others to save more than six hundred lives. You and I will
never meet these people. They will not know what I have done, nor the consequences
I have suffered. But they are people nonetheless, and the facts of the case before you
have given them life. In happier circumstances, I might hope to be called a hero.
Instead, I can only tell you that I do not wish to die.

Good people of the jury, I have no more to say. I have laid myself bare. This is who
I am. This is what I have done. I am not Miss Willers. I will not beg you for my
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life. I hope you will see that what I have done is at the very least understandable. I
hope you will let me live my days in the peace of a private cell. If you do believe my
actions were unjustified, I am prepared to die for what is right. I only ask that you
be ready to do the same. Thank you.
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