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INTRODUCTION: A
CHALLENGE TO
THE

COMFORTABLE
In 1972, the
philosopher Peter

Singer published a
short essay that would
go on to become one
of the most discussed,
debated, and
influential pieces of
applied ethics ever
written. Titled
"Famine, Affluence,
and Morality," it laid
the groundwork for
what later became

popularly known as
The Singer Solution
To World Poverty By
Peter Singer. At its
core, the argument is
startlingly simple and
deeply unsettling: if we
have the power to
prevent something bad
from happening,
without sacrificing
anything of
comparable moral
importance, we ought
to do it. This principle,
applied to the context
of global poverty, leads
to a radical conclusion
that challenges the
very foundations of
how most of us live our
daily lives. Singer asks


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

us to look beyond our
national borders,
beyond our immediate
communities, and to
consider the moral
weight of a child dying
from a preventable,
poverty-related

disease. This article
will explore the
nuances of Singer's
argument, examine the
powerful analogies he
uses, address the
common criticisms
leveled against his
position, and consider
the lasting impact of
his work on the
modern effective
altruism movement.

WHO IS PETER
SINGER?

Before diving into the
specifics of his
argument on poverty,
it is helpful to
understand the
philosopher behind it.
Peter Singer is an
Australian moral

philosopher, currently
a professor of bioethics
at Princeton University.
He is known for his
work in applied
ethics, particularly his
views on animal
liberation, infanticide,
and global poverty.
Singer is a
consequentialist and
a utilitarian. This
means he believes that
the moral worth of an
action is determined by
its outcomes or
consequences. For a
utilitarian, the best
action is the one that
maximizes overall well-
being and minimizes
suffering. This ethical
framework is the
engine that drives The
Singer Solution To
World Poverty. He
does not appeal to
religious doctrine or
abstract duties;
instead, he asks us to
simply consider the
consequences of our
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choices.

THE CORE
ARGUMENT: THE
DROWNING CHILD
ANALOGY

The most famous and
compelling part of
Singer's essay is the
"drowning child"
analogy. Imagine you
are walking past a
shallow pond and you
see a small child
drowning. You can
easily wade in and
save the child, but
doing so will ruin your
new pair of shoes,
which cost you $200.
Almost everyone
agrees that you would
be morally monstrous
if you chose to let the
child drown in order to
save your shoes. The
cost to you (a ruined
pair of shoes) is vastly
outweighed by the
benefit to the child (a
life saved). Singer
argues that this moral

logic does not change
simply because of
distance or the number
of people involved.

He then connects this
to global poverty. He
asks us to consider the
fact that for a relatively
small amount of
money, say $200, a
charitable organization
like UNICEF or Oxfam
can provide life-saving
medicine, clean water,
or food to a child in a
developing country.
The effect is the same
as saving a child from
a shallow pond. The
only difference is that
the child is far away,
and we are not directly
witnessing their
suffering. Singer
argues that physical
distance is a morally
irrelevant factor. We
would not hesitate to
save a child drowning
right in front of us;
therefore, we should
not hesitate to save a



child we can help
through a donation,
simply because they
live on another
continent.

The
Principle
of
Sacrifice

Singer does not stop at
asking for small,
occasional donations.
He pushes his
argument to its logical
conclusion. He argues
that we are morally
obligated to give until
the point where giving
more would cause us
to suffer something of
"comparable moral
importance." In other
words, we should keep
donating until the point
where donating more

into a life of significant
deprivation, worse
than the deprivation
we are trying to
alleviate in others. He
notes that for most
affluent people living in
developed nations, this
would mean giving
away a very large
portion of their income
far more than the 10%
tithe or the occasional
tax-deductible
contribution.

This is the challenging
heart of The Singer
Solution To World
Poverty By Peter

Singer. He is not
asking for charity as
we typically

understand it a nice
but optional extra. He
is arguing that
donating to save lives
is a fundamental moral
duty, not an act of
generosity. According
to his view, spending

money on luxury
money would force us goods, new cars,
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designer clothes, or
expensive dinners out
is morally equivalent to
walking past a
drowning child while
clutching your new
shoes.

UNDERSTANDING
THE NUANCES:
CHALLENGING OUR
ASSUMPTIONS

To fully grasp the force
of Singer's argument,
we need to examine
the assumptions he
challenges.

* The
Assumption of
Proximity: Many
people feel a
stronger moral
pull toward those
they can see and
touch. Singer
argues this is a
psychological
bias, not a
defensible moral
principle. The
child in

Bangladesh is no
less a person
than the child in
your
neighborhood.
The
Assumption of
Causality: Some
argue that by not
donating, we are
not directly
killing anyone.
We are simply
failing to save
them. Singer
counters this by
arguing that the
distinction
between killing
and letting die is
often morally
irrelevant. If you
can prevent a
death at trivial
cost and choose
not to, you bear
responsibility for
that death.

The
Assumption of
Personal
Prerogative:



Most people
believe they
have a right to
spend their own
money as they
see fit. This is a
deeply held
belief in
capitalist
societies. Singer
challenges this
by arguing that
this "right" is
trumped by the
urgent moral
claim of
someone in
desperate need.
Your claim to a
new flat-screen
TV does not
outweigh a
child's claim to
life itself.

THE "BUGATTI"
ANALOGY:
EXPANDING THE
MORAL FRAME

In a later essay titled
"The Singer Solution to

World Poverty,"
published in the New
York Times Magazine in

1999, Singer
introduced another
powerful analogy.

Imagine you are
driving a brand-new,
incredibly expensive
Bugatti sports car. You
see a child in a train
yard ahead, and the
child is about to be
killed by an out-of-
control train. You have
two choices: you can
put your foot on the
brake, but the braking
system of the Bugatti
is so sensitive that it
will cause a minor
scratch in the paint,
reducing the car's
resale value. Or, you
can let the child die.
Most people would say
you have a clear moral
obligation to risk the
scratch on the car to
save the child.

In this analogy, the
Bugatti represents the
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lifestyle and luxury
possessions of an
affluent person. The
scratch on the paint
represents the
"sacrifice" of giving up
your comfortable
standard of living to
donate to the poor.
Singer uses this to
illustrate that our
desire to maintain a
"decent" standard of
living, full of
unnecessary luxuries,
is like insisting on
driving a car that we
refuse to scratch, even
to save a life. This
analogy strengthens
the moral urgency of
The Singer Solution
To World Poverty By
Peter Singer, making
it clear that the
"sacrifice" required is

often far less
significant than we
imagine.

The
Effective
Altruism
Connectio
n

It is impossible to
discuss Singer's
modern impact without
discussing the
effective altruism
movement. This is a
philosophy and a social
movement that uses
evidence and reason to
figure out how to do
the most good
possible. Singer's work
is foundational to
effective altruism. He
argues that not all
charities are equal. If
we have a moral duty
to donate, we have a
duty to donate
effectively. Giving



$100 to a program that
trains guide dogs for
the blind is less
impactful than giving
$100 to a program that
distributes insecticide-
treated mosquito nets
to prevent malaria.
Singer encourages his
readers to be rigorous
in their charity
selection, using data to
find the interventions
that save the most
lives per dollar. This is
a practical outgrowth
of his utilitarian ethics.
The goal is to
maximize the good we
do.

CRITICISMS OF
THE SINGER
SOLUTION TO
WORLD POVERTY

No major philosophical
argument escapes
criticism, and Singer's
is no exception. Here
are some of the most

The
Demandi
ngness
Objection

This is perhaps the
most common
criticism. Many people
argue that Singer's
demands are simply
too high. Asking a
typical middle-class
family to give away
most of their
disposable income until
they are near the
poverty line s
psychologically and
practically unrealistic.
Critics say that
morality cannot
demand that we
sacrifice  our entire
life's plan, our
children's education
fund, and our basic

C.°”?.”‘°” " and comforts. Singer
significant critiques.
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acknowledges this is a
demanding conclusion,
but he responds by
saying that morality is
demanding. The fact
that a moral principle
is difficult to follow
does not make it false.
He also points out that
most people vastly
underestimate how
much they could give
without causing
significant suffering to
themselves.

The
Problem
of
Uncertain
ty and
Ineffectiv

e Charity

Some critics argue that
it is not always clear
that our donations will
have the intended
effect. Money sent
overseas can be lost to
corruption,
administrative
overhead, or
ineffective  programs.
Singer has adapted to
this criticism by
becoming a leading
voice for effective
altruism, arguing that
we must investigate
charities thoroughly
before donating, but
that this due diligence
is part of our moral
responsibility.

The
Intuition
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Pump

Some philosophers,
like Susan Wolf, argue
that Singer's drowning
child analogy is an
"intuition pump" that
manipulates us into
accepting a flawed
premise. The analogy
works so powerfully
because it is a rare,
stark, one-time choice.
In reality, our lives are
filled with thousands of
such choices every
day. The psychological
stress of constantly
having to decide who
to save and who to let
die is not captured by
the simple analogy.

The
Question

of
Fairness
and
Responsi
bility
Another common
objection is that Singer
places an unfair
burden on the
individual. Why should
| have to bear the
entire weight of global
poverty? What about
governments,
corporations, and the
wealthy elites in
developing countries?
Singer's response is
that these are separate
questions. Even if
governments are not
doing their fair share,
that does not lessen

my personal moral
obligation to act when |
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can. Furthermore,
Singer actively
advocates for systemic
change and
government action, but
he insists that the
existence of a
collective problem
does not absolve the
individual of their
personal duty.

THE ROLE OF
GOVERNMENTS VS.
INDIVIDUAL
ACTION

Singer is not an
anarchist or a
libertarian. He is a

pragmatic philosopher
who believes in the
power of institutions.
He argues that
governments have an
even greater moral
duty to alleviate
poverty than
individuals do, because
they have more
resources and the
power to make
systemic changes. He

11

supports policies like
increased foreign aid,

debt relief for
developing nations,
and fair trade

agreements. However,
he notes that in the
absence of sufficient
government action, the
moral burden falls back
on the individual. This
is a key tension in The
Singer Solution To
World Poverty By
Peter Singer. He is
simultaneously
critiquing the system
and calling the
individual to action
within that broken
system.

PRACTICAL
APPLICATIONS:
HOW TO LIVE
ACCORDING TO
THIS PRINCIPLE

How can a person
actually put Singer's
ideas into practice
without feeling
overwhelmed? Singer
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over 20%, to
effective
charities.

himself offers several
practical suggestions.

1. Assess Your

Spending: The
first step is to
take an honest
look at your
budget. Tally up
all non-essential
spending dining
out,
entertainment,
luxury goods,
vacations.

. Choose a
Donation
Level: Singer
suggests starting
with a
percentage of
your income that
feels meaningful,
perhaps 10% as
a starting point,
and then
increasing it over
time. He himself
donates a
significant
portion of his
income,
estimated to be

. Select Effective

Charities: Use
resources like
GiveWell, The
Life You Can
Save (a charity
Singer founded),
or Giving What
We Can to find
the most cost-
effective
charities. Look
for organizations
that provide
clear,
measurable
outcomes.

. Make it a

Habit: Treat
your donation
like a recurring
bill, not an
optional extra.
Set up a monthly
automatic
transfer.

. Advocate: Use

your voice to
encourage others
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to join you. Talk
about your
choices. The
more people who
see effective
giving as a
normal part of
life, the more the
cultural norm will
shift.

CONCLUSION: THE
LASTING ECHO OF
A PROVOCATIVE
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IDEA

The Singer Solution
To World Poverty By
Peter Singer remains
a profound moral
challenge over fifty
years after it was first
articulated. It strips
away our comfortable
rationalizations and
forces us to confront a
stark ethical choice.
Are we the person who
saves the drowning



