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AFFLUENCE, AND
MORALITY

Imagine walking past a
sha l low  pond  and
s e e i n g  a  c h i l d
drowning. Most people
would wade in to save
the  child  without  a
second thought, even if
i t  m e a n t  r u i n i n g
expensive  clothes  or
b e i n g  l a t e  f o r  a n
appointment.  Now

imagine that the same
life-saving act could be
performed  from  your
living room, thousands
o f  mi les  away ,  by
s imply  donat ing  a
portion of your income
to an organization that
provides  clean  water,
food,  or  medical  care
t o  c h i l d r e n  i n
desperate  poverty.
Would you still feel the
same  moral  urgency?
In  1971,  philosopher
Peter Singer posed this
very  dilemma  in  his
groundbreaking  essay
Peter Singer Famine
Affluence  And
Morality,  challenging
the  f ounda t i ona l
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assumptions  of  how
those living in relative
comfo r t  ough t  t o
respond  to  g loba l
suffering.  The  essay
ignited  decades  of
deba te  i n  e th i c s ,
phi lanthropy,  and
public  policy,  and  its
core  ideas  remain  as
provocative  today  as
t h e y  w e r e  h a l f  a
century  ago.

THE CONTEXT OF
SINGER'S ESSAY

P e t e r  S i n g e r ,  a n
Aus t ra l i an  mora l
p h i l o s o p h e r  a n d
professor  at  Princeton
Univers i ty ,  wrote
Famine,  Affluence,  and
Morality in response to
the humanitarian crisis
in  East  Bengal  (now
Bangladesh) in 1971. A
catastrophic  cyclone
and civil  war  had  left
mi l l ions  at  r i sk  o f
starvation and disease.
Wea l thy  na t ions ,
including  the  United

S t a t e s  a n d  m a n y
European  countries,
donated  humanitarian
aid, but Singer argued
that  the  amount  was
far  below  what  was
morally required. What
m a d e  h i s  e s s a y
revolutionary  was  not
just  i ts  cr i t ique  of
government  inaction,
but its direct challenge
to  individuals.  Singer
i n s i s t ed  t ha t  t he
average  affluent
person,  by  failing  to
give  substantially  to
famine relief, is acting
a s  i m m o r a l l y  a s
someone  who  lets  a
child  drown  to  avoid
ruining a costly outfit.

The Core
Philosoph
ical
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Premise
Singer's  argument
res ts  on  a  s ing le ,
deceptively  simple
principle: If it is in our
power  to  prevent
something bad from
happening,  without
thereby  sacrificing
a n y t h i n g  o f
comparable  moral
importance ,  we
ought,  morally,  to
do it. This principle is
intentionally  broad.
"Comparable  moral
importance"  does  not
m e a n  t r i v i a l
inconvenience.  Singer
clarifies  that  we  are
n o t  r e q u i r e d  t o
sacrifice  something
nearly as significant as
the life we are saving.
For  example,  if  giving
up  your  expensive
winter coat would save
a child's life, you must
do so. But you are not
required  to  give  up  a

coat  if  the  alternative
i s  tha t  you  wou ld
freeze  to  death.  The
bar  for  "comparable
moral  importance"  is
v e r y  h i g h :  o n l y
something approaching
the moral  weight of  a
human  life  counts  as
an  acceptable  reason
not to intervene.
To  illustrate,  Singer
uses  the  now-famous
drowning child thought
experiment. If you see
a  child  drowning  in  a
shallow pond and you
can  wade  in  to  save
them  at  the  cost  of
r u i n i ng  you r  new
shoes, you are morally
obligated to do so. No
one  would  seriously
argue  that  keeping
your shoes dry justifies
lett ing  a  chi ld  die.
Singer  then  extends
this  analogy  to  global
poverty.  We have  the
capacity to prevent the
deaths of children from
preventable  illnesses,
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malnutrition,  and  lack
o f  c lean  wate r  by
donating modest sums
to  effective  charities.
The  sacrifice—a  few
hundred dollars a year,
skipping  a  restaurant
meal,  or  forgoing  a
n e w  g a d g e t — i s
comparable  to  ruining
a  p a i r  o f  s h o e s .
Therefore,  the  same
moral logic applies: we
are  obligated  to  give
unt i l  we  reach  the
point  where  further
giving would cause us
to  sacrifice  something
of  comparable  moral
importance  to  the
h a r m  w e  a r e
preventing.

THE RADICAL
IMPLICATION: A
NEW STANDARD
OF GIVING

What  does  Singer's
reasoning mean for an
average  middle-class
person in a developed
country?  He  argues

that  most  of  us  are
living  far  below  the
moral baseline. Instead
of donating a token 5%
or  10%  of  income,
Singer  suggests  we
should  give  until  we
reduce ourselves to the
leve l  o f  marg ina l
utility—that  is,  until
giving  more  would
make us as poor as the
people we are trying to
help.  In  practice,  this
could  mean  donating
everything  beyond
what  is  needed  for
basic  subsistence:
food,  shelter,  clothing,
and  medical  care.
L u x u r i e s ,
entertainment, savings
f o r  a  s e c o n d  c a r ,
vacations,  and  even
higher  education  for
one's  own  children
(beyond a basic level)
might all be considered
morally  optional  at
best ,  and  mora l ly
impermissible at worst,
when weighed against
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the urgent needs of the
global poor.
T h i s  i s  a n
e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y
demanding  standard,
a n d  S i n g e r
acknowledges  that
most  people  find  it
deeply  uncomfortable.
He does not claim that
his  conclusion  is  easy
to  live  by;  rather,  he
insists  that  the  moral
t ru th  i s  hard .  The
essay's power lies in its
logical  relentlessness.
I f  the  pr inc ip le  o f
preventing bad without
sacrificing  anything  of
comparable  moral
i m p o r t a n c e  i s
accepted,  then  the
o n l y  c o n s i s t e n t
response  is  a  radical
t ransformat ion  of
lifestyle.  Those  who
r e j e c t  s u c h  a
demanding  conclusion
must  either  reject  the
principle itself or find a
w a y  t o  l i m i t  i t s
scope—which  Singer

argues  is  very  difficult
t o  d o  w i t h o u t
introducing  arbitrary
distinctions.

Common
Objection
s and
Singer's
Response
s
Objection: Proximity
and Distance
Many people intuitively
f e e l  a  s t r o n g e r
obl igat ion  to  help
someone  i n  t he i r
immediate vicinity than
t o  a i d  a  d i s t a n t
stranger. The drowning
child is right there; the
s t a r v i n g  c h i l d  i n
another  continent  is
a b s t r a c t .  S i n g e r
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counters that  distance
i t s e l f  i s  m o r a l l y
i r r e l e v a n t  i n  t h e
modern  world.  With
instant communication,
reliable  banking,  and
effective  aid
organizations,  we  can
prevent  suffering  in
distant  places  just  as
reliably as we can help
a  neighbor.  The  only
difference  is
psychological,  and
psychology should not
dictate  morality.  If  a
child  is  drowning in  a
pond  ten  feet  away,
you jump in. If a child
is drowning in a pond
ten  thousand  miles
away—but you can still
send a rope—the moral
duty remains.
Objection:  Fairness
a n d  t h e  R o l e  o f
Others
A  common  retort  is:
"Why  should  I  give
when  others  are  not
giving? The problem is
systemic, and my small

contribution  won't
make  a  difference."
Singer  responds  that
t h i s  i s  a  c l a s s i c
co l l ec t i ve  ac t i on
fallacy. While no single
individual  can  solve
global  poverty  alone,
each  individual  can
save  specific  lives
through  ta rgeted
d o n a t i o n s .  F o r
example,  the  Against
Malaria Foundation can
distribute a bed net for
about  two  dol lars,
preventing malaria in a
c h i l d  w h o  w o u l d
otherwise  likely  die.
Your  donation  directly
translates  into  lives
saved.  Moreover,  the
fact that others are not
doing  their  duty  does
not  excuse  you  from
doing  yours.  I f  you
w e r e  t h e  o n l y
bystander at the pond,
you would be obligated
to  save  the  child.  If
there  are  a  hundred
bystanders  all  doing



Peter Singer Famine Affluence And Morality 7

7

nothing, that does not
reduce  your  personal
obligation.
O b j e c t i o n :  T h e
D e m a n d i n g n e s s
Problem
Perhaps  the  most
common  criticism  is
that  Singer's  standard
is  too  demanding.  If
morality requires us to
give  until  we  are  just
above the poverty line,
then  most  of  us  are
living  deeply  immoral
l i v e s .  S i n g e r
acknowledges that this
seems counterintuitive,
b u t  h e  t u r n s  t h e
objection  around:  our
intuitions about what is
"too  demanding"  may
simply  be  a  reflection
of  our  comfortable,
selfish  biases.  He
p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t
throughout  history,
moral  progress  has
o f t e n  f e l t
demanding—think  of
the abolition of slavery,
women's  suffrage,  or

civil  rights. Over time,
w h a t  s e e m e d
impossibly  demanding
becomes  the  new
n o r m a l .  S i n g e r
suggests that we may
be at the beginning of
a  similar  shift  in  our
unders tand ing  o f
g l o b a l  m o r a l
responsibil ity.

THE IMPACT ON
EFFECTIVE
ALTRUISM AND
MODERN
PHILANTHROPY

Despite  (or  perhaps
because of) its radical
implications,  Peter
Singer's  Famine,
Affluence,  and
Morality  has  been
enormously  influential.
It  is  one  of  the  most
assigned  philosophy
essays  in  university
courses, and it directly
inspired  the  effective
altruism  movement.
Effective altruists are a
community  of  people
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who use evidence and
reasoning to determine
the  most  cost-effective
ways  to  help  others,
t h e n  a c t  o n  t h a t
e v i d e n c e .
Organizations  l ike
GiveWell,  the  Against
Malaria  Foundation,
and  the  Life  You  Can
S a v e  ( t h e  l a t t e r
founded  by  Singer
himself)  systematically
evaluate  charities  to
find  those  that  have
the  greatest  impact
p e r  d o l l a r .  T h e
movement ' s  co re
tenet—that  we  should
do the most  good we
can with the resources
we  have—is  a  direct
application  of  Singer's
principle.
Moreover,  Singer's
a r g u m e n t  h a s
influenced  how  many
wealthy philanthropists
th ink  about  the i r
giving.  Billionaires  like
Warren  Buffett  and  Bill
Gates,  though  they

may not follow Singer's
e x a c t
recommendation, have
publicly  endorsed  the
idea  that  those  with
enormous wealth have
a moral duty to give a
significant  portion  of  it
away .  The  G iv ing
Pledge, which commits
signatories  to  donate
the  majority  of  their
wealth,  is  part ly  a
response to the ethical
spotlight  that  Singer
shone on affluence and
poverty.

Critiques
and
Counterp
oints
Not  all  philosophers
a c c e p t  S i n g e r ' s
conclusions.  Some
argue that his principle
is  too  simplistic  and
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i g n o r e s  s p e c i a l
o b l i g a t i o n s .  F o r
example, we may have
stronger  duties  to  our
family,  neighbors,  and
fellow citizens than to
distant  strangers.  To
prioritize  a  stranger
over  your  own  child's
education  seems  to
violate  a  deeply  held
moral  intuition.  Singer
acknowledges  special
re la t ionsh ips  but
argues they cannot be
absolute. If your child's
luxury  summer  camp
c o m p e t e s  w i t h
someone else's  child's
survival,  the  survival
should  win.  Others
criticize  Singer  for
ignoring  structural
causes of poverty, such
as unfair trade policies,
historical  exploitation,
a n d  p o l i t i c a l
corruption. They argue
that  individual  charity
distracts from the need
for  systemic  change.
Singer  agrees  that

systemic  change  is
important ,  but  he
maintains  that  until
structural  reforms  are
achieved,  individual
action  remains  urgent
because  people  are
dying  today.

RELEVANCE IN THE
21ST CENTURY

The  ethical  challenge
p o s e d  b y  P e t e r
Singer's  Famine,
Affluence,  and
Morality  has  only
grown  more  urgent.
G loba l  inequa l i ty
remains  staggering.
According to the World
B a n k ,  a b o u t  7 0 0
million  people  live  on
less  than  $2.15  per
day.  Meanwhile,  the
average  American
household spends over
$4,000  annually  on
entertainment,  dining
out, and vacations. The
gap between what we
s p e n d  o n  n o n -
essentials  and what  it
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would  cost  to  save
l ives  is  enormous.
Singer's  argument
fo rces  us  to  ask  a
deeply  uncomfortable
question:  if  we  can
prevent a child's death
for the price of a pizza,
and we choose to buy
the  pizza,  what  does
that say about us?
T h e  C O V I D - 1 9
pandemic,  cl imate
change,  and  ongoing
conflicts  have  only
intensified  global
suffering,  but  they
h a v e  a l s o
demonstrated  the
power  of  collective
a c t i o n  a n d  t h e
immense  capacity  of
wealthy  nations  to
mobilize  resources
when  they  choose  to.
S i n g e r ' s  v o i c e
continues to challenge
c o m p l a c e n c y ,
reminding us  that  the
moral  line  between  a
drowning  child  and  a
starving  one  is  not  a

line of reality but a line
of convenience.

CONCLUSION: A
CALL TO
REFLECTION AND
ACTION

Peter Singer's  Famine,
Affluence,  and  Morality
remains  one  of  the
most  powerful  and
unsettling  works  of
applied  ethics  ever
written.  It  does  not
offer  a  comfortable
middle ground. It does
not  allow  us  to  feel
g o o d  a b o u t  o u r
occasional  charity
whi le  ignoring  the
structurally  unequal
distribution  of  global
resources.  Instead,  it
presents a stark logical
chain: if we accept the
duty to prevent terrible
suffering  when  we  can
do so at little cost, then
we  must  dramatically
change  how  we  live.
Whether one ultimately
accepts  Singer's  full
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conclusion  or  modifies
i t  w i t h  s p e c i a l
o b l i g a t i o n s  a n d
practical  constraints,
t h e  e s s a y  f o r c e s
honest  reflection.  It
challenges  us  to  ask
not  just  what  we  can
afford to give, but what
we  can  morally  afford

to  keep.  As  long  as
extreme  poverty  and
avoidable  suffering
persist,  the  questions
raised  by  Singer 's
essay  w i l l  remain
pressing—and  the
answers,  however
u n c o m f o r t a b l e ,
demand our attention.


