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UNDERSTANDING
PETER SINGER’S
THE SINGER
SOLUTION TO
WORLD POVERTY

Few  phi losophical
arguments have stirred
as much public debate
as  Peter  Singer’s  The
Singer  Solution  to
World  Poverty.  First
published  in  the  New
York Times Magazine in
1999,  Singer’s  essay
challenges comfortable
assumptions  about
charity,  morality,  and

the obligations of those
who  live  in  affluent
societies.  The piece is
not  merely  a  call  to
donate  more;  it  is  a
radical  rethinking  of
w h a t  w e  o w e  t o
strangers in desperate
need .  Fo r  anyone
seeking to engage with
the  ethics  of  global
poverty, understanding
t h i s  a r g u m e n t  i s
essential.  It  forces
readers  to  confront
uncomfortable  truths
a b o u t  t h e i r  o w n
lifestyle  choices  and
the  moral  weight  of
everyday spending.
In  this  article,  we will
e x p l o r e  t h e  c o r e

https://everybodystreet.com/


2

2 Peter Singer The Singer Solution To
World Poverty

2024-10-30

premises  of  Singer’s
argument,  examine
key  objections  and
counterarguments, and
consider how his ideas
have evolved into  the
modern  movement  of
effective  altruism.  We
w i l l  a l s o  l o o k  a t
practical ways to apply
his  reasoning  without
succumbing to guilt or
paralysis. Whether you
agree or disagree with
Singer,  grappling  with
h i s  s o l u t i o n  c a n
transform  how  you
view your place in the
wor ld  —  and  you r
p o w e r  t o  m a k e  a
difference.

THE CORE
ARGUMENT: FROM
THE DROWNING
CHILD TO GLOBAL
GIVING

Singer  begins  with  a
v i v i d  t h o u g h t
experiment.  Imagine
you are walking past a
shallow pond and see a

small  child  drowning.
You can easily wade in
and save the child, but
doing so will ruin your
expensive  new  shoes.
A lmos t  eve ryone
agrees that you should
save  the  child  —  the
value of  a  human life
far outweighs the cost
of  a  pai r  of  shoes.
Singer  then  extends
this  logic:  if  you  can
prevent the death of a
child somewhere in the
world  by  donating  a
relatively small amount
to a reputable charity,
and you choose not to,
then you are failing a
moral duty comparable
to  letting  that  child
drown.
This  analogy  is  the
heart  of  The  Singer
Solution  to  World
Pover ty .  S i n g e r
argues  that  when  we
s p e n d  m o n e y  o n
luxuries — dining out,
upgrading  electronics,
b u y i n g  d e s i g n e r
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c l o t h e s  —  w e  a r e
making  a  choice  that
prioritizes  our  own
minor  pleasures  over
the survival  of  others.
He  calculates  that
h o u s e h o l d s  i n
developed nations can
p r e v e n t  s e v e r e
suffering or death for a
child by donating just a
few hundred dollars  a
year  to  organizations
like Oxfam or UNICEF.
The  moral  implication
is stark: unless we give
unt i l  we  reach  the
point  where  further
giving  would  cause
comparable  hardship
to  ourselves,  we  are
acting wrongly.

The
Principle
of

Sacrifice
S i n g e r  d o e s  n o t
d e m a n d  t h a t  w e
reduce  ourselves  to
poverty. He proposes a
sliding scale: we should
give to the point where
the  marginal  cost  of
donating  one  more
dollar  would  cause  as
much  harm  to  us  as
the  good  it  does  for
others.  In practice,  he
suggests  that  most
affluent  households
c a n  c o m f o r t a b l y
d o n a t e  1 0  t o  2 0
percent of their income
without  significant
suffering.  This  is  far
more than the average
charitable  donation  in
wealthy  countries,  but
Singer  insists  it  is  a
m i n i m a l  m o r a l
baseline.

OBJECTIONS TO
SINGER’S
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SOLUTION AND
COUNTERARGUME

NTS

Few  phi losophical
p o s i t i o n s  h a v e
attracted  as  many
criticisms  as  Singer’s,
but  equally  few  have
withstood  them  as
robustly.  Below  we
examine  the  most
common  objections
a n d  S i n g e r ’ s
responses,  many  of
which he has refined in
later  wr i t ings  and
interviews.

The
“Near vs.
Distant”
Objection
Many people intuitively
f e e l  a  s t r o n g e r
obl igat ion  to  help
someone they can see

than  someone  fa r
away.  Singer  counters
by  pointing  out  that
d istance  does  not
change  the  mora l
w e i g h t  o f  a
preventable  death.
Modern communication
and  banking  make  it
just as easy to save a
l i f e  i n  a n o t h e r
continent as to rescue
a child in a local pond.
The  emotional  pull  of
p r o x i m i t y  i s  a
psychological bias, not
a moral principle.

The Fair
Share
Objection
Critics  argue  that  no
i n d i v i d u a l  i s
responsible for solving
global poverty alone. If
millions of people each
contributed  little,  the
prob lem  would  be
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s o l v e d ,  b u t  o n e
person’s donation is a
drop  in  the  ocean.
Singer replies that the
fact that others are not
doing their share does
not  excuse  my  own
inaction.  If  you  see  a
child  drowning  and
others are standing by
doing nothing, you are
still obligated to act as
best  you  can,  even  if
y o u  c a n n o t  s a v e
everyone.

The
Overdem
andingne
ss Charge
Perhaps  the  strongest
emotional  objection  is
that  Singer’s  solution
demands too much —
that it  would strip life
o f  j o y  a n d  m a k e
c o n s t a n t  g u i l t

unavoidable.  Singer
acknowledges  the
psychological  difficulty
but insists that this is a
problem  of  human
nature, not of morality.
He suggests we aim for
a  “credible  middle
ground”:  g iv ing  a
significant  portion  of
income,  such  as  10
percent,  while  sti l l
allowing for reasonable
personal  indulgences.
T h i s  p r a g m a t i c
approach has made his
ideas more actionable.

FROM
PHILOSOPHY TO
ACTION:
EFFECTIVE
ALTRUISM

In  the  decades  since
The Singer  Solution
to World Poverty was
published,  his  ideas
have  evolved  into  a
g loba l  movement
known  as  effective
altruism  (EA).  Effective
altruists  use  evidence
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and  reason ing  t o
ident i fy  the  most
impactful  ways  to  do
good.  Singer  himself
has  become  a  vocal
a d v o c a t e  f o r  E A ,
arguing  that  it  is  not
enough to simply give
— we must give wisely.

How to
Choose
Charities
with
Maximum
Impact
Singer’s  original  essay
assumed  that  any
reputable  char i ty
would do, but he later
refined  his  views.
Today,  organizations
such  as  G i veWe l l
evaluate  charit ies

b a s e d  o n  c o s t -
effectiveness,
transparency,  and
evidence  of  results.
According to GiveWell,
top  charities  like  the
A g a i n s t  M a l a r i a
F o u n d a t i o n  c a n
prevent  a  death  from
malaria  for  roughly
every $5,000 to $7,000
donated.  Singer  now
encourages  donors  to
prioritize  these  high-
impact  interventions
rather  than  spreading
money  among  many
less  effective  causes.

Health
interventions:
Malaria nets,
deworming,
vitamin A
supplementation.
Cash transfers:
Direct
unconditional
cash to very poor
households, as
done by
GiveDirectly.
Global
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development:
Organizations
that focus on
income growth
and job creation
in low-income
regions.

The
Giving
Pledge
and High-
Earning
Donors
Singer’s  influence
extends to some of the
world’s  wealthiest
individuals. The Giving
Pledge, founded by Bill
Gates  and  Warren
Buffett,  asks
billionaires  to  commit
t o  d o n a t i n g  t h e
m a j o r i t y  o f  t h e i r

wealth.  While  Singer
acknowledges  that
such  p ledges  a re
laudable, he points out
that  even  people  of
ordinary  means  can
make a transformative
difference.  The  key  is
c o n s i s t e n c y  a n d
informed  giving.

PRACTICAL STEPS
FOR APPLYING THE
SINGER SOLUTION
TODAY

If  Singer’s  argument
resonates with you, the
n e x t  s t e p  i s  t o
t r a n s l a t e  m o r a l
c o n v i c t i o n  i n t o
concrete action. Below
is  a  practical  guide
i n s p i r e d  b y  h i s
approach  —  without
inducing  burnout  or
u n r e a l i s t i c
expectations.
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1.
Calculate
Your
Giving

Potential
Start by reviewing your
annual budget. Identify
what  percentage  of
your  after-tax  income
goes  to  non-essential
items  —  dining  out,
e n t e r t a i n m e n t ,
subscriptions,  luxury
goods. Singer suggests
that for most people in
developed countries, a
donation  of  10%  of
income is both feasible
a n d  m o r a l l y
transformative.  Even
5 %  c a n  h a v e  a
significant  impact  if
directed  toward  high-
impact charities.

2. Choose
Evidence-
Based
Charities
Use  resources  l ike
GiveWell,  The  Life
Y o u  C a n  S a v e
( S i n g e r ’ s  o w n
organ iza t ion ) ,  o r
A n i m a l  C h a r i t y
Evaluators  if  you are
interested  in  animal
suffering.  These
platforms rate charities
by  cost-effectiveness,
ensuring  your  money
does the most good.

Against Malaria1.
Foundation —
distributes bed
nets to prevent
malaria.
Schistosomiasi2.
s Control
Initiative —
treats parasitic
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infections.
GiveDirectly —3.
provides
unconditional
cash transfers.

3. Set Up
Recurring
Donation
s
Monthly  donations
reduce  administrative
costs for charities and
help you build a habit.
Even $20 a month can
save a life over a few
years,  according  to
Singer’s  estimates.
A u t o m a t i n g  t h e
p rocess  removes
friction  and  ensures
consistency.

4. Join a
Giving
Communi
ty
Groups  like  Giving
W h a t  W e  C a n
encourage members to
pledge  10%  of  their
income  to  effective
c h a r i t i e s .  T h e
community  provides
support, accountability,
and  shared  learning.
Knowing  others  are
d o i n g  t h e  s a m e
reduces  feelings  of
isolation and reinforces
commitment.

CRITICISMS OF
THE EFFECTIVE
ALTRUISM
MOVEMENT

While Singer’s solution
and  effective  altruism
have  gained  many
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followers, they are not
without  detractors.
Some  argue  that  the
m o v e m e n t  i s  t o o
focused on quantifiable
outcomes and neglects
systemic  change.
Others  say  it  ignores
the  role  of  political
advocacy,  fair  trade,
a n d  r e f o r m i n g
exploitative  economic
structures.  Singer
acknowledges  these
c o n c e r n s  a n d
e n c o u r a g e s  a
pluralistic  approach:
direct  aid  can  coexist
with political action. He
maintains,  however,
that while we work for
long-term  systemic
change,  we  must  not
ignore  the  immediate
suffering  we  can
alleviate  today.

THE LASTING
IMPACT OF
SINGER’S ESSAY

The Singer Solution to
World Poverty remains

o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
discussed and debated
ethical  arguments  of
o u r  t i m e .  I t  h a s
inspired  thousands  of
people  to  re-evaluate
their  spending  and
giv ing,  leading  to
mil l ions  of  dol lars
directed  to  effective
c h a r i t i e s .  M o r e
importantly,  it  has
shi f ted  the  g lobal
conversation  from
whether  we  should
give to how much and
how  effectively.
Singer’s work has also
influenced  academic
ph i l o sophy ,  w i t h
courses  dedicated  to
global  ethics  and  the
moral  demands  of
affluence.

Why It
Still
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Matters
In a world where over
600 million people still
live on less than $2.15
a  d a y ,  a n d  w h e r e
preventable  diseases
claim  millions  of  lives
annual ly,  Singer’s
argument has not lost
relevance.  If  anything,
it  has  become  more
urgent. With the rise of
global  inequality  and
the  ease  of  digital
g i v i n g ,  t h e  g a p
between what we can
do and what we choose
t o  d o  g r o w s  e v e r
l a r g e r .  S i n g e r
challenges us to close
that  gap,  not  through
gui l t ,  but  through
r e a s o n e d  m o r a l
commitment.

CONCLUSION

Peter  Singer’s  The
Singer  Solution  to
World Poverty  is not

a  comfortable  read.  It
demands  tha t  we
confront  the  fact  that
our  everyday  choices
have  l i fe-or-death
consequences  for
others.  Yet  it  is  also
empowering:  it  shows
t h a t  e a c h  o f  u s ,
regardless  of  wealth,
can  prevent  suffering
and save lives through
deliberate,  evidence-
based  g iv ing.  The
solution  does  not  ask
for sainthood, only for
a shift in perspective —
from seeing charity as
optional to seeing it as
a fundamental part of a
just  life.  Whether  you
a d o p t  S i n g e r ’ s
percentage or  a  more
moderate  approach,
t h e  c o r e  i n s i g h t
endures:  we  can  do
more,  and  we should.
That  is  the  enduring
legacy of  his  powerful
argument.


