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I.  INTRODUCTION
 

A.
The Singer-Unger thesis

Is giving up all one's "unnecessary" pleasures, all one's luxuries, to help the hungry and naked of the world essential to leading a morally decent life, or even the ideally moral life? Peter Singer and Peter Unger would have us believe that it is.
 Citizens of affluent countries, and affluent people everywhere, must donate all their surplus to relieving poverty and its consequences.

Despite the clash of this view with common sense and common (almost universal) practice, it seems to have strong popular and philosophical appeal. The New Yorker tells us that Peter Singer "is certainly among the most influential" philosophers alive,
 and his position on global poverty and international aid has been a major source of his influence. His provocative 1972 article, “Famine, Affluence, and Morality,” written at the time of the civil war in East Pakistan, led to the establishment of OXFAM-America, and has been reprinted in over two dozen books and spawned dozens of replies and comments, both supportive and critical. It also inspired Unger to write Living High and Letting Die, with the aim of providing a stronger and more detailed defense of Singer’s thesis against actual and possible objections. Unger’s book has also generated intense discussion in philosophy journals, and Singer himself has written on the topic several times since then and commented on it in interviews on TV and the print media. 
One reason for the persuasive power of the Singer-Unger thesis, as I shall call it, is that the ideology of aid to the poor, especially poor children, has long been revered. Thus, politicians who launch new programs that claim to help the needy (whatever the politicians’ motives or the actual results of their programs) are hailed by members of both major parties and others in the US, and those who claim to love “the poorest of the poor” are everywhere hailed as saints (no matter how weak the evidence for their claim).
 Even totalitarian leaders who have committed mass murder in the name of “justice for the poor,” such as Mao Tse Tung, have been admired the world over by many people, educated and uneducated alike.
 Hence it is not surprising that few philosophers have questioned the ideal qua ideal of devoting a major part of one’s resources to saving the poor, whatever they might think of the efficacy of aid programs, whether governmental or private.
 And indeed, when one thinks of the condition of those who live in “absolute poverty,” as Robert McNamara called it, the poverty that reduces people to an existence on the margins, it can seem that there is no justification for not giving one’s entire surplus to the poor if doing so would relieve poverty. 

These moral and psychological reasons are not, however, the only reasons for the wide acceptance of the Singer-Unger ideal. Another is that, although their ideal is counterintuitive, their argument for it is thought by many philosophers to be rationally compelling or, at least, hard to refute.
B.
Objections to the thesis
The failures of most aid programs to date, indeed, even their long-range harmful effects, are by now well-documented.
 But it is still worth asking if the Singer-Unger ideal would be a worthy ideal if this were not the case. If Singer and Unger are right about what’s required for moral decency – or even for the ideally moral life - then a well-off person who gives nothing to help alleviate the desperate poverty of fellow human beings in distant lands (or his own land, if he lives in a poor country), is positively indecent. It little matters, on this view, what else is true of this person’s character or actions. Indeed, on Unger’s view, other forms of moral decency – such as honesty or repect for rights - are utterly dispensable if they stand in the way of helping the desperately poor.

I think the Singer-Unger argument, though initially seductive, is doubly flawed. Their central argument is an argument by analogy with a life-threatening emergency. If the analogy they rely on turns out to be weak, they are left without solid ground for their thesis. If, however, the analogy is strong, it proves too much and they must abandon their thesis that contributing to the relief of global poverty occupies a privileged moral status.
I also find their ideal morally objectionable, in at least four respects. First, I think it is monomaniacal. The world offers a rich variety of values that can make a life morally good: many goals and activities worth pursuing, many moral personalities worth developing, many ideals worth cherishing and emulating.
 A good person must be beneficent. But beneficence need not take the form of contributions of time or money to aid agencies for the prevention or relief of absolute poverty – or, for that matter, of any great evil. 
Secondly, if taken seriously, the Singer-Unger ideal is deeply misanthropic, because (with rare exceptions), it is incompatible with that which makes life worth living: the pursuit of happiness, by which I mean, the attempt to forge a life that the individual (rightly) finds both meaningful and enjoyable. By “rare exceptions” I have in mind people who have a special interest in the relief of poverty, as some people have a special interest in, say, fighting fires or helping rebuild houses destroyed by tornadoes – or, for that matter, in studying tornadoes. For such people, devoting most of their time or money to the cause of poverty-relief is not only compatible with, but necessary for, making their lives truly rewarding.
 
The problem is that the Singer-Unger ideal claims allegiance from all of us, regardless of our vocations, moral personalities, individual histories, or the effect of adopting such an ideal on our lives. In effect, it denies that we are entitled to use our time and resources to lead a life we find meaningful and enjoyable. This also makes their ideal of self-sacrificial giving self-defeating. 
Thirdly, because most of us feel entitled to pursue our happiness, regardless of what our theories tell us we ought to feel, endorsing the Singer-Unger ideal leads to doublethink and doublespeak. Its endorsement is, thus, incompatible with integrity. Both a regard for individuals’ happiness and for their integrity require recognition of the fact that our moral ideals must respect the constraints of human nature and the variety of worthy individual pursuits.

Fourthly, even if the activities of aid agencies in themselves were overall beneficial, if most of us did start living by the Singer-Unger ideal, the effects of giving away all our “spare” money instead of spending it on “luxuries” or investing it would be disastrous for the poor. Although Singer’s and Unger’s arguments are chock-full of empirical data about the incidence of absolute poverty and its rise or fall over the years,
 they are striking in their absence of, or only cursory attention to, some fundamental economic facts and principles.

II.  MORAL MONOMANIA AND THE LIFE-SAVING ANALOGY 

A.
Beneficence


Positive aid for the prevention or relief of absolute poverty is not the only, or even the highest, goal worth pursuing. No doubt a morally decent person must be beneficent and, therefore, have concern for those living in absolute poverty – as she must for the victims of other misfortunes, such as the thousands of prisoners of conscience in the jails of despots, or the millions living in absolute unfreedom (many of whom also live in absolute poverty, such as in North Korea). And to the extent that her country’s policies perpetuate poverty in poor countries through such mechanisms as tariffs and subsidies or restrictions on “outsourcing,” her concern must lead her to refrain from supporting them, directly or indirectly. This, after all, is required by justice, which tells us to do no harm to the innocent. A highly beneficent person may also spend a portion of her time or money on trying to prevent such measures, by actively supporting programs or organisations that work against them. But she doesn’t fail in beneficence or, therefore, in moral decency, by not giving time or money to such institutions as UNICEF or OXFAM. And this not only because there are many well-fed, well-sheltered people just as worthy of help, both here and abroad, but also because one can be beneficent without giving anything to institutionalized charity of any kind.
What is essential to being beneficent is being the kind of person who wishes others well for their sake, and so willingly helps them in a variety of situations where help is called for and the cost is not very great.
 I will call such beneficence small-scale or non-optional beneficence. Small-scale beneficence includes both emergencies where the cost of helping is not grave, and the myriad small acts that make everyday coexistence possible, such as holding the door open for someone who is having trouble opening it, or giving directions to someone who is lost, or so on. Someone who cared naught about letting a child drown in front of his eyes, or not enough to get his pants muddy, would be seriously deficient in, if not altogether devoid of, the empathy necessary for moral agency. And the same is true of someone who never found reason to open the door for a person, or never felt the desire to stop and help someone who had just fallen down  (would someone like this even care about driving over a pedestrian if there were no laws waiting to get him?). A beneficent person also does occasional acts of kindness and generosity, such as responding to a neighbor’s, colleague’s, or student’s need for help beyond the call of duty. But a beneficent person need never have given any aid to institutionalized charity. Conversely, someone who devotes her life to the cause of the poor need be no more beneficent overall than someone who’s done no more than refraining from harming them, directly or indirectly. 

B.
The life-saving analogy
Singer and Unger, however, would have us believe that helping the global poor is strictly analogous to saving a drowning child from a shallow pond. If they are right in drawing this analogy, then I am wrong to complain that their view is monomaniacal. But are they right? They argue that just as it is wrong not to save a drowning child if you can do so without serious risk to your own life or welfare, so it is wrong not to save as many people from death or absolute poverty as you can without serious risk to your own life or welfare. The general principle at work in both cases, according to Singer, is that it is wrong not to prevent something very bad from happening if we can do so "without sacrificing anything of comparable significance."
 Serious risk, then, is risk to something that has comparable or greater significance. Singer thinks that this principle (henceforth, "Singer's Principle") should be acceptable to both consequentialists and non-consequentialists, because it does not call for the unconstrained maximization of the good, and hence does not require the violation of rights or other principles that non-consequentialists regard as having comparable moral significance.
 

Nevertheless, despite its innocuous appearance, Singer observes correctly that, if this principle were taken seriously, it would change our lives "fundamentally."
 For it requires giving up far more than clean pants or a passing enjoyment. Among the things that don't compare in significance to the prevention or relief of absolute poverty and that, therefore, we ought to be willing to sacrifice, are "stylish clothes, expensive dinners, a sophisticated stereo system, overseas holidays, a [second] car, a larger house, private schools for our children, and so on."
 Indeed, it is hard to see how anything over and above what is needed for living a normal life span (presumably, by Western standards) and earning a living can be seen as having "comparable significance" or its loss as constituting a serious risk to our lives or welfare. Movies, books, art, music, "unnecessary" toys, a garden, sports, airconditioning - all must go. As Singer states, we ought to give till we have reached the "minimum level compatible with earning the income which, after providing for our needs, left us most to give away."
 

Onora O’Neill supports Singer’s principle from a Kantian perspective, arguing that not saving the world’s poor when we can is akin to killing them, just as withholding surplus food from a stowaway on a lifeboat and letting him starve to death is killing him.

Unsurprisingly, many writers have rejected the life-saving analogy between the drowning child and the world's poor, on two main grounds. One is that we can identify relevant differences between emergencies and ongoing evils, such as the fact that in the former but not the latter the individual to be rescued is close to us, or that he is identifiable, or that the need is urgent and immediate, or that we can save him directly, or that there is a particular individual we save.
 Another ground for rejecting the analogy is methodological: if we must take seriously the intuitive response that failing to rescue a child drowning in front of your eyes is wrong, then we must also take seriously the intuitive response that failing to save people from chronic hunger or disease is not wrong, even if we cannot identify relevant differences between the two cases. There is no justification for privileging one intuition over another.
In his book, Living High, Unger seeks to meet both sorts of objections by arguing that the second intuitive response is based on "distortional dispositions" that lead us to think that there are relevant differences between emergencies and ongoing evils when, in fact, there are not.
 His strategy is to create a dazzling array of imaginary cases and examine common responses to them for these distortions. He claims that in the case of The Pond, when we say that it would be wrong not to save the drowning child, we are reflecting our Primary Values and "the true nature of morality." By contrast, in The Envelope, when we say that it is not wrong to throw away the envelope sent to us by UNICEF with its appeal for a $100 contribution, even though 30 more children will die as a result, we are reasoning badly, thanks to these distortional dispositions. Indeed, even if we think it is not wrong to throw away the envelope because we have already sent $100 to UNICEF, we are reasoning badly. We do wrong not only in not helping these distant children, but also in not giving everything over and above what is necessary for our basic needs (where this includes the trappings needed for earning our living). To support this, Unger produces another example.
 Suppose that you spend the morning saving trespassers with wounded legs from bleeding to death, and then in the afternoon come upon another such trespasser. Would you be entitled to say, “[H]oly moly, enough is enough!”? Surely not. Similarly, it’s not enough to give only a small percentage of your income to an aid agency. You must give everything not necessary for your basic needs. 

Unger is right that some of our intuitive responses to the two cases are based on fallacious reasoning.
 There is, for instance, the "futility thinking" that leads us to say, "What's the point of doing anything about the poor? There are so many of them." But, as Unger rightly reminds us, the child drowning in front of our eyes is also one of many such children in the world. Yet, just as that's no reason to let this one drown, so the fact that the world is full of starving children is no reason to let all starve if we can save some. Nor is it some shapeless, identity-less multitude that we’ll be spending our money to save if we send money to UNICEF, we’ll be sending it to save some particular child or children.* 

However, there is a fundamental relevant disanalogy between The Pond and The Envelope that can explain and justify our conviction that throwing away the envelope is not (necessarily) wrong. To paraphrase Bernard Williams, those who use the life-saving analogy (Singer, Unger, and O'Neill) rely on one thought-experiment too few. Had they come up with an emergency situation that was genuinely analogous to the problem of chronic global poverty, they would have seen that the intuitive response was no different in the two cases. Furthermore, if we take the Singer Principle seriously and apply it to all evils, not just absolute poverty, we can see that the principle proves too much from their own point of view. 

C.
The life-saving (dis)analogy? 
First, the disanalogy. The crucial disanalogy between an emergency and absolute poverty is that emergencies, by definition, are short-lived events that come to an end, whereas chronic poverty (or other chronic horrors), by definition, is enduring. Hence, our duty to aid in an emergency comes to an end. But if we accept the claim that the moral requirements in the two cases are the same, then our duty to aid in the former case must be endless. Most of us intuitively reject this claim because we do not believe in an endless duty to aid. 
  

But what about Unger’s counterexample of the wounded trespasser?
 It is precisely this response that it is designed to undermine. Most of us would agree that the fact that we saved someone in the morning does not mean it’s o.k. to let someone else drown in the afternoon. But Unger’s counterexample is not truly analogous to chronic bads and hence not truly a counterexample. A truly analogous situation would be encountering emergencies every day, perhaps even every time we stepped out. But if we were constantly faced with someone drowning or bleeding to death, how long would we continue to be good samaritans? Could anyone plausibly argue that a condition of living a morally decent life was sacrificing all one’s aspirations and projects to the task of saving others? And if it was, how many of us would have reason to live a morally decent life? But more on this later. My point here is that Singer and Unger are not entitled to draw an analogy between emergencies and ongoing evils to reach their conclusion. If emergencies were truly like chronic evils in that they were an ongoing feature of life, who would not say that although drowning children were tragic, there was nothing wrong in not spending one’s life saving them? And even if some did not say that, who would not live like that other than those whose job or vocation it was to save drowning children? Just as children die every day from absolute poverty in distant lands, we might say, so children die every day from drowning in front of our eyes. A terrible thing, yes, but what can one do? We all have our own lives to lead. We can at best save a few from drowning every year. It’s the political and economic system that leads to drowning children that needs to be fixed.

It might be thought that this recurring emergency situation is not analogous to absolute poverty, because what recurring emergencies demand is one’s time, whereas chronic poverty merely demands money for international agencies. Spending one’s day every day saving people’s lives requires giving up one’s entire life; spending money on aid agencies leaves a major part of one’s life – one’s work life – intact (although even this may be in danger if we adopt Unger’s moral vision, but more of this later*). Let us therefore suppose that every time we stepped out we found an emergency aid agency attending to an emergency, so that we were required to do no more than hand over all the money we could spare to save the victims. Or suppose that emergency aid agencies solicited donations on a monthly or yearly basis so that we didn’t even have to stop to make a donation every time we stepped out; all we were required to do for these ubiquitous emergencies was donate everything not necessary for our basic needs. Would we not have the same reaction as we did to drowning children: “Just as children die every day from absolute poverty, so children die every day from drowning. It’s terrible, yes, but we all have our own lives to lead”? Our attitudes may shift from a mixture of pity, guilt, and despair to indifference to irritation at “those people” who can’t keep their children from drowning to, more reflectively, anger at the system and attempts to change it. But we would not think we had a duty to spend all our “surplus” income or savings on emergency aid agencies. 

Similar considerations apply to O’Neill’s contention that not giving our surplus to the poor of the world is akin to killing them, even if their poverty is no fault of ours. Her argument for this relies on an analogy with a lifeboat. Suppose you are on a lifeboat to which you have a special claim, and you have stocked it with food that is more than enough for your own needs. Then you discover stowaways on your lifeboat. If you withhold food from them and they die, you have killed them. Likewise, if we withhold our surplus from the poor of the world and they die, we are guilty of killing them (although not, she says, murder). 
The disanalogy, again, between a lifeboat and real life lies in the fact that we don’t expect to spend our lives on the lifeboat; when we reach solid ground, we can again reclaim our own lives. If so-called lifeboat earth were like a real lifeboat, with solid ground in sight, most of us would happily share much of our surplus with the destitute – as, indeed, we do in times of famines or natural disasters.
 Conversely, if we had to spend our entire lives on a life-boat, with no end in sight, and the ocean was full of people in dire straits (as in the real world), we would come to regard it as an ongoing tragedy about which we could, unfortunately, do little. 

My hypothesis about how our attitudes towards emergencies would change if emergencies became a daily feature of life is supported only in part by its intuitive plausibility. In part, it is supported by the fact that it describes the actual attitudes of people in poor countries, such as India, towards the poor. These attitudes are shared both by people who, though not destitute themselves, live cheek-by-jowl with the destitute, as well as by people who, being relatively well-off or rich, live physically removed from the destitute but daily within sight of them. If recurring emergencies became part of everyday life, we should expect the same processes of habituation and the same sense of entitlement to a happy life to give rise to the same attitudes. 

Some people might be led to think that the Singer-Unger ideal is a reasonable one on the assumption that, with sufficient aid, we can help people become self-supporting and, thus, overcome the problem of global poverty. This, at any rate, is the official premise of advocates of development aid.* On this picture, what seems like a chronic evil from the present viewpoint is just an emergency when viewed as a passing historical stage. And the immense sacrifice called for by the Singer-Unger ideal becomes, in historical terms, a temporary sacrifice for a better future, a sacrifice that our children or grandchildren will not have to make. And so, just as countless generations have willingly sacrificed their own comfort to create better lives for their children, some people might be led to think that we ought to willingly sacrifice our comfort to create better lives for all future generations. However, even if we accept this elision of the difference between sacrificing for our own children and sacrificing for others’ children, history and human nature give no reason to think that global poverty can be overcome once and for all. As is widely recognized now by economists and philosophers of differing political persuasions,
 poverty is strongly associated with rapacious political regimes and bad economic policies. The empirical data show that aid does not only not enable most people whose lives are governed by such regimes or policies to overcome their poverty, the net effect of governmental aid so far has been harmful, and the track record of private aid is almost as bad.
 And even if many of the current poverty-creating regimes were to be reformed under international pressure (as the so-called Millenium Project dreams of doing
), new ones will come into being so long as the human capacities for evil and error exist.
To summarize the discussion so far: we cannot extrapolate what we ought to do in the face of global poverty from what we ought to do in the face of an emergency because there is a crucial disanalogy between the two. Emergencies are short-lived and rare events, global poverty is chronic. If emergencies became recurring phenomena, common attitudes towards them and our judgments of right and wrong behavior would be no different from common attitudes towards chronic poverty. 
If, however, Singer and Unger are right that chronic poverty is analogous to a life-threatening emergency, then their strategy proves too much and cannot be used to show that we all ought to make eradication of global poverty the primary object of our beneficence. As I argue in the next section, extreme poverty and its systemic consequences are not the only tragic, chronic life-threatening situations analogous to a life-threatening emergency. Moreover, life-threatening emergencies do not occupy a special moral position: some non-life-threatening situations, emergency as well as chronic, may be far more tragic. Let us consider some examples of both kinds of emergencies. 

D.
Taking the emergency analogy seriously


Imagine that you see a young woman in a parked car having a heart attack. You are a heart patient too and you could save her from certain death by giving her some of your medication. Wouldn’t it be monstrous of you to just shrug your shoulders and keep going? Of course it would. But according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, in the decade ending 2001, death from cardiac arrest in young women – women in the prime of youth - went up by 32%, and in young men by 10%.
 If you think about it seriously, you will acknowledge that the waste of lives is shocking, lives so full of promise, so worth living from the point of view of both the victims and society. If anything is very bad, surely this is. In addition, about 1% of infants is born with heart disease.
 So if you throw away the envelope the American Heart Association (AHA) has sent you for a donation, you are no better off than someone who just walks by. You ought to give everything you don’t require to meet your basic needs to the AHA.

This argument can be iterated for other emergencies. Think of the children all over the world, including the US, who attempt suicide because of abuse by their caretakers or, if homeless, by police and others on the streets. Think, too, of the tens of thousands of people, most of them between 15 and 44, who commit suicide every year owing to mental illness or depression.
 If you saw someone about to commit suicide and you could prevent it, wouldn’t it be wrong not to do so? If you saw a child being abused whom you could rescue at small cost to yourself, wouldn’t it be wrong to turn away? If you could lessen someone’s pain by extending a hand of friendship, wouldn’t it be wrong to refuse? So if you fail to donate everything above your basic needs to the Samaritans or the “befriending centers” 
 around the world whose mission it is to help potential suicides, you are no better off than someone who just walks by a distraught individual about to throw himself over the Golden Gate bridge. 

But untimely threats to life are not the only great evils in the world. Consider this scenario. You are passing an alley where you see someone torturing a handcuffed man. You overhear him muttering threats that reveal that the torture has been going on for quite some time and will continue indefinitely. The torturer is a sadist. You have a gun, the torturer a mere knife. All you need do is threaten him with your gun to scare him off. Of course, you might then have to take responsibility for seeing the victim to a hospital and giving a report at a police station, thus losing valuable time. But this is small potatoes compared to saving a man from torture. However, if leaving this man to his fate is wrong, then so is leaving the tens of thousands of people in the torture-chambers of despots all over the world. Their lives are living hells, hells that make the prospect of death for many of them a blessing – except that the lack of freedom to kill themselves is part of the hell in which they live. To suppose that it’s all right to leave them to their fate is to succumb to what Unger calls our “distortional dispositions.” We ought to give as much of our thought, time, and money to saving them as we can spare after meeting our basic needs. Amnesty International is an obvious recipient of our largesse, but so is any human rights organization with an effective strategy for preventing the torture of some people or saving some from continued torture. 

If the single-minded focus on saving a person from death or torture in an emergency situation is the proper model for right behavior in a non-emergency, then we ought to give everything over and above what’s required for our basic needs to each of these causes and many others to boot. But this, of course, is impossible. So Singer, Unger et al have to either give up the life-saving analogy altogether, or admit that it doesn’t single out relief of absolute poverty as the only cause worth supporting. 
This broadened conception of what counts as very bad makes the thesis less demanding in one respect, since a decent person now has a choice about which cause or causes she may give all her “surplus” to, and hence has a higher chance of reconciling her charitable giving with her own happiness. In another respect, however, it becomes more demanding. For even if politically-induced famines and civil wars became, like emergencies, rare events, even if most countries adopted better political and economic policies that led to an end to absolute poverty, it would not mean an end to immense self-sacrifice. There will always be sadists and abusers, depression and mental illness, earthquakes and hurricanes, and accidents and diseases both old and new. And as long as these evils exist, and people are unequal in their capacities, achievements, and misfortunes, there will be many who need help from others. (As if to prove the point, even as I was writing this sentence, I received an email appeal from the American Red Cross for help with the hurricane victims in Florida. Over the course of writing the article, I received dozens of appeals from various organizations, by email, mail, and telephone.) Moreover, if we redescribe the torture emergency in more general terms as a case of severe abuse and injustice, we must add all forms of serious abuse and injustice to the list of evils for which we must sacrifice. 
Whatever support the Singer-Unger thesis derives from the suggestion that the self-sacrifice it calls for is temporary, considered in historical terms, is further weakened. If the Singer-Unger thesis is justified, every generation will have to bear an immense burden of sacrifice, even if absolute poverty is greatly reduced. So whatever sense of meaning and fulfillment people may derive from the thought that their sacrifice has a definite, reachable goal must also be undermined. For most people, then, accepting the Singer-Unger thesis, whether in its original or its revised, more liberal form, means giving up the prospect of happiness. 
Singer and Unger might say that if we have the right values and focus, the right commitments, we can find meaning and enjoyment in a life of self-sacrifice for the prevention or alleviation of poverty (or whatever serious ills we choose to address). But this begs the question, since what needs to be shown is that their values are the right ones and the only right ones. And they have not shown this, because the only argument they give, the argument from emergencies, fails (* above). As rare, temporary events, emergencies are not analogous to chronic ills, and so are not the right model for proper behavior and attitudes in the face of the latter. Singer and Unger need some other argument for the thesis that morality requires that we give away everything after meeting our basic needs to prevent or relieve chronic ills. 
III.
A MISANTHROPIC IDEAL
In any case, Singer and Unger do not seek to show that their view is compatible with the happiness of those they are addressing. Rather, they seem to think that our happiness is unimportant so long as there are desperately poor people in the world. Indeed, Unger explicitly calls for the sacrifice of both enjoyment and meaningfulness. Recognizing that most of us academics are in the academy because we enjoy our work rather than for the money, he argues that those of us who are capable of earning higher salaries outside the academy ought to give up our University posts for these more remunerative posts, so that we’ll have more to give away.
 Since we’ll still be better off than the many millions who need our help, it’s “seriously wrong” for us not to do so. But what about those who are too old to learn new skills? Unger assures his readers with some relish that they too will suffer: the “old philosopher” will “have to change the focus of his work so enormously that, in short order, he’ll enjoy little intellectual satisfaction.”
 So, for example, he must give up metaphysics for applied ethics, and even here, he must aim for writing that is “socially beneficial” rather than “philosophically revealing.”
 
Let’s leave aside for now the assumption that even if there was a rush on high-paying jobs they would continue to pay the same high salaries. Let’s also leave aside the assumption that high-paying jobs would remain plentiful even if we followed Singer’s and Unger’s advice and gave up all luxuries (that is, everything that doesn’t count as a basic need). The question I want to raise for them is this: if our pursuit of happiness is unimportant in the face of others’ misery, then how important can be the happiness of those we save from poverty? After all, there will still be plenty of others needing to be rescued from poverty and misery. But if the happiness of those we save from poverty is unimportant, how important can it be to save them? Admittedly, if escape from dire poverty means escape from utter misery, then those we rescue are better off than before. But by how much are they better off if they can never feel that their lives are their own and they are right to pursue goals they find meaningful and enjoyable, even if helping the poor is no part of their goals? If they had to accept that living for their own happiness with honesty and justice but only small-scale beneficence was morally wrong, because the “surplus” of their time and money belonged to the poor (or, more generally, to the needy or oppressed), they could have neither happiness nor self-esteem.
 For both happiness and self-esteem require the sense that the goals one finds meaningful and enjoyable actually are worthwhile and one’s pursuit of them justified. This is a conceptual point. It is also an empirical fact that the feeling that it is wrong to live for one’s own happiness is a common source of depression and unhappiness.

Perhaps Singer and Unger would say that so long as those we rescue from absolute poverty don’t become affluent (and the empirical literature gives no reason to think they will),  they don’t have to worry about the very poor and are free to live their own lives. Like George Orwell’s proles in 1984, the relatively poor are free of the strict moral discipline imposed on the relatively well-off and the rich. But this is arbitrary. For if the life-saving analogy works, it applies to the relatively poor as much as to anyone else. The relatively poor are not morally permitted to let a child drown because the delay might lead, say, to the loss of their day’s wage or, for that matter, the loss of their job. Besides, even those who are not affluent may have more than they require to meet their basic needs, partly, no doubt, because their basic needs, on their own conception of  the matter, are far fewer and far cheaper to meet.
 Even the relatively poor occasionally spend money on the sorts of things Singer regards as trivia.
 So even they must be required to see whatever they have left after meeting their basic needs as rightfully belonging to the destitute who surround them, and their own happiness as unimportant in the face of others’ unhappiness.
This makes the task of saving people from dire poverty far less important than it would otherwise be. At the very least, rejecting the importance of happiness seems to be pragmatically self-defeating. The thought that you ought to make a great sacrifice for the sake of saving people who, in turn, ought to make a great sacrifice for the sake of saving people who, in turn, ought to make a great sacrifice…… is not very inspiring. 

But rejecting the importance of happiness is not simply pragmatically self-defeating. It is also, I will argue, incompatible with integrity. 
IV.
INTEGRITY, CREATIVITY, AND HAPPINESS
A.
Integrity

Regardless of what our theories tell us, most of us feel entitled to pursue our happiness, seeing the prospect of happiness as the thing that makes life worth living. At the very least, we regard a sense of meaning, which is an important component of happiness as I have been using the word, as being crucial to making life worth living. A sense of meaning can, to some extent, make up for the misfortunes or failures that undercut enjoyment of life. But since most of us cannot find either a sense of meaning or enjoyment in living by the Singer-Unger ideal, for most of us endorsing it tends to lead to doublethink and doublespeak. In other words, for most of us it is incompatible with integrity in both senses of the word: it divides us against ourselves by creating a dichotomy between what we think we ought to cherish and what we do cherish, and it creates a dichotomy between word and deed or belief and deed. But no ideal that is incompatible with integrity can claim to be a moral ideal, at least for a non-utilitarian. And Singer and Unger both claim that their arguments are meant to be acceptable to non-utilitarians.
The lack of integrity enters the picture with the very act of selling their ideals to the masses, both Singer and Unger write that although they believe that we ought to give everything not required for our basic needs for the relief of poverty, it is expedient to publicly advocate the giving of a much smaller sum. (Of course, this cannot apply to people who are reading their work or work that discusses their work.) They justify this violation of the “publicity condition,” as John Rawls calls it,
 on the grounds that telling people the truth about what they really ought to give for global poverty (the only kind of giving they are concerned with) might discourage them and prevent them from giving even a little. As a sop to flawed human nature, in Practical Ethics Singer is willing to tell people that giving 10% is the minimum necessary for moral decency, even though he clearly thinks that the minimum is much higher.
 Later, in One World, he makes a bigger compromise by revising this figure down to 1%, while clearly disapproving of people, especially Americans, for failing to give more. (Ironically, according to Giving USA 2004, Americans voluntarily gave more than twice as much - 2.2% of the GDP - to private philanthropy in 2003, and have been giving 2% or more every year since 1998.
 So clearly they could allocate or permit 50% of their total giving (1.1% of GDP) for international aid if they saw good reason to do so, instead of the 12.2% (0.26%*) they currently do.
) 
Singer’s claim that these figures are compromises suggests that at least some people are “good” or “strong” enough (as he sees it) to accept the truth about what they ought to do and live up to it. It is natural to think that those who advocate it would be among them. But are they? Evidently not. His actions make it obvious that Singer is sincere in his advocacy and tries to live up to his ideals. For he gives away far more of his income than almost anyone – between 20% and 25%, according to various sources.
 But this is a far cry from what he thinks people should give. Reportedly, he also lives in the very style he condemns by maintaining two residences.
 Clearly he fails his own ideal by a wide margin, for this ideal dictates that he give away everything he doesn’t require for his own or family’s basic needs, including “that second house”.
 

Ad hominems are usually both poor in taste and poor as arguments. But this one is relevant to seeing how deeply unrealistic Singer’s ideal is, leading him to make, as we have just seen, not only a false presentation to the masses of what morality requires, but also a false presentation to his readers of his own standing vis-à-vis his moral ideals. For nowhere in his many admonishments to those who fail his standards does he once admit that he himself fails them. If his silence on the topic is to be seen as justified, we must suppose it is due to his desire to serve the goal of getting people to accept his ideal as realizable and worth striving for. Admitting his failure would stand in the way of achieving that goal. It is in this sense that his ideal leads him to a false representation of his own standing vis-à-vis his ideal. 
He suggests that he would give more if others did. But this is a feeble excuse. For it is precisely when others are giving too little that his giving more is more needed, as he himself urges in response to those who object that they should not have to do more than their “fair” share just because others are doing too little.

Whereas Singer’s theoretical and practical compromises with reality are at least understandable, both theoretically and psychologically, this cannot be said for Unger’s. His compromises bafflingly take back everything he advocates in the first six chapters of his book.
 On p. 134 he formulates what he calls “A Pretty Demanding Dictate,” which states: 
On pain of living a life that’s seriously immoral, a typical well-off person, like you and me, must give away most of her financially valuable assets, and much of her income.

This is a good summary statement of where his argument has been heading in the first six chapters of his book. In the last chapter of his book, however, he gives what he calls a “multi-dimensional context-sensitive semantics” - contextual semantics, for short - to show that this dictate holds only in very demanding, unusual contexts - ideal contexts, for short.
 This ideal context is the context defined by our Primary Values, whereas the non-ideal or everyday context is the context defined by our Secondary Values.
 In the latter context, we do nothing wrong when we fail this dictate, even though it is only pretty and not very demanding (presumably, in the ideal context). But when are we in which context? Unger thinks that we can set the context ourselves for our discussions. Apparently, then, when we do moral philosophy (or, at least, ideal moral philosophy), we are in an ideal context, whereas when we cease to philosophize, we enter the ordinary context. The upshot seems to be that as moral philosophers we ought to argue (sincerely?) that our readers (mostly other moral philosophers) give away most of their income and assets. But when we shut down our computers and close our books, we can enjoy that beer or go on that cruise without giving the argument another thought. 
Presumably, then, we also needn’t worry about giving up the philosophy we love for better-paying jobs in, say, law or films, and no one need make that move from “philosophically revealing” philosophy to “socially beneficial” philosophy. It is only in the philosophical context that we ought to advocate leaving philosophy for films; indeed, it is only those who do “socially beneficial” philosophy who ought to advocate leaving philosophy for films or, if this is not possible, leaving “philosophically revealing” philosophy for “socially beneficial” philosophy. When they shut down their computers and close their books they enter a different context, and so they can get together with colleagues in, say, logic or metaphysics, without preaching at them. Likewise, since those who do logic or metaphysics are also in a different context, they need pay no attention to the arguments for leaving logic or metaphysics for “socially beneficial” moral philosophy, much less actually acting on those arguments. Indeed, even those who currently write about the importance of alleviating poverty can stop writing about it and start writing about metaphysics, since by that act they will have entered a different context. 
A look at Unger’s website shows that he is following his contextual semantics (David Schmidtz aptly calls it “Orwellian semantics”), having gone back to “thinking most about some central problems in metaphysics.” 
B.
The “problem” of human nature

The Singer-Unger ideal manifests the same flaw that all ideals of universal love, whether in their religious or secular (Marxist) form, have manifested: it refuses to accept the constraints of human nature, instead seeing human nature as the fault in human existence that must somehow be corrected. In a New York Times article Singer states:

Now, evolutionary psychologists tell us that human nature just isn't sufficiently altruistic to make it plausible that many people will sacrifice so much for strangers. On the facts of human nature, they might be right, but they would be wrong to draw a moral conclusion from those facts. If it is the case that we ought to do things that, predictably, most of us won't do, then let's face that fact head-on. 
But if our “oughts” are not to be based on human nature, on what are they to be based? And what should we do about thia troublesome human nature? In A Darwinian Left: Politics, Evolution, and Cooperation, 
 Singer argues that the left ought to replace Marx with Darwin and realize that, given the hierarchical nature of human beings, we can’t have both perfect equality and perfect liberty. Nevertheless, like many a utopian before him he still seems to harbor the hope that since his ideals are not based on human nature, it will some day become possible to base human nature on his ideals. In his reasononline interview, he agrees that the left is wrong in thinking that human nature as it is is malleable, but thinks that genetics offers the hope that it can become malleable (and is not averse to government subsidies for those who can’t afford to change their offsprings’ nature).
 
Let us leave aside for now the dangers lurking in any proposal for government-subsidized eugenics, and simply ask what would have to be true of us to have our nature accord with the ideal of universal love, whether on Singer’s version or some other. The following seems to be necessary. We would have to become altruistic enough that others’ happiness became part of our own and a condition of our own, so that in working for others’ happiness we would also, necessarily, be working for our own, and conversely. My human nature-based objection on grounds of integrity and happiness would then no longer apply. We would wholeheartedly do what we ought to do, our activities would be humanly worthwhile, and we would find them worthwhile or meaningful as well as enjoyable. Proximity and genetic connections would play little role in how much we cared for whom. There would be no problem of free riders or dictators since no one would gain by taking advantage of others (assuming that being taken advantage of was a source of pain rather than pleasure) and no one would gain by dominating others (again, on the same assumption). Hence, nearly all the causes of poverty and pain would be removed and, paradoxically, there would be little occasion for acting altruistically.

It is not clear if this degree of altruism, where there’s little distinction between our own and others’ pain and pleasure, so that we are psychologically almost like a single person, is compatible with survival. It is not even clear that this conception of human nature is internally coherent. But even assuming that the conception is coherent and that human beings with this nature could survive, they still need a feature to whose importance the Singer-Unger thesis gives short shrift, namely, the capacity for creativity or productivity. The importance of this feature remains unchanged whether human nature can become more altruistic or not. 
With this thought we can return to the world and human nature as it is, and consider how Singer’s and Unger’s silence on the moral importance of being a creator is connected to their silence on the importance of regarding the individual’s integrity and happiness as constraints on justifiable moral principles.

C.
Creativity, happiness, and integrity 
In Sections I and II I argued that although a good person must be beneficent in her attitudes and habitual actions, there are many ways to be beneficent. And so, although some ways of being beneficent are not morally optional (for example, saving someone from death or great harm in an emergency when doing so is not very costly, or habitually helping people in the small daily ways that make social existence pleasant), how much time or money we give to which agency, if any, is optional. 
Saving children from certain death in poor African villages simply to enable them to live a few more years, regardless of the quality of those years, is not obviously better than giving hope to a prisoner of conscience in an African despot’s jail. Indeed, on grounds of quality of life, as well as of justice and admiration for courage and justice, the latter is a far worthier object of our beneficence than the former. Again, giving our time or money to bring hope to a prisoner of conscience in an African despot’s jail is not obviously better than giving it to defend the victims of unjust takings in the US.
 Indeed, on grounds of results and special responsibilies to fellow citizens, the latter is better. However, giving our time or money to defend victims of unjust takings in the US is not obviously better than giving it to support organizations that spread ideas of economic, political, and civil freedom here and abroad, thereby helping to protect or promote the conditions for freedom and prosperity.
 Indeed, in the absence of these conditions, no amount of humanitarian or development aid can do much good, and (as even the World Bank now recognizes), has often done much harm.
 All of these causes are morally worthy, because all of them protect or promote something important in human life, something that plays an enabling or constitutive role in human happiness.

If this serves as a good general standard for determining moral worth, then beneficence, the virtue of proper giving, cannot be the primary virtue. For beneficence itself depends upon the creation of wealth, and aims at restoring the conditions that enable its ultimate beneficiaries to become, so far as able, self-sufficient creators themselves. For charitable giving to be truly virtuous, then, it must come from an appreciation of the role in human life of creating wealth, material, intellectual, or artistic, as well as of enjoying it as consumers. Giving of one’s time or money or advocating doing so in the absence of such an appreciation shows a lack of concern both for oneself and for one’s intended beneficiaries; as such, it is not the virtue of beneficence but the vice of profligacy. 
I stated earlier that a person could be sufficiently beneficent with only small-scale beneficence. But clearly how much giving is enough for being beneficent is relative both to our resources and our other goals. If we have time and money enough to spare for large-scale beneficence even after we have invested all we profitably can in creating and enjoying wealth, in saving for the future for ourselves and our families, and in acts of small-scale beneficence, then, if we are truly beneficent, we will want to use it for large-scale beneficence. To put it another way, depending on our resources, the failure to engage in large-scale beneficence when opportunities for doing so exist may well show the vices of either greed or stinginess: either an inordinate attachment to our possessions or a lack of sufficient concern for others. In the final analysis, both the proper creation and enjoyment of material and intellectual wealth, and the beneficent sharing of this wealth with others, comes from love of the world and love of life. Indeed, on a humanistic, secular ethic, and on many religious ones as well, it is hard to conceive of any virtue, either self- or other-regarding, for which such love is not a necessary condition. The greedy or stingy person, as much as the self-sacrificial or profligate one, violates the neo-Lockean proviso that we keep for ourselves as much, but only as much, as we can use meaningfully and enjoyably. And so the stingy person, as much as the profligate one, leads a less meaningful or enjoyable life than the beneficent one. 
The Singer-Unger thesis, unfortunately, shows little appreciation, if any, for the role of either the creation of wealth or its enjoyment in a good human life. Hence, following it would be bad not only for the givers, but also, as I argue in the next section, for the recipients and for third parties.
V.
DISASTROUS EFFECTS

Let us suppose that we have identified efficacious aid agencies and, in our new commitment to personal austerity, we decide to forgo that new sophisticated stereo or DVD system with surround sound. Neither counts as a basic need, especially if we already have a radio, TV set, and VCR (and surely even the TV set and VCR are luxuries that we are not justified in replacing after they quit working – all the news that’s fit to hear or see is available on radio or online). But those DVD systems (and TV sets and VCRs) are manufactured in Chinese and South Korean factories, employing people who would be thrown out of work if we stopped buying them for the sake of saving the money for prolonging the lives of some poor children in Ethiopia. We decide to stop going out for expensive dinners. But expensive dinners are often served up by restaurants owned by refugees fleeing from political repression and poverty, including the very Ethiopians whose relatives back in Ethiopia we want to help with our savings (and who are currently repatriating some of their profits to help their relatives at home). We decide to stop buying expensive, stylish clothes so we can prolong the lives of some children in India or teach Nepalese villagers to become entrepreneurs. But these clothes are tailored by the parents of children in India and China who will join the ranks of those we will then need to help if we stop buying these clothes.
 We decide to forget those beautiful Afghan rugs in order to send the savings to UNICEF for saving the life of some poor children in Afghanistan. But by doing so we reduce to destitution and dependence a whole village of self-sufficient Afghan families.

Needless to say, my point is not that we should increase our spending on imported goods for the sake of preventing the poor from joining the ranks of the absolutely poor. Trying to consume more than we can enjoy is as much a waste – and as bad for us – as depriving ourselves of enjoyment because we think our lives belong to the poor. My point is simply that the alleviation of absolute poverty should not be the single or primary determinant of how to dispose of our resources one way or the other, even if the alleviation of poverty is one of our goals. If we have good reason to spend money on a meal or a rug – if, that is, we judge it worthwhile in terms of our overall goals and resources - we should not refrain from doing so simply for the sake of sending the money we thereby save to a charitable organization. Not only is trying to live by this single rule morally arbitrary and bad for us, it would also be bad for the poor and for everyone in between if most people tried to live by it. For doing so would destroy the reciprocal relations of trade and productive cooperation that constitute the market and, thus, the very wealth the rule in question seeks to transfer to the absolutely poor.
 And it would push into absolute poverty many who are currently self-sufficient thanks to this network of productive relations. 

The recommendation that we give away most of our “financially valuable assets” is even more drastic.
 For what this recommendation amounts to is that we invite the poor to consume our very seed corn -- the source of our economy’s future productivity as well as of continued aid for the poor.
 Singer does recognize this problem in One World, but only in passing; he clearly does not think it important enough to ask how it might pose a challenge to his ideal.
 
This recommendation to consume – or have the poor consume - our seed corn is the unsurprising result of an ethics that advocates the profligate giving away of wealth to prolong lives, failing to appreciate the role of creating and enjoying wealth to give meaning to life.

VI.
CONCLUSION
I have argued that the life-saving analogy on which the Singer-Unger thesis relies does not support the thesis because the argument for it harbors a crucial disanalogy. If, however, we accept the analogy, it proves too much, so that the alleviation of poverty becomes only one of many worthy causes an individual may choose to support with her time or money. I also make four moral objections to their thesis. First, it is monomaniacal. A good person must be beneficent, but beneficence need not take the form of contributions of time or money to aid agencies for the prevention or relief of absolute poverty – or, for that matter, of any great evil. The world offers a rich variety of values that can make a life morally good. Secondly, if taken seriously, the self-sacrificial ideal Singer and Unger advocate is deeply misanthropic, because (with rare exceptions), it is incompatible with that which makes life worth living: the pursuit of happiness. Thirdly, because trying to live by this ideal is incompatible with the pursuit of happiness, yet happiness is what makes life worth living, the endorsement of this ideal is incompatible with integrity. Its endorsement is also self-defeating, for it makes the task of saving people from death or absolute poverty relatively unimportant. Underlying these problems with the Singer-Unger thesis is a deeper problem: a refusal to accept the constraints of human nature, and a blindness to the importance in human happiness of creating and enjoying wealth. Fourthly, even if the activities of aid agencies for poverty relief or prevention were in themselves beneficial overall – and this premise is now highly disputable - if most of us did start living by the Singer-Unger ideal, the effects of giving away all our “spare” money instead of spending it in ways that make our lives meaningful and enjoyable, or investing it, would be disastrous not only for the givers, but also for the poor. Singer’s and Unger’s failure to see this is connected to their failure to appreciate the place of creation in human happiness.
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