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b o o k sargues that the moral duty to ensure the 
opportunity of wellbeing of a maximum 
number of people is the baseline of a 
meaningful life, a rational stance that can be 
enacted in “effective altruism.” His book is a 
programmatic, informed and pragmatic plea 
to the affluent few of the developed world 
to recognise the ethical necessity of giving a 
part of our income to charities in order to help 
the disadvantaged. The principle of caring 
for complete strangers whose faces we have 
never seen—not because we are emotionally 
compelled to do so, but because we have 
rationally determined this is the right thing to 
do—is, for Singer, part and parcel with basing 
one’s nutritional habits on the principle of 
doing no harm to any sentient being. 

There is no doubt in his mind that altruism 
is rationally “effective” when it leads to helping 
the highest numbers of people in need. He 
argues that when we unthinkingly give money 
to causes close to our heart, or in reaction to 
the picture of a distressed child, it is no more 
than ineffective feel-good sentiment. Given the 
huge numbers of people in need on the planet, 
effectiveness is a matter of numbers. Reason, 
not passion, drives effective altruism.

One could counter-argue that the rational 
justification for altruism depends on a bias 
to it, just as reason can be used to justify 
libertarianism and various forms of egoism. 

Singer’s view—that those of us who can 
afford to give have no choice but to engage in 
altruistic behaviour—may seem as idealistic 
as the prospect of vegetarianism triumphing 
the world over, but at least it is an optimistic 
alternative to the pervasive sense that greed 
and selfishness rule the world. 

Some may shirk at his use of numbers to 
determine good causes, but that is precisely his 
point: those who give well are those who think 
through the implications of their gift, and who 
are informed about the goals, modalities and 
practices of the charities they choose. 

Brimming with data, examples and living 
exemplars of effective altruism, the book is a 
useful guide to intelligent philanthropy, which 
is, undoubtedly, a necessity for our ailing 
planet and which, at best, makes it a better 
place—though there is still much more to 
accomplish. 

Singer invites all of us who want to do good 
to join the fray, in whichever way is possible—
or at least to rethink our often self-regarding 
lives, our ethics, ourselves. — JQ

Noga Arikha is a historian of ideas. She is the 
author of Passions and Tempers: A History  
of the Humours and, with Marcello Simonetta, 
Napoleon and the Rebel: A Story of 
Brotherhood, Passion, and Power.

His book is a 
programmatic, 
informed and 
pragmatic 
plea to the 
affluent few of 
the developed 
world to 
recognise 
the ethical 
necessity of 
giving a part 
of our income 
to charities 
in order to 
help the 
disadvantaged.I 

n a filmed conversation with the 
evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins, 
Peter Singer set out the “golden rule” 
for living an ethical life: it “is about not 
just thinking about yourself but putting 
yourself in the position of other beings 
who are affected by your action.” These 
others might be complete strangers. They 
might even be animals—and this remains 
important for Singer, who shot to fame 40 
years ago with his first major book, Animal 
Liberation: A New Ethics for our Treatment 

of Animals. What matters is that they are 
sentient beings, like ourselves, and therefore, 
as Singer writes in his new book, The Most Good 
You Can Do: How Effective Altruism Is Changing 
Ideas About Living Ethically, “in some sense, 
their lives and their well-being matter as much 
as our own.”

Singer has long argued that human rights 
and animal rights exist along the same 
continuum. But in this new book, rather 
than focus on the nature of any such rights, 
Singer—a utilitarian through and through—
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