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INTRODUCTION

Death and the Shallow Pond

More than half the people of the world are living in conditions
approaching misery. . . . For the first time in history, humanity
possesses the knowledge and skill to relieve the suffering of
these people.

—HARRY TRUMAN, INAUGURAL ADDRESS,
JANUARY 20, 1949

ON YOUR WAY TO WORK, you pass a small pond. On hot days,
children sometimes play in the pond, which is only about knee-
deep. The weather’s cool today, though, and the hour is early, so
you are surprised to see a child splashing around in it. As you get
closer, you see that she is a very young child, a toddler, and that
she is flailing about, unable to stay upright or walk out of the pond.
You look for the parents or babysitter, but there is no one in the
vicinity. The child is unable to keep her head above the water for
more than a few seconds at a time. If you don’t wade in and pull
her out, she seems likely to drown. Wading in is easy and safe, but
you will ruin the new shoes you bought only a few days ago and
get your suit wet and muddy. By the time you hand over the child
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2 INTRODUCTION

to someone responsible for her, and change your clothes, you'll
be late for work. What should you do?*

Philosophers sometimes posit scenarios, or “thought experi-
ments,” in which it’s not clear how you should act. This is not
one of those cases. It is not offered as a genuine dilemma. You
are not supposed to scratch your chin and seriously weigh up
the options. “What should you do?” here is a purely rhetorical
question. Indeed, when I present the imaginary situation to my
(nonphilosopher) friends, as I have done numerous times, a
typical reaction is awkward laughter. The idea that a person
could be concerned about being late for an appointment or
about getting their garments muddy when a child’s life is at
stake is obviously preposterous. We'd regard anybody who wor-
ried about their clothes in such a situation as morally warped,
and quite possibly dangerous.

So if the answer to the thought experiment is not in doubt,
what is its point? Well, one philosopher, Peter Singer, uses it as
evidence for a radical claim. Over the years, the exact wording
of this claim has evolved a little, but the original version went
like this. “If it is in our power to prevent something bad from
happening, without thereby sacrificing anything of comparable
moral importance, we ought, morally, to do it.”*

Why is this so radical? Because, according to Singer, most of
us in the affluent world metaphorically walk past such a shallow
pond every day of our lives. You, reader, are probably one of
those to whom Singer’s argument is addressed. There are people
dying of poverty and disease every day. Obviously, that is an
extremely regrettable state of affairs. What’s more, Singer
thinks, these people can easily be helped. There are multiple
charities that operate in the developing world with a mission
to help those most in need. Many of us are sufficiently well-oft
to donate to these charities with money that we would other-
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DEATH AND THE SHALLOW POND 3

wise spend on relatively trivial things. We could donate enough
to save a life (or indeed lives). That is what we are morally re-
quired to do. If we know we can save a life, and fail to do so,
we're no better than the person who ignores the toddler’s cries,
choosing instead to keep their clothes clean.

It's been described as “the most famous argument in modern
philosophy.”® And it is unlikely that any article has been assigned
so frequently on university ethics courses as “Famine, Affluence,
and Morality,” in which the Shallow Pond makes its first appear-
ance. Nor—at least in the Anglo-American world—is there any
philosopher better known outside philosophy than its author,
Peter Singer, who is, according to taste, admired or despised.

The Shallow Pond has spawned an enormous literature. My
aim in this book is to explain its peculiar philosophical power and
appeal, as well as the trenchant philosophical criticism to which
it has been subjected. But there are more dimensions to the
Shallow Pond than just the philosophical. There are riveting psy-
chological, economic, and sociological angles, all of which I
explore. Nor is the Shallow Pond of mere academic interest. I will
tell the story of how the thought experiment came about and how
it has had a huge real-world effect—for the better, it seems to me,
though much for the worse according to some detractors.

Its success has derived principally from a movement known
as “effective altruism,” which began in Oxford more than three
decades after the original publication of Singer’s article. The
founders were two young Oxford-based philosophers, Toby
Ord and Will MacAskill. Effective altruism encourages the rela-
tively well-off to give more, but also directs donations toward
particular “effective” causes. We might wonder, for example,
whether to give money to a college scholarship fund for poor kids,
an art museum, a charity to fund lifeboats, a charity supporting
military veterans or one supporting sick animals, a cancer research
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institute, or a charity providing emergency support for victims
of natural disasters. Effective altruists say they can help here.
They’ve been successful in persuading many people—including
some mega-rich people—to join their moral crusade. This in
turn, they say, has transformed (for the better) the lives of those
at the receiving end of these funds. Others deride the benefits
of aid as illusionary.

Is the argument from the Shallow Pond watertight? Does this
pond provide a compelling analogy with the real world? Should
we all be effective altruists? Opponents scattergun those who
take seriously the supposed implications of the thought experi-
ment with a range of objections. I will endeavor to impose some
order on these misgivings, though the criticisms overlap. One
feature they share is that they are expressed in surprisingly tren-
chant, often ad hominem ways. Effective altruists are bad
philosophers, and their philosophy is “repugnant.”* Repugnant!
It has always been fascinating to me that individuals dedicated
to giving away a not-insubstantial percentage of their income
have attracted so much abuse and opprobrium.

While the first half of this book tells the story of how the Shal-
low Pond thought experiment arose, and its impact, the second
half is mainly focused on objections to it. Death in a Shallow
Pond is not a polemic. It presents and attempts to grapple with
the arguments. I hope it is evenhanded in its assessment.

If, by the end, you are unpersuaded by the analogy, you will
feel justified in carrying on as normal. If, on the other hand, you
find it compelling, you may feel duty bound to rethink how
you live your life.
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