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Peter Unger’s "Living High and Letting Die" is a thought-provoking
philosophical work that grapples with the moral implications of wealth,
poverty, and the choices individuals make regarding their resources. In this
article, we will explore the key themes and arguments presented by Unger, the
philosophical context of his work, and the implications of his ideas on
contemporary ethical discussions.

Overview of the Work

Published in 1996, "Living High and Letting Die" is a rigorous examination of
the ethics surrounding global poverty and the responsibilities of those who
live in affluent societies. Unger challenges readers to consider the moral
obligations they have towards individuals suffering in extreme poverty,
particularly in developing countries. The book is divided into several key
sections, each addressing different facets of the moral dilemmas posed by
wealth and poverty.

The Central Thesis

Unger’s central thesis can be summarized in the following points:

1. Moral Obligation: Unger argues that individuals in affluent societies have
a moral obligation to help those in extreme poverty. He posits that the
suffering of others should not be ignored, and that wealth should be
redistributed to alleviate this suffering.

2. The Paradox of Choice: He highlights the paradox that many individuals
face: choosing to spend money on luxuries while others lack basic
necessities. This choice raises important ethical questions about personal
responsibility and moral culpability.

3. Utilitarian Perspective: The book leans heavily on utilitarian principles,
suggesting that the greatest good for the greatest number should guide our
actions, thereby prioritizing the well-being of those in dire need over
personal pleasures.

Key Arguments in "Living High and Letting Die"

Unger presents several compelling arguments that challenge conventional views



on personal responsibility and charitable giving. Below are some of the most
significant points he makes throughout the book.

The "Drowning Child" Analogy

One of the most famous analogies Unger employs is that of a drowning child.
He asks readers to imagine walking by a pond and seeing a child drowning.
Most would feel an immediate moral obligation to save the child, even if it
means ruining their clothes or being late to an important appointment. Unger
extends this analogy to global poverty, arguing that the same moral
imperative applies when individuals see others suffering from preventable
causes.

Critique of Common Justifications

Unger critiques several common justifications for inaction regarding global
poverty:

- Distance: Many people argue that because the suffering is far away, it is
less their responsibility. Unger challenges this notion, asserting that
distance does not diminish moral obligation.

- Overpopulation: Some may argue that the problem of poverty is too large to
tackle. Unger counters this by emphasizing that even small contributions can
significantly impact individual lives.

- Government Responsibility: While governments do play a role in addressing
poverty, Unger argues that individuals also bear personal responsibility and
should not defer their moral obligations to the state.

Moral Sacrifice and the Cost of Living High

Unger asks readers to consider the sacrifices required to alleviate poverty.
He points out that many individuals living comfortably could significantly
reduce their spending on non-essentials and donate these funds to effective
charities. This raises the question of how much one should sacrifice for the
sake of others.

- Lifestyle Choices: Unger encourages readers to reevaluate their lifestyle
choices, particularly regarding luxury items and experiences that could
instead fund life-saving interventions for those in need.

- Moral Thresholds: He introduces the concept of moral thresholds, suggesting
that individuals often set arbitrary limits on how much they are willing to
give, which can lead to moral complacency.



Philosophical Context

"Living High and Letting Die" is situated within a broader philosophical
discourse on ethics, particularly in the realm of utilitarianism. The work
draws on the ideas of prominent philosophers such as Peter Singer, who also
advocates for a utilitarian approach to charitable giving. However, Unger
pushes the dialogue further by addressing the psychological and emotional
barriers that often prevent individuals from acting on their moral
obligations.

Influence of Utilitarianism

Utilitarianism, the ethical theory that emphasizes the greatest good for the
greatest number, serves as a foundational framework for Unger's arguments. He
utilizes this perspective to critique the moral choices made by affluent
individuals and presents a compelling case for prioritizing the needs of the
less fortunate.

Responses to Criticism

Unger’s work has not been without criticism. Some argue that his approach is
overly demanding and impractical. Critics contend that expecting individuals
to significantly alter their lifestyles for the sake of others can lead to
moral burnout or resentment.

In response, Unger emphasizes the importance of collective action and
societal change. He argues that while individual actions are important, they
must be coupled with systemic changes to effectively address the root causes
of poverty.

Implications and Contemporary Relevance

The arguments presented in "Living High and Letting Die" continue to resonate
in contemporary discussions about global poverty and ethical responsibility.
As the world grapples with issues such as climate change, economic
inequality, and humanitarian crises, Unger's insights prompt individuals and
societies to reevaluate their roles in alleviating suffering.

Effective Altruism Movement

Unger’s work has influenced the rise of the effective altruism movement,
which advocates for using evidence and reasoning to determine the most



effective ways to benefit others. This movement encourages individuals to
consider the impact of their charitable donations and lifestyle choices,
aligning closely with Unger’s call for moral responsibility.

Global Crises and Moral Responsibility

In light of ongoing global crises, such as pandemics and refugee situations,
Unger’s arguments become increasingly pertinent. The moral dilemmas he
presents are not just theoretical; they manifest in real-world decisions that
impact millions.

- Charitable Giving: Many individuals are now questioning how much they
should donate and how to ensure that their contributions are making a
significant impact.

- Policy Advocacy: Unger’s work encourages not only personal donations but
also advocacy for policies that address systemic issues leading to poverty.

Conclusion

Peter Unger’s "Living High and Letting Die" serves as a powerful reminder of
the moral obligations we hold towards those in extreme poverty. By
challenging readers to confront their lifestyle choices and consider the
broader implications of their actions, Unger invites a critical examination
of personal and societal ethics. The work encourages a paradigm shift in how
we think about wealth, responsibility, and the potential for change in a
world where so many still suffer from preventable causes. As we navigate
contemporary issues of poverty and inequality, Unger’s insights remain a
crucial part of the conversation on moral responsibility and ethical living.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central thesis of Peter Unger's 'Living
High and Letting Die'?
The central thesis of Unger's work is a moral argument that challenges the
ethical implications of affluent individuals choosing to live lavishly while
others suffer from poverty and preventable deaths. He argues that affluent
people have a moral obligation to contribute significantly to alleviate
suffering.

How does Unger use thought experiments to support



his arguments?
Unger employs thought experiments, such as the 'drowning child' scenario, to
illustrate the moral urgency of helping those in dire need. He asks readers
to consider their moral obligations in situations where they can easily save
lives at minimal cost to themselves.

What philosophical perspectives does Unger draw from
in his arguments?
Unger draws from utilitarianism, particularly the idea that actions should be
evaluated based on their outcomes for overall well-being. He critiques the
common moral intuitions that allow people to justify their inaction in the
face of extreme poverty.

What are some counterarguments to Unger's position?
Counterarguments include the idea that individuals should have the right to
enjoy the fruits of their labor, the belief in the effectiveness of
government aid over individual contributions, and the concern that Unger's
demands may be impractical or lead to moral burnout.

How does Unger address the issue of moral
responsibility in a global context?
Unger expands the discussion of moral responsibility beyond personal borders,
arguing that affluent individuals in wealthier nations have a duty to assist
those in poorer countries. He highlights the interconnectedness of global
issues and the shared responsibility to address them.

Has 'Living High and Letting Die' influenced
contemporary discussions on philanthropy and ethical
consumerism?
Yes, Unger's arguments have significantly influenced contemporary discussions
on philanthropy, prompting many to re-evaluate their giving practices and the
ethical implications of consumer choices. His work is often referenced in
debates about effective altruism and moral obligations to help others.
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