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Introduction

In a century defined by viral pandemics, algorithmic finance, and carbon circulating
indiscriminately through every atmosphere, humanity’s moral fates are now entwined
as tightly as its data cables. That widening ethical interdependence forces scholars,
legislators, and citizens alike to ask what is right for their communities and what is owed
to strangers whose destinies are inextricable from their own. Into that pressing
conversation steps Peter Singer, whose Ethics in the Real World: 82 Brief Essays on Things
that Matter (Princeton University Press, 376 pp., ISBN 978-0-691-17247-7, 2016), distils
four decades of utilitarian reflection into accessible vignettes originally fashioned for
newspapers, podcasts, and public lectures. Part handbook of applied philosophy, part
media intervention, the volume blends Singer’s signature consequentialism with
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journalistic urgency, staking a claim for ethics as a discipline that can — indeed must —
speak instantly to breaking news.

Scholarship on cosmopolitan obligation has travelled long since Immanuel
Kant’s tentative sketch of Weltbiirgerrecht. Kwame Anthony Appiah’s dialogical
pluralism, Martha Nussbaum'’s capabilities approach, and Thomas Pogge’s institutional
critique each offer rival blueprints for global justice. However, all share a conviction that
moral concern ought to exceed political frontiers. What divides them is the weight they
grant to local attachments and cultural distinctiveness. Where Appiah (2006) praises
conversation across differences, Nussbaum (2011) centres on the dignity secured by
social entitlements, and Pogge (2008) indicts the international order for producing
avoidable harm; Singer pursues a starker calculus: alleviate the most significant quantity
of suffering wherever it occurs and whomever it befalls. That austere imperative, critics
counter, risks erasing values that cannot be rendered in the currency of utility — ritual,
loyalty, sacrality, even the narrative bonds that make communities more than
aggregations of welfare units (Appiah, 2006; Nussbaum, 2011; Singer, 2016).

While the discussion traverses broader debates in global ethics, this article
remains primarily a critical review of Singer’s Ethics in the Real World. Rather than
developing an original normative theory, the review evaluates the book’s strengths and
limitations —conceptual, structural, and contextual —as a work of public philosophy. It
pays particular attention to how the short-essay format shapes Singer’s arguments and
how they withstand ethical scrutiny in culturally diverse and politically complex
societies.

Against this backdrop, the present review seeks two ends. First, it explicates
Singer’s moral architecture in Ethics in the Real World, paying particular attention to his
treatment of animal liberation, effective altruism, biomedical dilemmas, and climate
responsibility. Second, it interrogates the viability of that architecture when translated
into public-policy design for plural societies in the Global South, where ethical
vocabularies are frequently interlaced with religious, communitarian, and postcolonial
sensibilities. The contention advanced here is not that Singer’s principles are misguided
per se, but that they require hermeneutic mediation to avoid reproducing the
paternalism they hope to overcome.

The article proceeds in three moves. Discussion I reconstruct Singer’s utilitarian
framework, mapping the logical scaffolding that undergirds each of the book’s four
thematic clusters and evaluating the argumentative clarity for which he is justly
celebrated. Discussion 1II then situates that framework within concrete policy arenas —
social protection, public health, and environmental governance — arguing that the path
from abstract calculus to the enacted statute is neither linear nor culturally neutral.
Finally, the Conclusion distils the review’s critical insights and proposes avenues for a
more dialogical, context-sensitive cosmopolitanism. Throughout, the analysis is guided
by Onora O’Neill’s insistence on public reason that is both principled and practicable
and by Amartya Sen’s reminder that comparative ethics is impoverished when stripped
of the voices it claims to serve.

Discussion

Singer's Moral Architecture

Peter Singer arranges the eighty-two essays of Ethics in the Real World into four broad
thematic clusters —animal ethics, effective altruism, bioethics, and environmental
responsibility —each supplying a vantage point from which his utilitarian imperative to
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minimise suffering and maximise well-being may be inspected. Before probing
individual arguments, a synoptic overview is helpful, for the clusters do not stand in
isolation: they form a lattice of overlapping moral concerns that cumulatively press the
reader towards an uncompromising cosmopolitanism. Table 1 synthesises six recurring
domains (the clusters subdivided where applicable) alongside a representative essay, the
governing ethical principle, and Singer’s preferred practical recommendation.

As a medium of ethical engagement, the short-essay format has strengths and
constraints. Its accessibility allows Singer to distil complex arguments into digestible
insights, lowering the barrier to entry for non-specialist readers. However, this very
brevity can limit conceptual depth and argumentative nuance. Without extended
elaboration, key premises are sometimes asserted rather than defended, and opposing
viewpoints receive only cursory treatment. The format may feel fragmented for a reader
seeking a sustained philosophical dialectic —less a unified theory than a moral mosaic.
Still, the genre suits Singer’s aim: to provoke moral reflection in real time, responsive to
the headlines and dilemmas of contemporary life.

Table 1 Thematic Domains in Singer’s Ethics in the Real World: Principles and Prescriptions

Domain Key Essay Ethical Principle Practical Recommendation
Animal welfare ~ “The Case for Going Equal consideration =~ Adopt a plant-based diet
Vegan” of interests
Animal “Fishy Business” Species-neutral Redirect science to non-sentient
experimentation suffering counts models
Effective altruism “The Why and How Maximise marginal =~ Donate at least 10 % of income
of Effective impact of every £ via GiveWell-rated charities
Altruism”
Global poverty ~ “Rich and Poor” Duty of rescue Treat overseas aid as a moral
beyond borders obligation, not a charity
Bioethics “Should This Be the Replace suffering Permit voluntary
Last Generation?”  with non-existence if sterilization/population control
not good
Environmental = “Climate Change:  Polluter-pays & Carbon taxes are calibrated to
ethics Who Pays?” impartial harm global damage.
principle

Source: Author’s synthesis based on Peter Singer, Ethics in the Real World (Princeton
University Press, 2016)

Singer’s most celebrated ground lies with non-human animals. In “The Case for Going
Vegan,” he rehearses the argument first advanced in Animal Liberation: sentience, not
species membership, is the sole morally relevant marker; therefore, inflicting avoidable
pain on livestock is indefensible when nutritionally equivalent alternatives exist.
Applying Amartya Sen’s “reasoned scrutiny,” we may test Singer’s claim with a rural
Indonesian scenario where subsistence farmers rear chickens for household protein. The
Singer will still enjoy the transition to pulses if aggregate suffering is reduced. However,
Sen would ask whether that injunction adequately weighs the farmers’ capability set—
cultural identity, market access, nutritional security —revealing a tension between
abstract aggregation and lived complexity. The strength of Singer’s reasoning is its
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logical consistency; its fragility appears when welfare calculations elide non-utilitarian
goods such as cultural continuity or ritual practice.

A parallel critique attaches to “Fishy Business,” where Singer argues that
neurophysiological evidence of nociception in fish renders commercial trawling morally
comparable to factory farming. He recommends diverting research to in-vitro
alternatives and imposing strict bycatch quotas. The proposal is philosophically coherent
yet culturally disruptive for coastal communities whose diets, economies, and
mythologies pivot on fish. Here, the ethicist’'s spreadsheet collides with the
anthropologist’s field notes —a conflict foreshadowing later policy dilemmas.

Turning to global distributive justice, “The Why and How of Effective Altruism”
condenses Singer’s seminal article “Famine, Affluence and Morality” into a modern
fundraising manifesto. The argument proceeds from an uncontroversial premise—a
child drowning in a shallow pond ought to be saved regardless of the cost to one’s
clothes —to the radical Conclusion that citizens of wealthy nations must earmark a fixed
proportion of income for the most cost-effective anti-poverty interventions worldwide.
In an illustrative scenario, a British civil servant chooses to donate £1,000 to a local arts
charity or an organisation distributing insecticide-treated bed nets. Singer insists the
latter is morally obligatory, given its greater expected utility (Njogu & Leloup, 2021;
Thiam, 2023).

Sen’s evaluative framework again invites nuance: he would note the plurality of
human ends, some irreducible to health metrics. He would query whether a policy
regime that channels cultural budgets into distant life-saving projects might erode the
diverse capabilities that make civil society flourish. Still, Singer’s exhortation possesses
a bracing moral clarity rare in policy discourse, exposing the complacency that often
masquerades as pragmatic pluralism.

“Rich and Poor” extends the analysis, declaring that state aid budgets and
individual donations are morally equivalent instruments. If the United Kingdom
allocates merely 0.5 % of GNI to overseas development when 1 % is feasible without
compromising basic domestic services, the nation collectively fails the duty of rescue.
Such arithmetic is persuasive yet leaves unexplored the political legitimacy required to
maintain public consent for redistributive taxation —a legitimacy frequently rooted in
narratives of shared identity rather than universal benevolence (Alatas et al., 2016;
Change, 2022; Kusuma & Kurniawan, 2022).

Singer’s third cluster grapples with that most incendiary of utilitarian frontiers:
whether perpetuating human life is always preferable to curtailing it. In “Should This Be
the Last Generation?” he rehearses the so-called Benatar asymmetry: if coming into
existence exposes future persons to significant suffering, voluntary sterilisation, or at
least dramatic fertility reduction, may be ethically defensible. The keystone principle
remains familiar —minimise the global ledger of pain—yet its practical corollary is
startling: Societies could rationally endorse policies that result in their non-continuance,
provided the permanent absence of future misery outweighs the transitional harms.

Sen-style scrutiny immediately asks what is counted as harm. Imagine a West
African community whose cultural identity is braided into the rites of passage
celebrating fertility. Singer’s calculus registers these rituals only insofar as they generate
pleasure or pain; it does not credit their constitutive value as sources of meaning,
belonging, or intergenerational narrative. To apply the thought experiment in such a
milieu would, therefore, require a culturally deaf translation —one unlikely to command
democratic legitimacy. Conversely, Singer’s insistence that nobody’s interests are
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frustrated by not being born does illuminate policy debates on hereditary disease
screening or voluntary euthanasia; it supplies a moral vocabulary for prioritising quality
over mere quantity of life. The challenge, as always, is whether decision-makers can
distinguish compassionate prevention from coercive population control, a line often
blurred in histories of eugenics and neo-Malthusian programs.

Singer’s bioethical essays also tackle neonatal disability and end-of-life
autonomy. His defence of permitting parents to withdraw treatment from infants with
profound, irremediable suffering rests on consistency. If abortion is legal for comparable
fetal impairments, post-birth termination should not be a moral category leap. Critics
charge “ableist utilitarianism,” yet Singer replies that prolonging the agony for its own
sake is no kindness. In policy terms, these positions demand robust safeguards—
transparent review boards, informed consent, and community oversight—to avoid the
slide from mercy to convenience. The utilitarian ledger, applied without procedural
guarantees, might sanction outcomes society later deems unconscionable.

The final cluster confronts collective action problems that no individual
chequebook can mend. “Climate Change: Who Pays?” deploys the principle of impartial
harm: those who emit bear liability for the downstream damage to strangers and non-
human creatures alike. Singer favours a global carbon tax tethered proportionally to
projected climate harm, with revenues channelled to adaptation projects in vulnerable
regions. As an illustration, picture a medium-income ASEAN nation whose export-
driven industrialisation pushes per-capita emissions above the global mean. Under a
Singaporean scheme, that state would contribute significant transfers to Pacific island
nations threatened by sea-level rise—even if its historical emissions are dwarfed by
Europe’s. The principle appeals to the fairness of marginal responsibility, yet it collides
with postcolonial arguments for differentiated obligations rooted in centuries of unequal
development (Bank, 2023; Organization, 2022; Siddiqui, 2020).

Sen’s comparative lens again complicates matters. A carbon tax that slices into
manufacturing wages may undercut the capabilities —education, healthcare, gender
equality — that adaptive finance later seeks to bolster. The policy, therefore, illustrates a
recurrent Singer paradox: measures designed to relieve aggregate suffering can
exacerbate local deprivation unless buttressed by compensatory social programs. Still,
Singer’s frame of reference refuses the convenient ‘development first, decarbonise later’
slogan; it reminds affluent and emerging economies alike that deferred mitigation
externalises misery onto the world’s poorest.

Singer closes the climate essays by defending personal vegetarianism as a dual-
benefit act —reducing animal suffering and lowering greenhouse gas intensity. Although
lifestyle advocacy features throughout the book, it conjoins the micro-moral with the
macro-political, underscoring his conviction that ethical agency is not partitioned
between household and parliament. Whether such agency scales equitably across social
strata—given that plant-based diets can be costlier or culturally alien in specific
contexts —remains a live empirical question.

Across all four clusters, Singer’s architecture exhibits three virtues. First,
argumentative lucidity: premises are explicit, syllogisms transparent, and conclusions
uncompromising. Second, moral seriousness: the essays refuse comforting half-measures
in the face of preventable anguish. Third, integrative reach: animal welfare,
philanthropy, biomedicine, and climate policy are ordinarily siloed, yet Singer threads
them through a single demand —let suffering count wherever it dwells.
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Those very strengths occasion corresponding vulnerabilities. The relentless
appeal to a universal pain metric can flatten culturally embedded goods that resist
quantification. Communitarian ties, sacred narratives, and duties of gratitude often
shape policy legitimacy more powerfully than abstract utility, especially in the Global
South, where postcolonial memory sensitises the public to moral prescriptions imported
from Northern academies. Moreover, Singer’s prescriptions assume institutional
capacities—transparent tax regimes, evidence-based budgeting, trustworthy aid
channels —that are unevenly distributed. Without them, the calculus risks becoming, to
borrow Sen’s phrase, “a blueprint without engineers.”

In sum, Ethics in the Real World provides a formidable moral compass, calibrated
to a terrain smoother than the craggy landscape of actual societies. The succeeding
discussion will, therefore, examine how that compass behaves when set against real-
world policies” procedural, cultural, and distributive demands in the Global South,
testing whether Singer’s navigational bearings require local adjustment or wholesale
recalibration.

Ethics in the Real World occupies an unusual space between public philosophy
and academic discourse. Structurally, the collection is not a monograph but a curated
anthology, thematically grouped yet lacking cumulative argumentation across sections.
This format enables topical agility but limits dialectical development; individual essays
offer snapshots of moral reasoning rather than chapters in a unified ethical theory.
Stylistically, Singer’s prose is lucid and direct, trading technical jargon for accessible
analogies and moral clarity. This enhances its pedagogical value, particularly for
undergraduate ethics courses or interdisciplinary audiences. However, the simplicity
occasionally borders on reductiveness, mainly when complex objections are addressed
summarily or omitted entirely. Thematically, the book remains remarkably consistent:
across animal rights, global poverty, bioethics, and climate change, Singer’s
consequentialist lens remains focused on preventable suffering and distributive
impartiality. However, while effective for raising awareness and prompting moral
reflection, the short-essay format weakens argumentative depth; premises are often
asserted rather than defended, and critical engagement with rival frameworks is
minimal. As a scholarly resource, the book is best read as a catalyst for discussion rather
than a substitute for sustained theoretical exposition.

Peter Singer’s moral project foregrounds suffering as the universal metric of
ethical concern, proposing a consequentialist imperative to minimise pain and maximise
well-being regardless of borders or identities. In contrast, Amartya Sen’s capability
approach emphasises the expansion of substantive freedoms —what people can do and
to be—arguing that well-being cannot be reduced to utility alone but must include
individual agency and social opportunity. Martha Nussbaum extends this framework by
identifying a set of core capabilities required for human dignity, grounding global justice
in fulfilling these entitlements rather than in aggregate welfare. Kwame Anthony Appiah
diverges further, emphasising dialogical ethics rooted in mutual respect, cultural
embeddedness, and cosmopolitan conversation rather than universalisable
prescriptions. Thomas Pogge, meanwhile, focuses on the global institutional structures
that actively perpetuate injustice, framing moral responsibility not in terms of charity or
altruism but in rectifying harm caused by unjust economic and political arrangements.
Whereas Singer advances a universalist ethics of impartial rescue, these thinkers
variously incorporate plural values, historical culpability, and normative legitimacy.
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Together, they offer a multidimensional vocabulary for understanding global justice
beyond utilitarian calculus.

Table 2 Comparative Ethical Orientations on Global Justice

Thinker Focus of Justice =~ Moral Metric Assumptions about Culture

Peter Singer ~ Preventable Net utility Culture is secondary to
suffering (pain/pleasure) sentience

Amartya Sen Freedom and Capability expansion Culture shapes individual
agency choices

Martha Human  dignity List of central Certain values are cross-

Nussbaum and need capabilities culturally essential

Kwame A. Ethical Mutual Cultural  identities  are

Appiah conversation understanding morally salient

Thomas Pogge Structural injustice Avoidable Culture matters in resisting

institutional harm domination

Source: Synthesized by author

These internal features of Singer’s argument become more legible—and more
debatable —when placed alongside alternative visions of global ethics. A brief
comparative lens helps illuminate both the moral clarity and the philosophical
narrowness of Singer’s approach.

Policy Challenges in the Global South

Moving from Singer’s abstract calculus to the arena of rule-making reveals an
inconvenient truth: Governance is negotiated in parliaments, mosques, cooperatives, and
village halls where moral arguments are filtered through history and identity. The
following analysis, therefore, tests Singer’s prescriptions against three pillars of public
policy in the Global South—social protection, public health, and climate adaptation —
drawing evidence from Indonesia, Rwanda, and Kenya. Each subsection distils Singer’s
recommendation, contrasts it with locally authoritative norms, and then assesses
institutional feasibility through a case vignette while engaging scholarship that voices
epistemic scepticism towards Northern moral blueprints (Ball, 1993; Dolowitz & Marsh,
2000; Ragazzi, 2009).

Social Protection

a. Singer’s Prescription

Singer’s essays on global poverty insist that resources should flow to the highest-impact
interventions, irrespective of political boundaries. At the state level, that injunction
translates into a budgetary rule: allocate marginal public revenue to programs with the
most significant measurable reduction in suffering per pound. Randomised-controlled
trials (RCTs) guiding unconditional cash transfers or deworming campaigns have
become the gold standard.

b. Local Ethical Norms

In many Southeast Asian and sub-Saharan societies, distributive legitimacy draws not
only on efficiency but also on communitarian reciprocity (gotong-royong, Ubuntu) and
on Islamic or Christian teachings that emphasise dignified livelihoods over numeric
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utility. Therefore, Social assistance schemes are frequently designed to reinforce social
cohesion and religious duty rather than maximise QALYs alone.

c. Case Vignette - Indonesia’s Program Keluarga Harapan (PKH)

PKH, a conditional cash transfer (CCT) scheme targeted at low-income households,
matches Singer’s imperative to alleviate suffering cost-effectively. However, the program
embeds two local rationales that are absent from Singer’s essays. First, conditions—
school attendance and antenatal visits —reflect a government desire to cultivate civic
responsibility, echoing Javanese notions of mutual obligation. Second, disbursement
schedules coincide with religious festivals, signalling zakat-like solidarity. Evaluations
show improved nutrition and school retention, but critics such as Kusuma and
Kurniawan (2022) argue that CCTs can stigmatise beneficiaries by labelling them “poor
but lazy” when conditions are unmet. According to the World Bank’s 2020 PKH Impact
Evaluation Report, the program contributed to a 1.2 percentage point reduction in
national poverty and a 10% improvement in school attendance among girls. Singer’s
framework would likely drop the behavioural strings —as they add administrative cost
without direct utility gain—yet political acceptance of unconditional transfers remains
fragile in a polity attuned to paternalistic developmentalism.

Global-South scholars further question Singer’s implicit assumption that impact
is value-neutral. Tasneem Siddiqui (2020) contends that metrics of success shaped by
Northern philanthropies privilege health outcomes that are easily quantifiable,
neglecting social capital and local autonomy. O’Neill's standard of public reason
demands that evidence be intelligible to those subject to the policy —intelligibility that
raw cost-effectiveness tables seldom achieve (Siddiqui, 2020).

Public Health

a. Singer’s Prescription

In bioethical essays, Singer urges policymakers to prioritise life-years saved per dollar,
even when that entails reallocating funds from culturally salient but low-impact services
(e.g., tertiary oncology units) to cheap prophylactics (e.g.,, HPV vaccination). He
champions transparent triage guidelines that ignore national borders, advocating for
direct funding of the Against Malaria Foundation ahead of domestic charities whose
marginal benefit is lower.

b. Local Ethical Norms

Many Global-South health systems operate within religious and customary frameworks
where care is a relational practice, not merely an actuarial calculation. Islamic
jurisprudence (figh) in Indonesia and Catholic social teaching in the Philippines highly
value proximity and familial duty. The notion that an urban cancer ward should shut
because mosquito nets save more lives per rupiah confronts a symbolic politics in which
hospitals are monuments of state benevolence.

c. Case Vignette - Rwanda’s HPV Rollout

Rwanda’s 2011 partnership with Merck to deliver free HPV vaccines to schoolgirls
exemplifies Singerian efficiency: a low-cost intervention with dramatic lifetime health
gains. However, its success hinged on community consent secured through umuganda
(monthly communal meetings) and episcopal endorsements from the Catholic hierarchy.
Without those cultural conduits, rumours of infertility might have derailed uptake, as
experienced in Nigeria’s polio campaign. The World Health Organisation reports that
Rwanda achieved over 93% HPV vaccine coverage among adolescent girls within five
years of rollout—one of the highest globally —due partly to sustained community
engagement and public trust in health messaging. Singer does not deny the usefulness
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of cultural intermediaries but underestimates the epistemic labour required to translate
utilitarian proofs into vernacular idioms of care.

Critics such as Achille Mbembe (2019) posit that public health authority in the
post-colony is entangled with colonial memories of extraction; directives framed as
universal rationality may thus evoke suspicion of biopolitical control. An O’Neill-style
public justification would acknowledge that historical freight and spell out why the
policy respects —rather than dismisses —local moral agency, even as it pursues aggregate
welfare (Mbembe, 2019).

Climate Adaptation

a. Singer’s Prescription

Singer argues that greenhouse gas mitigation and adaptation funds should be channelled
to the sites of most significant marginal benefit, irrespective of national contribution to
historical emissions. His preferred formula—"pay where you can help most lives and
non-human creatures per dollar” —implies that all emitters, whether legacy or late-
industrialising, should submit to a globally uniform carbon price and direct a sizeable
share of revenues towards communities facing existential climate threats. In practice, this
yields two recommendations: (i) impose a revenue-neutral carbon tax domestically, and
(i) earmark a proportion of the takings for international adaptation grants judged cost-
effective by independent panels such as the Copenhagen Consensus.

b. Local Ethical Norms

Across the African and Asian tropics, debates on climate justice are framed less in the
language of impartial utility and more in historical equity, stewardship cosmologies, and
land-rights solidarities. Kenyan pastoralists invoke utu (shared humanity) and clan
custodianship of rangelands; Indonesian coastal villages appeal to adat concepts of
ancestral guardianship (penjaga laut). These idioms locate responsibility in lineage and
reciprocity, not merely in marginal abatement cost. Consequently, a universal carbon tax
can penalise subsistence livelihoods, leaving wealthier polluters morally unmarked.

c. Case Vignette - Kenya’s Carbon-Offset Mau Forest Project

Since 2008, Kenyan communities around the Mau Forest have entered carbon-credit
contracts with foreign firms, pledging re-afforestation in exchange for offset payments.
At first sight, the scheme embodies Singer’s prescription: a relatively cheap tonne-for-
tonne reduction purchased by wealthy airlines yields significant biodiversity and rainfall
benefits for local farmers. However, anthropologists (Njogu & Leloup, 2021) document
unintended distributive effects: pastoral groups without formal title deeds are excluded
from revenue; payments flow chiefly to registered cooperatives dominated by male
elders; and restrictions on grazing threaten cultural rites.

A Singaporean defence would retort that overall suffering declines when net
carbon is sequestered. Still, when interviewed for an IPCC background study,
participants argued that procedural injustice —lack of prior consultation — constituted a
harm invisible to carbon accounting. Moreover, the volatility of global offset prices left
communities sceptical that the benefits promised would outlast the contracts. A 2022
UNDP field brief notes that while over 3,000 hectares were reforested under the Mau
initiative, only 47% of surveyed households reported receiving timely payments, and
pastoralist households remained excluded mainly due to a lack of formal land tenure.
The vignette indicates that utilitarian efficiency may reproduce the vulnerability it hopes
to eradicate without participatory safeguards and buffers against market shocks.

To clarify these tensions, Figure 1 juxtaposes Singer’s four universal principles —
minimise suffering, impartiality, marginal impact, and future-generations parity —with
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four recurrent contextual values identified in our case studies—communitarian
reciprocity, spiritual legitimacy, historical equity, and procedural inclusion. Each value
is scored (0-5) for salience across the three policy arenas, producing a proportional bar
chart that highlights zones of convergence (e.g., future-generations parity aligns well
with stewardship cosmologies in Kenya) and zones of divergence (e.g., marginal-impact
metrics clash with communal reciprocity in Indonesian CCT design).

Figure 1 visualises the degree of alignment between Singer’s four core ethical
imperatives — minimising suffering, impartiality, marginal impact, and intergenerational
equity —and four contextual moral values recurrent in Global South policy settings:
communitarian reciprocity, spiritual legitimacy, historical equity, and procedural
inclusion. Each value was scored on a 0-5 scale based on three dimensions: moral
resonance (does it reflect local ethical priorities?), political feasibility (is it compatible
with domestic institutions?), and cultural fit (does it align with prevailing norms and
worldviews?). A score of 5 denotes high congruence; 0 indicates little or no overlap. The
bar chart reveals areas of convergence —such as shared concern for future generations —
and friction, notably between impact-efficiency logic and community-rooted distributive
norms. The scoring is interpretive, not statistical, but offers a heuristic for identifying
zones where Singer’s universalism may gain traction and where adaptive mediation is
required.

Singerian Universals
5t = Contextual Values

w B
T T

N
T

Salience Score (0-5)

cro
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Picture 1. Allignment of Singerian universals with contextual values across social protection,
public health, and climate adaptation. Source: Author’s conceptual synthesis; salience scores
informed by World Bank Social Protection Dashboard (2023), WHO HPV Vaccine Position Paper
(2022), and IPCC AR6 Adaptation Case Studies (2022).

Picture 1 shows that no arena is entirely misaligned; rather, the pattern is one of the
partial overlaps that demand interpretive labour. In O'Neill’s terms, policies must be
“reasonably public” — their justificatory logic accessible to those bound by them — if they
are to convert overlap into endorsement.
Aggregating insights from the three arenas yields three cross-cutting observations.

a. Metric Authority versus Moral Authority

Singer’s calculus secures metric authority —it speaks the language of cost-effectiveness
beloved by finance ministries and multilateral lenders. However, moral authority in
many Global South settings arises from participatory rituals, faith endorsements, or
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lineage councils. Policies that neglect the latter for the sake of the former risk
administrative sabotage or electoral reversal.

b. Procedural Versus Substantive Justice

Where Singer foregrounds substantive outcomes (lives saved, emissions reduced), local
actors often weigh procedural pathways equally. Rwanda’s HPV success shows that
high-impact interventions prosper when embedded in culturally recognised
deliberations; Kenya’s forest offsets reveal the converse. The lesson is not to dilute
efficiency but to package it inside procedural safeguards that preserve dignity and
agency.

c¢. Temporal Horizon Tensions

Utilitarian spreadsheets stretch across centuries; households plan for crop cycles and
lifetimes. Conditional cash transfers offer immediate relief plus human capital gains
decades hence, but their enforcement can impose monthly bureaucratic burdens. Policy
design must, therefore, stage Singer’s long-view rationality alongside near-term security.
The evidence does not condemn Singer’s universals but demands their democratic
translation. Two design principles emerge. First, intercultural brokerage: public
programs should budget for dialogue platforms where statisticians, clerics, elders, and
social-movement actors co-interpret evidence before funds flow. Second, adaptive
feedback loops: outcome metrics should be co-selected with communities and
periodically renegotiated so that formal indicators track evolving local valuations. Such
mechanisms convert the marginal-impact imperative from a top-down verdict into a
shared aspiration.

Global-South scholars enrich this prospect. Madina Thiam (2023) calls for
“epistemic subsidiarity,” whereby communities retain veto power over external metrics
that misrepresent their lifeworlds. Sabelo Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2022) adds that
cosmopolitan ethics become emancipatory only when confronting coloniality in
knowledge production. Integrating those critiques into Singer’s framework produces a
hybrid that remains outcome-oriented yet culturally situated —a cosmopolitanism of
negotiated universals (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2020; Thiam, 2023).

Anchoring utilitarian clarity in participatory pluralism is not merely a
philosophical nicety but a condition of policy endurance. The next and final section
synthesises these findings, arguing that the path to genuinely global ethics lies not in
abandoning Singer’s compass but in recalibrating its bearings through local gyroscopes,
thereby steering public action towards effectiveness and legitimacy.

Conclusion
This article has offered a critical review of Ethics in the Real World by Peter Singer,
scrutinising its utilitarian prescriptions through both philosophical comparison and
empirical case studies from the Global South. While Singer’s commitment to reducing
suffering through impartial, outcome-driven reasoning remains ethically compelling,
this review has highlighted tensions that arise when abstract principles encounter
political, cultural, and historical complexity.

Rather than endorsing Singer’s utilitarianism or fully aligning with the
capability approach of Sen and Nussbaum, this paper advocates a hybrid moral
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framework: one that retains utilitarian clarity in setting priorities, yet incorporates

capabilities, cultural reasoning, and procedural justice in the means of delivery. In this

view, ethical universalism must be mediated through context-sensitive interpretation to

achieve both legitimacy and effectiveness.

Policy recommendations derived from this analysis include:

1. Design public programs with co-created metrics that combine impact evaluation and
local values.

2. Establish deliberative spaces for community actors, policymakers, and evidence
providers to negotiate moral trade-offs.

3. Allocate global aid not solely by cost-effectiveness rankings but by contextual
readiness and moral intelligibility.

4. Recognise epistemic subsidiarity as a principle: local communities should have veto
power over external ethical templates that misalign with lived realities.

This balanced approach honours Singer’s imperative to alleviate suffering while

addressing the moral pluralism of our shared world.
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