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9 A Utilitarian Defense of Animal Liberation

PETER SINGER

Peter Singer, professor of philosophy at Princeton University, was included in Time maga-
zine’s 2005 list of the world’s most influential people. His book Animal Liberation (1975),
from which the following selection is taken, is the most influential book written on the sub-
ject, having in a sense started the animal rights movement. Singer argues that animal libera-
tion today is analogous to racial and gender justice in the past. Just as people once thought it
incredible that women or blacks should be treated as equal to white men, so now speciesists
mock the idea that all animals should be given equal consideration. Singer defines speciesism
(a term devised by Richard Ryder) as the prejudice (unjustified bias) that favors one’s own spe-
cies over every other. What equalizes all sentient beings is our ability to suffer. In that, we and
animals are equal and deserving equal consideration of interests. Singer’s argument is a util-
itarian one, having as its goal the maximization of interest satisfaction.

In recent years a number of oppressed groups
have campaigned vigorously for equality. The
classic instance is the Black Liberation movement,
which demands an end to the prejudice and dis-
crimination that has made blacks second-class
citizens. The immediate appeal of the black liber-
ation movement and its initial, if limited, success
made it a model for other oppressed groups to
follow. We became familiar with liberation move-
ments for Spanish-Americans, gay people, and a
variety of other minorities. When a majority
group—women—began their campaign, some
thought we had come to the end of the road. Dis-
crimination on the basis of sex, it has been said, is
the last universally accepted form of discrimina-
tion, practiced without secrecy or pretense even
in those liberal circles that have long prided
themselves on their freedom from prejudice
against racial minorities.

One should always be wary of talking of “the
last remaining form of discrimination.” If we
have learnt anything from the liberation move-
ments, we should have learnt how difficult it is
to be aware of latent prejudice in our attitudes
to particular groups until this prejudice is force-
fully pointed out.

A liberation movement demands an expan-
sion of our moral horizons and an extension or
reinterpretation of the basic moral principle of
equality. Practices that were previously regarded
as natural and inevitable come to be seen as the
result of an unjustifiable prejudice. Who can say
with confidence that all his or her attitudes and
practices are beyond criticism? If we wish to
avoid being numbered amongst the oppressors,
we must be prepared to re-think even our most
fundamental attitudes. We need to consider
them from the point of view of those most disad-
vantaged by our attitudes, and the practices that
follow from these attitudes. If we can make this
unaccustomed mental switch we may discover a
pattern in our attitudes and practices that consis-
tently operates so as to benefit one group—usually
the one to which we ourselves belong—at the
expense of another. In this way we may come to
see that there is a case for a new liberation move-
ment. My aim is to advocate that we make this
mental switch in respect of our attitudes and prac-
tices towards a very large group of beings: mem-
bers of species other than our own—or, as we
popularly though misleadingly call them, animals.
In other words, I am urging that we extend to

Reprinted from Animal Rights and Human Obligations (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1976) by
permission of Peter Singer.




nbo jo ardpund
[3 ] ¢X2s IO 20e1
38 9q Arear 110s
M 00T Mo12q
1 01 paudyaid
0Y3 JO sIsaraul
fmenba jo juau
fe e 3¢ 20udpp
"X2s 10 20®I JO
’A [ENPIAIPUT JO
ut Jouadns are
Kes ‘o f1am00s
2s 01 A[dax prpea
‘sfenpiarpur se
0$ UeLIelE3oUT
2ISWNDILD JWOS
‘as001d pnom
UOdWOs Jeyl
TMUWILDSIP [enxos
odesisiyy,
JJqegnsniun st 1
19pm3 ou st xas
©2s jo Juauoddo
D B3 SANIIqE
A JWOS 01 I0U
29M419q $IDUDIDY
11Inq ‘SPr[q 0
2UIYM 2T T, "wist
SI “pres aq Aew
Sunpdue 1ayur
uosad e Jey
' pue sade1 211
iiem snorrea ur
PV 'saxas pue
B 91 UO paseq
3 10 puewap
aUo Iug
n Ue 2q pnom
ABY P[NOM M
B 241 UO paseq
uoys uy "ured
ede> Suuagip
sanIIqe Sutiy
195 pue Furaag
‘sanIqe reny
Surpp s
P U Jwod
Jou 10 31 oY1

fﬁ

Tenba are suewmny [t 3243 onn jou st £jdws
31 ‘25001 am 1893 ToAaeYM 4q 1eq1 10 parurod
UYo aaey f1am0s uenreeSour ‘resnpurerary
¢ PU3JOp 01 ysim oym asoy, {Bunuasse are om
JBUI 31 ST Jeym ‘Tenba are “xas 1o Pa31> “3oe1 1o
F2A9TEYM “sutaq wewmy e ey Aes om uaypy
‘suewMyuou
01 uoneIapIsuos [enbs Surduap smym suewmy
passaiddo jo sdnoag OO pue ‘uswom ‘syseyq 10§
frpenba PUELUAP 031 21om 9m J1 punois Ayeys uo
29 PINOM 2 3813 995 uaYy [Im M "s1sa1 AR
-BI0 X938 1o 3201 Jo spunoig uo UOURMIWLISIP 0]
uonssoddo ano yomgm uo SISEQ 243 dutwrexs om Jr
HOISN[IUOD ST ora1 oM eIy 249129 T sa1niq,,
PaI[E2 0s 01 safdde Ayenba jo ddounid siseq oy
B3 B3PI o3 ur pansqe Sunpou Suipuy 4q sapnp
-uo> pue ‘Arenbs jo wonsanb 23 ojur A1daap
2iow $208 1nq ‘suewnyuou PUE suewny usamiaq
SINIIPIP 243 AUap 30U s30p Uorym dea e ‘syuatw
-nge Sgoruolsiiop Apored o1 3durage s JojAe T,
01 Fuifjdar jo fem JUSIHIP ® s1 21013 0g
SIYSU Jud1yIp pue
UURE21 JUDIIFIP 01 peay few s8uraq Juazyp
10} UonRIdPISUOD [enbs pue “UONEIIPISUOD Jo A11
-[enba st ‘angre [eys I “Arrenba jo apdpund J158q
4L 'sdnoid om1 ot jo SI2quILAW 371 Jo anjeu
43 uo puadap s os op PIMoOYs am 1aaym
'sdnoig yioq o3 SIS dwes oy Apoexs juess
10 “‘Aem owres a1 Apoexa ur sdnosg 10q 1ean
Isnur om ey A1dwr jou $90p Jdyloue 01 dnoig
dUO woyy Lrenbs jo ordmund J188q 21 JO uors
“URIXD Y, "9sudsuou yons ur Paajoaur 158 pmoys
uoneIaqry [ewruy o UORBIIQIT s, UsWopy 1oyare
Aym uoseaz ou st 219UL, 73104 01 38U su1 jo ye 03
ssa[Furuesw si 11 ‘2304 3.ued 3id e 2duig “suo 24BY
031 Y311 $1Y Jo ypea o3 ssa[dutueaw sy g1 ‘uonioqe
UE 9ABY J0UUE) URW € 2dUIG ‘003 suonioqe aAey
01 tdw jo 1431 2y3 110ddns 1snw Aoy wowom
PUT USW ussmiaq Amenba 103 Surugredures
21e ardoad swres asayp 92UIS JeY1 MO[[0] 10U s30p
1] "1sanba1 uo uonJoqe ue o1 1y3u oy AR
USWOM Tey3 ploy sisTutwray Auepy s3ygu JuaId)
FIp 01 9511 oa18 Lew SIVURIIPIP 382111 Je) oreme
1€ UONEIIQIT s, uswop jo sivyroddns a1 pue
dIqetuapun Afrenbs are uswom pue udw usamiag
SIX2 Je13 sadusIAIp Sy ‘S[ewIue vewnyuou
01 Lrrenbs jo ardpund siseq A1 Surpuaixs 105
PSE> Y3 01 Ja1arRq OU I ‘Iaamoy 1oy snoTAqO

STyl SurzruSoooy DAY des Jeyn syySn a3
UL S0UIIYIP sui05 01 2511 a1 3sniw $adURIIYIP
8343 pue ‘sjewue 1oy30 pue suTWNYy Usamiag
$OUIIP JueIIOdUIT 240 21Y T, "ySnous rey 0g
ou s30p 11 1nq “‘qurod e 03 dn 1921705 st £oreue
SI0]Ae], 01 Adas sy PUIYRq 3ySnoyy sy
S1Y3u fenbo saey jou P[NOYs pue juardyip are
SUBWUNYUOU pue suewny afmya 1481 Tenbo saey
PIRoys pue ‘s3uraq reqruns are uawon pue usw
‘pres aq 1w ‘og "Apeais npip S[eWIUE 15130
pUe suewny anym ‘Aasops PYI0 yoed sjquuasar
USWOM pue uaw yorgm ur sfem §nolAqo a0
Auew a1e 21947 2304 03 WS o1 saey 10UUEs
Aot os ‘Gunoa jo douedyrugis o Surpuersispun
Jo d[qedesur are ‘puey 19410 a1 uo ‘sFop ‘ore
USUI ST SUOISIIOP Teuones Sunyew Jo 31qeden se
1snf are {og ISMEIDQ “dURISUT 10] ‘2304 07 13
¢ QABY USWOA “s[eturue uewniuou o) papuaixo
29 A[piea 10uues uswom Pue uow usamiaq
Aa1enbs 105 asey 243 381 Juides 4q s1 JuswnGre
st 01 Adar 1y om Joryam ut dem sug
9SEI YIED UL pasn uaaq pey
sjuawmsre sures 1o 213 23uls ‘udswom 03 pardde
UM punosun aq osfe 3snw 3 ‘sainiq 03 pardde
UdUAs punosun 1 pue ‘punosun 2q IsnW paydear
U93q pey uosnpuos sip Porym £q Suruoseas a3
210J2193 "pansqe Apsajirew sea $1Y3u pey sanaq
¥4 oy 01 324 ¢, sonaq,, 2543 J0J []am Aprenbo
PIOY 01 pawads Aoyg, ¢89sloy pue ‘syed ‘s3op
01 pandde 2q j0u syuswnSre Y3 pinoys Aym
‘udwom o1 pardde U9YM punos Jy “1ayany a8eys
U0 PaLLIed 3q pinod Lo ey Sumoys 4q s3ur
“UOSEDL 5 JOI3U0IS[IoAN 230701 03 patn (1aydosof
-1qd 38puquery Paysmsunsip e “rojde 1, sewoy |,
Aremaoe) aumes sup JO 1oy T, sagmag fo sigry
1 fo wortwapury 1 Pa[inua vonesqnd snow
-Kuoue ue uy Pazumes axam Aoy pue ‘pansqe se
Popre3ar Appm arom SEIPLIY ‘T6L T Ut usmopy Jo
IR ag1 Jo wonuPUL 19y paysyqnd ‘SISTUTUIDY
191¥] JO IPUUNISIO) e ‘Yoauoisfiop Arepy U AL
SIS s uswom 105 asen o) Apoxed o1 pasn
uaaq sey Ajrear  srewruy Jo s3ny Ay, jo eapr
23 1sed a3 ur Yoy uy 24122(qo snowss e uey
SiuswasOW uonEISqY P10 jo Apored e My
2I0W “Payd194-1¢) AN ® punos Aew ST Y
$90ads umo o jo squisw
[Tt 03 papu21xa 2q pnoys sziuosrar sn Jo 1sow
1y Lnenba jo ardund siseq 21 samads 1ao

S48y rwiuy o 7 YALIVHD ¥/




to the case

equality to

s that exist

undeniable,

seration are

> rise to dif-

that women

request. It

e people are

n men and

it of men to

ot have an
f his right to
meaningless
o reason why
al Liberation
=. The exten-
ity from one
‘hat we must
ame way, Or
>oth groups.
pend on the
groups. The
gue, is equal-
sideration for
:nt treatment

f replying to

1ecroft’s argu-

-he differences
yut goes more
lity, and con-
1 the idea that
es to so called
his conclusion
ur opposition
wce or sex ulti-
t we would be
mand equality
ys of oppressed
nsideration to

:ings, whatever
what is it that
sh to defend a
ty have often
t we choose, it
ans are equal.

PETER SINGER e A Utilitarian Defense of Animal Liberation 75

Like it or not, we must face the fact that humans
come in different shapes and sizes; they come
with differing moral capacities, differing intellec-
tual abilities, differing amounts of benevolent
feeling and sensitivity to the needs of others, dif-
fering abilities to communicate effectively, and
differing capacities to experience pleasure and
pain. In short, if the demand for equality were
based on the actual equality of all human beings,
we would have to stop demanding equality. It
would be an unjustifiable demand.

Still, one might cling to the view that the
demand for equality among human beings is
based on the actual equality of the different races
and sexes. Although humans differ as individuals
in various ways, there are no differences between
the races and sexes as such. From the mere fact
that a person is black, or a woman, we cannot
infer anything else about that person. This, it
may be said, is what is wrong with racism and sex-
ism. The white racist claims that whites are superior
to blacks, but this is false—although there are dif-
ferences between individuals, some blacks are supe-
rior to some whites in all of the capacities and
abilities that could conceivably be relevant. The
opponent of sexism would say the same: a person’s
sex is no guide to his or her abilides, and this is why
it is unjustifiable to discriminate on the basis of sex.

This is a possible line of objection to racial and
sexual discrimination. It is not, however, the way
that someone really concerned about equality
would choose, because taking this line could, in
some circumstances, force one to accept a most
inegalitarian society. The fact that humans differ
as individuals, rather than as races or sexes, is a
valid reply to someone who defends a hierarchical
society like, say, South Africa, in which all whites
are superior in status to all blacks. The existence
of individual variations that cut across the lines
of race or sex, however, provides us with no
defence at all against a more sophisticated oppo-
nent of equality, one who proposes that, say, the
interests of those with I.Q. ratings above 100 be
preferred to the interests of those with 1.Q.s
below 100. Would a hierarchical society of this
sort really be so much better than one based on
race or sex? I think not. But if we tie the moral
principle of equality to the factual equality of the

different races or sexes, taken as a whole, our
opposition to racism and sexism does not provide
us with any basis for objecting to this kind of
inegalitarianism.

There is a second important reason why we
ought not to base our opposition to racism and
sexism on any kind of factual equality, even the
limited kind which asserts that variations in
capacities and abilities are spread evenly between
the different races and sexes: we can have no
absolute guarantee that these abilities and capaci-
ties really are distributed evenly, without regard
to race or sex, among human beings. So far as
actual abilities are concerned, there do seem to
be certain measurable differences between both
races and sexes. These differences do not, of
course, appear in each case, but only when aver-
ages are taken. More important still, we do not
yet know how much of these differences is really
due to the different genetic endowments of the
various races and sexes, and how much is due
to environmental differences that are the result
of past and continuing discrimination. Perhaps
all of the important differences will eventually
prove to be environmental rather than genetic.
Anyone opposed to racism and sexism will cer-
tainly hope that this will be so, for it will make
the task of ending discrimination a lot easier; nev-
ertheless it would be dangerous to rest the case
against racism and sexism on the belief that all
significant differences are environmental in ori-
gin. The opponent of, say, racism who takes
this line will be unable to avoid conceding that
if differences in ability did after all prove to have
some generic connection with race, racism
would in some way be defensible.

It would be folly for the opponent of racism to
stake his whole case on a dogmatic commitment to
one particular outcome of a difficult scientific issue
which is still a long way from being settled. While
attempts to prove that differences in certain
selected abilities between races and sexes are pri-
marily genetic in origin have certainly not been
conclusive, the same must be said of attempts to
prove that these differences are largely the result
of environment. At this stage of the investigation
we cannot be certain which view is correct, how-
ever much we may hope it is the latter.
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Fortunately, there js no need to pin the case
for equality to one particular outcome of this sci-
entific investigation. The appropriate response to
those who claim to have found evidence of genet-
ically based differences in ability between the
Faces or sexes is not to stick ro the belief that
the genetic explanation must be wrong, whatever
evidence to the contrary may turn up: instead we
should make it quite clear that the claim to equal-
ity does not depend on intelligence, moral capac-
ity, physical strength, or similar matters of fact.
Equality is a mora] ideal, not a simple assertion
of fact. There is no logically compelling reason
for assuming that a factual difference in ability
between two people justifies any difference in
the amount of consideration e Jive to satisfying
their needs and interests. The principle of the

an alleged actya) equality among humans: jt isa
Prescription of how we should treat humans,
Jeremy Bentham incorporated the essential
basis of moral equality into his utilitarian system
of ethics in the formula: “Each to count for
one and none for more than one.” In other
words, the interests of every being affected by
a0 action are to be takep into account and

any other being. A later utilitarian, Henry Sidg-
wick, put the point in this way: “The good of
any one individual is of 10 more importance,
from the point of view (if I may say so) of the
Universe, than the good of any other. ! More
recently, the leading figures in contemporary
moral philosophy have shown a great dea] of

requirement which operates so as to give every-
one’s interests equal considerationhalthough
they cannot agree on how this requirement is
best formulated 2

Itis an implication of this principle of equal-
ity that our concern for others ought not to
depend on what they are like, or what abilities
they Possess—although precisely what this con-
Cern requires us to do May vary according to
the characteristics of those affected by what we
do. It is on this basis that the case against racism
and the case gainst sexism must both ultimately
fest; and it is in accordance with this principle

that speciesism is also to be condemned. If pos-
sessing a higher degree of intelligence does not
entitle one human to yge another for his own
ends, how can it entitle humans to exploit
nonhumans:

Many philosophers have Proposed the princi-
ple of equal consideration of interests, in some
form or other, as a basic mora] principle; but, as
we shall see in more detaj] shortly, not many of
them have recognized that this principle applies
to members of other species as well as to our
own. Bentham was one of the few who did realize
this. In a forward~lookir1g Passage, written at 3
time when black slaves in British dominjons
were still being treated much as we now treat
nonhuman animals, Bentham wrote:

The day #ay come when the rest of the animal
creation may acquire those rights which never
could have been witholden from them but by
the hand of tyranny. The French have already dis-
covered that the blackness of the skin is no reason
why a human being should be abandoned without
redress to the caprice of a tormentor. It may one
day come to be recognized that the number of
the legs, the villoscity of the skin, or the termina-
tion of the o5 SACTum, are reasons equally insuffi-
cient for abandoning a sensitive being to the
same fate. What else js it that should trace the
insuperable line: Is it the faculty of reason, or per-

haps the faculty of discourses But a full grown
horse or dog s beyond comparison a more ratio-

nal, as well as a more conversable animal, than

an infant of day, or a week, or even g month,

old. But Suppose they were otherwise, what

would it avail? The question is not, Cap they rea-

son? nor Can they zalp? but, Can they suffere®

In this passage Bentham points to the capac-
ity for suffering as the vital characteristic that gives
a being the 74t 1o ¢qual consideration. The
capacity for suffering—or more strictly, for suffer-
ing and /or enjoyment or happiness—is not just
another characteristic [ike the capacity for Jap-
guage, or for higher mathematics. Bentham is
not saying that those who try to mark the ““ingy-
perable line” that determines whether the inter-
ests of a being should be considered happen to
have selected the wrong characteristic. The capac-
ity for suffering and enjoying things is a prerequi-
site for having interests at all, a condition that
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must be satisfied before we can speak of interests
in any meaningful way. It would be nonsense to
say that it was not in the interests of a stone to
be kicked along the road by a schoolboy. A
stone does not have interests because it cannot
suffer. Nothing that we can do to it could possibly
make any difference to its welfare. A mouse, on
the other hand, does have an interest in not
being tormented, because it will suffer if it is.

If a being suffers, there can be no moral jus-
tification for refusing to take that suffering into
consideration. No matter what the nature of the
being, the principle of equality requires that its
suffering be counted equally with the like suffer-
ing—in so far as rough comparisons can be
made—of any other being. If a being is not capa-
ble of suffering, or of experiencing enjoyment or
happiness, there is nothing to be taken into
account. This is why the limit of sentience
(using the term as a convenient, if not strictly
accurate, shorthand for the capacity to suffer or
experience enjoyment or happiness) is the only
defensible boundary of concern for the interests
of others. To mark this boundary by some charac-
teristic like intelligence or rationality would be to
mark it in %n arbitrary way. Why not choose some
other characteristic, like skin color?

The racist violates the principle of equality by
giving greater weight to the interests of members
of his own race, when there is a clash between
their interests and the interests of those of
another race. Similarly the speciesist allows the
interests of his own species to override the greater
interests of members of other species.* The pat-
tern is the same in each case. Most human beings
are speciesists. I shall now very briefly describe
some of the practices that show this.

For the great majority of human beings,
especially in urban, industrialized societies, the
most direct form of contact with members of
other species is at mealtimes: we eat them. In
doing so we treat them purely as means to our
ends. We regard their life and well-being as sub-
ordinate to our taste for a particular kind of
dish. T say ‘“‘taste” deliberately—this is purely a
matter of pleasing our palate. There can be no
defence of eating flesh in terms of satisfying nutri-
tional needs, since it has been established beyond
doubt that we could satisfy our need for protein

and other essential nutrients far more efficiently
with a diet that replaced animal flesh by soy
beans, or products derived from soy beans, and
other high-protein vegetable products.”

It is not merely the act of killing that indicates
what we are ready to do to other species in order
to gratify our tastes. The suffering we inflict on the
animals while they are alive is perhaps an even
clearer indication of our speciesism than the fact
that we are prepared to kill them. In order to
have meat on the table at a price that people can
afford, our society tolerates methods of meat pro-
duction that confine sentient animals in cramped,
unsuitable conditions for the entire durations of
their lives. Animals are treated like machines that
convert fodder into flesh, and any innovation
that results in a higher *‘conversion ratio” is liable
to be adopted. As one authority on the subject has
said, ““cruelty is acknowledged only when profit-
ability ceases.”®...

Since, as I have said, none of these practices
cater for anything more than our pleasures of
taste, our practice of rearing and killing other ani-
mals in order to eat them is a clear instance of the
sacrifice of the most important interests of other
beings in order to satisfy trivial interests of our
own. To avoid speciesism we must stop this prac-
tice, and each of us has a moral obligation to
cease supporting the practice. Our custom is all
the support that the meat-industry needs. The
decision to cease giving it that support may be
difficult, but it is no more difficult than it
would have been for a white Southerner to go
against the traditions of his society and free his
slaves: if we do not change our dietary habits,
how can we censure those slaveholders who
would not change their own way of living?

The same form of discrimination may be
observed in the widespread practice of experi-
menting on other species in order to see if certain
substances are safe for human beings, or to test
some psychological theory about the effect of
severe punishment on learning, or to try out var-
ious new compounds just in case something turns

up.

In the past, argument about vivisection has
often missed this point, because it has been put
in absolutist terms: Would the abolitionist be pre-
pared to let thousands die if they could be saved
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by experimenting on a single animal? The way to
reply to this purely hypothetical question is to
pose another: Would the experimenter be preparved
to perform his experiment on an ovphaned human
infant, if that were the only way to save many
lives? (1 say “orphan” to avoid the complication
of parental feelings, although in doing so I am
being overfair to the experimenter, since the non-
human subjects of experiments are not orphans. )
If the experimenter is not prepared to use an
orphaned human infant, then his readiness to
use nonhumans is simple discrimination, since
adult apes, cats, mice and other mammals are
more aware of what is happening to them, more
self-directing and, so far as we can tell, at least
as sensitive to pain, as any human infant. There
seems to be ro relevant characteristic that
human infants possess that adult mammals do
not have to the same or a higher degree. (Some-
one might try to argue that what makes it
Wwrong to experiment on a human infant is that
the infant will, in time and if left alone, develop
into more than the nonhuman, but one would
then, to be consistent, have to oppose abortion,
since the fetus has the same potential as the
infant—indeed, even contraception and absti-
nence might be wrong on this ground, since the
egg and sperm, considered jointly, also have the
same potential. In any case, this argument still
gives us no reason for selecting a nonhuman,
rather than a human with severe and irreversible
brain damage, as the subject for our experiments. )

The experimenter, then, shows a bias in favor
of his own species whenever he carries out an
experiment on a nonhuman for a purpose that
he would not think justified him in using a
human being at an equal or lower level of sen-
tience, awareness, ability to be self-directing,
etc. No one familiar with the kind of results
vielded by most experiments on animals can
have the slightest doubt that if this bias were
climinated the number of experiments performed
would be a minute fraction of the number per-
formed today.

Experimenting on animals, and eating their
flesh, are perhaps the two major forms of spe-
ciesism in our society. By comparison, the
third and last form of speciesism is so minor as
to be insignificant, but it is perhaps of some

T ———————

special interest to those for whom this article
was written. I am referring to speciesism in con-
temporary philosophy.

Philosophy ought to question the basic
assumptions of the age. Thinking through, criti-
cally and carefully, what most people take for
granted is, I believe, the chief task of philosophy,
and it is this task that makes philosophy a worth-
while activity. Regretrably, philosophy does not
always live up to its historic role. Philosophers
are human beings and they are subject to all the
preconceptions of the society to which they
belong. Sometimes they succeed in breaking
free of the prevailing ideology: more often they
become its most sophisticated defenders. So, in
this case, philosophy as practiced in the univer-
sities today does not challenge anyone’s precon-
ceptions about our relations with other species.
By their writings, those philosophers who tackle
problems that touch upon the issue reveal that
they make the same unquestioned assumptions
as most other humans, and what they say tends
to confirm the reader in his or her comfortable
speciesist habits.

I could illustrate this claim by referring to the
writings of philosophers in various fields—for
instance, the attempts that have been made by
those interested in rights to draw the boundary
of the sphere of rights so that it runs parallel to
the biological boundaries of the species bomo
sapiens, including infants and even mental defec-
tives, but excluding those other beings of equal
Or greater capacity who are so useful to us at
mealtimes and in our laboratories. think it
would be a more appropriate conclusion to this
article, however, if I concentrated on the problem
with which we have been centrally concerned, the
problem of equality.

It is significant that the problem of equality,
in moral and political philosophy, is invariably
formulated in terms of human equality. The
effect of this is that the question of the equality
of other animals does not confront the philoso-
pher, or student, as an issue itself—and this is
already an indication of the failure of philosophy
to challenge accepted beliefs. Still, philosophers
have found it difficult to discuss the issue of
human equality without raising, in a paragraph
or two, the question of the status of other
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animals. The reason for this, which should be
apparent from what I have said already, is that if
humans are to be regarded as equal to one
another, we need some sense of “‘equal’ that
does not require any actual, descriptive equality
of capacities, talents or other qualities. If equality
is to be related to any actual characteristics of
humans, these characteristics must be some low-
est common denominator, pitched so low that
no human lacks them—but then the philosopher
comes up against the catch that any such set of
characteristics which covers a// humans will not
be possessed only by humans. In other words, it
turns out that in the only sense in which we can
truly say, as an assertion of fact, that all humans
are equal, at least some members of other species
are also equal—equal, that is, to each other and
to humans. If, on the other hand, we regard the
statement “‘All humans are equal” in some non-
factual way, perhaps as a prescription, then, as I
have already argued, it is even more difficult to
exclude nonhumans from the sphere of equality.
This result is not what the egalitarian philos-
opher originally intended to assert. Instead of
accepting the radical outcome to which their
own reasonings naturally point, however, most
philosophers try to reconcile their beliefs in
“human equality and animal inequality by argu-

" ments that can only be described as devious.
As a first example, I take William Frankena’s
ell-known article “The Concept of Social Jus-
tice.”” Frankena opposes the idea of basing justice
n merit, because he sees that this could lead to
ighly inegalitarian results. Instead he proposes

¢ principle that

...all men are to be treated as equals, not because
they are equal, in any respect, but simply becanse
they are human. They are human because they
have emotions and desires, and are able to think,

. and hence are capable of enjoying a good life in
a sense in which other animals are not.”

L But what is this capacity to enjoy the good life
ch all humans have, but no other animals?
r-animals have emotions and desires, and
to be capable of enjoying a good life. We

¢ doubt that they can think—although the
avior of some apes, dolphins and even dogs
BEsts that some of them can—>bur what is the

relevance of thinking? Frankena goes on to admit
that by “the good life”” he means “not so much
the morally good life as the happy or satisfactory
life,” so thought would appear to be unnecessary
for enjoying the good life; in fact to emphasize
the need for thought would make difficulties for
the egalitarian since only some people are capable
of leading intellectually satisfying lives, or morally
good lives. This makes it difficult to see what
Frankena’s principle of equality has to do with
simply being human. Surely every sentient being
is capable of leading a life that is happier or less
miserable than some alternative life, and hence
has a claim to be taken into account. In this
respect the distinction between humans and non-
humans is not a sharp division, but rather a con-
tinuum along which we move gradually, and
with overlaps between the species, from simple
capacities for enjoyment and satisfaction, or pain
and suffering, to more complex ones.

Faced with a situation in which they see a
need for some basis for the moral gulf that is
commonly thought to separate humans and ani-
mals, but finding no concrete difference that
will do the job without undermining the equality
of humans, philosophers tend to waffle. They
resort to high-sounding phrases like “the intrin-
sic dignity of the human individual’’;® they talk
of the ““intrinsic worth of all men” as if men
(humans?) had some worth that other beings
did not,? or they say that humans, and only
humans, are “‘ends in themselves,”” while ““every-
thing other than a person can only have value for
a person.”*?

This idea of a distinctive human dignity and
worth has a long history; it can be traced back
directly to the Renaissance humanists, for
instance to Pico della Mirandola’s Oration on
the Dignity of Man. Pico and other humanists
based their estimate of human dignity on the
idea that man possessed the central, pivotal posi-
tion in the “Great Chain of Being”” that led from
the lowliest forms of matter to God himself; this
view of the universe, in turn, goes back to both
classical and Judeo-Christian doctrines. Contem-
porary philosophers have cast off these metaphys-
ical and religious shackles and freely invoke the
dignity of mankind without needing to justify
the idea at all. Why should we not attribute
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“intrinsic dignity”” or “intrinsic worth” to our-
selves? Fellow-humans are unlikely to reject the
accolades we so generously bestow on them,
and those to whom we deny the honor are unable
to object. Indeed, when one thinks only of
humans, it can be very liberal, very progressive,
to talk of the dignity of all human beings. In so
doing, we implicitly condemn slavery, racism,
and other violations of human rights. We admit
that we ourselves are in some fundamental sense
on a par with the poorest, most ignorant mem-
bers of our own species. It is only when we
think of humans as no more than a small sub-
group of all the beings that inhabit our planet
that we may realize that in elevating our own spe-
cies we are at the same time lowering the relative
status of all other species.

The truth is that the appeal to the intrinsic
dignity of human beings appears to solve the ega-
litarian’s problems only as long as it goes unchal-
lenged. Once we ask why it should be that all
humans——inc[uding infants, mental defectives,
psychopaths, Hitler, Stalin and the rest—have
some kind of dignity or worth that no elephant,
pig, or chimpanzee can ever achieve, we see that
this question is as difficult to answer as our orig-
inal request for some relevant fact that justifies
the inequality of humans and other animals. In
fact, these two questions are really one: talk of
intrinsic dignity or moral worth only takes the
problem back one step, because any satisfactory
defence of the claim that all and only humans
have intrinsic dignity would need to refer to
some relevant capacities or characteristics that
all and only humans possess. Philosophers fre-
quently introduce ideas of dignity, respect and
worth at the point at which other reasons appear
to be lacking, but this is hardly good enough.
Fine phrases are the last resource of those who
have run out of arguments,

In case there are those who sti]| think it may
be possible to find some relevant characteristic
that distinguishes all humans from all members
of other species, I shall refer again, before I con-
clude, to the existence of some humans who
quite clearly are below the level of awareness,
self-consciousness, intelligence, and sentience,
of many nonhumans. I am thinking of humans
with severe and irreparable brain damage, and

*

also of infant humans. To avoid the complication
of the relevance of a being’s potential, however, I
shall henceforth concentrate on permanently
retarded humans.

Philosophers who set out to find a character-
istic that will distinguish humans from other ani-
mals rarely take the course of abandoning these
groups of humans by lumping them in with the
other animals. It is easy to see why they do not.
To take this line without re-thinking our attitudes
to other animals would entail that we have the
right to perform painful experiments on retarded
humans for trivial reasons; similarly it would fol-
low that we had the right to rear and kill these
humans for food. To most philosophers these con-
sequences are as unacceptable as the view that we
should stop treating nonhumans in this way.

Of course, when discussing the problem of
equality it is possible to ignore the problem of
mental defectives, or brush it aside as if somehow
insignificant.!! This is the easiest way out. What
else remains? My final example of speciesism in
contemporary philosophy has been selected to
show what happens when a writer is prepared to
face the question of human equality and animal
equality without ignoring the existence of mental
defectives, and without resorting to obscurantist
mumbo-jumbo. Stanley Benn’s clear and honest
article “Egalitarianism and Equal Consideration
of Interests”!? fits this description.

Benn, after noting the usual “evident human
inequalities™ argues, correctly I think, for equal-
ity of consideration as the only possible basis for
egalitarianism. Yet Benn, like other writers, is
thinking only of “equal consideration of human
interests.” Benn is quite open in his defence of
this restriction of equal consideration:

-+ - DOt to possess human shape is a disqualifying
condition. However faithful or intelligent a dog
may be, it would be a monstrous sentimentality
to attribute to him interests that could be weighed
in an equal balance with those of human
beings...if, for instance, one had to decide
between feeding a hungry baby or a hungry dog,
anyone who chose the dog would generally be
reckoned morally defective, unable to recognize
a fundamental inequality of claims.

This is what distinguishes our attitude to ani-
mals from our attitude to imbeciles. It would be
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odd to say that we ought to respect equally the
dignity or personality of the imbecile and of the
rational man . ..but there is nothing odd about
saying that we should respect their interests
equally, that is, that we should give to the interests
of each the same serious consideration as claims to
considerations necessary for some standard of
well-being that we can recognize and endorse.

Benn’s statement of the basis of the consider-
ation we should have for imbeciles seems to me
correct, but why should there be any fundamen-
tal inequality of claims between a dog and a
human imbecile? Benn sees that if equal consider-
ation depended on rationality, no reason could be
given against using imbeciles for research pur-
poses, as we now use dogs and guinea pigs.
This will not do: “But of course we do distin-
guish imbeciles from animals in this regard,” he
says. That the common distinction is justifiable
is something Benn does not question; his prob-
lem is how it is to be justified. The answer he
gives is this:

... we respect the interests of men and give them
priority over dogs not insofar as they are rational,
but because rationality is the human norm. We
say it is unfair to exploit the deficiencies of the
imbecile who falls short of the norm, just as it
would be unfair, and not just ordinarily dishonest,
to steal from a blind man. If we do not think in
this way about dogs, it is because we do not see
the irrationality of the dog as a deficiency or a hand-
icap, but as normal for the species. The characteris-
tics, therefore, that distinguish the normal man
from the normal dog make it intelligible for us to
talk of other men having interests and capacities,
and therefore claims, of precisely the same kind as
we make on our own behalf. But although these
characteristics may provide the point of the distinc-
tion between men and other species, they are not in
fact the qualifying conditions for membership, or
the distinguishing criteria of the class of morally
considerable persons; and this is precisely because a
man does not become a member of a diffevent species,
with its own standards of normality, by reason of not
possessing these characteristics.

& The final sentence of this passage gives the
dlgument away. An imbecile, Benn concedes,
have no characteristics superior to those of a
8; nevertheless this does not make the imbecile

ember of ““a different species” as the dog is.
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Therefore it would be “unfair” to use the imbecile
for medical research as we use the dog. But why?
That the imbecile is not rational is just the way
things have worked out, and the same is true of
the dog—neither is any more responsible for
their mental level. If it is unfair to take advantage
of an isolated defect, why is it fair to take advan-
tage of a more general limitation? I find it hard
to see anything in this argument except a defence
of preferring the interests of members of our own
species because they are members of our own spe-
cies. To those who think there might be more to
it, I suggest the following mental exercise. Assume
that it has been proven that there is a difference in
the average, or normal, intelligence quotient for
two different races, say whites and blacks. Then
substitute the term “‘white’ for every occurrence
of “men” and ‘“black” for every occurrence of
“dog” in the passage quoted; and substitute
“high 1.Q.” for “‘rationality”” and when Benn
talks of “imbeciles” replace this term by “dumb
whites’”—that is, whites who fall well below the
normal white 1.Q. score. Finally, change “species”
to “race.” Now re-read the passage. It has become
a defence of a rigid, no-exceptions division
between whites and blacks, based on I.QQ. scores,
not withstanding an admitted overlap between
whites and blacks in this respect. The revised pas-
sage is, of course, outrageous, and this is not only
because we have made fictitious assumptions in
our substitutions. The point is that in the original
passage Benn was defending a rigid division in the
amount of consideration due to members of dif-
ferent species, despite admitted cases of overlap.
If the original did not, at first reading strike us
as being as outrageous as the revised version
does, this is largely because although we are not
racists ourselves, most of us are speciesists. Like
the other articles, Benn’s stands as a warning of
the ease with which the best minds can fall victim
to a prevailing ideology.

NOTES

1. The Methods of Ethics (7th Ed.), p. 382.

2. For example, R. M. Hare, Freedom and Reason
(Oxford, 1963) and J. Rawls, A Theory of Justice
(Harvard, 1972). For a brief account of the essen-
tial agreement on this issue between these and
other positions, see R. M. Hare, “Rules of War



