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WORKING WITH MOTHER NATURE
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Peter Singer

Peter Singer is professor of philosophy at
Princeton University. He is America’s leading
voice on the question of animal rights,

I. HUMANS AND NONHUMANS

When we humans change the environment in which
we live, we often harm ourselves. If we discharge
cadmium into a bay and eat shellfish from that

bay, we become ill and may die. When our indus--

tries and automobiles pour noxious fumes into the
atmosphere, we find a displeasing smell in the air,
the long-term results of which may be every bit
as deadly as cadmium poisoning. The harm that
humans do the environment, however, does not
rebound solely, or even chiefly, on humans. It is
nonthumans who bear the most direct burden of
human interference with nature.

By “nonhumans” I mean to refer to all living
things other than human beings, though for rea-
sons to be given later, it is with nonhuman animals,
rather than plants, that T am chiefly concerned. It
is also important, in the context of environmental
issues, to note that lving things may be regarded
either collectively or as individuals. In debates
about the environment the most important way of
regarding living things collectively has been to
regard them as species. Thus, when environmental-
ists worry about the future of the blue whale, they
usually are thinking of the blue whale as a spe-
cies, rather than of individual blue whales. But this
is not, of course, the only way in which one can
think of blue whales, or other animals, and one of
the topics I shall discuss is whether we should be
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The Place of Nonhumans in
Environmental Issues

concerned about what we are doing to the environ-
ment primarily insofar as it threatens entire species
of nonhumans, or primarily insofar as it affects
individual nonhuman animals,

The general question, then, is how the effects
of our actions on the environment of nonhuman
beings should figure in our deliberations about
what we ought to do. There is an unlimited varicty
of contexts in which this issue counld arise. To take
just one: Suppose that it is considered necessary to
build a new power station, and there are two sites,
A and B, under consideration. In most respects the
sites are equally suitable, but building the power
station on site A would be more expensive because
the greater depth of shifting soil at that site will
require deeper foundations; on the other hand, to
build on site B will destroy a favored breeding
ground for thousands of wildfowl. Should the pres-
ence of the wildfowl enter into the decision as to
where to build? And if so, in what manner should it
enter, and how heavily should it weigh?

In a case like this the effects of our actions on
nonhuman animals could be taken into account in
two quite different ways: directly, giving the lives
and welfare of nonhuman animals an intrinsic sig-
nificance which must count in any moral calcula-
tion; or indirectly, so that the effects of our actions
on nonhumans are morally significant only if they
have consequences for humans. . . .

I, SPECIESISM

The view that the effects of our actions on other

animals have no direct moral significance is not as

The first five sections of this essay are reprinted from Peter Singer, “Not for Humans Only: The Place of Nonhumans in
Environmental Bthics,” in K. E. Goodpaster and K. M. Sayre, eds., Ethics and Problems of the 21st Century (Notre Dame,
Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1979). Reprinted by permission. The final section is reprinted by permission from
Peter Singer, “All Animals Are Equal,” Philosophic Exchange, vol. 1, no. 5 {Summer 1974). Copyright © 1974 the Center for
Philosophic Exchange. (Section headings have been added)
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likely to be openly advocated today as it was in the
past; yet it is likely to be accepted implicitly and
acted upon. When planners perform cost-benefit
studies on new projects, the costs and benefits are
costs and benefits for human beings only. This
does not mean that the impact of {a] power station
or highway on wildlife is ignored altogether, but it
is included only indirectly. That a new reservoir
would drown a valley teeming with wildlife is
taken into account only under some such heading
as the value of the facilities for recreation that
the valley affords. In calculating this value the
cost-benefit study will be neutral between forms of
recreation like hunting and shooting and those like
bird watching and bush walking—in fact hunting
and shooting are likely to contribute more to the

" benefit side of the calculations because larger sums

of money are spent on them, and they therefore
benefit manufacturers and retailers of firearms as
well as the hunters and shooters themselves. The
suffering experienced by the animals whose habitat
is flooded is not reckoned into the costs of the
operation; nor is the recreational value obtained by
the hunters and shooters offset by the cost to the
animals that their recreation involves.

Despite its venerable origin, the view that the
effects of our actions on nonhuman animals have
no intrinsic moral significance can be shown to be
arbitrary and morally indefensible. If a being suffers,
the fact that it is not a member of our own spe-
cies cannot be a moral reason for failing to take its
suffering into account. This becomes obvious if we
consider the analogous attempt by white slave-owners
to deny consideration to the interests of blacks. These
white racists limited their moral concern to their
own race, so the suffering of a black did not have the
same moral significance as the suffering of a white.
We now recognize that in doing so they were making
an arbitrary distinction, and that the existence of suf-
fering, rather than the race of the sufferer, is what is
really morally significant. The point remains true if
“species” is substituted for “race.” The logic of racism
and the logic of the position we have been discussing,
which I have elsewhere referred to as “speciesism,”
are indistinguishable; and if we reject the former then
consistency demands that we reject the latter too.!
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1t should be clearly understood that the rejection
of specicsism does not imply that the different
species are in fact equal in respect of such
characteristics as intelligence, physical strength,
ability to communicate, capacity to suffer, ability
to damage the environment, or anything else. After
all, the moral principle of human equality cannot
be taken as implying that all humans are equal in
these respects either—if it did, we would have to
give up the idea of human equality. That one being is
more intelligent than another does not entitle him to
enslave, exploit, or disregard the interests of the less
intclligent being. The moral basis of equality among
humans is not equality in fact, but the principle of
equal consideration of interests, and it is this prin-
ciple that, in consistency, must be extended to any
nonhumans who have interests.

ITI. NONHUMANS HAVE INTERESTS

There may be some doubt about whether any
nonhuman beings have interests. This doubt may
arise because of uncertainty about what it is to
have an interest, or because of uncertainty about
the nature of some nonhuman beings. So far as
the concept of “interest” is the cause of doubt,
1 take the view that omnly a being with subjective
experiences, such as the experience of pleasure or
the experience of pain, can have interests in the
full sense of the term; and that any being with
such experiences does have at least one interest,
namely, the interest in experiencing pleasure and
avoiding pain. Thus consciousness, or the capac-
ity for subjective experience, is both a necessary
and a sufficient condition for having an interest.
While there may be a Joose sense of the term in
which we can say that it is in the interests of a tree
to be watered, this attéenuated sense of the term
is not the sense covered by the principle of equal
consideration of interests. All we mean when we
say that it is in the interests of a tree to be watered
is that the tree needs water if it is to continue t0
live and grow normally; if we regard this as evi-
dence that the tree has interests, we might almost
as well say that it is in the interests of a car to be
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Iubricated regularly because the car needs lubrica-
tion if it is to run properly. In neither case can we
really mean (unless we impute consciousness to
trees or cars) that the tree or car has any prefer-
ence about the matter.

The remaining doubt about whether nonhuman
beings have inicrests is, then, a doubt about whether
nonhuman beings have subjective experiences like
the experience of pain. I have argued elsewhere that
the commonsense view that birds and mammals feel
pain is well founded,” but more serious doubts arise
as we move down the evolutionary scale. Vertebrate
animals have nervous systems broadly similar to our
own and behave in ways that resemble our own pain
behavior when subjected to stimuli that we would
find painful; so the inference that vertebrates are
capable of feeling pain is a reasonable one, though
not as strong as it is if limited to mammals and birds.
When we go beyond vertebrates to insects, crusta-
ceans, mollusks and so on, the existence of subjec-
tive states becomes more dubious, and with Very
simple organisms it is difficult to believe that they
could be conscious. As for plants, though there have
been sensational claims that plants are not only con-
scious, but even psychic, there is no hard evidence
that supports even the more modest claim.?

The boundary of beings who may be taken as
having interests is therefore not an abrupt bound-
ary, but a broad range in which the assumption that
the being has interests shifts from being so strong
as to be virtually certain to being 50 weak as to be
highly improbable. The principle of equal consider-
ation of interests must be applied with this in mind,
so that where there is a clash between a virtually
certain interest and a highly doubtful one, it is the
virtually certain interest that ought to prevail.

In this manner our moral concern ought to extend
to all beings who have interests. . . .

IV. EQUAL CONSIDERATION
OF INTERESTS

Giving equal consideration to the interests of two
different beings does not mean treating them alike
or holding their lives to be of equal value. We may
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recognize that the interests of one being are greater
than those of another, and equal consideration will
then lead us to sacrifice the being with lesser inter-
ests, il one or the other must be sacrificed. For
instance, if for some reason a choice has to be made
between saving the life of a normal human being and
that of a dog, we might well decide to save the human
because he, with his greater awareness of what is
going to happen, will suffer more before he dies; we
may also take into account the likelihood that it is
the family and friends of the human who will suffer
more; and finally, it would be the human who had the
greater potential for future happiness. This decision
would be in accordance with the principle of equal
consideration of interests, for the interests of the do g
get the same consideration as those of the human,
and the loss to the dog is not discounted because the
dog is not-a member of our species. The outcome is
as it is because the balance of interests favors the
human. In a different sitnation—say, if the human
were grossly mentally defective and without family
or anyone else who would grieve for it—the balance
of interests might favor the nonhuman*

The more positive side of the principle of equal
consideration is this: where interests are equal, they
must be given equal weight. So where human and
nonhuman animals share an interest—as in the case
of the interest in avoiding physical pain—we must
give as much weight to violations of the interest of
the nonhumans as we do to similar violations of the
human’s interest. This does not mean, of course, that
it is as bad to hit a horse with a stick as it is to hit
a human being, for the same blow would cause less
pain to the animal with the tougher skin. The prin-
ciple holds between similar amounts of felt pain, and
what this is will vary from case to case.

It may be objected that we cannot tell exactly how
much pain another animal is suffering, and that there-
fore the principle is impossible to apply. While I do
not deny the difficulty and even, so far as precise mea-
surement is concerned, the impossibility of compar-
ing the subjective experiences of members of different
species, I do not think that the problem is different
in kind from the problem of comparing the suhjec-
tive experiences of two members of our own species.
Yet this is something we do all the time, for instance
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when we judge that a wealthy person will suffer less
by being taxed at a higher rate than a poor person will
gain from the welfare benefits paid for by the tax; or
when we decide to take our two children to the beach
instead of to a fair, because although the older one
would prefer the fair, the younger one has a stronger
preference the other way. These comparisons may be
very rough, but since there is nothing better, we must
use them; it would be jrrational to refuse to do so sim-
ply because they are rough. More over, rough as they
are, there arc many situations in which we can be rea-
sonably sure which way the balance of interests lies.
While a differenceof species may make comparisons
rougher still, the basic problem is the same, and the
comparisons are still often good enough to use, in the
absence of anything more precise. . . .

V. EXAMPLES

We can now draw at least one conclusion as to how
the existence of nonhuman living things should
enter into our deliberations about actions affecting
the environment: Where our aciions are likely to
make animals suffer, that suffering must count in
our deliberations, and it should count equally with a
like amount of suffering by human beings, insofar as
rough comparisons can be made.

The difficulty of making the required compari-
son will mean that the application of this conclu-
sion is coniroversial in many cases, but there will be
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some situations in which it is clear encugh. Take, for
instance, the wholesale poisoning of animals that is
euphemistically known as “pest control.” The author-
ities who conduct these campaigns give no consider-
ation to the suffering they inflict on the “pests,” and
invariably use the method of slaughter they believe
to be cheapest and most effective. The result is that
hundreds of millions of rabbits have died agoniz-
ing deaths from the artificially introduced disease,
myxomatosis, or from poisons like “ten-eighty”; coy-
otes and other wild dogs have died painfully from
cyanide poisoning; and all manner of wild animals
have endured days of thirst, hunger, and fear with a
mangled limb canght in a leg-hold trap.® Granting,
for the sake of argument, the necessity for pest con-
trol—though this has rightly been questioned—the
fact remains that no serious attempts have been
made to introduce alternative means of control and
thereby reduce the incalculable amount of suffering
caused by present methods. Tt would not, presumably,
be beyond modern science to produce a substance
which, when eaten by rabbits or coyotes, produced
sterility instead of a drawn-out death. Such methods
might be more expensive, but can anyone doubt that
if a similar amount of human suffering were at stake,
the expense would be borne?

Another clear instance in which the principle
of equal consideration of interests would indicate
methods different from those presently used is in
the timber industry. There are two basic methods
of obtaining timber from forests. One is to cut only

The Tame Land
Luther Standing Bear

Only to the white man was nature a “wilderness” and only to him. was the land “infested”
with “wild” animals and “savage” people. To us it was tame. Earth was bountiful and we
were surrounded with the blessings of the Great Mystery.

Luther Standing Bear (1868-1939) from Land of the Spotted Eagle, 1933.
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selected mature or dead frees, leaving the forest sub-
stantially intact. The other, known as clear-cutting,

~ involves chopping down everything that grows in a .

given area, and then reseeding. Obviously when a
- large area is clear-cut, wild anjmals find their whole
- living area destroyed in a few days, whereas selected
felling makes a relatively minor disturbance. But
clear-cutting is cheaper, and timber companies
therefore use this method and will continue to do so
unless forced to do otherwise.f . . .

VL. THE MEAT INDUSTRY

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 subordinate to our taste for a par-
ticular kind of dish. I say “taste” deliberately—this
is purely a matter of pleasing our palate. There can
be no defenses of eating flesh in terms of satisfy-
ing nutritional needs, since it has been established
beyond doubt that we could satisfy our need for pro-
icin 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 ani-
mals 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 tol-
erates methods of meat production that confine sen-
tient 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.” So hens are crowded four or five to
a cage with a floor area of twenty inches by eigh-
teen inches, or around the size of a single page of the
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New York Times. The cages have wire floors, since
this reduces cleaning costs, though wize is unsuitable
for the hens’ feet; the floors slope, since this makes
the eggs roll down for easy collection, although this
makes 1t difficult for the hens to rest comfortably. In
these conditions all the birds’ natural instincts are
thwarted: They cannot stretch their wings fully, walk
freely, dust-bathe, scratch the ground, or build a nest.
Although they have never known other conditions,
observers have noticed that the birds vainly try to
perform these actions. Frustrated at their inability to
do so, they often develop what farmers call “vices.”
and peck each other to death. To prevent this, the
beaks of young birds are often cut off.

This kind of treatment is not limited to pouliry.
Pigs are now also being reared in cages inside sheds.
These animals are comparable to dogs in intelli-
gence, and need a varied, stimulating environment
if they are not to suffer from stress and boredom.
Anyone who kept a dog in the way in which pigs are
frequently kept would be liable to prosecution, in
England at least, but because our interest in exploit-
ing pigs is greater than our interest in exploiting
dogs, we object to cruelty to dogs while consuming
the produce of cruelty to pigs. Of the other animals,
the condition of veal calves is perhaps worst of all,
since these animals are so closely confined that
they cannot even turn around or get up and lie down
freely. In this way they do not develop unpalatable
muscle. They are also made anemic and kept short of
roughage, to keep their flesh pale, since white veal
fetches a higher price; as a result they develop a crav-
ing for iron and roughage, and have been observed
to gnaw wood off the sides of their stalls, and lick
greedily at any rusty hinge that is within reach.

Since, as I have said, none of these practices cater to
anything more than our pleasures of taste, our practice
of rearing and killing other animals in order to eat them
is a clear instance of the sacrifice of the most impor-
tant interests of other beings in order to satisfy trivial
interests of our own. To avoid speciesism we must stop
this practice, 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
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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?

NOTES

1. For a fuller statement of this argument, see my
Animal Liberation (New York: A New York Review
Book, 1975), especially Ch. 1.

2. Ibid.

3. See, for instance, the comments by Arthur Galston
in Natural History, 83, no. 3 (March 1974): 18, on the
“evidence” cited in such books as The Secret Life of Plants.

4. Singer, Animal Liberation, pp. 20-23.

5. See 1. Olsen, Slaughter the Animals, Poison the
Earth (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1971), especially
pp. 153164, 7

6. See R. and V. Routley, The Fight for the Forests
(Canberra: Australian National University Press, 1974),
for a thoroughly documented indictment of clear-cutting
in America, see Time, May 17, 1976.
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7. Although one might think that killing a being is obvi-
ously the ultimate wrong one can do to it, I think that the
infliction of suffering is a clearer indication of speciesism
because it might be argued that at least part of what is wrong
with killing a human is that most humans are consciouns of
their existence over time, and have desires and purposes
that extend into the future—see, for instance, M. Tooley,
“Abortion and Infanticide,” Philosophy and Public Affairs,
vol. 2, no. 1 (1972). Of course, if one took this view one
would have to hold—as Tooley does—that killing a human
infant or mental defective is not in itself wrong, and is lesg
serious than killing certain higher mammals that probably
do have a sense of their own existence over time.

8. Ruth Harrison, Animal Machines (Stuart, London
1964). This book provides an eye-opening account of inten-
stve farming methods for those unfamiliar with the subject.

QUESTIONS

1. What is the place of nonhumans in environmental
issues?

2. Why should we be concerned about *nonhumans™?
Isn’t our first duty to ourselves?

CASE 12.1

The Ethics of Dolphin-Human Interaction

Thomas 1. White

In tales that reach back to ancient Crete, dolphins
are said to be special creatures. We are told that
they regularly aid lost ships, save drowning sailors,
and form fast friendships with humans. Dolphins
were even thought to be gods by some ancient
peoples. This fascination with dolphins continues

in the present. Even though we no longer consider
dolphins to be divine, we have learned that they
are surprisingly complex socially, emotionally, and
intellectually. Accordingly, we now .face a series
of questions about the moral justifiability of our
behavior toward them.

From Thoraas I. White, Business Ethics: A Philosophical Reader (New York: Macmillan, 1993). Reprinted with permission.






