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“A most important book that will change the way many of
us look at animals —and, ultimately, at ourselves.”

— Chicago Tribune
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radical changes in our treatment of animals that would involve
our diet, the farming methods we use, experimental procedures
in many fields of science, our approach to wildlife and to hunt-
ing, trapping and the wearing of furs, and areas of entertainment
like circuses, rodeos, and zoos. As a result, a vast amount of suf-
fering would be avoided.

So far I have said a lot about inflicting suffering on animals, but
nothing about killing them. This omission has been deliber-
ate. The application of the principle of equality to the infliction
of suffering is, in theory at least, fairly straightforward. Pain and
suffering are in themselves bad and should be prevented or mini-
mized, irrespective of the race, sex, or species of the being that
suffers. How bad a pain is depends on how intense it is and how
long it lasts, but pains of the same intensity and duration are
equally bad, whether felt by humans or animals.

The wrongness of killing a being is more complicated. I have
kept, and shall continue to keep, the question of killing in the
background because in the present state of human tyranny over
other species the more simple, straightforward principle of equal
consideration of pain or pleasure is a sufficient basis for identify-
ing and protesting against all the major abuses of animals that
human beings practice. Nevertheless, it is necessary to say some-
thing about killing.

Just as most human beings are speciesists in their readiness to
cause pain to animals when they would not cause a similar pain
to humans for the same reason, so most human beings are spe-
ciesists in their readiness to kill other animals when they would
not kill human beings. We need to proceed more cautiously here,
however, because people hold widely differing views about
when it is legitimate to kill humans, as the continuing debates
over abortion and euthanasia attest. Nor have moral philoso-
phers been able to agree on exactly what it is that makes it wrong
to kill human beings, and under what circumstances killing a
human being may be justifiable.

Let us consider first the view that it is always wrong to take an
innocent human life. We may call this the “sanctity of life” view.
People who take this view oppose abortion and euthanasia. They
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do not usually, however, oppose the killing of nonhuman ani-
mals—so perhaps it would be more accurate to describe this view
as the “sanctity of human life” view. The belief that human life,
and only human life, is sacrosanct is a form of speciesism. To see
this, consider the following example.

Assume that, as sometimes happens, an infant has been born
with massive and irreparable brain damage. The damage is so
severe that the infant can never be any more than a “human
vegetable,” unable to talk, recognize other people, act independ-
ently of others, or develop a sense of self-awareness. The parents
of the infant, realizing that they cannot hope for any improve-
ment in their child’s condition and being in any case unwilling
to spend, or ask the state to spend, the thousands of dollars that
would be needed annually for proper care of the infant, ask the
doctor to kill the infant painlessly.

Should the doctor do what the parents ask? Legally, the doc-
tor should not, and in this respect the law reflects the sanctity of
life view. The life of every human being is sacred. Yet people
who would say this about the infant do not object to the killing
of nonhuman animals. How can they justify their different judg-
ments? Adult chimpanzees, dogs, pigs, and members of many
other species far surpass the brain-damaged infant in their abil-
ity to relate to others, act independently, be self-aware, and any
other capacity that could reasonably be said to give value to life.
With the most intensive care possible, some severely retarded
infants can never achieve the intelligence level of a dog. Nor can
we appeal to the concern of the infant’s parents, since they them-
selves, in this imaginary example (and in some actual cases) do
not want the infant kept alive. The only thing that distinguishes
the infant from the animal, in the eyes of those who claim it has
a “right to life,” is that it is, biologically, a member of the species
Homo sapiens, whereas chimpanzees, dogs, and pigs are not.
But to use this difference as the basis for granting a right to life
to the infant and not to the other animals is, of course, pure
speciesism.14 It is exactly the kind of arbitrary difference that the
most crude and overt kind of racist uses in attempting to justify
racial discrimination.

This does not mean that to avoid speciesism we must hold that
it is as wrong to kill a dog as it is to kill a human being in full
possession of his or her faculties. The only position that is irre-
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deemably speciesist is the one that tries to make the boundary of
the right to life run exactly parallel to the boundary of our own
species. Those who hold the sanctity of life view do this, because
while distinguishing sharply between human beings and other
animals they allow no distinctions to be made within our own
species, objecting to the killing of the severely retarded and the
hopelessly senile as strongly as they object to the killing of nor-
mal adults.

Toavoid speciesism we must allow that beings who are similar
in all relevant respects have a similar right to life—and mere
membership in our own biological species cannot be a morally
relevant criterion for this right. Within these limits we could still
hold, for instance, that it is worse to kill a normal adult human,
with a capacity for self-awareness and the ability to plan for the
future and have meaningful relations with others, than it is to kill
amouse, which presumably does not share all of these character-
istics; or we might appeal to the close family and other personal
ties that humans have but mice do not have to the same degree;
or we might think that it is the consequences for other humans,
who will be put in fear for their own lives, that makes the crucial
difference; or we might think it is some combination of these fac-
tors, or other factors altogether.

Whatever criteria we choose, however, we will have to admit
that they do not follow precisely the boundary of our own
species. We may legitimately hold that there are some features of
certain beings that make their lives more valuable than those of
other beings; but there will surely be some nonhuman animals
whose lives, by any standards, are more valuable than the lives of
some humans. A chimpanzee, dog, or pig, for instance, will have
a higher degree of self-awareness and a greater capacity for mean-
ingful relations with others than a severely retarded infant or
someone in a state of advanced senility. So if we base the right to
life on these characteristics we must grant these animals a right to
life as good as, or better than, such retarded or senile humans.

This argument cuts both ways. It could be taken as showing
that chimpanzees, dogs, and pigs, along with some other species,
have a right to life and we commit a grave moral offense when-
ever we kill them, even when they are old and suffering and our
intention is to put them out of their misery. Alternatively one
could take the argument as showing that the severely retarded
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and hopelessly senile have no right to life and may be killed for
quite trivial reasons, as we now kill animals.

Since the main concern of this book is with ethical questions
having to do with animals and not with the morality of euthana-
sia I shall not attempt to settle this issue finally.!5 I think it is rea-
sonably clear, though, that while both of the positions just de-
scribed avoid speciesism, neither is satisfactory. What we need is
some middle position that would avoid speciesism but would
not make the lives of the retarded and senile as cheap as the lives
of pigs and dogs now are, or make the lives of pigs and dogs so
sacrosanct that we think it wrong to put them out of hopeless
misery. What we must do is bring nonhuman animals within our
sphere of moral concern and cease to treat their lives as expend-
able for whatever trivial purposes we may have. At the same
time, once we realize that the fact that a being is a member of our
own species is not in itself enough to make it always wrong to
kill that being, we may come to reconsider our policy of preserv-
ing human lives at all costs, even when there is no prospect of a
meaningful life or of existence without terrible pain.

I conclude, then, that a rejection of speciesism does not imply
that all lives are of equal worth. While self-awareness, the capac-
ity to think ahead and have hopes and aspirations for the future,
the capacity for meaningful relations with others and so on are
not relevant to the question of inflicting pain—since pain is pain,
whatever other capacities, beyond the capacity to feel pain, the
being may have—these capacities are relevant to the question of
taking life. It is not arbitrary to hold that the life of a self-aware
being, capable of abstract thought, of planning for the future, of
complex acts-of communication, and so on, is more valuable than
the life of a being without these capacities. To see the difference
between the issues of inflicting pain and taking life, consider how
we would choose within our own species. If we had to choose to
save the life of a normal human being or an intellectually disabled
human being, we would probably choose to save the life of a nor-
mal human being; but if we had to choose between preventing
pain in the normal human being or the intellectually disabled
one—imagine that both have received painful but superficial in-
juries, and we only have enough painkiller for one of them—it is
not nearly so clear how we ought to choose. The same is true
when we consider other species. The evil of pain is, in itself, unaf-
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fected by the other characteristics of the being who feels the pain;
the value of life is affected by these other characteristics. To give
just one reason for this difference, to take the life of a being who
has been hoping, planning, and working for some future goal is to
deprive that being of the fulfillment of all those efforts; to take the
life of a being with a mental capacity below the level needed to
grasp that one is a being with a future—much less make plans for
the future—cannot involve this particular kind of loss.16

Normally this will mean that if we have to choose between the
life of a human being and the life of another animal we should
choose to save the life of the human; but there may be special
cases in which the reverse holds true, because the human being
in question does not have the capacities of a normal human
being. So this view is not speciesist, although it may appear to be
at first glance. The preference, in normal cases, for saving a
human life over the life of an animal when a choice has to be
made is a preference based on the characteristics that normal hu-
mans have, and not on the mere fact that they are members of
our own species. This is why when we consider members of our
own species who lack the characteristics of normal humans we
can no longer say that their lives are always to be preferred to
those of other animals. This issue comes up in a practical way in
the following chapter. In general, though, the question of when it
is wrong to kill (painlessly) an animal is one to which we need
give no precise answer. As long as we remember that we should
give the same respect to the lives of animals as we give to the
lives of those humans at a similar mental level, we shall not go
far wrong.17

In any case, the conclusions that are argued for in this book
flow from the principle of minimizing suffering alone. The idea
that it is also wrong to kill animals painlessly gives some of these
conclusions additional support that is welcome but strictly un-
necessary. Interestingly enough, this is true even of the conclu-
sion that we ought to become vegetarians, a conclusion that in
the popular mind is generally based on some kind of absolute
prohibition on killing.

The reader may already have thought of some objections to the
position I have taken in this chapter. What, for instance, do I pro-
pose to do about animals who may cause harm to human beings?
Should we try to stop animals from killing each other? How do
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we know that plants cannot feel pain, and if they can, must we
starve? To avoid interrupting the flow of the main argument I
have chosen to discuss these and other objections in a separate
chapter, and readers who are impatient to have their objections
answered may look ahead to Chapter 6.

The next two chapters explore two examples of speciesism in
practice. I have limited myself to two examples so that I would
have space for a reasonably thorough discussion, although this
limit means that the book contains no discussion at all of other
practices that exist only because we do not take seriously the in-
terests of other animals—practices like hunting, whether for
sport or for furs; farming minks, foxes, and other animals for
their fur; capturing wild animals (often after shooting their moth-
ers) and imprisoning them in small cages for humans to stare at;
tormenting animals to make them learn tricks for circuses and
tormenting them to make them entertain the audiences at rodeos;
slaughtering whales with explosive harpoons, under the guise of
scientific research; drowning over 100,000 dolphins annually in
nets set by tuna fishing boats; shooting three million kangaroos
every year in the Australian outback to turn them into skins and
pet food; and generally ignoring the interests of wild animals as
we extend our empire of concrete and pollution over the surface
of the globe.

I shall have nothing, or virtually nothing, to say about these
things, because as I indicated in the preface to this edition, this
book is not a compendium of all the nasty things we do to ani-
mals. Instead I have chosen two central illustrations of spe-
ciesism in practice. They are not isolated examples of sadism, but
practices that involve, in one case, tens of millions of animals,
and in the other, billions of animals every year. Nor can we pre-
tend that we have nothing to do with these practices. One of
them—experimentation on animals—is promoted by the govern-
ment we elect and is largely paid for out of the taxes we pay. The
other—rearing animals for food—is possible only because most
people buy and eat the products of this practice. That is why I
have chosen to discuss these particular forms of speciesism. They
are at its heart. They cause more suffering to a greater number of
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—

animals than anything else that human beings do. To stop them
we must change the policies of our government, and we must
change our own lives, to the extent of changing our diet. If these
officially promoted and almost universally accepted forms of
speciesism can be abolished, abolition of the other speciesist
practices cannot be far behind.
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