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Il Animals Are Equal
Peter Singer

Peter Singer has written about assisted reproduction, animal rights, 
abortion, infanticide, the environment, and famine relief. Because of 
his controversial beliefs, Singer’s appointment to Princeton University 
in 1999 created a public uproar reminiscent of 1940, when the City 
College of New York appointed Bertrand Russell, one of the 20th cen
tury’s greatest philosophers, to a one-year professorship. In Russell’s 
case, the outcry culminated in a judge’s ruling that cancelled the state 
university’s appointment. Commenting on the case, Albert Einstein 
said, “Great spirits have always found violent opposition from mediocri
ties.” Since Princeton is a private university, Singer’s ordeal stayed out 
of the courts.

The treatment of nonhuman animals has traditionally been 
regarded as a trivial matter. Until recently, almost every ethicist who 
wore on the subject provided some rationale for excluding animals 
from moral concern. Aristotle said that, in the natural order of tilings, 
animals exist to serve human purposes. The Christian tradition added 
that man alone is made in God’s image and that animals do not have 
souls. Immanuel Kant said that animals are not self-conscious, so we 
can have no duties to them.

The utilitarians took a different view, holding thatwe should con
sider the interests of all beings, human and nonhuman. Peter Singer 
(1946-) took up this argument in the mid-1970s.

This selection is taken from the second edition of Singer's book, 
Animal Liberation. Today, Professor Singer splits his time between 
Princeton University in the U.S. and Melbourne University in Australia.

From Peter Singer, Animal Liberation: The Definitive Classic of the Animal Movement 
(Harper Perennial Modern Classics, 2009). Reprinted by permission of Peter Singer.
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“Animal Liberation” may sound more like a parody of other libera
tion movements than a serious objective. The idea of “The Rights 
of Animals” actually was once used to parody the case for women’s 
rights. When Mary Wollstonecraft, a forerunner of today’s feminists, 
published her Vindication of the Rights of Woman in 1792, her views 
were widely regarded as absurd, and before long an anonymous 
publication appeared entitled A Vindication of the Rights of Brutes. 
The author of this satirical work (now known to have been Thomas 
Taylor, a distinguished Cambridge philosopher) tried to refute Mary 
Wollstonecraft’s arguments by showing that they could be carried one 
stage further. If the argument for equality was sound when applied 
to women, why should it not be applied to dogs, cats, and horses? 
The reasoning seemed to hold for these “brutes” too; yet to hold that 
brutes had rights was manifestly absurd. Therefore the reasoning 
by which this conclusion had been reached must be unsound, and 
if unsound when applied to brutes, it must also be unsound when 
applied to women, since the very same arguments had been used in 
each case.

In order to explain die basis of the case for the equality of ani
mals, it will be helpful to start with an examination of the case for the 
equality of women. Let us assume that we wish to defend the case for 
women’s rights against the attack by Thomas Taylor. How should we 
reply?

One way in which we might reply is by saying that the case for 
equality between men and women cannot validly be extended to non
human animals. Women have a right to vote, for instance, because 
they are just as capable of making rational decisions about the future 
as men are; dogs, on the other hand, are incapable of understanding 
the significance of voting, so they cannot have the right to vote. There 
are many other obvious ways in which men and women resemble each 
other closely, while humans and animals differ greatly. So, it might 
be said, men and women are similar beings and should have similar 
rights, while humans and nonhumans are different and should not 
have equal rights.

The reasoning behind this reply to Taylor’s analogy is correct up 
to a point, but it does not go far enough. There are obviously important 
differences between humans and other animals, and these differences 
must give rise to some differences in the rights that each have. Recog
nizing this evident fact, however, is no barrier to the case for extending 
the basic principle of equality- to nonhuman animals. The differences 
that exist between men and women are equally undeniable, and the 
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supporters of Women’s Liberation are aware that these differences 
may give rise to different rights. Many feminists hold that women have 
the right to an abortion on request. It does not follow that since these 
same feminists are campaigning for equality between men and women 
they must support the right of men to have abortions too. Since a man 
cannot have an abortion, it is meaningless to talk of his right to have 
one. Since dogs can’t vote, it is meaningless to talk of their right to 
vote. There is no reason why either Women’s Liberation or Animal 
Liberation should get involved in such nonsense. The extension of 
the basic principle of equality from one group to another does not 
imply that we must treat, both groups in exactly the same way, or grant 
exactly the same rights to both groups. Whether we should do so will 
depend on the nature of the members of the two groups. The basic 
principle of equality' does not require equal or identical treatment; it 
requires equal consideration. Equal consideration for different beings 
may lead to different treatment and different rights.

So there is a different way of replying to Taylor’s attempt to par
ody the case for women’s rights, a way that does not deny tire obvious 
differences between human beings and nonhumans but goes more 
deeply into the question of equality' and concludes by finding noth
ing absurd in the idea that the basic principle of equality applies to 
so-called brutes. At this point such a conclusion may appear odd; but 
if we examine more deeply the basis on which our opposition to dis
crimination on grounds of race or sex ultimately rests, we will see 
that we would be on shaky ground if we were to demand equality for 
blacks, women, and other groups of oppressed humans while denying 
equal consideration to nonhumans. To make this clear we need to 
see, first, exactly why racism and sexism are wrong. When, we say that 
all human beings, whatever their race, creed, or sex, are equal, what 
is it that we are asserting? Those who wish to defend hierarchical, 
inegalitarian societies have often pointed out that by whatever test 
we choose it simply is not true that all humans are equal. Like it or 
not we must face the fact that humans come in different shapes and 
sizes; they come with different moral capacities, different intellectual 
abilities, different amounts of benevolent feeling and sensitivity to the 
needs of others, different abilities to communicate effectively, and 
different 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.

Still, one might cling to the view that the demand for equality 
among human beings is based on the actual equality of the different 
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races and sexes. Although, it may be said, humans differ as individuals, 
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 
about that person’s intellectual or moral capacities. This, it may be 
said, is why racism and sexism are wrong. The white racist claims that 
whites are superior to blacks, but this is false; although there are dif
ferences among individuals, some blacks are superior 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 abilities, and this is why it is unjustifiable to discriminate 
on the basis of sex.

The existence of individual variations that cut across the lines of 
race or sex, however, provades us with no defense at all against a more 
sophisticated opponent of equality, one who proposes that, say, the 
interests of all those with IQ scores below 100 be given less consider
ation than the interests of those with ratings over 100. Perhaps those 
scoring below the mark would, in this society, be made the slaves of 
those scoring higher. 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 dif
ferent 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 equal
ity, even the limited kind that asserts that variations in capacities and 
abilities are spread evenly among the different races and between the 
sexes', we can have no absolute guarantee that these capacities and 
abilities 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 both among races and 
between sexes. These differences do not, of course, appear in every 
case, but only when averages are taken. More important still, we do 
not yet know how many of these differences are really due to the dif
ferent genetic endowments of the different races and sexes, and how 
many are due to poor schools, poor housing, and other factors 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; nevertheless, it would be dangerous to rest 
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the case against racism and sexism on the belief that all significant 
differences are environmental in origin. The opponent of, say, racism 
who takes this line will be unable to avoid conceding that if differ
ences in ability did after all prove to have some genetic connection 
with race, racism would in some way be defensible.

Fortunately there is no need to pin the case for equality to one 
particular outcome of a scientific investigation. The appropriate 
response to those who claim to have found evidence of genetically 
based differences in ability among the races or between the sexes is 
not to stick to 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 equality does not depend on 
intelligence, moral capacity, physical strength, or similar matters of 
fact. Equality is a moral idea, not an 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 we give to their needs and interests. The principle of the 
equality of human beings is not a description of an alleged actual equality 
among humans: it is a prescription of how we should treat human beings.

Jeremy Bentham, the founder of the reforming utilitarian 
school of moral philosophy, incorporated the essential basis of moral 
equality into his system of ethics by means of the formula: “'Each to 
count for one and none for more than one.” In other words, the inter
ests of every being affected by an action are to be taken into account 
and given the same weight as the like interests of any other being. A 
later utilitarian, Henry* Sidgwick, put the point in this way: “The good 
of any one individual is of no 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 deal of agreement in specifying as a fundamen
tal presupposition of their moral theories some similar requirement 
that works to give everyone’s interests equal consideration—although 
these writers generally cannot agree on how this requirement is best 
formulated.

It is an implication of this principle of equality that our concern 
for others and our readiness to consider their interests ought not to 
depend on what they are like or on what abilities they may possess. 
Precisely what our concern or consideration requires us to do may 
vary according to the characteristics of those affected by what we do: 
concern for the well-being of children growing up in America would 
require that we teach them to read; concern for the well-being of pigs 
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may require no more than that we leave them with other pigs in a 
place where there is adequate food and room to run freely. But the 
basic element—the taking into account of the interests of the being, 
whatever those interests may be—must, according to the principle of 
equality, be extended to all beings, black or white, masculine or femi- 
nine, human or nonhuman.

Thomas Jefferson, who was responsible for writing the principle 
of the equality of men into the American Declaration of Indepen
dence, saw this point. It led him to oppose slavery even though he was 
unable to free himself fully from his slaveholding background. He 
wrote in a letter to the author of a book that emphasized the notable 
intellectual achievements of Negroes in order to refute the then com
mon view that they had limited intellectual capacities:

Be assured diat no person living wishes more sincerely than I do, 
to see a complete refutation of the doubts I myself have enter
tained and expressed on the grade of understanding allotted 
to them by nature, and to find that they are on a par with our
selves . . . but whatever be their degree of talent it. is no measure 
of their rights. Because Sir Isaac Newton was superior to others 
in understanding, he was not therefore lord of die propertv or 
persons of others.

Similarly, when in the 1850s the call for women’s rights was 
raised in the United States, a remarkable black feminist named 
Sojourner Truth made the same point in more robust terms at a femi
nist convention:

They talk about this thing in the head; what do they call it? 
[“Intellect,” whispered someone nearby.] That’s it. What’s that 
got to do with women’s rights or Negroes’ lights? If my cup won’t 
hold but a pint and yours holds a quart, wouldn’t you be mean 
not to let me have my little half-measure full?

It is on this basis that the case against racism and the case 
against sexism must both ultimately rest; and it is in accordance with 
this principle that the attitude that we may call “speciesism,” by anal
ogy with racism, must also be condemned. Speciesism—the word is 
not an attractive one. but I can think of no better term—is a prejudice 
or attitude of bias in favor of the interests of members of one’s own 
species and against those of members of other species. It should be 
obvious that the fundamental objections to racism and sexism made 
by Thomas Jefferson and Sojourner Truth apply equally to species
ism. If possessing a higher degree of intelligence does not entitle 
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one human to use another for his or her own ends, how can it entitle 
humans to exploit nonhumans for the same purpose?

Many philosophers and other writers have proposed the prin
ciple of equal consideration of interests, in some form or other, as a 
basic moral principle; but not many of them have recognized that tltis 
principle applies to members of other species as well as to our own. 
Jeremy Bentham was one of the few who did realize this. In a forward- 
looking passage written at a time when black slaves had been freed by 
the French but in the British dominions were still being treated in the 
way we now treat animals, Bentham wrote:

The day may come when the rest of the animal creation may 
acquire those rights which never could have been withholden 
from them but by the hand of tyranny. The French have already 
discovered that the blackness of the skin is no reason why a human 
being should be abandoned without redress to the caprice of a tor
mentor. It may one day come to be recognized that the number of 
the legs, the villosity of the skin, or the termination of the os sacrum 
are reasons equally insufficient for abandoning a sensitive being 
to tire same fate. What else is it that should trace the insuperable 
line? Is it the faculty of reason, or perhaps the faculty of discourse? 
But a full-grown horse or dog is beyond comparison a more ratio
nal, as well as a more conversable animal, than an infant of a day 
or a week or even a month, old. But suppose they were otherwise, 
what would it avail? The question is not, Can they reason?nov Can 
they taZÃFbut, Can they suffer?

In this passage Bentham points to the capacity for suffering as 
the vital characteristic that gives a being the right to equal consid
eration. The capacity for suffering—or more strictly, for suffering 
and/or enjoyment or happiness—is not just another characteristic 
like the capacity for language or higher mathematics. Bentham is not 
saying that those who try to mark “die insuperable line” that deter
mines whether the interests of a being should be considered hap
pen to have chosen the wrong characteristic. By saying drat we must 
consider the interests of all beings with the capacity for suffering or 
enjoyment Bentham does not arbitrarily exclude from consideration 
any interests at all—as those who draw the line with reference to the 
possession of reason or language do. The capacity for suffering and 
enjoyment is a prerequisite for having interests at all, a condition that 
must be satisfied before w?e can speak of interests in a 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 

ALL ANIMALS .ARE EQUAL 123

interests because it cannot suffer. Nothing that we can do to it could 
possibly make any difference to its welfare. The capacity for suffering 
and enjoyment is, however, not only necessary, but also sufficient for 
us to say that a being has interests—at an absolute minimum, an inter
est in not suffering. A mouse, for example, does have an interest in 
not being kicked along the road, because it will suffer if it is.

Although Bentham speaks of “rights” in the passage I have 
quoted, die argument is really about equality radier than about rights. 
Indeed, in a different passage, Bentham famously described “natural 
rights” as “nonsense” and “natural and imprescriptable rights” as “non
sense upon stilts.” He talked of moral rights as a shorthand way of refer
ring to protections diat people and animals morally ought to have; but 
the real weight of die moral argument does not rest on the assertion 
of the existence of the right, for tilis in turn has to be justified on the 
basis of the possibilities for suffering and happiness. In this way we can 
argue for equality for animals without getting embroiled in philosophi
cal controversies about the ultimate nature of rights.

In misguided attempts to refute the arguments of this book, 
some philosophers have gone to much trouble developing arguments 
to show that animals do not have rights. They have claimed that to 
have rights a being must be autonomous, or must be a member of a 
community', or must have the ability to respect the rights of others, or 
must possess a sense of justice. These claims are irrelevant to the case 
for Animal Liberation. The language of rights is a convenient politi
cal shorthand. It is even more valuable in die era of thirty-second TV 
news clips than it was in Bentham’s day: but in the argument for a 
radical change in our attitude to animals, it is in noway necessary.

If a being suffers there can be no moral justification 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 die like suffering—insofar as rough comparisons 
can be made—of any odier being. If a being is not capable of suffer
ing, or of experiencing enjoyment or happiness, there is nothing to be 
taken into account. So the limit of sentience (using the tenu as a conve
nient if not stricdy accurate shorthand for the capacity to suffer and/or 
experience enjoyment) is the only defensible boundary of concern for 
the interests of odiers. To mark this boundary by some other character
istic like intelligence or rationality would be to mark it in an arbitrary 
manner. Why not choose some other characteristic, like skin color?

Racists violate the principle of equality by giring greater weight 
to the interests of members of their own race when there is a clash 
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between their interests and the interests of those of another race. 
Sexists violate the principle of equality by favoring the interests of 
their own sex. Similarly, speciesists allow the interests of their own 
species to override the greater interests of members of other species. 
The pattern is identical in each case. . . .

Animals can feel pain. As we saw earlier, there can be no moral jus
tification for regarding the pain (or pleasure) that animals feel as 
less important than the same amount of pain (or pleasure) felt by 
humans. But what practical consequences follow from this conclu
sion? To prevent misunderstanding I shall spell out what I mean a 
little more fullv. y

If I give a horse a hard slap across its rump with my open hand, 
the horse may start, but it presumably feels little pain. Its skin is thick 
enough to protect it against a mere slap. If I slap a baby in the same 
way, however, the baby will cry and presumably feel pain, for its skin is 
more sensitive. So it is worse to slap a baby than a horse, if both slaps 
are administered with equal force. But there must be some kind of 
blow—I don’t know exactly what it would be, but perhaps a blow with 
a heavy’ stick—that would cause the horse as much pain as we cause a 
baby’ by slapping it with our hand. That is what I mean by “the same 
amount of pain,” and if we consider it wrong to inflict that much pain 
on a baby for no good reason then we must, unless we are speciesists, 
consider it equally wrong to inflict tire same amount of pain on a 
horse for no good reason.

Other differences between humans and animals cause other 
complications. Normal adult human beings have mental capacities 
tltat will, in certain circumstances, lead them to suffer more than ani
mals would in the same circumstances. If, for instance, we decided to 
perform extremely painful or lethal scientific experiments on normal 
adult humans, kidnapped at random from public parks for this pur
pose, adults who enjoy strolling in parks would become fearful that 
they would be kidnapped. The resultant terror would be a form of 
suffering additional to the pain of the experiment. The same experi
ments performed on nonhuman animals would cause less suffering 
since the animals would not have the anticipatory dread of being kid
napped and experimented upon. This does not mean, of course, that 
it would be right to perform the experiment on animals, but only that 
títere is a reason, which is noispeciesist, for preferring to use animals 
rather than normal adult human beings, if the experiment is to be 
done at all. It should be noted, however, that this same argument 
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gives us a reason for preferring to use human infants—orphans 
perhaps—or severely retarded human beings for experiments, rather 
than adults, since infants and retarded humans would also have no 
idea of what was going to happen to them. So far as this argument is 
concerned nonhuman animals and infants and retarded humans are 
in the same category; and if we use this argument to justify experi
ments on nonhuman animals we have to ask ourselves whether we are 
also prepared to allow experiments on human infants and retarded 
adults; and if we make a distinction between animals and these 
humans, on what basis can we do it, other than a bare-faced—and 
morally indefensible—preference for members of our own species?

There are many matters in which the superior mental pow
ers of normal adult humans make a difference: anticipation, more 
detailed memory, greater knowledge of what is happening, and so 
on. Yet these differences do not all point to greater suffering on the 
part of the normal human being. Sometimes animals may suffer more 
because of their more limited understanding. If, for instance, we are 
taking prisoners in wartime we can explain to them that although 
they must submit to capture, search, and confinement, they will not 
otherwise be harmed and will be set free at the conclusion of hostili
ties. If we capture wild animals, however, we cannot explain that we 
are not threatening their lives. A wild animal cannot distinguish an 
attempt to overpower and confine from an attempt to kill; the one 
causes as much terror as the other.

It may be objected that comparisons of the sufferings of dif
ferent species are impossible to make and that for this reason when 
the interests of animals and humans clash the principle of equality 
gives no guidance. It is probably true that comparisons of suffering 
between members of different species cannot be made precisely, but 
precision is not essential. Even if we were to prevent the infliction of 
suffering on animals only when it is quite certain that the interests of 
humans will not be affected to anything like the extent that animals 
are affected, we would be forced to make radical changes in our treat
ment 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 hunting, trapping and the wearing of furs, and areas 
of entertainment like circuses, rodeos, and zoos. As a result, a vast 
amount of suffering would be avoided. . . .


