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Humans and Other Animals.

                                                            Philosophy and Ethics. 

‘’What is speciesism, and is it justified? Apply your answer to the global meat production industry.’’


Introduction.

Speciesism is the differing treatment of, or attitude towards a living being based on its species, often lending itself to the human-held concept of superiority over other non-human animals. It is argued by many that speciesism is very much a form of prejudice, perpetuating discrimination against non-human animals who are often treated as inferior. We as humans often think of ourselves as separate from the rest of our kin in the animal kingdom, with many who would argue that there is a clear and valid distinction between ‘’animal’’ and ‘’man’’. Perhaps as a reflection of this, in many Euro-American cultures, ‘’animalistic’’ as an adjective often carries negative connotations, synonymous with wild or unruly. Similarly, for many, nature itself ‘’stands in binary opposition to culture [as] something ‘other’ and ‘out there’ (Hurn, 2012, p4). The question of whether speciesism is justified, asks if these lines that we draw between species are valid and necessary, or imagined and immoral. 

Speciesism: A Form of Prejudice?

Regardless of one’s feelings on the ethics of speciesism, it can be more readily agreed that other animals are often viewed and treated differently to humans. Though the ways we treat other animals are not exclusively harmful or exploitative, many species are used in ways that require we view them as less than human in order to keep our consciences clean. If we treated our fellow humans in the ways in which we often treat animals, it would be considered cruel, immoral and criminal. However speciesism enables us to justify the mass exploitation of other animals for profit and entertainment by placing ‘’us’’ as a species above ‘’them’’, with ample distance in between. Additionally, speciesism also comes into play when we decide which animals are deserving of which treatments. People within every culture are socialised from an early age to differentiate between which animals their country deems to be loveable pets, dangerous threats or edible assets. This sentiment can be seen in the following quote:
















An example of this form of speciesism in practice is the fact that many British citizens are unashamedly meat-eaters, comfortable with the knowledge that they are regularly consuming the meat of cows, chicken, sheep and other ‘’farm-yard’’ animals, whilst recoiling in horror at the thought of anyone, anywhere in the world consuming dogs or cats whilst Human Society International (or HSI) estimates that ‘’between 10 and 20 million dogs are killed in China for their meat annually, and Animals Asia puts the figure for cats at around 4 million per year’’ (Standaert, 2020). In contrast to this, whilst many British citizens readily accept cows as a potential future meal, in India cows are considered by many to be a sacred animal and to mistreat them in any way is sacrilege, with 20 of the country’s 29 states legally prohibiting the slaughter of cows (Sahar & Kidwai, 2019).




It has been noted by some such as influential Philosopher Peter Singer that speciesism is even apparent within the world of animal welfare organisations, highlighting that many of these organisations prioritise the rights and protection of animals who fall into the ‘’pet’’ category over that of animals who fall into the ‘’livestock’’ category, discussing that there is a ‘’prevailing attitude that dogs and cats and wild animals need protection, but other animals do not’’ (Singer, 1975, p219). 
Singer and others who have also taken anti-speciesism stances have drawn parallels between speciesism and racism which is more widely accepted as a legitimate example of discrimination. Singer argues that the ways in which we so often treat non-human animals is nothing short of inequality linked with species-based discrimination, and throughout his body of work has discussed the issues of animal slavery and exploitation by humans stating that ‘’we have seen how generation after generation of Western thinkers has sought to defend the right of human beings to do this’’ (Singer, 1975, p213). 

Singers answer to the inequality that non-human animals suffer is the Principle of Equal Consideration of Interests. The principle states: 




We believe that some animals are less morally important than humans and that some species of nonhuman animals are more important than others; we fail to feel empathy for certain kinds of animals; and we act in harmful ways towards some animals that we would never countenance towards humans or other species of animals. – Everett, et al. 2019.
The extension of the basic principle of equality from one group [humans] to another [other animals] does not imply that we must treat both groups in exactly the same way, or grant exactly the same rights to both groups…The basic principle of equality does not require equal or identical treatment; it requires equal consideration. – Singer, 1975.







Singer explains that equal consideration of interests may result in different treatment based on those particular beings interests, for example: a pig may have different interests to that of a human, however he argues that this does not mean that the pig’s interests should not be considered, in fact he argues that they should. 

Consumption as Discrimination?

The questionable ethics (or lack thereof depending on who you ask) within blood-sports, big-game-hunting, the fur trade and animal experimentation are something many animal lovers can unanimously condemn without much thought, however the meat production industry is an ever-present and thriving contributor to animal exploitation and cruelty. Battery farming, intensive rearing, physical abuse, force-feeding, hormone manipulation and poor living conditions are all a harsh reality of the meat production industry that exploits animals on a mass and generally accepted scale. Though plant-based diets are on the rise in popularity, with an upward trend in affordability and variety of choice, many are willing to turn a blind eye to the hard facts of the meat production industry because they are out of sight and therefore easier to keep out of mind, and in turn we are granted convenience with no effort required to change. Afterall, many of us are raised as meat-eaters, taught that it is simply the natural order of things and that we as humans sit at the top of the food chain. We are told that as omnivores it is in our nature to consume meat, it is for survival and therefore should not illicit feelings of guilt or shame. However, Singer argues that in much of the world, meat is not a necessity as much as it is a luxury. He argues that when considering the ethics of the consumption of meat in industrialized societies, we are ‘’considering a situation in which a relatively minor human interest must be balanced against the lives and welfare of the animals involved. The principle of equal consideration of interests does not allow major interests to be sacrificed for minor interests’’ (Singer, 1979, ch.3). It is therefore being argued that the meat production industry is unethical as it does not consider the needs or ‘’interests’’ of animals, and in fact prioritises the pleasure and comfort of humans at the cost of other animal lives and suffering. 



In Singers argument, we as humans should be extending our concept of equality to creatures of other species, as they are living, feeling beings. They suffer, and their suffering carries moral weight just as human suffering does. Those who share his views on speciesism agree that we should implement the Principle of Equal Consideration of Interests when dealing with on-human animals who are entitled to life just as we are. 

Opposition.

Whilst many share Singers views on speciesism, recognising the inconsistencies in our relationships with other animals depending on category and the invisible ethical lines we draw in our respective cultures, there are those who contest Singers stance. Carl Cohen, a Professor at the University of Michigan Medical School declares himself a ‘speciesist’. He has defended biomedical research involving the use of non-human animals and disagrees with Singer’s philosophy on speciesism. Cohen asserts that if we simply appreciate the profound difference between humans and non-human animals we can understand why animals do not and could not have rights (Cohen, 1986) firmly displaying the belief that animal pain does not carry as much moral weight as human pain. Cohen has been very critical of the parallels drawn between speciesism and sexism or racism, stating that the equation is ‘atrocious’ (Lafollette & Shanks, 1996). It can be reasoned that someone with this perspective would argue that it is not unethical to support the meat production industry.

Arguments for  speciesism can also include religious perspectives relating to our roles as humans on this earth, for example the Christian bible teaching that we as humans are entitled to use the land and all its creatures at our disposal to thrive, as we are created in God’s very image, the most special of all his creations. It is easy to see why with this perspective, one may feel that they have superiority as a species over other non-human species. There is also the scientific argument regarding our intelligence and cognition, asserting that the reason our suffering as humans carries more weight than the suffering of other animals is because we are capable of feeling and understanding a great deal more, underpinned by the assumption that as the ‘’most intelligent’’ species, it is a given that our interests are more important than those of other animals and our suffering cannot really be compared to the suffering of less intelligent creatures. 

Conclusions.

Religion isn’t a factor in everyone’s beliefs regarding species and the food chain, and intelligence is a hard thing to quantify amongst other humans let alone other species who we are as of yet incapable of communicating with. I also do not believe that it is our perception of a species intelligence that usually shepherds our decision to consume or not to consume. I believe it is instead our cultural perspectives of animals that determine their treatments in societies that are so heavily engaged in speciesism. I also believe that we are less inclined to mistreat or consume the creatures that we regard as closely related to humans, or those we can deeply empathise with as it is harder to face the slaughter and consumption of an animal that we can identify with. For this reason, we may be more willing to eat octopus than chimpanzee as despite both creatures being highly intelligent beings, we can perhaps relate with our fellow primates far more than alien-esque cephalopods from the mysterious deep, and it is not hard to imagine which creature visually illicit more empathy or emotion. 

In closing, I believe that speciesism is form of wilful cognitive dissonance that many of us welcomingly embrace in order to liberate ourselves from the moral dilemmas we are faced with when treating non-human animals as a means to an end. If we were to embrace Singer’s concept of equality through equal consideration, and make efforts to stop engaging with speciesism in the way that we as a society do, then perhaps the common exploitation of animals would be a far heavier moral dilemma, weighing on many more minds. 
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