	
	
	



What is speciesism and is it justified? By James O’Doherty

The term speciesism is defined by Peter Singer as being “a prejudice or attitude of bias in favour of the interests of members of one's own species and against those of members of others.” (Singer, animal liberation, 1975). However, speciesism as a concept goes further than this definition. In the philosophy of human rights and ethics, speciesism is the practice of treating members of one species as morally superior and of a greater significance than members of other species, yet the term speciesism applies more specifically depending on the circumstance.
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Speciesism has been perceived by numerous scholars as having two forms, as the generic term has gained popularity due to Singer’s works and as seen within Dhont and Stoeber’s article ‘The vegan resistance,’ it is contested by scholars that the generalisation serves to obstruct the exposure of the differentiation between the two distinct forms of speciesism, being Anthropocentric and Pet Speciesism. 
For instance, Richard Ryder, the author who coined the term, writes:
[bookmark: _Int_U8WgG4BX] Two slightly different, but not often clearly distinguished usages of “speciesism” should be noted... But more strictly, it is when the discrimination or exploitation [is defended by means of an appeal to] species that it is speciesist. This... usage should be called strict speciesism (Ryder 1998, p. 320). (“What is Speciesism? | SpringerLink”)
[bookmark: _Int_tRFfvtW8]In relation to the offered perspective, Oscar Horta proposes that a modernised outlook be adopted in order to accommodate for the variations of speciesism and reduce the generalisation of the term.
[bookmark: _Int_P2zoOqdN][bookmark: _Int_IL0t6ORO]Those who agree with Ryder should have to adopt a different definition, such as: “Speciesism is the unjustified disadvantageous consideration or treatment of those who are not classified as belonging to one or more particular species for reasons that do not have to do with the individual capacities they have. This second definition assumes that a position is speciesist if it defends an unjustified disadvantageous consideration or treatment of certain individuals because they are not members of a given species” (Horta, O 2010, p3) (“(PDF) What Is Speciesism? | Oscar Horta - Academia.edu”)
[bookmark: _Int_47G4gTzh]Anthropocentric speciesism refers more directly to the notion of prejudice against animals in favour of humans, which is commonly referred to as speciesism as a whole. Scholars such as Catia Faria and Eze Paez capture the issue in extraordinary detail in “Anthropocentrism and speciesism: conceptual and normative issues” (https://www.researchgate.net/publication/275718039_Anthropocentrism_and_speciesism_conceptual_and_normative_issues)  
[bookmark: _Int_G6ZzigsT][bookmark: _Int_PQKxYnCv][bookmark: _Int_4Ckz11oA] The justification of speciesism is a difficult stance for most, considering its position being regarded as analogous for racism in a modern society. As singer offers a gentle reminder that “there was a time when most Americans thought it was normal and right for members of one group to own members of another group – based on a morally irrelevant difference – skin colour.” this serves to compare the disregard of the suffering of animals so as to fulfil our frivolous desires for fur coats and for leather belts as an unjustifiable, selfish act merely due to the fact that we as a species, perceive and assume moral superiority over other species, excused by our advanced cognitive ability. However, the advance in our species creates the argument that we should assume responsibility to care for the animals that perhaps lack the ability to do so, or at least to the extent that we do. Online publishers such as “Earthling Ed” take to platforms such as YouTube to express their disagreement with how we treat other species, arguing in particular that: 
[bookmark: _Int_jCMA8t0P][bookmark: _Int_0P5DFhOu][bookmark: _Int_ZESgeR6J]In the case of an unavoidable decision regarding whether so spare the life of an elderly person or a child, many would state the child. This is not, however, to justify the suffering of another individual. So why, then, do we disregard our instinctual responsibility to care for beings that are incapable of doing so. We actually provide human infants with more care and moral consideration and attention due to their lack of cognitive abilities and physical state, therefore exemplifying the issues when switching our perspective to the animal kingdom. We are more than happy to farm animals and kill them after a short span of six months or so, so as to fulfil our appetites both in the sense of survival and the sense of trivial material items. (https://youtu.be/GRk6OAseMLQ) 
[bookmark: _Int_bux8lu4B]Singer’s views align with many outlooks provided today, simply stating that “if you wouldn’t justify doing it to a human, why try justify doing it to an animal?” 
(https://youtu.be/y3-BX-jN_Ac) 
[image: ](https://pixabay.com/get/gebb438be42913e02280212ab4d36d4c6b4b02e51cfa63f82a944cba45778f58f0fa3382eb7fa4da1f043b4f2d5cfa9cd_340.jpg)
We perceive it to be unfair to rank humans based on intelligence, thereby creating room for argument when we rank animals or members of other species based on that same philosophy. Yet, there are some who believe that speciesism is fair and natural. Charles Cohen, for example, believes that “Speciesism is not merely plausible; it is essential for right conduct,”
(https://spot.colorado.edu/~heathwoo/phil1200,Spr07/cohen.pdf) 
[bookmark: _Int_AJyCssEW][bookmark: _Int_TxI90Z4L][bookmark: _Int_xJO7XAba]Cohen furthers the position of speciesists by stating that: “Animals (that is, nonhuman animals, the ordinary sense of that word) lack this capacity for free moral judgment. They are not beings of a kind capable of exercising or responding to moral claims. Animals therefore have no rights, and they can have none. This is the core of the argument about the alleged rights of animals. The holders of rights must have the capacity to comprehend rules of duty, governing all including themselves. In applying such rules, the holders of rights must recognize possible conflicts between what is in their own interest and what is just.” (“Page 94 Carl Cohen the Case for the Use of Animals in Biomedical Research”,  https://spot.colorado.edu/~heathwoo/phil1200,Spr07/cohen.pdf) 
[bookmark: _Int_N9JRUind]Therefore, for anthropocentric speciesism, Cohen attacks the views of equal consideration of interests by denying the members of other species the right to fair consideration, on the grounds that the ability to enter into a social contract and to form societal values and beliefs is beyond the reach of the stated species, which denies their claim to moral objectivity. Ultimately in the debate, speciesism is in my opinion justifiable, as although it is against our moral code to enable the suffering of animals for our own gain as a species, the over-arching benefits outweigh the disadvantageous aspects of the anti-speciesist perspective, as our interests, of which should be equally considered, does not state that the interests are of the same severity. This leads onto the next type of speciesism. 

[bookmark: _Int_W2PpPq4v]The other distinct form of speciesism is that of Pet Speciesism. Pet speciesism applies more to the prejudice against non-pet animals in favour of animals considered to be domesticated more so than wild. A quite common belief is that because animals lack the cognitive capabilities of humans and are unable to express the same agency as us, that it is fair to treat them as disposable. The most frequent explanation of pet speciesism is the scenario of the pig and the dog. We displace certain animals so as to prioritise others, as almost all humans, if asked hypothetically, would prioritise a dog's life over a pig’s due to several contributing factors, such as emotional value on morals, on the normalised conventional exploitation of the global meat production industry as pigs are often raised for slaughter in order to feed us as humans, which aids in the perspective of human superiority. 
 We would favour the life of a regularly domesticated animal over that of an animal that is regularly killed, cooked, and consumed due to our emotional values, but this is speciesism in another form. To claim that the moral value of one species is higher than another is to claim that irrelevant of the species, there is a form of hierarchy and discrimination in a form is natural. We can, however, refer back to the notion of equal consideration of interests. We consider the interests of the dog from the perspective of the owner, of a household that welcomes the animal into the home as a member of the human species in some cases, whereas the misguided conception of the pig in this scenario is usually that of a dirty farm animal inevitably raised to satisfy our nutritional needs and to be met with an irreversible fate. Yet, if one were to name a pig and to then provide the love and comfort that a dog would perhaps receive, would the interests of the pig then be altered? Would the species then gain a new meaning in our hierarchy, as our moral ladder shifts so as to heighten the value of the pig's life? 
Effectively, philosophers and scholars alike generalise the term, seeking consistency in beliefs and ideals whilst overlooking the intricacies of the question they so desperately desire the answer to. Anti-Speciesists remind us that the discrimination against other members of other species is an unfair and unjustified act, whilst speciesists provide validation for their argument by stating the natural order of things, suggesting the inability of other species to morally determine a hierarchy, and thereby justifying our assumption of responsibility at the top. 
Online presence Jun Goto, in a video titled “culture and speciesism explained” sums up the issues of speciesism in regard to both pet speciesism as well as the global meat production industry and the negative connotations of such. Goto states that the Yulin dog meat festival, est. 2009, has tens of thousands of dogs and cats slaughtered. Yet contests that industrial pig farming is no different in relation to speciesism. In a report for Vice, people at the festival said that it was nutritional, flavourful, enables monetary gain and is within their rights to have the festival. [image: ](https://www.photosforclass.com/search/china-dog/1) 
Goto then compares the festival to our justifications as a wider species, such as protein sustenance, economic stability for farmers, and meat is tasty. These justifications are strikingly similar to those of the Yulin festival, which exemplifies the perspective of the exploitation of meat production being seen from the view of speciesist individuals who prioritise dogs and cats over cows, pigs, chickens, etc. etc. This encapsulates the fundamental flaws with pet speciesism as it contains exceptions for our moral hierarchy. We remain responsible for the fair equality of interests, yet somehow still divert the gaze back to our interests being the most significant. We also deny the culture and tradition of the Yulin festival yet dismiss any attack on our production of the slaughtered members of other species when they are factory farmed. Goto claims that the blame for our human supremacy falls on our perception of animals, categorised to intelligence, appearance, and conventional ideals. 
(Culture & Speciesism Explained | Yulin 2021) 
When an unnecessary action involves a victim, the action thereby cannot be morally justified. The unnecessary nature of the act is for sensory pleasure, as wholly unjustified reason for needlessly killing and abusively controlling other species. Meat companies provide RSPCA approved logos, or ‘free range’ stickers on foods so as to ease our conscience when purchasing the products and effectively buying into the industry. We apply equal moral consideration to the dogs and cats in the Yulin festival yet remain irreversibly ignorant of the same processes occurring in our own culture and our own ways of life. 
[image: ](https://www.photosforclass.com/download/pb_1122171)

In conclusion, although many cases are made against speciesism, it is only natural for a hierarchy to be established and within that hierarchy, there is a food chain. However, the degree to which we produce these animals for the sole purpose of killing and eating them or farming them for material usage is hypocritical of our moral compass which many use to justify speciesism. Inevitably, the meat production industry will remain as we value meat for our health and development, yet a case can certainly be made for the methods and means with which we achieve the production of meat. Speciesism is justified in the sense that equality of consideration of interests differs significantly to the anti speciesist outlook of equality for all species. Our inconsistency as a species ourselves renders our moral justification for either side of the discussion as vulnerable for criticism. Speciesism is justified, but not without considerable enhancements suggested which would improve or even provide the basis for the humane level of the global meat production industry and create for a more equal consideration of interests regarding other species. 
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