Does Peter Singer’s account of speciesism provide an accurate account of our society’s moral relationship towards animals?

In his book Practical Ethics, Singer gives reasons as to why people are speciesist and considers this form of discrimination to be like racism. Because he considers racism to be essentially unjustifiable, therefore speciesism is too. Singer notes that ‘Only a few have recognised the principle [of racism] has applications beyond our own species.’[footnoteRef:1] Quoting Jeremy Bentham, the ‘founding father of modern utilitarianism’ he says:  [1:  Peter Singer, Practical Ethics (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993) p. 56] 

But a fullgrown horse or dog is beyond comparison a more rational, as well as more conversable animal, than an infant of a day, or a week, or even a month old… The question is not, Can they reason? nor Can they talk? but, Can they suffer?[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Jeremy Bentham, Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, chap 18, sec.1, in Peter Singer, pp. 56-57] 

Singer then develops his argument regarding the capacity of suffering, enjoyment or happiness as characteristics that entitles a being for equal consideration to humans. In other words, the being, whether animal or human, must have interests, demonstrated by their capacity for suffering or enjoyment. He explains that a stone does not have interests because it cannot suffer and would not be affected by being kicked down the road, whereas a mouse is likely to suffer if treated this way.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Peter Singer, p. 57] 

Singer introduces the principle of equality by discussing how racism violates this principle. According to Singer, racism occurs when people give greater importance to the interests of the members of their own race,[footnoteRef:4] although it might be noted here that he does not mention what determines ‘race’. If he is suggesting visual factors such as skin colour, this may only be relevant to some aspects of racism. There might be factors that are not visible such as religious affiliation and language. Moreover, the very notion of ‘race’ is increasingly contested. Therefore it might be argued that he is attempting to determine what racism is by using out of date and racist ideas about ‘race’ to support his argument.[footnoteRef:5] Singer brings in racism to argue that when humans are speciesist, they are essentially using the same justifications that a racist would for being racist, the justifying factors being no more than that they see the interests of members of their own race to be more valuable than the interests of any other race/being. He continues, ‘But there may be some doubts about what this equality [if applied] amounts to in practice.’[footnoteRef:6] Referring to his previous argument about the mouse, he gives what he considers to be the main objection to his argument: ‘“Surely pain felt by a mouse just is not as bad as pain felt by a human. Humans have much greater awareness of what is happening to them, and this makes their suffering worse.”’ Singer agrees that the human cancer patient might be understood to experience greater pain than the laboratory mouse in that situation but we must acknowledge that there could be variable experiences of pain between species such that we must apply the idea of equality.[footnoteRef:7] However, it might be argued that simply because we can map the suffering onto a past, present and future, this does not necessarily mean it is any worse than that of any other being; the result may be that our suffering is more complex because we can reflect on our condition. But this may simply produce an illusion of heightened pain and suffering. [4:  Peter Singer, p. 58]  [5:  Steven Rose, ‘The Concept of Race is Biologically Meaningless’ Independent 28 January 2002 From a public lecture given at Gresham College in the City of London<https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/commentators/steven-rose-the-concept-of-race-is-biologically-meaningless-9270507.html> ]  [6:  Peter Singer, p. 58]  [7:  Peter Singer, p. 58] 

To drive home his point that the reflective nature of human suffering may not be a strong enough argument to support the special nature of human suffering, Singer turns the argument on its head to ask why we cannot use severely cognitively disabled humans or babies to experiment on if they will not experience the anticipatory fear of capture and of experimentation just like an animal? Singer argues that this should indicate that performing such experiments on animals is wrong on the basis of this criteria.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Peter Singer, pp. 58-59] 

Singer also notes that just as when a human prisoner is caught and imprisoned, when an animal is captured, because it cannot distinguish between being caged for a long period of time and then freed, and being captured and killed, its level of suffering might be very high. In this case it is the lack of understanding that is the cause of the suffering.[footnoteRef:9] However, I would go further than Singer and argue that it does not matter what our interests are when it comes to the pain of another animal. For example, if I was to have the intention of adopting a feral cat, I may have the understanding that I intend to take it home, care for it and feed it, and do everything that I believe is good for the animal. But the problem is that the animal has no concept that I have that intention. A human may have the luxury of hindsight and the ability to see a situation differently in the future, whereas an animal may not experience this. If someone prioritises their interests, that being their ability to understand the situation as the most legitimate perspective, we are assuming that our views are superior. We do not necessarily understand other creature’s rationality or even other people’s, so to use a certain type of rationality to decide who is rational/right or not is wrong. Although Singer argues against using a certain sort of rationality to see animals as inferior and unable to suffer as humans do, his tendency to assume that humans know best - ‘there are many areas in which the superior mental powers of normal adult humans make a difference’[footnoteRef:10] -  is he simply advocating a slightly different form of speciesism? Moreover, in his use of the idea of rights, decided and applied by humans, and what constitutes rationality is he simply applying yet another form of rationality which is speciesist? Does he simply offer another form of knowing what is best and make lots of assumptions about what animals experience? Perhaps he does not go far enough in applying animal rights – particularly in an animal’s right to autonomy and freedom of movement. In this respect, my views might be more radical than Singer’s. If we restricted humans in the same way as we do animals and pets we would view this very clearly as a basic infringement of their ‘human rights’, as slavery. So if we are to go down this route, does Singer go far enough? [9:  Peter Singer, p. ]  [10:  Peter Singer, p. 60] 

An important aspect of Singer’s arguments about our moral relationships with animals is the issue of eating them. For Singer, eating animals is a ‘luxury not a necessity…Their flesh is a luxury, consumed because people like its taste’.[footnoteRef:11] Singer argues that medical evidence supports his view that we do not need to eat meat to be healthy.[footnoteRef:12] However, there is also plenty of scientific evidence that strict veganism can result in serious health problems and being vegan or vegetarian may in some cases be a Western, middle-class luxury. [11:  Peter Singer, pp. 62-63 ]  [12:  Peter Singer, p. 62] 

One criticism of the rights argument that Singer uses here is that human and animal rights and interests can clash, and as he says ‘the principle of equality gives no guidance’ regarding how these clashes might be solved.[footnoteRef:13] His view however, is that we do not have to be ‘precise’ about this. Even if we were to only make changes that did not impact on human interests to any great degree, for example, the abolition of hunting, trapping, wearing furs and not eating meat, it would make a great difference to animal welfare.[footnoteRef:14] While this might be the case to some degree and there are particular aspects of these practices that are used specifically for profit where I would agree with Singer, his argument is not as straightforward as it first appears. There are many people who live their lives in a manner that involves an intrinsic approach that requires them to hunt, trap, wear furs and eat meat. Such traditional and still currently necessary cultures tend to have a lighter carbon footprint and live in ways that protect the environment and support animal environments and eco-systems. Furthermore, without hunting, both by humans of animals and between animals, we might have to cull a lot more animals than we do now, and still not eat them. Many people would view this as highly disrespectful to those animals and worse than our current situation. In this sense Singer is selectively ignoring broader contexts and complications.  [13:  Peter Singer, p. 60]  [14:  Peter Singer, 61] 

In addition to this, his rights argument does not address the issues that arise from animals causing each other suffering and eating one-another. Many animals hunt and kill their prey in what we would consider a morally indefensible manner, for example a fox will give a rabbit a mortal injury but instead of finishing it off quickly and alleviating the animals suffering, it will wait for it to die which can take some time. The fox does this to conserve energy; this is necessary for its own survival and interests. This view does not support the Singer antispeciesist perspective. It could also be argued that trapping, as opposed to hunting with a gun, is more morally permissible than hunting – the animal is given the possibility of out-thinking the trapper and not being caught.
Cora Diamond has similar worries about Singer’s rights based arguments. Diamond picks up on Singer’s tendency to slide over the details of various situations in regard to raising animals to eat. Not all animals are raised and slaughtered in the same way, for example, nor with the same levels of suffering etc. She argues that many vegetarians/vegans might say that they do not wish to anthropomorphise animals, but in effect they do so anyway: 
So the direction of their argument is: we are only one kind of animal; if what is fair for us is concern for our interests, that depends only on our being living animals with interests – and if that is fair, it is fair for any animal. They do not, that is, want to move from concern for people to concern for four-legged people or feathered people - to beings who deserve that concern only because we think of them as having a little person inside.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Cora Diamond, ‘Eating Meat and Eating People’ Philosophy Vol. 53, No. 206, October 1978, pp. 465-479 [Online] Available at <http://www.jstor.org/stable/3749876> {Accessed 28 March 2018], pp. 471-472] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, by taking on the role of guardian for animals, as Singer does, and seeing animals as a form of human he may actually remove many of their ‘rights’, interests and needs as animals that are different to us. Singer does provide an accurate account of our society’s moral relationship towards other animals, however he does not accurately represent the consequences of current and hypothetical animal rights arguments and analyses. This leads him into uncertain territory such as the problem of applying the notion of personhood to other species as Cora Diamond outlines.
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