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Does Peter Singer’s account of speciesism provide an accurate account of our society’s moral relationship towards animals?
Peter Singer in his essay ‘Animal Liberation’ seeks to give a perspective of the attitudes that human beings have in regards to their relationship with animals. I will seek to provide an analysis and critique of Singer’s approach as well as providing a defence in regards to the reasons why I think he has chosen such arguments and reached such conclusions; such as his claim of speciesism in regards to our relationship with other-than-human animals. I will use the insights of Diamond and Sharpe whilst reviewing the content of the first chapter of Singer’s book entitled ‘All animals are equal’ in hope of showing the difficulties that Singer faces in regards to giving an accurate account of our relationship with animals. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Singer begins his argument by showing that our concerns in regards to the right of other beings has constantly been challenged. To show this Singer points to women fighting for their right to vote in an endeavour to show the struggles of attaining rights and how these ought to be understood in light of their differences, even though they should all receive equal consideration. To exemplify this Singer notes “since dogs can’t vote, it is meaningless to talk of their right to vote”.[footnoteRef:1] This, he compares to the right of men to have abortions by noting that any liberation movement needs not fight for something it is incapable to achieve, namely men having the capacity of giving birth would imply they ought to have a choice of abortion but since they cannot, it is like a dog being conscious of what it means to vote and acting thusly, since it cannot, it is meaningless to argue for its right to do so.[footnoteRef:2] In this way Singer argues that equality should not be about giving beings equal rights but equal consideration.[footnoteRef:3]  [1: 1 Peter Singer, Animal Liberation, Published by Pimlico, 1985, http://www.uvm.edu/rsenr/wfb175/singer.pdf. Pp.1-12.]  [2:  Ibid. ]  [3:  Ibid.] 

Singer would argue that we are ’speciesist’ in the treatment of other animals, we do not consider them equally. Singer draws on the same arguments used by racists to show how absurd this is; that one people’s are better than the other due to its composition is ridiculous, as singer notes “From the mere fact that a person is black or a woman we cannot infer anything about that persons intellectual or moral capacities.”[footnoteRef:4] Singer shows that even though that we may see differences in tests and averages:  [4:  Ibid.] 

“We do not yet know how many of these differences are really due to the different 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.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Ibid.] 

 In this way Singer argues that it is suffering that is the arbiter of moral consideration. This argument relies on an understanding that any being that can suffer, naturally has interests.[footnoteRef:6] It is incoherent to make assertions about one’s genetic superiority, suffering is something that is experienced by beings of different genetic compositions. Singer then shows this by stating that “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.”[footnoteRef:7] Singer however fails to take this argument to its depths. This is a question of freedom!  [6:  Ibid.]  [7:  Ibid.] 

Singer shows the importance of interests over biology or rationality through Sidgwick’s argument; “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”[footnoteRef:8]  Singer shows that there ought to be no ‘superiority’ of interests on the basis that outside of perception, all is considered equally. This is true, outside of perception everything is of the same value and is considered the same way, existing. It is us that particularise and value the world according to the properties it possesses.[footnoteRef:9] Singer’s explanation undermines our relationship with other beings in the world. That we, being rational thinking beings, ought to approach these issues with the tranquillity of a judge, as an observer, is right, but that every situation should aim to minimize suffering, is not.[endnoteRef:1][footnoteRef:10]  Singer then does not recognise that we are capable of taking this standpoint (one that uses thinking, empathy and pity) that gives responsibility to act over and above what is expected of us. Singer does this because he argues that rationality is an arbitrary boundary.[footnoteRef:11]  [8:  Ibid.]  [9:  Rudolf Steiner, The philosophy of freedom: The basis for a modern world conception. Published by Rudolf Steiner Press London 1964 7th edition. Pp.46-49.]  [1:  Singer argues this in the phrase ‘If a being suffers there can be no moral justification for refusing to take that suffering into consideration.’ It cannot be so, how can we learn without pain? How can others teach us anything if we do not go through a process of endogeny, which naturally involves suffering in order to understand?
]  [10:  Peter Singer, Animal Liberation. Published by Pimlico, 1985, http://www.uvm.edu/rsenr/wfb175/singer.pdf. Pp.1-12.]  [11:  Ibid.] 

I think it is this precise tool that allows us to live in the world in a consciously responsible way rather than one compelled by the world, devoid of freedom, as a stone or a hungry animal. This is important because if Singer really wants to give an accurate account of our relationship with animals, he must take into account the responsibility that human beings adopt by being capable of rational thought in regards to our relationship with other-than-human beings. In arguing that suffering is the true boundary and that all beings ought to be considered equally for they all have the same capacity to have interests, Singer bypasses the fact that it is because of our relationships with other beings taking place in ways that involve suffering and pleasure; that this, is what makes our relationships real. If I were to only have pleasurable memories they would not be as weighted as if I also had painful memories, I would question whether these were real experiences or if they had been constructed artificially. 
Singer’s focus on interests gets to a crucial point about being alive in the world, yet Singer fails to realise that the true arbiter is not pleasure and pain but our relationship with other beings through pleasure and pain. It is natural then, that Singer would argue that it is equally wrong to slap a baby with what would be considered adequate force, and that it would be wrong to do the same to a horse.[footnoteRef:12] This view seems to be closer to the way in which corporations look at our relationship with other-than-human beings, rather than society as a whole. This is can be seen when he compares that animals cannot feel the pain of dread for example, but it does not make humans any less speciesist as we are still liable to keeping animals in small cramped cages and giving them electric shocks.[footnoteRef:13] Conclusively, Singer argues that we are speciesist because we do not prevent the suffering of animals in the same way that we prevent the suffering of humans, we do not consider them equally. [12:  Ibid.]  [13:  Ibid.] 

This however does not strike me to be how relationships are between beings in the world. Cora Diamond makes this extremely clear, through an example of how we treat our dead:
“Now if we do not eat people who are already dead and also do not kill people for food, it is at least prima facie plausible that our reasons in the two cases might be related, and hence must be looked into by anyone who wants to claim that we have no good reasons for not eating people which are also not good reasons for not eating animals.”[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Cora Diamond, Eating Meat and Eating People. Philosophy, Vol. 53, No. 206 (Oct., 1978), Pp.465-479.] 

There is something beyond pain and pleasure that influences how we treat other beings, our relationship with them. In this way I agree with Diamond when she notes that “It is a mark of the shallowness of these discussions on vegetarianism that the only tool used in them to explain what differences in treatment are justified is the appeal to the capacities of the beings in question.”[footnoteRef:15] Which in itself sounds quite a speciesist argument to make. If we are to consider every being equally then their capacities should not be of concern, unless it is in regards of why and how we are to help them. They are concepts that are useful in the praxis of animal ethics but in theory, they have no place. They create speciesist and racist arguments based on our assumptions of what it’s like to be like them or what it would be like to go through what they do. It is more relevant to a human that it treats another being in line with their relationship to that being than its capacities, if this was not the case we would be eating those of us who don’t fit within a normative model of being, whatever that may be. [15:  Ibid.] 

Diamond rightly points to a difference that appears to be forgotten, namely why we treat beings differently. “A pet is not something to eat, it is given a name, is let into our houses and may be spoken to in ways in which we do not normally speak to cows or squirrels. That is to say, it is given some part of the character of a person.”[footnoteRef:16] We treat it in some way, because we can do so, not because of its interests and capacities but because we discover ourselves in contemplation, being in the world, we free ourselves from our habit and become ever freer as human beings. Diamond understands this, she sees that it is not just the capacities of an animal that matter but the way in which we contemplate our relationships in the world, allowing us to make advanced moral judgments that are not found in naturally. Diamond makes this abundantly clear when she notes that “It is not that sort of study or ethology of evolutionary theory that is going to tell us the differences between us and animals: the difference is, as I suggested, a central concept for human life and is more an object of contemplation than observation.”[footnoteRef:17]  [16:  Ibid.]  [17:  Ibid.] 

It is because we are in the world that are able to contemplate what it means to be human, our biology and our capacities are in an evolutionary relationship therefore it is more important that we contemplate our position in the world than the one of animals, in this way we are less likely to commit atrocities in their name or to undermine our capabilities by denying ourselves of perfectly rational opportunities to consume or to communicate. That is my opinion, I believe that other animal ethicists would argue differently and I don’t believe that is the conclusion that Diamond seeks to draw. Diamond wishes to show that it is in fact that we contemplate our relationships with other beings that allow us to prevent suffering when it is needed or not; it is that we have a special relationship with these beings, that we are capable of understanding the praxis of our relationships with other beings, animal or not.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Ibid.] 

A similar argument is drawn by Lynne Sharpe in her dissertation ‘Creatures like us’. Sharpe argues that 
“Our affection for them (beings) and loyalty to them depends less on their being self-conscious than of their being conscious of us as individuals. We do not judge our babies or our dogs to be ‘replaceable’ or their lives dispensable on the grounds that they are not self-conscious, but their ability to recognise us and respond to us is crucial to our relationships with them.”[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Lynne Sharpe, Creatures like us? Submitted as PHD dissertation for UWTSD Lampeter 2002. Pp. I-VI.] 

They need us, they recognise us, this is what Sharpe is pointing to, and we too, recognise them, she is concerned with how relationships between animals and humans entails not just a concern with our actions but with our attitudes also.[footnoteRef:20] In this way Sharpe seeks to show that our relationships with animals are of a reciprocal type rather than one based on our capacities.[endnoteRef:2][footnoteRef:21] This again undermines Singer’s argument because it shows exactly how we are not speciesist as far as our relationships go, we focus on some description of personhood, that is naturally constructed through our relationships.  [20:  Ibid.]  [2:  Here we can also see that the concept of personhood is completely constructed by the relationships and ways in which we identify others and vice versa, and this in turn, does not define beings, human or not.]  [21:  Ibid.] 

Singer bypasses this completely, it involves the use of rationality in some way that would create a distinction between human and non-human animals that to him, is arbitrary. This however undermines the responsibility of such a capacity. Sharpe adequately shows this by noting 
“I do want to challenge the view that these qualities make him (humans) a superior animal in any objective sense or that they entitle him to regard the lives of others as being at his disposal. I would rather say that his special abilities entail not special privileges but special responsibilities and that if a persons have a unique awareness of the consequences of their actions, then persons have a unique responsibility for their actions” 
This is the reason why Singer’s arguments are not concerned with the proletariat I think. Singer see’s rationality as an arbitrary meter because the people who use rationality as an argument fail to take into account the responsibility that having the capacity for rational thought entail. Diamond shows the absurdity in Singer’s criteria of suffering when she states 
“If we appeal to peoples to prevent suffering, and we, in our appeal, try to obliterate the distinction between human beings and animals and just get people to speak or think of ‘different species of animals’, there is no footing left from which to tell us what we ought to do, because it is not members of one amongst species of animals that have moral obligations to do anything.”[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Cora Diamond, Eating Meat and Eating People. Philosophy, Vol. 53, No. 206 (Oct., 1978), Pp.465-479.] 

Our biology as a being amongst many does not give us a moral standpoint, it is only because we are capable of making distinctions, to particularise, that we are capable of then, making moral judgements responsibly. 
We are led to the concept of pity. Cora notes, 
“Pity, beyond its more primitive manifestations, depends upon a sense of human life and loss, and a grasp of situations in which one human being can appeal for pity to another, ask that he relent”
And:
“The trouble- or a trouble- with the abstract appeal to the prevention of suffering as a principle of action Is that it encourages us to ignore pity, to forget what it contributes to our conception of suffering or death, and how its connected with the possibility of relenting.”[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Ibid.] 

 I think that this explanation of pity does not go far enough. Pity, I think, is about understanding and responsibility. Much like by being rational we are endowed with responsibility, pity is a reminder that there are those who are incapable in some ways and that it is our responsibility to help them. It is not a matter of feeling sorry for another or of relenting, but one of understanding how best to help them, so that they can help themselves when before, they could not. Singer misses this completely, by relying on logical distinctions as his opponents have, he makes arguments with real consideration for bonds within social relationships. 
I believe Singer’s account can only be directed at a select few rather than society as a whole. He drags the consumer in as much as the producer by arguing that: 
“Nor can we pretend we have nothing to do with these practices. One of them- experimentation on animals- is promoted by the government 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 products of this practice.”[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  Peter Singer, Animal Liberation. Published by Pimlico, 1985, http://www.uvm.edu/rsenr/wfb175/singer.pdf. Pp.1-12.] 

Singer fails to understand that the consumer is diverse and agency tends to lie with the producer not the consumer. The consumer is oppressed in choice and in agency and limited by their own opportunities. Some bodies will be able to consume products that another will not. It is ridiculous to drag common people into this, especially after arguing that “we do not yet know how many of these differences are really due to the different genetic endowments of the different races and sexes, and how many are due to poor schools, poor housing, and other factors”[footnoteRef:25] It is insensitive to force everyone to consider animals equally without taking themselves into account. Singer tries to make the consumer aware and responsible but fails to understand the struggles of the consumer. He attacks the producer and the consumer with the same weapon without realising how far apart they both are regarding to agency and choice. This leads to views that fail to give an accurate account of how human relationships with other beings are in society. [25:  Ibid.] 
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