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The life of a man is of no greater importance
to the Universe than that of an oyster.

. .. 1
David Hume, ”On Suicide”

Introduction
Long ago a philosopher, Diogenes of Sinope, who was known and
referred to himself as “The Dog,” announced that upon his death his body
should be thrown to his brothers, the animals, so that they might have a
good meal on him. His thought seems to have been that man is a kind of
animal and that all animals should be considered equal (in so far as they
live according to nature).” This position has been seen as an oddity. Now,
however, a deep breath after Darwin and at the beginning of a new
millennium, a number of philosophers think that mankind should abandon
favoritism toward human beings: members of other (sentient) species are

our moral equals and should be treated accordingly.

The natural way to view this is that a substantial change in ethical outlook
has occurred, and that it has to be defended as such. But a stronger view,
with considerable persuasive force, is often advanced, claiming equality
across species to follow from the core of our tradition’s conception of
ethics. As for instance James Rachels puts it, the fundamental principle of
equality “implies that the interests of nonhumans should receive the same
consideration as the comparable interests of humans.” Those who do not
agree are consequently accused of being “speciesist,” which would be on

a par with being racist or sexist.

An influential exponent of that view is Peter Singer, renowned for his
concern with equality across sentient species. In this essay, I limit myself
to an examination of his stance. One minor and two major arguments used
by Singer to support his claim can be distinguished. The minor argument

points to the altruistic character of ethics and to the alleged historical fact



that the circles of altruism tend to expand. The function of this argument,
it seems, would be to somehow support Singer’s “escalator of reason,” the
core of the which would be the traditional principle of equality. This
principle, in its turn, is taken to be an application of the universal point of
view that is essential to ethics. The first major argument, then, is that the
principle of equality entails equality across species. The second major
argument is that the universal point of view, notably in the version
elaborated by Richard Hare, leads us to equality across species. I show

that all these arguments fail.

Substantial Equality

According to Singer, the favoring of humans is ruled out by the principle
of equality, a principle which he believes to be the only rational basis for
ethics.* As he puts it:

The argument for extending the principle of equality beyond our own species is
simple, so simple that it amounts to no more than a clear understanding of the nature
of the principle of equal consideration of interests.’

According to Singer the essence of the principle of equality (a minimal
principle of it) is ”that we give equal weight in our moral deliberations to
the like interests of all those affected by our actions.” He compares it to a
set of scales, which weighs interests impartially:

True scales favor the side where the interest is stronger or where several interests
combine to outweigh a smaller number of similar interests; but they take no account of
whose interests they are weighing.’

The principle of equality is conceived of as substantial and not merely
formal. To Singer this means that it is a basic ethical principle strong
enough to exclude inegalitarian practices such as racism and sexism.” But

it does not dictate equal treatment of individuals, Singer says, since their



interests are not always equal. Still, the principle of equal consideration of
interest “may be a defensible form of the principle that all humans are

equal.”®

The traditional idea of equality has roughly the substance that all of
humankind is in some way equal, notably that humans have equal worth,
or equal fundamental rights to life, freedom and pursuit of their happiness,
or else that they are equally entitled to consideration and respect. This is
what Brian Barry has called fundamental equality, on which claims to
political and social equality typically are based.” Fundamental equality
would mean equal concern for each individual and her/his set of (basic)
ends, even if they differ. If such a principle of equality could be shown
reasonably to apply to nonhumans as well as humans, it would be a
serious blow to favoritism toward humans. Singer’s principle of equality,
however, is both different and actually compatible with fundamental

inequality in the more common sense between humans and nonhumans.

In the different cups of Singer’s true scales we find not individuals but
interests, or satisfaction of interests. Interests we normally take to refer to
quasi-permanent sets of dispositions, inclinations, desires, etc., such as are
not always reflectively chosen, and it is not always possible to have these
satisfied, at least not all at the same time. In the utilitarianism that Singer
puts forward in Practical Ethics, interests has a different meaning. It
refers to a set of wishes that has been singled out in a rational process. He
defines it thus: ”we make the plausible move of taking a person’s interests
to be what, on balance and after reflection on all the relevant facts, a

10
person prefers.”

If “interests” in the principle of equality means such rational preferences,
then no equality across species would be possible, since the cup with the

interests of nonhumans would be empty. Nonhumans simply have no



preferences. If, on the other hand, it means interests in the common
understanding, then equality across species is possible. The satisfaction of
the interests of a rat might then weigh the same as the satisfaction of the
interests of a human being; the detailed content of their interests would be

irrelevant — only the number and strength of interests count.

On this latter understanding of the principle, beings with many interests
— humans — would probably often be favored. To illustrate with an
example used by Richard J. Arneson, suppose that we must choose
between imposing a painful toothache on a human child and imposing a
slightly greater toothache on a rat child. Would equal consideration of
interests require us to give the toothache to the human child (if we
disregard the distant consequences and consequences for others)? Arneson
thinks that Singer’s position, which says humans generally have more
complex and rich interests than nonhumans, makes his principle allow for
legitimate preference for humans when human and animal interests are in

conflict.

Singer admits that when the whole set of interests is considered, then it is
possible that the weighing will tilt the balance ”in a different direction
from where it would lie if we were to consider only the severity of the
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physical pain.”" " In Arneson’s example Singer wants with regard to the
human child to add, beyond the interest in not experiencing the pain of
toothache, its "interest in being able to attend school” (I disregard his
mention of the parent’s interest). Singer position, then, opens up for
inequality between humans and nonhumans in a common sense. As
Arneson concludes, this ”gambit by Singer might be regarded as

12 1t does

reintroducing the elitism that he had seemed to want to disavow.
not, however, completely disqualify the ambition to impartialism, since

the rat’s interests also may be stronger than the person’s, and rats can



outnumber persons in interests. But the inequality is strengthened in
Singer’s work since the interests in the cups are valued differently, and
valued in a way that seems clearly to express a human point of view, as
when Singer calls the highly future-oriented interests of people “the most
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central and significant preferences a being can have.”

Singer’s principle of equality, then, does not yield fundamental equality
across species. Even if the concept of interests were impartial with respect
to species, the principle of equal consideration of interests (or other
versions of the principle of equality) does not by itself imply equality
across species. Logically, that principle may well quantify over human
beings instead of, say, beings or sentient beings. Therefore Singer’s
inference has a tacit premise, viz. that the scope of the principle of equal
consideration of interests includes nonhumans. This premise is exactly
what should be proved. Does it perhaps follow from some formal aspect

of equality?

Formal equality

Singer seems to believe that an inclusive scope, embracing nonhuman
beings, is contained in one or other quality of the principle of equality that
might be called formal, in the sense of articulating metaethical aspects of
the principle. He presents equality across species as something that
follows from a requirement of universality, or universalizability, which
judgments and principles must fulfill in order to qualify as ethical.'* This
normative metaethical requirement actually has at least three different

dimensions, and only in the last might Singer’s job be done.

One aspect is the semantic universality of terms. An ethical principle,
according to this requirement, apart from logical and moral terms, should

only have terms referring to universal properties, classes of beings, acts,



states or events — what Hare has called “universal properties.” Terms that
refer to some particular being, act, state or event are forbidden."” With
only universal properties in the principle all ethical properties would be

distributed without regard for who gets them.

The idea of semantic universality has played a role in the debate, since it
has been taken to rule out what James Rachels has called “unqualified
speciesism,” the view that “mere species alone is morally important.”'° Tt
may well be that many biological criteria of species are unfit for ethical
principles, but that would be for other reasons than lack of semantic
universality. However, the property of being human seems to be universal
enough to play a role in them, as much as the property of being sentient or
being a person would. If this point is not supported in all understandings
of the corresponding terms, it is not serious, since terms like these may be
reconstructed to express universal properties — a possibility that Singer
lately has recognized.'” Note, the requirement of semantic universality
does not oblige us to shape general terms in a certain way. Hence, ethics
favoring humans cannot be eliminated on the basis of this requirement

alone.

Singer also seems to consider another metaethical requirement, viz., that
ethical principles should have necessity or “law”-character. That is what
universalization in Kant’s work is about, and Singer employs this idea as
it is worked out by Hare. The basic requirement, one could say, is the
modal universality of normative statements. It is not easy to define this
requirement; let us just say that a proposed ethical principle is modally
universal if it supports ethical contrary-to-fact-conditionals. Suppose a
principle E states that it is a duty to secure the happiness of humans. If a
certain fly in fact were a human person (as in the science fiction movie

The Fly), then a modally universal £ would support that the happiness of



this fly should be secured. It is obvious from this example that a
requirement of modal universality does not exclude ethical principles
favoring humans.

Yet another metaethical principle might be invoked when Singer says that
in an ethical principle ”an interest is an interest, whoever’s interest it is.”'®
Suppose the principle E tells us to secure the happiness of humans, but
there are other creatures that could be made happy as well, e.g., rats,
cockroaches, and bacteria. If happiness is valuable when experienced by
humans, why is it not so when experienced by the other beings? To ignore

their happiness would seem to violate a requirement of universality of

concern regarding instances of the ethically significant properties.

In order to assess this requirement we have to move to another dimension
of metaethics. Here we touch the very heart of ethics, since it concerns our
choice of normative point of view, from which we justify our principles
and the requirements we put on them. Choice of normative point of view
can therefore be said to constitute a higher (perhaps the ultimate) level of
metaethics. Choices at that level are inescapably loaded with ethical
import. Now, only one point of view would be ethical, according to
Singer, viz., the universal point of view. He takes this to be the position of
the tradition of ethics. Despite disagreements between proponents of
different characterizations of the ethical, all “agree that an ethical
principle cannot be justified in relation to any partial or sectional group.”"”

The universal point of view, Singer is convinced, would support equality

across species.

The distinction between low and high metaethical levels has not been
sufficiently acknowledged in the debate about impartiality.*® Once this
point is understood, it is evident that universality on the former level does

not require or imply all inclusiveness on the latter level. But before I



examine Singer’s conception of the universal point of view and its
implications, it is of some interest to consider his minor argument for
equality across species, since it actually undermines his major argument

drawing on the idea of the universal point of view.

Weak and strong conceptions of ethics

Singer thinks that our concern for others is expanding in an ongoing
historical process, bringing us to higher and higher levels of altruism,

ultimately — through proper use of the “escalator of reason”'

— leading
to a rejection of favoritism toward humans. This image of the expanding
circles of ethics is a persuasive background for his recommendation that
we as rational ethical beings should continue to widen the scope of our
altruistic concerns. Every human society has some code of behavior for its
members, and establishes some kind of altruistic behavior. Other social
animals also have codes of behavior and exhibit forms of altruism. What

we call ethics has evolved from patterns of altruistic behavior among the
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social animals, says Singer.

He plays here with two different conceptions of ethics. In one conception
a normative or evaluative stance belongs to ethics when it is expressing a
concern that transcends self-interests. As he writes, “’the notion of ethics

carries with it the idea of something bigger than the individual [...] I must

address myself to a larger audience.””

For this weak conception of ethics
it is sufficient that interests such as those of family, group or society are
taken into account.”* According to the other, strong conception of ethics a
normative or evaluative stance is ethical only if it adopts a universal point
of view, “a point of view that is maximally all-embracing,” as he puts it in

How Are We to Live?” Essential to this is a principle of equality with a

universal scope that goes across species.



To include animals in the ethical realm is in a weak conception of ethics
perfectly consistent with favoring humans. If our altruism has the form of
circles of concern extending beyond the individual’s self-interests, the
circles get wider in proportion to the decreasing degree of felt obligation,
in its turn depending on the closeness we have to the objects of obligation.
Roughly, the further out a circle is, the weaker is the felt obligation.
Singer seems to forget the latter part, because even if we were to continue
the presumed historical process, it would only bring about a softening of
the rule of the inner circles, not the replacement of them by the widest
circle or the equalization of them. Singer, however, recommends that we
identify with the point of view of the universe, and he urges people ’to act
only” in this sense”” — that is, he advances the strong conception of
ethics. But the theory of expanding circles actually offers a good reason
for rejecting it as unrealistic. Further, it is not in agreement with the main
tradition of ethics. Take the case of the great 19th-century ethicist Henry
Sidgwick, to whose views on this issue Singer refers in several passages.*®
Singer’s understanding of the point of view of the universe would place it
within theology rather than ethics, according to Sidgwick. The primary
subject of ethical investigation according to Sidgwick is actually all that
is included under the notion of what is ultimately good or desirable for
man”’. The qualification ‘for man’ is important ’to distinguish the subject-
matter of Ethics from that Absolute Good or Good of the Universe, which

may be stated as the subject-matter of Theology.””

What Singer more precisely seems to appeal to (even though he rejected
Sidgwick’s intuitionism in an early paper) is Sidgwick’s formulation of
two rational but abstract intuitions that he believes we have. One of these
is ’that 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;

unless, that is, there are special grounds for believing that more good is
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likely to be realised in the one case than in the other.”*’ This intuition is
evidently assumed by Sidgwick to be valid both for theology and ethics.
But utilitarianism, according to him, is the form into which the abstract
intuitions tends to pass in the context of human action, and he points out
that in order ”to make this transition logically complete, we require to

99931

interpret ‘Universal Good’ as ‘Universal Happiness.”””" As a result of this

transition, the utilitarian system comes to be characterized by “impartial

32 The reason is that for Sidgwick, like

concern for human happiness.
almost all classical ethicists, ethical principles should apply the standpoint

of “the party of humankind,” as Hume called it.”

Are all equal unto God?

Even if Singer is mistaken about the support of the tradition for the
theological version of the universal point of view, it is employed in
contemporary ethical thought through, in particular, the work of Hare, on
which Singer relies. Does equality across species follow from Hare’s

version of universal point of view? I think not.

The concept of the universal point of view is at bottom the thought that
some point of view is necessary for taking and validating normative
positions. Values and norms are always constituted from a vantage point;
they emerge and achieve their status only when the standpoint of a certain
party is taken. This is Hume’s subjectivist conception of value. Singer,
like Hare, seems to accept the Humean conception.”* For Hume, it is our
human sympathy that constitutes ethical values and norms. It is for us, and
us only, that a human life has value. To the universe, strictly speaking,
nothing has value — unless it is a reacting something, a God, which is a
supposition that Hume rejects. Does Singer presuppose God to be at the

center of the point of view of the universe? He avoids explicit appeal to

11



God, but invokes indirectly the archangel at the core of Hare’s ethical

methodology.”

Hare sketched an epistemology of ethics based on Hume's subjectivist
ontology, taking the generalized reactions of human sympathy under ideal
conditions to be the measure of ethical validity. Central to it is a theory
that we have a natural tendency to imagine ourselves in the situation of
others, which makes us react to their situation as if we were in it. What we
as human beings like and dislike for ourselves we also like and dislike in
the shoes of the other. In this sense, it is our self-interests that we project
onto others. He assumes that we react and choose as if we actually were
the others. The method is that the ethical judge finds a judgment that he or
she is prepared to make about a particular conflict-situation and also is
prepared to make about all other possible situations that are the same in all
relevant, universal respects. Since these will include situations where the
judge is in the positions of all the other parties in the particular situation,
no judgment will be acceptable to him or her that does not make the best,

everything taken into consideration, for all the parties.*®

There are two opposite ways to understand Hare’s method. The first
interpretation, upheld by Hare and apparently appealed to by Singer,
indeed makes theology of ethics. The judge is here an ideal, nonhuman
being, with superhuman powers of thought, superhuman knowledge and
no human weaknesses, lacking all partiality to self, friends and relations
— it is an “archangel.” The second interpretation takes the judge to be a
somewhat idealized human being. There are several fatal problems with
the first view. To begin with, the archangel construct is inconsistent with
the metaethical setting. Hare stipulates that an archangel lacks partiality to
self, but then her/his “I” would lack the prescriptivity that Hare considers

essential in his method. This prescriptivity is a reflection in language of
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the self-interested concerns that, according to Hare, makes a judge react
with approval or disapproval to different actual and imagined situations of
others as if they were her/his own. >’ But an archangel that lacks self-
interests would clearly not have any reactions of approval or disapproval,
and hence no preferences, in regard to any situation of any being! Unless
Hare’s archangel is to be a placid watcher of events, unable to issue
directives and to validate ethical principles, he or she has to have self-
interests and in a sense to be partial to him or herself. But wouldn’t then
the principles he or she justifies be so only in relation to the party of

archangels, a partial or sectional group like that of humans?

Perhaps proponents of the theory could admit archangels to be self-
interested, but counter by saying that the “I”” of an archangel would
embrace all beings. Yes, but then we cannot take for granted that human
interests would be the most important interests a being can have, or that
human life has a value superior to that of, say, an oyster (as both Singer
and Hare think). To take it for granted that human interests would be most
important would be to presuppose that archangels are inclined to favor
humans — perhaps because they are similar to them and they are the only
earthly creatures made in the image of God. But wouldn’t it also be
possible that archangels instead regard us as fallen angels, the offspring of

Satan, deserving hell?

Assuming one or the other position in this question, however, is a matter
of religious belief. We could neither grasp nor have any well-corroborated
hypothesis about the precepts of godlike creatures. In the absence of good
reasons the fair thing would probably be to adopt a suggestion made by
David DeGrazia,”® viz., to give the benefit of the doubt to everything
created and regard each being, no matter what properties they have, as

equal in value to all others. But it is quite certain that humans in general
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and ethicists adopting the human point of view in particular would not
accept this (at least not in a sense of “equal in value” with strong

implications for how they ought to act).

To take the proper ethical judge to be an archangel poses another problem
as well. According to Hare, the judgments that the archangel would end
up with are universalized prescriptions — but prescriptions for whom? On
Hare’s account of universalized prescriptions, what I judge right is what |
prescribe for myself in the situation in question and which also I am
prepared to prescribe for everyone else in any situation identical with it in
all relevant universal characteristics.” But supposing the judging “I”’ to be
an archangel would make the prescriptions proper for archangels only,
since only they have the angelic characteristics (for instance, to identify
with all beings equally) typical of the situations they would be in. As a
result, humans would not have to comply with their prescriptions —
plausible enough, since the parts of a collective being cannot reasonably

have the same duties as those of the embracing unit.

Since Hare’s method is tailored to hum(e)an psychology, it is better suited
to the second interpretation of it, making the proper ethical judge to be a
human being. It is in this form that both Hare and Singer actually employ
the method, doing “critical-level” reasoning. The judge is a human being
with natural self-interests, but also willing to act on a principle of
equality. Because this method builds on what one wants for oneself, and
because it depends on our ability to understand and emotionally relate to
different forms of nonhuman life, it inescapably makes for an ethical
method restricted by human psychology.*’ This version of Hare’s method
could be said to exemplify the human point of view, favoring humans.

Hare on the whole avoids the issue, but he distinguishes between higher
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and lower quality of life, tending to attribute the former to humans. The

life of oysters, he is convinced, has no quality at all.*!

Singer, too, thinks that human life is worth more than other forms of life,
and probably would regard the life of oysters to be worthless.** His
application of the “impartial standpoint” for evaluating lives is illustrative
of this view. He imagines his “I”” to be successively transformed into
individuals of different species, to come out of it with exact memories of
the different lives, and to be obliged to choose between optimal versions
of the lives of different species. After the transformation the “I” would
decide ’between the value of the life of a horse (to the horse) and the
value of the life of a human (to the human).” Singer thinks he would find
a principle to it:

In general it does seem that the more highly developed the conscious life of the being,
the greater the degree of self-awareness and rationality and the broader the range of
possible experiences, the more one would prefer that kind of life, if one were choosing
between it and a being at a lower level of awareness.*

Referring to a thought of John Stuart Mill, Singer spells out the
implications of this view: “it is not easy to embrace the preference for the
life of a human over that of a nonhuman, without at the same time
endorsing a preference for the life of a normal human being over that of
another human at a similar intellectual level to that of the nonhuman in the

first comparison.”

I grant that a human judge probably would prefer an optimal human life,
but then a human point of view is already adopted. (It could be said,
however, that Singer’s evaluative principle is more contemporary Western
than universally human.) This bias is avoided only if the judge would be

stripped of initial species characteristics, which however makes it far from
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certain that human life would be the highest ranked. But is a being

stripped of species characteristics at all imaginable?

The second-level way out and other escapes

Hare and Singer do not let the (theological) universal point of view upset
us too much, after all. Though strictly impartial at the ultimate, critical
level, their method is taken to accord ethical validity to partial norms at
the lower and intuitive level of common life.** Hare mentions a certain
degree of self-love and prudent business investments, and roles and
vocational norms in the professional sense.” But to take these partialities
to be validated at the critical level is reasonable only if we have good
grounds to believe that the satisfaction of the human interests in question
would be right at that level — which simply is impossible to know with
an archangel judge, and only too easy to know with a human judge. Hare
ends by lifting up the human individual and his or her surrounding to the

role of the practical ethical judge.*

Singer also backs away from his recommendation that we shall act only
on principles that adopt the point of view of the universe. Those who do
not broaden their concerns or go all the way to adopt this point of view are
not irrational, nor are they in error, he says in Practical Ethics.*” Does he
mean that ethics in the weak sense, compatible with a favoring of humans,
is sufficient for determining right and wrong? In this work he confesses
that he cannot refute the arguments of Henry Sidgwick or Thomas Nagel,
leading to the conclusion that self-interests must somehow be included in
the ethical.*® In another work, Rethinking Life and Death, published after
the second edition of Practical Ethics, Singer concedes that a viable ethic
perhaps “must allow us to show a moderate degree of partiality for

9949

ourselves, our family and our friends.”" In an essay Singer (writing
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together with Leslie Cannold and Helga Kuhse) says that the two-level,
would-be impartial consequentialism of Hare still holds, but that it

... 1s, admittedly, a muted impartialism. It does not require us to be impartialist in our
everyday life. For that reason it cannot be strictly said to require us to save Fénelon
rather than our mother or father.”

Where apart from everyday life could impartialism be practiced? The
muted impartialism is rather the silence of strict impartialism. Note,
however, that in no passage conceding an ethical role for partiality does
Singer mention partiality to humans, even though this would seem to be as
natural as partiality to ego, family and friends.”' Why not? After all, the
highly future-oriented interests of (human) persons are, according to
Singer’s supposedly impartial judgment, the most central and significant

preferences a being can have.

In the final chapter of Practical Ethics — and also in How Are We to
Live? — Singer says that the ultimate justification for choosing ethics in
the strong sense is that it offers a meaning and purpose in life that one
does not grow out of.”> He would then ground the ethical in the strong
sense in something selfish, viz., the prospect of the individual having a
lasting meaningful life, which would be nonethical even in the weak sense
of ethics. Responding to this kind of criticism Singer says that all he
meant was to give a theory of ethical motivation. Hence, his position
would only be in descriptive ethics. Why, then, his normative

exhortations?

Singer makes a final retreat in the same text, when clarifying what he
meant by saying that a choice that does not apply the point of view of the
universe need not be irrational or wrong. As it turns out, ethical reasons
do not for Singer have a trait often considered to be essential to ethicists

(according to Hare, for instance), viz. to override other reasons for

17



action.”* There is no principle telling us which reason overrides, he says,
and it is the business of the individual to decide upon it. He writes:
Finally, my account of these issues explains why Scheffler and others have not been
able to find a principled way of allowing the personal point of view to outweigh
impartial considerations. If what we are talking about is a clash of different kinds of
reasons for action, independently of morality, then the weight that the different kinds
of reasons have for any individual will vary with their long-term preferences, and it
would be a mistake to expect there to be any general standard for balancing impartial
and partial concerns.”

This is an interesting position, and one with which I tend to agree, but it
collides with Singer’s exhortation of the strong conception of ethics and
the principle of equality as the only rational basis for ethics. What Singer
seems to reject here is the very idea of a rational, intersubjectively valid
normative ethics and metaethics, rejecting in particular the high level
metaethical requirement of a (theological) universal point of view, which
was found to be at the heart of his claim that equality entails equality
across species. His universal prescription of equality across sentient
species then collapses, and with it probably also the very ambition to

ground equality across species in principles of traditional ethics.
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