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[…] we didn’t own any pets. […] we were not especially 
‘ interested in’ animals. Neither of us had ever been 
inordinately fond of dogs, cats, or horses in the way that 
many people are. We didn’t ‘ love’ animals. We simply 
wanted them treated as the independent sentient beings 
that they are, and not as a means to human ends.

(Singer 1990, ii)
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Introduction

Fifty years after the publication of Animal Liberation (1975), a text that 
revolutionized our relationship with non-human sentient beings, this 
book reconstructs Peter Singer’s animal ethics from its theoretical pre-
suppositions to its practical consequences, seeking to provide an overall 
assessment. While highlighting some limitations in the Australian phi-
losopher’s consequentialist approach, the volume emphasizes the broad 
merits of Singer’s reflection, which, with his penetrating arguments, has 
paved the way for a irreversible inclusion of non-human animals in the 
community of moral patients and for a consideration of their interests 
that extends a principle of equality beyond the narrow confines of the 
human species, marking a point of no return.

In the first chapter I will reconstruct Singer’s theses on the moral 
consideration to be given to non-human sentient beings in their histori-
cal evolution. I will start from the Australian philosopher’s adhesion to 
consequentialist normative ethics, following his oscillations between 
preference utilitarianism and hedonistic utilitarianism, and his arrival at a 
pluralistic form of utilitarianism. I will examine the effects of these oscil-
lations on the value of life and the harm of death, and on the issues of kill-
ing and suffering of non-human animals. Finally, I will outline the main 
implications of Singer’s theoretical model in practical ethics, focusing in 
particular on the issues of food and experimentation.

In the second chapter, I will consider some of the criticisms leveled at 
the Australian philosopher by other versions of animal ethics. The first 
targets the utilitarian approach, highlighting not only its general moral 
inadequacy, but also its limitations in attempting to support the cause of 
defending non-human animals (this criticism has been well emphasized 
by Tom Regan). Other objections have been directed at the practical out-
comes, particularly in terms of food, that Singer draws from his theory, 
which are considered excessive. In contrast to the vegetarian or vegan food 
ethics advocated by the Australian bioethicist, thinkers such as Scruton 
and Pollan propose an ethical approach to the animal world that is more 
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attentive to the suffering of other sentient beings than to the (preserva-
tion of) their lives, an aspect they believe to be negligible with respect to 
beings lacking a sense of the future. To put it bluntly, from the perspec-
tive of these moderate animal advocates, non-human sentient beings have 
the right not to be made to suffer, but not the right to life. Criticism of 
the opposite kind comes to Singer from those philosophers who accuse 
him of failing to fully draw the consequences of the principle of equal 
consideration of interests extended to the animal world, privileging ani-
mals (which we presume to be) mentally more complex over those that are 
mentally less complex.

In the third and last chapter, I will attempt to formulate a final evalu-
ation of Singer’s animal ethics. While distancing myself from the conse-
quentialist model endorsed by the Australian philosopher, my conclusive 
assessment of his theses on animals will be largely positive. In particular, 
within the panorama of contemporary animal ethics, Singer’s position 
appears balanced. Because if he rejects as inadequate those overly moder-
ate models that attribute consideration only to the suffering of animals 
and not to their lives, he also rejects extreme, overly radical versions that 
do not allow for distinctions in the harm caused by death, failing to con-
sider the weight of mental complexity in attributing value to sentient life.
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1. 
Singer and the moral consideration 
of non-human animals: from theoretical 
premises to practical applications

1.1.	 PREFERENCE UTILITARIANISM AND ITS EXTENSION 
TO NON-HUMAN ANIMALS

The reflection of Peter Singer on animals, and more generally on issues 
of practical ethics, takes start from preference utilitarianism, a normative 
theory that he defines minimal as achievable by universalizing self-inter-
ested decision making, a simple but, in his opinion, inevitable passage 
for those who put themselves from a moral point of view 1. If, having to 
choose between two alternative courses of action, from an egoistic point 
of view I would opt for the one that best meets my interests, once accepted 
the universal nature of ethics, and realized that my interests do not count 
more than those of others, my choice will have, on the contrary, the goal 
of maximizing the interests of all subjects involved by the action, ascrib-
ing them equal weight. This is, according to Singer, the most sensible idea 
of equality among men, which is not to be conceived as the statement of 
a fact, but as a moral principle that, when we must deliberate, prescribes 
an equal consideration of interests, identified with the needs, wants and 
desires of individuals and enclosed by the Australian philosopher in the 
term ‘preferences’ 2. There are no interests of someone that are worth more 

	 1  Cf. Singer 1979, 12-13.
	 2  See Singer 2011, 12. Specifying that the preferences to be evaluated “are those we 
would have if we were fully informed, in a calm frame of mind and thinking clearly” 
(p. 14). Similarly, in the first edition of Practical Ethics, Singer had defined interests as 
“what, on balance and after reflection on all the relevant facts, a person prefers” (Singer 
1979, 80).
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than the interests of someone else. As Bentham said, each must count for 
one and no one for more than one. To belong to a particular ethnic group, 
being male or female, to be equipped with special intellectual or artistic 
qualities, to possess determined somatic features are not good reasons 
for having title to a greater or lesser moral consideration, because these 
aspects have nothing to do with the fundamental interests of man, that 
are for all the same: “avoiding pain, […] developing ones’s abilities, […] sat-
isfying basic needs for food and shelter, […] enjoying friendly and loving 
relations with others, and […] being free to pursue one’s projects without 
unnecessary interference from others” 3.

But if these characteristics are to provide the basis of equality, then 
they go beyond the boundaries of our species: the principle of equal con-
sideration should not be limited only to humans, it should be extended to 
the animal world. As it does not count race, sex, intelligence, beauty, etc., 
for the equal consideration does not even count the biological gender of 
belonging. What does it count? It counts to have states of consciousness, 
and especially the capacity to experience unpleasant sensations:

Pain and suffering are bad and should be prevented or minimized, irre-
spective of the race, sex, or species of the being that suffers. How bad pain 
is depends on how intense it is and how long it lasts, but pain of the same 
intensity and duration are equally bad, whether felt by humans or animals. 4

For which to the question “who are the bearers of interests?”, the answer 
of Singer is: “all sentient beings, and only them”. Sentience is the neces-
sary and sufficient condition for possessing moral status 5. When they are 
of equal level, to the interests of sentient beings must be given the same 
weight, regardless of the sexual, ethnic and biological connotations of 
the involved individuals. To refuse the extension of the principle of equal 
consideration of interests beyond the human realm is to fall in an unac-
ceptable discrimination, such as racism and sexism from which we got 
rid asserting the idea of equality of all human beings: the discrimination 
on the basis of belonging to a species, that Singer, borrowing a neologism 
coined by Richard Ryder, denotes with the term speciesism 6.

Singer further justifies the extension of the principle of equal con-
sideration of interests to the animal world by using the argument from 

3  Singer 1979, 21. Analogously, cf. pp. 27, 33. The same passages are proposed 
again, with some little change, in Singer 2011, 21-22, 28, 33.

4  Singer 1979, 54.
5  See Singer 1990, 7-9.
6  See Ryder 1975, 16. 
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marginal cases, so called “because grossly defective humans are thought 
of as being at the margins of humanity” 7. The argument starts from the 
observation that there are humans who, due to genetic or developmental 
defects, or due to illness or accident, are on a mental level similar to, if not 
inferior to, that of some animals. It continues by asking: “would we be 
willing to ignore, or give less consideration to, their interests and to adopt 
the same detrimental treatment toward them that we reserve for many 
non-human animals?”. Since our answer is presumably negative, we must 
therefore conclude, by modus tollens, that the interests of non-human ani-
mals must also be taken into account, and to the same extent, and that 
certain behaviors are wrongful even toward them 8.

1.2.	 THE EVIDENCE OF SPECIESISM: FACTORY FARMING AND THE USE 
OF ANIMALS IN TESTING

The extension of the principle of equal consideration of interests beyond 
the boundaries of our species leads Singer to declare as morally unjusti-
fied many of our behaviors towards the animal world, among which those 
that have emerged in the contemporary age are emblematic. In several 
texts, and especially in Animal Liberation (1975 and 1990), he examines 
them in detail on two fronts: the front of factory farming and the front of 
animal testing.

With regard to the first point, Singer highlights the negative effects 
for the animals of the transformation in the capitalist sense of the food 
industry, opening the doors of factory farms, whose logic is to breed 
more animals in the smallest space possible and as quickly as possible to 
minimize costs and maximize profits. In factory farms sentient beings 
are treated as mere “machines that convert fodder into flesh” 9. This is 
the condition of hens, animals that “can recognize up to 90 other indi-
vidual chickens and know whether each one of those birds is higher or 

	 7  Singer 1979, 65.
	 8  A detailed discussion of the argument from marginal cases can be found in 
Dombrowski 1997. According to Dombrowski, this argument can already be found in 
Porphyry’s De Abstinentia (book three, 19.3). See Dombrowski 1984. It was certainly 
formulated with great clarity at the end of the 1940s with great clarity in the late 1940s 
by the biologist Haldane, who asked himself: “Has a homeless idiot the right to life 
and care, though he or she is not a rational being nor likely to become one? If so, has a 
chimpanzee with considerably greater intelligence similar rights, and if not, why not?” 
(Haldane 1949, VI-VII). 
	 9  Singer 1979, 55. 
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lower in the pecking order than they are themselves” 10. Moreover they 
possess a sense of future: “Researchers have shown that if chickens get a 
small amount of food when they immediately peck at a colored button, 
but a larger amount if they wait 22 seconds, they can learn to wait before 
pecking” 11. For being transformed in the shortest possible time and with 
the lowest possible costs in broilers, they pass their entire existence piled 
up in long sheds without windows, with a space for each which is about 
450 squared centimeters (roughly the surface area of a book page), without 
being able to stretch their wings, not breathing air not impregnated “with 
ammonia from their own dropping” (which is never removed during the 
time the birds spend in the sheds) 12, and without ever seeing the light of 
day. Until when, after only seven weeks, that is to say the fiftieth part of 
their natural life (approximately seven years), are taken out to be killed. 
In addition, from the chick stage onwards, the tip of the chickens’ beaks 
is cut off, without any anesthesia (onerous economically), to prevent that 
they come to blows or even cases of cannibalism (a frequent occurrence 
before debeaking, due to the extremely uncomfortable conditions the 
birds are forced to live in). But the operation of cauterization of the beak, 
besides not to be pain free, because it is an organ rich in nerve endings, 
deprives chickens of their main instrument of knowledge. Through the 
bill, in fact, hens interact with the terrain: they touch, feel and explore 
things. Similar conditions of suffering, or even worse, invest egg hens, 
who spend their lives crammed into cages of wire mesh (the so-called 
batteries, which can even measure 45×45 cm and hold up to seven hens), 
without being able to turn and especially without being able to satisfy the 
instinctive need to build a nest to lay their eggs. The conditions of great 
uneasiness in which hens live in factory farms and the impressive number 
of individuals involved (several billion only in the United States) have 
lead celebrate veterinary professors to assert that the industrial produc-
tion of chickens is the most systematic example of human cruelty towards 
another sentient being 13. Similarly the intensive breeding of pigs prevents 
to these extremely intelligent animals (the most intelligent among “all the 
animals commonly eaten in the Western world” 14) to follow the patterns 
of behavior typical of their nature: to form stable social groups, to build 
common nests well apart from the areas for feces, and, for the sows in 

10  Singer, Mason 2006, 22.
11  Singer, Mason 2006, 22. On this point the source of Singer is Viegas 2005. 
12  Singer 1990, 103. 
13  See Webster 1995, 156.
14  Singer 1990, 119.
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proximity of the delivery, to have the possibility to leave the refuge and 
to build up elsewhere an own nest, digging a hole and covering it with 
grass and small branches, when they have found the most suitable place 15. 
Living closed in overcrowded spaces, also pigs develop aggressive tenden-
cies, which in this case they manifest biting each other’s tail. In order to 
avoid that this happens, they endure the amputation of such extremity, of 
course without anesthesia or analgesia. And the examples could continue.

With regard to animal testing, Singer makes us discover that the 
American Armed Forces for a long time have used hundreds of monkeys, 
training them through an apprenticeship that included thousands of 
electric shocks and exposing them to gas and to radiations, for a type of 
experiments of dubious utility: to pilot, holding it horizontally, a device 
that simulates the flight of a plane (called ‘Primate Equilibrium Plat-
form’), with the aim to find out how long the monkeys are able to resist 
in simulated conditions of chemical warfare or nuclear 16. We learn that 
zealous psychologists have raised from birth infant monkeys in cages of 
wire or in stainless steel chambers, depriving them of the mother and any 
other human or animal contact, to study the consequences of social iso-
lation. With the effect of causing them a predictable state of depression 
and fear permanently. The behavior of females raised in isolation comes 
as anomalous even when, fertilized and made to give birth, they carry out 
their role as mothers. If some monkeys totally ignore their young, not car-
rying them to the breast even when they cry, others reach such a level of 
aggressiveness that they get to crush the skull of the puppy taking it to 
bites, or to crush his face against the floor and to drag it back and forth. 
All this when, Singer points out, there are already rigorous studies on the 
effects of deprivation of maternal care performed on orphaned chimpan-
zees in the wild or on refugee children 17. But non-human animals are also 
used for experiments on cosmetics, food dyes, bleach, ink, polish floors, 
etc., particularly for testing the toxicity of a product to be launched on 
the market. It is determined by ingesting or inhaling or introducing in 
the eye, forcibly, a certain amount of the test substance 18. According to 
Singer even many experiments of medical nature in reality are useless, 
as they produce already intuitable outcomes by an elementary common 
sense. Often they are dictated only by a general intellectual curiosity and 

	 15  Cf. Singer 1990, 120. 
	 16  Cf. Singer 1990, 25-28. These studies have been conducted at Brooks Air Force 
Base (Texas).
	 17  See Singer 1990, 31-36. 
	 18  See Singer 1990, 52-57. 
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cause great suffering. In his view, “Among the tens of millions of experi-
ments performed, only a few can possibly be regarded as contributing to 
important medical research” 19. The conclusion to be drawn can only be 
as follows:

Surely one day […] our children’s children, reading about what was done 
in laboratories in the twentieth century, will feel the same sense of horror 
and incredulity at what otherwise civilized people could do that we now feel 
when we read about the atrocities of the Roman gladiatorial arenas or the 
eighteenth-century slave trade. 20

1.3.	 THE VALUE OF LIFE AND THE HARM OF DEATH

If the equal consideration of interests is incompatible with the modus ope-
randi analyzed in the previous paragraph, according to Singer it is more 
difficult to apply this principle to the issue of the value of life and the loss 
represented by death. Differences of sex, race and species do not count 
even in these contexts, but it is not speciesism, nor violates the principle 
of equal consideration of interests, to argue that, unlike the suffering, the 
life of a mentally more complex being has a higher value than the life of a 
mentally less complex being. The fundamental concept in this regard is 
the concept of person as a self-conscious and rational subject, that Singer 
adopts in the functionalist meaning of Locke and that he distinguishes 
from the biological concept of human being (which designates the mere 
belonging to the Homo sapiens species) 21.

Why is it possible to ascribe a higher value to a person’s life? Because – 
Singer asserts – an individual with self-awareness, memory, sense of the 
future and so on, suffers a greater harm from an early death. By virtue of 
such characteristics, in fact, he has plans to realize and take his life with-
out his consent means frustrate his desires for the future: “To kill a person 
is therefore, normally, to violate not just one but a wide range of the most 
central and significant preferences a being can have” 22. Instead, beings 
without a complex mental life, having no sense of the future, cannot have 
desires about it to be frustrated. It is on the topic of the value of life and 
the harm that persons receive from death that we can see a relevant differ-
ence between classical utilitarianism – the hedonistic version of Bentham, 

	 19  Singer 1990, 40. 
	 20  Singer 1990, 94.
	 21  See Singer 1979, 54, 74-76.
	 22  Singer 2011, 80.

F. Allegri - Peter Singer’s Animal Ethics: An Introduction and an Evaluation - Milano, LED, 2025 
ISBN 978-88-5513-227-5 - https://www.ledonline.it/index.php/relations/pages/view/irene-series

https://www.ledonline.it/index.php/relations/pages/view/irene-series


17

1. Singer and the moral consideration of non-human animals

Mill, and Sidgwick – and the version focuses on preferences, to advan-
tage of this last one, according to Singer. In fact, classical utilitarianism 
appears rather weak in prohibiting murder, justifying it in many more 
cases than the ordinary morality considers it legitimate (which are quite 
rare). This happens because classical utilitarianism does not adequately 
value the features that make of an individual a person. For this kind of 
theory if we kill a person who has no perspectives of happy future life (or 
they are overtaken, in maximizing calculation, by the pleasure of other 
people), without to make to suffer her and in great secret 23, there are no 
further moral reasons not to make it. But it may be that such an individ-
ual, in spite of everything, does not want to be murdered. Moving from 
the paradigm of classical utilitarianism, the fact that I have a preference to 
survive (which I have desires for the future etc.) does not count as a direct 
reason for not being killed. Instead, for the preference utilitarian is wrong 
to kill a person, even if his future life will be totally unhappy and you do 
it in secret, if only she has a preference to stay alive 24.

If killing persons is particularly serious because it means to frustrate 
all their preferences about the future (and more generally do not take 
account of their preference to stay alive), this justification does not apply 
to beings who have no self-awareness and sense of the future. Does this 
signify that then they can be victims of a murder without any moral 
problem? Singer does not think so and cites the same reasons accepted 
by classical utilitarianism: if killing merely sentient beings means depriv-
ing them of a future life in which the amount of happiness surpasses the 
amount of suffering, then it is wrong 25. It is a direct wrong done to the 
victim as it deprives her of future happiness 26. It cannot be otherwise 
from a perspective that prescribes implementing the course of action that 
maximizes overall happiness. But in order to support this thesis the Aus-
tralian philosopher must go beyond preference utilitarianism, because a 
mere conscious being, having no sense of the future, cannot have desires 
about it and consequently killing him (in painless way) does not frustrate 
any preference (perhaps while he takes pleasure he has the preference that 
this experience continuous and while he feels pain has the preference 

	 23  That is to say, (a) without the knowledge of relatives and friends, who would 
be grieved by it (we kill an isolated person); (b) without the knowledge of other people, 
who would live with the anxiety and fear of living in a world where one can easily be 
killed.
	 24  See Singer 1979, 78-81.
	 25  See Singer 2011, 85-86.
	 26  See Singer 1979, 79; Singer 2011, 78.
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that this experience ends, but no more). And Singer, in the third edition 
of Practical Ethics, explicitly acknowledged the necessity of this variation 
to his theoretical starting point 27. Claiming that to kill sentient subjects 
devoid of self-consciousness and rationality with perspectives of happy 
future life is wrong imply to admit that pleasure is a value and conse-
quently “that there are things of value, independently of a being prefer-
ring them” 28; namely, that pleasure and pain are objective values (positive 
and negative respectively), “not based merely on the universalizing of our 
preferences” 29. If therefore, according to Singer, preference utilitarianism, 
compared with hedonistic utilitarianism, presents undoubted advantages 
about the killing of persons, about the killing of merely sentient beings 
the Australian philosopher admits the greater adequacy of classical utili-
tarianism and feels the need to integrate the first with the second 30.

However, once accepted this change, an alternative emerges that 
makes the picture more complicated. Because if pleasure is a value in the 
maximizing logic of utilitarianism it must be increased. But “There are 
two ways of increasing the amount of pleasure in the world: one is to 
increase the pleasure of those who now exist; the other is to increase the 
number of those who will lead pleasant lives” 31. If, for example, in the 
world there are 10 individuals living to level 10 of pleasure or happiness 
everyone 32 (total happiness 100), in order to increase the total happiness I 
can: (1) to increase of 50 units the happiness of existing individuals (e.g., 
5 units for each); or: (2) to give birth to other 5 people who have a per-
spective of life as happy (that is a level 10 for everyone), without reducing 
the level of happiness of the existing individuals. In both cases we get the 
same total happiness (150). The two possibilities are well illustrated by the 
following Table 1, where P1

 … P15 indicate the number of individuals, A 
indicates the initial situation, B the first way of increasing happiness, C 
the second way.

	 27  See Singer 2011, 86-87.
	 28  Singer 2011, 86. 
	 29  Singer 2011, 87. 
	 30  An anticipation of this trend by Singer is already available in his reply to H.L.A. 
Hart in the New York Review of Books, where the Australian philosopher proposed as an 
appropriate theoretical model some combination between preference utilitarianism and 
classical utilitarianism (see Singer 1980). Singer’s revaluation of hedonistic utilitarian-
ism is further accentuated in his study on Sidgwick (cf. Lazari-Radek, Singer 2014).
	 31  Singer 1979, 86.
	 32  The example is egalitarian only for simplicity of calculation.
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Table 1

A B C
P1 10 15 10
P2 10 15 10
P3 10 15 10
• • • •
• • • •
• • • •
• • • •
P10 10 15 10

100 150 100
P11 10
P12 10
P13 10
P14 10
P15 10

150

For the variant of utilitarianism that Singer calls “the total view” 33 both 
ways of increasing happiness (B and C) are acceptable. For this variety 
of utilitarianism it is indifferent whether the objective of maximization 
is achieved by increasing the happiness of those that already exist, or by 
increasing the number of existing beings with an expectation of happy 
life. But can be a plausible prospect to create more pleasure by creating 
a greater number of beings who live pleasantly 34? This approach would 
seem to force us to give birth to more children possible, if only their birth 
will increase the total happiness. Moreover to accept the total view (i.e. to 
accept also the second way to increase happiness) seems to lead us to think 
of individuals as replaceable (as a sort of containers which are not worth as 
such, but for the contents that they experience: if the same total amount 
of pleasure is conserved, I can replace an existing individual giving birth 
to another individual) 35. But is it right to consider them so? Among other 
things, this view would seem to harm the animal rights cause and serve as 
ammunition for vegetarianism’s critics, given that a ‘substitutionist’ view 
is embraced by thinkers like Leslie Stephen (Virginia Woolf ’s father), who 

	 33  Singer 1979, 86.
	 34  See Singer 1979, 86.
	 35  Cf. Singer 1979, 100. 
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point out that, without lovers of the taste of pork, millions of pigs would 
never have been born. Carnivores are responsible for the death of animals, 
but also for the birth of other specimens that take their place 36.

These drawbacks are avoided by the forms of utilitarianism that 
instead reject the second way to increase happiness, and that Singer calls 
“the prior existence view” 37. For the prior existence view we must consider 
“only beings who already exist, prior to the decision we are taking, or at 
least will exist independently of that decision” 38. But such versions have 
not easily solved problems with respect to the negative part of the prin-
ciple of utility. Because if we are not held to increase the total amount of 
pleasure also by increasing the number of existing individuals, it would 
seem that at the same time we are not held to decrease the total amount 
of pain by preventing the birth of unhappy beings. If I have no obligation 
to increase pleasure by bringing into the world other individuals with a 
happy life expectancy, by symmetry I also have no obligation to decrease 
pain by not bringing into the world other individuals with an unhappy 
life expectancy. However, this intuitively creates some problems. If, for 
example, a couple were aware that, due to a genetic anomaly, bringing a 
child into the world would make its life short and full of suffering, would 
we not think that they would be wrong to conceive it? But

if the pleasure a possible child will experience is not a reason for bringing it 
into the world, why is the pain a possible child will experience is not a reason 
against bringing it into the world? The prior existence view must either hold 
that there is nothing wrong with bringing a miserable being into the world, 
or explain the asymmetry between cases of possible children who are likely 
to have pleasant lives, and possible children who are likely to have miserable 
lives. 39

As to which of these two variants of utilitarianism we must choose, 
Singer’s position has changed with the passage of time. In the first edition 
of Animal Liberation (1975) he opts for the version that attaches priority 
to existence. Following Henry Salt, Singer believes that those who do not 
exist, as long as they remain in the realm of non-being, cannot enter in the 
algebric calculation to determine the deontic status of actions, nor it can 
be considered a favor to them bring them into existence. From Practical 
Ethics in then, instead, under the influence of Parfit, Singer re-evaluates 

	 36  Cf. Singer 1979, 100.
	 37  Singer 1979, 87.
	 38  Singer 1979, 87.
	 39  Singer 1979, 87. 
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the total view. In the first edition of this text (1979) he proposes a com-
promise between the two versions, accepting the point of view of the 
priority for the self-conscious and rational beings and the total point of 
view for purely sentient beings 40. Successively, however (beginning from 
the second edition of Practical Ethics) 41, Singer has entirely embraced the 
total view, asserting that it is more appropriate than the prior existence 
view to deal with a subject as important as that of our obligations to the 
future generations 42. We can argue in support of an ethical perspective 
that includes fully-fledged the future generations (also in remote sense) 
between the moral patients, only if we adopt a point of view that is not 
the priority of existence. More generally, if we limit ourselves only to 
those that exist or will exist in any case, we leave out something vital for 
the ethics of the decision: “we can, and should, compare the lives of those 
who will exist with the lives of those who might have existed, if we had 
acted differently. Contrary to Salt, we can and should ‘argue as if from the 
abyss of the non-existent’” 43. We can say that our generation must reduce 
the consumptions in order to think to the successive ones, only if we take 
into account also the interests of individuals who do not exist, but that 
could exist if we made certain choices. And this is not far from thinking 
individuals as replaceable.

If therefore a conception that never accepts substitutability is implau-
sible, what are the limits of such acceptance? If we adopt classical utilitari-
anism it does not seem to be limits. Individuals are all and always replace-
able, as long as it produces the most surplus of pleasure. But things change 
if we start from preference utilitarianism, for which the discriminating 
element for the replaceability or less lies in the possession or lack of mental 
abilities that make an entity a person. According to Singer, “perhaps the 
capacity to see oneself as existing over time, and thus to aspire to longer 
life (as well as to have other non-momentary, future-directed interests), 
is the characteristic that marks out those beings who cannot be consid-
ered replaceable” 44. For them death is not adequately compensated by the 
creation of an individual with analogous perspectives of pleasant experi-
ences: “with self-aware beings, the fact that one may desire to continue 
living means that death inflicts a loss for which the birth of a another is 

	 40  See Singer 1979, 99-105.
	 41  See Singer 1993, X. 
	 42  See Singer 2011, 109-110. 
	 43  Singer 2011, 110-111.
	 44  Singer 2011, 111.
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insufficient compensation” 45. Instead, those beings that do not have a 
future-oriented life can be legitimately regarded as mere receptacles of 
pleasure and pain, devoid of individuality. Namely, their value lies only 
in the sensations they experience, which can be replaced by similar sensa-
tions of other individuals. If it is the content that matters, not the con-
tainer, then there is no problem in replacing the container, as long as the 
content is preserved.

This view has been challenged by Herbert L.A. Hart, Tom Regan, 
Christine M. Korsgaard etc., for which in the maximizing perspective 
of utilitarianism also self-conscious and rational beings must be consid-
ered replaceable. That not only applies to hedonistic utilitarianism, but 
also to preference utilitarianism. At most, from this latter standpoint 
such individuals will no longer be conceived as containers of feelings of 
pleasure and pain, but of preferences. However, also changing the con-
tent, they remain replaceable receptacles: “If preferences, even the desire 
to live, may be outweighed by the preferences of others, why cannot they 
be outweighed by new preferences created to take their place?” 46. Singer 
rejects this implications of preference utilitarianism and replies to Hart 
and Regan by reiterating that

killing an individual who prefers to go on living is not justified by creating 
a new individual with a preference to go on living. Even if the preferences of 
this new individual will be satisfied, the negative aspect of the unsatisfied 
preference of the previous individual has not been made up by the creation 
of the new preference plus its satisfaction. 47

And he specifies: “What preference utilitarian seeks to maximize is not 
the experience of satisfaction, but the bringing about of what is preferred, 
whether or not it produces ‘satisfaction’ in the individual who has the 
preference” 48. Put more generally, it is one thing to satisfy a preference 

45  Singer 2011, 112.
46  Hart 1980, 30. Moreover see Regan 1983, 208-211. Korsgaard expresses him-

self in these terms: “Utilitarians regard the subjects of experience in general essentially 
as locations where pleasure and pain, that is, good and bad experiences, happen, rather 
than as beings for whom these experiences are good and bad. […] If a person is merely 
a place where these experiences happen, then we can always replace one human being 
who experiences, say, satisfaction at the thought that his plans have worked out, or 
worry about the fate of a loved one, with another human being whose experiences have 
a similar content. And a person whose desire to live is not fulfilled may be replaced with 
a person who will develop a desire to live that then will be fulfilled, at least for as long as 
he lives” (Korsgaard 2011, 94-95).

47  Singer 1987, 9.
48  Singer 1987, 9. 
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that already exists, another is to create a new preference for then to satisfy 
it: “whereas the satisfaction of a existing preference is a good thing, how 
we should evaluate the package deal that involves creating and then satis-
fying a preference is a very different question” 49. It depends on preference. 
If I know that tonight I will eat in an excellent restaurant I can be happy 
to increase my desire for food by taking a stroll, so my preference will be 
more intense and to satisfy it will be more pleasant. On the other hand, 
“We don’t deliberately make ourselves thirsty because we know that there 
will be plenty of water on hand to quench our thirst” 50. This means that 
the creation and the satisfaction of a preference in itself is neither a good 
thing nor a bad thing (is something neutral). Indeed, thinking about the 
satisfaction of preferences as a system of debits and credits, the creation of 
a new unsatisfied preference is like contracting a debit to extinguish with 
its satisfaction.

Nevertheless a critic might further replicate saying that if prefer-
ence utilitarianism does not involve consider persons as receptacles, i.e. it 
answers to Hart’s objection, it actually faces problems even higher than 
those it solve. In fact, the best way to not have unsatisfied preferences 
is not to have preferences. But then from this point of view it becomes 
wrong to give life to any child, since the luckiest baby will never satisfy 
in her life all her preferences. The debt is never paid. The risk therefore 
is a Schopenhauerian result, endorsed by the South African philosopher 
David Benatar (in a book significantly entitled Better Never to Have Been: 
The Harm of Coming into Existence 51), for which – Singer asserts – “bring-
ing someone into existence harms them in a way that is not compensated 
for by the positive experiences they may have” 52, just because we spend 
our lives accumulating a quantity of desires of which only a small percent-
age is met. Such an option would not even allow us to prefer a universe 
populated by happy people or by people who, in addition to pleasure, 
appreciate art, music, etc., over a universe devoid of sentient life. The 
latter would be better because it would contain no unsatisfied prefer-
ences.

According to Singer, in order to avoid this implication, we need to 
integrate – as it has already emerged – preference utilitarianism, going 
beyond the minimal scenario based on the simple universalization of our 
interests-preferences. We must add at the value of the preferences one or 

	 49  Singer 2011, 113.
	 50  Singer 2011, 113.
	 51  See Benatar 2006.
	 52  Singer 2011, 115.
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more independent values from them. Such independent value could be 
pleasure, as claimed by Sidgwick. Or intrinsically good values regardless 
of preferences could be a plurality and to include, in addition to pleasure, 
love, friendship, knowledge, appreciation of beauty, in a perspective that 
instead becomes similar to the so-called ideal utilitarianism of George E. 
Moore 53. But Singer admits that such a solution, even though allows us 
to go beyond the inadequate conception of the priority of existence with-
out committing ourselves to believe all sentient beings, even those self-
conscious, replaceable, and enables us to avoid a Schopenhauerian drift, is 
fatal for the completeness of his moral theory. While remaining a monist 
theory of obligation, the point of arrival of the axiological pluralism that 
Singer comes to support is a form of normative pluralism:

this combination of preference utilitarianism and an idea of intrinsic value 
that is not dependent on preferences sacrifices one of the great advantages 
of any form of utilitarianism that is based on just one value, which is that 
there is no need to explain how different values are to be traded off against 
one another. Instead, because this view suggests that there are two kinds of 
values, one personal and based on preferences and the other impersonal, it 
isn’t easy to see how we are to proceed when the two kinds of values clash. 54

But is lack of completeness really a flaw in a moral theory?

1.4.	 NON-HUMAN PERSONS, MERE SENTIENT BEINGS 
AND THE PROBLEM OF THEIR KILLING

Given the greater gravity of killing a personal being compared to a simple 
sentient being, the question arises whether among non-human animals 
there are persons. The answer of Singer is affirmative. According to the 
Australian bioethicist there is strong evidence that at least the members 
of some animal species are subjects with self-awareness, memory of the 
past, expectations for the future and so on. This is demonstrated, inter 
alia, by the fact that certain animal species are even able to learn a lan-
guage. Against philosophers like as Stuart Hampshire who deny the 
complexity of the minds of non-human animals, linking rationality to 
the ability to express oneself verbally, Singer replies first of all with the 

	 53  See Singer 2011, 117.
	 54  Singer 2011, 119. As Brad Hooker points out, pluralism in normative ethics is 
a model of theory for which: (1) there is a plurality of basic moral principles; (2) these 
different principles may conflict with one another; (3) there is no strict order of priority 
for resolving conflicts between them (see Hooker 2000, 105).
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fact that in recent decades it has been possible to teach anthropomorphic 
apes to learn human language. Allen and Beatrice Gardner, two scientists 
from the University of Nevada, since the late sixties understood that the 
difficulty to learn our way of speaking by the monkeys was not due to 
intellective deficiencies, but to a conformation of the vocal cords that pre-
vented them to reproduce the sounds of human speech. So, they had the 
idea to avoid the obstacle trying to teach to a chimpanzee the language of 
the signs used by deaf people 55. The attempt was successful and was then 
extended, as well as to other chimpanzees, to gorillas and orangutans, 
with the result that today several varieties of apes seem able to understand 
some hundred of signs and to form short phrases 56. 

But even regardless of language, which would in any case limit self-
awareness to a very narrow circle of animals 57, there is further evidence 
of rationality outside of the human species. For example, the ability to 
recognize himself to the mirror, which seems to invest a wider range than 
that of animals able to learn a language. The first to manifest this cap-
ability were chimpanzees, which passed several times a rather eloquent 
test. It consists in placing a chimpanzee in a room full of mirrors. Once 
he has become familiar with mirrors, he is anesthetized and an odorless 
stain is painted on his head, a body part not accessible to the sight if not 
through the use of mirrors. Upon awakening it has been noted that the 
chimpanzee, looking in the mirror, with his hand touches the point on 
which it was made the sign (an act that he cannot perform without the 
aid of mirrors), making therefore plausible his recognition in the reflected 
image 58. Currently all species of great apes are capable of self-recognition. 
But besides them, elephants, dolphins and even the magpies are able to 
overcome this test 59. 

However, if the mirror recognition seems a sufficient condition to 
ascribe some form of self-consciousness to an individual, it may not be 

	 55  See Gardner, Gardner 1969.
	 56  See Singer 2011, 95.
	 57  Singer, however, points out that the squeaks of whales and dolphins, the songs 
of birds, etc. are forms of communication that could be classified as languages, even if 
different from ours (Singer 2011, 96-97).
	 58  Here the classical reference is to Gallup Jr. 1970. Moreover cf. Gallup Jr. 1977.
	 59  See Singer 2011, 101. Instead until the 1990s it seemed that only chimpanzees 
and orangutangs were able to pass the mirror test. Among other things, it was noted 
that chimpanzees themselves, if raised in conditions of total isolation, were incapable 
of attributing the reflected image to themselves, highlighting the importance of social 
interaction in the emergence of self-awareness. On this, see DeGrazia 1996, 173-174. 
But his source is Rodd 1990. 
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necessary. Dogs do not pass the mirror test, but perhaps only because they 
have a perception of the outside world more olfactive (and auditive) than 
visual, something that does not preclude them the opportunity to have 
complex mental skills. There are in fact behavioural tests from which it 
is possible to deduce rational abilities even apart from being able to learn 
languages or to recognize themselves in the mirror. For example, it is pos-
sible to observe in various animal species deceptive behaviors that seem to 
manifest self-awareness and knowledge of the other people’s intentions. In 
this regard, Singer focuses his attention on great apes, drawing on Frans 
de Waal’s field research 60. Among chimpanzees, which live in groups, 
there is a dominant male who monopolizes mating with the females of 
his group, preventing other lower-ranking males from sexually approach-
ing them. However, when the dominant chimpanzee temporarily leaves, 
the other males attempt to seduce the females by displaying their aroused 
genitals. De Waal recounts witnessing the unexpected, early return of a 
dominant male and noticing that a lower-ranking chimpanzee, who was 
attempting to mate with a female, upon noticing his leader’s arrival, cov-
ered his erect penis with his hands, thus concealing his intentions from 
the more powerful chimpanzee and thus avoiding his violent reaction 61.

It has been argued, however, that humans, unlike animals, are capable 
of future-oriented behavior even without being driven by present desire. 
For example, I don’t have to be thirsty right now to go to the supermarket 
to buy a drink for dinner tonight. But other behavioral studies highlight 
that animals don’t always act under a compelling impulse 62. Jane Goodall 
tells that if a chimpanzee of small dimensions sees on a tree a banana 
located on a branch that is above a larger and hierarchically advanced 
chimpanzee, he is able to renounce temporarily to pick it – sending back 
the satisfaction of his desire – in the forecast that if he tries to seize it 
immediately, the bigger chimpanzee rip it to him by hand. He waits that 
this last one go away to be able to realize his goal 63. Something analogous 
was observed, in more rigorous way (through controlled and repeated 
experiments), between the pigs. A small or medium-sized pig was shown 
a location where he could find good food. He was then moved from the 
area and placed in the company of a much larger pig, which was unaware 
of the food source. It was observed that the smaller pig, despite knowing 
where a delicious meal was to be found, did not go in that direction as 

	 60  See DeWaal 1982.
	 61  Singer 2011, 98. 
	 62  Cf. Singer 2011, 98-99.
	 63  See Goodall 1971, 107.
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long as the larger pig remained nearby. He waited until the larger pig was 
out of the way before approaching the food source. This behavior appears 
to show the pig’s ability to predict that if he were to approach the feed-
ing site with the larger pig, the latter, taking advantage of his superior 
strength, would steal the tasty morsel 64. Several animal species seem there-
fore able to make mental operations of some importance. And the benefit 
of the doubt should be extended to many other mammals such as cats, 
bears, sheep, monkeys, seals etc. 65. Moreover, an entire chapter has been 
opened during the last few years on the cognitive skills of the birds, which 
appear significantly higher than one could only suspect a few decades ago. 
So much so that Singer ascribes the status of person to certain species of 
birds, not excluding – on the basis of Viegas’ studies, already mentioned 
above – that it could also be attributed to chickens 66. Even the mental 
equipment of the fish seem higher than those assumed until today.

So, if various animals species are reasonably considered as persons, the 
arguments of preference utilitarianism against the killing of beings with 
a perspective vision of things also apply to them and make it difficult to 
accept our eating habits. Eating people does not appear to be ethically sus-
tainable. These arguments, however, do not apply to non-person animals. 
But Singer equally considers problematic not to put obstacles to the moral 
permissibility of killing them. In the first place for indirect reasons (often 
the way in which life is taken away to an animal do not result in imme-
diate death, provoking a painful agony; moreover the death of an animal 
can procure suffering to the members of his group) 67. In the second place 
for direct reasons, because if their future life contains more pleasure than 
pain is not justified to shorten it. But the total point of view, accepted by 
Singer, allows, at least for mere sentient beings, a treatment of replication; 
namely, at equal overall balance in terms of happiness, the substitution 
of an individual with another. This in theory would authorize the kill-
ing of non-person animals. Singer asserts in fact that when sentient but 
non-selfconscious beings lead a good life and are killed painlessly, when 
their death does not cause suffering to other animals, and when the kill-
ing of an individual makes it possible to replace it with a another indi-
vidual who otherwise would not have been able to live, their killing may 
not be wrong 68. But these conditions are altogether not easy to achieve. 

	 64  See Singer 2011, 99.
	 65  See Singer 2011, 119-120.
	 66  Cf. Singer 2011, 102.
	 67  Cf. Singer 2011, 104-105.
	 68  See Singer 1990, 229-230.
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Assuming, for example, that hens are not persons but only conscious 
beings, could Singer’s utilitarianism, joining the total point of view with a 
mix of preferences and values independent of the preferences, allow their 
killing for food reasons? The answer of Singer is fully negative about ani-
mals from the intensive farming,

for they suffer lives of boredom and deprivation, unable to satisfy their basic 
needs to turn around, groom, stretch, exercise, or take part in the social 
interactions normal for their species. To bring them into existence for a life 
of that kind is no benefit to them, but rather a great harm. 69

Instead the implications of this kind of utilitarianism regard to traditional 
farms leave room for chance. In fact, in passing from intensive farms to 
family farms overall welfare of hens greatly increases. Conversely, once 
adopted family farms, that the hens are killed (painlessly) or not does not 
change the level of overall happiness, if they are replaced. Suppose that a 
farmer with a traditional henhouse owns ten chickens who live well, for 
instance in an aggregate level of 100 (10 for each). At one time he decided 
to eat three. He loses 30 points. But in their place he raises three other 
chickens that live at the same level (10). The overall level of happiness 
remains equal. That is to say, to eat or not to eat them does not change 
the level of well-being. Instead it would decline, and significantly, if we 
replaced the traditional farms with intensive ones. 

About what animals are not persons, Singer’s position seems to 
have changed with the passage of time. If in the seventies the Austral-
ian philosopher placed among animals conscious but not self-conscious 
fish, reptiles, and perhaps also birds 70, today – as already pointed out – 
he express more doubts about their lack of complex mental skills 71, and 
consequently the group of animals mere containers of feelings seems to 
shrink significantly, making it even more difficult in practice the ethical 
justifiability of replacement.

1.5.	 THE PRACTICAL ANSWERS OF THE CONSEQUENTIALIST MODEL

In the light of theoretical considerations developed, Singer draws the fol-
lowing directives in practice. Regarding food ethics, the emerged data 
impose like minimum “the moral necessity of refusing to buy or eat the 

69  Singer 1990, 229. 
70  Cf. Singer 1979, 99.
71  See Singer 2011, 102-103, 119-120.
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flesh or other products of animals who have been reared in modern fac-
tory farm conditions” 72. Such option does not imply vegetarianism. 
Those who oppose intensive farming because of the suffering it causes 
still have the alternative of eating animals raised in their natural habitat 
and killed painlessly. But, according to Singer, this possibility, although 
it is a minimal point of convergence, beyond presenting the ethical prob-
lems that we have seen, is not easily achievable in practical terms. Firstly, 
because what we consume every day arrives for the totality or almost from 
the industrial production. Moreover, even a production with traditional 
methodologies, if on wide scale, namely aimed to feeding the vast popula-
tions of today’s cities, involves acts detrimental to the needs of animals 
such as “castration, separation of mother and young, breaking up social 
groups, branding, transportation to the slaughterhouse, and finally 
slaughter itself. It is difficult to imagine how animals could be reared for 
food without these forms of suffering” 73. And small-scale farms (a farm 
in which to grow in the wild chickens, pigs, etc.) are a luxury that few can 
afford. For these reasons, becoming vegetarian is the most practical and 
effective step one can take forward to put an end to the suffering of non-
human animals 74. 

Because the main purpose of vegetarian option is to end animal suf-
fering, it is important to identify which beings are sentient. Singer argues 
that on the ability to feel pain by non-human mammals and birds there 
are no serious doubts, given the similarity between their nervous system 
and ours. More uncertainties invest reptiles and fish, whose nervous 
system differs to some extent from that of mammals. However, those dif-
ferences did not seem decisive as to the ability to have psychological states. 
It is highly likely that this type of animals experience the pain, especially 
since in behavior shows signs of suffering, not only vocal, but also fleeing 
from the source that causes them harm. Although less certain, accord-
ing to Singer also the belief that the crustaceans and at least a mollusk, 
the octopus (capable of complex operations like opening a can), feel is 
founded. They have a highly developed sense organs and a complex nerv-
ous system, although very different from ours. How far the sensitivity 
arrives (and consequently the threshold of a reasonable feed ban)? Singer’s 
position in this regard has not always remained the same and continues 
to fluctuate even today. If in the first edition of Animal Liberation line 
was drawn between crustaceans and bivalves, for which the Australian 

	 72  Singer 1990, 170. 
	 73  Singer 1990, 160. 
	 74  Singer 1990, 161.
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philosopher authorized to eat the latter, in the second edition (1990) he, 
mainly perplexed on the inability to feel pain of oysters, mussels, scallops, 
etc., invited the reader to not eat them, landing to a integral vegetarian 
diet 75. But in The Way We Eat Singer seemed back to his the original 
positions:

On the question of pain, […] we think crustacea like squid, lobster, crabs, 
and shrimp – along with at least one mollusk, the octopus – should be 
regarded as capable of feeling pain. It is much less likely, however, that 
bivalves like clams, scallops, oysters, and mussels can experience pain. So 
when these shellfish are sustainably produced, there is no strong ethical 
reason against eating them. 76

More recently (2023), however, Singer has returned to his 1990 position, 
albeit with some distinctions: he continues to argue that it is unlikely that 
oysters feel anything (they are immobile organisms), but “what is true 
of oysters, and perhaps marine mussels, may not be true of scallops or 
clams” 77. “Scallops can swim, by pumping water through their shells, and 
clams can burrow into the sand. Scallops and clams also have eyes, which 
enable them to sense danger” 78. 

Regarding the consumption of products of animal nature, such as 
dairy products and eggs, the position of Singer has been less oscillating. 
Since the production of milk and dairy products (butter, cheese, ice-
cream, yoghurt, etc.) seems inextricably linked to the exploitation and 
the suffering of cows and calves, he, in line with vegans, believes that we 
should refrain, replacing them with foods derived from a legume such as 
soybean, which, among other things, contribute to bring down the level 
of cholesterol 79. About consumption of eggs, instead, Singer is more open 
to possibilities. We have an obligation to boycott the eggs that come from 
factory farms, one of the most ruthless forms of exploitation, but collect 
the eggs of hens who live in traditional farms is an act that can be mor-
ally justified. There are, however, two problems associated even with the 
family farming of laying hens: (1) the killing of male chicks, because not 
useful for the purpose of obtaining eggs; (2) the elimination of the hens 

	 75  See Singer 1990, 174. 
	 76  Singer, Mason 2006, 276. Theses reiterated also in Singer 2011, 60 and 301, 
referring to studies such as Barr et al. 2008 and Elwood, Appel 2009. 
	 77  Singer 2023, 202. 
	 78  Singer 2023, 202.
	 79  Cf. Singer 1990, 176-177. But I will later mention a possibility that has recently 
developed and which Singer welcomes.
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when their productive efficiency fails. But Singer, in accordance with his 
utilitarian (consequentialist) view, believes that these negative effects can 
be offset by the pleasant life of chickens and by the benefits that humans 
receive from eggs 80.

Singer’s attitude outlines therefore a position of food ethics that 
could be defined as almost vegetarian (although part of the animal king-
dom, some bivalves can be eaten) and semi-vegan (there are no ethical 
objections to the use of eggs from free-range hens). Obviously the ethi-
cal requirement to abstain in a total way or almost by products of animal 
nature has repercussions outside the food. Given that it is wrong to inflict 
unjustifiable suffering to sentient beings, the fur trade (producing, sell-
ing, buying, and wearing fur) is morally intolerable. Even the purchase of 
leather articles becomes questionable, “since the sale of hides for leather 
plays a significant role in the profitability of the meat industry” 81. 

But the arguments in favor of vegetarianism, or quasi-vegetarianism, 
as well as ethical, are of economic and ecological nature. Compared to the 
common diet of meat, in fact, “plant foods are far less demanding of our 
resources and our environment” 82. We must consider that each animal, 
for example a calf, in order to become food for humans must in her turn 
be fed. Such objective is achieved by cultivating fertile land with wheat, 
sorghum etc. that the calf eats. But the amount of protein, derived from 
vegetables, that she ingests to arrive in our planks is impressive compared 
to the amount of protein that we derive from his consumption: “It takes 
twenty-one pounds of protein fed to a calf to produce a single pound 
of animal protein for humans” 83. It is a model of food production that 
Singer, recalling a famous statement by F.M. Lappé, calls “a protein fac-
tory in reverse” 84. If instead we left the calf to browse the grass of the 
lands from which is not obtainable any edible food for men and we ate 
directly the products of the land we cultivate to feed the animals, the 
gain in the amount of protein would be enormous. And what is true of 
proteins is also true for many other nutritional components essential 
for human consumption, such as calories, iron, even calcium 85. Besides, 
with the feeding of animal products we consume much more water than 
that we would consume with a vegetarian diet (“The water that goes into 

	 80  See Singer 1990, 175-176.
	 81  Singer 1990, 231. 
	 82  Singer 1990, 167. 
	 83  Singer 1990, 165. 
	 84  Singer 1990, 165.
	 85  See Singer 1990, 166. 
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a 1000 pound steer would float a destroyer” 86). In addition, the factory 
farms that support our ordinary diet have strongly deleterious effects in 
terms of climate and pollution. Animals raised in the U.S.A. alone pro-
duce billions of tons of manure and urine per year, difficult to dispose 
of without causing environmental damage, because the soil cannot 
absorb them, the flora and fauna are killed and the streams and rivers are 
contaminated. The growing need to provide grazing land for cattle cre-
ates another great danger, represented by the deforestation of the planet. 
The dissipation of forests (which store huge amounts of carbon), as well 
as causing the extinction of many animal and plant species, augment the 
carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, increasing the greenhouse effect, with 
a series of chain reactions (extension of drought, melting ice caps, raising 
sea levels, flooding of coastal areas) 87.

The Australian philosopher is skilled at debunking clichés and, with 
his consequentialist approach, challenges widely held opinions. The 
number of those opposed to hunting is significantly higher than that of 
vegetarians or vegans. “Yet when compared with the factory-farmed chick-
ens that most people eat in such vast number, the wild birds shot by hunt-
ers have a far better life and usually a much quicker death” 88. Similarly, 
the number of people who are outraged by traditions like Spanish bull-
fighting is very high. But, Singer further emphasizes, compared to inten-
sive farming, the moral gravity of this competition is far less: “the number 
of bulls killed in bullfights, in fact, is irrelevant compared to the number 
of chickens, pigs, and calves that live confined in America, and in much 
more cramped environments” 89. All of this – let it be clear – does not 
constitute, for the Australian philosopher, a moral justification for hunt-
ing or bullfighting. It is simply a matter of reversing the negative weight 
usually attributed to these institutions compared to more widespread and 
less discussed practices. However, Singer believes that hunting for ecologi-
cal reasons is legitimate, albeit in limited cases (if other methods are una-
vailable or undevelopable), that is, when certain animals (even self-aware 
ones) cause environmental problems. For example, “Rabbits introduced 
to Australia by European settlers have changed Australia’s unique plant 
and animal life and threaten native species with whom they compete” 90. 

86  Singer 1990, 167. The statement reported by the Australian philosopher can be 
found originally in the weekly magazine Newsweek of February 22, 1981: 26. 

87  Cf. Singer 1990, 168-169. 
88  Singer, Mason 2006, 258. See also Singer 2011, 121.
89  Singer 2003, 6. English translation is mine. 
90  Singer, Mason 2006, 259.
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Hunting for humanitarian reasons could also be permitted, in his opin-
ion. Singer notes that in several areas of the United States, deer, in the 
absence of predatory species, have proliferated disproportionately and, in 
addition to damaging the environment in their desperate search for food, 
are at risk of starvation. Compared to starvation, Singer emphasizes, being 
killed instantly by a skilled hunter is certainly preferable 91. But the Aus-
tralian philosopher is well aware that it is not easy to find humans who 
kill deer with a single shot. Furthermore, one wonders whether there are 
not less cruel means to curb the deer population increase (or, in the pre-
vious case, the environmental damage caused by rabbits). Singer himself 
admits that the use of contraceptive methods or sterilization techniques is 
a more appropriate solution 92.

With the regard to experimentation, the conclusion that Singer 
draws from the descriptive survey carried out in Animal Liberation is 
that “appalling suffering is being inflicted on millions of animals for 
purposes that on any impartial view are obviously inadequate to justify 
the suffering” 93. At this point, the animal advocate might be tempted to 
reject any experiment involving sentient beings. But the consequentialist 
view does not allow the Australian bioethicist to accept a so clean posi-
tion. Singer is contrary to set the issue of animal testing in terms of abso-
lute prohibition. He points out that rigid deontological views (character-
ized by the adverbs ‘never’ and ‘always’) turn out inadequate in extreme 
circumstances. There is a wide agreement in considering that the torture 
is something aberrant and unacceptable, but in catastrophic situations, 
more hypothetical – typical of thought-experiments – than real, hardly 
we could not allow it. If to torture who has hidden an atomic bomb in a 
wine cellar of New York, programming it to explode within an hour, was 
the only way to identify the location and to defuse it, such an act would 
be morally justifiable 94. For which, in front of the objection (typical of 
the defender of animal experimentation) “would we prepared to let thou-
sands of humans die if they could be saved by a single experiment on a 
single animal?” 95, the response of the Australian philosopher can only 
be negative. The problem is that such examples evoke unreal scenarios, 
because in fact it is difficult that there are cases in which torture is the 
only way to defuse a bomb or the sacrifice of a single animal allows to save 

	 91  See Singer 2011, 121.
	 92  Singer 2011, 121.
	 93  Singer 1990, 85. 
	 94  Cf. Singer 1990, 85. 
	 95  Singer 1990, 81. 

F. Allegri - Peter Singer’s Animal Ethics: An Introduction and an Evaluation - Milano, LED, 2025 
ISBN 978-88-5513-227-5 - https://www.ledonline.it/index.php/relations/pages/view/irene-series

https://www.ledonline.it/index.php/relations/pages/view/irene-series


34

1. Singer and the moral consideration of non-human animals

thousands of lives. To the real question “when an experiment that harms 
an animal is justifiable?”, in accordance with his view against speciesism, 
Singer answers with a counter-question, which re-proposes the argument 
from marginal cases: 

whenever experimenters claim that their experiments are important enough 
to justify the use of animals, we should ask them whether they would be pre-
pared to use a brain-damaged human being at a similar mental level to the 
animals they are planning to use. I cannot imagine that anyone would seri-
ously propose carrying out the experiments described […] on brain-damaged 
human beings. 96

However, if the refusal by Singer to use animals in testing of a commercial 
nature is clear, about tests concerning medical-pharmaceutical research 
his attitude is more cautious. He admits that “some advances in knowl-
edge […] would not have been attained as easily without using animals” 97: 
from the identification of viruses causing important diseases to the crea-
tion of vaccines against them, from the enormous progress in cardiac sur-
gery to “the understanding of our immune system and ways to overcome 
rejection of transplanted organs” 98. On the other hand, the Australian 
philosopher states that,

even if valuable discoveries were made using animals, we cannot say how 
successful medical research would have been if it had been compelled, from 
the outset, to develop alternative methods of investigation. Some discover-
ies would probably have been delayed, or perhaps not made at all; but many 
false leads would also not have been pursued, and it is possible that medicine 
would have developed in a very different and more efficacious direction, 
emphasizing healthy living rather than cure. 99

Using animals, certain advances in knowledge were likely much faster, 
however if the criterion is temporal anticipation, then we would have 
arrived even sooner by conducting experiments on humans. But we “do 
not believe that scientists have a general right to perform painful or lethal 
experiments on humans without their consent, although there are many 
cases in which such experiments would advance knowledge far more rap-
idly than any other method” 100. 

96  Singer 1990, 82-83.
97  Singer 1990, 91.
98  Singer 1990, 91.
99  Singer 1990, 92.

100  Singer 1990, 92.
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2. 
Animal defenders criticizing Singer: 
three models

2.1.	 PREMISE

Peter Singer’s animal ethics has sparked a vigorous debate that has been 
ongoing for fifty years, and it is not possible to reconstruct it in detail here 
in this introduction. Since I believe that it makes perfect sense to attribute 
some direct moral consideration to animals (a thesis that has now become 
widely accepted), I will not examine the criticisms of Singer coming from 
those who entirely exclude non-human sentient beings from the commu-
nity of moral patients 1. Instead, I will concentrate my attention on the 
criticisms levelled at the Australian philosopher by those thinkers who, 
in some way, attribute direct moral significance to non-human animals. 
And I will focus on three of the most relevant types of such criticism: (1) 
a criticism of his theoretical approach (in a direction that I agree with); (2) 
a criticism from those who perceive Singer’s animal ethics as excessively 
burdensome (in terms of its practical demands); (3) a criticism, of the 
opposite nature, according to which Singer should have been more daring 
in order to be truly consistent with his theoretical assumptions. 

2.2.	 CRITICISMS FROM THE DEONTOLOGICAL MODEL 
OF ANIMAL ETHICS: TOM REGAN

2.2.1.	Introduction

For the first model of criticism of Singer by advocates of the animal cause, 
I refer to the philosopher who, together with Singer, is considered the 
other great father of contemporary animal ethics.

	 1  I have argued against this kind of perspective in Allegri 2018, 561-564, to which 
I refer.
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The seventies of the twentieth century have been a decisive turn-
ing point in the attribution of moral relevance to non-human animals. 
If until then the prevailing philosophical thought had prescribed only 
indirect obligations towards sentient beings not belonging to our spe-
cies (with several exceptions in the history of philosophy, but isolated), in 
the middle of the decade, with the publication of Peter Singer’s Animal 
Liberation, animals enter fully into the moral community, as patients to 
whom we have direct moral obligations, and not only that of not making 
them suffer unjustifiably, but also that of not killing them. As we have 
seen, the arguments that lead the Australian philosopher to assign ani-
mals moral status are utilitarian and are based on Bentham’s principle of 
equal consideration of interests, which Singer mainly elaborates in terms 
of preferences. But in the same year in which Singer’s book comes out, the 
Canadian Journal of Philosophy publishes an article, entitled “The Moral 
Basis of Vegetarianism”, which is perhaps the first contribution on the 
ethics of the human-animal relationship to appear in an academic peer-
reviewed journal. Its author, Tom Regan, an American philosopher from 
North Carolina State University, while reaching practical conclusions 
not dissimilar to those of Singer, justifies them on the basis of a differ-
ent theoretical approach, deontological and of Kantian inspiration, which 
gives rise to a theory of moral rights 2. Further elaborated in many texts 
over a period of more than thirty years 3, Regan’s proposal finds its most 
rigorous formulation in The Case for Animal Rights, where he fully devel-
ops an alternative perspective to utilitarianism, in the belief that the latter, 
besides being a normative theory in itself unsustainable, is not able to 
adequately support the battle (common with Singer) for the improvement 
of animal conditions and the elimination of their exploitation 4. 

2.2.2.	The limits of Singer’s utilitarian approach

For Regan, first of all utilitarianism – both in its classical hedonistic ver-
sion and in the version of preference outlined by Singer – has implications 
that contrast with widely diffused intuitions. This aspect is already prob-
lematic, because according to Regan one of the requirements that a moral 
theory must satisfy is its conformity to our moral intuitions. Obviously, 

2  See Regan 1975.
3  Some of which – including the first paper published in the Canadian Journal – 

are collected in Regan 1982.
4  See Regan 1983.
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the latter should not be conceived as mere convictions that we happen to 
have (fruit of the family environment and the social context in which we 
lived), but as weighted beliefs to which we arrive by subjecting our initial 
ideas to the overcoming of certain conditions, such as conceptual clarity 
(the complete knowledge of the meaning of the terms connected to a given 
deliberation), full information on the facts at stake in the situation to be 
assessed, absence of logical errors (i.e. wrong reasoning, or the violation 
of the principle of non-contradiction), impartiality (to be in accordance 
with the formal principle of justice, for which we must evaluate equally 
equal individuals or situations), coolness (“not being in an emotionally 
excited state, being in an emotionally calm state of mind” 5). Can we legit-
imately consider the beliefs that we retain, once all five of these clauses 
have been fulfilled, unreliable prejudices for testing the plausibility of a 
moral theory? Regan thinks not. Once these constraints have been over-
come, our intuitions, now reflective, constitute a fact that a philosopher 
should not overlook in the elaboration of a moral theory. On the contrary, 
utilitarianism, even in the Singer’s version, violates this requirement. The 
case of murder, which Singer is well aware of (as we have seen), is emblem-
atic in this regard. Hedonistic utilitarianism is not able to account for 
secret killings, about which “fails on two counts, failing to account both 
for the wrong done by secret killings and for the wrong attaching to the 
unknown criminal’s escaping punishment” 6. The reason behind these 
counterintuitive responses lies in the fact that classical utilitarianism con-
ceives individuals as mere receptacles. They are simply containers of value 
(pleasure) and disvalue (pain) without having an autonomous value in 
themselves. 

According to Regan, preference utilitarianism, unlike the claims of 
the Australian philosopher, fails to avoid the counterintuitive outcomes 
of classic utilitarianism regarding murder, and in some ways makes 
them worse. In fact, by basing the prohibition of killing on the prefer-
ence to continue living, Singer is unable to account for the prohibition 
to take the life of all those beings who, not possessing an idea of death, 
cannot have the desire to continue living, i.e. the totality of animals and 
atypical humans (the subjects suffering from serious mental handicaps) 7. 

	 5  Regan 1983, 129.
	 6  Regan 1983, 204.
	 7  Cf. Regan 1983, 207-208. Singer might reply that at least animals that are per-
sons, while having no concept of death and therefore no preference for continuing to 
live, do have desires for the future that would be frustrated by an early death. With 
regard to non-persons, however, we have seen that Singer now attempts to counter this 
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Moreover, if it is true that the ‘preference’ factor allows some step forward 
on secret murders, however, even assuming that a person prefers to live, an 
equally strong preference to kill her by another person (or the sum of the 
preferences of several people) is enough to even the score. In other words, 
the utilitarianism of preference cannot avoid the main defect of hedonis-
tic utilitarianism: the conception of individuals as receptacles. Although 
Singer denies that self-aware beings are mere containers of value, Regan 
believes that Hart’s criticism of the Australian philosopher that he has 
simply turned receptacles of pleasure into receptacles of preference is fully 
compelling 8. 

But since Singer does not attribute a decisive importance to the 
response of intuitions, Regan also attacks him on another requirement, 
to which all philosophers are sensitive: logical coherence or consistency. 
Unlike the prevailing versions, Singer formulates utilitarianism not in 
terms of maximizing general utility, but in terms of equal consideration of 
interests. In doing so however, Regan argues, he actually presents a prin-
ciple whose status and relationship with the ordinary principle of utility 
are problematic. In fact, since utilitarianism is a monistic theory of obliga-
tion, the principle of equal consideration of interests – that Singer always 
presents in normative terms (equality should not be understood as a fact, 
but as an ideal) – cannot also be a basic or fundamental principle on a 
logical level (under penalty of the pluralistic nature of the resulting theory 
of obligation); on the other hand, it cannot even be the only fundamental 
principle, from which the principle of utility derives logically, otherwise 
the theory would no longer be utilitarian. In both cases the outcome is 
inconsistent 9. 

2.2.3.	The shortcomings of utilitarian animal ethics

But, according to Regan, there are also more specific and animal-related 
reasons for rejecting Singer’s utilitarian view. In addition to the already 
highlighted difficulty of prohibiting, on the basis of the mere preference 
to continue living, the killing of beings who do not have an idea of death, 
by applying the utilitarian theoretical ethics to the animal question it is 
very difficult to justify, as instead Singer would pretend to do, the duty 

criticism by adopting a form of consequentialism connected to a pluralist axiology that 
draws on elements of classical utilitarianism. 

8  See Regan 1983, 209-210. 
9  See Regan 1983, 211-213.
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to contrast the practice of intensive farming. Because, since utilitarianism 
is a consequentialist theory, in order to oblige or prohibit a kind of action 
its effects must be respectively better or worse than the available alterna-
tives. But is it really true that the overall effects of refraining from eating 
food products from industrial farms are better than the continuation of 
current practice? Regan has doubts about that. The fact is that the animal 
industry is a big business involving millions of people. It is not only the 
interests of consumers of animal products that are at stake. It is also the 
interests of those who breed and sell the animals, those who transport, 
slaughter and canning the animals, and so on (i.e. the whole food chain) 
and – not to be forgotten – their dependents. For all these categories, the 
continuation of intensive livestock farming means keeping their jobs and 
being able to support their loved ones: 

If preference satisfaction is the yardstick of what is right and wrong, then 
everyone’s preference satisfaction must count and be counted equitably, 
which means that the preferences of those involved in, and supportive of, the 
animal industry, not just those who oppose it, must find their place in the 
calculations. Since there are many more humans who prefer the continua-
tion of this industry than who oppose it, it is quite unclear how the prefer-
ences of the latter can outweigh those of the former. 10

Of course, Regan knows that the utilitarian calculation must include  – 
and in fact does include – the interests (preferences) of the millions of ani-
mals in intensive farms. But even so, in his opinion, “the situation remains 
cloudy at best” 11. Namely, 

it is not obviously true that the aggregated consequences for everyone 
affected would be better, all considered, if intensive rearing methods were 
abandoned and we all (or most of us) became (all at once or gradually) veg-
etarians. Some nice calculations are necessary to show this. Without them, a 
utilitarian-based vegetarianism cannot command our rational assent 12.

Furthermore, the obligation to be vegetarian, viewed from a utilitarian 
perspective, presents paradoxical results, because the reasons for com-
plying with it are rather weak. In fact, the single utilitarian subject who 
makes the choice not to eat meat, with his gesture does not affect in any 
way the treatment reserved to animals in intensive farms 13. As Singer 

	 10  Regan 1983, 222.
	 11  Regan 1983, 222.
	 12  Regan 1983, 223.
	 13  See Regan 1983, 224-225.
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admits, it is only a collective effort of great relevance that, by dropping 
the demand for animal food below a certain threshold, can damage the 
food industry (by decreasing the number of animals raised and farmed) 14. 
So, what reason do I have to become a vegetarian if my individual gesture 
has no impact on animal suffering? None, since in such a perspective the 
moral evaluation of actions depends on the consequences, and in this case 
my act has no better effect than its omission. For my gesture to be mean-
ingful, it must be accompanied by a myriad of other similar gestures. If 
those who are currently carnivores do not perform them, my vegetarian 
choice has only symbolic value. But 

to make the rightness of what vegetarians do contingent upon the deci-
sions of those very persons who are doing what vegetarians deplore – and 
Singer’s view does imply this – is paradoxical at best, all the more so when 
we pause to observe that, on this view, all that nonvegetarians need do, in 
order to insure that they personally escape the obligation to be vegetarian, as 
this is determined by the vegetarian’s impact on factory farming, is to con-
tinue doing precisely what it is that they are presently doing – namely, eating 
meat! 15

Finally, Regan points out a shortcoming in Singer’s utilitarianism with 
regard to marginal cases. In fact, the Australian philosopher, speaking 
about experimentation and putting forward an antispeciesist argument, 
asks experimenters whether they would be willing to use atypical humans 
for the same painful tests in which they routinely employ animals, expect-
ing a negative response that would confirm the wrongfulness of such 
practices. But while this reasoning succeeds in equating animals and 
atypical humans (highlighting the affinity between the two categories), it 
is far from having justified the negative answer to the question:

Singer […] does not show, first, that, on utilitarian grounds, it would be wrong 
to treat humans in the ways described ([…] he merely appeals to our settled 
conviction that it would be wrong to do this, an unusual move, given his own 
criticisms of making such appeals) and second, that it would be just as wrong, 
on utilitarian grounds, to treat animals as these humans would be. 16

In other words, Regan emphasizes that Singer’s inclusive use of argument 
from marginal cases (let us elevate animals to the level of atypical humans, 
whom we care so much about) is not actually grounded in the utilitarian 

14  Here Regan’s reference is to Singer 1980, 335. 
15  Regan 1983, 225.
16  Regan 1983, 224.
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perspective, which could equally (and legitimately) authorize an exclusive 
use of the argument (let us lower atypical humans to the level of animals, 
whom we do not care about).

For Regan, utilitarianism is therefore an inadequate ethical concep-
tion and should be abandoned, replacing it with a theory based on a prin-
ciple other than the principle of utility 17.

2.3.	 CRITICISMS FROM MODERATE DEFENDERS OF ANIMALS

But objections to Singer did not come only from thinkers who, like 
Regan, although starting from a different theoretical approach, share the 
vast majority of the practical conclusions he drew regarding our behav-
ior involving animals. Among the relevant criticisms levelled at Singer’s 
animal ethics, we find the position of thinkers such as Scruton, Pollan, 
etc. 18, for whom non-human animals possess moral status, i.e. they are 
worthy of direct moral consideration, but it is not comparable (in any 
way) to that of humans, whose value is higher and whose interests are to 
be given greater importance. Whoever chooses this option rejects all those 
human practices that involve unjustified suffering directed at other sen-
tient beings (the emblematic example is given by intensive rearing). But 
he does not think that animal suffering has the same weight as human 
suffering. Furthermore, he does not believe that an early induced death 
constitutes a harm to beings without a sense of the long-term future. Or, 
if it is, it is not such as to render their killing unjustifiable 19.

This position is well exemplified by Roger Scruton, whom I will 
take as its model. Scruton believes that we have obligations towards non-
human animals, because there are sources of morality, such as virtue 
(which, however, seems to bring into play only indirect reasons), sympa-
thy and respect, that require them. For example, “Two of our sympathetic 
feelings are of great moral importance: pity towards those who suffer 

	 17  The fundamental principle of morality in the new Regan’s view is the principle 
of respect for the equal inherent value of all subjects-of-a-life. A Kantian principle, based 
on notions such as inherent value and respect, which leads to an extension of rights to 
the animal world. This conception perhaps remains the most rigorous foundation for 
an animal ethics alternative to Singer’s utilitarian approach. I reconstructed the positive 
aspects of Regan’s theory in Allegri 2019, to which I refer the reader. 
	 18  See, for instance, Scruton 2004; Pollan 2006.
	 19  Historically we can put in this option thinkers such as Hutcheson, Schopen-
hauer, Primatt, just to name some philosophers of a certain importance. 
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and pleasure in another’s joy. And these two feelings lie at the root of our 
moral duties towards animals” 20. In fact, 

Pity and sympathetic joy extend naturally to other species. I know that the 
dog with a broken leg is suffering, in something like the way that I would 
suffer. I know that the same dog, hunting on a lively scent, feels a joy that 
has its equivalent in me. Only a heartless person would feel no distress at the 
sight of such canine suffering or no pleasure at the sight of such joys. 21

Scruton’s animal ethics expresses a moderate position, for which, to put 
it briefly, we have an obligation not to make animals suffer, but we do 
not have an obligation to keep them alive. The attitude of Scruton and 
of ‘conscientious’ carnivores or omnivores, as Singer calls them 22, is to 
refuse the logic of factory farming for the suffering it inflicts on animals. 
But contrasting it not so much with a vegetarian or vegan diet, which they 
reject, as with traditional farms, where chickens, pigs, cows, etc., before 
being killed, live a happy life, in accordance with the standards of their 
species. According to Scruton, 

Someone who was indifferent to the sight of pigs confined in batteries, who 
did not feel some instinctive need to pull down these walls and barriers and 
let in light and air, would have lost sight of what it is to be a living animal. 
His sense of the value of his own life would be to that extent impoverished 
by his indifference to the sight of life reduced to a stream of sensations. It 
seems to me, therefore, that a true morality of animal welfare ought to begin 
from the premise that this way of treating animals is wrong, even if legally 
permissible. 23 

Instead, 
It is right to give herbivores the opportunity to roam out of doors on grass, 
in the herds and flocks which are their natural society; it is right to allow pigs 
to rootle and rummage in the open air, and chickens to peck and squawk in 
the farmyard, before meeting their end. But when that end should be is more 
a question of economics than of morals. 24

Scruton does not see anything wrong in killing, without causing suf-
fering, cattle that have been reared in a traditional way, as they, unlike 
humans, do not have ‘an eye to the future’ (they have no aspirations, 
plans, etc., and their life has a repetitive character). In his view, 

	 20  Scruton 2000, 36.
	 21  Scruton 2000, 37-38.
	 22  See Singer, Mason 2006.
	 23  Scruton 2000, 102.
	 24  Scruton 2000, 104.
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there is a real distinction, for a human being, between timely and untimely 
death. To be ‘cut short’ before one’s time is a waste – even a tragedy […]. No 
such thoughts apply to domestic cattle. To be killed at thirty months is not 
intrinsically more tragic than to be killed at forty, fifty, or sixty. 25

Furthermore, the fact that animals are used for their eggs, milk, etc., and 
then eaten, according to conscientious omnivores, can also be justified in 
terms of interspecies cooperation, beneficial for all involved. Indeed, if 
we go back to the origins of domestication, Pollan argues, we find that 
it arose from mutual interest. Wild animals – attracted by the remains of 
our meals – approached human settlements in search of food and shel-
ter, and succeeded in obtaining them. In exchange, however, humans 
obtained food products from them. Without the payment of this ‘tribute’, 
humans would not have offered them their protection, which proved 
advantageous for those animals that began to settle in neighboring areas. 
So much so that while domesticated animal species proliferated, those 
that remained wild saw their numbers significantly reduced and some-
times became extinct 26.

2.4.	 CRITICISMS FROM RADICAL DEFENDERS OF ANIMALS

In response to Singer’s model, a trend opposite to that of moderate animal 
ethics has also developed in recent decades. This consists of criticizing 
the Australian philosopher not for extending equal consideration to the 
animal world, but for not fully drawing the consequences of this exten-
sion, that is, for the way in which his rightly egalitarian approach has been 
applied, which is considered inconsistent.

Observations of this kind can be found in the texts of Sapontzis, 
Francione, Dunayer, etc. 27, in which we find a distancing from Singer’s 
positions, accused of attributing little weight (little importance) to men-
tally less complex animals, and this distancing is particularly evident with 
regard to the harm caused by death. According to these critics of Singer, 
since all sentient beings possess the same moral status, irrespective of 
their biological belonging or cognitive abilities (a thesis with which Singer 
seems to agree), they should also be placed on the same level also in regard 
to the value of their lives and to the harm they receive from an early death. 

	 25  Scruton 2004, 88. In similar terms, see Scruton 2000, 142.
	 26  Cf. Pollan 2006. Historically, arguments of this kind can already be found in 
Hutcheson (see Hutcheson 1755, 316). 
	 27  See Sapontzis 1987; Francione 2000; Dunayer 2004.
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For proponents of this option, there is no convincing argument to assert 
that the life of a mentally more complex being has more value than the 
life of a less complex being. And in any case, there is no adequate basis 
for claiming that human animals are more mentally complex than non-
human animals. 

Singer titles his first article on animals and also the first chapter of 
Animal Liberation “All Animals Are Equal” 28. But, in reality, Singer’s 
equality of all sentient beings – these authors say – actually concerns only 
the issue of pain and does not extend to the issue of the value of life and 
the harm suffered by death. With respect to this latter area, Singer’s dif-
ferentiation is clear. He asserts that

a rejection of speciesism does not imply that all lives are of equal worth. 
While self-awareness, the capacity to think ahead and have hopes and aspi-
rations for the future, the capacity for meaningful relations with others 
and so on are not relevant to the question of inflicting pain – since pain is 
pain, whatever other capacities, beyond the capacity to feel pain, the being 
may have – these capacities are relevant to the question of taking life. It is 
not arbitrary to hold that the life of a self-aware being, capable of abstract 
thought, of planning for the future, of complex acts of communication, and 
so on, is more valuable than the life of a being without these capacities. 29

Consequently,

to take the life of a being who has been hoping, planning, and working 
for some future goal is to deprive that being of the fulfillment of all those 
efforts; to take the life of a being with a mental capacity below the level 
needed to grasp that one is a being with a future – much less make plans for 
the future – cannot involve this particular kind of loss. 30

But there is more. Singer not only privileges the lives of people over those 
of non-personal sentient beings. Even within the circle of self-conscious 
and rational individuals, he favors the human person, privileging it over 
non-human persons: “If we have to choose between the life of a human 
being and the life of another animal, we should choose to save the life of 
the human” 31. In fact, according to the Australian philosopher,

If cows, pigs, chickens and the other animals we usually eat are self-aware, 
they are still not self-aware to anything like the extent that humans normally 

	 28  See Singer 1974a. This is an expanded version of Singer 1973.
	 29  Singer 1990, 20.
	 30  Singer 1990, 21.
	 31  Singer 1990, 21.
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are. I agree with Varner and Scruton that the more one thinks of one’s life 
as a story that has chapters still to be written, and the more one hopes for 
achievements yet to come, the more one has to lose by being killed. For this 
reason, when there is an irreconcilable conflict between the basic survival 
needs of animals and of normal humans, it is not speciesist to give priority to 
the lives of those with a biographical sense of their life and a stronger orien-
tation towards the future. 32

A dilemmatic scenario that clearly highlights the alternative between 
choosing human life or the life of another mentally complex animal is the 
famous lifeboat case, a thought-experiment presented by Tom Regan:

Imagine five survivals are on a lifeboat. Because of limits of size, the boat 
can only support four. All weigh approximately the same and would take up 
approximately the same amount of space. Four of the five are normal adult 
human beings. The fifth is a dog. One must be thrown overboard or else all 
will perish. Whom should it be? 33

Regan’s answer, perfectly in accordance with the dictates of common 
sense (and shared by Singer), is that we should throw the dog overboard 34, 
because the harm represented by death “is a function of the number 
and variety of opportunities for satisfaction it forecloses for a given 
individual” 35. For this reason, the dilemma of the lifeboat can only be 
solved with the choice to throw in water the dog, the subject-of-a-life who 
has the least to lose. For Joan Dunayer, however, “Because all sentient 
beings are equal, we’re perfectly entitled to save the dog over any of the 
human beings” 36. 

Finally, the criticism of Singer by radical animal rights defenders 
continues, he considers non-person animals to be replaceable, believing 
that the harm they suffer from an induced premature death can be com-
pensated for by the birth of other beings who live the same standard of 
living. Or even, he believes that beings without of a sense of the future are 
deprived of any ‘right to life’.

	 32  Singer 2011, 122. 
	 33  Regan 1983, 285; see also pp. 324-325 and 351.
	 34  See Regan 1983, 324, 351.
	 35  Regan 1983, 351; see also pp. 314 and 324; moreover Regan 2004, XXIX.
	 36  Dunayer 2004, 97. Francione expresses himself in similar terms, arguing that 
in emergency situations, contrary to what Regan asserts, it is not morally obligatory to 
save a human being rather than a non-human animal: “we may be justified in saving 
the human over the animal, but we also may be justified in saving the animal over the 
human” (Francione 2000, XXXIII). 
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This kind of theses against Singer is well summarized in Joan 
Dunayer’s texts. She criticizes the Australian bioethicist as guilty of 
making morally unjustified distinctions between animal species, favour-
ing apes (which he wants to give legal status to) and valuing the life of a 
paradigmatic human as more important than that of a hen. For Singer, 
it is not speciesism to think that the killing of thousands of humans (for 
example, the death of three thousand people on September 11, 2001) is 
more tragic than the killing of several million chickens (the thirty-eight 
million killed in American slaughterhouses on that same day) 37, while 
according to Dunayer it is 38. In fact, to be a speciesist does not only mean 
privileging one being over another solely because the first belongs to the 
human species and the second does not (this is the old form of speciesism 
which Singer also contrasts). It also means discriminating against animals 
by adopting an anthropocentric perspective. Singer represents a new form 
of speciesism. He wants to extend moral status beyond the human sphere, 
but illegitimately favors animals that are mentally closer to humans over 
those that are more distant. Hence the consequence of placing self-aware 
and rational beings (persons) at a hierarchically higher level with respect 
to beings which do not possess such characteristics (non-persons) 39. 

Dunayer’s animal ethics reaches a further level of radicalism because 
in it the axiological assumption for which all sentient beings possess the 
same value is associated with the descriptive thesis whereby it is sufficient 
to have any kind of nervous system, even the most rudimentary, to have 
psychological states. This leads her to ascribe the capacity to experience 
pleasure and pain to insects and arachnids, ctenophores and coelenter-
ates such as jellyfish, hydra, sea anemones, gorgonians and corals 40. Thus 
arriving to assert that a spider has the same right to life as a human being: 
“I see no logically consistent reason to say otherwise” 41. 

	 37  Cf. Singer 2001, 12-13. 
	 38  See Dunayer 2002, 16-17.
	 39  Cf. Dunayer 2005.
	 40  See Dunayer 2004, 127.
	 41  Cf. Dunayer 2004, 134.
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3. 
A final balance 

3.1.	 AN EVALUATION OF SINGER’S THEORETICAL MODEL

A comprehensive assessment of Peter Singer’s animal ethics can only 
begin with an evaluation of the theoretical model the Australian philoso-
pher adopts to support his theses on the moral status of animals. Such a 
model is utilitarianism, which Singer argues for by oscillating between 
various versions (as we have seen). Regardless of the variations, Singer 
remains even today the defender of a form of consequentialism, for which 
the deontic status of actions (i.e., their being permissible, obligatory, for-
bidden) depends entirely on their comparative effects, in terms of benefits 
and harms on all the individuals involved. An approach that differs in the 
traditional classification of theories of moral obligation (those options of 
normative ethics that question the criterion of right action) from deonto-
logical theories, for which, in addition to the consequences, other factors 
also count, such as the nature of the action. While I consider his plural-
ist form of utilitarianism to be a progress, I believe that utilitarianism as 
an ethical theory is not the best perspective, because it conflicts with our 
considered intuitions. From this point of view, the criticisms levelled at 
Singer by Regan and reconstructed in the previous chapter are particu-
larly appropriate. And although Singer argues that the use of intuitions 
in ethics is implausible 1, in reality his modus operandi, which has led him 
to change his theoretical model of reference several times, attests to the 
fact that some recourse to and consideration for intuition is also present 
in his approach, because these variations appear to be dictated by the need 
to make his theory more consistent with the responses of intuitive data. 
Of course, this is not to say that theory always has to adapt to intuitions. 

1  See Singer 1974b. But see also Singer 2005.
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The movement can also occur in the opposite direction. If a theory fully 
satisfies the other requirements of adequacy and has implications that 
conflict with a previously considered belief, it does not necessarily mean 
that the theory needs to be modified. A closer look may reveal the intu-
ition to be less reflective than it first seemed; and, in any case, a single 
anomaly is not enough to change an otherwise satisfactory theoretical 
framework (unless the change requires only small variations). This means 
that adjustment can occur in both directions. Rawls expresses this point 
by saying that a good moral theory must establish a reflective equilib-
rium between principles and our considered beliefs, through a process of 
mutual adjustment 2.

I think that a moderate form of deontology, such as that found in the 
now classic texts by William D. Ross and William K. Frankena, which 
operates with prima facie rather than absolute obligations, is better than 
utilitarianism and, more generally, consequentialism. A recent version of 
this model, which appears very promising and convincing, can be found 
in A Theory of Bioethics by David DeGrazia and Joseph Millum 3. But 
instead of going into the details of a positive proposal, I intend here to 
limit myself to reinforcing the inadequacy of utilitarianism (already well 
expressed by Regan) with some thought-experiments.

Suppose that a surgeon, specialized in organ transplants, is wor-
ried about five of his patients who risk dying very quickly if they do not 
undergo a transplant. The first has a very bad heart and needs a new heart; 
the second needs a kidney; the third a new liver; the fourth a new stomach; 
the fifth a new spleen. There is no immediate availability of any of these 
organs. Furthermore, all five patients have the same blood type, which is 
very rare. With his head turned to this thought, the surgeon comes across 
the medical records of another patient, in good health, who has exactly 
that blood type. Then the thought flashes through his mind that if he 
killed, in a painful manner (with a sweet death), that patient, he could save 
the lives of the five people who urgently need the transplant. Because he 
could take from him the five organs that are needed. Especially since the 
individual in question turns out to be an orphan, single and childless, so 
his death would not cause indirect suffering. Nor would it have any other 
negative repercussions, because the killing would take place in complete 
secrecy, without anyone outside the medical staff knowing about it (not 
even the benefited patients, kept in the dark about the real origin of the 
organs). Well, the situation, approached from the utilitarian point of view, 

2  See Rawls 1971.
3  See DeGrazia, Millum 2021.
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would seem to legitimize such an intervention by the surgeon. Because for 
only one life that is lost, five people are saved from certain death. But such 
a response is morally unacceptable. The outcome is highly counterintui-
tive and is embarrassing even for utilitarians, who are forced to seek strate-
gies to avoid it. It is one thing to initiate a causal chain that will lead to the 
death of an individual and quite another to refrain from intervening in 
a process already underway, dependent on other causal factors, that will 
lead to the death of one or more individuals.

But among the accusations leveled at utilitarianism, perhaps the most 
recurring is that it is an inadequate proposal from the point of view of dis-
tributive justice. This criticism can be illustrated with a simple example. 
Suppose that the only two alternative of action, A and B, available to a 
hypothetical agent (individual or collective), produce, if implemented, the 
same amount of suffering (-20) on five individuals (P1

 … P5). However, 
while the first (A) distributes the burden of suffering equally among all 
five individuals (-4 units for each), the second (B) does not. It places a 
heavy burden on some, a light burden on others, and no burden at all on 
others. From the perspective of utilitarianism, since the overall balance 
of the effects of A and B in terms of utility (but in this case it would be 
better to say disutility) is equal, it is permissible to perform either one or 
the other indifferently. The moral quality of the two actions is the same. 
The thought-experiment, and the counterintuitive nature of the response 
that the utilitarian seems obliged to give, can be visualized through the 
following table (Tab. 2), in which P1

 … P5 indicate the individuals involved 
in the two courses of action and the numerical values in the columns 
under A and B indicate the degree of harm suffered by each individual in 
the event that one or the other alternative is implemented. 

Table 2

A B
P1 -4 -9
P2 -4 -2
P3 -4 -8
P4 -4 0
P5 -4 -1
Algebraic Sum -20 -20

It is difficult to escape the feeling that A is a morally obligatory action 
and not simply a permissible one. Utilitarianism aims exclusively at 
maximizing the total or average balance, without any direct interest in its 
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distribution. But such a distribution of goods does not always appear fair. 
This highlights that, alongside the need to produce benefits, there is also 
the need to distribute them equitably. Sidgwick himself recognizes that 
utilitarianism has a problem of this kind, asserting that, when two courses 
of action produce the same total utility, the course that distributes the 
good produced more equally should be chosen (a statement that, among 
other things, makes his usual inclusion among classical utilitarians some-
what questionable) 4. 

A similar distributive problem arises for utilitarianism when we com-
pare a large harm inflicted on a single person with a small harm ‘spread’ 
across multiple individuals. Suppose we are faced with the following aut-
aut (either-or choice): either severely harm a single individual P, or harm a 
thousand others, each in an extremely light manner. Imagine that, quanti-
fying the alternative harms to be implemented, the first action produces – 
1,000 (a very large harm inflicted on a single person), while the second 
produces – 1,001 (a harm of just one unit for each of the thousand people 
involved). In utilitarian logic, the first action would be morally obliga-
tory, minimizing the overall harm (it has a lower algebraic score), while 
the second would be prohibited. But such a response seems difficult to 
accept. P suffers a massive harm, when the alternative action would not 
seriously harm anyone. Even those who show sympathy towards utilitari-
anism are forced to recognize that what has just been highlighted appears 
to be a dubious implication of the theory.

Finally, in addition to these generally questionable outcomes, a com-
pletely consequentialist approach is inadequate for achieving Singer’s 
objectives of animal protection, as Tom Regan has clearly demonstrated.

3.2.	 THE BOUNDARIES AND STRUCTURE OF THE MORAL COMMUNITY 

If Singer’s utilitarian approach is open to convincing criticism, let us 
examine how things stand with respect to two other fundamental 
assumptions in the Australian philosopher’s approach. I am referring 
to the thesis that all sentient beings and only them are worthy of direct 
moral consideration (sentiocentrism or sentientism) and to the principle 
of equal consideration of interests, according to which all sentient beings 
are equally worthy of direct moral consideration.

4  Cf. Sidgwick 1966, 416.
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To question this means asking ourselves what the boundaries and 
structure of the moral community are. First of all, the problem discussed 
is that of the extension of the moral community. Who are the moral 
patients, i.e. the entities that are worthwhile in themselves (also as ends 
and not only as means) and towards which we have direct moral obliga-
tions? The main alternatives can be divided into five options: (1) anthro-
pocentrism; (2) rationalism (or personalism); (3) sentiocentrism or sentient-
ism; (4) biocentrism; (5) ecocentrism.

Anthropocentrism, the thesis that we have direct moral duties only 
towards human beings, today appears to be a rather discredited option. 
The great turn in a non-anthropocentric direction starts from the sixties 
and seventies of the twentieth century when a position that include only 
human beings in the moral community begins to appear limiting and, in 
analogy with racism and sexism, is accused, not only by Singer, of specie-
sism, because it unduly bases the boundaries of the moral community on 
a mere biological fact like species belonging.

Among the alternatives, the option of rationalism asserts that moral 
community is composed only by rational beings or persons. The discrimi-
nating element is no longer belonging to a species, as it cannot be belong-
ing to a race or to a sex, but possession of certain morally relevant inter-
racial, inter-specific, inter-sexual characteristics: the presence of states of 
consciousness, mnemonic abilities, a sense of the future, beliefs and inten-
tionality; in a word those properties that make something a person, namely 
a self-conscious and rational entity. 

But these characteristics, in addition to humans, do not only belong to 
possible extraterrestrial intelligences. If conceived in non-maximal terms, 
they are also possessed by non-human terrestrial animals, such as great 
apes, dolphins, whales, etc., and more generally mammals (but accord-
ing to some even birds and fish), whose mental complexity is emerged 
(and emerges) in an increasingly convincing manner from evolutionary 
considerations and experimental data (behavioral and neurophysiologi-
cal). Therefore, identifying in the concept of person the discrimination 
for inclusion in the moral community has as a result the inclusion of the 
members of such animal species among moral patients. From this point of 
view, they too deserve the respect that is due to beings that are worth in 
themselves and not in function of something else.

On the other hand, if the concept of person in some ways is more 
extensive than the concept of a human being, from other points of view 
it could be more restrictive. In fact, if we adopt a functionalistic concep-
tion of person, limiting the moral community only to persons would 
seem to exclude human infants, who certainly are not able to exercise self-
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consciousness and rationality. But even by adopting a broader conception 
of person, atypical humans (humans with severe mental handicaps, due 
to genetic abnormalities, developmental defects, accidents, illnesses, etc.) 
are at risk of being left out of the range of moral patients. They do not 
even seem to possess the potential to exercise rational capacities. Leaving 
out non-paradigmatic humans, however, seems a rather counterintuitive 
result. And so, to avoid it, we are forced to further extend the boundaries 
of the moral community, enlarging them to include also those beings who 
possess the characteristics of atypical humans, that is to say, beings that 
are sentient, even if they are not rational or not fully rational. But at this 
point, for coherence, one is obliged to include non-human sentient beings, 
i.e. all sentient beings tout court, in the moral community, outlining the 
option we have called sentiocentrism. In this perspective the dividing line 
is marked not so much by self-awareness and rationality, but by sentience, 
i.e. the ability to have sensations and in particular those of pleasure and 
suffering, properties in possession of large sectors of the animal world. 
Where there are psychological states there is an entity worthy of direct 
moral consideration.

But for someone the moral community must overcome even the 
limits of sensitivity and come to include all living beings, according to a 
point of view that sometimes is called biocentrism, in other cases vitalism, 
more rarely conativism. In the biocentric perspective, the status of moral 
patient is extended to every living organism, animal or vegetal, sentient 
or non-sentient, as a teleological center of life, with a good in itself. The 
telos of the organism is to reach a state of maturity and reproduce itself. 
Human action can prevent the achievement of this end.

Finally, there is an even wider conception of the moral community 
than biocentrism: ecocentrism. The defenders of the ecocentric approach 
challenge the individualistic or atomistic character of the biocentric con-
ception. For the supporters of this line not only the individual entities are 
deserving of moral protection, but so are the totalities: species, ecosystems, 
food and biotic chains, and, in addition to them, the inanimate entities.

However, there is not only the problem of the extension of the moral 
community. There is also the problem of its internal structure. Is this 
structure egalitarian or hierarchical? Do the members of the moral com-
munity have the same moral rank or are they to be placed on different 
levels of consideration? If the second alternative is true, a criterion of 
inclusion in the moral community is not enough to fully answer questions 
about the moral status of the entities; a criterion of comparison is also nec-
essary to identify the levels of belonging. So – to use spatial metaphors – 
the problem of who deserves moral consideration is not yet fully defined 
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when we have identified who is inside the moral community and who is 
outside it. There is also the problem of who is above and who is below. It 
remains, in other words, to establish whether those who are inside are 
included on an equal basis or not. And therefore we can have, for instance, 
egalitarian and non-egalitarian forms of sentiocentrism or biocentrism. A 
clear example of egalitarian sentiocentrism can be found in the pages of 
Joan Dunayer, as we have seen. According to Dunayer, all sentient beings 
are within the moral community and on equal terms, there are no hier-
archies. On the other hand in non-egalitarian versions, in addition to 
sentience, other components come into play, that pose the moral commu-
nity on several levels. In this case, sentience is the condition for access to 
the moral community, whose internal structure, however, is determined 
by further factors. For instance, there are those who, while identifying 
sentience as the gateway to enter the moral community, believe that on a 
comparative level the greater cognitive, emotional and social complexity 
of a being gives it a greater moral status. This means that the parameters 
do not necessarily have to be taken separately. It may be that the param-
eter ‘reason’ does not count for entry, but applies to assign more weight, 
i.e. in terms of comparison between moral patients. The attribution of a 
relevant weight to mental complexity on the comparative level can lead 
to believe that in case of conflict (the life of) a mentally more complex 
sentient being takes precedence over (the life of) a mentally less complex 
sentient being. Even considering an entity, just because it is living, worthy 
of moral consideration does not necessarily mean putting all living beings 
on an equal footing with regard to moral status. In a conception of non-
egalitarian biocentrism, therefore, even if mere life has inherent or intrin-
sic value, if a being, in addition to life, possesses sentience, this gives it a 
higher value. And indeed, the greater is its capacity to ‘feel’, the greater 
is its value. Moreover, if, in addition to sentience, a being also possesses 
qualities such as memory, sense of the future, rationality, self-awareness 
etc., its value grows further. A growth that has an additional increase the 
more these complex mental skills are developed.

3.3.	 THE IMPORTANCE OF THE VALUE OF LIFE 
AND MENTAL COMPLEXITY

Which of the previous options appears in reflective equilibrium with our 
considered beliefs? I would say that the rationalist-personalist perspective 
is not convincing as a criterion for inclusion in the moral community, 
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because it is too restrictive, as we have seen. Among the remaining 
options, both an egalitarian version of sensiocentrism and an egalitar-
ian version of biocentrism leave more than one element of perplexity. In 
particular, they have great problems in managing conflicts. If already 
an egalitarian version of sentiocentrism has highly counterintuitive out-
comes (the case of Dunayer proves it), egalitarian biocentrism seems to 
me even more implausible. I find it difficult to understand how a being 
without states of conscience can have the same moral rank as a being who 
feels, has desires, intentions, a sense of the past and the future, etc. An 
excellent version of egalitarian biocentrism can be found in the texts of 
Paul Taylor, a Kantian deontologist who extends the value in itself and 
the idea of respect to all living beings, who, in his opinion, possess the 
same inherent value 5. Of course, as Taylor clearly shows, even an egalitar-
ian biocentrist can have tools to regulate conflicts among living beings, 
all endowed with the same moral status. For example, a principle of self-
defense may justify harm done to other living, even though they enjoy 
the same moral status as we do. Such a principle allows moral agents to 
protect themselves against harmful or dangerous organisms, even to the 
point of killing them. Taylor indicates five principles for resolving con-
flicts between living individuals, which, as such, are endowed with the 
same moral status. In addition to (a) self-defense, (b) proportionality, 
(c) minimum wrong, (d) distributive justice, and (e) restitutive justice 6.

If with these five principles Taylor succeeds in avoiding blatant coun-
terintuitive outcomes, it continues to remain difficult for his perspective 
to be in reflexive equilibrium with our considered beliefs in less usual 
situations, but not unreasonable or impossible to be realized (for instance 
in thought-experiment cases). Namely, the fact remains that a model such 
as Taylor’s fails to decree plausible responses in evaluating situations in 
which interests of basic importance are at stake in all parties involved, for 
example the survival of individuals with very different characteristics. In 
situations of this kind Taylor resorts to the principle of distributive jus-
tice, which “requires that when the interests of the parties are all basic one 
and there exists a natural source of good that can be used for the benefit 
of any of the parties, each party must be allotted an equal share” 7. But 
he admits that “Sometimes […] the clash between basic human interests 
and the equally basic interests of non-human cannot be avoided” 8. Taylor 

	 5  See Taylor 1986, 46, 155.
	 6  Taylor 1986, 263-307.
	 7  Taylor 1986, 292.
	 8  Taylor 1986, 293.
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exemplifies such a case with the hypothetical situation in which, due to 
severe environmental conditions, humans are forced to use non-human 
animals as a source of food. And he concedes that 

In such circumstances the principle entails that it is morally permissible 
for human to kill wild animals for food. This follows from the equality of 
worth holding between humans and animals. For if humans refrained from 
eating animals in those circumstances they would in effect be sacrificing 
their lives for the sake of animals, and no requirement to do that is imposed 
by respect for nature. Animals are not of greater worth, so there is no obliga-
tion to further their interests at the cost of the basic interests of humans. 9

So “it is permissible to kill animals when this is necessary for our survival. 
[…] it is permissible to do this, since we have no duty to sacrifice ourselves 
to them” 10.

But, first of all, a principle that produces these outcomes is not easily 
compatible with an egalitarian perspective such as the one Taylor intends 
to advocate. Moreover, even granting this, I have the impression that the 
principle of justice is only partially able to reconcile Taylor’s model with 
our reflective intuitions. Let us examine both points.

Taylor’s proposal presents itself as a form of egalitarian biocentrism, 
but if, in emergency conditions, it allows humans to kill non-humans for 
food, this is hardly consistent with the starting assumption. Indeed, such 
a concession seems to presuppose some superiority of status on the part 
of humans over the subjects sacrificed for their nutritional needs. Because 
when two subjects have equal status, one is usually not allowed to feed 
the other, even in emergency conditions. Let us imagine the following 
scenario: two humans shipwrecked on a raft have no prospect of survival. 
They can only hope that they will encounter a vessel that can rescue them. 
Hunger sets in after a few days of drifting, and one of the two comes up 
with the following reasoning: “We are both doomed, we will both die; 
but if I were to kill my companion in misfortune and eat his flesh, I could 
go on for many more days, and my chances of being saved by someone 
would increase enormously, almost to the point of certainty; therefore, I 
am permitted to commit this act, which is horrible, but which achieves 
the lesser of two evils”. Is the castaway’s reasoning morally acceptable? 
Is he permitted to kill his companion to eat him? I would say that the 
answer of common morality is no. And if we examine positive law regard-
ing such situations, we find confirmation of the intuitions of ordinary 

		  9  Taylor 1986, 293-294.
	 10  Taylor 1986, 295.
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moral conscience 11. Therefore, either Taylor embraces a questionable per-
spective (in extreme situations, a human can kill another to survive), or 
his assumption is inconsistent. His principle of justice is either incompat-
ible with egalitarian biocentrism, or it already has highly counterintuitive 
implications.

But even granting that there is consistency between Taylor’s egalitar-
ian claim and his principle of justice (or even accepting that it is legitimate 
for a subject, in extreme situations, to kill another subject of equal intrin-
sic dignity who does not harm us), in addition to the aforementioned 
counterintuitive outcome, there is a second, even more evident one.

If I found myself in an extreme situation where it is not so much a 
question of saving my life against that of another animal or plant, but 
where the stark alternative (aut-aut, tertium non datur) is between saving 
the life of a sentient being different from me or the life of a plant (a fire 
has broken out in a building and there is no time to save both), Taylor’s 
principle of distributive justice do not seem to allow me to assert as oblig-
atory the choice that appears not only intuitive, but considered: to save 
the sentient being. If the moral status of a plant is equal to that of a sen-
tient being, and if the interest involved in that context is of fundamental 
importance to both (e.g., survival), from a moral point of view I have no 
reason to prefer (and thus save) the former over the latter. A highly coun-
terintuitive result, that appears to contrast the perspective according to 
which, in order to be plausible, a theoretical model must be in reflexive 
equilibrium with its outcomes in concrete examples.

These problems lead us to look in the direction of non-anthropocen-
tric and non-rationalist perspectives which distinguish different levels of 
membership in the moral community. An adequate perspective might 
be a non-egalitarian and gradualist version of sentiocentrism, whereby 
the value of sentient beings rises gradually, moving up the phylogenetic 
ladder, on the basis of their cognitive, emotional and social complexity. 
But a possible objection to such a conception is that the more mentally 
complex individuals, who are at the top of the ladder, have an absolute 
right of precedence over those who are placed on the lower rungs, i.e. any 
requirement of the former, even the least relevant, coming from a being 

	 11  In fact, in similar situations that have actually occurred, Court decisions have 
condemned such behavior. For example, in a case cited by Kate Greasley, the author 
notes that “a necessity defence to murder was withheld from a pair of sailors who, set 
adrift at sea for twenty days without water or food, killed and cannibalized another 
member of their party, believing it necessary to preserve their own lives” (Greasley 
2017, 70).
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placed at the top has priority over any need, even the most relevant, of the 
latter. 

The problem can be overcome by introducing, alongside the char-
acteristics of individuals (their mental complexity), another param-
eter of choice: the nature of the interests at stake (basic, important, less 
important, etc.). And therefore in the case of conflict, I have to take into 
account not only the first parameter, but also the second. So, if the alter-
native is between favoring a trivial interest of a more mentally complex 
being and a basic interest of a less complex being, I will have to favor the 
latter. And indeed, it could be argued that, not only do I have to take both 
parameters into account, but I have to assign greater weight to the second 
(the magnitude of the interests at stake matters more than the ‘mental 
complexity’ factor), thus making the demands of those not at the top of 
the ladder prevail even more in the event of conflict. We could even argue 
that it is only when the interests at stake are on the same level that I am 
bound to give preference to individuals at the top rung of the ladder.

A gradualist model appears appropriate even if it proves convincing 
to further extend direct moral consideration, including, for example, all 
living beings. I have some hesitation in carrying out this further step, 
because it is doubtful that there can be any value in itself outside of enti-
ties possessing states of consciousness, but, even accepting it, one certainly 
cannot equate an ape and a flower. Gradualist versions of biocentrism can 
be found in the texts of Attfield and Varner 12. 

In this debate, Singer’s position, with his principle of equal consid-
eration of interests, represents a newsworthy third way – perhaps a golden 
mean – between egalitarian and non-egalitarian sentiocentrism (but 
something similar could also be true if we were to embrace biocentrism). 
The moral community can only have one level of membership, i.e. to 
attribute equal value to all sentient or living beings, but differentiate the 
weight of the interests at stake. In other words, individuals have the same 
moral status, but one thing is the value of individuals, one thing is the 
value of their lives. Interests must be weighed equally without any differ-
ence in rank between individuals, but when they are equal. According to 

	 12  Attfield 1991, 154; Varner 1998, 95-96. In this contribution I leave open the 
question of whether we should move beyond sentiocentrism and biocentrism and 
embrace an ecocentric perspective. I do not rule out the plausibility of such a view, 
which, however, in addition to the obstacle of attributing moral status to entities lack-
ing states of consciousness (a problem shared with biocentrism), presents the additional 
difficulty of having to manage conflicts between the individual dimension of value and 
the collective or holistic dimension.
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this point of view (which for the sentiocentric option can be found also in 
Tom Regan, albeit in dissimilar terms), in the face of death, the interests 
of sentient beings can be different. The idea is that a mentally complex 
entity (a person), such as a typical human, has the most to lose from an 
early induced death. In addition to future satisfactions, since she has a 
sense of the future, she is frustrated in her direct preference to survive, 
and in all future-oriented preferences that require being alive in order to 
be satisfied 13.

It is difficult to say which position is correct, between the gradualist 
model and Singer’s model. However, the distinction appears very subtle, 
as I have tried to argue elsewhere 14. What seems convincing to me is that 
both perspectives are adequate, because in both (1) the value of life (and 
not only the weight of suffering) is safeguarded and (2) the differentia-
tion of this value is safeguarded, on the basis of mental complexity. This is 
what does not happen in the radical models of Dunayer and Taylor (as we 

	 13  There have been, and still are, many misunderstandings about the principle of 
equal consideration of interests. These are partly due to a misreading of Singer’s texts 
and partly to the Australian philosopher’s sometimes inappropriate choice of words. 
By entitling his first essay and then the first chapter of his perhaps best-known book 
“All Animals Are Equal”, he suggests a completely egalitarian approach. However, this 
is not the case. Both the subject and the predicate of the title lack precision. In fact, 
equality does not refer to all animals, but only to all sentient beings (for Singer, the 
former group is larger than the latter, i.e., there are animals without consciousness, and 
for the latter there is no question of equality, as they are outside the moral community). 
Furthermore, sentient beings are placed on the same level with regard to factors such 
as pain and other similar needs, but not in all respects. A more appropriate title for 
Singer’s chapter and essay, albeit less effective, would have been: ‘All Sentient Beings 
Are Equal in the Face of Pain’. These aspects have been adequately captured by Mary 
Midgley, who points out that “Singer’s principle, in fact, does not work by putting all 
cases on a dead level, but, like the principle of ‘equal pay for equal work’ or ‘equal help 
for equal need’, by supplying a reasoned instead or an arbitrary scale for variation. This 
is, as it happens, the way in which equality principles usually do work; they exist to 
produce the right inequalities rather than to flatten everything out”. ‘All Animals Are 
Equal’, “as perhaps all political slogans do, to look at first sight as if it promised rather 
more than it does. Singer’s detailed arguments are much better than his slogans, and 
should be used to interpret them” (Midgley 1983, 90). By formulating the principle of 
equal consideration of interests rigorously it becomes the principle of equal considera-
tion of the relevantly similar interests of all sentient beings (even better would be to call 
it the principle of equal consideration of the equal interests of all sentient beings).
	 14  See Allegri 2021. One argument in favor of equal consideration of interests 
may be that this perspective seems to address the problem of marginal cases in a more 
intuitive way, assigning the suffering of atypical humans the same moral weight as the 
suffering of ordinary humans. This aspect is lost in the view that the moral status of 
(sentient) beings gradually increases based on their mental complexity.
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have seen) and in the moderate model of animal ethics, well represented 
by Scruton. As emerged from the discussion of the previous chapter, 
according to Scruton, there is nothing wrong in killing well-cared ani-
mals in a painless way, because, in his view, they, not having a sense of the 
future, do not suffer any harm from an early induced death. Instead, as 
already mentioned,

there is a real distinction, for a human being, between timely and untimely 
death. To be ‘cut short’ before one’s time is a waste – even a tragedy […]. No 
such thoughts apply to domestic cattle. To be killed at thirty months is not 
intrinsically more tragic than to be killed at forty, fifty, or sixty. 15

On this point, I believe that his reflection is not plausible and Singer has 
argued very well against it. In fact, such a reasoning, even to accept it, cer-
tainly does not cover the entire animal world (and perhaps not even the 
area of farm animals). There are surely animals that are self-conscious and 
have ‘a look toward the future’: apes, dolphins, whales and so on. But even 
if it were true that all non-human species are devoid of a prospective view 
of reality, it cannot be said that they do not lose anything in dying before 
their time. Also beings which are only sentient, without self-awareness 
and rationality, killed prematurely lose all those satisfactions conform 
to their own species which they would have enjoyed living longer: more 
food, more sex, more children to be raised, etc. 16. They do not need to 
have a sense of the remote future and/or a desire to continue living to 
undergo harm. The fact that a lizard – assuming it is a being without com-
plex mental skills – cannot have an interest (in the sense of desire) to live, 
having no sense of the future, does not mean that it is not in its interest 
to avoid a premature death. That it is not – cannot be – interested in con-
tinuing its life does not mean that it is not in its interest to continue it.

Furthermore, Scruton’s reasoning is challenged by the argument from 
marginal cases. As Singer observes, Scruton’s view could be reproposed 
by replacing the animals with atypical human beings (as suffering from 
relevant brain disabilities). That is, it could be said that

there is a real distinction, for a cognitively normal human being, between 
timely and untimely death. To be ‘cut short’ before one’s time is a waste – 
even a tragedy […]. No such thoughts apply to a being unable to make plans 
for the future. For such a being to be killed at an early age is not intrinsically 
more tragic than to die in old age. 17 

	 15  Scruton 2004, 88.
	 16  See Singer, Mason 2006, 253.
	 17  Singer 2009, 576.
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Scruton’s argument therefore implies that “it would be permissible to 
kill humans who, because of profound intellectual disabilities, are not 
conscious of their lives as their own and do not look forward to future 
achievements”. But “Those who find this conclusion too shocking to 
accept cannot defend the killing of animals for meat on the grounds that 
animals lack the higher mental abilities that make it wrong to kill normal 
humans” 18. If we are not disposed to support the morality of killing of 
an innocent human being – in broad terms – with severe cognitive limits 
(and we do not have to be), then we cannot accept the morality of killing 
sentient beings (which do not harm us) without a prospective view of the 
future, just because they belong to other species. 

If these arguments are correct, then a moderate position such as that 
well exemplified by Scruton is an inadequate option for the moral status 
of animals. Singer’s reply to Scruton and conscientious omnivores there-
fore seems a move in the right direction. However, although the Austral-
ian philosopher’s arguments are appropriate on this point and in line with 
the perspective that I have considered preferable (both in the gradualist 
version and in the version of the principle of equal consideration of inter-
ests), there remain here and there some ambiguities and the risk of contra-
dictions in some passages of Singer’s texts.

For example, even in the recent re-edition of Animal Liberation, to 
justify the fact that it is permissible crush a mosquito, Singer asserts that 
“the capacity to feel pain does not confer on a being the right to life” 19. 
If that a sentient being does not possess the right to life means that it 
can be killed without moral problems (that killing it is a morally neutral 
act), then the thesis leaves me perplexed, because in addition to not being 
shareable, it does not seem to be in line with what Singer has asserted on 
other occasions (for example, with the approach taken by Singer against 
moderate animal advocates like Scruton) and more generally with his 
prevailing theoretical approach. What seems to emerge from these as 
well as from other passages is a conception that appears broadly agree-
able. Namely, the thesis that even sentient life, though devoid of mental 
complexity, possesses value. Which does not exclude that self-conscious 
and rational life is more valuable. Indeed, Singer seems convinced that 
mental complexity can be an element to attribute more value to the life 
of a sentient being, without this justifiably leading to the accusation of 
speciesism. This greater relevance of mental complexity can take two dif-
ferent forms (although different in a subtle and not so substantial way): 

18  Singer, Mason 2006, 253.
19  Singer 2023, 199-200.
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either it can be expressed in the thesis according to which mentally more 
complex sentient beings possess a higher moral rank than mentally less 
complex sentient beings. Or, in the thesis according to which, although 
the moral rank of all sentient beings is the same (principle of equal con-
sideration of interests), mentally more complex beings suffer greater harm 
from death, by virtue of their self-awareness and their greater sense of the 
future, which leads them to have a direct preference for survival and a 
set of preferences directed towards the future, even a remote one, which 
would be frustrated by an early killing. If Shelley Kagan accepts the first 
option 20, Singer seems to accept the second option.

But if that is the case, his statement in Animal Liberation Now does 
not appear to be in line with this perspective. That killing a more men-
tally complex being may be more serious than killing a merely sentient 
being certainly does not mean that the latter act is qua talis permissible 21. 
So this passage in Animal Liberation Now reproduces the old idea of mod-
erate animal defenders that sentience alone gives the right not to be made 
to suffer, while the right to life requires rationality (usually identified 
with the capacities of the human mind alone) 22.

In Singer we find these ambiguities because, in truth, the Australian 
philosopher over the years has moved between three different conceptions 

	 20  See Kagan 2019.
	 21  By this I do not mean to say that it is not permissible to crush a mosquito. It may 
be, but not for the reason that Singer seems to give, namely the fact that sentience alone 
does not confer the right to life. But rather for the fact that we are not at all sure that the 
mosquito is sentient and if it is not, this might exclude it from the protection ascribable 
to sentient beings. And furthermore, even if it were sentient, the mosquito attacks us 
(even if with justified reasons, on its part), and this legitimizes our defense. Not only 
because getting bitten by all the mosquitoes would make our life impossible, but also 
because mosquito bites can cause us serious diseases such as dengue or malaria, and we 
certainly are not required to take on such a burden.
	 22  Similarly, if we keep in mind the pages of the first edition of Practical Ethics 
in which Singer favors, at least initially, a theoretical ethics (preference utilitarianism) 
that seems to deny merely sentient beings the ‘right to life’, we may be surprised that he 
adopts the arguments we have seen against Scruton. Indeed, they could also be directed 
against Singer himself at that time, who argued that “a being which cannot see itself as 
an entity with a future cannot have a preference about its own future existence”. Such 
a being can “struggle against a situation in which its life is in danger, as a fish struggles 
to get free of the barbed hook in its mouth; but this indicates no more than a preference 
for the cessation of a state of affairs that is perceived as painful or threatening”. Not 
“that the fish is capable of preferring its own future existence to non-existence”. Thus, 
“The behavior of a fish on a hook suggests a reason for not killing fish by that method, 
but does not suggest a preference utilitarian reason against killing fish by a humane 
method” (Singer 1979, 81).
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of the value of the life of a sentient being that is not self-conscious and 
rational (connected to three different theoretical positions). (1) The con-
ception according to which the life of sentient beings that are not persons 
does not have a direct value, because only the life of persons has direct 
value: only beings with a sense of the future suffer harm from an early 
death. (2) The conception according to which the life of sentient beings 
that are not self-conscious and rational has a direct value, although less 
than that of persons (they suffer damage from a death that is early with 
respect to natural times, but less than the damage suffered by a person). 
(3) The conception according to which, even if the life of sentient beings 
who are not self-conscious and rational has direct value and they suffer 
harm from an early induced death, such harm can be compensated by 
the benefit received from another sentient being who is brought into 
the world (a very different thesis from maintaining that merely sentient 
beings do not suffer any harm from an early death, because they lack the 
idea of a future). 

These three different conceptions arise from three different theoreti-
cal approaches between which Singer has oscillated from the seventies to 
today: respectively, (a) preference utilitarianism; (b) a form of classical (i.e. 
hedonistic) or pluralistic utilitarianism connected to the point of view of 
the priority of existence (‘the prior existence view’); (c) a form of classi-
cal (i.e. hedonistic) or pluralistic utilitarianism connected to the point of 
view of the total (‘the total view’). 

In the passage about mosquitoes that I quoted, Singer seems to move 
within the framework of the former perspective, concerned only with the 
suffering of non-complex sentient beings and not with the value of their 
lives and connected to preference utilitarianism. This appears strange 
because the prevalent Singer in recent years actually no longer accepts 
preference utilitarianism and has tried to merge preference utilitarianism 
and hedonistic utilitarianism, to exploit the merits of both and reject their 
defects.

More generally, since the late 1970s Singer has been oscillating between 
preference utilitarianism, which calculates the positive consequences to 
be maximized in terms of satisfaction of the desires of all the individuals 
involved in a certain action and the negative consequences to be minimized 
in terms of frustration of the desires, and hedonistic or classical utilitarian-
ism, which, on the other hand, measures the effects to be increased in terms 
of pleasure or happiness and the effects to be decreased in terms of pain or 
unhappiness (obviously always in relation to the set of individuals involved 
in a certain course of action). The reason for Singer’s wavering is that with 
classical utilitarianism alone, if I can attribute value even to the lives of 
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merely sentient beings, I cannot ascribe more value to the lives of mentally 
more complex beings. With preference utilitarianism alone, I can attribute 
value to the lives of mentally complex animals, but I cannot ascribe value 
to the lives of merely sentient beings. Merging the two theories, Singer tries 
to take their merits and avoid their defects. With classical utilitarianism, I 
can say that even merely sentient beings suffer harm from an early death. 
With preference utilitarianism, I can say that people’s lives are worth more. 
By putting the two varieties together, Singer’s landing place is, as we have 
seen, a pluralist version of utilitarianism.

3.4.	 HOW FAR DOES SENTIENCE EXTEND?

In a perspective that includes all sentient beings in the community of 
moral patients, or even considers sentient beings the only subjects belong-
ing to such a community (sentientism), it is of great importance to try to 
understand how far sentience extends. We need to know which entities 
enjoy this characteristic, that is, the property of having states of con-
sciousness (namely, sensations such as seeing, hearing, touching, smelling, 
etc., as well as positive or negative experiences, such as pleasure, pain, fear, 
etc.). But the answer to this question is damned difficult.

In fact, exploring the mental life of non-human animals is somewhat 
problematic because, as is well known, there is nothing more complex to 
study in the universe than the psychological states of others, since we are 
precluded from direct access to them. We can only have indirect knowl-
edge of them, which in the human world is favored by the presence of lan-
guage. These limitations make it difficult to reach conclusions with incon-
trovertible certainty. However, this does not mean that we cannot advance 
hypotheses endowed with some reliability about which beings are sentient.  

A line that until recently appeared balanced, a fair compromise 
between neo-Cartesian positions (no non-human animal feels) and naive 
positions (all beings of the animal kingdom feel), we find it expressed in 
2012 in the famous Cambridge Declaration on Consciousness, signed by 
eminent scholars (cognitive scientists, neurophysiologists, neuropharma-
cologists, neuroanatomists, etc.) 23. This text asserts that it is fully justified, 

	 23  The Cambridge Declaration on Consciousness was written by P. Low, edited 
by J.  Panksepp, D. Reiss, D. Edelman, B. Van Swinderen, P. Low and C. Koch and 
declared publicly on July 7, 2012 at the Francis Crick Memorial Conference on Conscious-
ness in Human and Non-Human Animals, Churchill College, University of Cambridge. 
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on the basis of available scientific data, to ascribe consciousness to animal 
species other than our own. The data that comes from the study of animal 
behavior, evolutionary theory and physiology (especially neurophysiology) 
make it reasonable to attribute the ability to feel at least to all or almost 
all vertebrates, plus cephalopods (highly-developed and extremely evolved 
marine mollusks such as octopus, cuttlefish, squid, flying squid, musky 
octopus, etc.). The specimens of these species, in addition to a complex 
central nervous system, possess nociceptors, axonic terminations of sensory 
neurons that appear to constitute “the machinery or plumbing of pain” 24. 
The Cambridge Declaration closed with the following statement: “the 
weight of evidence indicates that humans are not unique in possessing the 
neurological substrates that generate consciousness. Non-human animals, 
including all mammals and birds, and many other creatures, including 
octopuses, also possess these neurological substrates” 25. 

Positions of this kind could be found in the books of the best phi-
losophers versed in animal ethics, in which they did not go any further, 
doubting the capacity of many categories of invertebrates to feel. So, for 
example, regarding insects, David DeGrazia wrote that “The extreme 
simplicity of their CNSs makes it unlikely that insects are conscious” 26. 
In his opinion, behavioral data also confirms these doubts: “Their behav-
ior, while sometimes impressive (as in the case of bees and ants), seems 
explicable in terms of stimulus-response mechanism without conscious-
ness; when studied carefully, it often reveals a stereotyped, as opposed to 
innovative or flexible, quality” 27. Furthermore, another factor that makes 
us doubt their ability to sense, insects do not protect injured limbs: 
“They continue normal behavior even after severe injury or loss of body 
parts. Thus, a locust keeps eating while being devoured by a mantis” 28. A 
position also recorded by Singer in his recent reworking of Animal Lib-
eration: 

Some insect behavior is difficult to reconcile with the idea that insect feel 
pain. When the female praying mantis ceases to think of the male as a lover 
and instead treats him as a dinner, that does not put an end to his interest in 
sex with her. Other insects continue to walk on legs that have been crushed 
and to eat while they themselves are being eaten. 29 

	 24  Rollin 1989, 124.
	 25  Low 2012.
	 26  DeGrazia 1996, 105.
	 27  DeGrazia 1996, 111.
	 28  DeGrazia 1996, 111.
	 29  Singer 2023, 19-20.
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Similar views on invertebrates such as spiders can be found in a well-
known volume by Hal Herzog, where this important psychologist of 
human-animal relations writes:

I recently asked Fred Coyle, an arachnologist, what he thought went on in 
the minds of the spiders he studies. For example, do they plan out the archi-
tecture of their webs? Or are their muscles and glands just mechanically fol-
lowing the dictates of genetically programmed neural impulses? I could tell 
that my question made Fred uncomfortable. “Hmm”, he said. After a long 
pause, he told me that he thought of spiders as robots – predatory AIBOs 
with eight legs. 30

These considerations therefore supported the belief that at least all (or 
almost all) vertebrates and cephalopods are sentient beings. But they 
advanced strong doubts that sentience could go further. 

Compared to the picture just outlined, today there are signs that 
point in the direction of a further extension of the capacity to experi-
ence sensations, beyond the threshold of vertebrates and cephalopods. 
2024 has produced a new declaration on animal consciousness, after the 
famous Cambridge Declaration: The New York Declaration on Animal 
Consciousness. The main text of the declaration, promoted primarily by 
Kristin Andrews, Jonathan Birch, Jeff Sebo, and Toni Sims, is as follows:

The New York Declaration on Animal Consciousness (April 19, 2024, New 
York University) 
Which animals have the capacity for conscious experience? While much 
uncertainty remains, some points of wide agreement have emerged.
First, there is strong scientific support for attributions of conscious experi-
ence to other mammals and to birds.
Second, the empirical evidence indicates at least a realistic possibility of 
conscious experience in all vertebrates (including reptiles, amphibians, and 
fishes) and many invertebrates (including, at minimum, cephalopod mol-
lusks, decapod crustaceans, and insects).
Third, when there is a realistic possibility of conscious experience in an 
animal, it is irresponsible to ignore that possibility in decisions affecting that 
animal. We should consider welfare risks and use the evidence to inform our 
responses to these risks. 31

As we can see, in the new declaration the expansion, compared to the 
previous declaration, concerns invertebrates, because it goes beyond 
cephalopods and in particular it focuses on the sentience of decapod 

	 30  Herzog 2010, 64.
	 31  Andrews et al. 2024a.
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crustaceans and insects 32. The authors of the text in the “Background of 
the Declaration” (a much longer text) provide extensive justifications for 
the empirical evidence that leads them to extend sentience to many inver-
tebrates. They point out that research in the science of animal cognition 
and behavior over the last 10 years have shown that not only cephalopods, 
but also many other invertebrates can have a mental life. For example, in 
an important recent study 33

researchers found that bumblebees roll wooden balls around in a manner 
consistent with five characteristics of play. First, bees rolled the balls 
because they found it intrinsically rewarding, rather than as a means to 
an end. Second, the behavior did not serve an apparent function. Third, 
the bees were not rehearsing a behavior they use for another purpose, like 
foraging or mating. Fourth, bees rolled balls repeatedly but not in exactly 
the same way each time. Finally, the behavior increased when the bees were 
relaxed, indicating that it was a pleasant experience, not a stress-induced 
one. 34

Moreover, a series of studies 35 seem to demonstrate that crayfish exhibit 
‘anxiety-like’ states, altered by anti-anxiety drugs. And so on. As for the 
possibility that decapod crustaceans are sentient, Birch himself has played 
a significant role. In fact in 2021 he led a research group that evaluated 
the evidence for sentience in cephalopod molluscs and decapod crus-
taceans 36. As Singer also notes in his recent revisitation of Animal Lib-
eration, according to this study there is a high probability that decapod 
crustaceans, a group of crustaceans including crabs, lobsters, crayfish etc., 

	 32  But, truth be told, in a new version of the Cambridge Declaration (https://
fcmconference.org/img/CambridgeDeclarationOnConsciousness.pdf), reported by 
the site Animal Ethics (see The New York Declaration on Animal Consciousness stresses 
the ethical implications of animal consciousness, https://www.animal-ethics.org/the-
new-york-declaration-on-animal-consciousness-stresses-the-ethical-implications/), we 
can find in a footnote an important clarification that greatly attenuates the differences 
with respect to the recent New York Declaration: “The Cambridge Declaration on 
Consciousness was written as the summary of the Francis Crick Memorial Conference 
hosted by Philip Low at Cambridge University. While it is indisputable that all verte-
brates, including fish and reptiles do possess the neurological substrates of conscious-
ness, and that there is further very strong evidence to support that invertebrates, includ-
ing but not limited to decapod crustaceans, cephalopod mollusks, and insects, also do, 
only octopuses were explicitly named because there was a scientific presentation on 
them at the conference”.
	 33  See Galpayage Dona et al. 2022.
	 34  Andrews et al. 2024b. 
	 35  For example Bacqué-Cazenave et al. 2017.
	 36  See Birch et al. 2021.
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possess “sensory receptors for pain” and that “the brains of crabs and lob-
sters are capable of integrating information from different sources” 37. 

With regard to the sentience of insects, the favorable views emerg-
ing from recent studies by Van Huis and Vallortigara are also relevant 38. 
According to Mikhalevich and Powell, the unjustified exclusion of 
arthropods (arachnids, crustaceans, chilopods, diplopods and insects) 
from sentience up to now is mainly due to the following 4 factors:

	 (i)	 a lingering progressivist reading of evolution according to which inver-
tebrates are lower in the scala naturae; 

	 (ii)	 the a priori assumption that small brains are unlikely to support sophis-
ticated cognition or sentience (which is contrary to the existing body of 
behavioral and neuroscientific evidence, principles of evolutionary con-
tinuity, and the potential for convergence on psychological functions); 

	 (iii)	 human cognitive-affective biases that distort moral judgments and 
mental state attributions concerning unfamiliar, disgust-provoking 
beings; 

	 (iv)	 an inappropriate balancing of scientific uncertainty and moral risk. 39 

Faced with this new scenario, DeGrazia himself now appears more cau-
tious than he was 20-30 years ago. Commenting on the study by Mikha-
levich and Powell, he asserts:

there is evidence both for and against attributing sentience to certain arthro-
pods. Representing the largest phylum in the animal kingdom, arthropods 
include crustaceans such as crabs and lobsters, insects such as ants, bees, and 
flies, as well as the many varieties of spiders. With crabs, for example, there 
has been conflicting evidence regarding nociceptive responses; meanwhile, 
horseshoe crabs in particular have exhibited trade-offs between shock avoid-
ance and access to preferred shells. Insects, too, present evidence for and 
against attributing sentience to them, or to certain species within the broad 
range of insects. It is also possible that certain insects such as bees have a 
form of consciousness that permits them to navigate effectively through 
space […] but that they lack the additional factor of affect that is necessary 
for sentience; on the other hand, in view of evidence cited by M&P [Mikha-
levich, Powell 2020] that certain insects have emotional experiences, it may 
be more reasonable to believe that they are not only conscious but also 

	 37  Singer 2023, 18-19. More generally, for this broadening of perspective see Birch 
2024 and Sebo 2025.
	 38  See Van Huis 2019 and Vallortigara 2024. However, there are still voices that go 
against this trend. For example Adamo 2019, according to which perhaps insects have 
insufficient neurons to support consciousness. 
	 39  Mikhalevich, Powell 2020.
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sentient. Clearly the time has come to attend without prejudice to currently 
available evidence regarding these creatures’ mental lives and to commit to 
gathering further evidence. 40

Trying to schematize, without any pretension of solving such an intri-
cate dispute, we can say that there are 5 levels of structural complexity to 
evaluate: 
1. animals (and more generally living beings) without any nervous system;

this is the case with porifers (e.g. sea sponges);
2. animals (and no other type of living being) equipped with a nervous

system, but not a central one; this category includes echinoderms (ma-
rine animals such as sea stars, sea urchins, sea cucumbers), cnidarians
or coelenterates (jellyfish, hydras, sea anemones, corals), and cteno-
phores;

3. animals endowed with a centralized, albeit simple, nervous system, but
without an encephalon (this is the case with bivalve mollusks, which
possess only a few central nervous ganglia);

4. animals with a central nervous system with an encephalon or brain, but
a very simple one (conditions that can be found in insects, arachnids,
etc.);

5. animals having a central nervous system with a complex encephalon or
brain (vertebrates and cephalopods) 41.

There is broad agreement in arguing that the possession of a central 
nervous system is a necessary requirement for the possession of sentience. 
This leads us to exclude states of consciousness in entities that do not pos-
sess it and in entities that possess a nervous system, but not a central one. 
However, according to some, even a central nervous system is not enough 
to guarantee sentience. It is necessary for this system to be equipped with 
an encephalon. And according to others, even a nervous system equipped 
with just any encephalon is not enough. What is needed is a central nerv-
ous system equipped with a complex encephalon. Regardless of the maxi-
mum demands, it would seem reasonable to exclude from sentience (at 
least) the first two levels (level 1 and 2).

40  DeGrazia 2020. And DeGrazia now claims that his old conception was a bit tied 
to prejudice: “a vague, semi-conscious thought that insects’ having sentience would 
entail their having moral status – an implication that then seemed to me totally unpal-
atable”.

41  A tool that remains essential to summarize the data in our possession and the 
differences in terms of structures among animal world entities is the “Sentience” sec-
tion of the Animal Ethics website: https://www.animal-ethics.org/sentience-section/. A 
synthesis of rigor and clarity.

F. Allegri - Peter Singer’s Animal Ethics: An Introduction and an Evaluation - Milano, LED, 2025 
ISBN 978-88-5513-227-5 - https://www.ledonline.it/index.php/relations/pages/view/irene-series

https://www.animal-ethics.org/sentience-section/
https://www.ledonline.it/index.php/relations/pages/view/irene-series


69

3. A final balance

We can conclude by saying that the closer we get to level 5, the more 
evidence there is of sentience. The further we move away, the less evidence 
there is for sentience. Until recently, sentience seemed to be limited to spe-
cies at level 5. Today there are important openings to the possibility that, 
in addition to level 5, at least animals at level 4, or at least some species at 
that level, may share with us the ability to experience sensations and feel 
pleasure or pain.

3.5.	 MAIN PRACTICAL CONCLUSIONS

3.5.1.	 About food ethics

Singer’s reflections provide us with important elements for criticizing all 
those aspects of the food industry that involve the exploitation and suf-
fering of animals, such as intensive farming and wet markets (perhaps 
responsible for epidemics like Covid 19). But to take this step, it is not 
necessary to embrace the views of vegetarians or vegans. It is sufficient to 
accept moderate positions in defense of animals, such as that of Scruton, 
which I dealt with in chapter 2. Positions that care about the suffering 
of animals, but not their life, which in a painless way can be legitimately 
interrupted long before natural times. However, in Singer’s pages we find 
the elements to take a further step, namely for a stronger defense of ani-
mals. I believe that such stronger version of advocating for animal needs 
is the correct position. I think that the life of animals has value and there-
fore it is wrong not only to make them suffer, but also to shorten their 
life for non-euthanasia reasons. Such a conception obviously implies that 
intensive farming is morally unjustifiable, and any support for a practice 
that precludes animals the exercise of basic needs is to be questioned. But 
it goes further. If the life of sentient beings also has value, then, it is wrong 
to kill them. This at the level of food ethics implies that, regardless of the 
suffering experienced in intensive farming, it is problematic to eat sentient 
beings, a prohibition that extends, albeit with different severity (especially 
if we move from a gradualist perspective), at least up to the cephalopods, 
but perhaps beyond, making some form of vegetarianism or quasi-vege-
tarianism morally obligatory. Are there plausible contrasting reasons to 
fail to this obligation? It would seem not, because a possible argument 
that would identify harm to our health from abstaining from these foods 
does not appear to be cogent. In fact, it is now a well-established fact that 
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a vegetarian diet is far from deleterious for the well-being of our body; 
indeed it is deeply healthy.

The question of eggs and milk (and its derivatives: butter, cheeses, 
etc.) is more complex. Vegans emphasize how their production, and con-
sequently their consumption, is inextricably linked not only to exploi-
tation and suffering, but also to the death of animals. When we eat the 
Parmesan cheese or an omelette, we are not eating animals that have been 
killed, but something whose processing necessarily involves the killing of 
animals. With eggs and milk (and dairy products), on the contrary that 
with the production of meat, the animals from which we derive these 
foods do not die, but other animals connected to them lose their lives: 
male children. The separation of the male calf from the mother and his 
killing appear inseparably linked to the production of milk. In fact, for a 
cow to have milk, as with all mammals, it is necessary that she gives birth. 
Calves are born specifically so that the cow can have milk. But in case a 
male calf is born, not being able to become a cow, he is completely unpro-
ductive and it is not possible to maintain him for the 20-30 years of his 
natural life. From an economic point of view, if we want the production 
of milk – at least at current costs – we cannot but accept these killings. As 
even Scruton admits, “Calves are an unavoidable by-product of the milk 
industry. Male calves are useless to the industry and represent, in existing 
conditions, an unsustainable cost if they are not sold for slaughter” 42. We 
are so placed in front of a dilemma: if we want milk production, we must 
accept these killings; if, on the other hand, we refuse the killing of calves, 
we must give up the production of milk. 

Egg production presents a similar problem. Since breeders are inter-
ested in who lays eggs, and therefore to female hens, when male chicks 
are born from incubator factories (roughly in 50% of cases), they are com-
pletely useless for that purpose and, not being of the suitable variety to 
become broilers, they are killed (by gas) or thrown alive into sacks where 
they die from suffocation. Calves and male chicks must die in order for 
milk and egg production to be economically convenient. We might think 
that it is not the production of eggs and milk as such that creates the 
exploitation, suffering and death of animals, but the methods of indus-
trial farming. So returning to traditional family farms we would put an 
end to these negative outcomes. But vegans assert that, albeit in smaller 
proportions, even non-intensive farms present the same problems. 

While acknowledging vegans’ valid concerns, it is perhaps possible to 
address the problems they raise without giving up milk and eggs. Because 

	 42  Scruton 2000, 103.
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new technologies are now coming to the aid of the legitimate demands 
made by vegans.

Regarding the first problem, Singer himself provided important indi-
cations in the latest edition of Animal Liberation, that may enables us to 
have a respectful attitude towards animals without giving up milk and 
diary products:

During the first forty years after the first edition of this book, no one con-
tradicted my statement that all commercial milk producers make their cows 
pregnant every year and then take the calf away so that the milk can be sold. 
Then I heard about How Now Dairy, started by Les Sandle, a third-genera-
tion Australian dairy farmer, and his partner, Cathy Palmer, who describes 
herself as ‘a passionate animal rights activist’. Sandle has been complaining 
about the direction in which the Australian dairy industry was going – 
toward mega-dairies, as in the United States – and in 2012 he and Palmer 
decided to do something about it. Their goal was to create an ethical dairy 
farm based on the radical belief that ethics and compassion do not have to 
clash with economics. Their sixty-four-acre farm, about 200 kilometers 
north of Melbourne, has cows grazing in paddocks dotted with trees, but its 
most remarkable feature is that the calves are allowed to stay with her moth-
ers and, at least until they are weaned at about four months of age, they can 
drink as much of their mothers’ milk as they wish. According to How Now 
Dairy, the calves drink about four or five liters a day, and never more than 
eight liters, but as their mother produces about twenty liters a day, that still 
leaves plenty to sell. As commercial milk producers go How Now is tiny, but 
it has, at the time of writing, produced over 700,000 liters of milk without 
separating the calves from their mothers or killing a single calf. 
When I first heard that How Now does not kill any calves, my reaction was: 
“That’s impossible! They will be overrun with nonproductive male calves 
who will soon turn into bulls!”. 43

And instead there are no male calves, because Sandle and Palmer’s dairy 
farm uses artificial insemination with sexed semen so that only female 
calves are born. In addition, there are not as many calves as is usually 
the case on dairy farms, because cows are calved only once every 18-24 
months. Singer comments by asserting that 

Sandler and Palmer aren’t doing this just because it makes them feel good 
about the way they treat their cows. They set out to challenge the idea that 
if you are going to produce milk, you have to do bad things to cows and 
their calves. How Now’s milk is more expensive than milk produced by the 
standard methods, but their business has prospered, thanks to customers 

	 43  Singer 2023, 157-158.
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willing to pay a premium for milk from a dairy farm that is run on the cows’ 
terms. 44

The Australian philosopher informs us that similar dairy farms, that 
allow calves to remain with their mothers, also exist in other countries, for 
example the Ahimsa Dairy Foundation in Rutland, England, and Anja 
Hradetzky’s farm in Germany 45. 

Although, at least for now, one should not be under too many illu-
sions. Farms of this kind are exceptions and Singer rightly points out that 
there is no sign that this approach has “any impact on milk production as 
a whole” 46. It is difficult for industrial production to move in this direc-
tion, which is not easily reconcilable with the reasons of economics. 

More concrete and tangible is the solution to the problem of killing 
male chicks linked to egg consumption. Here too, technology has come 
to the aid of vegans’ demands and the technological solution to the unjust 
killing of male chicks appears to be readily achievable (and, unlike sexed 
artificial insemination regarding the killing of male calves, not associ-
ated with economic difficulties). In recent years, a technology called ‘in 
ovo-sexing’ has been developed, which allows the sex of an embryo inside 
the egg to be determined during incubation, avoiding the killing of male 
chicks after birth. This method allows female embryos to be selected 47. It 
can involve removing a small amount of fluid from the egg by piercing the 
shell and analyzing the DNA (looking for specific sex chromosome mark-
ers). Alternatively, it can be based on image analysis (also using artificial 
intelligence), looking for characteristics of the embryo that vary between 
males and females, such as the color of the down (males have lighter plum-
age). 

From 2026, these methods will become mandatory in the European 
Union, as the selective culling of male-line chicks will be prohibited. 
Incubators will be required to have equipment that allows for the sex of 
the embryo to be identified as early as possible and in any case no later 
than the fourteenth day. From the fifteenth week onwards, there is a pos-
sibility that embryos may feel pain. 

44  Singer 2023, 158. Singer’s source is Reading 2017.
45  For Ahimsa, see https://www.ahimsamilk.org. For Anja Hradetzky’s farm, 

Singer’s source is a 2021 documentary within the program Wen dürfen wir essen 
(directed by J. Funk and J. Schmidt).

46  Singer 2023, 159.
47  See https://animalequality.it/app/uploads/2020/07/In-OvoSexing-Alterna-

tiveToMaleChickenKillingReport_IT-1.pdf.
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3.5.1.1.	The last resources of conscientious omnivores and the possible replies

The preceding considerations, which acknowledge many ethical merits of 
the vegetarian-vegan diet, must, however, contend with two similar objec-
tions that could put the theses of proponents of a diet based on animal 
products back into play. 

 1 – The first refers to the possibility, theoretically admitted by Singer 
himself, of replacing the animals we eat with other specimens – once both 
have been ensured a good life – while maintaining the same level of over-
all happiness. 

I think that there are three counterarguments can be made against 
this line of argument: one theoretical and two practical. The first coun-
terargument highlights the problems with the utilitarian model adopted 
by Singer starting with the first edition of Practical Ethics. Adopting 
utilitarianism in the total view presents strong contraindications in terms 
of the ethics of future generations, precisely the area that for Singer rep-
resents one of its greatest strengths. The most famous contraindication 
is that utilitarianism in its total perspective implies the so-called intrin-
sically repugnant conclusion, according to the terminology coined by 
Derek Parfit 48. This conclusion emerges when referring to two different 
demographic policies, one aimed at containing the world’s population at 
its current level and the other aimed at significantly increasing it. Utili-
tarianism in its total view implies the obligation to enormously increase 
the world’s population if this increases total utility, even if doing so sig-
nificantly reduces the standard of living of the newly created population, 
down to subsistence levels 49.

But even if we assume that the utilitarianism of the total point of 
view is a correct perspective (perhaps in Singer’s version, where it is com-
bined with a pluralist axiology, based on preferences but also on values 
that do not depend on preferences), and that therefore the substitutabil-
ity of merely sentient beings is ethically justifiable, there are two ways to 
neutralize the latter. The first way is to point out its difficult applicabil-
ity. Because, in addition to the reasons already indicated by Singer, it is 

	 48  See Parfit 1984, 388, 419.
	 49  It must be admitted, however, that even the utilitarianism of the priority of 
existence is not without problems. We have already seen the main one when expound-
ing Singer’s animal ethics. This is the problem of asymmetry (so called in the specialist 
literature; see McMahan 2002, 300; DeGrazia 2009, 162): if we are not obligated to 
bring into the world individuals whose lives will be happy, why should we be obligated 
not to bring into the world individuals whose lives will be unhappy?
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not easy to identify which animals are to be conceived as mere receptacles 
of pleasure and pain. The vast majority of animals we raise for food are 
not mere receptacles of pleasure and pain, and therefore cannot be con-
sidered replaceable. They possess superior mental abilities. Singer himself 
now seems to agree with this, because his statements in recent years about 
chickens and fish seem to exclude these categories from the set of merely 
sentient beings. Just as he already excluded pigs, cattle, etc. So, which 
edible animals are we justified in killing and replacing with other speci-
mens of the same species? There are not many options left.

Another way to neutralize Singer’s theoretical possibility – which 
is not easily addressed – might be to deny that there are sentient beings 
merely receptacles of sensations without any more complex mental fac-
ulties. This is the strategy that DeGrazia seems to pursue, for whom all 
species we presumably believe to be conscious also possess some form 
of self-awareness. In his view, “we have good reason to suppose that all 
conscious animals can experience pleasant and unpleasant feelings, that 
such feelings implicate desires, and that desires work with beliefs in inten-
tional action” 50. From here to claiming that all conscious animals are 
self-conscious is a short step. And in fact DeGrazia specifies that “what 
we know about evolutionary pressures (as well as animal behavior and 
physiology) suggests that actually existing conscious animals are probably 
self-aware” 51. Thus,

it seems reasonable to conclude that animals that are sentient, experience 
fear, have desires and beliefs, and learn, also remember and anticipate, and 
therefore have some conscious sense of time […]. These animals are not, after 
all, stuck in the present. Although it is possible that there are exceptions 
among the ‘lower’ vertebrates, I believe the evidence suggests that they, too, 
have some conscious sense of time. 52

If DeGrazia’s considerations are correct, the set of animals that are mere 
receptacles of pleasure and pain could be empty. At least vertebrates and 
cephalopods, to which it is entirely reasonable to attribute pleasure and 
pain, also possess some degree of conative and cognitive abilities. Precisely 
because these abilities are gradual in nature (more or less) and not categor-
ical (either they are present or they are not).

	 50  DeGrazia 1996, 175.
	 51  DeGrazia 1996, 175.
	 52  DeGrazia 1996, 171. See also p. 170: “It is unclear what reason there is for sup-
posing that animals capable of consciously perceiving their present environment could 
never recall similar images to represent the past or project similar images to represent 
the future”.
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 2 – The second objection to the vegetarian-vegan framework outlined 
above appears much more insidious for those strong versions of animal 
advocacy which, in addition to the suffering inflicted to animals, also 
condemn their killing. It consists in noting that the vast majority of ani-
mals raised by humans would never have come into the world without 
the latter’s food interest in them. Now, if compared with life in factory 
farms, not coming into the world appears to be a better option, in case the 
comparison is with traditional farms, where animals live a good life before 
they die, the outcome is more doubtful. Indeed, the situation seems 
to be reversed. The view advanced with this argument acknowledges 
that animals raised by humans for food reasons suffer harm from being 
killed (i.e. from dying early). But it points out that under certain condi-
tions such harm is convenient for those who suffer it. These conditions 
clearly cannot be those of intensive farming, where the life of animals is so 
painful that it is preferable never to have come into the world. But if the 
conditions are those of family farms – perhaps further improving them 
and ensuring that animals are killed without suffering – things change. 
Animals still (equally) suffer harm in dying ahead of their natural time, 
but without such harm they would never have been born and thus would 
not have lived the good life of which instead they could enjoy. Without 
human breeding, therefore, animals would not be born at all (at least the 
vast majority). Is it better to be born, live well and then be killed (pain-
lessly) well in advance of natural times, or not be born at all 53? If not 
being born at all is better than living a life of hardship like that of inten-
sive farming, it is doubtful that not being born is better than living a good 
life, albeit a short one, and being killed painlessly. DeGrazia sets out very 
well the conditions that must be met to make this way of reasoning ethi-
cally plausible: 

the claim is that it is permissible to bring an animal into existence with the 
plain of killing her for meat, even though death will harm her, provided (1) 
the animal’s life is likely to be worthwhile and (2) she never would have had 
that life except within a practice of raising and killing animals for meat. 54 

We could hence think of farms where animals live a good life and are then 
killed painlessly, suffering the harm of early death, yes, but a harm that is 

	 53  This argument, already available in the late nineteenth-century dispute between 
L. Stephen and H. Salt, can be found in recent years – I do not know how consistently 
with the picture he outlines elsewhere in his texts – also in Scruton (e.g. Scruton 2000, 
103-104).
	 54  DeGrazia 2009, 163.
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the conditio sine qua non for being able to come into the world and there-
fore preferable to not being born. 

I have the impression that if we move from a consequentialist per-
spective such an argument is difficult to overcome. But although I am 
convinced that being born and living a good life, albeit with (largely) 
anticipated (but painless) death is preferable to not being born at all – 
and therefore I recognize that this argument of the moderate defenders 
of animals is not easily refuted – I have strong doubts about his cogency. 
Bringing individuals into the world with the aim of killing them well in 
advance and eating them seems to inevitably lead to a purely instrumental 
conception of them. Animals turn out to be mere means at our service 
without any value in themselves. This is incompatible at least with a 
Kantian deontological conception that wants to extend inherent dignity 
beyond the human sphere. A model of this kind, as well as in Regan’s 
animal rights ethics, in recent times can be found, for example, in the texts 
of Christine M. Korsgaard, who writes: “I do not think that is consistent 
with regarding animals as end in themselves” killing them to eat them, “if 
only we kept them humanely while they were alive and then killed them 
painlessly” 55. But Singer himself, although in theory he appears far from 
this approach, expresses himself in terms that go in the same direction: 

killing animals for food […] makes us think of them as objects we can use 
casually for our own nonessential purposes. Given what we know about 
human nature, as long as we continue to think of animals in this way we 
will not succeed in changing the attitudes that, when put into practice by 
ordinary human beings, lead to disrespect – and hence mistreatment – for 
the animals. So it might be best to make it a simple general principle to avoid 
killing animals for food except when it is necessary for survival. 56

One can further reply – and perhaps decisively – to this objection to the 
vegetarian-vegan framework by re-proposing, with some variations, the 
scenario presented by Desmond Stewart in his story about the Troogs 57. 
Suppose that, in the distant future, the Troogs, extraterrestrials who are 
more intelligent and scientifically more advanced than we are, subdue the 
Earth and, finding the taste of our tissues very palatable, decide to eat 
us, developing herds of human beings that disproportionately increase 
the number of specimens of our species coming into the world. Without 
their great food interest in human flesh, far fewer humans would see the 

	 55  Korsgaard 2011, 110.
	 56  Singer 1990, 229.
	 57  Stewart 1976.
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light of day. The Troogs, however, have their own ethics and, like today’s 
moderate defenders of animals, they believe it is wrong to make sentient 
beings suffer unjustifiably. So, as long as they keep us alive, we are treated 
very well, with all possible regards and, in order not to make us suffer, 
they even keep us in the dark about the moment of our killing, a practice 
which, obviously, is carried out in a completely painless manner. Moving 
in the logic of Sthepen, Scruton, etc., we would have nothing to respond 
to a practice of this type. We certainly could not say to them: “we suffer 
harm from being killed, i.e. from dying in advance!”. Because they would 
reply: “yes, but it is precisely thanks to the fact that we eat you, that you 
came into the world; so you cannot complain about the treatment we sub-
ject you to”. Would we accept such an answer? It seems difficult.

Some might argue that there is a fundamental difference in the case 
of humans subjected to aliens compared to animals raised by humans. It 
would not be possible for us to live well, being aware of having to die in 
the short term. Our life would be full of anguish and therefore the paral-
lel with animals does not work (the latter do not know what awaits them). 
Nor is it conceivable that we could be kept in the dark about our fate, 
because sooner or later it would reach our ears. We can then introduce 
a modification in the thought-experiment that makes it fully congruent 
with the animals’ situation. We could adjust it by assuming that the Troog 
ethics, in addition to prohibiting the unjustifiable suffering of all sentient 
beings, also prohibits the killing of self-conscious and rational beings, so 
they decide not to eat paradigmatic humans. They opt to purposely create 
non-paradigmatic humans who raise and grow to the right point and then 
feed on them, killing them without making them suffer and after having 
kept them well for the whole course of their existence. Using techniques 
of genetic manipulation and artificial fertilization, they give birth to 
enormous quantities of beings of our species with no sense of the future 
and the past, who are however able to experience sensations of pleasure, 
which they experience throughout their short life. Well, faced with such a 
scenario what would be our reaction? We would not say – I think – “after 
all it is better that they are born and live, albeit for a short time, rather 
than not to be born at all”. We would not accept this instrumental use 
of marginal humans. But then, what we do not allow to be done to mem-
bers of our species, we cannot allow, unless one falls into speciesism, to be 
done to members of different species 58. 

	 58  An argument not dissimilar to the one I am proposing here is presented by 
Singer himself in the third edition of Practical Ethics through the mental experiment of 
the child-clone used as an organ donor (see Singer 2011, 107).
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Could previous ethical disputes over food disappear once again 
thanks to biotechnological advances? Cultured meat could be the historic 
compromise. It is a novelty that has emerged in the last ten years or so.

Cultured meat, or cultivated meat, is animal meat produced in a 
laboratory using stem cells taken from animal tissue. It is also known as 
cell-based meat, in vitro meat, or artificial meat. Initially, it was improp-
erly called synthetic meat, an expression now mainly used by detractors 
in a derogatory manner (along with artificial meat, which plays on the 
negative connotation of something that is not natural). However, since it 
is made entirely from animal cells, cultured meat cannot be classified as 
synthetic. Furthermore, it is not a plant-based substitute, like those that 
have long been available on the market (products that simulate the shape 
and taste of meat, despite being plant-based); it is real meat. 

Cultured meat is mainly obtained from a sample of stem cells taken 
via biopsy from a living or deceased animal; but it can also be obtained 
from embryonic stem cells, which are differentiated and matured in bio-
reactors (containers capable of providing a suitable environment for the 
development of biological organisms). After initial experimental attempts 
dating back to 2013 (with the first cultured hamburger), in recent years 
several start-ups have begun to produce it, and Michelin-starred restau-
rants have started to offer it on their menus, particularly in the United 
States, Israel, and Singapore. Obviously, we are only at the beginning of 
a process that, within a few years, could have disruptive effects on the 
market and on our diet.

How might the introduction of cultured meat impact, or is it already 
impacting, the dispute between vegetarians and omnivores over animal 
ethics and food ethics? Obviously, a strong argument is that this inno-
vation allows us to eat 100% animal meat – not products that simulate 
animal meat without actually being meat – without causing suffering 
and death to sentient beings. Consider that every year, more than 70 bil-
lion land animals and hundreds of billions of aquatic animals are killed 
for human consumption worldwide 59. But the benefits do not seem to be 
limited to animal welfare alone. Beyond resolving the dispute between 
vegetarians and omnivores, the production of cultured meat could be of 
great benefit to the environment (the ecological arguments developed by 
Singer have found full confirmation 60).

Actually, the debate on this important innovation has not, at least for 
now, led the two opposing parties to an agreement. There is no shortage of 

	 59  See Schlottmann, Sebo 2018, 110.
	 60  See Bhat et al. 2019.
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criticism directed at cultured meat, not only from defenders of the tradi-
tional food system, but also from strong defenders of animals. For reasons 
of space, I will limit myself to reporting the ones I find most significant 
from both sides. I will argue that neither of them appears convincing.

For example, according to the prominent animal rights philosopher 
Gary Francione, cultured meat should not be welcomed because it still 
operates within the logic of animal exploitation and does not eliminate, 
but rather perpetuates, the idea that animals should be conceived as 
food 61. This logic is abandoned only in the perspective of a vegan food 
ethics. I think that positions like Francione’s have their own nobility, 
but they seem to operate in an all too idealistic dimension (à la Isaiah in 
“The Messianic Kingdom of Peace” or “The Last Judgment and the New 
Creation” 62), which fails to take into account the real world, in which gas-
tronomic tastes linked to animal products are not a trivial preference that 
all individuals can easily renounce 63. The truth is that the taste of meat 
and other foods derived from animal corpses is a factor that has a very sig-
nificant impact on the lives of a considerable number of people and which 
they do not intend to deprive themselves of even in the face of the best 
arguments that make such consumption morally questionable 64. 

But from the conscientious omnivores comes a much more insidious 
criticism for the proponents of cultured meat. It consists of a re-proposal 
of the ‘argument of convenient harm’. In fact, with the mass production 
and marketing of cultured meat, there would be an exponential decline in 
the birth rate of farmed animals, with a clear loss of all those animals who, 
if raised on traditional farms, would live a good life. Isn’t the traditional 
farming option better than synthetic meat? In response to this move, in 
addition to replicating with the counterargument I have previously used 
against the ‘damage that pays off ’ argument, I would add that the argu-
ment of conscientious omnivores seems to prove too much. If we accept 
it (if it is convincing), then it would seem to oblige or encourage us to eat 
dogs, cats, horses, etc., i.e., animals that we do not commonly eat, because 
that would result in many more of them being born. That is, it would 
seem to give a free pass to the consumption of animals we do not usually 
eat. There are billions of dogs, cats, and horses that never saw the light of 

	 61  See Francione 2020, 153.
	 62  See, respectively, Isaiah 11:6-9; 65:25.
	 63  Nor can we imagine that a completely vegetarian or vegan world could be 
achieved all at once.
	 64  A compromise position not far from the one I am expressing here can be found 
in Robison-Greene 2022, 90.
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day precisely because we do not eat them! If the failure to give birth to 
chickens, pigs, etc., which would live a good life, is a loss, then the failure 
to give birth to so many horses, dogs, and cats, due to the fact that they 
are not part of our diet, is also a loss. We should eat them, so the overall 
happiness of the world would increase. Clearly, this is a highly counterin-
tuitive outcome. And if conscientious omnivores were to reply that many 
dogs and cats were born anyway, because they became pets, this reasoning 
backfires on them, because it could also apply to pigs, chickens, and rab-
bits. It is not true that so many would no longer be born if we stopped 
eating them: they could continue to be born as pets.

Finally, it should be noted that, given today’s demographic condi-
tions, it is pure utopia to think that old-fashioned farming methods, 
which predate industrial food production, could make a comeback 
and fully satisfy the sustenance needs of a planet whose population has 
exceeded eight billion people. 

I would therefore say that, unless health problems arise 65, the intro-
duction of cultured meat into the human diet will be beneficial and it 
may represent a happy compromise position 66.

3.5.2.	 On animal experimentation: the search of a point of equilibrium

In the previous pages I have argued in support of the thesis that sentient 
animals have a significant moral status, namely they have an intrinsic 
relevance and we have a direct obligation not to make them suffer and 
not to kill them. This attribution makes problematic a non-vegetarian 
or quasi-vegetarian diet and other uses of animals (for example in zoos, 
circuses, etc.). However, there is one area in which the reasons of animals 
defenders are challenged in a stronger way and that is the field of experi-
mentation. 

	 65  For example, in Europe, in order to be placed on the European market, cul-
tivated meat will have to obtain approval from the EFSA, the European Food Safety 
Authority. If approved, we can consider it a safe product.
	 66  Cultured meat could also be used, as Korsgaard asserts, to feed domestic ani-
mals, an issue that has always created problems for the defenders of vegetarian and 
vegan diets (see Korsgaard 2018, 235). Of course, I am aware that there are many prob-
lems to be solved, and not only on a scientific or economic level (cultured meat will have 
to be competitive on the market; currently, and for who knows how long, its costs are 
much higher than slaughtered meat). On an ethical level, I limit myself to mentioning 
one: the fate of animals after biopsy. But I do not believe these are insurmountable 
obstacles.
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According to Hal Herzog the arguments in favour of research are 
stronger than those supporting any other use of animals 67. It may be 
so, but every year in the world many million animals die in laboratories 
(mainly mice and rats, by far the most used in research, both for their 
fertility and for their rapid generation times) 68. If we accept the thesis 
that even sentient beings of other species suffer harm from pain and 
death induced in advance, this numbers can hardly be morally justified. 
Especially if with the research that determines them are not at stake 
vital interests of the human being. This is the case with all experiments 
for commercial purposes, but also with the military and psychological 
experiments to which Singer turned his attention in Animal Liberation 69. 
The economic and scientific interests of man cannot take priority over 
the lives of other animals. These assumptions have become now widely 
held and have led to practical consequences of considerable importance. 
From March 11, 2013 in Europe came into effect a total ban on animal 
testing of cosmetic ingredients or similar, such as lipsticks, rimmel, tooth-
pastes, deodorants, sunscreens, etc. A ban extended to imports from 
non-European countries of cosmetics tested on animals 70. It seems to me 
a result of great civilization, that I hope will be a point of reference for 
other countries that instead continue to test such products on the skin of 
sentient beings.

More problematic for animal rights defenders is the theme of med-
ical-pharmaceutical experimentation. But even in this area it seems to 
me entirely plausible to make a distinction immediately. It is one thing 
to consider morally justified to harm or sacrifice the life of animals for 
fundamental human interests (for example discovering the vaccine 
against a serious disease that causes the death of humans); another is to 
consider it justified for less urgent human interests. Hal Herzog expresses 
this thesis very well in colloquial terms: “Yes, I would swap a million mice 
to wipe out Dengue. In a heartbeat. But a million mice for a treatment 
for baldness? Or erectile dysfunction)? Hmm … probably not” 71. I would 
therefore say that the fact that the research is of a medical-pharmaco-
logical and non-commercial nature is not sufficient to justify the use of 
animals. It is necessary that vital human interests are at stake. And the 
moral legitimacy of experimentation remains completely excluded if there 

	 67  See Herzog 2010, 234.
	 68  See Herzog 2010, 214.
	 69  See Singer 1990.
	 70  Cf. http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-13-210_it.htm.
	 71  Herzog 2010, 235. 
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are other means to safeguard human life to the same extent (at the same 
level). Namely, experimentation on animals should not only be a means 
to achieve results relevant to human health, but the only means to achieve 
this goal. In other words, experimentation must not only be a sufficient 
condition, but also a necessary condition to preserve our health. In such 
an eventuality it is more difficult to deny moral justification to research 
with animals. From this point of view, an a priori absolute closure does 
not appear convincing, because at least in principle the greater cognitive, 
emotional and social complexity of typical human beings would seem to 
justify a preference for them over less mentally complex individuals in dil-
emmatic situations. 

But, although expressing in absolute terms the prohibition on the 
use of animals for research purposes seems excessive, a strong prima facie 
ban remains against animal testing. It is not a permissible act qua talis. 
On the contrary, it is in itself impermissible, and it would be desirable 
never to do so. It can be justified, I repeat, only if it is a necessary and 
sufficient condition to save human lives. But does it satisfy both of these 
two clauses?

In this regard we are far from reaching a unanimous opinion. The data 
are conflicting, as are the opinions of the scientific community 72. Already 
on the parameter ‘sufficiency’ legitimate doubts arise. On several sides 
there is a tendency to diminish the relevance of the use of animals for the 
improvement of our health conditions. For example, organizations such 
as the Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine and the National 
Anti-Vivisection Society argue that many advances in our health are actu-
ally the result of a marked improvement of the hygienic-sanitary condi-
tions and food, to which we owe, even before the introduction of vaccines, 
the large decrease in infant mortality 73. In addition, many scholars point 
out the difficulty of applying the results obtained on mice to humans, 
highlighting their failures. Between the two species there are undoubtedly 
biological similarities (we have more or less the same number of genes, 
about twenty-two thousand, we share the same basic metabolic processes, 
etc.), but also huge differences (our brain weighs a thousand and five hun-
dred times theirs; our metabolism is seven times slower than theirs; our 
evolutionary history has been divided from their sixty million years ago, 
at the time of the dinosaurs, when we have the last common ancestor) 74. 

	 72  For a defence of animal experimentation, see for example Morrison 2009. For 
critical voices, see Pound et al. 2004; Giles 2006.
	 73  See Herzog 2010, 214-217.
	 74  See Herzog 2010, 216-218.
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For example, mice do not seem to be appropriate experimental models for 
human immune system deficits. While rodent immune disorders can be 
cured with dozens of therapies, very few of these can bear positive fruit 
in humans 75. Even greater problems are found in neurology, where an 
emblematic case is that of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS), a pathology 
that is currently incurable. It has been found that several drugs (at least a 
dozen) that had given good results on mice with ALS, prolonging their 
lives, have proved completely ineffective when applied to humans. An 
even worse performance was provided by a drug that proved to be valid in 
several tests on mice and that instead aggravated the conditions of human 
patients 76. 

From the opposite side, however, it is argued that, despite the impor-
tance of factors such as the improvement of hygienic-sanitary conditions 
and the problems of the transition from animals to humans, most of the 
progress in contemporary medicine is due to animal experimentation. 
Without it, we would not have vaccines (which also protect the animals 
themselves from rabies, distemper, etc.), antibiotics, transplants. Thanks 
to experimentation on mice, we have achieved epochal results in immu-
nology, cancer research, cardiovascular diseases, etc., discoveries marked 
by the award of many Nobel Prizes. From studies on these animals we 
have learned the vast majority of things we know about the functioning 
of mammalian genes 77. With regard to the difficulty of transferring to 
humans the data obtained from research on other sentient beings, the 
defenders of animal experimentation observe that it is not so much the 
extrapolation from a single animal species to humans that counts, but 
rather the possibility of a series of observations in many animal species 
that allows us to build a catalogue of knowledge useful to understand if 
we should conduct an experiment on humans and, if so, what are the pos-
sible toxic and therapeutic effects to take into account.

But even if we admit this and accept that fundamental scientific 
results have been achieved through animal testing, the problem is whether 
there are alternative methods today that can enable us to achieve similar 
progress in research. By asking ourselves this question we move from the 
topic of animal testing as a sufficient condition to the topic of animal 
testing as a necessary condition.

Up to now, alternative methods have mainly consisted of two strate-
gies. The new frontier has been human tissues reproduced in vitro, with 

	 75  See Davis 2008.
	 76  See Schnabel 2008.
	 77  See Roberts, Threadgill 2005.
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which one can verify the effects of drugs on metabolism and test the 
effectiveness of vaccines. Alongside in vitro methods there is also the so-
called in silico experimentation, namely the use of software capable to pre-
dict statistically the mode of action and the possible toxicity of a chemical 
substance by comparison with structurally related compounds of which 
we already know the outcome.

But the scientific community is in deep disagreement on the thesis 
that already now (and perhaps even in the future, at least in the near 
future) alternative methods can entirely be substitutive of the traditional 
methods that use animals. The utilization of alternative methods is seen 
by some more as complementary (integrative) rather than substitutive of 
the usual research. Many scholars in fact point out that methods such as 
in vitro cultures or computer simulations are not able to reconstruct the 
complexity of an entire organism, whose individual components are not 
compartmentalized, but interact with each other 78.

But even accepting this perspective, and therefore admitting that 
sometimes animal testing is both a necessary and a sufficient condition 
to preserve our health, i.e. it is the only means of achieving this objective, 
it is necessary to indicate appropriate moral principles to regulate research 
in accordance with the thesis that recognizes non-human sentient beings 
an important moral status. For many years, the point of reference for 
those who, on the one hand cared about the fate of animals, on the other 
the needs of scientific research, has been the so-called philosophy of the 
Three Rs (Replacement, Reduction, Refinement), an approach formulated 
at the end of the fifties of the twentieth century by William Russell and 
Rex Burch. According to these two thinkers is to adopt a research model 
which, while justifying the use of sentient beings, points (1) to replace, 
when possible, the animals used in experimentation with alternative 
methodologies and, when it is not possible, to use animals with the lowest 
degree of neurological development); (2) to reduce the number of animals 
to the minimum required to obtain scientifically sound data; (3) to refine 
(i.e. to improve) the procedures in order to minimize the harm and suffer-
ing for the animals 79.

	 78  For example, “it is not possible to reproduce artificially, in vitro or in silico and 
in order to control the variables involved, the complex process of tumor proliferation or 
metastases. Just as one could not reproduce in a cell culture a myocardial infarction. Or 
diabetes, Parkinson’s, etc. These are organ diseases to which contribute different cells 
and biochemical processes that can only be studied in an animal” (Corbellini, Dejana 
2013, 33). The English translation is mine. More broadly, see Corbellini, Lalli 2016.
	 79  Russell, Burch 1959.
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The Russell and Burch model has been improved and refined (and 
where necessary corrected) in recent years by Tom Beauchamp and David 
DeGrazia in the volume Principles of Animal Research Ethics 80, on which 
it is right to spend a few words. 

3.5.2.1.	The relevance of Beauchamp and DeGrazia’s principles

According to Beauchamp and DeGrazia, “Russell and Burch’s principles 
neglect several important aspects of animal welfare as well as some impor-
tant considerations pertaining to the human social benefits that justify 
animal research” 81. First of all, the Three Rs approach lacks a general ethi-
cal perspective, indicating the principles and values that should guide the 
use of animals in research 82. Secondly, Russell and Burch’s view considers 
the welfare of animals only in scientific research procedures, when instead 
it is important to put attention to all relevant aspects of life of animals 
used in experimentation and therefore also to their well-being outside 
their use in scientific procedure (for example their welfare in transporta-
tion, housing, food, and companionship) 83. Moreover they set no limits 
on the duration and severity of damage suffered by animals 84. Finally the 
Three Rs model “is silent regarding which scientific objectives are worth 
pursuing in light of their scientific and social importance, their likely costs 
or risks to human beings, and the expected harms to animal subjects” 85.

Beauchamp and DeGrazia aim to fill these three gaps. And they do 
it with a model based on three fundamental moral norms and two core 
values, in their opinion able to bring together open-minded representa-
tives of the animal research and defenders of the moral status of animals. 
The three fundamental moral standards are the following: 

(1) sentient animals have moral status and therefore are not merely tools of 
research; (2) the only possible justification for (non-therapeutically) harming 

	 80  See Beauchamp, DeGrazia 2020. Their volume is accompanied by a critical 
commentary of important scholars (Larry Carbone, Frans de Waal, Rebecca Dresser, 
Joseph Garner, Brian Hare, Margaret Landi, and Julian Savulescu). The theses of the 
book are anticipated in Degrazia, Beauchamp 2019, a paper to which I will make exten-
sive reference. 
	 81  DeGrazia, Beauchamp 2019, 3.
	 82  See DeGrazia, Beauchamp 2019, 3; Beauchamp, DeGrazia 2020, IX.
	 83  See DeGrazia, Beauchamp 2019, 3; Beauchamp and DeGrazia 2020, IX, 4, 22.
	 84  See Beauchamp, DeGrazia 2020, 22.
	 85  Beauchamp, DeGrazia 2020, 22; see also pp. IX, 4 and DeGrazia, Beauchamp 
2019, 3.
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animal with moral status, including animal research subjects, is the pros-
pect of substantial and otherwise unattainable social benefits; and (3) any 
permissible harming of animals in research is limited by considerations of 
animal welfare. 86

The two core values are social benefit and animal welfare. On the basis of 
this small set of moral norms and core values, they present a framework 
of six moral principles containing three principles of social benefit (The 
Principle of No Alternative Method, The Principle of Expected Net Ben-
efit, The Principle of Sufficient Value to Justify Harm) and three prin-
ciples of animal welfare (The Principle of No Unnecessary Harm, The 
Principle of Basic Needs, The Principle of Upper Limits to Harms). Let 
us see them in more detail.
1.	 The Principle of No Alternative Method asserts that the use of sentient 

animals in testing is morally legitimate only if the social and scientific 
benefits obtained through animals are not achievable through methods 
that do not use animals. “If, for example, methods that use human tis-
sues, cell cultures, or computer models are sufficient, sentient animals 
must not be used” 87. This principle expresses the same requirement ad-
vanced by the first of the 3 Rs, namely replacement.

2.	The Principle of Expected Net Benefit, for which, once the first princi-
ple is satisfied, we must ask ourselves if the benefits of a research pro-
ject outweighs its costs. This second principle asserts that a necessary 
condition for the use of animals in a research project is that it offers an 
expectation of net benefit for human society, i. e. the perspective of so-
cial benefit have to exceed foreseeable costs and risk for humans. Oth-
erwise, “inadequate grounds exist to support a claim that the research 
is justified and worth pursuing even from a standpoint that considers 
only human interests – that is, a standpoint that does not take account 
of the interests of animal subjects” 88.

3.	 The Principle of Sufficient Value to Justify Harm points out that if a 
research project overcomes the constraints of the first two principles, 
then it “offers the prospect of a net benefit to human society (as re-
quired by the second principle) that is not feasibly available in any 
other way because there is ‘no alternative method’ (as required by the 
first principle)” 89. At this point, however, animal welfare comes in-
to play. We must ask ourselves if the perspective of benefit of the re-

	 86  Beauchamp, DeGrazia 2020, 2-3.
	 87  Beauchamp, DeGrazia 2020, 7.
	 88  Beauchamp, DeGrazia 2020, 9.
	 89  DeGrazia, Beauchamp 2019, 5.
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search are such to outweigh the harms suffered by the animals used. 
This principle consents the research only if the answer is positive. In 
detail, it asserts that “the prospect of a net benefit for human society 
from a research study must be sufficiently valuable to justify expected 
harms to animal subjects” 90. The difficult question to be answered is 
‘what counts as sufficiently valuable?’. And the answer depends also on 
the degree of moral status that we must attribute to animals. In this 
respect the authors assert that “Our framework rests on the assumption 
that animals have a significant level of moral status or inherent moral 
importance, but that assumption leaves open exactly how much and 
which levels of protection are justified” 91. This makes it problematic 
in some cases the application of the principle. About it Beauchamp and 
DeGrazia state that “the only sensible procedure to get an answer to 
this question is to leave it open for debate in review committee meet-
ings and comparable deliberative settings” 92.

4.	 The Principle of No Unnecessary Harm, for which “animal subjects 
must not be harmed unless a particular harm is necessary for and mor-
ally justified by scientific purposes” 93. This principle is similar to the 
third of the 3 Rs, namely refinement, but Beauchamp and DeGrazia 
make their principle wider, because it is not limited to scientific proce-
dures. Beyond that, it requires, in addition, the minimization of harms 
associated with the feeding, housing, and transport of animals.

5.	 The Principle of Basic Needs is an integration of the previous princi-
ple. For this principle in the research activity it is necessary to satisfy 
the basic needs of the animals used. By ‘basic needs’ Beauchamp and 
DeGrazia mean the general living conditions of animals that are rel-
evant for a good quality of life. They include, for instance, nutritious 
food and clean water, freedom of movement with adequate space etc. 
This principle fill a gap of the 3 Rs framework in which “lacks any ex-
plicit statement of a general expectation to meet animal subjects’ basic 
needs” 94.

6.	 The Principle of Upper Limits to Harms states that it is necessary to 
establish a limit on the harm that may be imposed on animals in the 
experimental procedures. This principle for the authors represents an 
additional advantage over the three R framework, which provides no 

	 90  DeGrazia, Beauchamp 2019, 5.
	 91  DeGrazia, Beauchamp 2019, 5.
	 92  DeGrazia, Beauchamp 2019, 5.
	 93  DeGrazia, Beauchamp 2019, 5.
	 94  DeGrazia, Beauchamp 2019, 6.
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limit to the permissible harm. But Beauchamp and DeGrazia assert 
that the Principle of Upper Limits to Harms can admit some excep-
tions. They acknowledge that extraordinary circumstances (which oc-
cur rarely) may sometimes justify overriding it (social interests of great 
importance, public health emergencies “such as a highly lethal epidem-
ic for which no effective vaccine or treatment exists” 95).

The contribution offered by these principles of Beauchamp and 
DeGrazia is undoubtedly remarkable. So far “no code or regulatory 
scheme presents of framework of general principles of animal research 
ethics together with an analysis of the principles’ meaning and moral 
requirements” 96. I think we can agree with Savulescu who says that “The 
six principles of Beauchamp and DeGrazia […] are arguably the most con-
structive step forward in the ethics of animal experimentation in the past 
fifty years” 97.

However, as Beauchamp e DeGrazia admit, much of this rules are 
already presents in codes, laws and regulations of the most advanced 
countries, even if they have not had a sufficient philosophical elabora-
tion. In particular, we find them in European legislation. For example, 
with regard to principle 6, the authors note that no limit on permissible 
harm to animals is foreseen by “US government principles and, as far as 
we know, every other code guiding publicly funded animal research in 
the United States” 98. But they recognize that this limit is instead provided 
for by European Union legislation 99. Such limit is present in the Directive 
2010/63/EU on the Protection of Animals Used for Scientific Purposes, 
Preamble 23: 

From an ethical standpoint, there should be an upper limit of pain, suffer-
ing and distress above which animals should not be subjected in scientific 
procedures. To that end, the performance of procedures that result in severe 
pain, suffering, or distress [that] is likely to be long-lasting and cannot be 
ameliorated, should be prohibited. 100

We are therefore faced with encouraging laws and regulations, which con-
firm the principles of Beauchamp and DeGrazia and go in the right direc-
tion. Waiting for the day when we could do without animals in research 

		  95  DeGrazia, Beauchamp 2019, 6.
		  96  Beauchamp, DeGrazia 2020, IX.
		  97  Beauchamp, DeGrazia 2020, 127.
		  98  DeGrazia, Beauchamp 2019, 6.
		  99  See DeGrazia, Beauchamp 2019, 6.
		  100  About Directive 2010/63/EU now see Pavone 2020.
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altogether. That day is perhaps not as far away as one might think, because 
the rapid developments in artificial intelligence could truly render animal 
testing completely unnecessary. Just consider the effects that artificial 
intelligence is already having on medical and pharmaceutical testing, 
making the use of animals increasingly less necessary 101.

3.6.	 CLOSING REFLECTIONS

Fifty years after the issue of Animal Liberation, my study has tried to 
make a critical appraisal of Peter Singer’s ethical theses on non-human 
animals, showing their historical evolution. The conclusion is that, not-
withstanding the limits of his utilitarian theoretical view, a good part 
of Singer’s moral reflection results convincing and is finding important 
realizations in the positive law of many countries. 

On the moral status of animals I argued that between supporting a 
hierarchical view with two or many levels (i.e., gradualist), and an egalitar-
ian perspective that differentiates the value of life and the harm of death 
on the basis of mental complexity, such as Singer’s, the difference is very 
subtle. Whether one differentiates the value of entities (while assigning 
them an important value) or differentiates the value of life, little changes. 
The outcome in terms of practical ethics is more or less the same 102. The 
substantial difference lies between the two types of proposals just illus-
trated, on the one hand, and attributing no weight to the life of animals 
or attributing the life of a sentient being lacking mental complexity the 
same value as the life of a mentally complex sentient being, on the other. 
So whether one agrees with Singer in supporting the principle of equal 
consideration or not, the important thing is to attribute relevance to the 
lives of non-human sentient beings, and not just to their suffering (con-
trary to what, for example, Scruton does). And to differentiate this value 
and the harm caused by death on the basis of mental complexity (contrary 
to what Dunayer and Taylor, for example, believe). This middle ground 
between an overly moderate position on the moral status of animals and 

	 101  On April 10, 2025, it was announced that the FDA (Food & Drug Administra-
tion), the U.S. drug agency, intends to drastically reduce the use of animal testing in 
drug development, preferring to use computational modeling based on artificial intel-
ligence. This was stated by the new commissioner Martin A. Makary. See FDA – Food 
& Drug Administration 2025.
	 102  I also emphasized the possible advantage of equal consideration of interests 
regarding the issue of marginal humans.
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an overly radical position is well embodied by Singer’s animal ethics, 
which therefore appears balanced and not at all extremist.

Moreover, on a practical level, the extraordinary dissemination of 
Singer’s texts, and in particular of Animal Liberation, in just a few decades 
has given rise to numerous movements and institutions in defense of ani-
mals and has contributed significantly to changing our way of thinking 
about sentient beings of other species. Thus giving origin to important 
variations precisely with regard to the areas of animal exploitation that are 
the subject of Singer’s denunciation.

The battles waged by the animal rights movement over the past 50 
years also (and especially) thanks to this book have led to very significant 
improvements, above all in the European Union, which Singer reports on 
in the new edition of Animal Liberation 103. Among these, the most rel-
evant are the following:
• fur farming has been banned in many countries such as Italy, Belgium,

United Kingdom etc. Israel and California have gone further by ban-
ning the sale of fur;

• the production of foie gras, a gourmet dish for which geese and ducks
are damaged to death, has been banned in several European countries;

• the European Union has banned the testing of cosmetics on animals
and also the import of cosmetics tested on animals (already mentioned
event);

• glue traps, which inflict a slow, painful and agonizing death on mice,
birds, squirrels etc., have been prohibited in Ireland, Iceland and New
Zealand;

• harmful experiments on great apes have been banned or have ceased in
the United Kingdom, New Zealand, Japan, the European Union, the
United States.

Furthermore, 

In 2021 […], after a campaign involving 170 animal welfare organizations, 
140 scientists and professionals in relevant fields, and a petition signed by 
1.4 million European citizens, the European Parliament voted overwhelm-
ingly in favor of a ban on all cages for farmed animals. The European Com-
mission agreed to phase out cages for farmed animals across the entire Euro-
pean Union by 2027, a move that will affect more than 300 million animals, 
including not only calves, pigs, and laying hens, but also rabbits, ducks, 
geese, quail, and other farmed animals. To prevent the replacement of Euro-
pean products by animal products from countries with lower standards, 

103  Singer 2023, 277-283.
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the commission is planning to introduce equivalent standards for imported 
animal products. 104

And one could go on. Obviously there is still much to be done, especially 
in countries outside Europe. While animal exploitation in our continent 
is subjected to ever-increasing restrictions, in non-European countries 
(the most striking and emblematic case, in terms of scale, is China) it is far 
from decreasing.

	 104  Singer 2023, 281.
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