
Utilitarian & Rights-based 
Approaches to Animals 



Early Work in Animal Ethics 



Overview 

  Singer’s Utilitarian Approach 
  Objections/Concerns 
  Regan’s Rights-based Approach 
  Objections/Concerns 
  Some evaluations 



Peter Singer, Animal Liberation 

  Published in 1975, Animal 
Liberation ignited a 
proliferation of works in 
animal ethics about the 
moral status of animals and 
our responsibilities towards 
them 

  Much of the book 
documents the uses of 
animals at the time 

  Singer’s arguments here are 
short, and are all given in 
Chapter 1 



Equal Consideration 

  What makes racism and sexism wrong is the same 
thing that makes speciesism wrong. 

  Speciesism “is a prejudice or attitude of bias in favor 
of the interest of members of one’s own species and 
against those of members of other species.” (6)  

  Equal consideration of like interests 
  Not the same as equal treatment 



Equal Consideration Cont’d 

  The capacity to suffer (and experience pleasure) is 
what matters 

  The moral line is drawn at sentience 
  Note: the focus is on suffering (not killing) 
  And the rejection of speciesism does not imply that 

all lives are of equal worth 



First Objection 

  Humans ARE special. We differ from non-human 
animals in a number of ways that are morally 
relevant and that necessitate greater (or perhaps 
exclusive) moral consideration. 

  Possibilities: rationality, complex language, strong 
sense of self-awareness, moral agency, our ability to 
care for others, ‘souls’, etc. 



The Argument from ‘Marginal’ Cases 

  Pick whichever capacity is said to separate humans 
from non-humans (rationality, self-awareness, etc.) 

  Some humans do not possess this capacity and some 
non-human animals do 

  If not all humans possess this capacity, than it 
cannot be said that ALL humans deserve greater 
moral consideration than ALL animals. 

  However, since we do think that ALL humans do 
deserve significant moral consideration, then we 
must grant the same moral consideration to animals 
with comparable capacities. 



Evaluating this Argument 

  Argument has a bad name 
  Many take this argument to be quite powerful 
  Worry that it could go the other way 
  Given the historically bad treatment of individuals 

with cognitive disabilities, some philosophers are 
worried about the very structure of the argument 
(comparing, as it does, the capacities of non-human 
animals to certain humans) 

  Finally, its not clear we need this argument to 
establish quite strong moral status for animals 



Singer’s Preference Utilitarianism 

  An action is right if it produces the most good (best 
consequences). 

Aspects of (preference) utilitarianism: 
  Account of ‘the good’/ (satisfaction preferences) 
  Maximize the good 
  Impartiality 

  Singer’s View: We should act so as to maximize the 
satisfaction of preferences for all those affected by our 
actions. 



Singer on Killing (Practical Ethics) 

  Killing persons (human and animal) is worse than 
killing non-persons  

  Persons: self-aware, sense of the past and future 
  Non-persons are replaceable 
  Singer thinks many animals humans eat might be 

persons (pigs, chickens, and even fish) 
  Many should be given the benefit of the doubt 



Practical Upshots 

  First, stop eating animals and animal products. 
  We should do other things to end the suffering of 

animals (tell our friends, educate our children, 
protest publically, write our representatives, etc.) 

  Why? Utilitarian grounds: we ought to work to 
maximize the satisfaction of preferences for all 
sentient beings 

  Animal experimentation? 



Concerns and Objections 

Objections to utilitarianism: 
  Persecution of minorities/individuals might be 

consistent with Singer’s preference utilitarianism 
  Should all preferences ‘count’? 
  Animal experimentation? 

Problems with Singer’s view on the ethics of killing 
  Doesn’t cover all human beings 
  Other accounts are more preferable 



Animal Rights: Tom Regan (Empty Cages) 

  Regan’s approach is a rights-based approach 
  Moral rights (not legal rights) 
  Rights are entitlements, or legitimate claims, held 

against moral agents 
  Rights entail obligations 
  ‘No trespassing sign’ or trump cards 
  Not generosity 



Regan’s Strategy 

  Human’s have rights because… 
1.  Humans are human 
2.  Humans are persons 
3.  Humans are self-aware 
4.  Humans use language 
5.  Humans live in a moral community 
6.  Humans have souls 
7.  God gave them to us 
  None of these answers work according to Regan 



The basis of rights 

  Human beings have rights because we are 
“subjects-of-a-life” 

  As a ‘subject-of-a-life’ I am: 
  In the world, aware of the world (conscious), and 

what happens matters to me (to my body, freedom, 
and life). 

  All subjects of a life are morally equal. 



Who are ‘subjects-of-a-life’? 

  Non-human animals are subjects of a life.  
  Which animals? In Empty Cages, Regan says that at 

least mammals and birds are subjects-of-a-life. 
  He thinks fish should probably be included, but he 

limits his argument to the least controversial cases 



Consequences of animal rights: Empty cages 

  End to animal agriculture 
  Stop using animals for clothing 
  Stop using animals as performers 
  And (without any reservations), we must stop using 

animals as test subjects.  
  The upshot: animals are not ours to use, their rights 

trump any enjoyment or benefit we get from using them. 
  Unlike Singer, Regan takes a clear stand on killing 

animals. Animals have a right not to be killed for our 
enjoyment or benefit. 



Concerns and Objections 

  Worries about rights? Mysterious? 
  Does all ‘use’ violate rights?  
  Action guiding? 
  What about animals that aren’t subjects-of-a-life?  



Some Concluding Thoughts 

  Practical Differences?  
  Universal Basic Rights 

Looking Ahead 
  Problems with considering animals in the abstract? 
   Positive obligations? 
  Relevance of relations with, and to, other animals? 


