
1 

Questions of Priority and Interspecies Comparisons of Happiness*  

Oscar Horta 

1. QUESTIONS OF PRIORITY  

Some problems appear as more crucial than others. Most if not all of us would agree that if 
there is a certain situation in which much harm is being caused but there is another one in which 
an even more significant harm is brought about, solving the latter would take priority. This, of 
course, does not mean that we should not be worried about the former, but it implies that at least 
our main efforts should be directed to solve the latter. Not only consequentialists or deontologists 
assume this: it is also an idea that cannot leave indifferent those who accept approaches of a quite 
different kind. Even those who reject the idea of impartiality in ethics will hardly claim that a 
striking difference between the harms that two problematic situations provoke is not morally 
relevant.  

Most human beings believe that issues of priority arise when we have to consider whether to 
improve a certain situation in which humans find themselves or one in which nonhumans are. The 
virtually universally accepted view regarding this is that affairs concerning humans are far more 
important and thus have priority over those in which nonhumans are affected. Moreover, this not 
only entails that no efforts are carried out in order to help nonhumans. It also implies that 
nonhumans are systematically harmed to benefit humans. This paper intends to examine the 
normative and practical assumptions on which this is based. 

Now, there are two ways in which the priority of the satisfaction of human interests can be 
defended. Firstly, it is sometimes claimed that nonhumans’ “moral status” or “standing” is less 
significant than the one which humans have. This idea renders unnecessary a comparison of the 
weight of the interests of nonhumans and humans. In order to see if this can be justified we need 
to assess whether there is a sound way in which the idea that human interests have priority can be 
defended. This will be done in this paper in section 2.  

Of course, irrespectively of whether anthropocentrism is right or not we still need to know 
how to decide which problems have priority. This question is at the core of normative ethics. 
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However, my intention here is not to defend any particular theory. Rather, I only intend to present 
some facts concerning the well-being of humans and nonhumans and see how they should be 
evaluated from the point of view of different normative principles. It is at this point were we will 
have to appraise the second way in which the priority of human interests can be defended: by 
assuming that their weight is higher. That is, by considering that even if humans do not have a 
higher moral status, they lose more than nonhuman animals if their interests are not satisfied, and 
gain more if they are. Assessing whether this is the case entails the problem of what should be the 
relevant features which such an estimation would have to take into account. For some theories this 
is not very problematic (for classical utilitarianism, for instance, it is well-being simpliciter that 
has to be considered). But for some others (such as those dealing with equality) it has been a 
matter of much discussion what should be the currency they should use. Section 3 and 4 deal with 
this matter. They consider the way in which we can carry out a comparison between members of 
different species as regards how their lives can and do fare. (This is a hard problem, and for this 
reason this section will be a bit technical. Anyhow, those who are not too meticulous as regards 
the conceptual tools which will be used in the rest of the paper can skip it). 

Once these problems are dealt with, we can consider the empirical facts concerning the state 
of the world nowadays which are relevant to the matter we are assessing. This task is tackled in 
sections 5 and 6. In them, a compared estimation of the happiness of humans and of those 
nonhumans killed for being eaten is carried out. 

The results thus attained are the background against which we can judge the way in which 
different possible courses of action could improve the present situation. This appraisal is carried 
out in section 7. The conclusions that can be drawn from it are shown in section 8. Section 9 
closes with some brief considerations on the implications of the results which the paper reaches. 

2. ANTHROPOCENTRIC SPECIESISM 

There are four ways in which the idea that human interests should be taken into account 
primarily has been defended:1  

(a) By definition.2 
(b) By claiming that humans have a higher ontological status because they possess a 

certain feature whose existence cannot be verified in any way.3  

                                                 
1 The most exhaustive analysis of the different arguments for and against anthropocentrism that has 
been offered thus far can be found in Evelyn Pluhar, Beyond Prejudice: The Moral Significance of 
Human and Nonhuman Animals (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995). The way in which Pluhar 
introduces and classifies them is, however, different from the one I have presented here. 
2 See Richard Posner, “Animal Rights: Legal, Philosophical and Pragmatical Perspectives,” in Animal 
Rights: Current Debates and New Directions, ed. Cass Sunstein and Martha Nussbaum (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004), 51–77; Cora Diamond, “The Importance of Being Human,” in Human 
Beings, ed. David Cockburn (Cambridge: Royal Institute of Philosophy, 1991), 35–62, and The 
Realistic Spirit: Wittgenstein, Philosophy and the Mind (Massachusetts: MIT, 1995). 
3 See for instance Aristotle’s Politics, particularly 1254a–1256b (many versions available, see for 
instance Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998); Joaquín Fernández-Creuhet Navajas, “Antropología 
al servicio de la bioética: el humanismo metafísico,” Cuadernos de Bioética 7 (1996): 462-69; James 
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(c) By claiming that only humans have certain abilities given their developed intellectual 
capacities, asuming that this makes the satisfaction of their interests more important in 
one way or another.4 

(d) By claiming that humans are engaged in certain exclusive relations (of solidarity, 
fraternity, and the like) with each other, which justify that they favor the satisfaction 
of humans’ interests over those of others.5 

As it is not difficult to see, (a) and (b) are question-begging: they just state claims which 
cannot be verified, and thus constitute no sound argumentation to justify the view they favor. As 
for (c) and (d), they do not beg the question, but they do not draw a line between humans and 
nonhumans either. As a matter of fact, these requirements are not satisfied by all humans. Many 
humans lack complex intellectual capacities and are not engaged in relations of sympathy or 
solidarity with others. This is interesting since it shows that those who propose that these criteria 
be adopted should agree to the withdrawal of the resources that are used nowadays to assist those 
human beings who lack the cognitive or linguistic abilities which most humans have, or who are 
not taken care of by other humans. In effect, in as much as they accept the use of nonhuman 
animals (for the production of food, clothes, for entertainment, etc.) on the basis of such criteria, 
they must also accept the use for similar purposes of those humans who do not satisfy them. The 
fact that many would not be prepared to accept such a move, but still appeal to the mentioned 
criteria in order to defend the use of nonhumans as resources at our disposition, shows that a 
speciesist prejudice is actually obstructing a fair and clear-sighted appraisal of the issue. 
Opposition to the exploitation of those humans who do not meet certain conditions can only be 
held consistently if we reject such conditions as criteria for moral consideration.  

But this is not the main reason why these criteria should be rejected. There is another one 
which, in my opinion, is a stronger one: they are not relevant with respect to the impact which 
their adoption may imply. Having certain intellectual abilities or being engaged in certain 
relations with others can imply that in some specific circumstances we may be affected positively 
or negatively in some ways. But it is not what determines whether someone can be harmed or 
benefited as such. Hence, we will have a reason to reject the mentioned criteria if we assume the 
following claims: (i) that experiencing well-being or satisfying one’s preferences is valuable; and 

                                                                                                                                                         
Reichmann, Evolution, Animal ‘Rights’ and the Environment (Washington: The Catholic University of 
America Press, 2000); Tibor Machan, Putting Humans First: Why We Are Nature’s Favorite (Oxford: 
Rowman and Littlefield, 2004). 
4 See for instance René Descartes, Discours de la méthode (many versions available, see for instance 
Paris: Vrin, 1930); R. G. Frey, Interests and Rights: The Case against Animals (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1980); Michael Leahy, Against Liberation: Putting Animals in Perspective (London: 
Routledge, 1991); Luc Ferry, Le nouvel ordre écologique: l’arbre, l’animal et l’homme (Paris: 
Grasset, 1992); Peter Carruthers, The Animal Issue: Moral Theory in Practice, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992); Roger Scruton, Animal Rights and Wrongs (London: Metro, 
1996). 
5 See for instance William Whewell, Lectures on the History of Moral Philosophy in England (John 
Parker: London, 1852), in particular 223; Jesús Mosterín, ¡Vivan los animales! (Madrid: Debate, 
1998); Thomas Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other (Harvard: Belknap, 1998); Lewis Petrinovich, 
Darwinian Dominion: Animal Welfare and Human Interests (Massachusetts: MIT, 1999). 
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(ii) that what is valuable must—in some way or another—determine what is right to do. Of 
course, we can reject any of these claims. But the fact is that none of them seems to be easy to 
deny. In any case, as I have pointed out above, if we nevertheless accept any of the 
aforementioned criteria, then we will have to bear in mind that it will not allow us to defend an 
anthropocentric stance. Rather, it will exclude both nonhumans and a number of humans.  

To conclude: the idea that humans have a higher moral standing has no base. It is a form of 
speciesism (i.e., discrimination6 against those who do not belong to a certain species—in this case, 
Homo sapiens—). In other words, it is what we can call anthropocentric speciesism.7 In order to 
judge the matter in a non-biased way we need to consider the interests of all the involved, 
regardless of the species to which they belong. 

3. FORTUNE 

The rejection of anthropocentric speciesism has important consequences in those cases in 
which we face conflicts of interests between individuals belonging to different species. In 
particular, it entails that we need to ponder the interests of all the individuals involved 
irrespectively of the species to which they belong. They should be considered according to the 
weight they have. But depending on the view we hold in normative ethics and political philosophy 
we may disagree as regards the relevant feature to be taken into account for that task. On some 
accounts, it has to be well-being or, alternatively, preference satisfaction (in fact, although in the 
rest of the paper, I will use the term ‘well-being’, what I will say will apply equally to those views 
concerned with objective well-being and to those concerned with preferences).8  However, 
according to other views, considering only well-being or preference satisfaction may be too 
simplistic: maybe what we need to consider is something different, which, following Jeff 
McMahan,9 we can call “fortune”. With this term we can denote how good or bad an individual is 
faring, perhaps in relation to how it could be faring.10 Fortune may perhaps be coincident with 
well-being. But this does not have to be necessarily the case. The issue needs to be appraised.  

                                                 
6 By discrimination I mean here, in a broad sense, the unjustified disadvantageous treatment or 
consideration of someone. I am not treating this concept as one concerned (or merely concerned) with 
the distribution of social benefits, but as one which has to do primarily with our moral attitudes 
towards potentially morally considerable beings. 
7 Anthropocentric speciesism is just one instance of speciesism. It is also speciesist, for instance, to 
discriminate against those who are not mammals, or, for example, against those who are not frogs. 
8 The reason for this is that well-being can be understood in terms of preferences. We can assume that 
something is affecting negatively our well-being when we would prefer it not to continue, and 
positively when we would prefer it to continue. On the other hand, we can also assume that when 
something is affecting negatively or positively our well-being we instantantly develop a preference 
against or for it. 
9 See Jeff McMahan, “Cognitive Disability, Misfortune, and Justice,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 
25 (1996): 3–35, and The Ethics of Killing: Problems at the Margins of Life (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2002), 145–61. 
10 Note the difference between this notion of fortune and fortune understood as how one is endowed by 
the natural lottery in a Rawlsian sense, as when he refers to “fortune in the distribution of natural 
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Of course it could be claimed that it is not clear at all that we should be concerned with 
fortune or well-being. On many accounts, what we should care about is not outcomes, but rather 
the ways in which they can be achieved. This is defended by some forms of egalitarianism. Peter 
Vallentyne has pointed out that adopting either of these approaching would not be relevant for an 
interspecies assessment such as the one we need to carry out here.11 He appears to be right, at least 
in practical terms. Given the way things actually are in the world in which we are living, we can 
reach similar conclusions if we consider outcomes or opportunities. When it comes to the current 
situation of humans and nonhumans, asymmetries as regards initial advantages and disadvantages 
bring about similar asymmetries as regards levels of happiness. However, this does not mean that 
the analysis of the question should be the same for each criterion. In fact, as we will see later, the 
case is more controversial when we consider outcomes than when we consider opportunities for it. 
I will concentrate on the former precisely for that reason. Once the question is examined from that 
point of view, we may also consider it by focusing on opportunities.  

3.1. WELL-BEING AND POTENTIAL 

McMahan and Vallentyne12 have been some of the few who have assessed the question of 
what is fortune. As they have pointed out, there are several possible units of it a priori. The 
following ones seem to be some of the best candidates for the task: 

(i) experiential well-being simpliciter 
(ii) experiential well-being in relation to species potential  
(iii) experiential well-being in relation to individual (intrinsic) potential13 

Besides, each of these unities can also be relativized to moral standing, so we could have 
three more possible units, that is: (iv) well-being related to moral standing; (v) well-being in 
relation to species potential relativized to moral standing; and (vi) experiential well-being in 
relation to individual (intrinsic) potential relativized to moral standing. 

Now, in spite of its initial plausibility, both (ii) and (iii)—and thus (v) and (vi)—are 
questionable. As McMahan has shown, the view which appeals to species potential, which he 
calls species norm account, must be rejected as unsound or even as speciesist: if the abilities that 
someone has should be appraised in relation to some potential, this should not be the potential that 

                                                                                                                                                         
assets and abilities, his intelligence, strength, and the like” (John Rawls, A Theory of Justice [Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1972], 137). 
11 Vallentyne, Peter, “Of Mice and Men: Equality and Animals,” Journal of Ethics 9 (2005): 403–33, 
409. 
12 Ibid. Vallentyne departs from the seminal account of Jeff McMahan. 
13 In fact there are other accounts of well-being in relation to potential which could be assumed apart 
from the ones presented here. For instance, as Vallentyne also shows (see ibid., 414–18), we could 
consider not the difference between actual and potential well-being, but the ratio between them, or we 
could take into account actual well-being in relation to the average potential for well-being (and each 
of these views could be considered with respect to either species or individual potential). Anyhow, the 
arguments against the consideration of potential apply to them all. 
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others have, but only the one she has.14 Nevertheless, the fact is that there are reasons to believe 
that the relativization to potential must be rejected altogether. This is so because, although an 
(individual) intrinsic potential account avoids the most serious objections which the species norm 
account faces, it nevertheless falls prey of other serious objections, at least if we hold an 
egalitarian stance. Vallentyne has showed this by pointing at the possibility of radical 
enhancement through technological means of the potential for well-being of different beings.15 By 
means of this it could be possible to reach a point at which we could equalize everyone’s potential 
for well-being, irrespectively of the species to which each individual belongs.16 Besides, it should 
be noted that there are many who think that those humans who have little potential for well-being 
from the very moment they exist (due to some genetic problem, for instance) are unfortunate for 
that. This idea contradicts a conception of fortune such as the intrinsic potential account.17 

To these arguments, which seem already convincing, I would like to add another one. 
Consider the next thought experiment. Suppose we were in a sort of Rawlsian-styled super-
original position at the moment at which the universe was created. There we could decide the 
potential for happiness that each individual would have in the future. But we would have to take 
such a decision without knowing which place we should occupy when we were lately incarnated 
as beings actually living in such universe. In this scenario we would have to put under the veil of 
ignorance not only our situation in society, but also our species, as well as the capacities given to 
each one by the natural lottery. It seems that egalitarianism would certainly require from us that in 
a situation of this sort we chose a world in which everyone had equal capacities (even if that 
would certainly mean sacrificing diversity for the sake of equality). This being so, it seems that 
egalitarianism does have something to say regarding the differences in the levels of happiness that 
two individuals may enjoy if the potential they have is not the same.18  

There is a possible objection which could be presented against this conclusion. It could be 
claimed that if the capacities for enjoyment of some being were significantly enhanced her 
identity would be lost: she would no longer be the same individual. However, it is not clear 
whether this would be so. We can probably draw a conclusion of this sort if the conception of 
                                                 
14 See McMahan, “Cognitive Disability, Misfortune, and Justice”, 12-14, 25-27, and The Ethics of 
Killing , 146-49, 216-17, 324-25, 327. McMahan’s alternative in “Cognitive Disability, Misfortune, 
and Justice” is the “individual possibility account”, whereas in The Ethics of Killing he just refers to 
the “intrinsic potential account”. See also Frederik Kaufman, “Speciesism and the Argument from 
Misfortune,” Journal of Applied Philosophy 15 (1998): 155–63; Scott Wilson, “The Species-Norm 
Account of Human Status,” Between the Species 5 (2005), http://cla.calpoly.edu/~jlynch/wilson.html 
(accessed 22 January 2006); and, more in general, James Rachels, Created from Animals: The Moral 
Implications of Darwinism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990). 
15 Ibid., 419–20. 
16 McMahan’s account of fortune has been also criticized by Richard Arneson, although for different 
reasons. See Richard Arneson, “What, if Anything, Renders All Humans Morally Equal,” in Singer 
and His Critics, ed. Dale Jamieson (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999), 103–28, 111–17. 
17 See Vallentyne, “Of Mice and Men”, 404, 411, 423. 
18 In spite of this criticism of McMahan’s account of fortune I keep using the term since it may be 
nevertheless informative. Others, such as Roger Crisp, would prefer to abandon it, on the basis that it 
would be redundant once we do not take into account potential in order to consider it. See Roger 
Crisp, Reasons and the Good (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 160. 
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identity we have in mind is only a narrative one. But there are other ways in which we can 
understand what is that in which the persistence of individuals primarily consists. We can 
maintain that what is relevant for it (either diachronically or through possible worlds) is the 
qualitative or even the numerical identity of something in particular with which that individual 
can be essentially identified (such as a brain, an organism, a flow of consciousness, some 
connected contents of consciousness…)19 Of course it could be claimed that the being before 
enhancement would be very poorly connected with the being already enhanced. But it is not clear 
why that cannot be enough for us to claim that the former cannot become the latter (just as we can 
accept that a toddler and an old man are the same individual). At any rate, it is not clear either 
whether this controversy decisively affects the egalitarian arguments described above. The fact 
that individuals could a priori have equivalent levels of potential for happiness may be presented 
as a reason to dismiss the consideration of intrinsic potential regardless of whether or not such 
potential can be enhanced in the case of actual individuals.20 The reason for this is that the 
mentioned thought experiment can show us what the best situation might be regardless of whether 
it can be attained or not. And it shows that such situation would be an ideal one in which 
everyone’s happiness were equalized, regardless of their actual potential. 

3.2. THE APPEAL TO MORAL STANDING 

Vallentyne’s rejection of the appeal to potential drives him to conclude that egalitarianism 
prescribes a significant move of resources to increase the well-being of nonhuman animals. He 
finds this conclusion problematic, and for this reason he has looked for some manner in which it 
could be rejected. The way in which Vallentyne has tried to avoid such a conclusion has been by 
means of an ad hoc stipulation: rather than considering interests (in well-being) as such, he 
proposes to take into account “well-being divided by degree of moral standing”.21 He has then 
assumed that at least certain humans would have a degree of moral standing higher than that of 
nonhumans. This allows him to dimiss (although only to some extent) the conclusion he would 
have had to assume otherwise. Such a move should be rejected, though. There are reasons to 
claim that the introduction of the notion of “moral standing” is either redundant or unjustified. If 
someone can live a life which can fare well or ill, we can say that she has interests in being 
benefited and in not being harmed. And we can think that that gives us reasons, or motivates us, 
not to harm her and also maybe to benefit her. But does that mean that she has some feature or 
property such as “moral standing”? I would say it does not. It seems to me that the notion of 
“moral standing” is a construction that moral agents (or rather some moral agents) create in order 

                                                 
19 I am aware this means stretching a lot what a psychologist accounts of our identity can assume. 
Nevertheless I think that this account can make room for this idea—at least if the enhancement is 
completed gradually—in as much as it accepts that connectedness, rather than continuity, is the 
necessary condition for persistence, (see Derek Parfit, Reasons and Persons [Oxford University Press, 
Oxford, 1984], chapter 12).  
20 We must bear in mind that such an enhancement can be factually impossible not only for problems 
concerning the persistence of the identity, but also due to technical impossibilities, yet this does not 
implies that thoughts experiments considering it cannot be revealing. 
21 Vallentyne, “Of Mice and Men,” 432, 426n. 
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to account better for the way in which they thing we should behave towards others. But I will not 
defend this claim. I am not concerned with the metaphysics of this concept here, but only with its 
normative value. What I do want to point out is that this notion cannot be a sound one to use in a 
normative theory. The reason is this. The concept of “moral standing” can be defended by 
appealing either to some metaphysical abstraction or to some empirically recognizable trait—such 
as the possession of interests—. The former line of reasoning can hardly be successful, since, not 
being open to verification, begs the question (as we have seen that it happens in the case of those 
defenses of anthropocentrism based on criteria of this sort). For its part, the second one may be 
sound, but it ends up rendering the very idea of moral standing either redundant or actually self-
defeating. The appeal to “moral standing” either makes a difference with respect to the mere 
consideration of well-being or is simply superfluous. If the latter is the case, then it is clearly an 
unnecessary notion whose introduction can only make sense as a linguistic shortcut: otherwise it 
just makes things clumsier without adding anything sustantive. On the other hand, if the concept 
of “moral standing” is justified because it is based on an appeal to well-being (or to capacities for 
well-being),22 then any alteration this concept may imply with reference to the consideration of 
well-being itself will not be justified.23 If well-being is what ultimately matters, it seems hardly 
acceptable to limit or to distort its consideration on the basis of a notion which is intended to be 
justified precisely by an appeal to well-being (as it happens, in particular, when thresholds 
concerning the possession of moral standing are drawn).24 Hence, the options (iv), (v) and (vi) 
must be discarded as sound accounts of what fortune is. 

In fact, it should not be a surprise that this is so. The reason why Vallentyne may have been 
reluctant to accept this initial conclusion may well be the deep-rooted speciesist prejudices which 
we all have.25 And the existence of such prejudices should drive us to be cautious before we 
accept stipulations such as the one we have just considered. Ad hoc provisos informed by biased 
views seldom make sound solutions. 

3.3. A SIMPLIFIED CONCEPTION OF HAPPINESS 

In light of what we have just seen, it seems that option (i), i.e. direct experiential well-being, 
could be considered the best unit to be taken into account when it comes to comparisons of 
fortune. Note, however, that in order to compare the fortune that different individuals have it 
would be quite partial to look only at something like their sinchronic well-being. Rather, we need 
to take into account how well or bad they fare throughout their whole lives. Perhaps the term 
‘well-being’ (as ‘diachronic well-being’) could be appropriate to call this aggregate well-being. I 
will nevertheless use a different word, ‘happiness’ to name it, in order to distinguish it from the 

                                                 
22 Ibid. It must be noted that if capacities for well-being are relevant it must be because well-being is. 
23 I am considering here total well-being. Note also that “moral standing” is often used as a notion to 
denote the moral importance than one’s life may have. In later sections I present a way in which this 
can be accounted for in terms of well-being (by claiming that our interest in living depends on our 
interest in having a well-being which death might deprive us of). 
24 See ibid., 424. 
25 As it is also pointed out in Nils Holtug, “Equality for Animals,” in New Waves in Applied Ethics, ed. 
Jesper Ryberg, Thomas Petersen and Clark Wolf (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 1–24. 
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well-being we experience during much shorter periods. But I will assume that the total happiness 
an individual has during some time is the addition of the well-being she has through that time (or 
alternatively, as I said before, of her degree of preference satisfaction).26 This is certainly 
controversial. It is not clear whether how good or bad our lives as a whole are for ourselves is 
something equivalent to the sum of well-being which there is in them. Some may claim that the 
time at which we experience some well-being alters how good or bad a life is as a whole. (For 
instance, some may defend that whether one’s well-being has been evenly or irregularly 
distributed may bring a different total outcome as to how one’s life has been, or that a life with 
growing levels of well-being is better than one with diminishing ones, even if their total aggregate 
well-being is the same.)27 Nevertheless, I will make this assumption for the sake of simplicity: 
otherwise the calculations that we need to carry out here would be too complex. (That would be 
unnecessary, since the results that would be reached would not diverge in the relevant aspects 
from the ones that will be reached here).  

3.4. THE HARM OF DEATH 

Another factor to be considered concerning the happiness of an individual has to do with the 
harm which death can inflict on her. Epicurus’s claim that death is no evil since it is not 
experienced28 can be responded by pointing out that death harms us since it deprives us of a 
certain amount of happiness.29 Or, alternatively (and more precisely) that it is an extrinsic harm 
which can be assessed by comparing the life we have if we die at some time t with the life we 
could have if we went on living after t.30 But, if this is so, how can we estimate the degree to 

                                                 
26 There is another way in which this could be done: in terms of “Happy Life Years”, as characterized 
by Ruut Veenhoven. He has defined Happy Life Years as Life Satisfaction (measured on a scale of 0 
to 10) multiplied by Life Expectancy and divided by 10. See Ruut Veenhoven, “Happy Life-
Expectancy: A Comprehensive Measure of Quality-of-Life in Nations,” Social Indicators Research 39 
(1996): 1–58. The problem with this approach is that it is assuming that well-being or happiness can 
be measured ordinally in a 0 to 10 scale. Of course, it can be objected that the level of happiness 
someone could attain could always be higher. When we assume that our happiness is between 0 and 10 
we are assuming a certain level as our top. If this it is not necessarily the case, then we should reject 
such a scale. On the other hand, if there is such a top, this would surely not be the one which we would 
usually hold as a reference to consider how happy we are, but rather the levels of happiness which one 
would experience (or expect to experience) normally in one’s life. It would be much higher, so that 
our scores would be insignificant. 
27  See John Bigelow, John Campbell, and Robert Pargeter, “Death and Well-Being,” Pacific 
Philosophical Quarterly 71 (1990): 119–40; J. David Velleman, “Well-Being and Time,” Pacific 
Philosophical Quarterly 72 (1991): 48–77; Frances M. Kamm, Morality, Mortality. Vol I: Death and 
Whom to Save From It (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 41–42, 57–58, 67–71; John Broome, 
Weighing Lives (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), chapter 15. 
28 See Epicurus, Letter to Menoeceus (many versions available, see for instance Letters, Principal 
Doctrines and Vatican Sayings [Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1964], 53–59). 
29 See Thomas Nagel, “Death,” Noûs 4 (1970): 73–80. 
30 See in particular Broome, Weighing Lives. On death and the value of life see also L. Wayne Sumner, 
“A Matter of Life and Death,” Noûs 10 (1976): 145–71; Harry S. Silverstein, “The Evil of Death,” 
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which death harms us? This issue is a rather complex one (due to which this section of the paper 
will be the more speculative one). In order to account for the harm of death we need to clarify 
what is that of which we are deprived by it.31 We can consider at least two possible ways in which 
this question can be assessed:  

(a) According to what we can call, again following McMahan, an intrinsic potential account 
of the harm of death, dying would deprive us from the possibility of attaining the maximum 
possible happiness we could reach given our intrinsic capacities. Given this, we may believe the 
harm of someone’s death to be the difference between her total diachronic happiness and her 
maximum possible happiness level. On the other hand, it might be claimed that this is not 
realistic. Death is not the only reason why we do not fully fulfill our potential for happiness. 
Death only makes it impossible that we fulfill such potential after the time t at which we die. 
According to this, perhaps the harm of death is equivalent to the difference between the maximum 
possible happiness attainable by the one who dies from the moment t at which she dies minus the 
happiness she could have attained had she not died at t (which would not reach such maximum 
level due to other factors different from her death).32  

 (b) In addition to this, there is another quite different way in which we can conceive the 
harm death can be. According to an egalitarian approach, death would deprive us of the possibility 
of reaching the maximum possible happiness we could attain in a case of radical enhancement. 
The harm of someone’s death could then be understood as the difference between her total 
diachronic happiness and the maximum possible happiness which anyone could get in the event of 
radical enhancement.33 Or, alternatively, as such difference minus the happiness she could have 

                                                                                                                                                         
Journal of Philosophy 77 (1980): 401–24; Anthony L. Brueckner, and John Martin Fischer, “Why Is 
Death Bad?,” Philosophical Studies 50 (1986): 213–21; Fred Feldman, Confrontations with the 
Reaper: A Philosophical Study of the Nature and Value of Death (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1992); Kamm, Morality, Mortality. Vol I; McMahan, The Ethics of Killing; Geoffrey Scarre, Death 
(Stocksfield: Acumen, 2007). 
31 I will use the term deprivation here but what I will say will stand if we believe that rather than a 
deprivation death is an impediment, or simply an event which makes it impossible that we get some 
goods. That is, I am not assuming that our future is already ours and death takes it out, or any 
metaphysical claim of the kind. 
32 This would not include the possible future happiness which we would not experience due to future 
deprivations of well-being not due to death (irrespectively of whether their cause be previous or later 
to moment t). Even if we do not die at a certain time it is clear that other factors would surely make it 
impossible that we reach that maximum level after that time. Suppose that I suffer an accident at t1, at 
which I lose both legs. After some years, at t2, I die. I am then deprived of the possibility of reaching 
my maximum level of happiness after t2 by death. Yet, due to my accident at t1 there was no way I 
could reach that level of happiness after t2 even if I did not die then. 
33 In as much as death at t is a harm because due to it we cannot have the well-being we would 
experience if we did not died at t, death is a harm that every being with the capacity for having a well-
being can suffer. Besides, the rejection of the appeal to “moral standing” implies that it would be 
unjustified to draw thresholds as regards how death harms different individuals. 
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attained had she not died at t (in as much as it would not reach such maximum level due to factors 
not related to her intrinsic potential). 

This second account seems certainly less clear and intuitive than the former. Nevertheless, 
there are reasons for adopting it. We can recall here the arguments presented above against the 
intrinsic potential account (Vallentyne’s appeal to the possibility of radical enhancement, as well 
as the thought experiment of a super-original position). They seem to support an account of this 
kind. Of course, it could be claimed that death cannot deprive someone of what she would never 
be able to have due to other reasons not determined by her death, such as the fact that she was 
born with limited capacities for enjoyment—even if it is accepted that this is a reason to regard 
her as unfortunate—. (This would apply as well if the reason for not having a higher possibility 
for enjoyment were one which had nothing to do with one’s intrinsic potential—such as one’s 
position in society—.) However, there is an argument which backs this view. Consider a death at 
80 and a death at 20. It seems that the second one is worse. A reason to maintain this is that dying 
at 20 deprives one of more time to live. But there is a different reason in support of the same 
conclusion: the one who dies at 80 has been able to live for a longer time.34 Hence, she has been 
able to “get his part of the cake”, so to speak, which the one who dies at 20 has not. The 
underlying intuition backing this claim is that the fairest scenario would be one in which we all 
did as best as possible, i.e., if we fulfilled our full potential. This view is usually maintained 
together with an idea of an acceptably long life—informed by our knowledge of the average life 
expectancy for a certain species and in a certain context—. In this way, the best situation would 
be one in which everyone lived reasonably long lives. But if we accept the egalitarian claim made 
before, this intuition I am talking about will drive us elsewhere: we will conclude that the best 
scenario would be one in which everyone fulfilled a maximum level of happiness. Any situation 
in which someone does not attain that level will be considered worse. And it will be so not (or not 
just) in an impersonal sense: it will be worse for the one who does not reach the mentioned level. 
Hence, whatever impedes that we attain it will be, in this sense, an evil for us. Given this, death 
will be a harm. And this harm will be equal to the difference between the actual level of well-
being we reach and the maximum level of happiness which it would be desirable that we have 
according to an egalitarian view.35 If this is so, the harm death is will be equal to the difference 
between our actual level of happiness and that maximum level.  

All this is surely very problematic, but, at any rate, in order to avoid controversies, in the 
examination of the issue I will carry out in this paper I will try to estimate the harm of death 
according to both accounts: the maximum intrinsic potential one and the egalitarian maximum 
potential (in the event of radical enhancement) one.36 However, I will not try to calculate the 

                                                 
34 It should be clear how different these claims are: the second one, but not the first one, supports an 
egalitarian argument. According to it, the death of someone who is 20 years old and may live for a 
decade more (but not longer due to some condition from which she suffers) may be said to be worse 
than the death of someone who is 70 years but could still live for two more decades. 
35 As I will point out later, using Larry Temkin’s terminology we could call this difference, the 
“complaint”—even if there is no one to whom we can complain. See Larry Temkin, Inequality 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993). 
36 Now, it could be claimed that introducing the harm of death in our considerations of how fortunate 
someone is would be redundant. The reason for this is that the degree to which death would harm an 
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deprivation of total happiness that the individuals suffer due to reasons other than their death, a 
task which would be rather difficult and speculative. I will estimate the harm their death is in a 
more simplistic way: by finding the difference between the level of happiness they reach and their 
maximum potential. Due to this, the calculus will be a bit less exact. In any case, we must take 
into account that the basic aim of the estimation I will carry out here will be to make a comparison 
between the harm death means for different individuals. Given that I will proceed in the same way 
in the case of all the individuals involved, inexactitudes may be somehow less relevant.  

Now, another problem for such a calculus arises when we have to deal with individuals who 
live lives with negative levels of happiness. In such cases we could proceed in two different ways: 
(a) We could keep the same kind of calculus (according to which the harm of death would be still 
tantamount to the maximum possible level minus the—negative—happiness level, hence being 
higher than the maximum level itself). (b) We could assume that in these cases the harm of death 
is equivalent to one’s potential.37 For the sake of theoretical simplicity, I will assume the former 
view here (in any case, that will not alter significantly the results we may obtain in our calculus).  

To summarize: I will assume that we may be able to recognize the extent to which someone 
can be harmed by death by knowing (i) her actual level of total diachronic happiness, and (ii) her 
individual potential and/or the maximum level of happiness.38 

                                                                                                                                                         
individual would be defined by her happiness. But in appraising her fortune we would have had 
already considered that factor. Hence, there would be no reason for including it again in our calculus 
in order to appraise the disvalue that death would mean for her. This seems a cogent argument. 
Nevertheless, there are reasons not to give up an account of death in itself. These have to do with the 
idea that death is a disvalue which needs to be accounted for as such. This view appears to be entailed 
by the rejection of the idea that we may be replaceable. Consider the next two scenarios. In the first 
one, some individual lives a life with a total happiness of 100. In the second one the individual dies 
when her happiness has reached the point of 50, but then another being starts to exist and lives a life 
whose happiness also reaches the level of 50 until she dies. This being so, it appears that the total 
amount of happiness is the same in both worlds. Yet it seems that in the second case there is 
something going on which makes the first one preferable. Firstly, we could say that in the second 
scenario the average level of well-being that all the individuals involved enjoy is lower (something 
which would be seen as negative on some accounts). Second, we may also say that the fact that the 
first individual dies adds some disvalue to the scenario. If this second idea is sound (and I think many 
would maintain it is), it seems that the harm of death must be considered in itself. 
37 We may argue against keeping the same calculus in these cases that death can only deprive us of 
what we might get. Hence, the harm of death cannot be higher than our maximum level of happiness. 
Besides, death should not be to blame for our past sufferings. On the other hand, we could say that if 
someone has lived a miserable life so far she would have a higher “complaint”, in Temkin’s terms, 
than the rest of us. By this I mean that “life would owe her more”, so to speak, according to an 
egalitarian view. Hence, she would be more harmed by death (even if it would be a fact that “life” 
would never be able to repay her, that is, that as a matter of fact she would not end up receiving the 
goods that would pay for her past suffering even if she did not die). 
38 For lack of space I have been forced to present the issue in the most simplified way. Someone’s 
death at a certain time t can be considered a harm by drawing a comparison between different possible 
lives: the one that she lives if she dies at t and the other possible lives she may live if she does not die 
at t. But the problem is that there are infinite possible lives she could live if she lives after t—this is 
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4. INTERSPECIES COMPARISONS OF FORTUNE: DIFFERENT APPROACHES 

At this point, we have already the conceptual equipment to carry out measures of fortune. 
Hence, we can compare the fortune that different individuals have. In particular, we can make an 
assessment of this sort as regards the fortune of members of different species. Now, there are 
several ways in which such a comparison can be carried out. One of them has been the one which 
Vallentyne has adopted. For the sake of simplicity, he has focused on possible raisings of well-
being above the “zero level” at which life is worth being lived. He has not considered those 
situations in which the level of well-being of the individuals affected is actually below zero. In 
fact, language can be confusing here. We can say that the well-being or happiness someone enjoys 
can be minimized. But what this means is that it can be lower, which is different from being 
reduced in size. Someone’s happiness can go below zero just as much as it can rise above it. 
Vallentyne’s proposal can only be applied when the individuals who are being taken into account 
have what we can call a positive well-being or happiness (that is, when their lives are worth 
living). However, this is often not the case. (In particular, as we will see later, the situation is 
completely different at least as far as those nonhuman animals who are bred in factory farms are 
concerned, since they endure lives of misery which do not seem to be worth living.) 
Consequently, Vallentyne’s study importantly deviates from the actual situation in which humans 
and nonhumans find themselves nowadays.  

Two alternatives to Vallentyne’s account will be presented in this paper. The first one will 
be the one which is representative of the perspective which has been commonly referred to as the 
‘animal welfare view’.39 This approach accepts the use of nonhuman animals in as much as the 
harm which is inflicted on them is minimized.40 Hence, it assesses those practices in which 
nonhuman animals are affected by taking into account the well-being directly experienced by 
them. The second approach will be a wider one, which will also take into account deprivations of 
well-being. In the next sections, the fortune of humans and of those nonhumans who are harmed 
by being raised and killed for human consumption will be contrasted according to these two 
approaches. I will assume an arbitrary scale for measuring fortune, whose aim will be simply to 
compare different levels of it. 

                                                                                                                                                         
the essence of what McMahan calls the “epistemological problem” for the assessment of the harm of 
death (see McMahan, The Ethics of Killing, 106-7)—. Ultimately, we must choose some relevant 
maximum level of well-being she could have reached. I have indicated two strong candidates, 
although others could be presented as well (such as, for instance, the maximum level that the 
individual could reach in the event of partial enhancement—to allow for a higher psychological 
connection). In any case, the results which we would thus obtain would not be notably different from 
the ones we will reach by considering potential or the maximum possible level as our reference. 
39 The animal welfare view has also been called, for short, ‘welfarism’. We must note the difference, 
though, between this meaning and other two which this term can have, which denote two different 
ideas: (i) the claim that the ultimate locus of value is well-being; and (ii) the claim that the currency 
for justice should be well-being (albeit those who accept the former often defend the latter as well, 
these two views must nevertheless be distinguished as logically different). 
40 For an examination of this approach see Gary L. Francione, Rain without Thunder: The Ideology of 
the Animal Rights Movement (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1996). 
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5. COMPARED FORTUNE ACCORDING TO THE “A NIMAL WELFARE”  PERSPECTIVE 

In order to carry out an interspecies comparison of well-being we need to ponder, even if in 
a very speculative way, the happiness that is being realized by humans and nonhumans. Let us 
start with the former. There are between 6 and 7 billions of human beings living nowadays. Let us 
assume for this analysis a number of 6.3 billions.41 As for their happiness, let us assume that it 
ranks from 0 to 20 (for a period of one year).42  

Let us now examine the situation of nonhuman animals. The United Nations’ FAO 
estimates that more than 52.8 billion mammals and birds43 and more than 140.47 million tons of 
aquatic animals44 were killed on 2003 (no data has been available regarding detailed data for more 
present times).45 Many of these animals are bred in factory farms or fish factories, in which their 
level of well-being is far below the minimum required for their lives being worth living. It is not 
easy to make a precise estimation of how many of these animals are raised in factory farms, since 
data is often inaccurate and in many countries it is not available. I will try to make some rough 
estimates here of what could that figure amount to. I will definitely not claim that they are 
accurate. I will only claim that they can be accepted as a reasonable guess.  

We can start with those mammals and birds who are bred in factory farms. Chickens 
constitute the huge majority of them: more than 30 billions have been raised like this each year, at 

                                                 
41 In 2004 the number of human beings was of 6.389 billions. Food and Agriculture Organization of 
the United Nations (FAO), Summary Of World Food And Agricultural Statistics 2005 (Rome: FAO, 
2005). 
42 There are, of course, human beings whose lives are not worth being lived. They are the ones who 
kill themselves or who would if they could (such as those who are being tortured, those who live in 
misery but nevertheless go on with their lives because they must take care of others—for instance, 
their children—, or those who do not commit suicide for religious reasons). And there are also, for 
sure, others who live wonderful lives. We can nevertheless assume a simplified scheme as the one 
presented. 
43 Figures detailed by species are: 45.9 billion chickens, 2.3 billion ducks, 1.2 billion pigs, 857 million 
rabbits, 691 million turkeys, 533 million geese, 515 million sheep, 345 million goats, 292 million 
cows and calves (for beef and veal), 65 million rodents other than rabbits, 63 million birds other than 
chickens, ducks, turkeys or geese (mainly pigeons), 23 million buffalo, 4 million horses, 3 million 
donkeys and mules and 2 million camels and other camelids, which make a total of over 52.8 billions 
of animals. See United Poultry Concerns, “Statistics: Global Farmed Animal Slaughter,” 
http://www.upc-online.org/slaughter/92704stats.htm, 2004 (accessed 17 October 2006), quoting FAO 
Statistical Database – Agriculture. 
44 The exact figure is 140,475,164 millions of tons. See Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO), “World Fisheries Production (2004),” ftp://ftp.fao.org/fi/stat/summary/ 
default.htm#capture (accessed 20 April 2007). 
45 I am not considering here those nonhuman animals who are indirectly affected by animal husbandry 
or fishing. Among them there are those who are caught and dead in lost nets or those who are affected 
by the alterations in their environments introduced by farms (on this see, for instance, Martin Krkosek, 
Jennifer S. Ford, Alexandra Morton, Subhash Lele, Ransom A. Myers, and Mark A. Lewis, “Declining 
Wild Salmon Populations in Relation to Parasites from Farm Salmon,” Science 318 [2007]: 1772-75). 
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least during the last years.46 As for the rest of the animals, although the total figure is difficult to 
estimate, it may well be equivalent to a 10-15% in relation to the number of chickens. The number 
of mammals and birds raised in farms could thus be close to 40 billions. But we can anyway 
assume a more moderate approximation and claim that at least 32 billion land animals are living 
in factory farms.  

As regards aquatic animals, around 45.47 tons of them are bred on fish factories every 
year.47 It is very difficult to assess how many conscious animals are included in 45 billion tons. 
This is so given the very different weight they may have when they are killed, which depends on 
their species, strain and even variations on the demand for bigger or smaller fishes.48 Besides, it 
could be argued that it is questionable whether some of these animals can have a well-being. This 
is certainly not the case of fishes and other animals such as cephalopods (I will come back to this 
later). But as regards some molluscs such as bivalves this can be open to discussion, given that 
they have very simple nervous systems which are not even centralized. A reasonable stance would 
be to give them the benefit of the doubt. In any case, considering all this, and in order to avoid 
unnecessary controversies, we can assume a conservative estimation and postulate an average 
weight of 3 kilograms per animal. This means that at least 15 billions of aquatic animals are killed 
in fish farms each year (so at least 47 billions of nonhuman animals are killed evey year). 
However, we must take into account that those animals that are bred in fish farms are often killed 
when they are older than one year. We can assume, for the sake of simplicity, that they are killed, 
on the average, when they are two years old. According to this, we can conclude that the number 
of animals that are living in fish farms is the double of the number of those that are killed per 
annum, that is, around 30 billions. Hence, we can assume that every year there is a total of at least 
62 billions of animals suffering in factory farms. 

What about their happiness?49 Animals kept in factory farms (including fish factories) 
usually lack any room to behave in a minimally normal way. They often suffer from stress as well 

                                                 
46 According to the Worldwatch Institute, 74% of chickens raised in 2006 for food were bred in 
factory farms. We can assume similar percentages for 2003. See Worldwatch Institute, State of the 
World 2006 (New York: W.W. Norton, 2006). 
47 The figure is 45,468,356 million tons. See Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 
“World Fisheries Production (2004)”. 
48 The word ‘fish’ is used in English as an uncountable term to use both in singular and in plural. Yet 
its referent is certainly countable: fishes are separate beings. Hence it seems that it would be more 
adequate to use a term such as ‘fishes’ as the plural of ‘fish’, in order to recognize them as individuals 
rather than as a mass. See Joan Dunayer, Animal Equality: Language and Liberation (Ryce, Maryland: 
Derwood, 2001). 
49 For the sake of simplicity I am not considering here separately the suffering that is caused to 
nonhumans when they are killed. Note that such suffering is often really significant. Painless death 
seldom occurs. Firstly, in the case of aquatic animals it is virtually impossible to kill them without 
causing them to suffer. Many fishes undergo extremely painful deaths when they are lifted from the 
sea due to decompression. Others die suffocated, or crushed under the bodies of thousands of other 
fishes, or are frozen, knifed or boiled alived. Secondly, in the case of mammals and birds, even though 
perhaps some very sofisticated system could achieve this, the truth is that what happens in real world 
is completely different: in slaughterhouses a significant number of cows are actually skinned alive 
while pigs and birds are often boiled alive. Consider the next quotation from an interview with a 
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as from painful conditions. The misery which many of them suffer is extreme, so that according to 
the scale that has been used so far their level of happiness could well be said to fall to, say, -15, -
20, or even lower… Some may claim that such figures would be too low, though. Although I do 
not think this needs to be so, I will not discuss this point and assume, for the sake of the argument, 
that these animals’ happiness falls between -2 and -10 (although I believe that for a number of 
cases these are very moderate figures in relation to the levels I have set for humans).50 Of course, 

                                                                                                                                                         
worker in a slaughterhouse, Tommy Vladak: “When hogs end up in the catch pen alive, the shackler 
beats them over the head with a lead pipe a couple of times until they’re dazed so he can get a chain 
around the hog’s leg—then he hoists it up. By then they may have come back to life and be squealing 
their heads off. If there are a lot of hogs in the catch pen, the shackler doesn’t have the time to use the 
hand stunner or pipe on them. He hooks them up alive and sticks them. [slits their throat to drain 
blood].... There’s no way these animals can bleed out in the few minutes it takes to get to the ramp… 
By the time they hit the scalding tank, they’re still fully conscious and squealing. Happens all the 
time” (Gail Eisnitz, Slaughterhouse: The Shocking Story of Greed, Neglect, and Inhumane Treatment 
inside the U.S. Meat Industry [Amherst: Prometheus Books, 1997]). Eisnitz provides considerable 
evidence to believe that this situation is generalized at least in the U.S. And slaughterhouses in the 
E.U. and other places work with similar methods. 
50 A groundbreaking work on this issue was Ruth Harrison, Animal Machines: Then New Factory 
Farming Industry (London: Vincent Stuart, 1964). More than four decades ago Harrison wrote “The 
extent to which farming has now carried its ‘interference with nature’ has reached far beyond 
depriving the animal of its birthright of freedom, sunlight and green fields. It has now reached the 
point of frustrating practically every natural instinct in animals—except the instinct for survival. Even 
this only exists in some of the intensively reared animals” (ibid., 145). The impact which this book had 
was instrumental in the creation of the Brambell Commitee by the British Government, which in 1965 
recommended some welfarist reforms as regard the situation of nonhuman animals living in farms. In 
light of this, Harrison’s claims can hardly be considered to be far-fetched. In fact, four decades later, 
although several welfarist reforms have been implemented (particularly in the European Union), the 
situation continues to be similar in many basic respects to the one depicted by Harrison. Following 
Harrison’s work, the literature on the matter has grown a great deal and is very extensive now (among 
ethicits probably the best known study on the issue has been the one carried out by Peter Singer, 
mostly in Peter Singer, Animal Liberation: A New Ethic for Our Treatment of Animals, 2ª ed., New 
York: Random House, 1990), and to a lesser extent in Peter Singer and James Mason, Animal 
Factories (New York: Crown, 1980). 
Here, however, I refuse to give extensive evidence of the misery of nonhuman animals living in 
factory farms. The reason is this. It is often believed that the fact that nonhuman animals live very 
miserable lives in factory farms makes a decisive difference as regards whether their use is acceptable 
or not. According to this idea, the strength of the claims in favor of a vegetarian lifestyle depends on 
the situation in which nonhuman animals are in factory farms. Therefore, a description of such a 
situation plays a crucial role in the argument. We have to reject this idea, though, if we accept that 
death cuts the possibility of enjoying any of the benefits that life may bring, and is thus a harm for 
those who have the capacity for experiencing well-being. And, if this is right, then we have reasons to 
give up the consumption of these beings regardless of what the conditions in which they are farmed 
are. Of course this does not mean that such conditions are not relevant as well. Both the death and the 
suffering of the animals who are killed for being used are. Given this, I have considered experienced 
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these numbers are very speculative. In any case, all the argumentation that I will present above 
and the conclusions which can be derived from it would be more or less the same if we considered 
their misery to be either much more or much less significant (so that their levels of happiness 
were, say, of -50 or of -0,01). On the other hand, perhaps some of them are actually above the 
zero level. The situation of different animals is certainly diverse. Laying hens, calves in crates, 
breeding sows or fish crowded in tanks are among those whose situation is worse. It seems clear 
that their lives are not worth being lived. As for broiler chickens, for instance, the suffering their 
overweight causes them and the crowded conditions in which they usually live make it hard for 
them to live a life which is worth living. Other animals find themselves in equally painful or 
distressing situations. In any case, the main conclusions that could be reached if we considered 
some of these animals to have positive levels of happiness would not be different from the ones I 
will get to here. At any rate, note that even if such levels of happiness raised above zero they 
could not raise significantly. It is definitely not the same to have a well-being or happiness of -2 
or one of +0.1, but this will not make a difference here. And again, let me repeat that the situation 
would not be different if instead of considering experiential well-being or happiness we took into 
account preference satisfaction: the levels we might then guess would be equivalent to the ones I 
have proposed here.  

Now, according to the figures as regards numbers and happiness of humans and of those 
nonhumans who are raised in factory farms, those in favor of the animal welfare approach would 
have to draw a comparison such as the one presented in the next figure:  

Figure 1: Compared Direct Happiness for One Year  

 

Even if we accept the conservative estimations assumed here concerning the happiness of 
these nonhumans it is clear that there is a very significant gap between the situation of humans 
and of those nonhumans who are bred in factory farms are. 

This analysis, however, is only valid for a short period of time, that is, one year. The 
resultant picture can only give us a partial account of the present situation. This is so in as much 
as we assume that individuals exist diachronically. Many human beings live for several decades. 
For their part, nonhuman animals living in farms are being continuously bred and killed. They are 
sent to the slaughterhouse when they are very young. As soon as this happens, other animals are 
brought to existence, live lives that are more or less like the ones of those who were previously 
killed, and are slaughtered themselves. Hence, we can get to a very different picture if we focus 
on what goes on during a certain period, rather than at a particular slice of time. We can consider, 

                                                                                                                                                         
well-being in the estimations made in this paper, but I have also tried to avoid an exposition of the 
issue as if this was the only factor to be taken into account, given the need to consider death too. 
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for example, 60 years, and aggregate the numbers of those individuals who will exist during this 
period whose levels of happiness we want to assess.51  

Carrying out this rigorously would imply considering the growing rate of the population of 
humans and of nonhumans raised in factory farms for the next six decades.52 However, such a 
calculus would be rather speculative, since we cannot know the way in which that scale will 
evolve during such a long period. Hence, we can avoid it for the sake of clarity, and take the 
present situation as the reference for our appraisal. Accordingly, we can make our estimates by 
considering only the current numbers and life expectancy of humans and factory-farmed 
nonhumans. By doing so we are assuming that the situation will be for the next six decades as it is 
now (which is a very optimistic guess indeed for nonhuman animals). 

                                                 
51 There are times at which some individuals exist and others do not. And comparing the well-being of 
someone who exists and someone who does not exist is a very problematic issue (see Parfit, Reasons 
and Persons, part 4; Broome, Weighing Lives; Ben Bradley, “When Is Death Bad for the One Who 
Dies?”, Noûs 38 (2004): 1-28. However, note that this should not be a problem for the calculation we 
are doing here, since it only entails a comparison between different lives as wholes, not between 
possible scenarios at a given time. 
52 To carry out such a calculus, we would have to start by pointing out that the resulting number of 
human beings for 60 years would be tantamount to the number of currently existing individuals 
multiplied by (1 + the annual rate of growing)60. This datum can be presented in a simpler way. 
Human population in 1980 was of 4.44 billions, raising to 6.08 in 2000 (Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations, Summary Of World Food And Agricultural Statistics 2005). That 
means a growing rate of 1.37 in two decades. Assuming this increase to continue at the same step for 
the next 60 years, we would reach figures of 8.32 billions in 20 years, 11.41 in 40 years and 15.63 in 
60 years. Now, just as human population has been, and will keep on growing, so has the number of 
nonhumans bred in farms (see ibid.) From 1970 to 2000 the number of mammals and birds raised for 
food has been increased wth a growing rate of 2.53. As regards aquatic animals the rate has been of 
2.01 (ibid.). According to this we may estimate that in 30 years their number will raise to 97.3 billions, 
and in 60 years, to 238.33 billions ( (2.53 × 32.5) + (2.01 × 7.5) = 97.3; ((2.53)2 × 32.5) + ((2.01)2 × 
7.5) = 238.33). However, given that these are not, as in the case of humans, figures concerning 
existing individuals, but regarding the number of individuals that are killed every year, the calculus 
should be different. The total number of animals which would be killed would be equal to the number 
of currently existing individuals multiplied by (2 + the annual rate of growing)60. The reason is that we 
must not only add constinuously the number of extra individuals that are born, but such surplus added 
to the number of previously existing individuals who were killed. The number thus resultant should be 
multiplied according to the rate of proportional growing of factory farming with respect to farming in 
general. 
Even though this calculus seems right a priori, it is very likely that the results we would obtain from it 
would not be realistic, for two reasons which seem to be relevant: (i) it is not clear whether an 
exponential growing will continue at the same rate (that will depend on several factors, among them 
precisely human demography, plus limits imposed by consumers’ demand and other economic 
constraints); and (ii) the proportion of factory farm in relation to farming in general may well reach a 
top at a certain point. It does not seem that we can account for these two premises in a sound way in a 
calculus such as the one we would need to carry out here, given the unpredictability of the factors they 
point at. 



Questions of Priority and Interspecies Comparisons of Happiness 

 19 

Now, current estimated life expectation for human beings is 67 years.53 So we can let the 
figures concerning human population untouched for a period of six decades. As for those 
nonhumans who are killed for being eaten, we have already seen that their number raises to more 
than 47 billion each year.54 Therefore, during 60 years more than 2.82 trillions animals would be 
killed in factory farms. This means that, according to the more conservative estimations, for each 
human living (or, rather, born) withing a period of 60 years, more than 470 animals live in 
considerable misery for being eaten. The resulting diagram could then be the following one: 

Figure 2: Compared Happiness for Six Decades (Detailing Humans’ Levels) 

 

Figure 3: Compared Diachronic Direct Well-being for Six Decades (General Overview) 

 

The picture which thus results is still more dramatic. The asymmetry as regards the situation 
of humans and nonhumans appears even more significant than the one we saw in the previous 
figure. 

6. COMPARED FORTUNE ACCORDING TO THE NOT RESTRICTED APPROACH:  

6.1. A COMPARISON OF THE HAPPINESS OF ALL THE INVOLVED 

We have seen that the animal welfare view implies important conclusions as regards the 
compared well-being of humans and some nonhumans. However, they have to be seen as 
incomplete. This is so since the animal welfare approach is objectionable in a very important 
respect: it just takes into account some of the harms which nonhumans suffer from being used for 

                                                 
53 World Bank Group, “Life Expectancy,” http://www.worldbank.org/depweb/english/modules/social/ 
life/index.html (accessed 21 November 2007). 
54 This is a very moderate figure, since it sets aside the significant numbers of those who die in farms 
before the moment at which they are ordinarily sent to the slaughterhouse. 
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human consumption. The reason for this is that, just as Vallentyne’s approach does not consider 
negative well-being, the animal welfare view dismisses the deprivations of well-being. This is 
what drives it to consider acceptable the killing of nonhumans in as much as they are not caused 
to suffer.  

Considering positive well-being implies taking into account the harm that death means. 
When someone dies she is deprived of all the positive experiences that she would otherwise enjoy. 
Hence the harm that nonhumans suffer by being killed is also to be considered. Well-being should 
be taken into account not only directly but also indirectly. This entails that not only the suffering 
of those nonhuman animals who are raised in factory farms should be pondered. The deprivation 
which they, as well as all the other animals that are killed for their utilization, suffer by dying 
should be also considered. In this way, the resultant figures turn out to be even more significant. 
In the case of mammals and birds we already know that 52.8 billions of them are killed every year 
for being eaten (all this leaving aside those that are hunted).55 As for aquatic animals, apart from 
the more than 45 billion tons that are raised by means of aquaculture other 95 billion tons are 
captured,56 making together the aforementioned total of 140.47 billion tons of aquatic animals 
killed for human consumption. As it was explained above, it is very difficult to guess to how 
many conscious animals do these figures amount.57 In any case, if we can still assume the 3 
kilogram average rate, then we can conjecture that at least 31 billions of aquatic animals are 
captured every year. Given that some 15 billions could be killed annually in fish farms, the total 
number would be 46, so that the total number of nonhuman animals killed for being eaten can be 
said to be around 98 billion, i.e., close to a hundred billion every year. In a period of 60 years the 
whole figure would raise to 5.928 trillions, i.e., 5,928,000,000,000 animals58 (2.82 trillions bred in 
factory farms and 3.108 raised in other ways or captured).59 

                                                 
55 I have used the expression ‘animals killed for being eaten’, rather than ‘for food’, since the latter 
wording could give the impression that killing them is the only way to obtain food for our 
requirements. This is not correct. Indeed, the American Dietetic Association and Dietitians of Canada 
have claimed in an article in which they state their official position on the issue: “Well-planned vegan 
and other types of vegetarian diets are appropriate for all stages of the life cycle, including during 
pregnancy, lactation, infancy, childood, and adolescence” (American Dietetic Association and 
Dietitians of Canada, “Position of the American Dietetic Association and Dietitians of Canada: 
Vegetarian Diets,” Journal of the American Dietetic Association 103 (2003): 748–65, 748, 
http://download.journals.elsevierhealth.com/pdfs/journals/0002-8223/PIIS0002822303002943.pdf 
[accessed 14 december 2007]). These organizations also state that such diets are “healthful, 
nutritionally adequate, and provide health benefits in the prevention and treatment of certain diseases” 
(ibid.) 
56 95,006,808 million tons. See Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, “World 
Fisheries Production (2004)”. 
57 Many fishes of species which are captured rather than “aquacultured” (such as anchovies) weigh up 
much less than the average I have been considering for fishes bred in fish factories. Nevertheless, 
since others such as tunas are heavier, the proposed average can be accepted as an unaccurate 
estimation which we can nevertheless accept for the sake of simplicity. 
58 All this taking into account only official data (which leaves out all the animals that are not killed in 
registered slaughterhouses or which are not reported). 
59 (20.8 + 31)  × 60 = 3108; (32 + 15) × 60 = 2820. 
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What about the happiness of those animals who are not raised in factory farms but are 
nevertheless killed for being eaten? Again, it is rather difficult to calculate this. I will assume, 
conservatively, that it can range from 0 to 10. It seems to me that many animals do have a 
happiness higher than this, and that there are surely others whose level of happiness is lower than 
0.60 I will nevertheless propose an estimation like this for the sake of simplicity (and to avoid 
controversy regarding this point). 

The resultant diachronic estimation of the harm suffered by nonhumans raised for being 
eaten would be the following one: 

Figure 4: Numbers of Nonhumans Killed for Human Consumption 

  

The graphics comparing such figures with those dealing with humans’ well-being would be 
the next ones: 

Figure 5: Compared Total Happiness for Six Decades (Detailing Humans’ Levels) 

 

                                                 
60 For a defense of the claim that nonhuman animals living in the wild have on the average a negative 
level of happiness see Alan Dawrst, “The Predominance of Wild-Animal Suffering over Happiness: 
An Open Problem,” A Collection of Essays on Utilitarianism, 2007, http://www.utilitarian-
essays.com/suffering-per-kg.html (accessed 26 November 2007). The main support for this claim rests 
on the very low survival ratio of newborn animals, who suffer what can be painful deaths when they 
have just started to exist. Grown animals who are hunted or fished would not necessarily fall within 
this group. 
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Figure 6: Compared Total Happiness for Six Decades (General Overview) 

 

Hence, the rate with respect to humans raises to a significant 1 against 988 (a figure which 
is very close to one against one thousand—which could be reached simply by doing a bit less 
conservative estimations, by considering the numbers of those nonhuman animals not accounted 
for in the available statistics, by taking into account data of posterior years, by adding in our 
estimations the more than probable future increasing of the number of animals killed for food, by 
considering 67 instead of 60 years, etc.—).  

6.2. A COMPARISON OF THE DEPRIVATION OF HAPPINESS CAUSED BY DEATH 

Now, together with positive happiness we also need to consider the harm of death. In order 
to do this we need to consider the different levels of happiness of those involved as well as two 
different levels concerning their potential:  

(a) As indicated by the intrinsic potential account, we need to set the levels for the 
potential of each individual’s psychological capacities for happiness.  

(b) According to the egalitarian rejection of the intrinsic potential account, we just need to 
postulate a maximum general possible level for total diachronic happiness (which 
would be attainable in the event of radical enhancement). This level could be 
conceived as either finite or infinite. For the sake of simplicity, I will assume its value 
to be finite.61  

Given these two conceptions of the harm of death, we can postulate the next levels of 
potentials according to (a) and (b) (for the sake of the argument, I will assume higher levels for 
humans, as most theorists take for granted, even though their view might be biased): 

                                                 
61 Assuming it to be infinite would be drive to a more complicated calculus, since if our potential for 
happiness is infinite then the loss death means is always infinite as well. Hence, we would have to 
carry out mathematical comparisons between infinite quantities in order to assess relatively how death 
harms different individuals. 
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Figure 7: Potentials for Happiness (Detailing Humans’ Levels) 

 

(The diagram displays curved shapes, rather than boxes, to show that the intrinsic potential of 
the individuals falling within each of the three groups are different, and in some (exceptional) 
cases actually fall to zero.)  

Once we know these levels as regards potentials, we can compare them with the ranks of 
actual happiness realized by those belonging to the three groups considered above. For doing this 
we just need to combine figure 7 with figures 5 and 6, hence reaching the two graphics below: 

Figure 8: Compared Harm of Death (Detailing Humans’ Levels) 

 



Questions of Priority and Interspecies Comparisons of Happiness 

 24 

Figure 9: Compared Harm of Death (General Overview) 

 

In these graphs, the dark grey areas display the difference between each individual’s 
intrinsic potential for happiness and her actual realization of it. The light grey areas show the 
difference between such realization and the maximum level of happiness attainable. Those 
differences are tantamount to the harm of death on each of the two accounts presented above. 

Now, even if these diagrams are considering higher levels for humans, many may claim that 
the gap between the potential and the realization of happiness is in reality significantly wider than 
what has been represented here. This is a very common assumption. Consistent with it, we should 
modify the previous graphs and raise human levels to a much higher point, which we can call y. 
Accordingly, we can draw the next diagrams: 

Figure 10: Potentials for Happiness according to the “Huge Gap” View 
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Figure 11: Compared Harm of Death according to the “Huge Gap” View (Detailing Humans’ 
Levels) 

 

Figure 12: Compared Harm of Death according to the “Huge Gap” View (General Overview) 

 

6.3. WHY THE “HUGE GAP”  VIEW IS NOT CREDIBLE 

For the sake of the argument, I will continue from now my line of reasoning as if the “huge 
gap” view were correct. But I think that in fact there are strong reasons to reject it. Perhaps the 
capacities for pleasure and suffering of most humans (those who have certain intellectual 
capacities) are higher than those of other animals, but they certainly cannot be tremendously 
higher in the way in which defenders of the “huge gap” claim (at least in the case of vertebrates 
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and invertebrates such as cephalopodes and others). Consider physical suffering. A� -fibers and C-
fibers, whose presence make it possible that we suffer, are present in other animals apart from 
humans, as well as endogenous opioids and opioid receptors are. In fact, nociception occurs not 
only in the case of mammals or animals with very developed brains: there is also evidence of its 
occurring in other animals, such as fishes.62 Nociception is not equal to pain experience, but it is a 
strong indication that the latter may take place, particularly when it is accompanied by aversive 
behavior.63 For sure, the brain structures which animals of different species have are different, and 
so it is very difficult to guess the kind of experiences that they may have when they are in pain. 
Yet this does not provides firm grounds for claiming that the experience of pain which humans 
and other animals have is of a radically different sort (even if only in quantitative terms), when the 
rest of what seems to be the physiological wiring needed for it is present not only in humans.64 
The burden of proof as regards this should rest on the same side on which it does when it comes 
to the recognition of pain in other human beings. Besides, we must bear in mind evolutionary 
logic: there is certainly no reason to believe that the reception of noxious stimuli—or of certain 
noxious stimuli particularly significant—should be useful for the survival and gene transmission 
of humans but not of other animals. Some may argue that the intellectual capacities that many 
humans have amplify our physical suffering.65 But this argument does not seem to be sound. 

                                                 
62 See Lynne U. Sneddon, “Evolution of Nociception in Vertebrates: Comparative Analysis of Lower 
Vertebrates,” Brain Research Reviews 46 (2004): 123–30; K.P. Chandroo, I.J.H. Duncan and R.D. 
Moccia, “Can Fish Suffer?: Perspectives on Sentience, Pain, Fear, and Stress,” Applied Animal 
Behavior Science 86 (2004): 225–50. 
63 Classics on the discussion of the behavior of nonhuman animals showing preference displaying are 
Marian Stamp Dawkins, Animal Suffering (New York: Chapman and Hall, 1980), and Through Our 
Eyes Only? The Search for Animal Consciousness (New York: W. H. Freeman, 1993); as well as 
Donald. R. Griffin, The Question of Animal Awareness (Los Altos: William Kaufman, 1981), Animal 
Thinking (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 1984), and Animal Minds (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1992). See also Collin Allen and Marc Bekoff, Species of Mind: The Philosophy and 
Biology of Cognitive Ethology (Massachusetts: MIT, 1997). 
64 For resources concerning the assessment of suffering in nonhuman animals see Animal Welfare 
Information Center, United States Department of Agriculture, “A Reference Source for the 
Recognition & Alleviation of Pain & Distress in Animals,” 
http://www.nal.usda.gov/awic/pubs/awic200003.htm (accessed 12 March 2008); University of 
Edimburgh Animal Welfare Research Group, “Guidelines on the Recognition and Assessment of Pain 
in Animals,” http://www.vet.ed.ac.uk/animalpain/ (accessed 12 March 2008). A concise appraisal of 
the question can be found in DeGrazia, David, Taking Animals Seriously: Mental Life & Moral Status, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 1996, chapter 5. (I am not going to consider the claim that 
also plants can have experiences. Those interested on this point can see Ted Altar, “The Diversionary 
Tactic of Plant Pain”, Animal Concerns, http://articles./ar-voices/archive/plant_pain1.html [accessed 5 
December 2004]; Yves Bonnardel, “Quelques réflexions au sujet de la sensibilité que certains 
attribuent aux plantes”, Les cahiers antispécistes 5 (1992), http://www.cahiers-
antispecistes.org/article.php3?id_article=40 [accessed 15 March 2006].) 
65 Michael Leahy has claimed that our linguistic capacities have this effect (see Leahy, Against 
Liberation, 256). For an examination on the denials of nonhumans’s capacity to have experiences see 
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Feeling pain is something different from thinking that one feels pain. It can be the case that in 
certain situations in which we suffer some physical pain we also suffer psychologically. But what 
then happens is that we suffer physically and psychologically, not that our physical capacities for 
suffering are multiplied.  

Let us consider now psychological suffering. Most human beings are able to suffer in some 
particular ways because they have some highly developed intellectual capacities.66 We sometimes 
face situations in which we suffer psychologically in a terrible way, so much that we would prefer 
to die rather than to go on living if we had to stand such a suffering for the rest of our lives. This 
fact is usually appealed to in order to claim that human suffering is much more significant than 
that of other animals.67 Yet there are reasons to question this inference. First, not only humans 
experience psychological suffering, other animals do as well. Second, note that psychological 
suffering cannot be seriously taken to be immensely higher than (let alone incommensurable with) 
physical suffering. We must bear in mind that, just as we sometimes have to endure terrible 
psychological suffering, there are also many cases in which we suffer unbearable physical pains, 
also beyond the point at which if we had to stand it continuously our lives would not be worth 
living.68 Our physical suffering can be more significant than our psychological one. And we have 
seen that this suffering needs not be more significant than those of other animals, for the 
aforementioned reasons. The conclusion that follows from here is that we have no grounds to 
suppose that the suffering which a human being may experience is significantly higher than the 
suffering that another animal with a similar nervous system has.69 

 Something similar can be said as regards positive happiness. Physical enjoyment can 
certainly outweigh purely psychological one. And it is far from clear that the physical pleasures 
which humans can enjoy can be significantly higher than the ones which other animals can enjoy. 

                                                                                                                                                         
Bernard E. Rollin, The Unheeded Cry: Animal Consciousness, Animal Pain and Science (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1989). 
66 There are also cases in which those who have lesser intellectual capacities suffer more due to it. 
Suppose someone captures a nonhuman animal (say, a zebra) with the intention of liberating her after 
a while. She will not be able to let the zebra understand she will be soon free, and so this animal will 
be terrified in a way in which she would not be if she were able to grasp her situation. 
67 This has been a common place from Aristotle to contemporary defenders of the use of nonhuman 
animals such as Frey or Leahy. But even those who reject the consumption of nonhumans sometimes 
agree with this idea. See for instance McMahan, The Ethics of Killing, 145, 149, 159–61. 
68 Many of us have been in both sorts of situations at some point in our life. As for myself, I am certain 
that when I had to undergo certain physical pains my suffering was not on the least less significant that 
in the cases in which I suffered for psychological reasons. If anything, it was stronger, particularly at 
some points when it was intolerable without the help of some drug. And it does not seem very unlikely 
that my personal experience to this respect simply exemplifies what seems to be a fact about the 
ability to suffer that most humans have. (Surely there could be much more psychological suffering 
which I fortunately have not had to stand so far, but the same goes for physical pain.) 
69 I have not taken into account perfectionist views according to which some activities (or, for that 
matter, some enjoyments) are valuable in themselves in a way in which others are not irrespectively of 
how they are experienced and enjoyed. Such perspective would fall among those metaphysical views 
which appeal to criteria whose satisfaction cannot be confirmed. 
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In any case, as I said above, the rejection of the “huge gap” view is not essential for the 
argument which will be developed here. In order to avoid unnecessary controversy, we can accept 
it. Of course, we can do it only to some minimally reasonable extent (so, for instance, the idea that 
a human would suffer hundreds or thousands of times more than a nonhuman animal—say, a 
chicken—from some physical suffering in a similar situation would fall far beyond that extent). 

7. WHAT HAS PRIORITY? 

7.1. IMPACT OF DIFFERENT POSSIBLE POLICIES 

In light of what we have seen so far we can ponder which one of several possible policies 
could have a more significant impact. Let us consider four different alternatives: 

(i) Policy 1 consists in helping those humans whose lives fare worse without altering the 
overall consumption of nonhuman animals. 

(ii) Policy 2 consists in decreasing the overall consumption of nonhuman animals. 

(iii) Policy 3 is twofold. It diverts the available resources to carry out two parallel efforts: 
helping those humans whose lives fare worse and decreasing the overall consumption 
of nonhuman animals. 

(iv) Finally, Policy 4 consists in bringing an end to the consumption of nonhuman 
animals. 

Each of these policies would alter differently not only the levels of happiness but also the 
number of the individuals who have them. The next figures represent the way in which this 
happens, by showing the results which could be expected from their implementation.  

Figure 13: Policy 1. Helping Humans without Altering the Overall Consumption of Nonhuman 
Animals (Detailing Humans’ Levels) 
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Figure 14: Policy 1. Helping Humans without Altering the Overall Consumption of Nonhuman 
Animals (General Overview) 

 

Results to be expected from this policy: The well-being of humans becomes more equal and 
is raised on the overall. The harm nonhumans suffer keeps being the same (which explains why 
figure 14 is virtually indistinguishable from figure 12).  

Figure 15: Policy 2. Decreasing the Overall Consumption of Nonhuman Animals (Detailing 
Humans’ Levels) 
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Figure 16: Policy 2. Decreasing the Overall Consumption of Nonhuman Animals (General 
Overview) 

 

Results to be expected from this policy: The number of nonhumans killed for being eaten is 
reduced, and so the harm that is caused to them.70 Also humans’ well-being is slightly equalized 
and raised on the overall—although, of course, significantly less than in the case of Policy 1—. 
This is so because the reduction of the consumption of animals leaves more food—or cheaper 
food—available (that is, all the food with which nonhuman animals are bred in farms) thus 
making it a little easier to reduce famine.71  

                                                 
70 The label “Free nonhumans no longer killed” represents the difference between the number of fishes 
which are killed before and after the policy is implemented. For the sake of simplicity, I have only 
considered the animals that are killed nowadays, not other animals which could have existed if a 
reduction in the consumption of nonhuman animals took place 
71 So far I have deliberately omitted any argumentation based on the interests humans also have in 
ending the consumption of nonhumans, such as health reasons or the waste of land and resources, as 
well as pollution, implied by animal husbandry. I have to include them here since otherwise the 
analysis of the way in which humans are affected by this policy would be incomplete. But 
considerations of this sort do not constitute an important point in favor of the conclusions I am 
presenting, as I argue in a later section. The weight of the interests of nonhuman animals is enough to 
support them. 
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Figure 17: Policy 3. Parallel Efforts (Detailing Humans’ Levels) 

 

Figure 18: Policy 3. Parallel Efforts (General Overview) 

 

Results to be expected from this policy: The harm nonhumans suffer is reduced, although not 
much. Humans’ well-being is equalized and raised on the overall, less than in the case of Policy 1, 
although clearly more than in the case of Policy 2.   
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Figure 19: Policy 4. Ending the Consumption of Nonhuman Animals (Detailing Humans’ Levels) 

 

Figure 20: Policy 4. Ending the Consumption of Nonhuman Animals (General Overview) 

 

Results to be expected from this policy: The harm nonhumans suffer due to their 
consumption as food is eliminated altogether. Humans’ well-being is equalized and raised on the 
overall, more than in the case of Policy 2, but significantly less than in the case of Policy 1 or 
Policy 3.  
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7.2. SURPRISING BUT OVERWHELMING RESULTS  

In light of what we have seen, Policy 4 appears to be preferred from at least eight different 
viewpoints. More specifically, it is the one we must favor according to four different principles 
(maximization, equality, maximin or sufficiency—or any combination of them—), and if we 
focus on either intrinsic happiness or deprivation of it by death. This is so since the scenario 
resulting from the implementation of Policy 4 is the one in which: 

(i) total happiness is maximized (i.e., the result of the addition of the white areas of 
positive happiness minus the areas of negative happiness is the highest one that any of 
the four policies can bring about);72 

(ii) the areas displaying the deprivation of happiness caused by death are more 
significantly reduced; 

(iii) additive equality concerning happiness (the average of the levels of happiness which 
each of all the existing individuals enjoys) is maximized; 

(iv) the levels of the harm that death means to the different individuals involved is 
rendered more equal; 

(v) the level of happiness of those who are faring worse is at the highest point; 

(vi) the most significant deprivations implied by death are at the lowest level (at least as 
far as groups are concerned). 

(vii) all the involved (at least considering groups) are above a certain minimum level, even 
if such level falls very low indeed, actually at the point which is necessary for life 
being worth living.   

(viii) the harm of death that all the involved suffer (at least considering groups and with 
respect to the maximum level) falls below a certain point.73 

Hence, if we favor any of these principles, the best policy we can promote is not one which 
focuses in improving the lot of humans alone. Nor is it one which aims both at improving the 
situation of humans and nonhumans. Rather, and shocking as it may seem to us (in as much as we 

                                                 
72 In “Of Mice and Men,” 416, Vallentyne assumes that utilitarians would not be compelled to any 
significant movement of resources from humans to other animals (unless we consider the argument 
from radical enhancement—see ibid. 420n—). He believes this because he supposes that a most 
significant increase in well-being can be achieved if we spend our resources to raise human well-being 
rather than the well-being of nonhuman animals. The analysis carried out here shows why 
utilitarianism does not imply what Vallentyne claims. 
73 As it is not difficult to see, the criteria here considered are (i) maximization concerning intrinsic 
happiness; (ii) maximization concerning happiness not deprived by death; (iii) additive eguality 
concerning intrinsic happiness; (iv) additive equality concerning happiness not deprived by death; (v) 
maximin concerning intrinsic happiness; (vi) maximin concerning happiness not deprived by death; 
(vii) sufficiency concerning intrinsic happiness; and (viii) sufficiency concerning happiness not 
deprived by death. 



Questions of Priority and Interspecies Comparisons of Happiness 

 34 

do not assess the huge magnitude of the problem or, as Nils Holtug points out, as we are biased), 
it is the one which focuses in ending the consumption of nonhuman animals.74 

There are other possible policies I could have considered. For instance, I could have tackled 
a policy which may raise the humans’ happiness by increasing the harm done to nonhuman 
animals. As it is not difficult to see, according to any of the criteria I have considered above such 
a policy would be far from improving the present situation. In fact, it would actually make it 
worse in all the aforementioned eight respects.75 

7.3. A CLAIM CONCERNING LEVELS OF HUMAN HAPPINESS CONSIDERED 

It could be objected that the data in the graphs above concerning how human happiness 
would be affected by the reduction or the end of the consumption of nonhuman animals would set 
aside an important point. Some may claim that, given the enjoyment that humans get from eating 
animal products, human happiness would be significantly affected if it had to be given up.76  

                                                 
74 Colin McGinn has reached a conclusion which is similar to this one by means of a line of reasoning 
completely different from the one I have presented here. He has claimed that we should not use others 
as means for the satisfaction of our interests (so that we should stop using nonhuman animals). But he 
has also defended that we do not have a duty to use ourselves as means to others’ ends (so that we do 
not have to sacrifize ourselves to help those humans who are not faring well but whom we are not 
actually using). See Colin McGinn, “Our Duties to Animals and the Poor,” in Singer and His Critics, 
ed. Jamieson, 150–61. This argument is controversial, since it could be claimed that we have at least 
some responsibility as regards the situation in which other humans are, even if only because current 
economic relations benefit some and harms others (and assuming, of course, that we are part of those 
who are benefited). Yet it is also obvious that this relation is not as direct as the one between 
consumers of animals and nonhuman animals killed for being eaten (note that we do not literally buy 
and consume products made with the bodies other humans). Even if we accept that we are responsible 
of the situation in which humans suffering from extreme poverty are, the fact is that such a 
responsibility is less clear and direct that the one we have if we consume nonhuman animals. 
75 I could have also compared different policies which helped to stop the consumption of some animals 
rather than others. For the sake of simplicity, I am not drawing a distinction here between different 
nonhuman animals as regards this. It is quite obvious that the consumption of, say, chickens or cods, 
implies the death of many more animals than the consumption of whales. In general, the smaller the 
weight of the animals involved, the higher the numbers of those who are killed (see on this Alan 
Dawrst, “How Much Direct Suffering Is Caused by Various Animal Foods?,” A Collection of Essays 
on Utilitarianism, 2007, http://www.utilitarian-essays.com/suffering-per-kg.html (accessed 26 
November 2007). Nevertheless, since the consumption of nonhuman animals in general seems to have 
a common root, drawing a distinction of the kind seems a secondary point to make in comparison with 
the main claim concerning whether the consumption of nonhumans as such is acceptable or not. 
76 Frey has added to this argument the economic profits it generates for some R.G. Frey, Rights, 
Killing and Suffering: Moral Vegetarianism and Applied Ethics, (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1983). This 
argument is a rather weak one. First, we must not forget that just as some may get profits from 
breeding, killing or cooking nonhuman animals, others may get their income from the production of 
vegetable foods (note, also, that the reduction of the demand for animal products will entail no 
dramatic change in the markets, since such reduction will take place, if it does, quite gradually). 
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No doubt it is right that human happiness would be reduced in a certain respect due to this, 
but I find it doubtful that such a reduction could outweigh the mentioned benefits in terms of more 
food being available. Besides, note that the alternative to the tasting of animal products is not no 
tasting at all, but the tasting of other dishes (and, in fact, for those who want to give up animal 
products but are used to their flavor there are many plant-made products, available nowadays in 
many Western and Eastern countries, which closely resemble the taste these products have). 
Hence, giving up their consumption does not mean the loss of the experience of tasting as such, 
but just the loss of what would be equivalent to the difference between tasting some dishes and 
tasting others.77 In contrast, having more food can mean actually saving the lives of a number of 
humans, which seems to count for much more. Hence the conclusion that human happiness would 
on the overall be raised can be maintained. Yet this is far from being an essential point here. The 
conclusions I will reach would also stand even if we did not accept this point. Consider the next 
graphic, where a significant deprivation of human well-being has been included: 

Figure 21: Policy 4. Ending the Consumption of Nonhuman Animals according to the 
“Significant Deprivation of Happiness” View (Detailing Humans’ Levels) 

 

Even if these were the results which followed from Policy 4, this would still be the best 
option according to all the eight criteria mentioned above. (I have not included the alternative 

                                                                                                                                                         
Hence, even if we only consider human happiness it would not be clear at all that the reasons Frey 
points at might counter the advantages for the famished which the spread of a vegetarian lifestyle 
would have. (Of course, the main objection against Frey’s argument is that the disvalue of current 
nonhuman animals’ suffering and death outweights by far the disvalue of the alleged losses for 
humans he mentions). 
77 On this very evident though often forgotten point see for instance McMahan, Jeff, “Eating Animals 
the Nice Way,” Daedalus 137 (2008): 66-76. 
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graphic offering not the details concerning the levels of human happiness but a general overview: 
it would be exactly like figure 20). 

7.4. CONSIDERING RESPONSIBILITY AND OPPRESSION 

There is a final point to take into account here. The examination of the issue that I have 
carried out thus far would fit what an approach concerned merely with outcomes would require. 
But this view has received some strong criticisms from different sides. According to some, such 
an approach would leave aside the responsibility one may have in being in such or such situation. 
According to others, these theories set aside the unjust relations which bring about the 
distributions of well-being we are dealing with. (Brute luck egalitarianism is, of course, 
paradigmatic among the theories which have received this kind of criticisms. Those who support a 
meritocratic understanding of equality of opportunity obviously agree to inequalities arising from 
differences concerning merit. On the other hand, it has been also claimed that what egalitarianism 
should be concerned with is those inequalities that arise because some agents are systematically 
benefited from putting others in a situation which is worse for them).78  

Taking into account these two lines of criticism implies considering the reasons why the 
present situation of nonhumans killed for being eaten is the one we have seen above. And it is 
interesting to note that when we do so the case becomes even stronger in favor of the case for 
nonhuman animals (both if we accept the first and the second sort of critiques to luck 
egalitarianism). This is so given that nonhuman animals are not suffering as they are as a plain 
matter of brute luck, let alone, of course, due to their own fault. Rather, we humans are 
responsible of the situation they are enduring. We are the ones who are provoking their suffering 
and their deaths. For those who believe that responsibility should be taken into account this can 
only be a compelling reason to back the results reached in the previous section. And this will be 
so even more significantly if we think that a situation in which some are being benefited from 
harming others without their consent (and are fully aware of it) is wrong from the beginning, 
regardless of the distribution of well-being which may result from it.79 

I can come back here to something I noted at the beginning of section 3. So far I have 
examined the matter considering outcomes. But what should we say if instead we believed that the 
currency of equality should not be anything like well-being or happiness, but rather the means to 
get it (for instance, resources, opportunities, capabilities, and so on)?80 In that case, in fact, the 
conclusions at which we would arrive would be the same ones we have reached thus far. But we 
would get to them through a much shorter path. According to a view of this sort, in order to reject 
the use of nonhuman animals as unjustified it would be necessary to confirm just two points: (i) 

                                                 
78 See Elizabeth Anderson, “What Is the Point of Equality?,” Ethics 109 (1999): 287–337. 
79 This is pointed out in the case of nonhuman animals used by humans in Tom Regan, The Case for 
Animal Rights (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1983), 394. 
80 See Ronald Dworkin , “What  Is Equality? Part 1: Equality of Welfare,” Philosophy and Public 
Affairs 10 (1981): 228–40, and “What  Is Equality? Part 2: Equality of Resources,” Philosophy and 
Public Affairs 10 (1981): 283–345; Richard Arneson, “Equality  and Equal Opportunity for Welfare,” 
Philosophical Studies 56 (1989): 77–79; Amartya Sen, Inequality Re-examined (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1992). 
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that anthropocentric speciesism is unjustified; and (ii) that the use of nonhuman animals for 
human consumption leaves them in a disadvantaged initial situation. The former was shown to be 
so in section 2. The latter seems evident. Being deprived of one’s life (let alone of one’s freedom 
and well-being)81 deprives one from any opportunity—and obviously from any capability or any 
resource—to obtain any well-being at all.  

7.5. DIFFERENT THEORETICAL APPROACHES 

It can be claimed that these conclusions only follow if one assumes a consequentialist 
approach (such as a utilitarian, an egalitarian,82  a prioritarian or a sufficientarian one, for 
instance).83 According to this objection, those who do not assume any of these theoretical views 
would not be compelled to accept such conclusions. But this is not the case. First of all, the 
assumption of principles such as these can be accepted from very different standpoints in 
normative ethics. Second, even for those views which do not assume the normative primacy of 
these principles as such, the conclusions that are reached according to them cannot be dismissed 
and have to be taken into account very seriously.  

Consider a deontological perspective. Suppose we adopt a view such as a Rawlsian one. We 
will then assume the relevance of the maximin principle, which Rawls reaches at the original 
position, from a nonconsequentialist view.84 I have already mentioned some of the possibilities 
that such an approach has in order to consider some of the problems related to this issue, 
particularly in the case of the “super-original position” thought experiment. But there are more 
things that could be said about this. As Mark Rowlands and others have shown, in the original 
position it would be arbitrary not to include species membership under the veil of ignorance, 

                                                 
81 It is clear that being deprived of freedom also deprives one of some opportunities for enjoyment. 
But this also happens in the case of suffering: even if we can enjoy and suffer at the same time, the 
fact is that suffering makes it harder to enjoy. In this way, suffering is not only an intrinsic harm but 
also an extrinsic one. Exceptions occur in those cases in which suffering is an unavoidable mean to get 
some benefit. When that happens, suffering is intrinsically harmful and extrinsically beneficial. But it 
is evident that this is not the case of nonhuman animals’ suffering in farms. 
82 A seminal non-speciesist outcome egalitarian approach, previous to Vallentyne’s examination of the 
issue was Ingmar Persson, “A Basis for (Interspecies) Equality,” in The Great Ape Project: Equality 
Beyond Humanity, ed. Paola Cavalieri and Peter Singer (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1993), 183–93. 
83 For a discussion of egalitarian, prioritarian and sufficientarian accounts see Nils Holtug and Kasper 
Lippert-Rasmussen, eds., Egalitarianism: New Essays on the Nature and Value of Equality (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2007). See also Temkin, Inequality. As for the introduction of the prioritarian 
view see Thomas Nagel, Equality and Priority (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991); and Derek 
Parfit, Equality or Priority (Kansas: University of Kansas, 1995). For a defense of sufficientarianism 
see Harry Frankfurt, “Equality as a Moral Ideal,” Ethics 98 (1987): 21–43; Roger Crisp, “Equality, 
Priority, and Compassion,” Ethics 113 (2003): 745–63; and for a criticism of it see Paula Casal, “Why 
Sufficiency Is Not Enough,” Ethics 116 (2006): 296–326. 
84 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 152-57. 



Questions of Priority and Interspecies Comparisons of Happiness 

 38 

along with sex, social position, etc.85 Suppose that, in a situation such as this, we did not know 
whether we were going to be born as one of the humans who will be favored by using nonhumans 
or as one of the nonhumans who will be harmed from it. It seems that we would surely choose to 
live in a world in which such harm would not take place. This would be so even setting aside the 
fact that if this hypothetical situation matched the real world the chance that we were born as 
humans would be probably less than one against one thousand, as we have already seen. Given 
this, the aforementioned conclusions also follow from this view. As we have seen, the maximin 
principle imply them, and it does so in a particularly strong way in its leximin form.86 As for other 
formulations of a rights view, in as much as they are not species-biased they will have to reach 
similar conclusions, according to the reasons presented above.87 

For those who adopt a virtue ethics or a care ethics88  approach there are certainly 
considerations of a different sort to be taken into account, since these perspectives are more likely 

                                                 
85 Mark Rowlands, Animal Rights: A Philosophical Defence (London: MacMillan Press, 1998); 
Richard Ryder, Animal Revolution: Changing Attitudes towards Speciesism (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 
2000), 217. 
86 See for instance Regan, The Case for Animal Rights, 307–12. Regan’s “worse-off principle” would 
in fact be a particular version, in terms of a prima facie rights view, of the maximin one (as Holtug 
points out in his Equality and Animals)—indeed, of its leximin version. 
87 For instance, a libertarian case of this sort against the use of nonhumans can be defended. Note that 
once we reject the arguments for anthropocentrism (see section 2) there is no reason why beings with 
the ability to enjoy self-ownership (as sentient nonhumans are) should not enjoy it according to this 
view. If this is so, our current use of nonhumans certainly violates the right to self-ownership 
nonhumans would possess. Moreover: no other human practice would infringe more rights of this sort 
than the consumption of nonhumans (according to the numbers given above). (Defenses of 
libertarianism based on reciprocity would have to face the objections presented in section 2.) Note, 
also that this idea needs not imply any defense of positive rights, but only of the negative rights 
nonhumans would have in not being harmed by us (see on this point David Graham, “A Libertarian 
Replies to Tibor Machan’s ‘Why Animal Rights Don’t Exist’ ”, http://www.strike-the-
root.com/4/graham/graham1.html, 2004 [accessed 19 May 2005]). Something similar can be said in 
the case of other rights-based views. I do not have the space here to explain them all in details. But for 
arguments questioning anthropocentric speciesist from a Kantian perspective see Christine Korsgaard, 
“The Origin of Value and the Scope of Obligation,” in The Sources of Normativity, ed. Onora O’Neill 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 131–66, 152–53, and “Fellow Creatures: Kantian 
Ethics and Our Duties to Animals,” The Tanner Lectures on Human Values 25/26 (2005): 77–110; or 
Julian H. Franklin, Animal Rights and Moral Philosophy (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2005). For arguments from a Gewirthian approach see Pluhar, Beyond Prejudice, chapter 5. See also 
Regan, The Case for Animal Rights. 
88 For a virtue ethics approach to the issue see for instance Daniel A. Dombrowski, Vegetarianism: 
The Philosophy behind the Ethical Diet (Thorsons, London, 1984); Rosalind Hursthouse, Beginning 
Lives (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1987); and Nathan Nobis, “Vegetarianism and Virtue: Does 
Consequentialism Demand Too Little?,” Social Theory and Practice 28 (2002): 135-56; Stephen R. L. 
Clark, “Vegetarianism and the Ethics of Virtue,” in Food for Thought: The Debate over Eating Meat, 
ed. Steve F. Sapontzis (Amherst: Prometheus, 2004), 138-151. For an ethics of care approach see 
Greta Gaard, ed., Ecofeminism: Women, Animals, Nature (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 
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to permit or even recommend partiality. However, the fact is that it does not seem that someone 
can be said to be a virtuous or a caring agent if she remains unmoved after knowing that her 
lifestyle implies the misery and death of a huge number of individuals. In light of what we have 
seen we have to conclude that it would be unacceptable to maintain that virtuous or caring agents 
need not adopt an animal consumption-free lifestyle. Likewise, it also appears that a proper 
virtuous or caring agent could not turn her eyes away once she became aware of: (i) the 
tremendous amount of harm suffered by nonhumans; (ii) the aforementioned striking asymmetries 
between human and nonhumans concerning value and harm in terms of numbers; and (iii) the fact 
that humans are responsible of all this. Having a virtuous character or caring for others is hardly 
compatible with taking part in the activity which causes more suffering and death. Nor with 
refusing to take part in its elimination. Even if a virtuous or caring agent should be partial towards 
others89 this surely has a limit when the interests of those she is not expected to favor are very 
significant indeed.90 Furthermore, this conclusion becomes even more clear when we take into 
account responsibility and desert. These factors can certainly be considered from many different 
viewpoints, but they are indeed a central aspect to consider from a virtue approach. And the fact is 
that it is we humans that are responsible of the situation of nonhumans. Moreover: this does not 
happen only at the group level: rather, we all have our part of responsibility on it in as much as we 
consume animal products.  

Given this, also pluralistic perspectives which combine some of the former views will have 
to conclude the same.91 Furthermore, even if I have entitled this section “Different Theoretical 
Approaches”, the fact is that those who assume an antitheoretical approach to ethics (such as some 
neowittgensteinians) would still have to be concerned with this. Even if a view along the lines of 
this account denies the idea that our moral life must be based in principles, it seems that it cannot 
be a sound one if it does not leave room for some priorities corresponding to what is implied by 
the intuitions informing the principles I have mentioned above. Otherwise they may offer an 
account of what we should do which may perhaps be more attractive in some respects (such as 
when what we would like to eat is at stake). But it will also be one manifestly at odds with some 
strong moral intuitions (or, if you prefer, moral beliefs, or moral inclinations) that seem very 
difficult (to say the least) to abandon completely. And this is the case of the intuitions that inform 
the eight criteria that have been considered above. 

                                                                                                                                                         
1993); Carol J. Adams and Josephine Donovan, eds., Animals and Women: Feminist Theoretical 
Explorations (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), Beyond Animal Rights: A Feminist Caring Ethic 
for the Treatment of Animal, (New York: Continuum, 1996), and The Feminist Care Tradition in 
Animal Ethics: A Reader (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007). 
89  Note that the affirmation of an agent-relative approach does not imply, as defenders of 
anthropocentrism often assume (acritically), partiality in favor of humans. Accepting partiality leads 
us to favor the satisfaction of the interests of some particular individuals: they may be humans or 
nonhumans. 
90 An ethics of care approach compatible with universalization is proposed in Josephine Donovan, 
“Feminism and the Treatment of Animals: From Care to Dialogue,” Signs 31 (2006): 305–29. 
91 See also Stephen R. L. Clark, The Moral Status of Animals (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1977); Steve F. Sapontzis, Moral, Reason, and Animals (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1987) 
for pluralistic approaches. 
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All this shows that the conclusions I have reached here are not determined by the adoption 
of some particular normative theory. As a matter of fact, I have tried not to compromise with any 
theoretical stance here. My intention has been to show that the conclusions I have pointed out 
follow whatever our approach is, unless it is a plainly biased one, which then we will have strong 
reasons to reject. 

8. CONCLUSIONS 

We have seen that there is a wide difference between the number of humans and the number 
of those nonhumans who are harmed due to their use by humans. Of course some of the figures 
and estimations that have been considered here are obviously approximate, but they are based on 
real data and seem to be very reasonable ones. Figures concerning well-being are more 
speculative: obviously so, sincewe lack any data which could actually make experiences 
accesible. However, they are plausible enough to allow us to consider the question we are dealing 
with here in a fairly realistic way. Given this, it seems we can draw some conclusions from the 
line of reasoning presented above. 

By now, the main one is likely to be expected. No human affair affects negatively a so high 
number of individuals as humans’ consumption of nonhumans does.92 And we all can make a 
change here. Hence, a clear conclusion follows in as much as we accept any of the different 
normative criteria mentioned above (maximization, additive equality, maximin, sufficiency 
concerning outcomes, as well as responsibility and equality of means or lack of oppression) and 
are consistent concerning it/them.93 The arguments presented above show that, as many theorists 
who have appraised the issue of our relation with nonhuman animals have defended, 94 we must 
give up the consumption nonhuman animals.95 In fact, the reason why this practice harms so many 
animals is simply that each of us as individuals contributes to it. And, as it has been argued above, 

                                                 
92 More animals may be killed due to radical alterations of their environment than to their consumption 
as food, and so the harm thus provoked may be higher. However, this would be the combined result of 
several different activities (the consumption of animal products being among them). 
93 Of course we can avoid such a conclusion if we do not want to be consistent, although then we will 
not be in a position to protest when others are similarly inconsistent in circumstances in which we 
would like them to be so. In fact, we will not be able to defend the view we are assuming in any 
reasoned way. 
94 Perhaps those who have been better known among them have been Singer, Animal Liberation; 
Regan, The Case for Animal Rights; Gary L. Francione, Introduction to Animal Rights: Your Child or 
the Dog? (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2000). 
95 As regards the possible objection that our individual action by becoming vegetarians cannot mean a 
significant change to reduce the number of animals killed see Peter Singer, “Utilitarianism and 
Vegetarianism,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 9 (1980): 325–37, 335–37; Gaverick Matheny, 
“Expected Utility, Contributory Causation, and Vegetarianism,” Journal of Applied Philosophy 19 
(2002): 293–97; Alan Dawrst, “Does Vegetarianism Make a Difference?,” A Collection of Essays on 
Utilitarianism, 2007, http://www.utilitarian-essays.com/vegetarianism.html (accessed 26 November 
2007). For a general treatment of the main underlying matter at issue Jonathan C. B. Glover, “It Makes 
No Difference whether or Not I Do It,” Proceeedings of the Aristotelian Society, Supplement 49 
(1975): 171–90; Parfit, Reasons and Persons, 76–80. 
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the gains we obtain out of that practice do not compensate the harm nonhumans suffer. There is a 
huge asymmetry between the enjoyment humans get from being able to experience some tastes 
and the harm that nonhuman animals suffer due to it at an individual level. This can be assessed in 
a very simple way. Consider the life of a trout in some fish factory. Suppose someone eats that 
trout in one meal. Two things must be weighted against each other here: (a) The cost of the 
difference between the enjoyment that the one who eats this trout gets from that meal and the 
enjoyment he could get from eating a meal without animal products. (b) The suffering and the 
deprivation of enjoyment which death implies that has been inflicted on that fish. Suppose, for 
instance, that the meal lasts twenty minutes (that is, 1200 seconds) and that the animal has spent 
close to twenty months in the fish-farm (let us say 600 days). Suppose, also, that this trout which 
could have lived for some six or seven years, so this animal suffers a deprivation of five years of 
life (according to an intrinsic potential account—of course the results would be quite higher if we 
consider a maximum level of happiness account). This means that the difference between a 
minute of the eater’s enjoyment of that meal and a minute of his possible enjoyment had he 
chosen a non-animal meal is equal to almost one month of suffering for the fish, plus a 
deprivation of three months of life (assuming the intrinsic potential account). Or, that such a 
difference during a couple of seconds of tasting is equivalent to a day of suffering plus the 
deprivation of more than three days of life for the fish. Similar equations can be considered for 
other animals and other meals. 

It can be claimed that by not consuming nonhuman animals we would not be really 
improving the situation in which they are since then they would simply not exist.96 This argument, 
however, cannot succeed. A simple response to this claim would be to point out that, given that 
the lives these animals live are not worth being lived, it would be better for them not to exist. But 
a response of this sort would leave unexplained the case of those whose lives are worth living. In 
fact, the best reply that can be given to this argument is that it fails because it does not take into 
consideration the harm constituted by death. Killing animals harms them. The fact that we have 
brought a certain animal to life does not changes this fact: once that animal is alive, death will be 
                                                 
96 This claim was initially presented by Leslie Stephen in his Social Rights and Duties (London: Swan 
Sonnenschein & Co., 1896), and it has been defended in more present times in Roger Scruton, Animal 
Rights and Wrongs (London: Metro, 1996), 100; and Richard M. Hare, “Why I Am Only a Demi-
Vegetarian”, in Singer and His Critics, ed. Jamieson, 233–46. As a matter of fact, it is unlikely that 
those who present this argument actually engage in the consumption of animal products after being 
convinced by it. Rather, it seems that this is a practice which they have been already carrying out, 
perhaps without ever having wondered whether it entailed any moral problem, and then want to defend 
it when they see it questioned in moral terms. It is for this reason that this argument was famously 
named as “the logic of the larder” by Henry S. Salt, who opposed it in The Humanities of Diet 
(Manchester: The Vegetarian Society, 1914). For contemporary rejections of the argument see 
Gruzalski, Bart, “The Case Against Raising and Killing Animals for Food,” in Ethics and Animals, ed. 
Harlan B. Miller and William H. Williams (Clifton: Humana Press, 1983), 251–63; Pluhar, Beyond 
Prejudice, chapter 4; and in Gaverick Matheny and Kai M. A. Chan, “Human Diets and Animal 
Welfare: The Illogic of the Larder,” Journal Of Agricultural And Environmental Ethics 18 (2005): 
579–94. Note that the rejection of the “logic of the larder” does not necessarily entails denying the 
claim that we benefit someone by bringing her or him to life, or that we ought to bring happy lives to 
existence (as “total view” utilitarianism may imply). It only needs to assume that death is a harm.  
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a harm for her or him. To understand this it may be useful to mention that accepting this objection 
implies accepting also that not only nonhumans, but also humans can be bred for being exploited 
if their level of happiness rises beyond the zero level. It could be claimed that it may be good for 
us, on the overall, to have been brought to life by some despot for being killed at, say, 25, if our 
life was worth being lived in the meantime. But I suspect most of us will object that this would 
not change the fact that we would be harmed by being killed then.  

Those attempting to counter the moral arguments for vegetarianism on this basis may try to 
avoid this conclusion in two ways. The first one, by appealing to some sort of lexical or 
deontological principle which would apply in the case of humans alone (for instance, by saying 
that only they have “autonomy” or “dignity”). I have already explained in section 2 why none of 
these lines of reasoning can be succesful. The second one, by arguing that death deprives humans 
but not nonhumans of certain goods. This objection actually backfires. If we accept that bringing 
some being to life and later killing her is acceptable or even desirable in so far as her life is worth 
living and thus provides her some goods, then the argument applies regardless of what goods are 
involved. The claim is that having some good and then being deprived of some extra good is 
better that having never existed to receive any good at all. The underlying assumption is that the 
most positive good, the better, no matter the deprivations involved. But, if this is so, then the 
better the goods a being can experience, the stronger the argument becomes to allow or advise her 
creation and destruction rather than her nonexistence. So if it is true that humans can experience 
goods that are more valuable, then according to this argument there is a stronger reason to create 
and later kill them than to create and kill any nonhuman. Hence, we have to conclude that the 
argument not only applies both to nonhumans and humans, but it may be actually stronger in the 
case of the latter.97 

Hence, the consumption of nonhumans must be rejected. But there is an even more 
significant consequence that is suggested by what we have seen thus far. I have pointed above that 
no other human practice harms so many individuals as eating animals. But we can say something 
more: due to the enormous number of animals who are killed for being eaten, it also seems that 
the aggregated harm which nonhumans suffer nowadays outweights to a considerable extent that 
which humans endure. Many will find this implication very questionable, but, given the width of 
the asymmetries highlighted above, it seems that it can only be avoided by implausibly assuming 
that the well-being of nonhumans counts for virtually nothing. Hence, we will have to conclude 
that there is no single practice which directly causes more harm in the world in which we are 
living than the consumption of animal products. This second conclusion implies another practical 
consequence, which may affect us not just as potential consumers of nonhuman animals but also 
as agents with the ability to transform our surrounding reality. In as much as we: (a) adopt any of 
the normative criteria presented above; and (b) think that we should not only avoid taking part in 
unjust practices,98 but also try actively to stop them; it follows that spreading an animal-free 

                                                 
97 The claim that there is no reason to believe that humans would be protected in some special way 
from the consequences of this argument is persuasively defended in Ingmar Persson, “Peter Singer on 
Why Persons Are Irreplaceable,” Utilitas 7 (1995): 55–66. 
98 In fact, (b) follows from (a) in as much as we see the mentioned criteria not only as descriptions of 
what is the best outcome (that is, as conceptions of the good), but as guiding prescriptions (that is, as 
conceptions of the right). Of course, those who maintain that we only have negative duties towards 
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lifestyle is the most useful enterprise in which we can engage. If we assume the two mentioned 
premises and are consistent we will have to join those who struggle to put an end to the use of 
nonhuman animals (or to reduce as much as possible the numbers of those who are used).99 We 
have seen that this is the most efficient way in which the world in which we live can be improved. 
This conclusion is not paradoxical: on the contrary, once we do not assume a speciesist premise it 
follows quite naturally. And, again, it is not an odd consequence which we can infer from some 
peculiar theory, but quite the opposite: it follows from a wide range of positions, in fact, from 
virtually any non-biased position.  

                                                                                                                                                         
others might claim here that, although they would have a reason not to consume nonhumans that 
would not mean they should take some positive action in order to reduce others’ consumption of them. 
For sure, this view would be one which would not accept any of the principles I have been mentioning, 
at least as guides for what is right. At any rate, note that it does not imply in any way that we should 
give priority to human interests. This view does not deny we have duties to nonhumans: it denies we 
have duties to anyone. 
99 Note that this is completely different from struggling to improve the situation in which nonhuman 
animals find themselves in factory farms (as pointed out in Francione, Rain without Thunder). There 
are, in fact, two ways in which we can claim that following this course of action is not a good idea if 
what we aim to is to minimize the harm nonhuman animals suffer. First, we may think that it is 
something contradictory, since it would imply condoning the very practice which we are trying to 
counter. Second, we may think it to be an inefficient way to reduce the harm we are fighting against. 
These two claims are very different ones. The first one reflects a position in ethics and the second one 
a view concerning strategies. They are not even implied by each other. I disagree with the first one. I 
believe that, a priori, it can be perfectly consistent to oppose the consumption of nonhuman animals 
and yet fight for regulations as a way to reduce the harm animals suffer. I do not see how can there be 
anything wrong in itself with this. But, in contrast, I do agree with the second claim, since I also think 
that this regulationist strategy is a rather inefficient one. There are two reasons to conclude this is the 
case. First, regulationism (i.e. the search for regulations of the way in which nonhuman animals are) 
requires a huge amount of resources. Such resources could be used instead to achieve a change in the 
public’s attitudes, which would attain more significant and permanent results. Nonhumans are harmed 
not because some evil or greedy farmers or companies want to exploit them, but simply because of the 
wide demand for animal products. Hence, no significant transformation can be achieved for nonhuman 
animals in as much as the public (that is, the huge majority of the population) continues to request that 
animal products be supplied to them. The reduction of the public demand for animal products is the 
only way to make a significant change to this respect. Therefore, it appears that our resources should 
be dedicated to this aim (by encouraging growing numbers of consumers to embrace a vegetarian 
lifestyle). Second, as Francione claims, regulationist campaigns may easily give the impression that 
the use of nonhumans as such cannot be questionable. This is so since the public perceives that even 
those who stand in defense of nonhuman animals do not question such use but only recommend their 
modification. This, on the short term, may seem to many a practical excuse at hand to go on 
consuming nonhumans. And on the long term it may delay the public awareness of the ideas implied 
by antispeciesism. Note that these arguments do not simply imply that it is not efficient to focus on 
regulationist campaigns. Rather, they entail that it is not efficient not to abandon them altogether, in 
favor of another strategy directed at reducing the public demand for animal products. 
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I have not tried to defend here that we should adopt any of the aforementioned normative 
criteria (maximization, equality and all the rest). My only claim has been that, if we do, then the 
mentioned conclusions follow. At any rate, it is very likely that, if not all, most of us will be 
unable to reject all of those criteria. 

9. FINAL NOTE 

Many would find the line of reasoning presented in this paper simply outrageous. Perhaps 
the different arguments and considerations assessed so far will mean little for them, since the 
conclusion that has been reached deeply challenges assumptions which they believe to be 
ethically unquestionable. The reason for this is that most humans have a speciesist bias. And there 
are many who may not be willing to abandon it no matter how inconsistent their view may end up 
being due to it.  

In fact, according to some, this could put us in a rather dramatical situation as far as the 
arguments exposed in this paper are concerned. This would be so since some may claim that the 
reaction of indignation that they can arouse could be counter-productive, since it might actually 
slow down the spreading of a nonspeciesist view, and so delay the decrease of the consumption of 
nonhuman animals. If that were the case, the disturbing paradox that would then arise would be 
that in order to solve the problem which we have seen to be more serious it could perhaps be 
better not to try to expose the arguments which show it to be so.  

On the other hand, there are reasons to believe that this needs not be what may happen. The 
presentation of these facts and arguments may create a debate which is virtually nonexistent 
today. In this way, notwithstanding the (mistaken) outraged reactions, exposing all these reasons 
would be something useful to advance the discussion and thus the action to end the consumption 
of nonhuman animals. In my view, this is the case. Moreover: I believe that the sooner we start to 
discuss these issues, the sooner they will be considered seriously, in spite of any initial opposing 
feedback.  

In any case, these are considerations of a strategical sort which do not have to do as such 
with the question itself of which problem should be more important to solve, but with the way in 
which we may actually handle it in the most efficient way. These remarks do not alter the 
conclusions presented above, which at any rate will stand regardless of whether they are divulged 
or not. And in fact it seems that sooner or later they will. 


