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Philosophical discussion of vegetarianism has been steadily decreasing 
over the last ten years or so. This follows a prolific period in the 1970s and 
1980s when a veritable flood of books and journal articles appeared, de- 
voted wholly or in part to various defenses and rejections of vegetarianism. 
What has happened? Have the relevant problems have been solved? Have 
philosophers simply lost interest in the topic? I don't think so. My hypoth- 
esis is that the major theoretical approaches to the issue which have been 
most rigorously pursued have produced a stalemate: appeal to some form 
of utilitarian theory, or to rights-based theories, or to pain and suffering, 
have not proved fruitful for resolving the problems. 

I would like to present an alternative to these traditional approaches. 
This alternative avoids the difficulties which result in the stalemate, suc- 
cessfully eludes subsequent objections, and justifies a moral requirement to 
refrain from eating animals. I will first briefly explain why the old argu- 
ments have not been helpful. The remainder of the paper is devoted to the 
explanation and defense of a new argument for vegetarianism, one which 
does not depend on calculations of utility, any particular conception of rights, 
or the imposition of pain and suffering.' 

Old Arguments for Vegetarianism 

Peter Singer has been the leading utilitarian defender of vegetarianism for 
more than twenty years.* He has often cited the vast amounts of pain and 
suffering experienced by domesticated animals "down on the factory farm" 
as they await and inevitably succumb to their fate as food for human con- 
~umption.~ A utilitarian of any species is required to produce that state of 
affairs in which aggregations of certain positive and negative mental states 
exceed (or at least equal) such aggregations of any alternative state of af- 
fairs. Singer has argued that factory farming woefully fails to meet this 
standard. Vegetarianism is morally obligatory simply because it maximizes 
utility, precisely what utilitarians say we are supposed to do. Animal-eat- 
ing promotes disutility, precisely what we are supposed to avoid. 

But several philosophers have urged that utilitarianism is a perilous 
ally for the vegetarian. One major problem is that the end of animal-eating 
produces disutilities which must be accounted for in the utilitarian ledger. 
When that is done, animal-eating may not emerge as morally wrong after 
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all. For example, R.G. Frey has claimed that the demise of the meat in- 
dustry and its satellites which would attend a wholesale conversion to vege- 
tarianism would be catastrophic to human welfare, and so could not be 
given a utilitarian justification> Frey lists fourteen different ways in which 
rampant vegetarianism would deleteriously affect human affairs, mainly 
in the form of economic losses for those employed in the industry. In the 
face of this, his utilitarian calculation yields the result that we are permitted 
to eat animals at will, but we must strive to reduce the amount of suffering 
they e~perience.~ 

Not only does vegetarianism produce disutilites, but animal-eating can 
actually maximize utility: utilitarianism may require animal-eating. Roger 
Crisp contends that this theory leads to what he calls the 'Compromise 
Requirement view."6 According to Crisp, "nonintensively-reared animals 
lead worthwhile lives" and humans derive gustatory pleasure, satisfaction, 
or some other positive mental state from eating them. Vegetarianism would 
put an end to these two sources of utility. Thus, given the requirement to 
maximize utility, raising and eating animals in these circumstances becomes 
a utilitarian obligation.' 

These philosophers, among others, have pinpointed why the utilitar- 
ian case for vegetarianism is a shaky one. Like any other utilitarian calcula- 
tion, the issue here is an empirical and hence contingent one: vegetarianism 
is at the mercy of such capricious factors as the number of humans who eat 
meat relative to the number of animals eaten, and the negative and positive 
mental states attendant on a wide variety of animal husbandry situations 
and human living conditions. A similar contingency concerning methods 
of livestock-rearing also obtains for any argument premised on the pain 
and suffering caused to the animals eaten, whether or not these experiences 
are deployed in a utilitarian schema.E Moreover, this theory requires sum- 
ming and comparing the positive and negative mental states of billions of 
individuals of several different species? That prospect alone certainly makes 
it appear as though the problem is an intractable one. The lesson to be 
learned is that a successful argument for vegetarianism must be independent 
of any current or possible method of livestock-rearing and must appeal to 
factors which are fairly clear and manageable. 

The leading contender to utilitarian theory in this area has been the 
rights-based perspective of Tom Regan. His dedication to defending ani- 
mals in general and vegetarianism in particular nearly matches Singer's in 
duration and production.'0 In brief, Regan's position is that mammals of at 
least one year old are "subjects-of-a-life": they are conscious beings with a 
wide variety of mental states, such as preferences, beliefs, sensations, a sense 
of self and of the future. These features identify animals as rightsholders 
and possessors of "inherent" value. One implication of this view is that 
killing animals for food, whether or not this is done painlessly and inde- 
pendently of the quality of the animals' life, is a violation of their right to 
respectful treatment, since it uses them as a means to our own ends. Hence, 
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vegetarianism is morally required. 
Regan is one of many philosophers who advocate the view that non- 

persons in general or animals in particular (or both) qualify as moral 
rightsholders." These philosophers tend to identify rightsholders accord- 
ing to their possession of certain affective capacities, such as interests or 
desires, and a number of them argue that animals do have these capacities. 
On the other hand, many other philosophers prefer cognitive criteria, con- 
fining rightsholders to beings with certain more advanced mental capaci- 
ties-rationality and autonomy are the favorites-and explicitly or by im- 
plication disqualifying animals from this category." 

The Case for Animal Rights represents the opus classicus of the deonto- 
logical approach to animal issues. Through more than four hundred pages 
of dense and tightly argued text, Regan has canvassed the philosophical 
problems of human-animal relationships more thoroughly than anyone has 
ever done. Even so, his view has been subjected to some quite damaging 
criticisms, r a n p g  from concern over the mysterious and controversial na- 
ture of "inherent value" to charges of inconsistency and implausibility when 
the rights of humans and those of animals come into conflict.13 This fact, 
along with the formidable arguments marshaled by those who champion 
cognitive requirements for rightsholding, suggest that basing a case for 
vegetarianism upon the foundation of moral rights is an onerous task. The 
major problem is that the topic is exceedingly complex. A study of rights 
must address such daunting questions as: What are rights? Are they real 
independently existing entities (natural rights) or human inventions (po- 
litical, legal) or both? What is needed to qualify as a rightsholder? Exactly 
what rights are held by whom and why? How are conflicts among rights 
settled? 

Thus we have a very complicated theoretical endeavor marked by pro- 
found differences, yielding an area of philosophical debate which is highly 
unsettled. This tells us that a new argument for vegetarianism should 
traverse a relatively uncontroversial theoretical region which is stable and 
fixed. 

A New Argument for Vegetarianism (NEW) 

NEW makes no appeal to utility, rights, or pain and suffering: 

[ l ]  Causing harm is prima facie morally wrong. 
[ 21 Killing animals causes them harm. 
[3] Therefore, killing animals is prima facie morally wrong. 
[4] Extensive animal-eating requires the killing of animals. 
[5] Therefore, animal-eating is prima facie morally wrong. 
[6] The wrongness of animal eating is not overridden. 
[7] Therefore, animal eating is ultima facie morally wrong. 

Premise [ l ]  is an assumption: harming is wrong, not because it violates 
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some right or because it fails to maximize utility, but simply because it is 
wrong. As “prima facie,” however, the wrongness may be overridden in 
certain cases. I discuss premise [6] in the last section of the paper! and there 
I argue that the wrongness of the harm which eating animals causes them is 
not overridden, that it is ”all things considered” or ultima facie wrong. 

The term ”extensive” in premise [4] indicates that the target of NEW is 
the industrialized practice of killing billions of animals as food for hun- 
dreds of millions of people, what has been referred to as ”factory farming.” 
NEW allows small-scale subsistence hunting, and eating animals who died 
due to accidents, natural causes, or other sources which do not involve the 
deliberate actions of moral agents. 

The term ”animal” used here and throughout this paper refers to any 
vertebrate species. For reasons I will make clear, NEW is more tentative 
with regard to invertebrate species. NEW is concerned with the harm caused 
by the killing and eating of animals, so it does not prohibit uses of animals 
which do not directly result in their deaths, in particular, those characteris- 
tic of the egg and dairy industries. Thus, the argument claims that ”ovo- 
lacto vegetarianism” is morally required. 

I now proceed to defend the remainder of NEW: how killing animals 
causes them harm (premise [2]); why the prima facie wrongness of killing 
animals (conclusion [3]) means that eating animals is also prima facie wrong 
(conclusion [5]); and why the wrongness is not overridden (premise [6]). 

Killing and Harm 

The claim that killing animals causes them harm might seem too obvious to 
warrant much discussion. However, its importance here is to distance NEW 
more clearly from other defenses of vegetarianism. As we will see, killing 
is harmful-and therefore morally wrong-whether or not any rights are 
violated, and whether or not any pain or suffering occurs or some other 
conception of utility fails to be maximized. 

Joel Feinberg’s analysis of harm is especially useful here. To harm a 
being is to do something which adversely affects that individual’s interests. 
According to Feinberg, harming amounts to ”the thwarting, setting back, 
or defeating of an interest.”’* Interests are not univocal. Some interests are 
more important than others depending on their function in maintaining 
the basic well-being or welfare of the individual concerned. The most criti- 
cal and essential interests that anyone can have are what Feinberg calls 
“welfare interests”: 

In this category are the interests in the continuance for a foreseeable in- 
terval of one’s life, the interests in one’s own physical health and vigor, 
the integrity and normal functioning of one’s body, the absence of ab- 
sorbing pain and suffering ..., emotional stability, the absence of ground- 
less anxieties and resentments, the capacity to engage normally in social 
intercourse ..., a tolerable social and physical environment, and a certain 
amount of freedom from interference and ~0ercion.l~ 
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Welfare interests are "the very most important interests ... cry[ing] out for 
protection" not only because they are definitive of basic well-being, but 
also because their realization is necessary before one can satisfy virtually 
any other interest or do much of anything with one's life. We cannot achieve 
our (ulterior) interests in a career or personal relationships or material goods 
if we are unhealthy, in chronic pain, emotionally unstable, living in an intol- 
erable social and physical environment, and are constantly interfered with 
and coerced by others. Feinberg concludes that when welfare interests are 
defeated, a very serious harm indeed has been done to the possessor of 
those interests.16 

What does it take to have an interest? Feinberg points out that there is 
a close connection between interests and desires: if A does in fact have an 
interest in x, we would typically not deny that A wants x.17 However, we do 
speak of x being in A's interest, whether A wants x or not; this seems to be 
especially so when we are considering the welfare interests described above. 
We believe that normally an individual's life, physical and mental health, 
and personal freedom are in his or her interest even if these things are not 
wanted by that individual. This suggests to Feinberg that interests of this 
kind obtain independently of and are not derived from desires.I8 

We have here all that is needed to defend the claim that killing an ani- 
mal causes it harm and is therefore (by the moral principle assumed in 
premise [l]) morally wrong. Moreover, killing is perhaps the most serious 
sort of harm that can be inflicted upon an animal by a moral agent; this is so 
not only because of the defeat of an animal's welfare interests-in life, health, 
and bodily integrity-but also because these are likely the only kind of in- 
terests animals have. One understanding of such interests appeals to the 
desire the animal has to live in a healthy, normal state of well-being. On 
Feinberg's analysis, another understanding of these interests makes no ap- 
peal to any such desire. This implies that killing defeats welfare interests 
independently of whether or not animals have a desire for life and well- 
being. They have an interest in this which is defeated when agents cause 
their deaths. 

Some might object here that this is much too fast. Although it is true 
that x can be in A's interest even when A does not desire x, still x cannot be 
in A's interest if A has no desires whatever. Otherwise, we would be allow- 
ing that plants have interests, and that, some might think, is clearly absurd. 
Therefore, in order for this analysis of harm to be applicable to animals, it 
must be shown that they have some desires, preferably desires for that which 
agents are defeating. 

Desire 

Let us agree that the morally relevant sense of interest we want here is one 
constituted by certain desires. So why would anyone think that animals do 
not have desires? We attribute desires to animals routinely on much the 
same basis that we attribute desires to other people: as an explanation of 
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their behavior. To say that some animal A wants x, uttered because A is 
doing something, is an extremely common locution for those who are in 
contact with animals everyday and seems to cause no problem for those 
who rarely ever encounter an animal. This creates a strong presumption in 
favor of animal desire. Since nobody denies that humans have desires, 
what do we have which animals do not have? 

An answer that has been given, and perhaps the only answer available, 
is that animals do not have language. R.G. Frey holds this view that it is 
linguistic ability which makes desires possible. He maintains that for A to 
desire x, A must believe that something about x ~btains.’~ However, ”in 
expressions of the form ’[A] believes that ...’ what follows the ’that’ is a sen- 
tence, and what [A] believes is that the sentence is true.”2o Since animals do 
not have a language, they cannot believe that any sentence is true. It fol- 
lows that animals have neither beliefs nor desiresz1 

This argument has serious defects. Consider first: Frey does not give us 
any reason to accept the implication that belief is a necessary condition for 
desire. This is not obvious: the relationship between belief and desire is a 
complex one which has not been thoroughly investigated by philosophers.22 
Some have held that the relation is one of ~orrelativity,2~ while others argue 
against And what can be called “primitive” desires do not seem to be 
attended by any particular beliefs: if I desire food or drink or sex or sleep, 
just what is it that I believe? That I am hungry, thirsty, aroused, or tired? But 
are these distinguishable from the desires themselves? I might believe that 
satisfylng the desire will bring pleasure or satiation. But I might not. It is 
by no means clear that there must be some belief lurking about in order to 
genuinely have a desire. 

Consider next Frey’s claim that when A believes something, what A 
believes is that a certain sentence is true. So, for example, Harry’s belief 
that the Chicago Cubs will win the pennant is his believing that the sen- 
tence ’The Cubs will win the pennant’ is true. But in that case, his belief that 
this sentence is true must itself be the belief that some other sentence is true, 
namely the sentence “The sentence ’The Cubs will win the pennant’ is true” 
is true. But then if Harry believes that sentence is true, he has to believe 
another sentence about this sentence about a sentence is true, and so on. 
What Frey needs is some way to stop this regress. 

Assume there is some nonarbitrary and convincing way to stop the 
regress; the belief under consideration is Harry‘s believing that the sen- 
tence ‘The Cubs will win the pennant’ is true. But this is not what Harry 
believes. What he believes is the Cubs will win the pennant, that is, he be- 
lieves that a group of men playing baseball will win more games than any 
team in their division over the course of the entire season, and then beat the 
winner of the other division four times in a playoff series. Harry’s belief is 
about certain states of affairs in the world involving complex sets of per- 
sons, objects, and events, extended over a significant amount of time. His 
belief is clearly not about the truth value of a sentence. 
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So Frey has not shown that belief is a necessary condition for desire, 
and his argument that animals do not have desires fails. The next move 
would be to attack the specific desire in question. I have argued that killing 
an animal is morally wrong because of the harm the killing does; this harm 
is constituted by the defeat of welfare interests, and this interest is primarily 
a desire to live. One could then deny that animals have this desire. Ruth 
Cigman takes this approach when she denies that animals have ”categori- 
cal desires,” these being required to genuinely suffer death as a harm or 
”misfortune”: 

to discover whether [death] is a misfortune for an animal, we must ask 
whether, or in what sense, animals don’t want to die ....[ A categorical 
desire] ... answers the question whether one wants to remain alive ... I re- 
ject the suggestion that a categorical desire is attributable to animals 
[because] ... animals would have to possess essentially the same concep- 
tions of life and death as persons do [and] ... understand death as a condi- 
tion which closes a possible future forever....25 

Cigman is denying that animals have this desire because it requires under- 
standing certain concepts: life, death, the future, the value of life, and others. 

The difficulties with Frey’s argument suggest that concepts, or language 
generally, are not required in order to have desires (or beliefs), but these 
”categorical” kind are presumably supposed to be very special and hard to 
obtain. Let us assume that there really are these sorts of desires and they 
are as Cigman has described them. The question is: Why does a being need 
”categorical desires” in order to have a desire to live? 

Cigman does not say. She simply notes that Bernard Williams says the 
desire to remain alive is a categorical desire and then proceeds to detail 
what such a desire involves in a way which excludes animals. She has 
given us no argument for the view that the observations we make of animal 
activities are not enough to attribute a desire to live to them: fleeing from 
predators and enemies, seeking cover from severe weather, tending to inju- 
ries (such as they can), struggling to extricate themselves from potentially 
fatal situations, and exhibiting palpable fear in the face of threats to their 
lives are just the sorts of behaviors which exhibit this desire. Cigman might 
respond here that such actions only show that animals are ”blindly cling- 
ing on to life”26 rather than manifesting a genuine desire to live; it is instinct 
or some automatic response, not intentional action. But these activities are 
not blind clutchings, they are purposive and deliberate with a particular 
point to them, namely, to maintain that life. We would make precisely the 
same attributions to humans who acted in this way, without pausing to 
consider whether or not they had the concepts Cigman asserts are requi- 
site. And if we were to learn that these humans did not have these con- 
cepts, we would not and should not withdraw our judgment and chalk it 
all up to instinct. 
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Conscious and Nonconscious Desires 

Peter Carruthers concedes that animals do have desires, but he claims that 
[ 11 the desires of animals are not conscious ones, and [2] nonconscious mental 
states are unworthy of moral consideration.” It follows from these two 
claims that it is not morally wrong to defeat an animal’s welfare interest 
arising from its desire to live. Now in order to complete this portion of the 
defense of NEW, only one or the other of these two claims needs to be re- 
jected. But it would significantly strengthen NEW if we can find good 
grounds to reject both of them. I think we can do so. 

Carruthers’ contention that animal desire is nonconscious begins with 
his “proposal” that ”a conscious, as opposed to a nonconscious, mental 
state is one that is available to conscious thought-where a conscious act of 
thinking is itself an event that is available to be thought about similarly in 
turn.” Carruthers does not define conscious desire, but his definition of 
conscious belief can be readily adapted: a ”conscious [desire] (qua dormant 
state) is one that is apt to emerge in a conscious thinking with the same 
content .... What makes my [desire that the Cubs win the pennant] a con- 
scious one is that I am disposed in suitable circumstances to think to myself 
[‘I want the Cubs to win the pennant’].”28 All this leads predictably to 
Carruthers’ assertion that animals do not “think things to themselves,’’ ap- 
parently because they do not have a natural language by which they ex- 
press their Such an articulate thought as ”I want to live” never 
crosses an animal’s mind. Therefore, all of their mental states are 
nonconscious. 

Are there such things as nonconscious mental states? There are some 
good reasons to think that there are not. For the last thirty minutes or so, I 
have had a desire for the piece of pizza in my lunch bag. I claim this desire 
has all along been a conscious one; I have certainly been quite vividly aware 
of it. But at no time during the last thirty minutes did I ever think to myself, 
’‘I want that piece of pizza.” Carruthers would respond that what makes 
the desire a conscious one is not the necessity of actually stating it to myself, 
it is sufficient that I merely be ”disposed” to state it to myself in “suitable 
circumstances”: if someone had come along and asked me, I would have 
said ”I want that piece of pizza.” 

This is a strange idea: from a description of some counterfactual state of 
affairs, it follows that some other actual state of affairs presently obtains. 
Jack has a disposition to change lanes abruptly, ignore stop signs, and ex- 
ceed the speed limit; this disposition often manifests itself in reckless driv- 
ing. The disposition clearly does not mean that Jack is now driving reck- 
lessly. He isn’t; he’s sitting there listening to ”Crash Test Dummies.” Like- 
wise, Jill is disposed to be friendly, sympathetic, and conversational; this 
disposition often manifests itself in Jill discussing personal problems with 
other people. The disposition clearly does not mean that Jill is now having 
such a discussion. She isn’t; she sitting there reading ”Dear Abby.” So why 
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would a disposition to think some sentence to myself in some circumstance 
which does not now obtain mean that I am now having a conscious mental 
state? Carruthers does not say. 

Another reason to reject his theory concerns its consequences for hu- 
mans who do not have any natural language. Prelinguistic children and 
individuals who are nonlinguistic because of mental dysfunction do not 
think things to themselves, which means that they do not have conscious 
mental states, a result which parents and caretakers will find quite surpris- 
ing. Also surprising is that Carruthers never mentions this obvious impli- 
cation of his viewsM Indeed, he thinks that tying conscious mental states so 
closely with language mastery is an advantage.3l But this is a distinct liabil- 
ity. First, it is incompatible with my memories, and memories others have 
related to me, of experiences which occurred before we acquired language 
mastery. To take just one example, I have a clear recollection of waking in 
the middle of the night and feeling very sick; I wandered through the house 
looking for my parents, but they had gone next door for a moment. I remem- 
ber many details of the experience itself, especially a strong desire for my 
parents to be there. My mother has told me that I was not yet two years old 
at the time. I was not then capable of thinking any sentences to myself. So 
according to Carruthers, I had no conscious experiences. But how could I 
have a memory from a time when I was not conscious? Probably most of 
us have some such memories from infancy, before language acquisition, 
but on Carruthers’ view we were not then conscious. 

The second and most troublesome aspect of this language requirement 
leads us to Carruthers’ second claim: nonconscious mental states are un- 
worthy of moral consideration. This would have to include not only ani- 
mals, but these pre- and nonlinguistic humans, leaving them without moral 
standing. Very few philosophers or ordinary moral agents would find such 
a view acceptable; a theory with this implication is highly unlikely to be 
correct. But even if this result were not so thoroughly counterintuitive, it 
turns out that the claim is either poorly supported or not really supported 
at all. 

Why are nonconscious mental states not morally considerable? 
Carruthers’ answer in this chapter is sympathy3* Although it is not clearly 
developed, the idea seems to be that moral standing arises from a sympa- 
thetic identification with the object of concern; since a nonconscious expe- 
rience does not feel like anything, there is nothing to identify with: the ani- 
mal doesn’t care, so why should we? Carruthers surprises again here. He 
had earlier advocated contractualism as the most defensible ethical theory,33 
and, as is well known, animals are typically denied moral standing by this 
theory because rational, self-interested agents would not have any reason 
to accord them this status. In the initial situation, the contractors are con- 
cerned to formulate principles for the guidance of social interaction by as- 
signing various rights and duties to moral persons, and animals cannot 
engage in such interaction or fulfill such assignments. Carruthers follows 



162 Jordan Curnutt 

suit.34 But sympathy plays no role whatever in contractualism: the contrac- 
tors are apathetic toward others, not sympathetic. Has Carruthers sud- 
denly switched from a constructivist metaethical theory in which fellow- 
feeling does not exist, to an antirealist metaethic where some projected posi- 
tive attitude is precisely what is necessary to invest individuals with moral 
value? This is unclear. The appeal to sympathy seems to come out of no- 
where, but if Carruthers has made this switch, he now owes us a defense of 
moral antirealism. He must do more than simply presuppose that theory- 
if that is what he is doing-before his position is to be at all convincing. But 
aside from the issue of metaethical foundations, why think whether or not 
someone feels sympathy for another is even relevant to the question of moral 
appraisal, let alone decisive? Carruthers does not say. 

At this juncture, Carruthers could abandon the appeal to sympathy al- 
together and fall back to his earlier espoused contractualism. At least he 
does have some defense of this theory. Unfortunately, that defense is feeble,% 
but I do not want to dwell on what might be wrong with his contractualism 
generally. Instead, I want to focus on the specific point Carruthers needs to 
establish in the context of this discussion: since both groups are nonconscious, 
he needs some contractualist strategy which retains moral standing for chil- 
dren and the mentally dysfunctional, but disallows this standing for ani- 
mals: 

The strategy depends on the fact that there are no sharp boundaries be- 
tween a baby and an adult, between a not-very-intelligent adult and a 
severe mental defective, or between a normal old person and someone 
who is severely senile. The argument is then that the attempt to accord 
moral [standing] only to rational agents (normal adults) would be inher- 
ently dangerous and open to abuse .... The suggestion is that if we try to 
deny moral [standing] to some human beings, on the grounds that they 
are not rational agents, we shall be launched on a slippery slope whch 
may lead to all kinds of barbarisms against those who are rational agents.% 

This argument rests on two factual claims: [ 11 there is no clear distinction 
between humans with developed linguistic and rational capacities and hu- 
mans without those capacities, and [2] according moral standing only to 
rational, language-users would lead to ”barbarisms” directed against them. 
But both claims are false. In the terms which Carruthers takes to be rel- 
evant he-language proficiency and rationality-there is a vast and readily 
apparent gulf between a normal adult and a child of, say, less than one year 
old. The adult’s command of language and problem solving abilities far 
eclipses those of a child who has no language whatever and is unable to 
recognize that a round peg fits a circular hole, skills which are also beyond 
the abilities of the severely mentally dysfunctional. Of course there will be 
borderline cases, but, inexplicably, Carruthers seems to think that every 
case is a borderline case. I do not see how this sharp divide could be rea- 
sonably denied, and I have yet to encounter anyone besides Carruthers 
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who does deny it. In any event, he offers no reasons to reject the divide; he 
simply asserts, without argument, that there isn’t one. 

The claim that according moral standing only to rational humans would 
cause widespread moral abuse is also merely asserted and not defended. 
Excellent evidence for such a claim would cite cultures who deny children 
and the mentally dysfunctional moral standing while perpetrating all man- 
ner of atrocities against those who are recognized to have moral standing. 
Unfortunately, Carruthers offers no such citations. This is not surprising 
since it is highly unlikely there are any such cultures. My own research on 
moral relativism has led me to peruse a fair amount of anthropological lit- 
erature, and I have never there encountered a culture which did not accord 
some sort of moral standing to its children. So this empirical claim cannot 
be verified empirically. But even if there were such cultures, establishing 
that the lack of moral standing for some was the cause of abuse for those 
with standing would be enormously difficult to do. How would that be 
shown? Carruthers gives no clue. And independent of any real world 
consideration, why would such a slippery slope occur in the first place? 
Once again, Carruthers does not say. 

Our final verdict on his case against the nature and moral status of ani- 
mal desire must be that it is either inadequately defended or not defended 
at all. 

Recapitulation and Elaboration 

At this point in the defense of NEW, we have firmly established the follow- 
ing: 

[l] Causing harm is prima facie morally wrong. 
[2] Killing animals causes them harm. 
[3] Therefore, killing animals is prima facie morally wrong. 

We have seen why killing animals harms them, and we have successfully 
countered challenges to the analysis of animal harms. We understand why 
this is one of the worst harms an animal can undergo, which indicates that 
this is a very serious (though prima facie) wrong when perpetrated by a 
moral agent. We can also now see the advantages of NEW over the old 
arguments for vegetarianism. NEW is not contingent upon any current or 
possible methods of raising animals for humans to eat: no matter how it is 
done, supplying food for millions of animal-eaters means the defeat of ani- 
mal welfare intemsts. NEW does not employ any theoretical contructs which 
are unsettled and divisive: the analysis of harm in terms of interests and 
desires which are exhibited by certain behaviors is widely accepted and 
intuitively appealing. NEW does not introduce any indeterminacy or un- 
wieldy ratiocination into the discussion: the desires and interests of ani- 
mals, and the wrongness of defeating them, are plainly evident for all those 
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who would simply look and see. 
We can also now understand two further aspects of the vegetarianism 

required by NEW. Killing any creature with certain desires defeats its wel- 
fare interests, and is therefore harmful, but not all living things have such 
desires and interests. The judgment that some being has the requisite men- 
tal states must be formed on the basis of behavior and physiological evi- 
dence. Since invertebrates and plants either do not exhibit the appropriate 
behavior or they do not possess the appropriate physiological equipment 
(or both), consuming them is permitted. Although I do not hold that "inter- 
est-less" forms of life have no moral status whatever, I cannot here develop 
the notion of degrees of moral value or consider what else besides interests 
would qualify an entity for a moral status. It will have to suffice to say that 
beings with certain mental states are of greater moral worth than those with- 
out them, from the moral point of view it is better (ceteris paribus) to kill and 
eat a plant than an animal. Moreover, much vegetable matter can be eaten 
without killing anything: most vegetarian fare consists of the fruits and 
flowers of plants which are not killed or are harvested at the end of annual 
life cycles. 

The Moral Wrongness of Eating Animals 

The next step is to link the wrongness of killing animals with the wrongness 
of eating them: 

(31 Therefore, killing animals is prima facie morally wrong. 
[4] Animal-eating requires the killing of animals. 
[5]  Therefore, animal-eating is prima facie morally wrong. 

Many might regard this step as especially problematic. All that has 
been shown so far is that moral agents who kill animals are engaged in 
actions which are prima facie wrong; how can it follow from this that differ- 
ent actions, done by different agents, are also prima facie wrong? After all, 
very few of those who consume animal flesh have personally killed the 
animals they eat. Those who actually do the killing-slaughterhouse work- 
ers-act impermissibly, while those who merely eat the body parts of dead 
animals supplied by those workers do not. How could the wrongness of 
one set of agents and actions transfer to an entirely different set? 

One response would point out that purchasing and consuming the prod- 
ucts of "factory farming" contributes to a morally abhorrent practice and 
thus perpetuates future wrongdoing. So although it is the killing which 
constitutes what is wrong with the practice of animal-eating, and conced- 
ing that very few animal-eaters actually kill what they eat, this contribution 
to and perpetuation of the killing should prompt us to act as ifeating the 
animals is itself wrong.37 

Hud Hudson has shown that this response does not work. It rests on 
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the empirical claim that an individual’s refraining from eating animals will 
make some difference to ”factory farming” as an ongoing activity. But as a 
matter of economic fact, my refraining from eating animals will not affect 
the meat industry in the least. The loss of my financial contribution will not 
spare a single animal from harm, nor produce the slightest setback to the 
business; I will be preventing no future wrongdoing whatever by becoming 
a vegetarianM 

Hudson’s solution to the problem is to widen our perspective from the 
individual vegetarian to groups of individuals, attributing “collective re- 
sponsibility” for the harm caused to the animals eaten. This might look like 
a promising approach since it is precisely the fecklessness of individual 
action to prevent future wrongdoing which undermined the initial response 
to this objection. Hudson writes: 

[I]f enough nonvegetarian consumers of factory farmed products can be 
identified as the members of some loosely structured group which could 
prevent harms ... by devising a decision-making procedure through which 
they would collectively cease purchasing and consuming such products, 
then the failure to prevent those harms through the collective inaction of 
that group is something for which the members are morally 
responsible ....[ Clertain individuals, by virtue of their membership in a 
loosely structured group, are at least partially morally responsible for not 
collectively pRventing certain harms ..., even though none of the indi- 
viduals could have prevented the harm by acting inde~endently.~~ 

Unfortunately, this response will not work either.4O Say I am a member 
of “some loosely structured group which could prevent ha rms... by devis- 
ing a decision-making procedure through which they would collectively 
cease purchasing and consuming” animal flesh. On Hudson’s view, this 
means that I am ”at least partially morally responsible’’ for the wrongs per- 
petrated by the meat industry. Yet this is so despite the fact that these are 
harms I can do nothing about. It is a strange theory which burdens one 
with a responsibility that is virtually impossible to fulfill. But the situation 
is even worse than this. Say I decide to become a vegetarian, so I stop 
purchasing and eating animal flesh. On Hudson’s view I am even so still 
partially responsible for the harm, because it is still necessary for collective 
action to occur if the wrongdoing is to be stopped or at least severely cur- 
tailed, and this will not happen as a result of my individual action. Hudson, 
however, claims that this is not the case, that acting individually in this 
manner will ”eliminate [my] share of the responsibility resulting from the 
wrongful, collective inaction’’ of my group.41 But why? According to 
Hudson’s theory, the reason why I have some degree of responsibility in 
the first place has nothing to do with any actions I take or fail to take; it is 
precisely the ineffectual nature of my abstinence from animal flesh which 
gave rise to the objection and it is my membership in a group which could 
prevent wrongdoing through a coordinated effort which leads to the as- 
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cription of responsibility. My refusal to eat animals changes none of this. 
What has gone awry here is the concession that we must find some way 

to think of animal-eating as f i t  were wrong, because in actuality it is not 
itself wrong; the killing is the wrong, not the eating of what has been killed 
by others. This led to the construction of the rather bizarre theory of re- 
sponsibility outlined above. We must not make this concession. Animal- 
eating is itself wrong, but this is not due to any "transference" of wrongness 
from the act of killing to the act of purchasing and eating animal flesh. The 
purchasing and consuming are two parts of the same wrong. 

To see this, consider this modification of the objection which concerns 
us now: 

This is a lovely lamp. You say its base is made from the bones and its 
shade from the skin of Jews killed in concentration camps? Well, so what? 
I didn't kill them. Of course what the Nazis did was wrong, a very great 
moral evil. But my not buying the lamp is obviously not going to bring 
any of them back. Nor will it prevent any future harm: this sort of thing 
doesn't even occur any more, so there is no future wrongdoing to pre- 
vent even if my refusal to buy were effective in this way, which of course 
it wouldn't be. So what's wrong with buying and using the lamp? 

What makes eating animals wrong has notlung to do with collective re- 
sponsibility or any impact an individual might or might not have on the 
meat industry. We do not need to find some way to understand this activ- 
ity which will allow it to be construed "as if" it were wrong (but really 
isn't). Animal-eating is wrong for much the same reason that purchasing 
and using the products of a concentration camp or those of slave labor gen- 
erally is wrong; it is wrong for the same reason that buying stolen property 
or accepting any of the ill-gotten gains of another is wrong: a person who 
eats animals, or buys and uses lamps from Auschwitz or cotton clothing 
from the antebellum South, or a hot stereo from a hoodlum is profiting 
from, benefiting from a morally nefarious practice. Doing so, and espe- 
cially doing so when morally innocuous alternatives are readily available, 
not only indicates support for and the endorsement of moral evil, it is also 
to participate in that evil. It is an act of complicity, partaking in condemnable 
exploitation, reaping personal advantages at a significant cost to others. 
Th~s is so whether or not an individual's abstinence from the practice has 
any effect whatsoever on its perpetuation. It strikes me as quite Uncon- 
troversial to say that one who concurs and cooperates with wrongdoing, 
who garners benefits through the defeat of the basic welfare interests of 
others, is himself doing something which is seriously morally wrong. 

Overriding the Moral Wrongness of Eating Animals 

The final step in the defense of NEW is to support premise [6]: the prima 
facie wrongness of animal-eating is not defeated by additional factors which 
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serve as overriding reasons; from this it will follow that animaleating is 
ultima facie morally wrong (the conclusion [7]). There are at least four 
grounds for overriding this wrong: [l] traditionalcultural; (21 esthetic; [3] 
convenience; [4] nutition. Do any of these supply an overriding reason 
which would morally justify the very serious harm that killing animals for 
food causes them? 

[l] People eat animals because they have been raised on that diet, as 
have their parents and grandparents and on back through the generations. 
Animaleating is a social practice which is deeply embedded into modern 
culture. Slavery, the oppression of women, and institutionalized racism 
also once had this status; however, few if any suppose that this status is 
what makes practices morally right or wrong. Slavery, for example, is wrong 
because it requires the persistent exploitation, coercion, and degradation of 
innocent people, not because it happens to be extinct in our society. The 
fact that a practice has the weight of tradition on its side and a prominent 
place in a given culture does not in itself carry any moral 

[2] Animal flesh is regarded by most people as esthetically pleasing. 
Animal body parts are prepared for consumption in hundreds of different 
ways, employing many cooking techniques, spices, and accompaniments. 
Yet the esthetic attractions of other practices are regarded as irrelevant to 
their moral appraisal. Heliogabalus had masses of people gathered in fields, 
only to be mercilessly slaughtered solely for the pleasing effect he found in 
the sight of red blood on green gra~s.4~ Or consider "snuff films," whose 
"plot" is centered around the filming of an actual murder of a person ap- 
parently chosen at random. Who would not condemn such cinema in the 
strongest possible terms, even if it were directed by Orson Wells or Martin 
Scorcese and starred Dustin Hoffman or Meryl Streep? Yet one has only to 
enter the nearest slaughterhouse with a video camera on any given day of 
the week to produce a movie every bit as horrific as the most polished "snuff 
film." 

[3] The convenience of animal-eating is largely a function of the other 
two factors. The pervasiveness of the desire to eat animals and its prorni- 
nence within a variety of social functions naturally provokes free market 
economies to supply meat relatively cheaply and easily. Again, this seems 
to say nothing about whether or not animal-eating is morally permissible. 
It is often quite inconvenient and very difficult to keep a promise or dis- 
charge a parental duty or make a sacrifice for a stranger-or a friend; it is 
often quite convenient and very easy to conceal the truth or pocket mer- 
chandise without paying or take advantage of powerless persons. Few of 
us believe that convenience and ease have much of anything to do with 
whether these actions are morally right or wrong. Why should it be any 
different when it comes to killing animals for food? 

It might be said that the difference is that human interests in conve- 
nience, in tradition, and esthetic pleasure override animal interests in life 
and well-being. This is because the defeat of an animal welfare interest, 



168 Iordan Curnutt 

though morally wrong, is not a serious moral wrong. But what is it about 
humans which gives these nonbasic interests a moral priority over the most 
basic and important interests an animal can have? And what is it about 
animals which prevents a severe harm to them from being a serious moral 
problem? Certainly the nonbasic interests of some humans do not have a 
moral priority over the welfare interests of other humans, and there is no 
question that the gravity of a wrong increases with the severity of harm 
caused to humans. So in order to sustain the objection, some feature, unique 
to our species, must be identified which accounts for the disparity between 
human and animal harms and wrongs. Two such distinguishing features, 
already encountered, immediately present themselves as possibilities: ra- 
tionality and language. However, appeal to one or both of these capacities 
raises two immediate problems. First, neither feature is uniquely absent in 
animal species. No one would seriously contend that a taste for human 
baby flesh morally overrides anything, nor would anyone claim that the 
defeat of a child's welfare interest was not a serious moral wrong. Second, 
why does the proposed feature make such an enormous moral difference? 
The suggestion is that rationality or language justifies a gap in treatment so 
vast that it means utmost respect and consideration for humans but allows 
killing animals out of habit and pleasure. This seems very implausible. The 
lack of the requisite capacities might reasonably justify some difference in 
treatment, but not a difference which requires a dignified life for those who 
are favored and permits an ignominious death for those who are not. 

[4] Nutrition. Most recent debate about vegetarianism has focused on 
the question of the adequacy of a meatless diet for human nutrition. This 
could provide the best reason for overriding the wrongness of killing ani- 
mals. Let us assume as a fundamental principle that no moral agent can be 
required to destroy his or her own health and basic welfare for the sake of 
others; therefore, a diet having this consequence is not morally justified. 
Does vegetarianism seriously endanger an individual's heath and well-be- 
ing? 

Kathryn Paxton George has argued that a vegetarian diet would make 
large numbers of humans worse off than they would otherwise be if they 
ate animals. She lists seven groups of people for whom such abstinence 
posses a significant risk to personal health.44 Evelyn Pluhar has disputed 
many of George's findings, especially those regarding the benefits of iron 
and the threat of osteoporosis. Supported by numerous nutrition studies, 
she argues that vitamin and mineral supplementation, as well as the utili- 
zation of appropriate plant sources, will alleviate any deficiencies; further- 
more, Pluhar contends that the correlation between consuming animal prod- 
ucts and meeting certain health requirements is a dubious 0ne.4~ George 
responded that Pluhar had either misinterpreted or willfully ignored cer- 
tain facts of the studies she had herself The exchange continues; a 
journal has devoted an entire issue to their disagreement." 

Fortunately we need not enter this particular debate; George's target is 
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what she calls “strict vegetarianism,” the vegan diet totally devoid of any 
animal product. Both George and Pluhar admit that eggs and dairy prod- 
ucts, which are allowed by NEW, would fulfill all or most of the required 
protein, vitamin, and mineral intake. I am not aware of any humans who, 
as a matter of basic welfare, must consume animal flesh in addition to eggs 
and dairy products, but if there are any such people, NEW would allow 
them to eat animals: we are under no moral requirement to significantly 
harm ourselves so that others, human or nonhuman, may benefit. 

On the other hand, Jack Weir has maintained that 

worldwide ovolactovegetarianism would produce problems of unimag- 
inable scope .... The animals would probably suffer horribl y... ecological 
stress, increased agricultural monism, and immense pain for many of the 
animals [would result] .... Feeding the unproductive [animals] would con- 
sume valuable resources in a poorly diversified agricultural system 
overburdened by producing enough milk and eggs for the huge popu- 
lation of ovolactovegetarians.& 

Weir‘s concerns are misguided. He assumes that this universal conver- 
sion would occasion drastic and ecologically destructive changes in the 
current scale of egg and dairy production. But this is very unlikely. The 
U.S. alone already produces far more eggs and dairy products than are 
actually consumed by Americans or sold 0verseas.4~ In that case, pervasive 
ovolacto-vegetarianism either encourages the status quo or is consistent 
with Weir‘s own advocacy of a return to the small family farm; this is his 
alternative to factory farming and one which would (presumably) yield a 
comparable production.5O I assume the set of ”unproductive” animals would 
be dominated by males; since they are still needed to bring more of the 
productive animals (females) into existence, and since there are already far 
fewer of them than there are females, they would hardly be the useless 
drain on resources that he apparently takes them to be. Nor is there any 
reason to think that these animals would necessarily lead miserable, pain- 
ful lives, and Weir does not provide such a reason. 

I conclude that none of [1]-[4] serve as a sufficiently compelling reason 
to override the wrongness of harming the animals eaten. If there are any 
individuals who must eat animal flesh (rather than just eggs and dairy prod- 
ucts) in order to avoid a pronounced deterioration of their health, they are 
not prohibited from doing so by NEW. This possible case notwithstanding, 
the eating of animal flesh is ultima facie morally wrong. 

The success of NEW indicates the direction in which future philosophi- 
cal discussion of vegetarianism ought to proceed. That path avoids the in- 
tractable, contingent, and highly controversial nature of rights-based theo- 
ries and utilitarianism, focusing instead on the more manageable and less 
contentious areas of the wrongness of harming as a basic moral principle, 
the analysis of harm as a defeat of interests, and the understanding of inter- 








