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Preface

The phrase “Animal Liberation” , appeared in the media for the
first time in 1973, in an article I wrote for The New York Review of
Books. Under that heading, I began with these words:

We are familiar with Black Liberation, Gay Liberation,

and a variety of other movements. With Women’s Liberation

some thought we had come to the end of the road.

Discrimination on the basis of sex, it has been said, is the

last form of discrimination that is universally accepted and

practiced without pretense, even in those liberal circles which

have long prided themselves on their freedom from racial
discrimination. But one should always be wary of talking of

“the last remaining form of discrimination” .

In the text that followed, I urged that despite obvious differences
between humans and nonhuman animals, we share with them a capacity
to suffer, and this means that they, like us, have interests. If we ignore
or discount their interests, simply on the grounds that they are not
members of our species, the logic of our position is similar to that of the
most blatant racists or sexists who thinks that those who belong to their
race or sex have superior moral status, simply in virtue of their race or
sex, and irrespective of other characteristics or qualities. Although most

humans may be superior in reasoning or other intellectual capacities to
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nonhuman animals, that is not enough to justify the line we draw
between humans and animals. Some humans—infants, and those with
severe intellectual disabilities—have intellectual capacities inferior to
some animals, but we would, rightly, be shocked by anyone who
proposed that we inflict slow, painful deaths on these intellectually
inferior humans in order to test the safety of household products. Nor,
of course, would we tolerate confining them in small cages and then
slaughtering them in order to eat them. The fact that we are prepared to
do these things to nonhuman animals is therefore a sign of
“speciesism” —a prejudice that survives because it is convenient for the
dominant group—in this case, not whites or males, but all humans.

That essay, and the book that grew out of it, ! are often credited
with triggering what has become known as the * animal rights
movement” —although the ethical position on which the movement rests
needs no reference to rights. The most obvious difference between the
state of the debate over the moral status of animals now and in 1973 is
that in the early 1970s, to an extent barely credible today, scarcely
anyone thought that the treatment of individual animals raised an ethical
issue worth taking seriously. In that respect, the position in the United
States and Europe was rather like that in China today. There were no
animal rights or animal liberation organizations. Animal welfare was an
issue for cat and dog lovers, best ignored by people with more important
things to write about.

Today the situation is very different. Issues about our treatment of

animals are often in the news. Animal rights organizations are active in

| Peter Singer, 1977, Animal Liberation, New York, New York Review/Random
House; 1990, revised edition, New York, New York Review/Random House; 2001,
reissued with a new preface, New York, Ecco. A Chinese translation was published by
Qingdao Publishing House, Qingdao, 2005.
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all the industrialized nations. The U.S. animal rights group, People for
the Ethical Treatment of Animals, has one million members and
supporters. A lively intellectual debate has sprung up ( The most
comprehensive bibliography of writings on the moral status of animals
lists only 94 works in the first 1970 years of the Christian era, and 240
works from 1970 and 1988, when the bibliography was completed. ?
The tally now would probably be in the thousands). Nor is this debate
simply a Western phenomenon—Ileading works on animals and ethics
have been translated into most of the world’s major languages, including
Japanese, Chinese and Korean.

To assess the debate, it helps to distinguish two questions. First,
can speciesism itself—the idea that it is justifiable to give preference to
beings simply on the grounds that they are members of the species Homo
sapiens—be defended? And secondly, if speciesism cannot be
defended, are there other characteristics about human beings that justify
us in placing much more moral significance on what happens to human
beings than on what happens to nonhuman animals?

The view that species is in itself a reason for treating some beings
as morally more significant than others is often assumed but rarely
defended. Some who write as if they are defending “speciesism” are in
fact defending an affirmative answer to the second question, arguing that
there are morally relevant differences between human beings and other
animals that entitle us to give more weight to the interests of humans. 3

Indeed, there are some differences, and in some circumstances they are

2 Charles Magel, 1989, Keyguide to Information Sources in Animal Rights,
Jefferson, NC, McFarland. .

3 See, for example, Carl Cohen, 1986, “The Case for the Use of Animals in
Biomedical Research” , New England Journal of Medicine, 315865 - 870; Michael
Leahy, 1991, Against Liberation: Putting Animals in Perspective, London, Routledge.



