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Questions of Priority and Interspecies Comparisons of Happiness* 

Oscar Horta  

1. QUESTIONS OF PRIORITY  

It is commonly believed that issues of priority arise when we have to choose between 

improving a certain situation for humans and improving the situation for nonhuman animals 

(hereafter, ‘nonhumans’). It is virtually universally assumed that humans’ interests are far 

more important, and thus have priority over, nonhumans’. As a result, in situations where we 

must choose between benefiting humans and benefiting nonhumans, we almost never choose 

the latter. Moreover, nonhumans are systematically harmed to benefit humans. This paper 

intends to examine the assumptions on which this idea is based. 

Now, there are two ways in which holding that the satisfaction of human interests over 

those of nonhumans can be defended. First, it is sometimes claimed that humans’ interests 

count for more simply because they are humans’, no matter how trivial or significant they are. 

This idea renders unnecessary the weighting of human interests against nonhuman interests. I 

assess this question in section 2. Second, one might hold that even if humans do not have a 

higher moral status, their interests nonetheless count more because they lose more than 

nonhuman animals if their interests are not satisfied, and gain more than nonhuman animals if 

their interests are satisfied. To examine whether this is so, we must compare the interests 

which humans and nonhumans have. In order to do this, we need to determine the units or 

currency in which such comparison can be made. Sections 3 and 4 consider this problem. 

Once these problems are assessed, we can consider the empirical facts concerning the 

comparative situation in which humans and nonhumans are. This task is tackled in sections 5 

and 6. In them, an estimation of the happiness of humans and of those nonhumans killed to be 

eaten is carried out. 

The results thus attained will be the background against which we can judge the way in 

which different possible courses of action could improve the present situation for humans and 

for nonhumans. Section 7 considers this, by comparing different policies we could follow to 

benefit either humans, nonhumans or both. The conclusions that can be drawn from such 
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assessment are shown in section 8. Finally, the appendix shows how the data used in the paper 

was estimated. 

2. ANTHROPOCENTRIC SPECIESISM 

There are four ways in which the idea that the satisfaction human interests should be 

taken into account primarily has been defended:  

(a) By definition.
1
 

(b) By claiming that humans have a privileged ontological status whose possession 

cannot be verified in any way.
2
  

(c) By claiming that only humans have certain abilities given their developed 

intellectual capacities, assuming that, for some reason, this makes the satisfaction 

of their interests more important.
3
 

(d) By claiming that humans are engaged in certain exclusive relations (of solidarity, 

fraternity, and the like) with each other, which justifies that they favor the 

satisfaction of humans’ interests over those of others.
4
 

Neither (a) nor (b) provide further reasons open to verification to defend 

anthropocentrism. As for (c) and (d), they do present such reasons. But the criteria they appeal 

to fail to 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 aforementioned 

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. It is 

sometimes claimed that we should consider these humans just because they belong to the 
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same species of which those who paradigmatically possess them are members, but this just 

means a combination of (a) with (c). 

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 an experientialist or a preferentialist conception of value 

(and, of course, that what is valuable determines in one way or another 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., the unjustified disadvantageous consideration of 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. In order to judge the matter in a non-biased way we need to set 

aside the species to which each individual belongs.  

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 we may disagree as regards the relevant feature to be taken into account 

for that task. On some views, 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).
5

 However, on other accounts, considering only well-being or preference 

satisfaction may be too simplistic: maybe what we need to consider is something different, 

which, following Jeff McMahan,
6
 we can call “fortune”. With this term we can denote how 

good or bad the life of an individual goes in relation to how it could go. Fortune may perhaps 
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be coincident with well-being. But this does not have to be necessarily the case. The issue 

needs to be appraised.  

Apart from this, it could also 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 approaches 

would not be relevant for an interspecies assessment such as the one we need to carry out 

here.
7
 I will argue later that given the way things actually are, we can reach even more radical 

conclusions if we consider outcomes or opportunities.  

3.1. WELL-BEING AND POTENTIAL 

McMahan and Vallentyne
8
 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 in principle. 

The following ones seem to be some of the best candidates for the task: 

(i) experiential well-being simpliciter or in relation to a maximum potential 

(ii) experiential well-being in relation to species potential  

(iii) experiential well-being in relation to individual (intrinsic) potential
9
 

Besides, each of these accounts can also be relativized to moral standing, so we could 

have three more possible alternatives, 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 that appeals to species potential 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 others have, but only the one 

she has.
10

 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 (in particular if we hold an egalitarian 

stance). Vallentyne has claimed this by pointing at the possibility of radical enhancement 

through technological means of the potential for well-being of different beings.
11

 By means of 

this it could be possible to reach a point at which we could equalize everyone’s potential for 



Questions of Priority and Interspecies Comparisons of Happiness 

 5

well-being, irrespectively of the species to which each individual belongs.
12

 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.
13

 

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.
14

 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. Babies are very poorly connected in psychological terms with 

normal adults. This can be relevant in different senses, and it is likely that it reduces the 

strength of her prudential relations with her future. Yet it does not imply that such prudential 

relations are eliminated altogether. Continuity
15

 seems to be relevant here, and it would also 

be present in the case of a being whose potential for well-being were radically enhanced.  

A weaker objection may point out that such enhancement would hardly be feasible. But 

this is besides the point. The point is that it could be possible for an individual to have her 

intrinsic potential for well-being raised, even if the odds are that that will never happen.  

Besides, I would like to add two more arguments to Vallentyne’s appeal to the 

possibility of radical enhancement. The first one is simple. Most of us believe that someone 

who is born blind, deaf, with no arms or no legs by genetic reasons is (at least ceteris paribus) 

less fortunate that someone who is not born with these handicaps. This is so because her 

potential for happiness may be lower due to this. But something similar may be said if 

someone is born with some kind of congenital condition which makes it impossible for her to 

reach a normal level of happiness (for instance, if one is genetically determined to suffer from 

a very serious mood disorder which drives her to experience continuously depressive 

episodes). If this is correct, it means that our potential for happiness is not neutral as regards 

fortune. One is more fortunate if one is born with a higher potential for happiness. And the 

same seems to be shown by the second argument I would like to present. 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 make such a 

decision without knowing which place we should occupy when we were later incarnated as 

beings actually living in such a universe. In this scenario we would not only have to put 
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behind the veil of ignorance our situation in society, but also the species to which we belong, 

as well as the capacities given to each by the natural lottery. In such situation, it seems that we 

would surely choose 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 the 

account of fortune in terms of well-being in relation to intrinsic potential is questionable.
16

  

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”.
17

 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 dismiss (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. The notion of “moral standing” appears to be a 

construction that moral agents (or rather some moral agents) create in order to account for the 

way in which they think we should behave towards others. But I am not concerned with the 

metaphysics of this concept here, but only with its normative use. What I do want to point out 

is that this notion cannot be a sound one to use in a normative theory, at least in the way 

Vallentyne uses it. The reason is this. The concept of “moral standing” can be defended by 

appealing either to some empirically recognizable trait—such as the possession of interests or 

to some metaphysical abstraction not related to any such trait. The latter line of reasoning can 

hardly be successful, for reasons such as the one we have seen in the case of those defenses of 

anthropocentrism which do not appeal to any verifiable criterion. For its part, the former 

version of it 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 
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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 

substantive. 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),
18

 then any alteration this 

concept may imply with reference to the consideration of well-being itself will not be 

justified. 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).
19

 Hence, the options (iv), (v) and (vi) must be 

discarded as sound accounts of what fortune is. 

3.3. A CONCEPTION OF HOW THINGS GO FOR INDIVIDUALS THROUGHOUT ALL THEIR LIVES 

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 synchronic well-

being. Rather, we need to take into account how well or ill they fare throughout their whole 

lives. Perhaps the term ‘well-being’ (as ‘diachronic well-being’) could be appropriate to call 

this. I will nevertheless use a different word, ‘happiness’ to name it, in order to distinguish it 

from the well-being we experience sinchronically, or, at least, during short periods. I will do 

this to avoid problems of intertemporal aggregation of value. It is not clear that how good or 

bad our lives as a whole are for us 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.
20

 At any rate, for the sake of simplicity, in this paper I 

will assume that the level of well-being of individuals will be flat. This means that the 

calculus I will carry out here will not be affected of our views on how an intertemporal 

aggregation of value should be carried out.
21

  

Note, also, that in our analysis we not only need to consider the quality of life. In order 

to capture the value that lives as a whole have,
22

 we also need to consider its length. Being 

able to live a longer life, if it is worth living, contributes to being more fortunate on the 

overall. This provides us with a response to Epicurus’s claim that death is no evil since it is 

not experienced.
23

 However, this can be understood in many different ways. We may assume 
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that death 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.
24

 However, the 

question remains as to what life we would live after t. Note that we may regret that we have a 

short life if we die at t. But we may then wonder what is a short life: short with respect to 

what? And the same happens regarding the quality of our possible future life. We need to 

have some referent against which we can compare our actual lives to consider the extent of 

the harm that dying at t may be. One possible referent could be the one defended by the 

maximum intrinsic potential account. I have presented several arguments to reject this view 

and assume instead the maximum potential (in the event of radical enhancement) account. 

However, in case those arguments have not been convincing, in what follows I will take into 

account both views. I will argue that the points this paper will make will be very clear if we 

assume the maximum potential account in the event of radical enhancement. But I will claim 

that they will still be valid if we assume the maximum intrinsic potential view.  

Now, according to this double analysis, the harm of dying at t would be the difference 

between the happiness that the one who dies at t has achieved and the maximum happiness 

she could have achieved minus the happiness she had failed to achieve because of reasons 

different from her death. But we need not carry out this particular analysis, because we are 

concerned with the overall fortune someone has. This means we not only need to consider 

death, but also the rest of the reasons why one life can be less happy than it could. So I will 

try to assess the difference between the actual happiness and the two maximum potentials I 

have referred to. 

4. INTERSPECIES COMPARISONS OF FORTUNE 

We now have the conceptual equipment to carry out measures of fortune. Hence, we can 

compare the fortune that different individuals have. Peter Vallentyne has carried out a 

comparison of this kind between the fortune of humans and nonhumans.
 25

 However, there are 

two reasons why his presentation of the question may be, in my view, misleading. Firstly, he 

just compares humans and mice. Second, he has just considered a case in which the well-

being of animals is positive, setting aside those situations in which their lives may not be 

worth living. Vallentyne introduced these two restrictions in his analysis of the problem just 

for the sake of simplicity. And that is understandable, because after all he just intends to 

present a thought experiment to consider what egalitarianism implies when we consider 

nonhumans. However, this simplification may drive us to overlook the fact that a number of 
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nonhuman animals are not just awaiting some possible enhancement by humans, but actually 

being harmed very seriously by them, and that many of them have lives that are on the overall 

not worth living because of this.  

In this paper, I will try to carry out a comparison which takes into account these two 

facts that Vallentyne leaves aside. I will try to compare the fortune of human beings and of 

the animals humans eat. In order to carry out this appraisal we need to estimate both the 

numbers and the level of happiness that is reached by humans and those nonhumans that are 

killed for food. I will start with the former. 

There are between 6 and 7 billion of human beings living currently. Let us assume for 

this analysis a number of 6.3 billion.
26

 As for their happiness, let us assume that it ranks from 

0 to 20 (for a period of one year).
27

  

Let us now examine the situation of nonhuman animals. Every year a total of at least 47 

billion of animals are raised and killed in factory farms (see the appendix). What can be said 

about their happiness?
28

  

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 as from painful conditions. 

The misery which many of them suffer is significant, so according to the scale that has been 

used so far the level of happiness of many of them could well be said to fall to, say, -15, -20, 

or even lower… Some may claim that such figures would be too low, though. 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 modest figures in 

relation to the levels I have set for humans).
29

 Of course, these numbers are very speculative. 

In any case, all the argumentation that I will present below 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 (if we took their levels of happiness to be of, say, -50 or -

0,01).
30

  

Another factor to be taken into account is the length of the life of the different 

individuals involved. Many human beings live for several decades. I will assume that each 

human lives during six decades, even though the current estimated life expectancy for human 

beings is a bit higher.
31

 As for those nonhumans who are killed to be eaten, it is very difficult 

to make a fair estimate of how many of them would be killed during 60 years. Hence, I will 

simply assume that the same number of nonhuman animals will be killed every year during 

six decades. According to this, more than 2.82 trillion animals would be killed in factory 

farms. This is a very conservative estimation, since the number of nonhuman animals raised 
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for being killed is increasing each year, but it is one which be useful to avoid unnecessary 

controversy concerning this point. This means that for each human born within a period of 60 

years, more than 470 animals live in considerable misery to be eaten.  

Now, thus far we have just considered the suffering of animals in factory farms. But 

animals can be harmed also in other ways even if they are not caused to suffer. This happens, 

in particular, when they are killed. When someone dies she is no longer able to have any 

positive experiences. This entails that not only the suffering of those nonhuman animals who 

are raised in factory farms should be pondered. We must consider all the alterations in the 

fortune of nonhuman animals that their use for food implies. This implies taking into account 

those animals that are killed for food who are not bred in factory farms. In this way, the 

resultant figures turn out to be even more significant. We can estimate that for a period of 60 

years around 5.928 trillion, i.e., 5,928,000,000,000 animals would be killed to be eaten by 

human beings, 2.82 trillion of them being bred in factory farms and 3.108 either being raised 

in other ways or being captured (see the appendix). Hence, the rate with respect to humans 

rises to a significant 1 against 988. 

What can we say about the happiness of those animals who are not raised in factory 

farms but are nevertheless killed to be eaten? Again, it is rather difficult to calculate this. By 

far, most animals living in nature live lives that are not worth living,
32

 mainly because they 

die painful deaths very shortly after they start to exist. However, those who are captured by 

humans to be eaten are usually grown up animals. So we can assume that their happiness can 

range from 0 to 10.  

We can represent the figures which result from this calculus in the next graphics: 

Figure 1: Compared Total Happiness for Six Decades (Detailing Humans’ Levels) 
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Figure 2: Compared Total Happiness for Six Decades (General Overview) 

 

6.2. A COMPARISON OF FORTUNE  

According to what I pointed out in previous sections positive happiness is just a part of 

what we need to consider. We also need to appraise fortune. 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 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.  

As we have seen, the way in which the consideration of fortune differs from the 

consideration of mere actual happiness is that when we take fortune into account we consider 

also the levels that different individuals could have potentially reached. Appraising fortune 

drives us to consider not only our actual happiness, but the happiness that we could have had. 

Given these two conceptions of how to assess one’s fortune, we can postulate the next levels 

of potential 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 may well be biased, as 

I will later claim): 
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Figure 3: 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. To do this 

we just need to combine figure 7 with figures 5 and 6. The two graphics below result: 

Figure 4: Compared Fortune (Detailing Humans’ Levels) 
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Figure 5: Compared Fortune (General Overview) 

 

In these graphs, the dark grey areas display the difference between the actual happiness 

of the individuals we are considering and their intrinsic potential for happiness. The light grey 

areas show the difference between their intrinsic potential for happiness and the maximum 

level of happiness attainable. Those differences are equivalent to the deprivation of fortune on 

each of the two accounts presented above. 

Now, even if in these diagrams I have assume higher levels of happiness 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. I will call it the “huge gap” view. According to it, we have to modify the 

previous graphs and raise human levels to a much higher point, which we can call y. The next 

diagrams then result: 
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Figure 6: Potentials for Happiness according to the “Huge Gap” View 

 

Figure 7: Compared Fortune according to the “Huge Gap” View (Detailing Humans’ Levels) 
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Figure 8: Compared Fortune according to the “Huge Gap” View (General Overview) 

 

6.3. WHY HUMANS’ POTENTIAL FOR WELLBEING IS NOT EXTREMELY HIGHER THAN 

NONHUMANS’ 

For the sake of the argument, I will proceed from now as if the “huge gap” view were 

correct. But I think that in fact there are strong reasons to reject it. It might be that the 

capacities for pleasure and suffering of most humans (those who have certain intellectual 

capacities) are higher than those of other animals, but they cannot be tremendously higher in 

the way in which defenders of the “huge gap” claim (at least in the case of vertebrates and 

invertebrates such as cephalopods and others). Consider physical suffering. Aδ-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.
33

 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.
34

 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 provide 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.
35

 The burden of proof as regards this should rest on the same side 
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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. But this 

argument does not seem to be sound. 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.
36

 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 other animals’ is.
37

 Yet there are reasons to question this 

inference. First, psychological suffering is not only undergone by humans: other animals do 

experience it 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 

our lives would not be worth living if we had to stand it continuously. Our physical suffering 

can be more significant than our psychological one, and nonhumans’ suffering can be as 

significant as ours. This seriously questions the assumption that the suffering which a human 

being may experience is significantly higher than the suffering that another animal with a 

similar nervous system has. 

 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. 

In any case, as I said above, the rejection of the “huge gap” view is not essential for the 

main argument of this paper. We can assume it for the sake of the argument. (Of course, we 

can do it only to some reasonable extent). 
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7. WHAT COURSE OF ACTION HAS PRIORITY? 

7.1. IMPACT OF DIFFERENT POSSIBLE POLICIES 

In light of what we have seen so far we can ponder which policy, among several 

possible ones, 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 both the levels of happiness and the number of the 

individuals who exist. 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 remains 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 to be eaten is 

reduced, and so is the harm that is caused to them.
38

 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—
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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.
39

  

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 the one we must favor according to 

four different principles (maximization, equality, maximin or sufficiency—or any 

combination of them—). 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);
40

 

(ii) additive equality concerning happiness is maximized (i.e., the sum of the 

differences between the levels of happiness and fortune that each of all the existing 

individuals enjoys is minimized); 

(iii) the level of happiness of those who are faring worse is highest; 

(iv) the number of those falling below the level of sufficiency is minimized.   

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.
41

 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 do not assess the huge magnitude of the problem or, as Nils Holtug points 

out, as we are species biased),
42

 it is the one which focuses in ending the consumption of 

nonhuman animals.
43

 

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, as well as the economic interest some have in this practice, 

human happiness would be significantly affected if it had to be given up.
44

  

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 aforementioned benefits in 

terms of more food being available. Besides, note that the alternative to tasting of animal 

products is not no tasting at all, but tasting 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, 
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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.
45

 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 have reached 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 four criteria mentioned above. (I have not included the alternative 

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 
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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. 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.
46

  

Taking into account these two lines of criticism implies considering the reasons why the 

present situation of nonhumans killed to be 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. 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 for the situation they are enduring. We are the ones who are causing 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.
47

 

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 reasonable ones. Figures concerning well-being are 

more speculative: obviously so, since we lack any data which could actually make 

experiences accessible. However, they are plausible enough to allow us to consider the 

question 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 activity directly affects 

negatively a so high number of individuals as humans’ consumption of nonhumans does. And 

we all can make a change here. Hence, in as much as we accept any of the different normative 
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criteria mentioned above (maximization, additive equality, maximin, sufficiency concerning 

outcomes, as well as responsibility and equality of means or lack of oppression) we will have 

to give up the consumption nonhuman animals.
48

 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, 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. According to an intrinsic potential account, this means that this animal suffers a 

deprivation of five years of life. 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. Of course, if we assume an account of the harm of death in 

relation to the maximum level of happiness the results are still more asymmetric. Similar 

equations can be considered for other animals and other meals. 

But there is an even more significant consequence that is suggested by what we have 

seen thus far, which may affect us not just as potential consumers of nonhuman animals but 

also as agents with the ability to transform our surrounding reality. We may think that we not 

only have negative duties not to engage in unjust practices. We may also accept that we 

should do something to stop them. If so, we should note that the conclusions presented above 

entail that spreading an animal-free lifestyle is a far more efficient way of improving the 

world than working to improve the situation in which humans are. This conclusion seems at 

first paradoxical. But it is far from being some odd consequence which we can infer from 

some peculiar theory. Quite the opposite, it follows from a wide range of positions that are 

commonly held. In fact, it seems to follow quite naturally once we set aside our speciesist 
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assumptions. This also suggests that challenging speciesism might be the most useful task we 

can assume if we want to make the world a better place. 

APPENDIX: HOW THE FIGURES USED HERE WERE ESTIMATED 

The United Nations’ FAO estimates that more than 52.8 billion mammals and birds
49

 

and more than 140.47 million tons of aquatic animals
50

 were killed on 2003.  

It is not easy to make a precise estimation of how many of these animals were 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 billion have been raised in them each year, 

at least during the last years. And it is been estimated that almost 3 in every 4 chickens raised 

for food are bred in factory farms.
51

 If we extrapolate this figure to other animals, the number 

of mammals and birds raised in farms could thus be close to 40 billion. Anyway, to account 

for possible mistakes, I will 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.
52

 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.
53

 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. But it may well be true the case of some mollusks such as bivalves, given that 

they have very simple nervous systems. In any case, 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 billion of aquatic animals are killed in fish 

farms each year (so at least 47 billion of nonhuman animals are killed every year). Let us now 

consider the total number of nonhuman animals killed to be eaten (regardless of whether or 

not they are raised in factory farms). In the case of mammals and birds we already know that 

52.8 billion of them are killed every year to be eaten (all this leaving aside those that are 

hunted).
54

 As for aquatic animals, apart from the more than 45 billion tons that are raised by 

means of aquaculture another 95 billion tons are captured,
55

 altogether making the 
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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.
56

 In any case, if we can still assume the 3 kilogram average rate, then 

we can conjecture that at least 31 billion of aquatic animals are captured every year. Given 

that some 15 billion could be killed annually in fish farms, the total number would be 46, so 

that the total number of nonhuman animals killed to be eaten can be said to be around 98 

billion, i.e., close to a hundred billion every year. 

As for the calculus concerning the number of nonhuman animals that would be killed 

during six decades, I have pointed out that the estimation I have given is unrealistic, since the 

number of nonhumans bred to be eaten increases every year. Calculating this figure more 

rigorously would imply considering the growing rate of the population of humans and of 

nonhumans raised in factory farms for the next six decades.
57

 However, such a calculus would 

still be rather speculative, since we cannot know the way in which that scale will evolve 

during such a long period. Besides, some could claim that there is no reason why this 

estimation should be carried out looking forward to the future. Why should 2003 be the year 1 

in our analysis of what goes on during six decades? We could also consider actual data from 

the past. Hence, in order to avoid any controversy concerning this, I have taken the present 

situation as the reference for our appraisal. Given this, I have simply multiplied the number of 

nonhumans who are killed to be eaten each year. We have already seen that their number rises 

to more than 47 billion. Therefore, during 60 years more than 2.82 trillion animals would be 

killed in factory farms. In this way, in a period of 60 years the whole figure would raise to 

5.928 trillion, i.e., 5,928,000,000,000 animals, 2.82 trillion bred in factory farms and 3.108 

raised in other ways or captured.
 
(All this taking into account only official data, which leaves 

out all the animals that are not reported). 
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