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Eating Animals the Only Way 
Samuel Boardman 

University of Manchester 

The chief aims of this paper are: to present an original argument against the view that 
animals cannot make moral claims because they are not part of the moral community (1.3), to 
show that practices are the wrong unit for moral judgment (2.2), and to show that Jeff 
McMahan’s attempt to formulate1 a justifiable version of benign carnivorism fails (2.4). 

The above arguments are best framed in the context of their wider debates, as this 
demonstrates their relevance. Therefore, I will address each argument in the context of its 
wider debate: 

1. Does factory farming2 cause unjustifiable suffering? 

2. Does benign carnivorism3 cause unjustifiable suffering?  

I will argue that both of these human practices cause unjustifiable suffering. In this sense 
then, the essay will consist of two sections: 1 addressing factory farming and 2 addressing 
benign carnivorism. This order is necessary due to the fact that conclusions I reach in 1 will be 
deployed as premises in 2. 

1.1: Does factory farming cause unjustifiable suffering? 

Here I present my argument against factory farming: 

1) If morally relevant suffering is not counterbalanced by positive goods, then it is 
unjustifiable.  

2) The practice of factory farming causes non-human animal suffering on an industrial 
scale, which is not counterbalanced by positive goods. 

3) The suffering of non-human animals is morally relevant. 
4) Therefore, factory farming causes unjustifiable suffering. 

This is a fairly standard argument against factory farming but it is necessary for arguments 
I make in 2 and the best way to frame my rebuttal of objections to premise three (1.3). 

This section will be split into four subsections; each subsection will consist of a discussion 
about one of the claims I have made. I will discuss the claims in order.  

1.1: If morally relevant suffering is not counterbalanced by positive goods, then it is 
unjustifiable? 

Before we discuss the motivations for asserting this premise, we must consider what is 
meant by suffering. I will interpret suffering broadly. That is to say, suffering is equivalent to 
harm to one’s welfare, including the removal of potential goods. As McMahan notes: “animals 

                                                        
1 (McMahan, 2008, pp. 84-87)  
2 Factory farming is the human practice in which animals are farmed in a way that produces as much 

profit as possible, regardless of the animals’ interests. An instance of this is outlined in 1.2. 
3 Benign carnivorism is the human practice of raising animals and giving them a good life (equal or better 

than they would have in the wild) and then killing them for food. For more detail see 2.1. 
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must have an interest in living to experience the goods that lie in prospect for them”4 despite 
the fact that they do not have complex interests about their future-selves.  

For if an animal’s avoidance of suffering were significantly more important than its living 
to experience the goods that its future life could contain, then it would be better for the 
animal to be painlessly killed before it could undergo any suffering at all.5 

But nobody would want to accept that it is better to painlessly kill animals before they 
undergo any suffering because that would be absurd. 

The defence of my first premise rests on an assumption. For the sake of this paper, I will 
be assuming a standard utilitarian system. Such a system aims to maximise pleasure and 
minimise suffering. Therefore, a decision which results in more suffering than pleasure is 
unjustifiable. 

When considering the morality of killing, we must weigh up the amount of suffering that 
would be inflicted on the animal against those pleasures that would be fulfilled for the persons 
that would eat the meat. In doing this, we determine whether or not the suffering is justifiable.  

1.2: The practice of factory farming causes non-human animal suffering on an 
industrial scale, which is not counterbalanced by positive goods. 

Giving motivation for my second premise consists in giving motivation for a two-pronged 
empirical claim. Firstly, I assert that factory farming causes non-human animal suffering on an 
industrial scale. Secondly, I claim that this suffering is not counterbalanced by positive goods.  

In empirically verifying the first claim, the second will be verified too. The level of suffering 
that these animals endure is almost unimaginable. Once the reader has been made aware of 
such suffering, little convincing will need to be done to assure the reader that the pleasure 
someone gets from the taste of chicken cannot outweigh such vast suffering. 

I will be relying on the work done by Peter Singer in his seminal, 1975, work: Animal 
Liberation6. Specifically, I will discuss the treatment of chickens that are destined to be eaten7. 
These chickens are known as broilers. 

Broiler chickens live for seven weeks. They are bred to grow as big as possible, as quickly 
as possible. This means that from birth the birds suffer from painful deformities which in some 
cases leads to premature death; such is the seriousness of these deformities. If they are 
unlucky enough to survive their deformities, they are put into long, dark, crowded sheds. Each 
chicken having “less than the area of a sheet of standard typing paper”8 to stand in. Due to the 
levels of stress and crowded conditions that these animals endure, cannibalism is common. In 
an attempt to halt commercial loses due to cannibalism, farmers ‘debeak’ the animals. This is 
a painful process in which the beak is removed by “guillotinelike devises with hot blades”9. Even 
the very air these animals breathe is filled with ammonia. This has a painful effect on the 
respiratory system of the animals; for these animals, to breathe is to suffer. After enduring all 

                                                        
4 (McMahan, 2008, p. 78) 
5 (McMahan, 2008, p. 78) 
6 (Singer, 1995) 
7 (Singer, 1995, pp. 95-106) 
8 (Singer, 1995, p. 99) 
9 (Singer, 1995, p. 101) 
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this suffering for seven weeks these animals are taken out of their sheds into the relatively 
harsh and bright light and killed. It is clear that factory farming causes suffering on a vast scale. 

Soon after, a plate of chicken is served to a family of four. Sometimes the carcass is poorly 
harvested and some meat goes to waste. Some add gravy and marinade because the taste is, 
in their opinion, not that good. An animal goes through seven weeks of torture so that, in the 
best case scenario, it gives someone a pleasurable taste experience for a few minutes. Given 
this, it is also clear that the pleasure that someone derives from the taste of chicken cannot 
and does not outweigh such suffering. Therefore, such suffering is unjustifiable on utilitarian 
grounds. 

1.3: The suffering of non-human animals is morally relevant 

We have just seen how the animal suffering caused by factory farming is unjustifiable 

because the pleasure that people get from eating meat does not outweigh the suffering 

inflicted upon the animals. However, animal suffering will only be unjustifiable on a utilitarian 

calculation if it is morally relevant. 

I will now provide motivation for my third premise; that non-human animal suffering is 

morally relevant. As Jeremy Bentham famously says: “The question is not, Can they Reason? 

nor Can they talk? But, Can they suffer?”.10 Suffering is what is relevant in utilitarian 

calculations; all suffering. If animals can suffer, then their suffering should be taken into 

consideration. If our goal is to maximise pleasure and minimise pain, then what difference 

does it make who or what is suffering or experiencing pleasure? I will now consider the 

strongest challenge to this question. 

There are a number of philosophers11 that would reject my third premise on the basis that 
animals are not part of the moral community, and that therefore their claim of suffering is not 
morally relevant. McMahan convincingly argues against these philosophers by rejecting the 
claim that animals are not part of the moral community and showing that the specific 
arguments used by these philosophers fail12. However, I propose to make a stronger case. I will 
accept these philosophers’ main claim that animals are not part of our moral community, and 
argue that it is not necessary to be part of a moral community to make a moral claim. 

First, I will present Timothy Hsiao’s argument13: 

a. The moral community is made up of rational and free moral agents.  
b. Non-human animals are not free and rational. 
c. Therefore, non-human animals are also not part of the moral community. 

I accept his argument up till that point, but he then deduces from (c) that, and here lies the 
problem, (d) the claims that animals make are not moral claims. But, this deduction does not 
follow from his premises. There is a gap between (c) and (d). Hsiao fills this gap with the 
assumption that being a moral agent is a necessary condition for making moral claims. I hold 
that this is not the case; one does not need to be part of a moral community to make a moral 
claim. If Hsiao wishes to hold claim (d), then he needs to explicitly justify this assumption.  

                                                        
10 (Bentham, 1823) 
11 (Scanlon, 1998, p. 186); (Cohen, 1986, p. 866) 
12 (McMahan, 2005, pp. 355-359) 
13 (Hsiao, 2015, pp. 284-285) 
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My argument will show that justification of Hsiao’s assumption is not feasible, but before I 
show that, I want to introduce some terminology. I will talk of a “moral status-conferring 
condition”. This talk is influenced by McMahan’s talk of “status-conferring intrinsic 
propert[ies]”14. McMahan says that: “This is a property that gives its possessor a moral status”15. 
My interpretation is broader since it talks of conditions rather than properties. But otherwise, 
it is the same. For example, say that (x) is a set of all the necessary and sufficient moral status-
conferring conditions, and if some entity meets these conditions, then that entity can make a 
moral claim upon a moral agent. 

Hsiao’s argument seems appealing at first because being a part of a moral community is a 
sufficient moral status-conferring condition. What I mean by this is that the beings that 
compromise the moral community - moral agents - can always (in standard cases16) make 
moral claims on other agents. This is due to the fact that to be a moral agent implies that one 
is sentient, and sentience implies that one can suffer and to experience pleasure. Since, 
tautologically, that just is what it is to be sentient. Further, the ability to suffer and experience 
pleasure are the sufficient conditions for being able to make moral claims according to 
utilitarian principles (as discussed in 1.1). So, we can now see where Hsiao went wrong. He 
thought being a moral agent was a necessary and sufficient moral status-conferring condition. 
But, in fact, it is just a sufficient moral status-conferring condition; not a necessary moral 
status-conferring condition. 

To illustrate the point that being part of a moral community is not a necessary moral status-
conferring condition, I will provide an analogy, argue that it is absurd, and by extension, if the 
analogy holds, Hsiao’s claim will be absurd: 

A. The medical community is made up of those that have medical qualifications 
(doctors).  

B. Patients do not have medical qualifications. 
C. Therefore, patients are not part of the medical community. 

As before, we will readily accept the argument as far as (C). However, it does not follow 
from (C), that (D) patients are not able to make treatment claims17 upon doctors. That would 
be absurd. If that were true, then only doctors could be treated by doctors. Obviously, it is the 
normative, action-guiding principles (in this case the Hippocratic Oath) that determine who 
can make a treatment claim upon a doctor. To suggest that it is the membership of the group 
that determines who can make a treatment claim upon a doctor runs counter to common 
sense.  

The same can be said for non-human animal’s claims upon moral agents; just because (c) 
they are not part of the moral community does not mean that (d) they cannot make moral 
claims upon moral agents. Again, it is the normative, action-guiding (utilitarian) principles that 
determine whether or not a being can make a moral claim. Those principles tell us that the 
morally relevant status-conferring condition is suffering.  

They are referred to as action-guiding principles for a reason. They are the principles that 
guide our actions. The ones that tell us who to help and who not to help. The ones that tell us 

                                                        
14 (McMahan, 2005, p. 355) 
15(McMahan, 2005, p. 355) 
16 This is to account for, in no significant detail, complications such as whether or not a paedophile’s 

interest in children should be considered relevant in utilitarian calculations. Regardless of the fact that 
such calculations will obviously and absolutely morally condemn such interests. 

17 This is a claim that entitles one to treatment. 
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who can and cannot make a moral claim. Hsiao needs to deploy substantive argumentation to 
challenge this common sense view.  

1.4: Therefore, factory farming causes unjustifiable suffering. 

So far, I have justified my reasons for holding the conditional statement that constitutes my 
first premise. I pointed out that I am assuming a utilitarian system, and due to the nature of 
such a system, I can hold that suffering that is not counterbalanced by positive goods is 
unjustifiable.  

Then, I gave the reader motivation to believe my second premise, that the animal suffering 
caused by factory farming is, in fact, not counterbalanced by positive goods.  

Further, I argued that my third premise – that the suffering of non-human animals is morally 
relevant – holds because if the goal of morality is to maximise pleasure and minimise suffering, 
those that suffer are morally relevant. Finally, I have defended my third premise from its 
strongest objection, that animals cannot make moral claims because they are not part of the 
moral community. I argued that it is not necessary to be part of a moral community to make a 
moral claim. In doing this, I presented a stronger objection to arguments of this type than 
McMahan did because I accepted the main claim of my opponents; that animals are not part of 
the moral community. 

My conclusion follows from my premises. So, if you accept my premises, you must accept 
my conclusion: that factory farming causes unjustifiable suffering. 

2: Does benign carnivorism cause unjustifiable suffering? 

I will now move on to arguing against the other contemporary attempt to justify 

carnivorism; benign carnivorism. 

This section will be split into four subsections. I will begin by speaking in detail about what 
benign carnivorism is and the standard argument in defence of it. Secondly, I will argue that 
practices are the wrong unit for moral judgment. Thirdly, I will make the case that once we 
adopt the correct unit for moral judgement (decisions), we will see that the standard version 
of benign carnivorism is wrong. Finally, I will present and criticise McMahan's argument in 
favour of an updated version of benign carnivorism.  

2.1: Benign carnivorism and the standard argument in favour of it. 

The standard version of benign carnivorism is a practice in which animals, that would not 
have otherwise existed, are given lives that are worth living for the animals themselves. That is 
to say, the lives of the animals created in this practice will be worth living because their 
suffering is outweighed by the pleasures that they experience. Crucially, once these animals 
have lived for at least as long as, or possibly longer than, they would have lived in the wild, they 
will be killed and consumed by humans.18  

The typical argument in support of benign carnivorism is as follows: 

1) Benign carnivorism gives animals lives in which their happiness outweighs their 
suffering greatly. 

2) Suffering is justifiable if it is greatly outweighed by happiness. 

                                                        
18 (McMahan, 2008, pp. 79-80) 
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3) Therefore, benign carnivorism does not cause unjustifiable suffering.  

The implicit motivation behind introducing such a practice is the idea that if an animal is 
brought into existence where it otherwise would never have existed, and given a good life, then 
we should be able to kill and eat that animal. Supposedly, this killing and eating is justified in 
virtue of being part of a wider practice. This wider practice (benign carnivorism) is justifiable 
on utilitarian grounds because its net effect is one of increased pleasure.19 

2.2: Why practices are the wrong unit for moral decision making. 

The standard argument could be convincing, if we believed the proper unit for moral 
judgment to be the practice as a whole. But, I hold that we must consider each individual action 
within the practice. This becomes very clear if we give an example of an imaginary, but possible, 
practice. In the following example, my intention is to persuade the reader that a practice is the 
wrong unit for moral judgement. I will do this by showing that the concept of a practice is 
usually nothing more than a contingent grouping of moral decisions that is almost always used 
to arbitrarily justify immoral decisions. 

Imagine that I inform you about a practice known as benign genocide20. This practice 
involves two distinct, and contingently connected, decisions: 

1) I stop two genocides by pressing the red button. 
2) I start one new genocide by pressing the green button.  

Despite the fact that it involves two decisions, benign genocide is a singular practice. 
According to the thinking that justifies the standard version of benign carnivorism, the second 
decision - to start a new genocide - will be justified because the practice as a whole has a net 
effect of one less genocide. That is to say, the second decision will be justified in virtue of the 
fact that it is part of a practice that has a net effect of decreased suffering because such 
thinking takes practices to be the correct unit for moral judgment. 

There does seem to be some intuitive appeal to this idea. If we take practices to be the 
correct unit for moral judgement, then it really does seem like benign genocide has a positive 
effect. Surely a practice which means there will be less genocide in the world is a good one. 

But, it also seems clear that something is not quite right. As I have said, the practice involves 
two distinct decisions. The first (1) is to stop the two genocides by pressing the red button. 
This decision is morally laudable. Genocides are horrific atrocities that cause great suffering 
to extremely vulnerable individuals. By pressing the button there is a net decrease in suffering. 
So far, so good. But, if someone was then to press the green button (2), causing a new 
genocide, we should ask ourselves: “How is this justified by pressing the first button?” 

Normally, we would consider the decision to start a new genocide as a morally repugnant 
one. What is different in this case? Proponents of standard benign carnivorism believe that by 
grouping decisions together, as practices, they connect them in some way. But, the type of 
connection that would be required here would be a necessary connection; not a contingent 
connection. 

                                                        
19 (McMahan, 2008, pp. 83-84) 
20 This strikes one as an oxymoron. My hope is, that by the end of my paper, readers will be struck with 

the same feeling upon hearing the phrase “benign carnivorism”. 
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There is only a contingent connection between (1) pressing the first button and (2) the 
second button; that is, between (1) ending two genocides and (2) starting a new one. One does 
not have to press the second button after pressing the first. To assert that one must press the 
second button after pressing the first is comparable to somebody claiming that because they 
planned to have fish and chips, and having eaten the fish, they must now eat the chips. Clearly, 
this is absurd. In both cases the two things are only contingently connected; one does not have 
to follow the other. Due to this, we can see that the concept of a practice comes apart. 
Specifically, the type of practice that only involves contingent connections cannot be the 
correct unit for moral judgment21.  

How does this bear on the issue of standard benign carnivorism? It should now be clear 
that standard benign carnivorism falls for the same trick. There are only contingent 
connections between the decisions made in the practice. For example, we might highlight two 
separate decisions in the same way we did before: 

1) Giving an animal a happy life. 
2) Killing that animal for food. 

Again, proponents of benign carnivorism believe that the second decision is justified by the 
first; that is, killing the animals is justified because it is part of a wider practice which has a net 
positive effect of increasing happiness. But, the second decision cannot be justified in this way 
because there is only a contingent connection between the two decisions. Yes, giving an animal 
a happy life is a good thing. Nobody would deny that. In the same way that nobody would deny 
that stopping two genocides at the press of a button is a bad thing. However, the second 
decision in the case of benign carnivorism - deciding to kill the animal - is a very separate 
decision which cannot be justified by the decision that went before it. 

This leaves room for an updated version of benign carnivorism in which the connections 
are necessary. McMahan realises this and attempts to take advantage of it22. But first, now that 
we have disaggregated the decisions involved in standard benign carnivorism, we will consider 
whether or not the decision to kill an animal after it has been given a good life is wrong. 

2.3: An empirical question: Is the decision to kill the animal after it has had a good life 

wrong? 

This question is very similar to the one we asked in 1.2. The difference is that these animals 
have not lived a life of suffering. Although this is a more interesting question, I hold that the 
answer is still: obviously not. 

We have already established that animals do have an interest in “living to experience the 
goods that lie in prospect for them”23. So, the question is now: “Does the pleasure that humans 
get from eating meat outweigh the pleasure the animals would have experienced if they were 
not killed?” How can we even begin to compare the ephemeral experience of the taste of meat 
to years and multitudes of experiences? Even if an animal feeds twenty people a meal each, the 
animal’s life will contain that many meals if it only lives for two more weeks24. That is not 
considering all the animals’ other interests. Further, McMahan notes that: 'people's interest is... 

                                                        
21 McMahan comes to the same conclusion via distinct argument; (McMahan, 2008, p. 84) 
22 We will explore this in 2.4. 
23 (McMahan, 2008, p. 78) 
24 (McMahan, 2008, p. 82) 
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in the difference in pleasure between eating meat and eating food derived from plants'25. This 
difference is obviously menial. Animals clearly have the stronger case. 

I have argued that the typical defence of benign carnivorism fails. It failed because once we 
realise that the correct unit for moral judgment is decisions and we disaggregate the decisions 
involved in benign carnivorism, we find that killing animals to eat them decreases the net 
amount of pleasure in the world. I will now argue that McMahan's modified form of benign 
carnivorism fails. 

2.4: Why McMahan’s updated version of benign carnivorism is wrong. 

McMahan recognises the correct unit for moral judgment (decisions) but he then attempts 
to find a way to make all the effects derive from a single action in order to justify the negative 
effects of the practice26. In other words, he tries to make the connections necessary. He tries 
to formulate benign carnivorism in such a way that once the first decision has been made, the 
second decision must occur. One way of doing this is making both of the effects arise from the 
same decision. To clarify, he attempts to make two effects derive from one decision; two 
effects that were previously only contingently connected are now necessarily connected 
because every time the first decision occurs, the second decision must occur.  

The justification is grounded in the fact that the positive effect of giving animals good lives 
that they otherwise would not have had outweighs the negative effect of removing the 
experience of potential goods from those animals by killing them, and since both these effects 
derive from the same decision, this will be justifiable on utilitarian grounds. 

He achieves this by supposing that we could genetically modify animals to die at a certain 
age and this would not be killing and eating; just eating an animal that has died of natural causes. 
He has effectively eliminated the morally repugnant decision (killing) without eliminating the 
desired effect of animals dying so that they can be eaten; or at least, he thinks he has. 

I propose the following counterargument: 

1) McMahan’s updated form of benign carnivorism involves genetically modifying animals to 
die. 

2) To genetically modify something to die is a decision in itself (distinguishable from bringing 
the animals into existence) which intentionally causes death. 

3) To intentionally cause death is to kill. 
4) The animals are killed for food and killing animals for food is unjustifiable27. 
5) Therefore, McMahan’s form of benign carnivorism is unjustifiable. 

My argument comes down to the idea that when a scientist makes the decision to 
genetically modify an animal to die at a certain age, a decision is being made. A decision which 
is distinct from bringing that animal into existence and which intentionally causes death. One 
thing is absolutely clear, intentionally causing death is killing. Further, we already established 
that killing animals for food is normally unjustifiable, as an empirical fact.  

I do not dispute McMahan’s attempt to make all the effects derive from one action in order 
to justify the practice. In fact, it is ingenious. However, he failed to achieve it in practice. Genetic 

                                                        
25 (McMahan, 2008, p. 81) 
26 (McMahan, 2008, p.84) 
27 I have already established this in my arguments against factory farming and the standard form of 

benign carnivorism. See 1.2 and 2.3. 
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modification is not really a neutral non-decision as McMahan suggests when he says that “the 
practice would not involve doing anything to them, such as killing them, which would be 
against their interests.”28 All McMahan has done is essentially move the decision that kills the 
animals to many years before their eventual and genetically unavoidable deaths. 

I will provide a thought experiment to motivate my claim that genetic modification really is 
a distinct and only contingently connected decision: 

If an evil villain was to sneak into an IVF clinic and change the number of chromosomes in 
the eggs so that they produced only children who will not live beyond the age of five. Would we 
say he made a decision to intentionally cause the deaths of these children? It is intuitively 
obvious that we would answer yes. Further, he could then defend himself by revealing that he 
was, in fact, the inventor of IVF and the owner of the clinic and if it was not for him these 
children would have never been born at all. Of course, this would not be an adequate defence. 
We would point out that the decision to give these children life and the decision to make that 
life end at five were only contingently connected. The villain caused their deaths and he is 
morally responsible for it. 

How does this link to the process of genetically modifying animals to die at a certain age? 
The reason we morally condemn the evil villain is not because he is doing something bad to 
humans in particular. For example, it does not seem morally bad because humans have a right 
not to be genetically modified that animals do not possess. It is morally bad because genetically 
modifying is a decision in itself that is distinct from bringing an animal into existence and giving 
it a good life. Moreover, genetically modifying something to die is to kill it. The reason I talk of 
the villain’s defence is to highlight the fact that it doesn’t matter whether the genetic 
modification is part of a wider practice that also gives life to the animals. What we need is 
necessary connection. McMahan’s attempt make all the effects derive from one decision fails 
because genetically modifying something to die and giving it life are still two distinct and 
contingently connected decisions.   

In conclusion, contemporary defences of factory farming fail to be convincing. Even the 
most meticulous moral thinkers found some forms of benign carnivorism appealing. I have 
shown this appeal to be misguided. There is only one way to eat animals; the immoral way. 
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