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‘Accessible, entertaining … it’s philosophy in action rather than philosophy in aspic … It’s precisely the maverick combination of passion, rigour, patience and sedition that makes Law such an engaging writer and teacher.’

The Guardian

‘It is much more of a genuine introduction to philosophy than the seemingly more serious efforts of writers such as … Alain de Botton’

Times Educational Supplement

‘Readers puzzled by life will enjoy Stephen Law’s The Philosophy Files. He takes a number of big questions … and examines them in a bright and mercifully non-facetious way. Curious philosophers of any age will find some basic problems dealt with in a way that genuinely illuminates them.’

Philip Pullman in The Times

‘The best introduction to philosophy that I’ve read for ages’

Tim Lebon in Practical Philosophy

‘An outstanding introduction to philosophy. Stephen Law is an exceptionally talented writer.’

Nigel Warburton

‘Superb … if you ever thought that philosophy for kids would be a turn off, check this out, sit back and enjoy the ensuing debate’

Amazon.co.uk


About the Author

‘How did I arrive at philosophy? At the age of 17 I fell 65 feet head first off a cliff. Some say I never really recovered. I was thrown out of sixth form and never did get any A-Levels.

‘After a number of dead-end jobs I ended up working as a postman in Cambridge for four years. While I was a postman I read a lot. One book led me to another and eventually I ended up reading nothing but philosophy books. I found that philosophy books addressed those really big questions that had always bothered me and that most other disciplines just skirt around or ignore.

‘I managed to gain a place at The City University, London to study for a degree in philosophy. I got a first and that enabled me to get funding to go to Oxford University where I obtained my doctorate. I have held a number of lectureships at Oxford colleges and I’m currently a Lecturer in Philosophy at Heythrop College, University of London.

‘I have lots of interest outside philosophy. I still live in Oxford where I play drums in local jazz and Latin bands. And I like to climb, especially in the Alps.’


Big Questions

Here I am climbing a mountain.
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One reason I like to climb is that, while I sit taking in or paying out the rope and my partner is climbing, I can look at the scenery and think.

What do I think about? Well, being so far up above everything can give you a quite different view of the world. Rather than being caught up in my day-to-day life, I usually end up thinking about questions like these: Where did the universe come from? Is there life after death? Does God exist? What makes things right or wrong? and: Could my whole life have been a dream?

These are philosophical questions. They are some of the biggest and most exciting questions that have ever been asked. Mankind has been grappling with them for thousands of years.
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I’m sure you’ve asked such questions yourself. If you have, then this book is for you.

Of course, some religious books claim to have the answers to these and other philosophical questions. But it’s important to realize that this is not a religious book. It’s a philosophy book. It’s a book that encourages you to question and figure things out for yourself.

The book is made up of eight chapters or files. Each file looks at a different philosophical question. You don’t have to start at the beginning of the book. You can jump in wherever you like, depending on which question first grabs your attention.

And remember, the important thing in philosophy is to think for yourself. You certainly don’t have to agree with me about everything. In fact, you may find that I have made mistakes and taken a wrong turn here and there.
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Many philosophical questions can be a bit frightening to think about. That’s one reason why some people don’t like to think about them – they like to stay where they feel safe. But if you are anything like me, you will enjoy the challenge, excitement and sense of vertigo that thinking philosophically can bring. So get ready for a journey to the outer limits of thought. For we are about to open …

The Philosophy Files!
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File 1

Should I eat meat?

The story of Errol, the explorer

Errol was an explorer. He loved to sail the seas looking for new lands.

On one of his trips up to the north, not far from where the ice begins, Errol discovered a small, mountainous island covered in forest. He decided to leave his crew behind on the ship and to go ashore in a rowing boat, quite alone.
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Errol took with him some supplies: lemonade and sandwiches.
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That night he slept beside the sea in a hammock suspended between two large pine trees.

The next day, Errol started to walk into the forest. After an hour or so, he began to see signs of human life. There were clearings in the forest and burnt areas that looked like they had once been camp fires. This made Errol very excited. He thought he was about to discover a new tribe.

Eventually, after several hours, Errol came to a larger clearing. And there, in the middle of the clearing, were three strangely dressed people.
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The three strangers wore purple vests and odd red hats shaped like upside-down triangles. They stood in silence, looking him up and down. It seemed as if they had been waiting for him.

Errol raised his hand as a sign of friendship. At this, the three strangers started talking to each other. To his great surprise, Errol found that he could understand what they were saying, for they spoke a language quite similar to a language spoken on another nearby island, a language he already knew.

And then, to his horror, Errol began to understand what the three strangers were planning. This is what they said:

‘He looks nice and big, enough for everyone, don’t you think?’

‘Yes. Such firm muscle. He should taste very good.’

‘But I would like the brains. I always get the brains. They’re the best bit.’

‘OK. You can have the brains. Let’s get on with it, then.’

The three strangers were cannibals: people who eat other people. They started to walk towards Errol. Only now did Errol see that they carried clubs, knives and ropes in their hands.

Errol tried to run, but they were too quick for him. When he came to, he found himself quite naked and trussed up like a turkey. They had suspended him from a long pole. Under the pole were logs and kindling ready for a fire
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It looked like they were planning to barbecue him.

Errol turned his head to get a better look around him. He now saw that he was in a large room. Surrounding him were many more of the strangely dressed people. They stared back at him in silence. Some were licking their lips.

Then a woman stepped forward. She was carrying a big knife.

‘Wait!’ said Errol.

Everyone gasped. They were surprised that Errol could speak their language.

‘Please don’t eat me,’ said Errol.

‘Why should we not eat you?’ asked the woman with the knife.

‘Because it’s wrong. Don’t you see?’ said Errol.

‘No. I don’t see. Why is it wrong?’

‘You don’t need to eat me, do you? You all look jolly well fed to me. Eat something else. Some roots, or grain, or a bird or something.’

The woman looked puzzled. ‘But we like eating people. They taste good! Why shouldn’t we eat them?’

‘Well, why don’t you eat each other then?’

‘But none of us wants to die. So it is better that we eat you, instead.’

‘But I don’t want to die! I am a living thing! I am enjoying my life! Don’t you see? It is very wrong to end my life just so you can enjoy eating me.’

Some of the others were nodding.

‘Perhaps he is right,’ said one of them.

Errol thought he was beginning to convince them not to eat him. But then the woman with the knife bent down. She put her hand into Errol’s rucksack and pulled out a bottle of lemonade and a brown paper bag. Out of the paper bag fell a half-eaten sandwich.
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‘What is this, then?’

‘Er. That’s my lunch.’

‘What is it?’

‘It’s a sandwich. A beef sandwich.’

‘This beef was part of a living animal?’

‘Er. Yes. I suppose it was.’

‘It was a living thing. It enjoyed life. It didn’t want to die. Yet it was killed so you could enjoy eating its flesh.’

Errol could see what she was getting at.

‘Yes, But that’s just an animal. It’s all right to eat animals. But not humans. Humans are different.’

‘But humans are animals too. Why is it wrong to eat human animals, if it’s not wrong to eat non-human animals?’

Errol wasn’t sure what to say to the cannibal woman’s question.

‘It just is. Don’t you see?’

But they couldn’t see. ‘No. We don’t understand. Please explain.’

What Errol needed to come up with was some reason why it is OK to kill and eat a cow, but not OK to kill and eat a human animal.

You know what? Errol couldn’t think of a good reason. So they killed him and cooked him. Then they ate him. After they had eaten Errol, the cannibals went through his things. They found some rather nice chocolate-covered mints. So they sat around eating the mints and chatting.
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The big question

The question the cannibals asked Errol was: Why is it wrong to kill and eat human animals, but not wrong to kill and eat non-human animals?

Of course, many people agree with Errol that, while it is very wrong indeed to kill and eat a human, there is nothing wrong with killing and eating other sorts of animal.

But there are also many people who believe that, if it is wrong to kill and eat humans, then it must be wrong to kill and eat non-humans too. They would say that it is always wrong to kill an animal just so we can enjoy eating it, no matter what sort of animal it is.

Now I eat meat. But should I? Am I doing something morally wrong? If I believe that it is wrong to kill and eat humans (and I do believe that is wrong), but not wrong to kill and eat non-humans, it seems I must come up with some difference between humans and non-humans that justifies my treating them so differently.

But what is that difference? That’s my big question for this chapter. It’s the question Errol couldn’t answer.

Vegetarians

As I say, there are many people who believe it is wrong to kill any sort of animal just so we can eat it. Many of these people are vegetarians. They eat only vegetables, fruit, beans, nuts, grain and so on, plus certain animal products like milk, cheese and eggs.

Some people go even further: they don’t eat or use any animal products at all. They don’t even wear leather shoes. These people are called vegans.

Other reasons for being a vegetarian

Not all vegetarians give up meat just because they think it morally wrong to kill an animal just so we can enjoy eating it. There are other reasons why people become vegetarians.

Here is one of them. Many people think that a chicken farm looks like this:
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But in fact most of the chickens we eat are raised in conditions much like this:
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This sort of farming is sometimes called factory farming, because it involves mass-producing animals in much the same way that a car factory mass-produces cars.

Chickens raised in this way often never see the sky. They never see a tree. They only ever see the thousands of other chickens all around them.

This seems to many vegetarians to be a pretty cruel and unpleasant way to treat other living creatures. They also claim that the mass production of other sorts of animal for food is often also pretty unpleasant.

So here is another reason many vegetarians give when asked why they don’t eat meat. They say that, while it may be wrong to slaughter animals for their meat, it is doubly wrong to raise and keep them in the cruel and barbaric way that we do. We shouldn’t do it.

However, in this chapter, I am just going to focus on just this reason vegetarians give for not eating meat: It is morally wrong to kill an animal just so we can enjoy eating it. I shall call those who give up meat for at least this reason ‘moral’ vegetarians. Let’s now get a bit clearer about what ‘moral’ vegetarians do and don’t object to.

The case of Zoe the hunter

Much of the meat we eat is produced by farms and factories. But there are a few exceptions.

This is Zoe, a tough and wily hunter who lives in the woods.
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Zoe never eats meat except the deer she has shot and killed herself. She hunts only wild deer. There are plenty in the woods where she lives. Zoe makes sure she always gets a clean, painless kill. The animal doesn’t suffer at all. And she always shoots mature animals that have had a fairly long and happy life.
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Is Zoe wrong to do what she does?

True, the deer Zoe eats are not produced through cruelty and suffering as factory-farmed chickens are alleged to be. So there wouldn’t be that particular moral reason not to kill and eat them.

But the ‘moral’ vegetarian would say that Zoe is still doing something morally wrong. For they say that it is always wrong deliberately to bring to an end the life of a conscious living thing – a creature capable of enjoying life – just so that someone can enjoy the taste of its flesh.

The case of Harry’s road accident

What about this case? Harry is a careful driver. But one night he had a road accident. He accidentally ran over and killed a wild deer in his car while driving home at night. There was nothing he could do. The deer just ran right out in front of him.
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Would it be OK for Harry to eat this deer? After all, the animal was killed accidentally.

Actually, those vegetarians who are vegetarians solely because they believe it wrong to slaughter an animal just so we can enjoy eating its meat wouldn’t object to Harry eating the deer. They would say it was a shame that the deer was killed. But they wouldn’t say Harry had done something morally wrong. The point is, Harry didn’t deliberately kill the deer so that it could be eaten. Its death was an accident.

So it’s worth remembering that ‘moral’ vegetarians needn’t say that it’s always morally wrong to eat meat.

The plane crash cannibals

There is one animal that we are pretty much all agreed it would be wrong to kill for its meat: the human animal. Almost no one thinks it morally acceptable to kill humans so that we can eat them (except for those cannibals that ate Errol, of course).

But actually, I think most of us would think it OK to eat human meat if the person had been killed accidentally and it was a matter of either eating human meat or starving to death. Sometimes this does happen.

A few years ago there was an aeroplane crash high up in the Andes.
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The survivors were left stranded high up on a mountain in all the snow and ice. They were miles from anywhere. No one came to rescue them. After a while, what little food they had ran out. They began to starve. If they didn’t eat, they would die.

So the plane crash survivors ate the bodies of the other people who had died in the crash. That’s how they managed to stay alive. It was a pretty revolting thing for them to have to do. But I don’t think it was morally wrong. And of course, the ‘moral’ vegetarian needn’t object either. (By the way, I have heard it said that human meat tastes a bit like chicken and that the forearm is the best bit.)

So far, we have looked at the cannibal’s question: why is it wrong to kill and eat humans for their meat, but not wrong to kill and eat non-humans? We have also looked at ‘moral’ vegetarians who argue that it is always wrong deliberately to kill an animal capable of enjoying life just so that we can eat it.

Is the ‘moral’ vegetarian right? I’m not sure. I have to admit: I find it very difficult to explain why it isn’t morally wrong to kill and eat non-humans if it is morally wrong to kill and eat humans.

Let’s now look at some of the arguments used to defend eating meat.

A restaurant argument

Not long ago I was at a restaurant with Aisha and Carol: two friends of mine. Carol ‘was eating a burger.
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Carol and Aisha ended up having an argument about the morality of eating meat. The argument went like this.


Carol: Mmm. This burger is delicious!

Aisha: That’s terrible! That was a conscious living thing, Carol. And its life was ended just so you could enjoy eating its muscles and other bits mashed up and grilled in a bun. What a waste.

Carol: But I like meat. Why shouldn’t I eat meat if I want to?

Aisha: Because it’s wrong, Carol. It’s wrong to kill a living thing capable of enjoying life just so that you can enjoy eating it. You could have had a veggie burger instead, like me. They are just as nice.

Carol: No, they’re not. They’re all mushy and taste weird. I prefer the real thing.



Carol carried on eating her burger. But Aisha sat watching her. She looked very disapproving. After a while, Carol got fed up with Aisha looking at her like that. Carol started trying to defend eating meat.
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Carol’s first argument: it must be OK because almost everyone thinks it is

Here is Carol’s first argument.


Carol: Look, Aisha. Most people agree with me, not with you. They don’t think there is anything particularly wrong about eating meat. They don’t feel bad about it. If there really was something morally wrong with eating meat, then people would feel bad about it, wouldn’t they? So there can’t be anything wrong with it.



Aisha wasn’t convinced.


Aisha: I agree that most people in this country don’t think it wrong to kill animals just so we can enjoy eating their flesh. But just because they are in the majority doesn’t make them right. After all, not so very long ago there were many countries where the majority thought that slavery was morally acceptable. They thought certain races of people were inferior and that people of these races could therefore be used as slaves by the rest of us. Nowadays, we see that slavery is very wrong. So the majority were simply mistaken about what is wrong. The majority may be mistaken about the morality of eating meat, too.
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I agree with Aisha. Just because most people think it OK to kill and eat animals doesn’t make it right. Perhaps one day – in, say, two hundred years’ time – we will look back on how we treat animals and be horrified, just as we are now horrified by slavery. Perhaps we will then see that what the majority of us now find morally acceptable is actually very wrong indeed.

Carol’s second argument: it is natural to eat meat

Carol didn’t give up. She came up with a second argument to defend eating meat.


Carol: Look, Aisha, it is natural for us to eat meat. We are designed to eat meat.
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Carol opened her mouth and showed Aisha the two pointed teeth that come down from the corners of her mouth.


Carol: See these two teeth? These are canine teeth. You have them too. They are designed for eating meat. All meat-eating creatures have them. I’m just doing what comes naturally.



But Aisha didn’t think that was any reason not to be a vegetarian.


Aisha: So what? So what if it comes naturally to us to eat meat? That doesn’t make it right, does it? Many of the things that come naturally to us are morally wrong. What about fighting and murdering each other? That sort of behaviour also seems to come quite naturally to us humans. But that doesn’t mean it is morally acceptable. We don’t need to eat meat. We can get by quite well on a vegetarian diet. So we shouldn’t eat meat. What you are doing is wrong.



Again, I think Aisha is right: just because it comes naturally to us to eat meat doesn’t mean that it is morally acceptable.

Some people would perhaps also argue that not only is it natural for humans to eat meat, it is unhealthy for us not to. We need meat to keep us healthy. But it is unclear whether this is true. There are many millions of vegetarians all over the world. Jains, Buddhists and Hindus don’t eat meat. And Jains, Buddhists and Hindus all seem pretty healthy.

In any case, even if it were true that we need to eat some meat to keep us in the peak of condition, we don’t need to eat nearly as much meat as we do. And even if a bit of meat is required for perfect health, that doesn’t mean that we should eat it. We could develop food supplements instead: tablets that contain what it is that we are missing out on by not eating meat. Even if such tablets could not be made, that still wouldn’t mean that it was morally acceptable to eat meat. Perhaps we should just put up with being slightly less healthy than we might otherwise be. Maybe that is the price we have to pay for doing the right thing.

But, as I say, it isn’t at all clear that being a vegetarian is less healthy than eating meat.

Carol’s third argument: animals are bred to be eaten

Carol sat chewing in silence for a while. She certainly didn’t think that what she was doing was wrong. So she tried a third argument.


Carol: OK, Aisha, you are concerned about conscious living things, right?

Aisha: Yes. I don’t think a living thing capable of enjoying life should be deliberately killed just because we feel like eating it.

Carol: But this animal that I am eating was bred to be eaten. It only had a life because we bred it.

Aisha: That’s true, I suppose.

Carol: We meat eaters gave life to the animal. So, in a way, we did the animal a favour. True, we brought its life to an early end so that we could eat it. But still, a life existed that would not have existed if we didn’t eat meat. So, on balance, breeding animals for slaughter is a good thing, not a bad thing.

Aisha: No. You are wrong. Look, suppose that there are some Martian creatures who are farmers. These farmers breed humans. The Martians are quite considerate farmers. They breed humans on a planet – planet Earth – where the human animals can lead happy, fulfilled lives. Just like the cows in a field, we humans don’t realize we’re being bred.

Carol: Why are the Martians breeding us humans?

Aisha: Because they like to eat us! You know when humans sometimes just disappear? Actually, they are abducted by Martians. They are eaten. The Martians come over here in their flying saucers to stock up on meat in just the same way that we drive over to the supermarket. There is nothing a Martian likes better than to tuck into a nice, juicy humanburger at the end of a long day.
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Carol: Yuk. That is horrible! Honestly, I’m eating. Couldn’t you at least wait till I finish?

Aisha: So you find that horrible, do you?

Carol: Yes, I do.

Aisha: Well, take a look at yourself. There you are eating an animal that has been bred and killed just so you could enjoy the taste of it in a bun. Why is that any less horrible? I think it is just as horrible.

Carol: No, it isn’t.

Aisha: You said that it was OK to eat animals because they are bred to be eaten. Well, in my story the Martians breed us to be eaten too. So what’s wrong with the Martians eating us?



Carol’s fourth argument: animals are stupid


Carol: OK. I admit the fact that animals are bred to be eaten doesn’t by itself make it right to eat them. But animals are different to us. They are less intelligent than us. They don’t have feelings like we do. They have no sense of right or wrong. That’s why it’s OK for us to kill and eat them.



What do you think about this argument? Does the fact that animals aren’t as smart as us, aren’t as emotionally sophisticated as us, don’t have any sense of right or wrong and so on, mean that it is OK for us to eat them? Aisha certainly didn’t agree.


Aisha: So it’s all right to eat things that are less intelligent than us? It’s all right to eat things that don’t have all the same sorts of feelings as us?

Carol: Yes.

Aisha: Well, suppose that, perhaps because of some sort of illness, many human babies are born different to the rest of us. They aren’t as intelligent. They are only as intelligent as a fairly intelligent animal: a pig, say. They cannot learn language. Like pigs, they can feel happy or sad, excited or calm and so on. But they can’t feel a sophisticated emotion like pride in a new job. They don’t even know what a job is. Nor have they any sense of right or wrong.

Carol: The poor things.

Aisha: Well, don’t feel too bad for them. These babies are perfectly healthy, happy individuals. They are capable of living long and happy lives. So how should we treat these human beings, do you think?

Carol: We would probably give them lots of care and attention. We would probably employ people to help them lead the most fulfilled and enjoyable lives possible.

Aisha: But why not kill and eat them? After all, you said that it was OK to eat animals because they are less intelligent and sophisticated than us. But so too are these humans. So why shouldn’t we kill and eat them too?



Carol was absolutely revolted by the thought of eating these humans. But she was more than just revolted. She saw that it would be morally very wrong to kill and eat them.
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The problem was that Carol was beginning to find it difficult to explain why it would be morally wrong to kill and eat these humans if it isn’t morally wrong to kill and eat the animals we eat. For these humans are no more intelligent or sophisticated than are those animals.


Carol: Look, Aisha. It’s just a fact that humans are more important than animals. Our needs and desires come first. That is just the way it is. Human beings are more important than animals.

Aisha: But why are they more important, Carol? You haven’t given me any good reason why they don’t deserve the very same sort of moral consideration as us human animals. And if you can’t explain why they aren’t deserving of equal consideration, then your claim is just a prejudice. It seems to me that you are prejudiced against non-human animals in the same way that some people are prejudiced against women or against other races of humans.



Carol winced. She didn’t like to think of herself as being prejudiced.


Aisha: And in any case, even if it is true that human animals are more important, that doesn’t justify our killing and eating other sorts of animal. It doesn’t mean we have the right to do just what we like to them. It doesn’t mean it is morally OK for us to slaughter them just because we like the taste of their flesh.



Carol now felt quite guilty. So did I. For I had just eaten a burger too. My conscience was starting to bother me. Like Carol, I hadn’t really thought about the morality of eating meat before. I felt that Aisha was probably wrong about it being immoral to eat meat. But I couldn’t see why she was wrong.

Pets

I had also started thinking about pets. Carol has a dog. It is a very cute dog: Tigger.
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Now a dog is an animal like any other. Yet Carol would be absolutely horrified at the thought that we might kill Tigger and eat him. In fact, Carol has had to spend a lot of money on Tigger keeping him alive. Tigger swallowed a plastic pen top which got stuck inside him. The vet had to operate to remove the pen top. The operation cost a fortune. Carol was very upset when she thought Tigger might die. Aisha and I had to go round and comfort her while the operation was taking place. Luckily, Tigger survived. He’s fine now.

Now a dog is a very intelligent and emotional creature. But apparently it is no more intelligent or emotional than a pig. That’s what friends who have kept pigs tell me, anyway. Apparently, pigs are very bright, affectionate creatures. Some varieties of pig can even make quite good pets.

In some countries – China, for example – dogs are eaten. They eat dogs just as we eat pigs. And why not? There really is no difference, except perhaps that dogs look a bit more cuddly to us.

I couldn’t help thinking how Carol would react if she were told that it was Tigger that she had just eaten. Carol would certainly feel it would be morally wrong to kill and eat Tigger. But then why wasn’t it morally wrong to kill and eat that cow that she had just eaten?

I thought it probably best not to ask Carol why we shouldn’t eat Tigger.

Carol’s fifth argument: animals eat animals

Carol, Aisha and I all ordered ice-creams. While we were eating them, Carol had another attempt at defending herself.


Carol: Animals eat each other, don’t they? Cats eat mice and birds. Tigers eat gazelle. Foxes eat chickens. So if animals eat each other, why shouldn’t we eat them too?

Aisha: Animals don’t know any better. They don’t know right from wrong. They have no sense of morality. So they can’t be held morally responsible for what they do, any more than new-born babies can. But we adult humans can be held morally responsible. Eating meat is wrong. Once we see that, we should stop doing it. If we don’t stop doing it, that makes us bad people.



I have to say I now felt very guilty about having eaten meat. So did Carol. But should we have felt guilty? Was Aisha justified in attacking us as she did? I’m not sure. I have to admit, her arguments do seem very powerful.

How could Carol and I have defended ourselves against Aisha? Why is it OK to kill and eat non-human animals, but not human animals?

It is the species that matters

Some people claim that it is the species one belongs to that is important, so far as what it is morally acceptable to kill and eat is concerned. It is morally wrong to eat members of the human species. It is not morally wrong to eat the members of other animal species.

But why is it wrong to eat the members of the human species, but not other species? Isn’t this just a prejudice of ours? Or can this claim be justified? Some try to explain why it is wrong to eat members of the human species but not other species by saying that humans as a species are more intelligent and emotionally sophisticated than other animal species. Even if some particular human being happens not to be as intelligent or emotionally sophisticated as the rest of us (like one of the babies in Aisha’s example), it is still wrong to eat that particular human. It is wrong because they are members of the human species, and humans as a species are far more intelligent and emotionally sophisticated than are other animal species. The pig, on the other hand, is a relatively stupid and unsophisticated species. So it is OK to eat pigs.

I have worries about this view, too. One of my worries is illustrated by the case of the smart pig.

The case of the smart pig

Suppose there was a talking pig, like the pig in the film Babe. I know that there aren’t really talking pigs. But just suppose that, by some miracle, such a pig was born.

[image: images]

This pig is a one-off. It is incredibly intelligent: more intelligent than most humans. It is also capable of all the emotions that we are capable of. It engages us in philosophical debate about moral issues. It ‘writes poetry. It tells insightful jokes. It enjoys reading Shakespeare and going to the theatre.
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It gets invited to dinner parties.
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Would it be morally acceptable to kill and eat this pig? We have not yet been given any reason why it would be wrong to eat it. For it is a member of a species the normal members of which are pretty stupid and unsophisticated compared to normal human beings. It is a member of the pig species.

Yet surely it would be wrong to eat this particular pig. In fact, it seems to me that this pig would be a person, despite not being a human person. And it would surely be wrong to kill and eat a person.

So my worry is this. If it is morally OK to eat animals which are members of species the normal members of which are fairly unintelligent and so on, then it should be morally acceptable to kill and eat this pig. But clearly it would not be morally acceptable to kill and eat this pig.

Are we bigots?

Some philosophers argue that many of us are guilty of species discrimination or speciesism. Species discrimination is a bit like sexual discrimination (sexism) or racial discrimination (racism). It is an example of bigotry: unreasoned prejudice against those who are different.

We discriminate against other animal species in many ways: one way is that we think that it’s morally acceptable to kill and eat those other species, but not to kill and eat our own species.

But there is no justification for our discriminating against other species of animal in this way. The discrimination is unfair and immoral. Speciesism is no more morally acceptable than is sexism or racism. Just as we now see that sexism and racism are wrong, so we will hopefully one day come to see that speciesism is wrong too.

That is how some philosophers argue, at least. Are these philosophers right? What do you think?

The ‘it’s no big deal’ excuse

Some people argue that ‘moral’ vegetarians are making a big fuss about very little. Take a look at the world. People are tortured and killed every day. Children are forced to work long hours in appalling conditions for just a few pennies. Some even starve. There are so many terrible moral injustices that cry out for our attention. Even if we admit that killing other animals so that we can enjoy eating their flesh is morally wrong, it’s just one wrong among countless many. So isn’t it rather narrow minded of ‘moral’ vegetarians to focus on just this one issue?

I think this is a very poor argument against ‘moral’ vegetarianism. Of course, many ‘moral’ vegetarians are concerned about all these other issues too. Just because one is concerned about one thing doesn’t mean one can’t be concerned about anything else.

Really, people who argue in this way are just trying to excuse themselves. They are saying, ‘OK, I admit I am doing something morally wrong. But look at all the other bad things people do! Set against all these other moral wrongs, my eating meat is rather insignificant, isn’t it?’

Of course, if this were an acceptable defence, then you could excuse all sorts of terrible things in much the same way: from stealing a book through to murdering someone. How would you feel about someone who tried to excuse themselves for having murdered someone they didn’t like by saying, ‘It was just one little murder! That’s all! Thousands happen every year!
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Perhaps a better way for meat eaters to try to excuse themselves is to say that, compared to other immoral acts, killing animals for food is pretty low down on the scale of badness. Some things are more wrong than others. At the top of the scale is killing thousands or millions of people, like Hitler or Pol Pot. Further down the scale is deliberately killing one person. Further down still is killing someone accidentally through stupidity (such as running them over while drunk). Further down from that is stealing someone’s life savings. Then there is stealing some sweets from a shop. Near the bottom of the scale is, say, picking an apple from a neighbour’s tree without asking them first. Now on this scale of wrongs, surely eating meat is pretty low down? Even if we admit that killing other animals so we can enjoy eating them is morally wrong, surely it isn’t that wrong.

In fact, isn’t there something rather offensive about ‘moral’ vegetarians who make such a big deal about animal exploitation and suffering? Isn’t human exploitation and suffering far more important?

Are we as bad as the slave owners?

How good an excuse is the ‘It’s no big deal’ excuse? Most vegetarians would say: not very. Here’s why.

Perhaps, in two hundred years’ time, people will look back at our treatment of animals today and be quite horrified. Perhaps they will say to themselves: how did we not see that breeding billions and billions of animals per year in barbaric conditions and then slaughtering them just so that we could enjoy the taste of their flesh was an absolutely monstrous thing to do? How did we not see that what we were doing was not terribly morally wrong?

Looking back at slavery, we find it very hard to see how people back then didn’t realize that how they were treating other human beings was very wrong. In fact, some treated their slaves no better than their animals, sometimes worse. They whipped them, tortured them and kept them in appalling conditions. Some slave owners deliberately crippled their slaves when they tried to run away.

How could those slave owners not see that their behaviour towards these other human beings was wrong? Yet the slave owners didn’t see it. Most of the slave owners thought of themselves as upright, moral citizens.
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So maybe we are like the slave owners. Perhaps we are simply blind to the wrongness of what we are doing. Because we are surrounded by many other people who also think it OK to treat animals as we do, we find it difficult to see that what we are doing is wrong.

I have tried to explain why I am suspicious about the claim that, while eating meat is morally wrong, it isn’t that wrong. Perhaps it really is very wrong indeed. Perhaps the only reason it doesn’t seem that wrong is that the majority of other people around us feel quite comfortable with the idea.

And in fact we haven’t yet seen any reason to suppose killing other species of animal for their meat isn’t very wrong indeed. Indeed, we haven’t yet seen any reason to suppose it isn’t just as bad as killing human animals for their meat.

Carol’s final argument: shouldn’t Aisha be a vegan?

Let’s go back to Carol and Aisha’s argument. I felt that Aisha had definitely been getting the better of the argument up to now. But then Carol came up with a much better argument that stopped Aisha in her tracks. This is what Carol said:


Carol: That was great ice-cream.

Aisha: Mmm. I love ice-cream.

Carol: So Aisha, tell me: why isn’t it morally wrong to eat ice-cream? After all, ice-cream is made from milk, which comes from cows. And cheese comes from cows too. You had cheese on your veggie burger.

Aisha: But cows aren’t killed to make cheese and ice-cream.




Carol: But aren’t they sometimes kept in quite miserable conditions?




Aisha: I don’t know. Perhaps they are.

Carol: Look. Even if they are well looked after, don’t they still have to have calves before they can make milk?

Aisha: Yes. I suppose that’s right.

Carol: So what happens to all those calves then? Half of them are male, so they are no good for milking.

Aisha: Er. Yes.

Carol: They are killed, aren’t they? They would have to be. Otherwise we would be up to our necks in bulls.

Aisha: Umm. I suppose you are right.

Carol: Well then. Here you are lecturing me about eating my burger. But it’s only because I had a burger that you could have that ice-cream and that cheese on your veggie burger. You are a hypocrite! Also, I bet you are wearing leather shoes, aren’t you?

Aisha: Yes.

Carol: And where did the leather for your shoes come from? Another dead animal. So you see, you are just as responsible for the deaths of all these animals as me, despite the fact that you don’t eat meat!



It is true that, in order to continue to produce milk, cows need to become pregnant once a year. Only about a quarter of their calves go on to provide milk. The rest are killed. And even those cows that are used for milk are slaughtered at 3–7 years (cows can live for much longer than this). So milk production certainly does require that a great many animals be killed.

I was quite impressed by Carol’s argument: if Aisha really was convinced about the immorality of killing animals, then it seems she should also give up milk and cheese and ice-cream. She should give up leather too. She should wear plastic or cotton shoes.

As I explained at the beginning of this chapter, some people – called vegans – do go this far. They give up all animal produce. If Aisha were convinced by her own arguments, it seems she should become a vegan. Yet Aisha never did become a vegan. To this day, she still wears leather shoes. She still eats cheese, milk, eggs and ice-cream.

Still, all Carol has shown, at best, is that Aisha is a bit of a hyprocrite. All she has shown is that, if it is wrong to kill and eat animals for their meat, then it’s also wrong to kill them for their milk, eggs, leather and so on. Notice that Carol hasn’t shown that it is morally acceptable to kill and eat other species of animal. She still hasn’t given us any reason to suppose that killing animals for meat, milk, eggs and leather isn’t very wrong indeed.

Should I eat meat?

I have tried to look at the arguments for and against vegetarianism and veganism as fairly as I can. I have not tried to push you one way or the other. I want you to think carefully about the arguments and make up your own mind.

I eat meat. But I have to admit, I find the moral arguments for not eating meat to be very powerful. If it is morally OK to kill and eat other species of animal just because we like the taste of their flesh, then why is it OK? If we cannot justify treating other species so very differently from our own, then it seems we really are guilty of speciesism.
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File 2

How do I know the world isn’t virtual?

Jim’s game

Here’s Jim.
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Jim is playing a computer game. The game is called Dungeons and Monsters. To win the game you have to run around inside a maze of dungeons, kill all the monsters and collect all the treasure. As you can see, Jim loves the game. Especially killing the monsters.

I had better warn you now: something nasty happens to Jim. But we’ll come to that later. First, I need to explain about virtual reality.

Virtual reality

The dungeons, gun, monsters and treasure in Jim’s game aren’t real, of course. They form what is known as a virtual reality: a world created by a computer. A virtual reality is made up of a virtual environment within which can be found virtual objects. In Jim’s game, the dungeons and corridors are the virtual environment. The gun, monsters and treasure are virtual objects.

You will probably have come across a virtual reality yourself. Perhaps you have played a computer game in which you drive a car round a race track or fly a plane through the sky. The cars, race track, planes and so on that you see in these games are all virtual. They don’t actually exist.

Wearing a virtual reality helmet

Usually, when you play one of these games, you watch the action on a sort of TV screen. But there are now other ways of experiencing virtual reality.

In fact, computer scientists have developed virtual reality helmets.
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Here’s how a virtual reality helmet works. When you put it on, you see a small screen. This screen shows the virtual environment. And the important thing about the screen is that, when you move your head about, what you see changes just as it would if you really were in such an environment. For example, if you turn your head to the left, you see what’s to the left of you in the virtual environment. Look down and you see what’s on the floor of the virtual environment. Spin round and you see what’s behind you, and so on.

The helmet also contains little loudspeakers – one for each ear – so that you can hear what is going on inside the virtual reality. Again, these speakers change what you hear depending on which way you are facing. So with the virtual reality helmet on, it looks and sounds as if the virtual environment is actually all around you.

Virtual hands and legs

It’s also possible to reach out and pick up virtual objects. Electronic gloves have been developed that control virtual hands. Put the gloves on and you can move the virtual hands that you see in front of you when you wear the virtual reality helmet. With these virtual hands you can steer a virtual car or fire a virtual laser gun at a virtual alien.
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In fact, you can even walk around inside virtual reality. The computer that generates the virtual reality can be wired up to special sensors strapped to your legs and feet. Walk forward and the computer
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Artificial eyes
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Having an eye on the end of a stick
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A robot body
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Surviving the death of your human body
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Having a virtual body
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Intermission: a horror story
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Are YOU a brain in a vat?
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Perhaps you’ve ALWAYS been a brain in a vat
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How do you know you’re not a brain in a vat?




What is scepticism?


Scepticism against common sense
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Other examples of common sense being wrong
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What the sceptic ISN’T claiming
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An ancient puzzle




Ockham’s razor





The two boxes example
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A worry





Am I an island?
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