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The Comparative Badness for Animals 
of Suffering and Death
JEFF MCMAHAN

4.1. HUMANE OMNIVORISM

An increasingly common view among morally reflective people is that, 
whereas factory farming is objectionable because of the suffering it inflicts 
on animals, it is permissible to eat animals if they are reared humanely and 
killed with little or no pain or terror. I will refer to methods of rearing and 
killing animals that are designed to avoid causing significant suffering or 
terror as “humane rearing,” and will use the label “humane omnivorism” 
to refer to the view that, while it is wrong to buy and eat meat produced by 
factory farming, it is permissible to eat meat produced through humane 
rearing.

Although humane rearing, when practiced scrupulously, does not cause 
animals to suffer, it does involve killing them quite early in their lives. Beef 
cattle have a natural life span of about thirty to thirty-five years, but they 
are normally killed at about three years of age. Pigs can live about fifteen 
years, but they tend to be killed at about six months, while chickens can live 
about eight years but are killed less than a year after birth. The reason these 
animals are killed when young is that it is economically wasteful to invest 
resources in keeping them alive after they have reached their full size.

Because humane rearing involves depriving animals of most of the life 
they might otherwise have, humane omnivorism seems to presuppose 
that depriving animals of good experiences is not morally objectionable 
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[ 66 ] The Ethics of Killing Animals

in the way that causing them to suffer is. The assumption seems to be that 
although their suffering matters, their lives matter much less, and perhaps 
not at all.

Humane omnivorism grants that the suffering of animals matters 
enough to make factory farming, and supporting factory farming by eat-
ing the meat it produces, wrong. But it does not have to concede that the 
suffering of an animal matters as much as the equivalent suffering of a 
person. It might instead claim that the suffering of an animal matters less, 
perhaps on the ground that the suffering of beings with lower moral status 
matters less than the equivalent suffering of beings with higher moral sta-
tus. Consider, for the sake of illustration, a version of humane omnivorism 
based on the artificially precise assumption that the suffering of an animal 
matters a tenth as much as the equivalent suffering of a person. Like all 
versions of humane omnivorism, this version accepts that it is permissible 
to kill an animal as a means of enabling people to have the greater pleasure 
of a certain number of meals that include meat from the animal, rather 
than the lesser pleasure of an equivalent number of meals without meat. 
This is true even when, if the animal had not been killed, it could have had 
many more years of life without significant suffering.

Suppose that one animal would provide meat for twenty meals, and 
that twenty people would each get ten more units of pleasure from eat-
ing a meal with meat from the animal than they would get from otherwise 
similar meals without the meat, but with some substitute plant-based food 
of equivalent cost and nutritional benefit. We might next ask how much 
suffering it might be permissible to cause a person to experience as a means 
of enabling twenty other people to experience ten units of pleasure each. 
The answer is surely that it would be permissible to cause a person at most 
only a tiny amount of suffering for this reason. Given a version of humane 
omnivorism that accords the suffering of an animal a tenth the weight of 
the equivalent suffering of a person, it follows that it would be permissible 
to cause an animal no more than ten times this tiny amount of suffering 
as a means of providing the ten units of pleasure to each of ten people. Ten 
times a tiny amount of suffering is a small amount of suffering. So this 
version of humane omnivorism implies that while it would be permissible 
to deprive an animal of many years of life as a means of providing each of 
twenty people a certain amount of pleasure, it would not be permissible 
to cause that animal more than a small amount of suffering as a means of 
providing the same pleasure to the same people.

According to this version of humane omnivorism, therefore, it is worse 
to cause an animal to experience a small amount of suffering than it is to 
kill the animal, even when killing it would deprive it of many years of life 
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without significant suffering, so that the good life it would lose would be 
good for it by much more than the suffering would be bad for it. Many 
other possible versions of humane omnivorism make similar assumptions 
about the relative badness of suffering and death for animals.1 We can 
group these assumptions under the label “Suffering Is Worse.” My aim in 
this article is to examine the claim that Suffering Is Worse.2

I will begin, in section 4.2, by considering whether there is a general 
moral asymmetry between suffering and happiness. In section 4.3, I sketch 
an account of the misfortune of death that helps to explain why the loss 
through death of a certain amount of good life is generally a lesser mis-
fortune for an animal than for a person. This account, therefore, provides 
some support for the idea that Suffering Is Worse. Section 4.4, however, 
shows that the account is vulnerable to counterexamples, and section 4.5 
shows that one appealing way of avoiding the counterexamples threatens 
to deprive the account of its distinctive virtues. In sections 4.6 through 
4.9 I explain how the account’s apparently implausible implications can be 
avoided or at least mitigated by conjoining it with either of two plausible 
views about the morality of causing individuals to exist. Section 4.10 then 
considers the implications of the two conjoined views for the morality of 
abortion and section 4.11 summarizes their implications for Suffering Is 
Worse and humane omnivorism.

4.2.  POSSIBLE DEFENSES OF THE CLAIM 

THAT SUFFERING IS WORSE

Many people believe that there is a general moral asymmetry between 
suffering and happiness for persons as well as for animals—that is, they 
believe that the reason not to cause or allow individuals to suffer is nor-
mally stronger than the reason to cause or allow individuals to experience 
a corresponding degree of happiness. Some people, for example, accept a 
strong form of this view, according to which pure benefits cannot on their 
own morally offset harms. These people think that while it can be permis-
sible to cause a person to suffer, even without her consent, if that is nec-
essary to prevent her from experiencing even greater suffering, it is not 
permissible to cause her to suffer without her consent to provide her with 
a benefit that would be good for her more than the suffering would be bad 
(Shiffrin 1999). The claim that Suffering Is Worse in animals might simply 
be a corollary of this general asymmetry between causing suffering and 
bestowing benefits. For although we think of death as a harm, it does not 
involve suffering or anything intrinsically bad. It involves only the absence 
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[ 68 ] The Ethics of Killing Animals

of pure benefits—the good experiences and activities that continued exis-
tence would have made possible.

This asymmetry is, however, difficult to reconcile with the fact that we 
all accept, and believe that it is rational to accept, trade-offs between suf-
fering and happiness. People are often willing to undergo considerable suf-
fering to achieve benefits for themselves, even when they would not suffer 
from the absence of those good things. If challenged, they may say that 
the benefits outweigh the suffering—thereby implying that the suffering 
and the benefits can be roughly measured on a common scale, and that 
the benefits would be good for them by more than the suffering would 
be bad for them. It therefore seems a mistake to suppose that when it is 
not possible to get a person’s consent, it is permissible to cause him to 
suffer when that is necessary to prevent him from experiencing a greater 
harm, but not to enable him to have a greater benefit. I suspect that the 
explanation of our attraction to this view is that, while it is often uncon-
troversial that one instance of suffering is worse than another, so that one 
can often be confident that a harm one inflicts will be less bad than a harm 
one thereby prevents, there is greater diversity in what benefits people. 
In consequence, there is often considerable uncertainty about whether or 
to what extent a person would benefit from something from which some 
others would benefit, and thus about whether the presumed source of 
benefit would in fact compensate the person for the suffering that is a 
necessary means of bringing it about.

Another reason for skepticism about the moral asymmetry between 
causing suffering and providing benefits is that, although we tend to accept 
it in a range of cases, we reject its application to persons in exactly the kind 
of choice to which defenders of humane omnivorism think it applies in the 
case of animals—namely, choices between suffering and death. Again, if 
one saves a person’s life, one does not prevent anything that is intrinsically 
bad for her; one merely enables her to have the benefits of continued exis-
tence. Yet in instances in which one can save a person’s life only by causing 
her to suffer, we believe that it is permissible, and perhaps required, to save 
her, even when it is not possible to get her consent, provided that the net 
benefit to her in remaining alive would outweigh the suffering it would be 
necessary to inflict.

This challenges the view that there is a general asymmetry between 
causing or allowing individuals to suffer and causing or allowing them to 
have pure benefits. If it is permissible to cause people to suffer, even when 
one cannot get their consent, to enable them to continue to have benefits 
rather than to die, it ought to be permissible as well to cause them to suffer 
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to enable them to have more benefits rather than continuing to live with 
fewer, provided the increase in benefits would outweigh the suffering.

Some defenders of humane omnivorism seem to think it unnecessary to 
provide arguments to show that the painless killing of an animal is justi-
fied by the benefits that people derive from eating it. They seem to assume, 
instead, that the painless killing of an animal that has been humanely 
reared requires no moral justification at all. But presumably that could be 
true only if the well-being or happiness of animals does not matter at all. 
Perhaps the best defense of that claim is the austere perfectionist view that 
the only pleasures that are accessible to most animals, such as eating, play-
ing, and lying in the sun, are too “low” to matter. But while it may well be 
true that some higher forms of pleasure have lexical priority over certain 
lower ones, it is implausible to suppose that these lower pleasures have no 
value at all. If the lower pleasures did not matter, all that would matter in 
the well-being of infants and small children would be the avoidance of suf-
fering, except insofar as their experience of the pleasures of which they are 
capable would be instrumental to their ability to experience higher plea-
sures later in life.

Someone might argue that because animals have a lower moral status, 
the lower pleasures do not matter in their lives, though they do matter in 
the lives of persons. That is, the moral status of animals is such that their 
lives do not matter, even though their suffering does. This, however, seems 
entirely ad hoc. It is hard to see what kind of rationale could be given for 
it. If it is compatible with their lower moral status that their suffering mat-
ters, it seems that their happiness should matter as well, at least to some 
extent. If, moreover, the suffering of animals mattered but their happiness 
did not matter in any way, there would be a moral presumption against 
causing or allowing any animal to exist; for even if it is not inevitable that 
any animal will experience suffering, it is inevitable that any animal will be 
at risk of suffering.

On this view, therefore, if it is morally justifiable to cause or allow an 
animal to exist, and thus to be exposed to the risk of suffering, that must 
be because of either the benefits to people of its existing or the costs to 
people of preventing it from existing. Even more implausibly, the view 
also seems to imply that unless animals have a right not to be killed, which 
seems incompatible with a conception of their moral status that denies 
that their lives matter, there must be a moral presumption against allow-
ing any animal to continue to exist. No matter how much happiness an 
animal’s future life would contain, if it would also contain some suffering, 
or if the animal would be at risk of suffering, it could be permissible to 
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allow it to continue to exist only because of the benefits to people of its 
existence, or because of the cost to people of killing it painlessly. But that 
seems false.

4.3. THE TIME-RELATIVE INTEREST ACCOUNT

The claim that Suffering Is Worse is clearly not based on the idea that there 
is something especially bad about the suffering of animals. It is based, 
rather, on the view that death is not especially bad for animals. Part of 
the explanation of this is obvious: the life that an animal loses in dying is 
almost always inferior in quality and quantity to the life that a person is 
deprived of by death. Given the orthodox, and in my view, correct view that 
death is bad for an individual primarily because it deprives him of further 
life that would have been good for him, it is natural to suppose that the 
degree of misfortune an individual suffers in dying varies with the quality 
and quantity of the life he would otherwise have had. Because animals usu-
ally lose less, their deaths are usually less bad.

Many philosophers have argued that death is a misfortune for an 
individual in direct proportion to the amount of good life it prevents 
the individual from having (Feldman 1992; Bradley 2009; Broome 2013; 
see also Bradley, this volume). But this implies that the worst death 
that an individual can suffer is immediately after beginning to exist. If, 
for example, we begin to exist at conception, as most people seem to 
believe, the death of a zygote immediately after conception is the worst 
death anyone can suffer. Yet most people believe that if a sperm and egg 
were about to fuse in conception but were destroyed just prior to fusing, 
there would be no significant loss at all. But if that is right, it is hard to 
believe that if the zygote were to die immediately after the sperm and 
egg have fused, without experiencing even a flicker of consciousness, it 
would be the victim of a terrible misfortune; namely, the worst death an 
individual could suffer. On any plausible view about when we begin to 
exist, it is intuitively implausible that death immediately after that is a 
greater misfortune for the individual at the time than, say, the death of 
a person at age twenty.

I have argued elsewhere that the extent to which death is a misfortune 
for an individual is a function primarily of two independent factors: (1) the 
amount of good life of which the individual is deprived by death and (2) the 
extent to which the individual at the time of death would have been psycho-
logically connected to himself at those times in the future when the good 
things in his life would have occurred (McMahan 2002). On any plausible 
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view of when we begin to exist, we come into existence either without the 
capacity for consciousness or in a psychologically rudimentary condition. 
At best we are then only very weakly psychologically related to ourselves in 
the future. We are unaware of having a future in prospect, and thus have no 
future-directed desires or intentions; nor will we later have any memory of 
our present experience. There would be scarcely any significant difference 
between our dying at that point and our never having come into existence 
at all. But as we mature psychologically, we gradually become both more 
substantial as possible subjects of misfortune and more closely psychologi-
cally connected to ourselves as we will later be, if death does not intervene. 
Until we reach a certain level of psychological capacity, death becomes a 
greater misfortune as we develop, even though the amount of good life we 
have in prospect is steadily diminishing.

Like ourselves in the earliest moments of our lives, most animals 
are, throughout their lives, largely psychologically unconnected to 
themselves in the future. They live mostly in the present. So not only 
is the life they lose through death inferior in quality and quantity, but 
they are also only weakly related to their possible future life in the ways 
that matter. The magnitude of the misfortune they suffer in dying is 
diminished accordingly. The strength of an animal’s interest in con-
tinuing to live is, one might say, discounted for psychological uncon-
nectedness between itself at the time of death and itself at the times 
at which it would have had good experiences in the future. I  call this 
the “time-relative interest account” (TRIA) of the misfortune of death. 
According to this account, the strength of an individual’s present inter-
est in some possible event reflects the degree to which it is rational to 
care for the individual’s own sake now whether that event will occur. It 
does not necessarily reflect the way the event would affect the value of 
the individual’s life as a whole.

The badness of causing an animal to suffer now is, by contrast, unaf-
fected by diachronic psychological unconnectedness. Even if the suffering 
of an animal matters less because of its lower moral status, it may be worse 
for the animal to suffer now than to die now, because the extent to which 
its losses through death matter is steeply discounted for psychological 
unconnectedness. This point can be illustrated with an example:

Suffering Now. An animal has a condition that will soon kill it painlessly. One can 

save it, but only in a way that will cause it moderate suffering beginning shortly 

and continuing for a few days. It will then live for five years in a hedonically 

neutral state, followed by ten years of comfort, during which it will experience 

some of the highest forms of happiness of which it is capable.
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According to the TRIA, the animal’s present interest in avoiding the 
immediate suffering is strong, while its interest in experiencing greater hap-
piness in the distant future is weak, because it would be only very weakly 
psychologically connected to itself during that later time. Depending on 
the relative weights of the two factors (amount of happiness and degree 
of psychological unity), the TRIA could imply that it would be better to 
allow the animal to die. In this case, therefore, the TRIA supports Suffering 
Is Worse.

4.4. OBJECTIONS TO THE TIME-RELATIVE INTEREST ACCOUNT

The TRIA is not, however, consistent in its support for Suffering Is Worse. 
This is evident in a parallel example in which the temporal ordering of suf-
fering and happiness is reversed:

Suffering Later. An animal has a condition that will soon kill it painlessly. One 

can save it only in a way that will enable it to experience moderate happiness 

beginning shortly and continuing for a few days, after which it will live five 

years in a hedonically neutral state, followed by a few weeks of intense suffering 

before it finally dies. If one saves it now, there will be no opportunity to prevent 

it from suffering later.

If the TRIA can imply that in Suffering Now it is better to allow the ani-
mal to die, even though its future happiness would outweigh its immediate 
suffering, it can also imply that in Suffering Later it would be better to save 
the animal, even though its future suffering would outweigh its immediate 
happiness. The TRIA’s implication in Suffering Later seems quite counter-
intuitive.3 Many people may find its implication in Suffering Now implau-
sible as well, though those committed to Suffering Is Worse should find it 
plausible.

Elizabeth Harman finds the TRIA’s implications in both cases implausi-
ble. She argues that the TRIA is vulnerable to the following counterexample:

Tommy is a horse with a serious illness. If the illness is not treated now and is 

allowed to run its course, Tommy will live an ordinary discomfort-free life for 

five years, but then Tommy will suffer horribly for several months and then die. 

If the illness is treated now, then Tommy will undergo surgery under anesthetic 

tomorrow. Tommy will suffer over the following two weeks, but not nearly as 

severely as he would five years from now. Tommy will be completely cured and 

will be able to live a healthy normal life for another fifteen years. (2011, 735)

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – FIRSTPROOFS, Mon May 18 2015, NEWGEN

acprof-9780199396078.indd   72 5/18/2015   3:08:39 PM



Compa r at i v e B a dne s s [ 73 ]

Harman believes that it would be better for the horse to be treated. It is 
better for it to have suffering now together with greater happiness in the 
future (which conflicts with the TRIA’s judgment in Suffering Now), rather 
than happiness now at the cost of greater suffering in the future (which 
conflicts with the TRIA’s judgment in Suffering Later).

This case is not, however, a counterexample to the TRIA. Harman 
believes it is, because she thinks that the TRIA implies that it is better not 
to perform the surgery. This is because it does not discount the immedi-
ate, lesser suffering that the surgery would cause but greatly discounts the 
greater suffering that will result if the surgery is not performed, since the 
horse is now only weakly psychologically connected to itself at the later 
time when the greater suffering would occur. But hers is a case in which 
the horse will exist in both possible outcomes of one’s choice. Over time, 
its interests include a strong present interest in avoiding the immediate 
suffering, a weak present interest in avoiding the later suffering, and a 
strong future interest in avoiding the later suffering. Although the TRIA 
discounts interests for psychological unconnectedness, it does not claim 
that only present interests matter; rather, it accepts that all the interests 
that an individual has at all times at which it exists can be sources of rea-
sons. Thus an agent who has no reason to care more about the horse now 
than in the future should choose to treat it because its future interest in 
avoiding the greater suffering will be stronger than its present interest in 
avoiding the immediate, lesser suffering. (There is a parallel here with a 
relevant difference between abortion and prenatal injury. Whereas abor-
tion frustrates only the weak present interest of a fetus in continuing to 
live, prenatal injury may frustrate the strong future interests of a person.)

In Suffering Now and Suffering Later, however, one of the options is 
that the animal will die now. Because of this, the only interests that it has 
independently of the outcome of one’s choice are its present interests. In 
Suffering Now, the horse now has a strong interest in avoiding immedi-
ate suffering but only a weaker interest (because of the weakness of the 
psychological connections between itself now and itself later) in experienc-
ing greater happiness in the distant future. Its interests over time do not 
include a strong interest in experiencing greater happiness in the distant 
future that will exist at that later time independently of the decision about 
whether to save it. Similarly, in Suffering Later, it has a strong interest in 
having happiness now but only a weaker interest in avoiding greater suf-
fering in the distant future. Whether it will later have a strong interest in 
avoiding great suffering at that future time depends on the decision about 
whether to save it. In short, in Harman’s example, the strong interest that 
the horse will have in avoiding great suffering in the future is an actual, 
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future interest that one must take into account in determining what is best 
for the horse. In Suffering Now, by contrast, the strong interest the animal 
might have in experiencing greater happiness in the future is only a possible 
interest, as is the strong interest it might have in avoiding greater suffering 
in the future in Suffering Later. Thus, while Harman’s case is not a counter-
example to the TRIA, the related case of Suffering Later is; and Suffering 
Now may be as well.4

4.5. POSSIBLE INTERESTS

Those who believe Suffering Is Worse should accept the TRIA’s judgment 
that it is better to allow the animal to die in Suffering Now. But they and 
others will reject its implication that it is better to save the animal in 
Suffering Later, when its future life would contain significantly more suffer-
ing than happiness. It seems that the relevant interests in Suffering Later 
include not only the animal’s undiscounted present interest in experienc-
ing immediate happiness and its discounted present interest in avoiding 
greater suffering in the future, but also the possible interest it might have 
later in avoiding the greater suffering when that suffering might occur. This 
later interest would be strong, since it would be an interest in the animal’s 
immediate experience, and thus would not be discounted for psychological 
unconnectedness. If this possible interest can ground a reason now to pre-
vent the animal from experiencing the greater suffering, that could explain 
and justify our belief that it would be better not to save the animal’s life.

There are, however, certain problems with this. If an interest an animal 
would have only if we act in a certain way can give us a reason either to act 
or not to act in that way, then the possible interest the animal in Suffering 
Now might later have in experiencing happiness in the distant future could 
ground a strong reason now to enable it to experience that happiness. 
That possible interest could outweigh the animal’s undiscounted present 
interest in avoiding the immediate suffering. But if the TRIA were to take 
account of possible interests in this way, it would then imply that it would 
be best to save the animal in Suffering Now. It would no longer support the 
view that Suffering Is Worse.

Many will find this implication plausible. But there is more at stake than 
whether Suffering Is Worse is true. As I  noted earlier, the TRIA offers a 
plausible explanation of why death is worse for a twenty-year-old than for 
a fetus, even though the fetus loses more good life in dying. If, moreover, 
a fetus lacks the moral status that would give it a right not to be killed 
that is independent of the strength of its interest in continuing to live, the 
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TRIA’s explanation of why a fetus is not greatly harmed by being killed pro-
vides the basis for an argument for the permissibility of abortion in a wide 
range of cases (McMahan 2002, chap. 4). Abortion can be permissible when 
the weak interest of the fetus in continuing to live can be outweighed by 
conflicting interests of the pregnant woman. But if possible interests can 
ground reasons now (as an animal’s possible interest in not experiencing 
great suffering in the future seems to ground a reason not to save its life 
now), then a fetus’s possible interests in having the good experiences of its 
later life can ground a reason not to kill it that is independent of any actual 
interest it has now. In the remainder of this chapter, I will consider whether 
the TRIA can be supplemented in a way that enables it to address the two 
counterexamples (Suffering Now and Suffering Later) without forfeiting 
its ability to explain why a very early death is a lesser misfortune and why 
abortion can often be permissible.

4.6. UNCONNECTED ANIMALS AND THE ASYMMETRY

In section 4.3, I  suggested that the death of an individual immediately 
after it begins to exist is of scarcely more significance than its not having 
come into existence at all would have been, given the absence of psycho-
logical connections between the individual at the time of death and itself 
as it would have been when the good things in its life would have occurred. 
I claimed this of persons, but it should be true of animals as well. Consider 
now an animal that lacks any degree of self-consciousness and thus, if it 
lives, will be psychologically unconnected to itself beyond the immediate 
future. Call such an animal a “psychologically unconnected animal,” or 
“unconnected animal” for brevity. Because the relation between itself now 
and itself in the future is relevantly like that of an animal that has just 
begun to exist, it seems that it would suffer no greater misfortune in dying 
than an animal with an equal amount of good life in prospect that has just 
begun to exist. It thus seems that whether this unconnected animal con-
tinues to exist matters no more, even for its own sake, than whether an 
animal that would have a similar future comes into existence.5

The argument about abortion to which I  referred depends on a simi-
lar claim. Even a fetus with the capacity for consciousness is at most only 
very weakly psychologically related to itself as it might later be as a person. 
Whether it continues to exist is therefore relevantly more like whether a 
person comes into existence than it is like whether an existing person, who 
would be strongly psychologically connected to herself in the future, con-
tinues to exist.
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If the continuing to exist of an unconnected animal is relevantly like the 
coming into existence of a similar animal, we may be able to draw infer-
ences about the morality of saving or killing such animals from our views 
about causing them to exist or preventing them from existing. And what 
we should believe about causing animals to exist should parallel what we 
should believe about causing people to exist. The view that most people 
seem to accept is what is sometimes called “the Asymmetry,” the view that 
while the expectation that a person would have a life that would be bad for 
him grounds a moral reason not to cause or allow him to exist, the expecta-
tion that a person would have a life that would be good for him does not 
ground a reason to cause or allow him to exist. Suppose we understand the 
Asymmetry to include the view that the reason not to cause a person to 
exist whose life would be bad for him is as strong as the reason not to cause 
an existing person’s life to be bad to a roughly equivalent degree. So under-
stood, the Asymmetry can also apply to causing animals to exist.

Note as an aside: One might wonder whether it is consistent to accept 
this Asymmetry but to reject, as I did earlier, a quite general asymmetry 
between suffering and happiness. My objection to the general asymme-
try was that it seems incompatible with the permissibility of causing a 
person great suffering to save her life, even when it is not possible to 
get her consent, provided the net benefits of further life would outweigh 
the suffering. There would thus be an inconsistency if the Asymmetry 
implied that it would be impermissible to cause an unconnected animal 
great suffering to enable it to continue to live, when the benefits of con-
tinued life would outweigh the suffering. And I have suggested that the 
Asymmetry does have implications for causing or allowing unconnected 
animals to continue to live, on the assumption that a wholly unconnected 
animal’s continuing to live is relevantly like a similar animal’s coming 
into existence. But even on that assumption, the Asymmetry does not 
object to causing an unconnected animal to suffer to enable it to continue 
to live, provided the suffering would be outweighed by the net benefits of 
continued life. What the Asymmetry denies is that the benefits an indi-
vidual would get from life provide a reason to cause that individual to 
exist or, in the case of an unconnected animal, a reason to cause it to 
continue to exist. It does not deny that these benefits can weigh against 
and offset the suffering the individual might also experience. One might 
express this by saying that the Asymmetry denies that pure benefits 
have “reason-giving weight,” but not that they have “offsetting weight.” 
(McMahan 2013, 5–35.)

We now have the elements of an argument that explains how an uncon-
nected animal’s possible future interests are relevant to whether it is better 
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for it to be caused or allowed to continue to exist, or instead caused or 
allowed to die:

1. Whether an unconnected animal continues to exist is relevantly like whether 

an animal with similar prospects comes into existence.

2. The Asymmetry: if an animal’s life would be intrinsically bad for it, there is 

a moral reason not to cause or allow it to come into existence. But if its life 

would be intrinsically good for it, that does not ground a reason to cause or 

allow it to come into existence.

3. If, therefore, an existing unconnected animal’s future life would be bad for it, 

there is a moral reason to kill it or allow it to die. But if its future life would 

be good for it, that alone does not constitute a reason to cause or allow it to 

continue to exist.

According to this argument, there is a moral asymmetry between caus-
ing or allowing an unconnected animal to continue to exist when its future 
life would be bad and causing or allowing it to continue to exist when its 
life would be good—just as there is thought to be a parallel asymmetry in 
causing or allowing individuals, whether persons or animals, to exist. In 
both types of case, there is, at the time of choice, no individual that has a 
present (or future) interest in the good or bad things that might occur in 
what might be its future life. There are only the possible interests that either 
a possible animal or an unconnected animal might later have in avoiding 
suffering or experiencing happiness. (Recall that the reason why Suffering 
Later is an effective counterexample to the TRIA on its own is that the 
animal has no present or future interest in its own possible suffering in the 
distant future.) But assuming the Asymmetry applies in both types of case, 
possible interests in avoiding suffering count the way present interests in 
avoiding suffering count, though possible interests in experiencing happi-
ness do not count at all—except in weighing against and offsetting possible 
interests in avoiding suffering.

That final qualification is important. We accept that the reason not to 
cause or allow a possible interest in avoiding suffering to exist and be frus-
trated can be overridden if the individual who would have that frustrated 
interest would be more than compensated by the existence and satisfaction 
of possible interests in later experiencing greater happiness. We accept, in 
other words, that while possible happiness that no individual has a present 
interest in having may provide little or no reason to cause an individual to 
exist or to continue to exist (that is, it may have no reason-giving weight), 
it can weigh against and potentially offset a comparable amount of suffer-
ing the individual might later experience (that is, it has offsetting weight). 
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For if this happiness had no offsetting weight, there would be a presump-
tion against causing or allowing individuals to exist, as well as against caus-
ing or allowing unconnected animals (or unconnected fetuses) to continue 
to exist, even when their future lives would be, overall, worth living. I take 
this to be a reductio of the suggestion that happiness has no offsetting 
weight in these types of choices.

One might think that if the TRIA is conjoined with the Asymmetry, the 
permissibility of causing or allowing an unconnected animal to exist or to 
continue to live depends on the order in which the good and bad elements 
of its future life would occur, as it does in Suffering Now and Suffering 
Later. But in fact the order is irrelevant. In the absence of psychological 
connections between the animal now and itself in the future, the animal is 
equally unrelated to all parts of its future and there is no basis for discount-
ing some relative to others.

4.7. CONNECTED ANIMALS AND WEAK ASYMMETRIES

While some animals do seem to live entirely in the present, others are psy-
chologically connected to themselves in the future in relevant ways. We 
can call such animals “psychologically connected animals,” or “connected 
animals” for brevity. Such animals are, of course, psychologically connected 
to themselves in the future to varying degrees. The nonhuman great apes, 
for example, are more closely connected than other animals that have a 
lower degree of self-consciousness. But even the more highly connected 
animals are only weakly psychologically connected to themselves in the 
future in comparison with the degree to which persons are connected 
to their future selves. Still, if the Asymmetry is correct, the comparative 
weakness of a connected animal’s present interest in avoiding future suf-
fering does not weaken the reason to prevent that suffering. In particular, 
an animal’s being prevented from having a future life that would be, on 
balance, bad for it matters equally whether the animal is unconnected or 
connected—that is, whether or to what extent it now would be psychologi-
cally related to itself in the future. Indeed, preventing an animal from suf-
fering in the future matters equally even if the animal does not at present 
exist and may never exist.

Matters are different, though, when we consider the prospect of future 
happiness. Because a connected animal would be psychologically related to 
itself in the future, it has a present interest in experiencing future happi-
ness, and there is thus a dimension to the badness of its loss of good life 
in the future that is not present in the equivalent loss that occurs when an 
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animal fails to come into existence or when an unconnected animal dies. 
Its loss of good life through death thus matters more than an equivalent 
loss by an unconnected animal, and the stronger the psychological rela-
tions between the animal now and itself in the future would be, the more 
its loss matters—that is, the greater its misfortune would be in suffering 
that loss. Thus, in the case of a connected animal, though not in the case 
of an unconnected animal, the order in which the good and bad elements 
of its future life would occur may matter. Assuming, for example, that the 
strength of a connected animal’s psychological connections with itself in 
the future would diminish with time, the loss of later good life matters less 
than the loss of earlier life that would be equally good.

In summary, if the Asymmetry is correct, the expectation that an ani-
mal, whether connected or unconnected, would have a life worth living 
provides no reason to cause it to exist. Nor does that expectation ground a 
reason to cause or allow an unconnected animal to continue to live. But the 
expectation that a connected animal would have a life worth living does 
provide some reason to cause or allow it to continue to live.

Some philosophers have, however, challenged the Asymmetry and 
argued instead for a Weak Asymmetry, according to which the expectation 
that an individual’s life would be, on balance, intrinsically good—or good 
beyond some minimum level of goodness—does ground a reason to cause 
or allow that individual to exist, though one that is weaker than the reason 
not to cause or allow an individual to exist whose life would be intrinsi-
cally bad to a roughly equivalent extent (McMahan 2013; Harman 2004). 
Assuming that a unconnected animal’s continuing to live is relevantly like 
the coming into existence of an animal with similar prospects, a Weak 
Asymmetry also implies that an unconnected animal’s possible later inter-
est in experiencing happiness provides some reason to cause or allow it to 
continue to live, though not as strong a reason as its possible later interest 
in avoiding a comparable amount of suffering would provide for not caus-
ing or allowing it to continue to live.

(One question about which I  am uncertain is whether, if we accept a 
Weak Asymmetry, we should also accept that the reason to cause or allow 
a connected animal to continue to live is stronger than it would be if the 
Asymmetry were true. It may seem that the reason implied by a Weak 
Asymmetry to cause or allow an unconnected animal to continue to live 
applies as well to a connected animal, and that it combines additively with 
the reason to extend its life that derives from its psychological connected-
ness to its future selves. But, if this is true, it seems that the reason to 
extend the life of a person should also be stronger if a Weak Asymmetry is 
true than it would be if the Asymmetry were true. But it does not seem that 
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the strength of the reason not to kill people, or to save them, depends upon 
whether there is a moral reason to cause people to exist if their lives would 
be worth living. I leave this issue open here.)

4.8.  IMPLICATIONS OF THE TRIA COMBINED 

WITH THE ASYMMETRY

Suppose we combine either the Asymmetry or a Weak Asymmetry with 
the TRIA. The resulting views have mostly plausible implications for the 
cases that challenged the TRIA on its own—namely, Suffering Now and 
Suffering Later. Let us consider instances of Suffering Now and Suffering 
Later involving different kinds of animal and apply the different principles 
to them. Consider first the conjunction of the TRIA and the Asymmetry.

1. Suffering Now with an unconnected animal. The animal has little present inter-

est in avoiding the imminent suffering, and no present interest in experiencing 

greater happiness in the distant future. According to the Asymmetry, the suffering 

it would experience grounds a reason to prevent if from continuing to live, while 

the greater happiness it might experience provides no reason to enable it to con-

tinue to live. It may therefore seem that it would be better not to save it. While this 

is consistent with the view that Suffering Is Worse, it is intuitively implausible. But 

while the happiness the animal might experience has no reason-giving weight, it 

nevertheless has offsetting weight vis-à-vis the suffering that would occur earlier. 

Because there are no psychological relations between the animal now and itself at 

any time beyond the immediate future, the offsetting weight of the possible future 

happiness cannot be discounted for psychological unconnectedness. The temporal 

order of the suffering and happiness does not affect their respective weights. Hence 

the prospect of the greater happiness offsets the lesser suffering, making it permis-

sible to save the animal. But because the happiness has no reason-giving weight, it 

is also permissible to allow the animal to die, just as it would be permissible not to 

cause a similar animal to exist. This seems a plausible result.

2. Suffering Later with an unconnected animal. The animal has little present interest 

in experiencing the immediate happiness, and no present interest in avoiding the 

greater suffering later. But according to the Asymmetry, there is a reason to prevent 

an individual from suffering even if it has no present interest in avoiding it. This 

reason is as strong as the reason to prevent an existing individual of the same sort 

from experiencing equivalent suffering now. It is therefore better, based on this 

combination of views, not to save the animal, which is intuitively the correct result.

3. Suffering Now with a connected animal. This seems to me the most problem-

atic case. In cases involving causing individuals to exist, or causing unconnected 
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animals to continue to live, there can be no discounting of the offsetting weight 

of future happiness for psychological unconnectedness. But a connected ani-

mal would be more closely psychologically connected to itself in the immediate 

future than in the distant future. It therefore has at least a moderately strong 

present interest in avoiding the immediate suffering, but only a very weak pres-

ent interest in having the greater happiness in the distant future.

According to the Asymmetry, there is no reason independent of the animal’s 

present interests to enable it to have the greater happiness for its own sake. 

The question is whether the greater happiness in the distant future can offset 

the lesser suffering in the immediate future. It seems, however, that the offset-

ting weight that the animal’s possible later happiness has vis-à-vis its possible 

immediate suffering ought to be discounted for the weakness of the psycho-

logical connections between itself now and itself later. Even though the hap-

piness it might experience later is substantially greater than the suffering it 

might endure now, it may be that the animal cannot be compensated for lesser 

suffering in the immediate future by the greater happiness of a later individual 

that would be so weakly psychologically related to itself now, even though that 

individual would be itself. It may be, in other words, that the animal’s steeply 

discounted interest in experiencing the greater happiness cannot outweigh its 

only slightly discounted interest in avoiding the lesser suffering. If so, it may 

be better to allow the animal to die, even though its future life would be, on 

the whole, worth living. This, I concede, seems implausible, but it is not highly 

implausible, and it does provide limited support for Suffering Is Worse, which 

many people accept.

4. Suffering Later with a connected animal. The animal has a moderately strong 

present interest in experiencing the immediate happiness, but only a very weak 

present interest in avoiding the distant greater suffering. But according to the 

Asymmetry, there is a reason to prevent the suffering that is independent of 

any present interest in its avoidance. Because the suffering outweighs the hap-

piness, it is better to allow the animal to die.

4.9.  IMPLICATIONS OF THE TRIA COMBINED 

WITH A WEAK ASYMMETRY

We now consider the implications for the same four cases of a combination 
of the TRIA and a Weak Asymmetry.

5. Suffering Now with an unconnected animal. In the case of an unconnected ani-

mal, the order in which good and bad experiences occur makes no difference, 

because there are no psychological relations that could be either stronger or 
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weaker over time. According to any Weak Asymmetry as understood here, the 

suffering in the immediate future counts fully, independently of any actual 

interest in its avoidance, while the prospect of greater happiness in the distant 

future provides only a weaker reason to enable the animal to continue to live. 

But even if a Weak Asymmetry gives far greater weight to the avoidance of suf-

fering than to the experience of happiness, these are reason-giving weights, so 

that all the Weak Asymmetry implies is that there may be no duty, all things 

considered, to save the animal for its own sake now. It allows that the greater hap-

piness has sufficient offsetting weight to make it permissible to save the animal.

6. Suffering Later with an unconnected animal. A Weak Asymmetry implies that 

the happiness in the immediate future provides some reason to enable the ani-

mal to continue to live. But because the greater suffering is not discounted for 

psychological unconnectedness over time, and because that suffering has full 

offsetting weight vis-à-vis the happiness, it is better to allow the animal to die.

7. Suffering Now with a connected animal. The remarks under number 3 above 

apply here as well. Whether it would make a difference if a Weak Asymmetry 

were true depends on the question raised parenthetically at the end of section 

4.7—namely, whether the reason implied by a Weak Asymmetry to cause an 

individual to exist if its life would be worth living combines additively with 

a connected animal’s psychological connectedness to itself in the future to 

strengthen the overall reason to cause or allow it to continue to live. If it does, it 

is more likely that the combined TRIA and Weak Asymmetry will imply that it is 

better to cause the animal to survive by treating it. And that would be a reason 

to accept a Weak Asymmetry rather than the Asymmetry. But, as I noted, it is 

uncertain whether a reason to cause individuals to exist would then be an inde-

pendent reason to keep them in existence in addition to the familiar reasons 

concerned with interests and rights to cause or allow connected animals and 

persons to continue to live.

8. Suffering Later with a connected animal. Assuming a Weak Asymmetry, the 

animal’s present interest in experiencing the immediate happiness provides a 

reason to enable it to continue to live that is stronger than the reason to enable 

an unconnected animal to continue to live. But we are assuming that a Weak 

Asymmetry also implies that the reason to prevent the possible later suffering is 

as strong as the reason to prevent the animal from experiencing equal suffering 

now. So it is better to allow the animal to die.

These implications of the two views for the four possible cases are mainly 
plausible, with 3 and 7 as exceptions—though those who find Suffering Is 
Worse plausible may welcome the implications described in 3 and 7. What 
seemed to be implausible implications of the TRIA for unconnected ani-
mals in Suffering Now are blocked by appeal to the distinction between 
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reason-giving weight and offsetting weight, while combining the TRIA 
with either the Asymmetry or a Weak Asymmetry blocks its implausible 
implications for Suffering Later. There are, of course, objections to these 
latter views, but abandoning them in favor of full Symmetry between caus-
ing miserable individuals to exist and causing well-off individuals to exist 
would have highly counterintuitive implications (McMahan 2013).

4.10. ABORTION

In this short section I will consider the implications of the two views (the 
TRIA combined with the Asymmetry and the TRIA combined with a Weak 
Asymmetry) for the morality of abortion. One could plausibly argue that a 
human fetus is relevantly like an unconnected animal, in that it is wholly 
psychologically unrelated to itself in the future. But I will assume that a 
fetus is instead relevantly like a connected animal, and therefore weakly 
psychologically related to itself as a person. This assumption is less favor-
able to the view that abortion is often permissible. If a fetus is relevantly 
like a connected animal, then both views imply that if a fetus faces the pros-
pect described in Suffering Now, it could be better to allow it to die. That, 
I have conceded, is implausible, though perhaps not highly implausible.

It is, however, improbable that a fetus could face a prospect such as that 
in Suffering Now. The typical expectation is that a fetus’s future life would 
be overall worth living, with good and bad elements more or less evenly 
distributed throughout. That is, good and bad experiences normally alter-
nate, with more good experiences than bad. Suppose we accept the TRIA 
and the Asymmetry. Even though the suffering the fetus would experience 
at various times in its life counts against allowing it to continue to live, the 
greater happiness it would experience around the same later times outweighs 
that suffering and thus offsets the reason to prevent it from continuing 
to live. This is so despite the fact that the fetus now would be only weakly 
related to itself during the periods of happiness. Suppose that a fetus would 
later, as a person, experience suffering at a certain time, but would also 
experience happiness shortly before and shortly after the suffering. Given 
that the fetus now would be psychologically related to itself to much the 
same degree at all three times, both the happiness and the suffering should 
be discounted to the same degree in the determination of their offsetting 
weights. Thus, if the experiences of happiness would together be greater in 
amount than the suffering, they would offset it. If, therefore, the fetus’s 
life would be worth living overall, it would be permissible to allow it to con-
tinue to live. But given the Asymmetry and the fact that the fetus would be 
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only very weakly psychologically related to itself as a person, the happiness 
it might later experience has very little reason-giving weight—that is, it 
provides only a very weak reason to cause or allow the fetus to continue 
to live. The fetus’s weak interest in continuing to live could therefore be 
outweighed by the interests of the pregnant woman.

It is, of course, insufficient to deal with a counterexample to show that 
the case is unlikely to arise in practice. But there is more that can be said. 
The TRIA asserts that the misfortune of death is a function of two fac-
tors:  the value of the life lost and the degree to which the victim would 
have been psychologically connected to that life. It does not assert what 
the relative weights of the two factors are. It is therefore possible that, even 
though a fetus would, in a case like Suffering Now, be much more closely 
psychologically connected to itself in the near future than in the distant 
future, the sheer magnitude of the value of the later life it would lose in 
dying could outweigh the immediate suffering. This is far more likely to be 
true in the case of a fetus than in the case of a connected animal, because 
persons generally have lives of much greater quality and duration than ani-
mals do. It is also possible that, even though the fetus’s present interest in 
having greater happiness later outweighs its interest in avoiding suffering 
now, its overall interest in continuing to live is still sufficiently weak to be 
outweighed by the interest of the pregnant woman in having an abortion.

4.11. CONCLUSION

In the last few sections I have sought to defend the TRIA against objec-
tions by combining it with either the Asymmetry or a Weak Asymmetry. 
If it can be defended in this way, it may provide some support for humane 
omnivorism, as it implies that death is a lesser misfortune for animals than 
for persons, not only because their future lives would be less good, but also 
because of their lesser psychological connectedness to themselves in the 
future. In particular, if the TRIA is correct, the painless killing of wholly 
unconnected animals is relevantly like preventing animals with comparable 
prospects from coming into existence, which few believe would be wrong.

The reason not to kill connected animals is different and stronger, but 
less strong than the reason not to kill persons, at least in part because 
their loss of a less valuable future to which they would be less closely 
connected is a lesser misfortune. Still, even if the TRIA is true, whether 
humane omnivorism is permissible depends on several considerations. 
One is whether animals used for food are unconnected or connected. This 
is, of course, an empirical matter, but I suspect that only the really lower 
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forms of animal are wholly unconnected. Most of the animals that could 
be humanely reared for human consumption are connected to varying 
degrees: pigs more than cows and cows more than chickens. And the rel-
evant connections are stronger between the animal now and itself in the 
near future than between itself now and itself in the further future. This 
makes it possible that the satisfaction that a connected animal would get 
just from eating over, say, the next month could outweigh the difference 
in pleasure that people would derive from eating meat rather than eat-
ing vegetarian meals. This too is an empirical question but again it seems 
doubtful that in most cases the difference in human pleasure would out-
weigh the loss of animal pleasure. If, moreover, we reject the TRIA, so that 
none of the happiness that an animal might experience over many further 
years of life would be discounted, the great majority of killings required 
by humane omnivorism would inflict on the animal victim a loss that 
would be vastly greater than the benefits it would provide to “humane” 
omnivores.
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NOTES

1. An alternative basis for humane omnivorism is an argument that Peter Singer 
calls the “replaceability argument.” See Singer 2011, 104–119. I will not discuss 
that argument here, though I have done so in McMahan 2008, 66–76. See also 
Višak and Kagan, this volume.

2. I have written material relevant to this issue before, first in McMahan 2002, 182, 
195–98, 199–203, 229–30, 474–75, 487–93.

3. I discussed this problem in McMahan 2002, chap. 5, sec. 2.4, but without achiev-
ing any resolution.

4. Harman might argue that, although her example is presented as a choice between 
doing and not doing the surgery, so that the horse’s later interest in avoiding suf-
fering is a future interest relative to that choice, there is nothing that excludes 
killing the horse as an option. If we explicitly include that among the options, the 
horse’s later interest becomes a possible interest and her example then has the 
right form for a counterexample to the TRIA.

5. This claim is similar to that which is the basis for Peter Singer’s suggestion that 
non-self-conscious animals may be “replaceable.” See Višak and Kagan, this 
volume.

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – FIRSTPROOFS, Mon May 18 2015, NEWGEN

acprof-9780199396078.indd   85 5/18/2015   3:08:40 PM




