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 1.  Preference Utilitarianism and its Extension to the Animal 
World

The reflection of Peter Singer on animals, and more generally on issues of practi-
cal ethics, takes start from preference utilitarianism, a normative theory that he 
defines minimal as achievable by universalizing self-interested decision making, 
a simple but, in his opinion, inevitable passage for those who put themselves 
from a moral point of view1. If, having to choose between two alternative courses 
of action, from an egoistic point of view I would opt for the one that best meets 
my interests, once accepted the universal nature of ethics, and realised that my 
interests do not count more than those of others, my choice will have, on the 
contrary, the goal of maximizing the interests of all subjects involved by the ac-
tion, ascribing them equal weight. This is, according to Singer, the most sensible 
idea of equality among men, which is not to be conceived as the statement of a 
fact, but as a moral principle that, when we must deliberate, prescribes an equal 
consideration of interests, identified with the needs, wants and desires of individu-
als and enclosed by the Australian philosopher in the term «preferences»2. There 
are no interests of someone that are worth more than the interests of someone 
else. As Bentham said, each must count for one and no one for more than one. 
To belong to a particular ethnic group, being male or female, to be equipped with 
special intellectual or artistic qualities, to possess determined somatic features 
are not good reasons for having title to a greater or lesser moral consideration, 
because these aspects have nothing to do with the fundamental interests of man, 
that are for all the same: 

avoiding pain, […] developing ones’s abilities, […] satisfying basic needs for 
food and shelter, […] enjoying friendly and loving relations with others, and 
[…] being free to pursue one’s projects without unnecessary interference 
from others3. 

But if these characteristics are to provide the basis of equality, then 
they go beyond the boundaries of our species: the principle of equal consideration 
should not be limited only to humans, it should  femxtended to the animal world 


