
BITE THE HAND THAT FEEDS: AGAINST HUMANE OMNIVORISM 

 

‘Humane omnivorism’ is an increasingly popular view. The view is that whilst factory 

farming is wrong, rearing and killing animals for food is permissible if they are given good 

lives. I assume, for the sake of argument, that humane omnivorists are correct in thinking 

that animals have no rights. My conclusion, that humane omnivorism is impermissible, 

relies only on an appeal to animals’ interests. The argument is that killing sentient animals 

stands in need of justification, and that justification cannot be provided, because killing an 

animal for food frustrates interests of greater weight than it satisfies. My argument avoids 

two difficulties, recently pressed by McMahan (2016; forthcoming). 

The first of these difficulties stems from a thought about the badness of death. Initially, it 

seems that an argument from interests can simply weigh up the animal’s future and the 

meat-eaters’ additional pleasure. However, McMahan’s recent change of position on 

humane omnivorism is underpinned by a view of the badness of death that I concede is 

more plausible. McMahan’s (2002) Time-Relative Interest Account (TRIA) of the badness 

of death discounts the weight of the animal’s future experiences to reflect the weakness 

of the psychological ties the animal has to its future self. McMahan now thinks that, once 

this discounting is considered, the interest the animal has in not being killed may be 

outweighed by the meat-eaters’ interests (2016; forthcoming). Going beyond previous 

critiques of humane omnivorism (e.g. McMahan 2008), I explain why, on any plausible view 

of the appropriate level of interests-discounting, TRIA does not have this implication. This 

for two reasons. First, at least two characteristics that seem to ground justified egoistic 

concern on an individual’s part are possessed by the relevant animals to a considerable 

degree. Second, supposing that the discounting is steep enough to justify killing the animal 

implies that adults may kill certain infants to gain a slight benefit. 

The second difficulty for my view is posed by the ‘benefit argument’ (McMahan, 

forthcoming). The benefit argument claims that humane omnivorism is permissible 

because it is overall good for each animal, for it confers upon them a good life they 

otherwise would not have had. This holds despite the fact that the animal’s interests are 

weightier at the point of killing. But my argument from interests defeats the benefit 

argument. The benefit argument only establishes a presumption in favour of humane 

omnivorism; it is assumed to be permissible unless its opponent can explain why it is 

wrong. But the appeal to interests successfully explains where the wrongness lies. Two 

replies present themselves. First, McMahan argues that the killing is justified by its being 

necessary for the animals to have good lives. I argue that there is no necessity here. Or, if 

there is, the argument yields implausible consequences. Second, it could be argued that 

humane omnivorism is better in respect of utility than the alternative, namely, non-

existence. But it is not better than all feasible alternatives, because we could rear animals 

without killing them. 


