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The ambiguity of Speciesism 
After the publication of Peter Singer’s most famous book – Animal Liberation – the word 
‘speciesism’ has become largely acknowledged in the Animal Rights Movement. Even if many 
animal rights activists never read Animal Liberation, certain general assumptions derived from 
this book have indeed become the lingua franca of the whole movement.

Animal Liberation defines speciesism as the moral privilege given to one’s own species, 
i.e. we assume the interests of human animals to be more important than that of not-human 
animals, just like white racists do with black men (or sexists with women).1 This is a strict 
theoretical definition of speciesism. But Singer himself introduces a historical description of 
the origins of speciesism in his book; his sources are indeed poor but he cunningly manages 
to quote Aristotle, Augustin, Saint Thomas, Descartes and Kant to unveil the speciesist nature 
of Western civilization.2

Yet, speciesism is a praxis and not only a moral prejudice: it has a material and not 
only an ideal side. It is not clear whether Singer is here describing how speciesism as a praxis 
came to existence in history or how different human societies justified a posteriori their con-
crete attitude towards animals. I assume that the fallacy of Singer’s speciesism is that it doesn’t 
make such distinction, because it cannot. First of all, because he doesn’t seem to see it. In 
his ‘Short History of Speciesism’, Singer merely juxtaposes the ideas of philosophers and the 
material treatment reserved to animals as if the latter was produced by the first.3 But the real 
reason for such confusion and inversion of the material and ideal aspects of speciesism is that 
Singer’s starting point is the abstraction of philosophical ethics rather than the concreteness 
of history and politics. Singers must suppress the distinction between material and ideal in 
order to present our modern society and its values as something ‘given’, because abstract moral 
theory only makes sense in an abstract and static world. Universal principles cannot apply to a 
world that is conceived in perpetual change. This is evident when we think that Singer is not 
even preaching new moral values but simply asserting that our society contradicts itself if it 
doesn’t extend its already existing values to not-human animals.

In a word: the real problem with antispeciesism is that it lacks any historical understan-
ding of human society and it lacks any social understanding of human history.4 This may seem 
a wordplay but it is not. Such moral theory is not interested in the historical and social condi-
tionings of man; Singer is of course aware that such conditionings do happen and his own moral 
theory is possible under certain obvious historical circumstances. If the category of ‘speciesism’ 
was first elaborated in the 70s and not in Ancient Greece it is only because modern society for-
ged the concepts of ‘universal rights’ and ‘egalitarianism’, while Pythagoras was more concerned 
about not eating the souls of his dead friends; Singer simply demonstrates how illogical it is not 
to extend such concepts to not-human animals once Western Civilization has imposed his values 
– and, indeed, its economic and political hegemony – over the whole world. Consequently, many 
Animal Rights activists seem not to be worried about such hegemony, they simply accepts it 
as a fact; the moral values they play with are not questioned, their origins are uninvestigated.

History could tell us when did speciesism begin. A critical look on Society could tell us 
how. ‘Apolitical’ antispeciesists have good reasons not to answer to these questions: their the-
ory only works when we forget them. These two mistakes can be also expressed synthetically 
as the lacking of any political understanding of human history and society. It is not surprising 
that many animal rights activists dismiss political change, preaching animal liberation as a 
moral and intimate choice that concerns ‘everybody’: it is not important to know who s/he is, 

where and when s/he lives or even if this ‘everybody’ does factually exist. According to such 
vision, Polar hunters and New York policemen should both join a vegetarian diet and advocate 
animal rights, even if this means that the first should try to grow plants on ice or become a 
New York policeman himself.5

When?
So, when did speciesism begin? As I already pointed out this is itself an ambiguous question, 
since it implies what we called a material and an ideal side: from the material side, speciesism 
is the praxis of using animal for our needs, turning them into mere ‘things’.6 But such process 
of reification implies an ideal side, i.e. the ideological justification that animals are indeed 
things at our disposal.

What happens if we look at real history and try to trace back the origin of speciesism 
both in its material and ideal side? Let’s begin with the material side. Since Singer defined 
speciesism as the ‘ideology’ of a ‘dominant species’ the first question is: when did we become a 
‘dominant’ species? Was it a heritage of our ancestors? Who was the first speciesist ape?

1. DOMINATION AS PRAXIS
We can surely count out the Australopithecus, as he could barely hunt and was himself most 
certainly food for other predators.7 We know that he could probably kill small animals but he 
also probably ate the corps of dead ones too. His behaviour towards nature is scarcely different 
from that of other apes, although he probably began the all-important practice of stone-tooling.

Other ancestors like Homo erectus and Neanderthal developed hunting skills, mainly 
based on their growing intelligence and cooperation.8 Although they could themselves still be 
food for other animals, they were indeed dangerous predators which succeeded in overcoming 
their physical minority. But this didn’t make them ‘dominant animals’ either. Neither did their 
relative power and intelligence make them believe they were ‘better’, ‘more important’ than or 
even ‘different’ from the animals they killed. It is questioned whether such pre-Sapiens humans 
held the necessary symbolic skills to assert their ‘intrinsic value’ in the face of other animals. At 
any rate, the evidence provided by societies characterized by gathering and hunting is that the 
hunted is sacred and sometimes believed to be a god or to possess an immortal soul.9 The hunt 
is commonly preceded by a ritual: the hunters pray the so-called ‘Lord of Animals’ and ask for-
giveness for the killing they’re doing. They couldn’t go out and shoot to everything that moved.

Although magic and religious ideas surely helped to draw a line between man’s self-
consciousness and his perception of other animals, the hunters’ attitude towards his victims 
seems to be characterized at this social stage by a mixture of compassion and guilt. Hunters 
must believe that the animal they kill actually wants to be killed, that such murder is a gift 
from the part of the animal, that it is indeed a sacrifice. Hunting itself is part of a magic ritual 
in which the hunter and the hunted are peers; it’s the phenomenon that Mercea Eliade called 
“mystical solidarity”.10

There’s no use in saying that such ideas were an excuse for a speciesist praxis, because 
magic is not simply an ideological Weltanschauung. It is the first approach of the human mind to  
reality, the first symbolic description of it, the eruption of meaning: it is science, religion and art 
shaped into one.11 It would be pointless to argue that the prehistoric hunter is lying or preten-
ding: he really sees the world as system of visible and invisible forces, between sacred and pro  fane 
and such dualisms make a stronger distinction than that between human and not-human animals.
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substitutive form of identity is, for example, to be ‘member’ of a tribe, it is clear that humans 
from another tribe can be – and actually has often been – perceived as not-humans.14 So man’s 
identity as species is a conceptual identity that presupposes a high degree of abstraction. And 
even when such level of abstraction is reached we may still miss something: Aristotle surely 
had conceived the idea of ‘Man’ but made a further distinction between free human beings 
and slaves. It is only with Christendom that the idea that all humans are equal was given an 
absolute meaning and it was only with the Enlightenment that such idea became political.

From the other side, that all not-human beings should fall under the concept of ‘ani-
mal’ is also problematic. We have an opposition here. Therefore, if the first term – i.e. ‘man’ – is 
not yet established (and we have seen that it takes a long time for it to happen), the second 
term – i.e. ‘animal’ – will also be fluctuant. We may find that such distinction becomes clearer, 
the more the idea of man becomes universal. And this is exactly the case. For Aristotle there 
was continuity between the animal rationale and the other animals. For Christendom such 
continuity was weaker and with modern Cartesian Mechanism – with the possible exception of 
materialists like La Mettrie – such idea was definitively passé.

How?
We see there’s a big problem with speciesism: its material side – the physical exploitation – 
does not coincide with its ideal side – the ideological justification of oppression. They even 
make up a chiasm: the praxis of exploiting animals began when we didn’t think we were diffe-
rent from them; and we started to denounce our dominion over them now that we can’t any-
more more perceive them as peers. Why? Because such reasoning doesn’t take into account the 
crucial fact: that man is an animal, too. So, the right question should not only be: ‘when did 
we start to oppress the other animals?’, but also: ‘when did we forget that we are animals too?’.

So, to have a ‘historical understanding of human society’ doesn’t simply mean to be-
lieve that human society develops in general but that historical mutation is essential to it. 
History is essential to humans, it is in fact an important part of their nature. As the first ho-
mines sapientes walked the Earth, human evolution began running wild. Human culture, i.e. 
the product of our labour and intelligence, started to develop at a rate unknown to non-human 
nature before the appearance of our species. Even if they didn’t have idea of who Darwin was, 
Marx and Engels wrote the German Ideology: “Men can be distinguished from animals by con-
sciousness, by religion or anything else you like. They themselves begin to distinguish them-
selves from animals as soon as they begin to produce their means of subsistence, a step which 
is conditioned by their physical organisation. By producing their means of subsistence men 
are indirectly producing their actual material life”.15 The making of the human Self is therefore 
something that only through such process can take place. History is the place where such 
self-making happens: human spirit, human culture is something we actually produce. When 
Marx and Engels here say that man is ‘different’ from the animal, they’re not talking about 
some ontological difference, some universal and static distinction; rather they’re talking about 
an activity. Men differentiate themselves from the other animals through history. History is 
the act of making ourselves different from the animals. From one side such distinction is real 
because we permanently change ourselves and our environment through our labour. From the 
other side it is an illusion, because we are animals, part of nature, material beings. The ‘spirit’ 
we created is a lie. But this proves again the undeniable uniqueness of man: man is the animal 
that forgets to be an animal. History is a tale of forgetting.

We can therefore easily reject the idea that our dominion upon nature is a ‘natural’ 
characteristic of our species. We must assume that we became ‘dominant animals’ only at a 
certain phase of Homo sapiens’ evolution, since our domination of nature needed a powerful 
symbolic and social system to get beyond the magic cosmos of hunters-gathers societies, where 
killing and being-killed were still equal possibilities.

If we assume that totemic tribal systems were still grounded on the identification with 
the animal, ‘speciesism’ had to be a much later cultural development. That’s why anarcho-pri-
mitivits like John Zerzan suggest that the dominion of man over nature began later on, during 
the Neolithic age, with the ‘invention’ of agriculture and domestication.12 Although I don’t 
agree with Zerzan and consider his critique of Civilization far too simplified and generalized, 
he did put the finger on the real problem. The praxis of domesticating plants and animals is 
indeed the step that makes it possible to change the environment we live in, to make it a mere 
extension of our own needs, instead of entertaining a dialogue with it.13 With the so-called 
‘Neolithic revolution’, the human being develops a different relationship to his/her non-human 
counterpart: if Palaeolithic hunter-gathers societies could exert a certain amount of violence 
upon nature, Neolithic villages imposed a systematic control on the ‘biological cycle’ of other 
species. Such unilateral relationship – in which the existence of one of the partners is totally 
devoted to the other – is what one usually calls ‘domination’, Herrschaft, ‘signoria’. Such ‘ens-
lavement’ of non-human nature is the condition sine qua non of speciesism, i.e. the material 
basis by which humans can consider themselves ‘Masters’.

It is also notable that such step was followed by an amazing acceleration in human evolu - 
tion: between 8000 and 3000 years b.C. the political, economic, scientific and technological struc -
tures of Civilization as we know it were laid down. A male-dominated, hierarchical order, in which 
religion and ‘science’ justify Man’s supremacy was born. From its begin history was the history 
of dominion. From a certain point a view, we can assume that the Neolithic age is not over yet.

2. DOMINATION AS IDEOLOGY
Let us for the moment be contented with such conclusion, we will return on that later. Any-
way, if the Neolithic revolution laid down the basis of our dominion over nature, thus produ-
cing the material possibility of speciesist ideology, it didn’t produce such ideology. The ideal 
side of speciesism appeared only later on in history. It’s time we ask us when did that happen.

If we believe, with Singer, that speciesism is the moral privilege given to our species, 
we must assume that all human societies that practiced slavery or human sacrifice were not 
speciesist. Thus, speciesism turns out to be a rather recent phenomenon. For though they 
adored their king like a human God, the Aztecs used to slaughter and eat thousands of men; 
Singer’s moral criteria would have been a good argument in favour of Aztec cannibalism.

Speciesism is an universal ideology: it needs a universal concept of species, so that we 
can gather from one side all human beings under the concept ‘man’ and from the other side all 
not-human beings under the concept ‘animal’. Singer’s reasoning only makes sense when such 
distinction is historically established and has become the basic assumption of rationality itself. 
Both such distinctions are in fact not at all evident or immediate and it took a long time for 
them to become widely accepted.

As Erich Fromm argued in his Anatomy of Human Destructiveness, the loss of primordi-
al instincts (like the weakening of the smell due to the erect-posture) makes it difficult for 
the homo sapiens to establish an immediate identity between himself and other men; if the 
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Magic, which started as a way of comprehending the world, slowly changed into ins-
titutional religions and became a way to hold back social criticism.21 Indeed, magic had a ma-
nipulative side too, and it was also an attempt to dominate the external world. But its effects 
were ridiculous if compared with that of later State-religions which eventually adopted the 
patriarchal view of a transcendental dominion over nature. Although religion may have offered 
the spiritual weapons needed to force the people to work for others, such social development 
surely involved a certain amount of external violence. As Mario Liverani writes in his insightful 
book Uruk. The first city, social figures like guardians and soldiers were invented “to protect 
the central richness from the people, and not to protect the people”.22

The ideal side of speciesism – i.e. its ideological justification – was a by-product of the 
institutionalization of religion and, as such, it was a process that involved constriction and re-
pression. But the material side of speciesism was no fun for human beings either. Capital accu-
mulation and the division of labour increased the exploitation rate of both men and animals.23 
It is only when someone can make profit out of them that animals become things and men 
become slaves. This does not mean that Mesopotamian kings actually saw their oxen as mere 
things. Nevertheless, the yoked oxen was a precondition of the existence of the Mesopotamian 
State, as it made possible the necessary ‘surplus’ accumulation to feed the state bureaucracy.

Once animals become themselves gears in the machinery of dominion they’re subjuga-
ted not to man but to the superior necessity of the State. It is only when a hierarchy inside 
society is established that the relation between man and animal becomes hierarchical: men 
control men who control animals. It’s a dialectical process. If it is true that the enslavement 
of the oxen made the enslavement of man possible, from the other side, human enslavement 
reinforced the distance between the top of the social pyramid and its basis. Individual peasants 
may have domesticated individual animals even at the end of the Paleolithic. But it is only 
with the Neolithic ‘class struggle’ that animal exploitation becomes systematic and totalita-
rian.24 And it is only with institutionalized Religions that (some) humans are worshiped as 
gods, thus producing the basic ideological weapons of speciesism: i.e. the ontological and 
moral distinction between (some members of) our species and the others. When we experience 
speciesism today, we do nothing but see how the modern process of ‘democratization’ let all 
members of human society share such ideological heritage.

SPECIECISM AND HUMAN LIBERATION
Although the above historical description is indeed all too generic, I think is worth working 
in this direction since speciesism is not just a prejudice, but a social structure that deserves 
detailed sociological and historical analysis. Working on a more subtle and appropriate con-
cept of speciesism might also help to reconsider the relation between human and non-human 
liberation. I assume that we are far from seeing all the political implications of the struggle 
against speciesism. Singer writes that “Animal Liberation is Human Liberation too”25 but for a 
great part of the Animal Rights Movement such statement is only strategically true. According 
to Singer, for example, a vegetarian diet could put an end to world starving, as the modern 
meat industry irrationally destroys the resources of the planet. Which is indeed true. But as 
I am trying to point out, animal liberation and human liberation are not two kinds of utterly 
separate and different oppression that only for chance meet. As I have tried to show, the 
statement “Animal Liberation is Human Liberation” could mean something totally different: 
once the social implications of speciesism are disclosed, we see that the core of the problem 

The first cultural expression of the human spirit can be traced back in magic and ani-
mism. If magic did not create the split between our mind and the external world it was anyway 
the first expression of a split that had already taken place. Magic implies the idea of an invi-
sible force, hidden behind the nature we see: it is such force that explains natural phenomena 
and makes it possible for the magician to work with them. It’s the beginning of the spiritual 
illusion, but it was also the beginning of an explanation of nature, since magic was religion, 
art and science at the same time.

But we also said that magic didn’t produce the split between the human and the not-
human, although it was the beginning of the historical process that lead to it. It didn’t produce 
such split because magic works through the law of similarity. As Marcel Mauss expressed it, the 
principle of magic is: “one is all, all is one”, “nature triumphs over nature”.16 Magic expressed 
the beginning of forgetting but didn’t caused it. It is probable that such forgetting was in fact 
gradually (self)inflicted on man through education, sexual restriction and alienated labour. 
The question about when all this happened is therefore inseparable from the question about 
how, i.e. from the question about society.

We must not forget that man is also a social animal and that historical change is only 
understandable as social change. Marx’ idea that men produce the material basis of their exis-
tence only makes sense when we consider men that live in society: i.e. real men, not the isolated 
individuals that haunts the world of much moral philosophy. If we turn to these real men, we 
see that material production has always been inseparable from constriction. Whenever society 
establishes rules through which it can re-produce itself, everybody must do their part. Although 
such social order implies a sort of prominence of the collective over the individual, the first 
human societies were probably characterized by a diffuse ‘egalitarianism’. When those societies 
became ‘tribes’ and later on ‘chiefdoms’, the social order became increasingly hierarchical and 
centralized: a central authority, which was religious and political at the same time, started to 
organize the distribution of the economic resources.17 Such authority, probably caused by na-
tural differences (like physical or mental cleverness), started to detach itself from the person 
who held it and to become a privilege. Social constraint, religion and authority all contributed 
to make men accept an unequal order and social rules started to be inflicted from above and 
introjected from the individual as ‘normal’. Social power is thus not a question of ‘strength’ or 
‘violence’: its basic tenets is the control that some individuals exert upon the lives of others. And 
this is exactly the same structure of nature domination. Is interesting therefore that our materi-
al control upon nature  – something we have already identified with the Neolithic domestication 
of animals and plants – starts by the same time and becomes the regular mode of production 
when ‘class struggle’ is definitively established, i.e. with the birth of the primitive State.

In the early States the central religious and political authority becomes an institution 
that not only coordinates the economic efforts of society but that makes profit out of it.18 
While the majority materially produces all the means of subsistence, the State stores the pro-
ducts of agriculture and feeds those who don’t work (the political and religious elite) or whose 
work doesn’t produce food: like the metal workers whose manufacts were also dedicated to the 
elite and reinforced their status.19

The temple – where the resources are stored for redistribution – is the axial point of 
the whole process.20 The authority of the chiefdom discorporates and power becomes imper-
sonal; at the same time, the State incarnates the idea of religious transcendence: the abstract 
product of social antagonism is imposed over society as a being-in-itself.
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is the exploitation logic of hierarchical societies, a logic whose basis where established more 
than 10.000 years ago and that has since not ceased to enslave and sacrifice humans and non-
humans to the altar of ‘social progress’. Seeing the political implications of speciesism means 
that speciesism cannot be understood and fought if we don’t unveil and question the oppres-
sive structures of Civilization itself.
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