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I am a libertarian. I view most tractates on political economy, of which Huemer [33] is certainly one, 
through the perspective of this philosophy. I shall be thorough in my examination of this author’s 
support for vegetarianism, but only from that perspective. I do so because this author, too, is a 
libertarian [30, 31, 32], and my claim shall be that his support for animals is contrary to that overall 
perspective of his.  

This book [33]1 appears as a dialogue, or a debate, between two college students, M and V. The 
former, presumably, standing for “meat-eater” or, supporter of meat eating, while the latter articulates 
the viewpoint of the vegan, vegetarian, or opponent of eating meat. My method shall be to quote 
elements of their debate, and subject them to a libertarian2 analysis.3  

Let us begin [33, p. 2]. 
 

M: … So what made you give up meat?  
V: I figured out that meat-eating is morally wrong. 
M: So if you were stranded on a lifeboat, about to die of starvation, and there was nothing 
to eat except a chicken, would you eat it?  
V: Of course.  
M: Aha! So you don’t really think meat-eating is wrong.  
V: When I say something is wrong, I don’t mean it’s wrong in every conceivable 
circumstance. After all, just about anything is okay in some possible circumstance. I just 
mean that it is wrong in the typical circumstances we are actually in. 
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How does this compare to libertarianism? First of all, this philosophy does not pertain to all of ethics, 
in which fits V’s (Huemer’s) “okay” and “wrong.” Rather, it deals with, solely, a small aspect of the 
freedom viewpoint. As a first approximation, it asks only one question, and gives only one answer. The 
question: when is the use of force, or violence, or threat, justified? The answer: only in response to a 
previous rights violation: the prior use of force, or violence, or threat thereof. But we can narrow this 
down even further: libertarianism is, at bottom, a punishment theory; it offers the proper response to 
rights violations. It is almost, but not quite, indifferent on whether or not initiatory violence should 
occur. But it is adamant that if it does, then it is justified to pay back the criminal in kind.4 So our two 
perspectives, Huemer’s ethics, and my libertarianism, while to be sure they overlap to some degree, are 
also quite different. Second, my libertarianism brooks no exceptions. None, zero. His ethics does. I take 
that as a weakness. Vegetarianism can hardly be a strong ethical principle if even its strongest 
proponent allows exceptions to it. 

Our author’s next sally is this [33. p. 4]: “V: Okay. It also seems to me that it’s wrong to cause a 
very large amount of something bad, for the sake of some minor good. Would you agree with that?”  

I part company with him on this query for several reasons. First, this, too, has nothing to do 
with libertarianism. It is a matter, instead, of utilitarianism. Now, of course, the two are not totally 
unrelated. But they are not synonyms for each other either. And, as I say, my interests are in the former, 
not the latter. Second, this point is vulnerable to a counter-example. The masochist seeks pain, not 
instrumentally, but as an explicit goal. As far as libertarianism is concerned, pain is irrelevant. They say 
that “location, location, location” is the be all and end all of real estate. Well, “rights, rights and rights” 
play a similar role for laissez faire capitalism, and this example of Huemer’s is orthogonal to that 
concept.  

A similar objection pertains to this statement: “I think it’s wrong to knowingly inflict a great 
deal of pain and suffering on others, just for the sake of getting relatively minor benefits for yourself.” 
Joke: the masochist asks the sadist to beat him with a stick. Replies the latter: “NO!” It is not “wrong,” 
an ethical not a “what-should-be-legal” concern of libertarianism, to beat a masochist who relishes that 
act.  

Let us consider another example. A large corporation underbids a small mom and pop 
operation. The former earns a miniscule profit, relative to its overall balance sheet position (a “some 
minor good”) while the latter goes bankrupt and suffers grievously (“a very large amount of something 
bad.”) Perhaps this is unethical. I don’t know, I don’t care. My concern is solely with the fact that this 
is entirely compatible with libertarianism, contrary to Huemer’s implicit contention to the contrary. In 
any case, interpersonal comparisons of utility are intellectually fraught, as even our author himself 
admits [33, p. 11]: “… we don’t have statistics on the quantity of suffering, since there’s no established 
way of measuring suffering.” 

Huemer then launches into a critique of the claim that we, in libertarian terms, have a right to 
initiate violence against animals, since we are more intelligent than they are. He rejects the notion that 
it would be good or proper for us to do so -- on that ground. I entirely agree with him here. Some smart 
animals, dolphins, chimpanzees, pigs, are smarter than some human beings: the senile, the comatose, 
babies under the age of two months, etc. 

However, that is not the ground on the basis of which I reject animal rights. Instead, it is their 
inability to homestead them via petition. According to Rothbard [65]: 

 
There is, in fact, rough justice in the common quip that ‘we will recognize the rights of 
animals whenever they petition for them.’ The fact that animals can obviously not petition 
for their ‘rights’ is part of their nature, and part of the reason why they are clearly not 
equivalent to, and do not possess the rights of, human beings. And if it be protested that 
babies can’t petition either, the reply of course is that babies are future human adults, 
whereas animals obviously are not. 
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Rothbard continues:  
 
Thus, while natural rights, as we have been emphasizing, are absolute, there is one sense in 
which they are relative: they are relative to the species man. A rights-ethic for mankind is 
precisely that: for all men, regardless of race, creed, color, or sex, but for the species man 
alone. The Biblical story was insightful to the effect that man was ‘given’ — or, in natural 
law, we may say ‘has’ — dominion over all the species of the earth. Natural law is 
necessarily species-bound. 
 

Why is petitioning so all-important? Because this lies at the very core of libertarianism. This 
philosophy is predicated upon the non-aggression principle (NAP). It is illicit, unlawful, for anyone to 
initiate violence against an innocent person or his property, or threaten him thereby, unless permission 
is given. But the opposite side of the coin of this principle is private property rights. For, if I own your 
jaw, and I punch it, or, you stole from me the shoes you are now wearing and I repossess it, then, you 
are the criminal, not I. So, we need a theory of private property rights. According to the libertarian 
viewpoint, this is based on homesteading, and self-ownership, the “mixing of labor” with virgin land of 
Locke, and the legitimate title transfer theory of Nozick.5 But petitioning is a sort of homesteading of 
rights. When you petition, you “mix your labor” with, you link to, your rights. Yes, babies, the 
comatose, the senile, those who are asleep, cannot do so, but we go by species, not individual, 
membership. If and when chimps or pigs or dolphins learn to earn their rights in this way, libertarians 
will then indeed have to rethink their rejection of rights for these species.6 

Huemer attempts, quite successfully, to tug at our heart-strings with this example [33, p.14]: 
“V: So let’s say you saw a couple of boys pour gasoline on a cat, then light the cat on fire, just for the 
fun of watching it writhe in agony. They laugh, showing that they got some enjoyment out of it. To 
you, this seems perfectly alright?” 

But, qua libertarians, we are simply not at all interested in what is, or is not, “perfectly alright.” 
Remember, this philosophy is solely concerned with what constitutes just law. So, the relevant question 
is whether or not these obviously evil boys should go to jail. We assume that they are the proper owner 
of the felines in question. And the answer is that these monstrous, abominable youngsters should not be 
incarcerated. We can return Huemer’s heart-string pulling favor. Suppose these young lads have PhDs 
in bio chemistry, and are doing equally painful experiments on cats with the view toward curing cancer. 
Would we then have the same attitude toward them? Presumably not. But the cats, we may stipulate, 
would be writhing in just the same amount of agony in each case. Heart-strings are now held constant. 
The cats suffer equally. Therefore, their pain is irrelevant. Their torture is illicit if they have a right not 
to be molested in this horrific manner; if not, then not. Huemer, with this example, fails to demonstrate 
that they have a right not to be mistreated in this way. He only asserts it would be wrong to torture 
these cats for unimportant reasons; such as the sick pleasure these boys enjoy thereby. Presumably, 
curing cancer would be an important reason, but our author never weighs in on whether or not 
experiments on them to this end which would be equally painful would be justified. However, there is 
no metric on the basis of which we can definitively say that curing cancer outweighs sadistic pleasure. 
Thus this distinction is problematic. 

Let us now consider Huemer’s analysis of the nuclear bomb in the basement challenge to 
libertarianism: 
 

V: Say I want to keep a nuclear bomb in my basement. Every day that I keep the bomb 
there, let’s say, there is a tiny chance that something will accidentally set off the bomb. 
This chance is much lower than the probability that I will kill someone in a traffic accident 
while driving my car. And yet, it’s okay for me to drive the car, but it’s not okay to keep 
the nuclear bomb in my basement.  
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M: I agree. No one should have personal nuclear bombs.  
V: And that’s because the harm of a nuclear bomb accident is much greater than the harm 
of a traffic accident. If I have a car accident, I might kill someone. But if I accidentally set 
off the bomb, it’ll destroy the entire city. So the acceptable risk level is much lower in the 
case of the nuke.  
M: Sounds reasonable. I would add also that you have good reasons for wanting to drive – 
like, you need to get to work. But I don’t think you have very good reasons for wanting to 
have the nuclear bomb. 

 
This is not exactly the correct libertarian view on the matter. It is not at all “because the harm of a 
nuclear bomb accident is much greater than the harm of a traffic accident.” In this perspective, we are 
allowed to “harm” each other in a myriad of ways, ranging from competing for sexual partners to 
competition amongst firms, to competing for grades at school, all of which can “harm” the losers 
thereby. Rather, it is a matter of rights violations, not “harm.” The reason nukes in basements in big 
cities should be prohibited by law is that there is no way to confine their explosive power to criminals. 
Innocents, necessarily, will be murdered if the bomb goes off. These devices, then, constitute an illicit 
threat, which is part and parcel of the libertarian NAP to combat. But suppose we lived on Jupiter, and 
each of us had holdings of 10,000 square miles. Would an atom bomb then be properly allowed to be 
placed in the middle of someone’s property, in his basement? Yes.7  

Here is Huemer in his role as mathematician: 
 

V: Now, if Peter Singer is right, then the meat industry is about as bad as a practice that 
tortured 74 billion people a year would be. If there were such a practice, it would be 
incredibly bad.  
M: Good thing Peter Singer isn’t right.  
V: But if there is a 1% chance that he’s right, then the meat industry is about as wrong as a 
practice that has a 1% chance of torturing 74 billion people a year. Which is about as wrong 
as a practice that definitely tortures 740 million people a year.  
M: That sounds crazy. 740 million?  
V: That’s 1% times 74 billion. A thing with a 1% chance of doing the equivalent of 
harming 74 billion people in some way is 1% as bad as a thing that harms 74 billion people 
in that way. Which means it is as bad as harming 740 million people.  
M: But it’s 99% likely that such an action wouldn’t harm anyone – then it would be as bad 
as an action that harms zero people.  
V: Sorry, let me rephrase. You have reason to avoid actions that, from your point of view, 
might cause something bad. The strength of this reason is proportional to (i) the probability 
that the action will cause something bad, and (ii) the magnitude of the bad outcome that 
might occur. So, if there is a 1% chance that Peter Singer is right, then the reason we have 
for abolishing the meat industry is about as strong as the reason that we would have for 
abolishing a practice that tortured 740 million people a year. 

 
Here is a reductio regarding that “calculation”: 

There is a .00000000001% chance8 that unless Huemer gives up his veganism and engages in 
meat eating, three times per day, the heavens will fall and we will all die a horrid, painful death. This is 
relevant? To what? The point is, anyone can make up any “calculation” of this sort to prove a point. 
For the skeptic, nothing is 100% true. This calculation of his establishes nothing. 
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Consider this dialogue between M and V [33, p. 21]: 
 

M: … let me ask you this: if you had to kill either a pig or a person, would you really just 
flip a coin?  
V: Why can’t I just not kill anyone?  
M: You’re driving, your brakes have failed, and you’re going to run over a kid, unless you 
swerve aside and hit a pig.  
V: Hit the pig.  
M: What if it was ten pigs?  
V: Still hit the pigs.  
M: What about a hundred pigs?  
V: I don’t know. 

 
Now, juxtapose that conversation with this one [33, p. 22]: 
 

M: Well, at last you’ve admitted that humans are more important than animals!  
V: You mean that human lives are more valuable than animal lives.  
M: Isn’t that what I said?  
V: I was just clarifying. How does this make it okay to torture animals?  
M: Human pleasure or pain matters more than animal pleasure or pain. You just admitted it.  
V: No, I don’t agree with that. I think that what’s bad about pain is what it feels like. 
Therefore, how bad a painful experience is, is just a matter of how bad it feels. It doesn’t 
depend on how big your vocabulary is, or how fast you can solve equations, or anything 
else that doesn’t have to do with how it feels. 

 
There seems to be a tension between these two statements. Call the first A, the second, B. According to 
the latter, since pigs and people feel pain equally, to the same extent given the same degree of violence 
inflicted upon them, and that is the only relevant consideration – vocabulary size and ability in 
mathematics count for naught – we should treat members of both species equally, in terms of protecting 
them from suffering, and not inflicting it on them ourselves. This on its face would appear to be what 
philosophers consider a “howler.” But statement A is content with having the driver hit 10 pigs rather 
than one person. Its author only balks at 100 swine. Perhaps his cut-off point, the place in which he 
becomes indifferent between human and porcine lives and levels of suffering is 20 of the latter and 1 of 
the former. But, if they suffer equally from the same level of invasion, it is difficult to discern the 
reason for not treating these two species in the identical manner; that is, we should be indifferent 
between molesting 10 pigs and 10 members of our fellow species. Nor is this just a slip of our author’s 
pen, well, word processor. He doubles down on his contention [33, p. 23]:  

“M: But human pleasure is more important than animal pleasure or pain!  
V: I don’t see why.” 
  It is thus difficult to conclude but that Huemer sees pigs and people on a par in terms of the 
right not to be subjected to suffering, or, at least, that he declines to deny this. Such contention can be 
made even more pellucidly clear when he writes [33, p. 49]: 

“M: But do you agree that human pains are more important than animal pains?  
V: I don’t know,”  

and again [33, p. 51]: “V: … It may be that a few years of factory farming causes more 
suffering than all the suffering in human history.” 

Let me say that I admire Huemer for saying this. In that regard, he reminds me of Bernie 
Sanders. The latter didn’t run away from “socialism” in 2015, when it was much less popular than at 
present (2020). A staunch democrat, he applied this concept to extending the vote for felons, even 
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while still incarcerated, a position which did not garner him many votes. What do the senator from 
Vermont and the professor from Colorado have in common? They are both rigorously logical, and 
follow the implications of their basic premises wherever they lead them. I disagree with both sets of 
premises, and both conclusions, but venerate both men for their logical rigor, and courage of their 
convictions.9 

We now arrive at the Killian case [33, pp. 26-28]. This worthy murders innocents and steals 
their cars. Would it be licit to purchase an automobile from Mr. Killian; to have anything to do with 
him at all in terms of commercial interactions? Our Colorado University professor offers us a 
resounding “No!” Killian – a stand-in for factory farms – is evil and the law should prevent us from 
interacting with him in any way, shape, manner or form (apart from perhaps placing him in jail, which 
is implicitly approved of). But Huemer proves far too much here. The implication is that we should 
also eliminate trading relationships with the likes of Cuba, Venezuela, North Korea, China, etc. It is an 
empirical issue as to whether such a policy will help or hurt the victims of these brutal governments, a 
question of great import to utilitarians. On the one hand, trade with us will boost the prestige, and 
hence longevity, of their rulers. On the other hand, with commercial interaction comes greater wealth, 
less hatred, which will inure to the benefit of the downtrodden. But, assume that the benefits of 
commercial engagement with these dictatorial regimes outweigh the costs, would Huemer then 
approve? Not if he adheres to his Killian example. But matters are even worse for his analysis. For the 
U.S. government, too, is a mass murderer. It cannot be denied that this organization has done away 
with more innocent people than Killian has ever dreamt of dispatching. So are we to have to truck at all 
with the denizens of Washington DC? No more paying taxes? No more abiding by their numerous 
regulations? No more using their currency? No more utilizing their roads, parks, museums? No more 
working for, or attending, public universities? That would appear to be the logical implication of this 
example. But this philosopher, himself, does not disengage with the U.S. government in any such 
manner. 

Our author’s analysis, here, is also problematic. He states [33, p. 32]: 
 

M: Wait a minute. If the meat industry reduces its production, then farm animals won’t be 
better off; there will just be fewer of them. It’s better to have a low-quality life than not to 
live at all. So we’re doing future generations of animals a favor by eating animals today!7  
V: Would you accept this argument if it were applied to people? What if a particular race of 
people were bred solely to serve as slaves? Then you could say that those particular people 
would not have existed if not for the practice of slavery. Would this make slavery okay?  
 

Not okay. Of course not. But better than the alternative! The economist was asked: “How is your 
wife?” Came the answer: “compared to what.” V (Huemer) is comparing slavery with non-slavery. But, 
the correct comparison is, rather, between slavery and non-existence. Where there’s a will there’s a 
way. Where there’s life, there’s hope. Hope for what? Well, maybe, a rescue? Maybe a successful 
rebellion? Maybe, a change of heart on the part of our lords and masters? The issue he avoids is, would 
it be better that the alternative? Which would we prefer: all human beings as slaves to their presumably 
very powerful alien overlords, or no members of our species alive at all? As for me, I am pro-human. 
Some of my best friends are human beings. I would rather I and my fellows exist in such vile 
conditions – than not at all. Even if slavery continues forever, life is better than non-existence, in my 
subjective opinion. 

What would happen to cows, pigs, chickens, etc., if every last person on the planet were 
convinced by this astoundingly provocative and in many ways brilliant book and became a vegan? 
Presumably, the farm animals would all perish.10 If I were “King” or “God” of these creatures, charged 
with the responsibility of protecting them and defending their welfare, my first order of business would 
be to see to it, if at all possible, that my charges continued to exist. What kind of guardian would I be if 
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I stood idly by while my dependents all vanished? I would then view vegans as harbingers of the death 
penalty for all animals, as a genocide threat to those I want to save. You have to say one thing in behalf 
of animal farmers; none of their charges have the slightest chance of ever going extinct. The same 
cannot be said for the denizens of non-barnyard creatures: elephants, rhinos, zebras, all face this fate. 
Huemer, thus, is no real friend to our brothers of field and stream, let alone barn. 

Here is what our world-class vegan has to say about promoting morality [33, p. 33]: 
 

V: My view would be that it’s wrong to financially reward extremely immoral businesses, 
regardless of whether you’re causing them to do it, or if they’ve already done it and you’re 
paying them after the fact.  
M: If it’s not contributing to the amount of immoral behavior, what’s wrong with it?  
V: Two things: one, you’re rewarding wrongful behavior, which is unjust. You’re 
contributing to making it so that immorality pays… 

 
Prostitution, pornography, addictive drugs, gambling, homosexuality, masturbation, fornication, are 
now, or have long been considered to be, “immoral behavior.”11 The implication is that these acts are 
unjust and should be prohibited by law. But this is profoundly at odds with the libertarianism that this 
author has long and valiantly espoused. In this philosophy, the only crimes are those with (human) 
victims and these presumably immoral acts all constitute victimless “crimes.” 

He now addresses the objection that “animals eat each other, so why can’t we eat them?” 
He continues [33, p. 37]: “V: Okay, chickens eat other species, so it’s okay to kill chickens. But 

people also eat other species, so . . . it’s okay to kill people?” 
But chickens12 kill and eat members of their own species. They will peck each other to death if 

not prevented from doing so by farmers. In contrast, human cannibalism is all but limited to cave 
spelunkers and marooned sailors who would all otherwise perish. Often, this is done on a voluntary 
basis, by drawing lots. This is quite a bit different than what occurs in the animal kingdom. 

The weakest part of this argument of his is this [33, p. 37]: “You don’t blame … a hurricane for 
destroying a city, or a lion for killing a gazelle. Because none of them are capable of regulating their 
behavior morally.” 

No, of course we do not “blame” the hurricane or the lion, but we do not grant them, rights, 
either.13 With rights come responsibilities. Hurricanes and lions lack the latter and thus do not deserve 
the former. We are justified in stopping all the storms we can. Cloud seeding does not violate rights. 
Ditto for initiating violence against wild and – also -- domesticated animals. They cannot petition for 
rights, nor do they respect the rights of others. In very sharp contrast indeed, (most) humans can be 
relied upon to do exactly that. 

This response of Huemer’s is problematic [33, p. 38]: 
“M: Okay, lions can’t restrain themselves. But do you think we should stop lions from killing gazelles?  
V: If you can figure out a way of doing that without killing all the lions and disrupting the ecology, 
then we should consider it.” 

“Consider it?” Why, merely, “consider it?” Why not, actually, do it? After all, our author is on 
record for opposing animal suffering. He nowhere specifically limits this to barnyard animals, 
although, to be sure, he waxes eloquent, and very properly so, about their suffering. But, gazelles 
undoubtedly suffer from the depredations of these monstrous felines.14 Farmers, presumably, kill their 
property far more humanely than this occurs in the wild.15 

Huemer explicitly announces that rights play no role whatsoever in his analysis [33, p. 38]:  
“V: My case for vegetarianism didn’t rely on any claims about ‘rights.’ Remember that it was all 
compatible with utilitarianism. I’m only assuming that you shouldn’t inflict enormous pain and 
suffering for minor reasons.” 
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This is more than passing curious for a distinguished contributor to libertarianism. Rights16 are 
practically the be-all and end-all of this philosophy. To purposefully eschew them is to take the 
analysis out of this realm. As for “enormous” and “minor” these are subjective concepts. They exist in 
the eyes of the beholders. To base a position on them is to build a house on quicksand. 

I have a verbal dispute with this author when he writes [33, p. 39]: “V: … Say you have an 
adult human who can’t understand morality. Like a mentally disabled person. Can we torture them?” 

Of course he realizes full well that singular and plural should match. He was taught this in 
middle school, if not sooner, like all the rest of us.  

This sentence should have read, instead, in any of these ways: 
1. “Like a mentally disabled person. Can we torture him?” 
2. “Like mentally disabled persons. Can we torture them?” 
3. “Like a mentally disabled person. Can we torture him or her?” 
4. “Like a mentally disabled person. Can we torture her?” 

Why the error in the text which I cannot regard other than purposeful? I speculate that he has 
gone over to the dark side in terms of obeisance to political correctness. Academics have been inflicted 
with this virus, and, Huemer, unfortunately, seems to have been infected by it. 

Option 1 must be rejected because this bespeaks bias against women, even though “men” 
includes people of both genders.  Option 2 would appear to be compatible with the dictates of PC, but, 
in refusing to ruin the language concerning singular and plural, points might be taken away from our 
author. Option 3 is fair game in left wing university writing, but is awkward. Option 4, nowadays, is 
the preferred alternative, except, that in this case, it would be read as demeaning to females.17 Not a 
pretty picture. 

Professor Huemer maintains that [33, p. 41] “Primitive tribes make war even more than we do.” 
He cites Pinker [62] as his source for this finding. For an alternative view, see Block [15]. 

The Colorado University Professor ventures into the thickets of economics with this statement 
[33, p. 44]: 
 

Insider trading is a crime wherein individuals buy and sell stocks based on ‘inside 
information’ not available to the public. For instance, a company executive might buy stock 
in a company because he knows that his own company is planning to merge with the other 
company, which will drive up the price. This is prohibited in the US, UK, European Union, 
and many other countries. 

 
Unhappily, he cites no source on this. He accepts the traditional view of this matter without demur. 
From the libertarian point of view, however, one which we might expect Huemer to take, this can be a 
voluntary contractual arrangement, and therefore should be legal.18 

If I had to summarize this book in three words it would be: “stop the suffering.” I acknowledge 
that I, too, support this plea. Who but a malevolent, malicious person, a sadist, would actually support 
anguish, whether for humans or non-humans. There is altogether too much misery in the world, and 
any lessening of it has to be counted on the asset side of the ledger.  

However, the reduction of wretchedness cannot be the basic premise of any coherent 
philosophy. For, surely, some grief is justified. For example, criminals are properly punished and 
undoubtedly grieve thereby. If the desiderata were to eliminate, or radically reduce, agony, we would in 
the first instance release all murderers and rapists, kidnappers, thieves, from prison. But that would 
undoubtedly increase the desolation of their victims, one, who wanted revenge against these 
perpetrators, and two, who would be fearful of being molested yet again. Even if we could discern 
which inmates, although guilty of past misdeeds, would never again commit a crime, and free only 
them, still, this would be problematic in that these criminals deserve punishment. There is also the 
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difficulty of the masochist, who enjoys being made to suffer. We would have to legally prohibit the 
sadist from doing his “thing,” if a decrease in suffering were a basic aspect of just law. 

Suppose we could somehow overcome the interpersonal comparison of utility (ICU) problem; 
that is, we had a “sufferometer.” That would mean, for example, if a rape victim suffered less from 
being victimized in this way than the perpetrator suffered from not being allowed to rape her, we would 
compel not just the one or the other, but both of them, to engage in sexual intercourse. Perhaps, we 
could get the government to subsidize rape and tax non rapists. This is a powerful reductio ad 
absurdum of a philosophy limited to stopping suffering. In contrast, there is libertarianism, which 
focuses, instead, on rights. It is certainly more just, and will, I contend, lead to less suffering than a 
philosophy which explicitly made its avoidance its centerpiece. 

Huemer veers perilously close to engaging in an ad hominem argument when he avers [33, p. 
69]: 
 

V: …the issue turns on a moral intuition about the badness of animal suffering. This 
intuition is held by many people who appear to be in general reasonable, smart, and morally 
sensitive.  
M: I guess that’s fair to say.  
V: In fact, many of them consider the intuition extremely obvious. The great majority of the 
literature in ethics on the topic also agrees that meateating in our society is generally 
wrong. Many of these experts consider the case decisive. 

 
Just because a group of self-styled “experts reach a consensus does not mean they are correct. There are 
many professors of humanities who argue in favor of minimum wage laws, rent control, tariffs, licenses 
which restrict entry to various professions, typically on the ground that these initiatives will reduce 
human suffering. They err, here, and they err mightily.19 

Huemer mentions, only to reject, the contention that [33, p. 73] “… maybe the chair you’re 
sitting on is in great agony. No way to prove it isn’t. But we have no reason to think so, and we have to 
sit somewhere.” 

But based upon his own calculations, there is indeed a teeny, tiny, chance that chairs suffer 
when we deposit ourselves upon them. How would we like it if a chair sat on us?  Not too well. In any 
case, there are an awful lot of chairs out there. If there is even a small chance that they feel grievously 
dealt with, perhaps we should reconsider our cavalier treatment of them. Yes, we have to sit 
somewhere, and stand too, despite possible protests from the floor, and we should give a thought to 
abusing our beds, too, by lying on them. 

Our author continues in this vein [33, p. 74]: “V: … It is virtually certain that animals feel pain. 
That’s clearly over 99% probable. But it is also virtually certain that plants don’t. Since plants have no 
nervous systems, the probability that they feel pain is very much lower than 1%.” 

But there are many more plants, trees, blades of grass, etc., than there are animals.20 Can we 
really be so blasé about this tiny possibility? When this is taken into account, the case for veganism, 
molesting innocent flora, weakens considerably. 

Moreover these sorts of “calculations” are highly problematic. One can apply them to virtually 
anything, and deduce whatever is desired. A more basic point is that even if we stipulate that animals 
can suffer, and that we lose little satisfaction by refraining from annihilating them, it still does not 
follow that we should not do so. That is a matter of rights, about which Huemer is exceedingly 
skeptical. 

What about the possible suffering of insects? We read on this as follows [33, p. 75]: “V: … the 
costs of giving up killing insects are much higher than the costs of giving up meat-eating… Virtually 
all of modern life kills insects. You can’t drive a car without killing some; you can barely walk without 
killing them.” 
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But why should costs, of all things, be taken into account? If it is wrong to promote suffering, and there 
are very many more insects than humans … Yes, to use a Huemerian calculus, the probability of 
members of these species feeling pain, or suffering, is exceedingly small [33, pp. 77-78]: 
 

M: Why don’t you think insects are sentient? They’ve got eyes and other sense organs, so 
they must have sensations.  
V: Three reasons. One, they don’t have nociceptors –  
M: What? “Noss receptors”?  
V: Nociceptors. The kind of nerve cells that sense pain. They don’t have ’em. Second, they 
have drastically simpler central nervous systems. Like a hundred thousand times simpler.  
M: Maybe you only need a simple nervous system to have pain.  
V: But you’re going to have a hard time explaining the third point: insects don’t show 
normal pain behavior. An insect with a crushed leg keeps applying the same force to that 
leg. Insects will keep eating, mating, or whatever they’re doing, even when badly injured – 
even while another creature is eating them.” 

 
But, still, there is a very small probability that they do feel pain, in their own unique ways. If we weight 
each person and each insect equally, and there are so many, many more of the latter, even a small 
probability might indicate we should take this into account. No more chocolate covered ants for the 
likes of us! 

Huemer is profoundly skeptical about rights [33, pp. 79-80]:  
 

M: … do you buy humane certified meat?  
V: I don’t buy it because I don’t know if it is ethical. I figure that if I don’t know, I 
shouldn’t do it. 
M: Why don’t you know?  
V: Well, I’d have to figure out whether it’s permissible to kill animals humanely for food. 
For that, I’d have to figure out whether they have a right to life. And for that, I guess I’d 
have to first figure out what’s the basis for the right to life in general.  
M: Isn’t that what we have moral philosophers for?  
V: Yeah, but the moral philosophers don’t agree.  
M: Professor Tooley told me that the right to life is based on one’s conception of oneself as 
a subject of experience continuing through time. 
V: That’s one theory. Another view is that the right to life rests on one’s being the subject 
of a life that matters to oneself. Or perhaps it rests on one’s having the potential for a 
human-like future. Or perhaps there aren’t any such things as rights in the first place.  
M: Why don’t we just figure out which theory is true?  
V: Easier said than done. The leading experts can’t agree, so it seems unlikely that we can 
settle it here. If we start on that, we’ll just argue about that forever. 

 
This clearly removes him from the ranks of libertarians, at least on this one issue, since that philosophy 
involves practically nothing apart from rights. It is also disquieting that this author, one of the world’s 
leading advocates of veganism on ethical principles, does not know if free range farm animals, humane 
certified meat, is licit or not. Libertarians often disagree with one another, but at least the leaders of this 
philosophy take strongly held positions. 

Huemer also diverges from the freedom philosophy when he states [33, p. 83]: 
 

V: … what B did was to smash A’s car with a sledgehammer, just for fun, causing $2000 
worth of damage. Several witnesses saw it.  
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M: Sounds like an easy case. A gets $2000.  
V: Not so fast! There are a few philosophers in the jury room: a metaphysician, a political 
theorist, an epistemologist, and an ethicist. The metaphysician argues that B isn’t 
responsible for his action, because there’s no such thing as free will.  
M: I guess that could make sense . . .  
V: The political theorist says that B’s action wasn’t wrong because property rights are 
illegitimate. The epistemologist says that we can’t accept the eyewitnesses’ testimony until 
we first prove that the senses are reliable. Finally, the ethicist says that there are no moral 
facts, so B can’t have done anything wrong.  
M: I guess this is why they don’t usually allow philosophers on the jury.  
V: (laughs) No doubt. So how would you vote?  
M: If I agreed with one of those philosophers, I’d have to support the defendant.  
V: Right. But how would you actually vote? Would you say B did nothing wrong?  
M: No. Personally, I’d still vote to award $2000 to A. 

 
Even though uttered by M, not V, his usual voice, our author accepts the latter without demur. But if 
the punishment from the crime is merely that you have to pay damages commensurate with the costs 
you have imposed, or, merely return what you have stolen to extrapolate from this “punishment,” then 
criminal behavior will skyrocket. Suppose you steal $2000 and there is a 50% chance you will be 
caught, and the only penalty is that you must return this amount of money to your victim. Then the 
statistically expected value of your theft, to you, will be $1000. Unless the alternative costs of your 
time are greater than that amount, then, barring ethical considerations about private property rights, you 
will enter the “profession” of stealing. It is also more than a tad unjust to impose such a slight 
punishment for theft or imposing damages on others.21 

Let me conclude. I admire Huemer. Greatly so. I join him in opposing suffering, whether for 
man or beast. The world has far too much misery. Any reduction is to be fervently welcomed. But I 
cannot think that he has made a successful case for veganism. If he had his ‘druthers, I infer he would 
imprison meat eaters and factory farmers. I cannot think this would be just. 

There is one last point to be considered. This author wishes to promote veganism – eschew 
meat eating – so as to reduce suffering. But if that is the goal, there are reductio ad absurdums galore 
open to the critic. For example, some fruits and vegetables are doused with pesticides. A consistent 
Huemerite would banish them all from his diet.22 But this is only the tip of the iceberg. Deep mining is 
more dangerous – to human life in this case – than is strip mining. The former is replete with cave-ins 
and black lung disease, not the latter. So, supporters of this anti-pain philosophy would be obligated 23 
to boycott coal for that reason. Flooding from dams not only kills human beings, but, also, Huemer’s 
beloved animals. Unless it can be demonstrated that more pain will ensue for lack of these dangerous 
sources of energy, it would also behoove us to shun fuel derived thereby. Nuclear power plants pose 
dangers to man and beast, if they fail. There goes that source of energy. Windmills kill birds. Scratch 
that one too. 
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Notes 
                                                 
1. All otherwise unidentified references will be to this one book. 
2. For some relevant readings on this philosophy, see Montgomery and Block [47]; Block and Craig 
[18]; Rothbard [65]. 
3. Redacted. 
4. To a greatly increased degree. Libertarian punishment theory can be very Draconian. In the view of 
Rothbard [65, p. 88, ft. 6]: “It should be evident that our theory of proportional punishment—that 
people may be punished by losing their rights to the extent that they have invaded the rights of others—
is frankly a retributive theory of punishment, a ‘tooth (or two teeth) for a tooth’ theory. Retribution is in 
bad repute among philosophers, who generally dismiss the concept quickly as ‘primitive’ or ‘barbaric’ 
and then race on to a discussion of the two other major theories of punishment: deterrence and 
rehabilitation. But simply to dismiss a concept as ‘barbaric’ can hardly suffice; after all, it is possible 
that in this case, the ‘barbarians’ hit on a concept that was superior to the more modern creeds.” For 
more on this: Block [3], [4], [7], [8], [9], [10], [11], [12], [13], [14]; Block, Barnett and Callahan[16]; 
Gregory and Block[26]; Kinsella [34]; Morris [48]; Nozick [50, pp. 363-373]; Olson [51]; Rothbard 
[65]; Whitehead and Block [70]. 
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5. Block [2], [5], [6]; Block and Edelstein [19]; Block and Yeatts [22]; Block vs Epstein [20]; Bylund 
[24]; Grotius [27]; Hoppe [28], [29]; Kinsella [35], [36], [37], [38]; Locke [39, pp. 17-19], [40, chapter 
5]; Paul [60]; Pufendorf [63]; Rothbard [64]; Rozeff [66]; Watner [69]; Nozick [49]. 
6. In the movie “The Planet of the Apes” one of the humans attempted to petition for his rights by 
writing on the ground with a stick. One of the apes erased this message with his foot – a rights 
violation. 
7. See on this Block and Block [17]. 
8. The reader is invited to insert as many zeroes as he wishes. 
9. I aim to emulate them in this regard. Only my premises are different: the NAP and property rights 
based on homesteading. 
10. Maybe a few would survive and be placed in zoos? No, not if Huemer had this way. Extrapolating 
from what he writes, this would bring about suffering and therefore not be allowed. Ditto for medical 
experiments? How about if the animals were allowed to run “wild,” gamboling all the live long day? 
This difficulty would still remain: what would the lions, tigers and wolves eat? Their natures require 
meat, but from whence would this come? In Butler [23], a law was passed prohibiting the killing of 
animals except in self-defense. Amazingly, numerous vicious sheep started attacking people. 
11. Unhappily, he vouchsafes us no definition of immorality. 
12. Also lions and wolves. 
13. Huemer also mentions the fact that we do not blame babies who cry on airplanes, but that is an 
entirely different matter. Why different? Because we go by the species, not the individual. Rothbard 
[65] explains: “That the concept of a species ethic is part of the nature of the world may be seen, 
moreover, by contemplating the activities of other species in nature. It is more than a jest to point out 
that animals, after all, don't respect the ‘rights’ of other animals; it is the condition of the world, and of 
all natural species, that they live by eating other species. Inter-species survival is a matter of tooth and 
claw. It would surely be absurd to say that the wolf is ‘evil’ because he exists by devouring and 
‘aggressing against’ lambs, chickens, etc. The wolf is not an evil being who ‘aggresses against’ other 
species; he is simply following the natural law of his own survival. Similarly for man. It is just as 
absurd to say that men ‘aggress against’ cows and wolves as to say that wolves ‘aggress against’ sheep. 
If, furthermore, a wolf attacks a man and the man kills him, it would be absurd to say either that the 
wolf was an ‘evil aggressor’ or that the wolf was being ‘punished’ for his ‘crime.’ And yet such would 
be the implications of extending a natural-rights ethic to animals. Any concept of rights, of criminality, 
of aggression, can only apply to actions of one man or group of men against other human beings.” 
14. The ordinary house cat goes so far as to actually torture mice, not content with cleanly and 
relatively painlessly dispatching them. Also “… leopard seals … kill penguins for fun” [62, p. 448]. 
15. There is a humane killer for livestock (https://search.yahoo.com/yhs/search?hspart=sz&hsimp=yhs-
001&type=type7036981-sv7-dGFnUTEyMzI3ODYtbWFwcw-
e8e5314f81450539a54e869508b0e002&param1=dGFnUTEyMzI3ODYtbWFwcyxtYXBzLHYyXzI1N
DY5MzM0MjY1Yzg5OTA4MzhmMzBhMC4zODI5Mzc0OF9lOTBhMWNmMDM0ZDNmZWE2N
TRkZGJhNzFlNDI5MzAxZCxVUyxsYSxuZXcgb3JsZWFucw&p=humane%20killer%20gun&param
2=eyJzZXJwR2VvUmVkIjoibm8iLCJleHRUYWdzIjpbInRoZW1lX250c19tYXBzMl90aWxlcyJdLCJi
cm93c2VyTmFtZSI6IkNocm9tZSIsImJyb3dzZXJWZXJzaW9uIjoiNzQiLCJleHRWZXJzaW9uIjoiaG
9zdGVkIiwiZXh0TmFtZSI6Ik1hcHMgTm93IiwiY2xpY2tTcmMiOiJ5aHNfc3luIiwiY2hyb21lU3Rvc
mVJZCI6ImdpYmtuaWxlZWJhZ2ZvZG9vZmJhY2JiZWJrbWVib2tsIiwic2VsVGhlbWUiOiJ0aGVtZ
V9udHNfbWFwczJfdGlsZXMiLCJkb21haW4iOiJ3d3cubWFwc25vdy5jbyIsImF1dG9TdWdnZXN0Q
2xrIjoiYXBwc19WMSIsIm9yU3JjIjoibmV3dGFiIiwiaWNnIjoiMCIsImhmZXciOiI1NGQ0YzQxMi01
N2Y2LTRhNmEtM2QyYi00MWFlZTViYWE5MjIiLCJyZXZfc3JjIjoiMSJ9). Lions boast of no such 
implement. 
16. Why the scare quotes around this word? 
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17. Whaddeya mean, women can be mentally handicapped? That is so sexist! 
18. For a free market defense of insider trading, see Barry [1]; Manne [41], [42], [43], [44]; McGee and 
Block [46]; Padilla [52], [53], [54],[55], [56], [57], [58]; Padilla and Gardiner [59]; Smith and Block 
[68].  
19. On the folly of minimum wage laws, rent control and tariffs, see virtually any introductory 
economics textbook. One of the best essays ever written about restrictive licenses is Friedman [25, ch. 
9]. 
20. Even including multitudinous insects, I warrant. 
21. Libertarian punishment theory is quite a bit more Draconian. In the view of Rothbard [65, p. 88, ft. 
6]: “It should be evident that our theory of proportional punishment—that people may be punished by 
losing their rights to the extent that they have invaded the rights of others—is frankly a retributive 
theory of punishment, a ‘tooth (or two teeth) for a tooth’ theory. Retribution is in bad repute among 
philosophers, who generally dismiss the concept quickly as ‘primitive’ or ‘barbaric’ and then race on to 
a discussion of the two other major theories of punishment: deterrence and rehabilitation. But simply to 
dismiss a concept as ‘barbaric’ can hardly suffice; after all, it is possible that in this case, the 
‘barbarians’ hit on a concept that was superior to the more modern creeds.” For more in this vein see 
Block [3], [4], [7], [8], [9], [10], [11], [12], [13]; Block, Barnett and Callahan [16]; Gregory and 
Block[26]; Kinsella [36]; Marjanovic [45]; Morris[48]; Nozick[50, pp. 363-373]; Olson [51]; Rothbard 
[65]; Whitehead and Block [70]. 
22. Wealthy people could eat organic fruits and vegetables. But this is beyond the means of many of 
the poor. They would be placed in a difficult position were they to embrace the type of extended 
Huemerism I am now employing. 
23. Legally? Our author does not say. 


