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What is equality? What kinds of (in)equality exist? Who is equal and in what sense? To 

what extent is an ethic of equality between humans and animals consistent (in 

accordance with our moral intuitions and ethical principles)? And what are the practical 

implications of an ethic of equality? 

These are the questions that have been studied in the doctoral thesis "Born Free and 

Equal? On the Ethical Consistency of Animal Equality "(Stijn Bruers, Ghent University, 3-

4-2014) The following is a summary of the doctoral research. 

The metaphor of the meta-ethical hand 
The aim of the research is to construct a coherent ethical system where equality plays a 

central role. An ethical system consists of ethical principles that impose conditions on our 

behavior and answers the question: what actions are required, permitted or prohibited in 

specific situations? 

The question is which ethical principles constitute a good, coherent ethical system. Are 

there rules to determine which ethical systems are good? This is a meta-ethical question, 

because it concerns rules about rules: meta-ethical rules that determine which moral 

rules of conduct are good. As ethical principles impose conditions on our behavior, meta-

ethical principles impose conditions on ethical principles. Just as a hand consists of five 

fingers, the meta-ethical hand is a metaphor for five meta-ethical rules or guidelines for 

constructing a good ethical system. An example of a concrete ethical system which was 

constructed with the meta-ethical hand is the system of the moral hand (see below). In 

order to avoid ethical relativism (anything goes) as much as possible, the meta-ethical 

hand imposes strong conditions for the construction of a system. The five fingers of the 

meta-ethical hand are held together by the palm, the overarching theme of anti-

arbitrariness (or regularity). Therefore, each of the five principles of the meta-ethical 

hand generates an anti-arbitrariness principle. 

The thumb: the principle of rule universalism. When constructing your ethical 

system, you must follow those rules that everyone must follow when constructing their 

ethical systems. When constructing your ethical system, you may follow those rules that 

anyone may follow when constructing their ethical systems. If you can rely on your 

intuitions, then everyone can rely on their own moral intuitions. If no one may introduce 

ad hoc principles or farfetched rules at will, then neither do you. 

The thumb generates a first principle of anti-arbitrariness: democracy of ethical systems. 

All equally coherent ethical systems are equivalent from a meta-ethical point of view. If 

different people adhere to different but equally coherent ethical systems, those people 

should seek to achieve an acceptable compromise through a democratic decision 

procedure, because no one can argue that their own ethical system and their own moral 

intuitions are more important than those of others.  

The thumb principle is a very abstract principle that not yet decides what rules one must 

follow when constructing an ethical system. Just like we have to place the thumb against 

the other fingers in order to grasp an object, we have to apply the meta-ethical thumb of 

rule universalism to the other meta-ethical fingers in order to construct an ethical 

system. 

The forefinger: compatibility and agreement with basic information. Basic moral 

judgments form the basic information in the construction of an ethical system. Basic 

judgments are for example moral intuitions that often spontaneously emerge in concrete 

situations or thought experiments. The forefinger basically says that ethical principles 

must refer to the basic moral judgments as good as possible and that we should give a 

strong priority to the strongest moral judgments. The strength of a basic judgment is 

determined by our willingness to give up the judgment when it conflicts with other 



judgments: if we do not find it so bad that the basic moral judgment does not fit into the 

constructed ethical system, then it is a weak basic judgment. 

The corresponding anti-arbitrariness principle says that one should not arbitrarily give 

weaker moral intuitions stronger priority; one should not arbitrarily change or exclude 

basic moral judgments. 

However, merely a correspondence with basic information is not enough, for some moral 

intuitions are unreliable and inconsistent with other intuitions. So one can have moral 

intuitions (e.g. a ban on homosexuality, as well as many religious judgments) that are in 

conflict with other basic moral judgments. The middle finger helps to filter out unreliable 

intuitions. 

The middle finger: completeness and internal consistency. Each situation should 

generate one and only one final moral verdict. A final moral verdict is generated by the 

ethical principles when everything is taken into account. Consistency means “not (p and 

not-p)”. For example, a behavior in a specific situation cannot both be allowed and 

prohibited at the same time. If “p” is equal to “not (not p)”, then from consistency 

follows completeness: “p or not p”. So in any situation an act is either allowed or not. 

The ethical system should be able to generate a unique answer to the question which 

actions are permitted, prohibited and obligatory. This goes for each possible action in 

each possible situation. 

The middle finger generates athird anti-arbitrariness principle: one should not arbitrarily 

allow inconsistencies and gaps in the ethical system. 

The middle finger is the longest finger, so consistency is the most important condition in 

the construction of an ethical system. Inconsistent systems are not valid. 

The ring finger: clarity. The ethical principles in the ethical system should be clearly 

formulated, so that they can be understood by everyone (who has the capacity of 

understanding) and they can always be applied without ambiguities. The meaning or 

interpretation of moral terms should therefore be clear. 

The corresponding anti-arbitrariness principle says that one should not arbitrarily 

introduce a vague ethical principle that one can interpret and apply arbitrarily in concrete 

situations.  

The little finger: parsimony and simplicity. Just as the little finger can deviate a little 

bit from the other fingers, one may add additional, deviating ethical principles in an 

ethical system to a limited degree. One has to avoid as much as possible any artificial ad 

hoc adjustments (for example exceptions to exceptions to rules, or rules that apply only 

to a specific situation). One may therefore introduce only a little bit of complexity or 

artificiality, provided one is willing to tolerate everyone else adding artificiality to the 

same degree in the construction of their ethical systems (everyone, because one has to 

place the thumb against the little finger). 

The corresponding fifth anti-arbitrariness principle says that one should avoid arbitrarily 

adding artificial, complex, ad hoc constructions to the ethical system. 

If an ethical system respects these guidelines, it becomes a powerful, coherent system, 

as a solved crossword puzzle. The ethical system of the moral hand (described below) is 

a candidate for such a coherent system. 

The metaphor of the crossword puzzle 
Constructing a coherent ethical system is like solving a crossword puzzle. A white box of 

a crossword symbolizes a particular situation or a moral point of view. A letter 

corresponds with a final moral verdict: an answer to the question what we may or should 

ultimately do in that particular situation, or what – all things considered – is valuable 

from the moral point of view. 

The thumb: equivalent solutions of a crossword puzzle are equally correct, provided that 

they respect the following four rules. 

The forefinger: the completed words must refer to the given descriptions. 

The middle finger: in a white box you must fill in one and only one letter. Consistency 

means not both a letter and a different letter. Completeness means either a letter or a 

different letter (so no empty white box). 

The ring finger: the words must form existing, clear words. 



The little finger: one has to avoid new words, farfetched words or ad hoc adjustments 

to words as much as possible, and give a preference to the most common words. 

The five fingers are held together by the palm of anti-arbitrariness: one should not 

arbitrarily fill in some letters in adjacent white boxes, one should not arbitrarily change 

some given descriptions. 

Constructing an ethical system is also similar to the way one ought to do science: 

deriving clear and mutually consistent principles (e.g. natural laws) from basic 

information (experimental data), thereby minimizing ad hoc constructions to the theory. 

A scientific theory should be as parsimonious as possible (the little finger), and should 

consist of clearly defined laws (the ring finger) that are consistent with each other (the 

middle finger) and correspond as close as possible to the most reliable experimental data 

(the forefinger). 

The metaphor of the optical illusion 
Starting with the basic information (the input data of moral intuitions) is not always 

without risk: some intuitions are not reliable. Think about the Müller-Lyer optical illusion: 

two parallel lines with equal lengths have arrowheads at their ends. A lot of people have 

the spontaneous judgment (intuitive perception) that the line with outward pointing 

arrowheads is smaller than the one with inward pointing arrowheads.  

This intuition is an illusion, because it is not consistent with two strong and coherent 

intuitions: the length of a measure stick does not change length when shifted, and the 

length of a line does not depend on arrowheads or other geometric figures. Hence, we 

have two coherent methods to discover the optical illusion: 1) The translation method, 

shifting a measure stick from one line to the other and 2) the deletion method, erasing 

the arrowheads.  

Also in ethics we can search for moral illusions in a similar way. For example we can test 

whether discrimination such as speciesism – the spontaneous judgment that a human 

has more moral value than an animal – can be a moral illusion. Just as one line appears 

to be longer than the other in the optical illusion, so does a human appear to be more 

valuable than an animal. According to this optical-moral illusion analogy, the arrowheads 

in the optical illusion correspond with morally irrelevant properties used in discrimination. 

A geometric rule that says that the length increases when arrowheads point outwards 

would be arbitrary, just as irrelevant properties such as species, appearance or genes are 

morally arbitrary.  

The translation method applied to speciesism consists of shifting your position: put 

yourself in the position of a human and an animal. Empathy will be the measure stick. A 

thought experiment such as the “veil of ignorance” (or “lottery of life”) could help: 

imagine that you will be born, but you do not know yet who or what you will be. Which 

moral rules would you then choose? Using this thought experiment, you will find out that 

sentience and well-being are what matters, because if you are non-sentient, then nothing 

(including the choice of moral rules) matters to you. Only sentient beings have the 

capacity to want something. 

The deletion method applied to speciesism means that we erase irrelevant properties 

such as bodily appearance or genes, and that we look at the moral value that remains. 

According to evolutionary biology, there is no essence connected to humans: there is 

nothing special that all and only humans have, and there are many fuzzy boundaries 

between humans and animals (think about all our ancestors and intermediate forms 

between humans and animals that once existed, and the potential existence of human-

animal hybrids, chimeras and genetically modified beings). 

Both the Müller-Lyer optical illusion and the speciesist moral illusion have psychological 

explanations: they both share a mechanism of an acquired heuristic (an automatic rule of 

thumb influenced by the environment). 

The metaphor of the moral hand 
The moral hand is a metaphor of five basic ethical principles, one for each finger, 

summarizing a complete, coherent ethical system. As a physical hand allows us to grasp 



an object, a moral hand allows us to grasp a moral problem. It is a possible solution to a 

moral crossword puzzle departing from basic moral judgments that many people share. It 

was constructed using the guidelines of the meta-ethical hand, and just like the five 

fingers of the meta-ethical hand generate five principles of anti-arbitrariness (regularity), 

so do the five fingers of the moral hand generate five principles of anti-discrimination 

(equality). Meta-ethical anti-arbitrariness is thus analogous to moral anti-discrimination.  

The thumb: rule universalism. You must follow the rules that everyone (who is 

capable) must follow in all morally similar situations. You may follow only the rules that 

everyone (who is capable) may follow in all morally similar situations. This principle 

generates a formal principle of equality in terms of impartiality and rejection of 

prejudicial discrimination. It also implies that we should give the good example. The 

thumb principle is formal and does not have material content. Just like we have to place 

the thumb against the other fingers in order to grasp an object, we have to apply the 

principle of universalism to the other four basic principles in order to grasp a moral 

problem. 

The forefinger: justice and the value of lifetime well-being. Increase the lifetime 

well-being of all sentient beings alive in the present and the future, whereby 

improvements of the worst-off positions (the worst sufferers, the beings who have the 

worst lives) have a strong priority. Lifetime well-being is the value you would ascribe 

when you would live the complete life of a sentient being, and is a function of all positive 

(and negative) feelings that are the result of (dis)satisfaction of preferences: of 

everything (not) wanted by the being. In a mathematical expression, this basic principle 

says that we should maximize a generalized mean of everyone’s lifetime well-being using 

a concave function.  

This principle has two coherent justifications: 1) the thought experiment of the veil of 

ignorance (you can be born as anyone or anything), where you have a high but not 

maximum risk aversion (avoiding the risk of becoming one of the worst sufferers means 

giving priority to increase the levels of lifetime well-being of the worst-off positions), and 

2) empathy (focusing on the needs of the worst-off) with a small but non-zero need for 

efficiency (maximize the lifetime well-being of the worst-off, unless this is at the expense 

of much more well-being of others).  

This principle generates a second, material principle of equality: if total lifetime well-

being is constant between different situations, then the situation which has the most 

equal distribution of well-being is the best. 

This principle is coherent with many moral intuitions, but does not fit with a special list of 

moral intuitions, such as the trolley dilemma (we should not push a fat man in front of a 

runaway trolley in order to block the trolley and save five people on the tracks ahead) 

and the transplantation problem (we should not sacrifice someone to use his five organs 

against his will to save five patients in the hospital when there is a shortage of organs). 

The next principle unifies these intuitions. 

The middle finger: the mere means principle and the basic right to bodily 

autonomy. Never use the body of a sentient being against its will as a means to 

someone else’s ends, because that violates the right to bodily autonomy. A sentient 

being is a being who has a sense of its own body and has developed the capacity to want 

something by having positive and negative feelings (and who has not yet permanently 

lost this capacity). The two words “mere means” refer to two conditions: you violate the 

basic right 1) if you force a sentient being to do or undergo something that the being 

does not want in order to reach an end that the sentient being does not share, and 2) if 

the body of that sentient being is necessary as a means for that end. Someone’s body 

belongs to that individual, not to us.  

The middle finger generates a third principle of equality: all sentient beings with equal 

levels of morally relevant mental capacities should have an equal claim to the basic right. 

This means that a lot of animals and mentally disabled humans also have a claim to this 

right. 

The middle finger is a bit longer than the forefinger, and so the basic right is a bit 

stronger than the right to lifetime well-being (which includes the right to live). The 



middle finger is not infinitely long, so the basic right can be violated when the forefinger 

principle of well-being is seriously threatened. 

The previous fingers still do not match some moral intuitions, such as the problems of 

predation (dolphins are allowed to hunt sentient fish, even if dolphins are moral agents), 

motion (large animals are allowed to move around, even when insects are sentient and 

get harmed) and procreation (animals are allowed to procreate, even if they do not 

sufficiently contribute to the generalized mean of lifetime well-being). The fourth finger 

unifies these intuitions.  

The ring finger: naturalness and the value of biodiversity. A behavior is allowed 

(even if it violates the forefinger or middle finger principles) if that behavior is both 

natural (a direct consequence of spontaneous evolution), normal (frequent) and 

necessary (important for the survival of sentient beings). If the behavior has several 

options, then the option should be chosen that least violates the other finger principles 

(e.g. eating is natural and necessary, but when you can choose between eating sentient 

or non-sentient beings, you should choose the latter). 

Just as lifetime well-being is the value of a sentient being, biodiversity is the value of an 

ecosystem: both lifetime well-being and biodiversity have a tendency to increase (within 

constraints) and both are functions of variable valuable things (feelings; life forms) that 

are the direct consequence of a driving force (preference satisfaction; natural evolution). 

The valuable biodiversity would drastically decrease if a behavior that is natural, normal 

and necessary would be universally prohibited (universally, because you have to put the 

thumb against the ring finger). 

A fourth principle of equality arises from the ring finger: all beings (who contribute 

equally to biodiversity) have an equal right to a behavior that is both natural, normal and 

necessary (i.e. a behavior that contributes to biodiversity). E.g. if a prey is allowed to eat 

in order to survive, a predator is allowed to do so as well. 

As the above ethical principles can be too demanding when it comes to helping others, 

we can add a little finger to respect our preference for the ones with whom we have 

special relationships. Consider for example a burning house dilemma: you can save 

either your child or someone else (another child, or a dog). Or consider the prey 

problem: your child and someone else is being attacked: who would you save?  

The little finger: tolerated partiality and the value of personal relationships. 

When helping others, you are allowed to be a bit partial in favor of your loved ones, as 

long as you are prepared to tolerate similar levels of partiality of everyone else 

(everyone, because you have to put the thumb against the little finger). Just as the little 

finger can deviate a little bit from the other fingers, a small level of partiality is allowed.  

This finger generates a fifth equality principle: tolerated choice equality. Everyone is 

allowed to be partial to an equal degree that we can tolerate. If you choose to help 

individual X instead of individual Y, and if you tolerate that someone else would choose to 

help Y instead of X, then X and Y have a tolerated choice equality (even if X is 

emotionally more important for you than Y). 

The little finger is coherent with a lot of intuitions, and is also related to the middle 

finger: if I would not tolerate your choice to help your loved one instead of my child, I 

would not literally use you but still consider you as merely a means for my ends. I have 

to tolerate your choice, otherwise I violate your basic right.   

Let us apply the five fingers to the production and consumption of animal products. The 

forefinger principle is violated, because the loss of lifetime well-being of fish and livestock 

animals is worse than the loss of well-being that humans would experience when they 

are no longer allowed to consume animal products. Livestock animals are in the worst-off 

position compared to humans, due to suffering and early death. The middle finger is 

violated, because the bodies of animals are used in a way that they do not want, without 

their bodies there could be no consumption of animal products, and so the animals are 

used as merely a means. The ring finger and little finger principles cannot be invoked to 

justify the consumption of animal products, because animal products are not necessary 

for humans (well-planned vegan diets are not unhealthy and hence biodiversity will not 

decrease when humans would stop consuming animal products) and we would never 

tolerate the degree of partiality that is required to justify livestock farming and fishing. It 



follows that veganism is ethically consistent and the production and consumption of 

animal products are ethically inconsistent. The thumb says that we have to give the good 

example, and hence veganism is a moral duty according to the ethical system of the 

moral hand. 

The metaphor of the standard model of forces 
As there are different forces in physics (as expressed in the standard model of particle 

physics), the ethical system of the moral hand contains three moral forces. These forces 

can counteract each other, but that does not make a system inconsistent. To clarify these 

forces, they can be expressed in a mathematical equation. The forefinger principle 

generates a ‘welfare function’: a generalized mean of the concave weighted lifetime well-

being of all sentient beings (including future generations). The middle finger adds a 

second force to this welfare function: the sum of basic rights violations. This second term 

is (highly) negative if someone’s basic right is violated. The ring finger adds a third moral 

force: the moral value of biodiversity, which decreases when biodiversity gets lost.  

The metaphor of the moral landscape 
This equation (the three forces) can be represented as a (multidimensional) moral 

landscape with peaks and valleys. A rule that (when the rule is universally complied – see 

the thumb principle) leads us to a mountain peak on the moral landscape, is a better rule 

than a rule that leads us downwards. Looking at paths on the moral landscape, and using 

the little finger principle, we can see what actions and rules are prohibited, permissible 

and obligatory.  

It is prohibited to move downwards on the moral landscape, by causing a loss of well-

being or biodiversity or by violating someone’s basic right. It is permissible to move 

horizontal or upwards, but we do not always have a duty to move upwards. We are 

allowed to move in the horizontal or upward direction that we prefer, we are allowed to 

be partial and help the ones we hold dear (or ourselves), even if we could generate more 

lifetime well-being by helping those who are worse-off instead of ourselves or our loved 

ones (cfr. the little finger). However, sometimes we do have an obligation to move 

upwards in a certain direction. Suppose helping the worse-off would generate more 

lifetime well-being than helping our loved ones. Imagine that you are forced to help 

those worse-off, although you would rather help others or increase your own well-being. 

Then your basic right would be violated, which means a strong descent on the moral 

landscape. But helping those worse-off would also generate more well-being, which 

means an increase on the landscape (the welfare function increases). If that increase is 

higher than the decrease due to the basic right violation, it implies that you have a duty 

to help those worse-off.   
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