Against ‘Effective Altruism’

Alice Crary

Effective Altruism (EA) is a programme for rationalising
charitable giving, positioning individuals to do the ‘most
good’ per expenditure of money or time. It was first for-
mulated - by two Oxford philosophers just over a decade
ago —as an application of the moral theory consequential-
ism, and from the outset one of its distinctions within
the philanthropic world was expansion of the class of
charity-recipients to include non-human animals. EA
has been the target of a fair bit of grumbling, and even
some mockery, from activists and critics on the left, who
associate consequentialism with depoliticising tenden-
cies of welfarism. But EA has mostly gotten a pass, with
many detractors concluding that, however misguided, its
efforts to get bankers, tech entrepreneurs and the like to
give away their money cost-effectively does no serious
harm.

This stance is no longer tenable. The growth of
EA has been explosive, with some affiliated organisa-
tions, such as Open Philanthropy, now recommending
grants amounting to hundreds of millions of dollars an-
nually. Partly building on congenial trends in develop-
ment economics, and in tandem with movements like
‘impact investing’, EA has become a force capable of leav-
ing its imprint on whole fields of public engagement.
This is in evidence in the domain of animal advocacy,
to which EA has brought substantial new attention and
funding. One result of the windfall is that EA-guided rat-
ings groups serve as king-makers, raising up pro-animal
organisations deemed ‘effective’ by EA and denigrating
and partly defunding many organisations deemed ‘inef-
fective’, while pressuring others to artificially shift their
missions in order to conform to operative metrics of ‘ef-
fectiveness’ and secure funding. This has led to objec-
tions from animal advocates (often muted due to fear
of alienating EA-admiring funders). Yet champions of
EA, whether or not concerned with the cause of animals,

for the most part adopt the attitude that they have no
serious critics and that sceptics ought to be content with
their ongoing attempts to fine-tune their practice.

It is a posture belied by the existence of formidable
critical resources both inside and outside the philosoph-
ical tradition in which EA originates. In light of the undis-
puted impact of EA, and its success in attracting idealistic
young people, it is important to forcefully make the case
that it owes its success primarily not to the — question-
able — value of its moral theory but to its compatibility
with political and economic institutions responsible for
some of the very harms it addresses. The sincere ded-
ication of many individual adherents notwithstanding,
reflection on EA reveals a straightforward example of
moral corruption.

Anatomy of EA

Consequentialist ideas inform the way EA is implemen-
ted by many EA-affiliated groups focusing largely on hu-
man outreach, such as Development Media International,
GiveWell, and Giving What We Can. Such ideas also in-
form EA’s implementation by groups focusing largely on
animals, such as Animal Charity Evaluators and Faun-
alytics, and by groups like Open Philanthropy that ad-
dress both humans and nonhuman animals. Consequen-
tialism is a rather big tent, accommodating a variety of
EAs. Some advocates argue that it is not necessary for
effective altruists to be consequentialists.! Others go fur-
ther, claiming that EA is ‘independent of any theoretical
commitments’.? This last claim is false, reflecting ignor-
ance of competing ethical traditions from which criticism
of EA arises. But it is fair to set aside the question of
whether one can be an effective altruist without being a
consequentialist. The consequentialist stances that have
figured in the articulation and institutional actualisation
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of EA presuppose a distinctive philosophical worldview,
and it is possible to move from criticism of this worldview
to a thoroughgoing attack on EA’s most destructive as-
pects. The resulting non-consequentialist outlook makes
it possible to expose as confused EA-style talk of doing
‘most good’, delegitimising evaluations of charitable or-
ganisations that presuppose such talk’s coherence, and
thus rendering moot the question of whether such eval-
uations are invariably consequentialist.
Consequentialism is the view that moral rightness is
a matter of the production of the best consequences or
best state of affairs. What is ‘best’ is what has the most
value. So consequentialist stances are grounded in prior
theories of value. Within this scheme, consequential-
ists can be very open about what things are assessed as
right or wrong.® They can talk about the rightness not
only of actions but of anything that has consequences,
including desires, beliefs, dispositions and sets of ac-
tions. While consequentialists can also be fairly open
about what counts as values, they make epistemological
assumptions that constrain what values can be like.
Effective altruists often demonstrate consequential-
ist commitments by locating themselves within con-
sequentialism’s spaces of alternatives. During EA’s brief
history, self-avowed effective altruists have tended to
take as the objects of moral assessment particular ac-
tions, while also taking as their core value the sort of
well-being capturable by the metrics of welfare econom-
ics. One instrument that some have recommended for
assessing actions in terms of well-being is the quality-
adjusted-life-year or QALY, an economic metric for health
programmes, which integrates measures of the value of
extending individuals’ lives with measures of the quality
of life over the relevant period, with one QALY standing
for one year of life in perfect health.* Some effective
altruists use QALYs to determine which of a set of ac-
tions (say, intervening medically to prevent ‘ten people
from suffering from AIDs [versus intervening to prevent]
one hundred people from suffering from severe arthritis’)
produces more well-being and does more good.®> The as-
sessments often involve further steps such as randomised
control trials to get reliable accounts of interventions’
consequences, calculations of interventions’ marginal
utilities and counterfactual considerations of the value
of outcomes that would be produced by different inter-
ventions that individuals are positioned to make.
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There is a further respect in which effective altruists
fly consequentialist colours. Consequentialists some-
times gloss their take on the moral enterprise by saying
that moral reflection is undertaken from the ‘point of
view of the universe’, accenting that they conceive such
reflection as disengaged and dispassionate.® This ab-
stract moral epistemology is one of the marks of a moral
radicalism that, although sometimes criticised for the
extent of its demands, gets celebrated by consequential-
ists. The morally radical suggestion is that our ability
to act so as to produce value anywhere places the same
moral demands on us as our ability to produce value in
our immediate circumstances. Consider here a famous
case from the prominent philosopher and EA-advocate
Peter Singer. If we take well-being as a value, our abil-
ity to act so as to address suffering in any spot on earth
places the same moral demands on us as does our ability
to address the suffering of an unaccompanied toddler
drowning in a shallow pond next to the road on which
we’re walking.”

This radical twist on consequentialism’s abstract
moral epistemology underlies two of effective altruists’
signature gestures. First, effective altruists inherit it
when they exhort us to be guided by their recommend-
ations in a way that treats as irrelevant the question of
who is helped, without following our passions or favour-
ing projects to which we have particular attachments.®
Second, effective altruists presuppose a radical take on
an abstract moral epistemology in urging us to do the
‘most good’. Their abstract approach excludes any virtue-
oriented view on which the rightness of actions is appro-
priately engaged responsiveness to circumstances, and
this makes it seem more natural to account for rightness
by looking to the value of actions’ consequences. Con-
sequentialists may hold that there are multiple kinds of
valuable things, and there has never been ‘a consensus
among [them] about the relative weights of any sets of
values’.? But it is the idea that rightness is a matter of
the value of quantifiable consequences, allowing for diffi-
culties of juggling different classes of values, that makes
it seem coherent to speak of single judgments about how
to do the most good.

EA’s god’s eye image of moral reflection constrains
how we can conceive of ethical thought and practice, leav-
ing no room for views intolerant of the idea that moral
reflection proceeds from the standpoint of the universe.



Thereby excluded are views — e.g. some Kantian con-
structivisms - that combine accounts of moral reflection
as essentially perspectival with understandings of theor-
etical reflection as maximally abstract.!® Also excluded
are views that combine accounts of moral reflection as
essentially engaged with understandings of theoretical
reflection on which such reflection likewise goes unregu-
lated by an ideal of abstraction. Under the latter heading
are various outlooks, some associated with strands of
virtue theory, that represent values as woven into the
world’s fabric, so that we need particular sensitivities to
recognise them.

Many effective altruists fail to register this last exclu-
sion as an exclusion. EA’s Oxford-trained founders work
in a philosophical tradition, indebted to classic empiri-
cism, shaped by the assumption that subjective endow-
ments have an essential tendency to obstruct our access
to the world. Thinkers in this tradition often simply take
it for granted that any genuine, objective aspects of the
world are abstractly accessible. Acquaintance with local
history suggests this posture is at least questionable.
Twentieth century Oxonian philosophy featured high
profile debates about whether subjective propensities
internally inform our ability to bring the world into fo-
cus. Among the most outspoken participants were mem-
bers of a set of women philosophers at Oxford during
and after World War Two - including G.E.M. Anscombe,
Philippa Foot and Iris Murdoch - who distanced them-
selves from the idea that subjective endowments invari-
ably tend to block our view of things. These philosophers
made room for views on which evaluative concepts trace
out forms of regularity that, while objective, are only
available from non-neutral standpoints.!! To sideline
this part of Anglophone philosophy is to overlook its
most notable resources for criticising consequentialism
and consequentialism’s EA-oriented offshoots.

EA’s guiding ideas should be considered alongside
the work of groups that implement them. Focusing on
animal advocacy, we might take a snapshot of the activ-
ity of a prominent EA-affiliated animal charity assessor,
Animal Charity Evaluators. Nine pro-animal organisa-
tions received either Animal Charity Evaluator’s highest
(‘top’) or second highest (‘stand out’) rating for 2019. Of
these at least eight focus on farmed animals. (The one
possible exception, Faunalytics, itself uses principles of
EA to rate animal charities.) Animal Charity Evaluator’s

website explains that, for every dog or cat ‘euthanised’
in a shelter worldwide, 3,400 farm animals are killed,
yet spending on organisations that address animals in
industrial agriculture is a small fraction of pro-animal
giving. Of the eight recommended organisations that
deal with farmed animals, six — or 75% — are primarily
concerned with welfare improvements within industrial
animal agriculture (The Albert Schweitzer Foundation,
Animal International, The Humane League, Compassion
in World Farming, The Federation of Indian Animal Pro-
tection Organisations, Sinergia Animal), with the other
two (The Good Food Institute and Sociedade Vegetariana
Brasileira) focused more on structural transformation.
Animal Charity Evaluator’s website explains that it has
more confidence in assessments of the short term impact
of welfarist interventions than in those of the long term
impact of efforts at systems change.

The institutional critique

The most fully elaborated criticism of EA, developed
largely by economists and political theorists, is some-
times referred to as the institutional critique.'? This cri-
tique attacks effective altruists for operating with a dam-
agingly narrow interpretation of the class of things that
are assessable as right or wrong. It targets effective altru-
ists’ tendency to focus on single actions and their prox-
imate consequences and, more specifically, on simple
interventions that reduce suffering in the short term.
Advocates of the institutional critique are on the whole
concerned to decry the neglect, on the part of EA, of
coordinated sets of actions directed at changing social
structures that reliably cause suffering. EA’s metrics are
best suited to detect the short term impact of particu-
lar actions, so its tendency to discount the impact of
coordinated actions can be seen as reflecting ‘measurab-
ility bias’. A leitmotif of the institutional critique of EA is
that this bias is politically dangerous because it obscures
the structural, political roots of global misery, thereby
contributing to its reproduction by weakening existing
political mechanisms for positive social change.!3

The institutional critique of EA can be brought to
bear on Animal Charity Evaluator’s 2019 ratings. Animal
Charity Evaluator’s favouring of welfare improvements
in the conditions of farmed animals can be taken to re-
flect forms of (‘measurement’) bias in its metrics, which
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are best suited to detect the outcomes of simpler efforts
with clear short term impacts. This orientation speaks
for striving to change the methods of meat companies
in ways that leave unquestioned the larger political con-
text in which the companies operate. The result is that,
despite its sincere pro-animal stance, Animal Charity
Evaluator is at risk of strengthening an industrial agri-
cultural system that reproduces horrific animal suffering
on a massive scale.

A number of effective altruists have responded to
the institutional critique. Responses generally allow that
some EA programs have placed undue stress on quantit-
ative tools for capturing short term effects of individual
actions and that, in thus overemphasising ‘the import-
ance of relying on quantifiable evidence of the kind that

[randomized control trials] can provide’,'

they demon-
strate measurability bias.!> The responses also mostly
claim that, properly understood, EA calls on us to evalu-
ate anything with relevant consequences, including col-

lective efforts to produce institutional change. This is the
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stance of two advocates who argue that EA obliges us to

take seriously the role that coordinated actions and other
tactics can play ‘within and across social movements’,
where this involves being open to consulting fields such
as ‘history and social, political and economic theory’ for
instruments to measure their effects.!® While replies to
the institutional critique bring out that there is room to
include collective actions among EA’s objects of assess-
ment, and to introduce new tools for capturing effects
of such actions, they leave unexamined questions about
whether it is confused to insist on causal effects as the
standard for evaluating collective attempts to change the
normative structure of society. The general idea is that
EA can treat the institutional critique as an internal cri-
tique that calls for more faithfully realising, not abandon-
ing, its core tenets.!”

Although this rejoinder to the institutional critique
is to some extent valid, it would be wrong to conclude
that effective altruists can simply treat the institutional
critique as a merely internal one. The institutional cri-



tique can and should be given a philosophical twist that
transforms it into a direct challenge to EA’s main philo-
sophical tenets.

The philosophical critique

The philosophical critique is an apt moniker for a cluster
of attacks on EA which target the god’s eye moral epi-
stemology that makes it seem possible to arrive at single
judgments about how to do the most good. These attacks
charge that it is morally and philosophically problematic
to construe moral reflection as abstract. Critics leveling
this charge often present themselves as building on a
line of argument that Bernard Williams develops in pub-
lications in the 1970s and 1980s, about how efforts in
ethics to look at our lives from an Archimedean point
oblige us to abstract from even our most valued relation-
ships and practices and accordingly represent a threat
to our integrity.'® Effective altruists who respond to the
philosophical critique take Williams to be urging us to
protect our integrity even at the cost of doing the wrong
thing.!” They regard this solicitude toward the self as
misplaced and self-indulgent, and, because they assume
that philosophical critics of EA operate with the same
understanding of Williams, they dismiss these critics’
gestures as without philosophical interest.

The stance of these effective altruists is understand-
able. The interpretation of Williams they favour is widely
received, and it is difficult to find a philosophical critique
of EA that is elaborated precisely enough to make clear
that this take on it is inaccurate. At the same time, this is
amajor missed opportunity for critical reflection. It is not
difficult to develop philosophical critics’ worries about
a god’s eye morality so that they rise to the level of a
devastating objection. All that is required is to combine
worries about point-of-viewless moral reflection with
views about values, like those championed by the group
of mid twentieth-century women philosophers at Oxford,
on which concepts of values determine neutrally unavail-
able worldly patterns.?’ The point of the philosophical
critique is not that EA’s abstract moral epistemology im-
poses integrity-threatening moral demands. The more
telling charge is that an Archimedean view deprives us of
the resources we need to recognise what matters morally,
encouraging us to read into it features of whatever moral

position we happen to favour.?!

It might seem that effective altruists are justified
in dismissing the charge. The target is EA’s point-of-
viewless moral epistemology, and this moral epistem-
ology is at home within a larger philosophical outlook,
itself a pivot of contemporary analytic philosophy, on
which abstraction is a regulative ideal for all thought
about the empirical world. Why should effective altruists
take seriously an attack on a philosophical worldview
that many of their colleagues take as an unquestioned
starting point?

The late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries
witnessed significant philosophical assaults on abstract
conceptions of reason, and there is a notable philosoph-
ical corpus in which the merits of these assaults get
debated.?? Although it is by no means obvious that
those who favour abstract views have better arguments,
and although their interlocutors raise fundamental ques-
tions about these views’ tenability, abstract construals
of reason have for more than half a century played an
organising role in the discipline of philosophy, structur-
ing research programmes in numerous subfields.?® This
suggests that the construals’ staying power is at least
partly a function of ideological factors independent of
their philosophical credentials. That — the fact that these
conceptions of reason are manifestly open to contesta-
tion - is one reason why effective altruists should attend
to a philosophical critique that depends for its force on
rejecting abstract images of reason. A second reason for
effective altruists to attend to the philosophical critique
has to do with the seriousness of the moral charge it
levels against them. It alleges nothing less than that
their image of the moral enterprise is bankrupt and that
moral assessments grounded in this image lack authority.

The philosophical critique brings into question ef-
fective altruists’ very notion of doing the ‘most good’ or
having the ‘greatest impact’. Effective altruists invite
us to regard the rightness of a social intervention as a
function of its consequences, with the outcome involving
the best states of affairs counting as doing most good.
This strategy appears morally confused when considered
in terms of the ethical stance of the philosophical cri-
tique. To adopt this stance is to see the weave of the
world as endowed with values that reveal themselves
only to a developed sensibility. To see things this way is
to make room for an intuitively appealing conception of
actions as right insofar as they exhibit just sensitivity to
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the worldly circumstances in question. This is consist-
ent with allowing that right actions can have the end of
promoting others’ happiness or flourishing. Here acting
rightly includes acting, when circumstances call for it, in
ways that aim at the well-being of others, and, with refer-
ence to this benevolent pursuit of others’ well-being, it
makes sense to talk — in a manner that may seem to echo
effective altruists — about good states of affairs. But it
is important that, as Philippa Foot once put it, ‘we have
found this end within morality, forming part of it, not
standing outside it as a good state of affairs by which
moral action in general is to be judged’.?* Here right
action also includes acting, when circumstantially ap-
propriate, in ways that aim at ends — e.g. giving people
what they are owed - that can conflict with the end of
benevolence. Apt responsiveness to circumstances some-
times requires acting with an eye to others’ well-being
and sometimes with an eye to other ends. In cases in
which it is not right to attend to others’ well-being, it is
incorrect to say that, because we haven’t thus attended,
we achieve a morally worse result. Things only seem this
way if we allow our understanding to be shaped by what
now appears to be a confused understanding of moral-
ity. What we should say is that the result we wind up
with is morally best. That is what it comes to to say that,
within the context of the philosophical critique, there is
no room for EA-style talk of ‘most good’.2®

This critique alleges that EA’s claim to be doing the
most good founders on a misunderstanding of the nature
of morality and that the enterprise needs to be either
radically reconceived or abandoned altogether. It thus
confronts EA with challenges that it cannot meet with
mere internal adjustments.

The composite critique

The philosophical critique charges that EA’s god’s eye
moral epistemology disqualifies it from authoritatively
trafficking in values, and it thus casts new light on the
institutional critique’s charge that EA fails to do justice
to sets of actions aimed at progressive social change.
The resulting composite critique presupposes, in line with
the philosophical critique, that values are essentially
woven into the texture of the social world and that EA’s
Archimedean take on moral reflection deprives it of re-
sources needed to describe — irreducibly normative —
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social circumstances. The upshot of this new line of
criticism is an update of the institutional critique, char-
ging that EA cannot give accurate assessments of sets
of actions because it forfeits capacities necessary for all
social assessment. This means that the tendency of EA-
affiliated organisations to wrongly prioritise evaluation
of the proximate effects of particular actions is not a fix-
able methodological flaw. The organisations focus on
these evaluations because it is only here that their image
of the moral enterprise seems plausible. It is often right
to act in ways that aim to improve the welfare of others.
But recognising the instances in which this is (or isn’t)
right requires capacities for engaged social thought that
EA disavows. Further, when it comes to evaluating ac-
tions coordinated with an eye to social transformation,
EA’s image of the moral enterprise is patently implaus-
ible. Such actions are efforts to restructure the normative
organisation of society, and their relevant ‘effects’, far
from obeying merely causal laws, are at home in the un-
predictable realm of politics. Attempts to evaluate these
efforts in EA’s terms are manifestly confused.

This composite critique finds extensive support in
philosophical reflection about the social sciences. At the
critique’s heart is an image of the social world as irre-
trievably normative such that understanding it requires
non-neutral resources. A classic argument for this im-
age within social philosophy centres on a conception
of actions as conceptually articulated and constitutively
normative. Granted that social concepts are categories
for actions (or for character traits, practices and institu-
tions that can themselves only adequately be understood
in reference to actions), it follows that these concepts
need to be understood as tracing out patterns in an ir-
reducibly normative ground - patterns that only reveal
themselves to an evaluatively non-neutral gaze.?® Fur-
ther arguments for conceiving social understanding as
thus normative can be found in numerous discussions
about methods and authority of the social sciences. This
includes anti-positivist debates in sociology,?’ disputes
in anthropology about the need for ethnographic meth-
ods alongside quantitative ones?® and calls by Frankfurt
School theorists to retain an ineluctably normative no-
tion of social analysis.?? These interrelated literatures
supply additional backing for the verdict that EA, with
its abstract methods, bars itself from responsibly dealing
in social assessments.



Yet further support can be found in contemporary

discourses of liberation. Anguish at the violence of be-
ing forced to live within ‘false universals’ is a rallying
cry echoing through numerous strands of twentieth and
twenty-first century emancipatory thought. What in-
spires the cry is the experience of being subjected to
forms of social life that appear to conform to laudable so-
cial ideals (e.g. equality, freedom and non-violence) only
when looked at from elite perspectives that are wrongly
presented as neutral and universal. Expressions of this
experience often go hand in hand with claims about how
the route to a just understanding of a set of unjust so-
cial circumstances must involve, not a new supposedly
neutral stance, but a stance shaped by an appreciation of
the suffering of the marginalised. Such claims recur in
a wide array of overlapping — feminist, anti-racist, anti-
colonial, anti-ableist — liberating theories,* and, against
the backdrop of this theoretical corpus, EA’s insistence
on an abstract approach to evaluation assumes the aspect
of a refusal to listen to demands for justice.

In practice, the composite critique suggests that,
within any domain in which they operate, charities
guided by EA-ratings will in general direct funds towards
simple interventions capturable with metrics such as
income levels or health outcomes, and in a manner rel-
atively insensitive to whether these interventions con-
tribute to perpetuating the institutions that reliably pro-
duce the ills they address, while also disparaging as less
‘effective’ systematic attempts to change these institu-
tions. This is what typically happens with EA-oriented
organisations that rate animal charities. In addition to
emphasising welfare improvements in the treatment of
animals caught up in industrial ‘farms’, these organisa-
tions tend to depreciate pro-animal organisations that
are dedicated to transforming social attitudes toward an-
imals and whose achievements aren’t demonstrable in
EA’s terms. This includes vegan organisations in Black
and Brown neighbourhoods in the U.S. that seek to ad-
dress people not through easily quantifiable methods like
leafleting but through outreach to churches and regular
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participation in local markets and fairs; it includes many
longstanding activist groups in the Global South work-
ing to contest the spread of factory farms; it includes
many sanctuaries for domestic animals; and, more gen-
erally, it includes a vast array of grassroots pro-animal
organisations and movements that, even when working
in solidarity with larger networks, arrive at their methods
in ways that are context-sensitive and bottom-up.

EA as moral corruption

EA is a movement based on a flawed conception of moral-
ity that encounters opposition not only from ethics, polit-
ical theory and philosophy of the social sciences, but also
from many critical theorists, organisers and activists who
are committed to causes, such as animal protectionism,
that effective altruists support. This raises the question
of the source of its appeal. Effective altruists couch their
moral assessments quantitatively in terms of doing the
most good, trafficking in tropes of economic efficiency
that align them with the institutions of neoliberal capit-
alism. It’s no secret that EA urges its adherents to work
within these institutions. Singer is openly dismissive of

and,

critiques of global capitalism in its current form,>
along with MacAskill and many other proponents of EA,
he encourages the practice of ‘earning to give’, that is,
taking high paying jobs in business and finance in order
to be able to give more.>? Singer goes as far as to laud the
billionaire philanthropists Bill Gates and Warren Buffett
as ‘the greatest effective altruists in human history’.>> EA
owes its success as a philosophical-philanthropic move-
ment largely to its eagerness and ability to work within
existing political-economic systems.

This source of EA’s success is also its most grievous
shortcoming. Effective altruists present their philan-
thropic program as the expression of an uncontextual-
ised moral theory, in a manner that reflects no awareness
of the significance of their situatedness within capitalist
forms of life. How it happens that EA has at its disposal
an audience of people with excess wealth is not a ques-
tion that they take up. Within discussions of EA, it is
difficult to find a hint of the plausible and well-grounded
view — defended in the writings of many theorists of care,
eco-feminists, ecological Marxists and other theorists of
social reproduction - that the disproportionate material
advantages of the wealthy in the global North depend on

40

continuously treating as ‘free resources’ not only anim-
als and other aspects of the non-human natural envir-
onment, but also the reproductive labour of women and
the subsistence and care work of marginalised people
the world over.>* It is equally hard to find mention of
the now extensive literature on how practices of ‘inter-
nalising’ these things into capitalist markets displace
without halting or slowing the devastation of nature and
the oppression of vulnerable humans.®® Critical outlooks
in which these ideas are at home have played no discern-
ible role in discussions of EA, where there is rarely any
suggestion of a tie between the forms of misery we are
enjoined to alleviate and the structures of global capit-
alism. What is foregrounded instead is a paternalistic
narrative about how the relatively wealthy should serve
as benefactors of relatively poor and precarious humans
and animals, and thus ‘do good’.

Granted this tendency towards ahistorical theorising,
it is unsurprising that enthusiasts of EA tend to regard
reliance on ideals of economic efficiency as in itself un-
problematic. Among other things, they betray no worry
that the reach of these discourses into domains in which
EA operates will displace political discourses shaped by
values not capturable in terms of the logic of exchange.
This insouciance about depoliticisation — another ex-
pression for EA’s lack of any meaningful response to the
institutional critique - is the counterpart of an inability
to recognise how the instrumentalisation of public space
can produce outcomes, rational only from the standpoint
of capital, that reliably generate the forms of suffering
EA aims to stamp out.>®

This weakness is devastating when it comes to EA’s
capacity to make a positive contribution to animal pro-
tectionism. Effective altruists’ pro-animal efforts are to
a large extent devoted to attending to suffering visited
upon animals in factory farms. But their characteristic
theoretical stance prevents them from registering the
significance of the fact that these ‘farms’ are capitalist
phenomena. Alongside the unspeakable torments that
factory farms visit on animals — bio-engineered for the
growth-rates of their edible tissues, raised on unnatural
diets, crammed mercilessly together with conspecifics,
and slaughtered on assembly lines where they are all
too often dismembered while still conscious — there are
terrible costs to humans. The environmental impact of
confined animal feeding operations is severe. They are



sources of air and water pollution that disproportionately
harms members of the already socially vulnerable human
populations living in proximity to them; they produce
approximately fifteen percent of global greenhouse gas
emissions; and the need they generate for grazing land is
a major factor in deforestation world-wide, which itself
produces not only around a fifth of global greenhouse gas
emissions but significant soil erosion and related pollut-
ing run-off. Industrial animal agriculture also poses seri-
ous threats to public health. It is a breeding ground for
zoonoses, and, because it relies on the mass prophylactic
use of antibiotics to mitigate its own disease-causing
conditions, it adds to the prevalence of deadly infections
of antibiotic-resistant bacteria such as salmonella. In-
dustrial slaughterhouses are well-documented sites of
systematic violations of the rights of ‘kill floors’ workers,
a group that, in the U.S., has since the 1990s been in large
part made up of Latin American immigrant and African-
American men, and whose poor conditions, economic
precariousness and vulnerability to abuse was exposed
during the COVID-19 pandemic in which many industrial
abattoirs continued to operate even while those working
in them suffered disproportionate rates of illness and
death. Industrial animal agriculture is a raging social
pathology, intelligible only in terms of the protection
and growth of meat companies’ profits.

To note that effective altruists aren’t guided, in their
forays into animal protectionism, by insight into the cap-
italist origins of the ‘third agricultural revolution’ that
gave us confined animal feeding operations and indus-
trial abattoirs is not to say that their interventions on
behalf of farmed animals are bound to misfire.3” There
is no reason to doubt that the welfare adjustments to
the treatment of farmed animals that are favoured by
EA-affiliated groups can lessen the pain of many such
animals. It is even possible that in calling for these ad-
justments, effective altruists will hasten the demise of
the industrial system that torments and kills billions of
creatures annually. But it is also possible that the inter-
ventions of effective altruists will, because they affirm
this system’s underlying principles, contribute to its per-
petuation, perhaps even precipitating the arrival of a fur-
ther, more horrific ‘agricultural revolution’. What is cer-
tain is that effective altruists’ theoretical commitments
lead them to approach animal protectionism without
proper reference to political and economic forces that

sustain factory farms. Anyone seeking substantial steps
toward shutting down these ‘farms’ would be well advised
to exchange EA for efforts informed by an understanding
of these forces. Only such interventions have a shot at
being more than accidentally effective.

Drawing on a flawed understanding of the moral en-
terprise, EA directs its followers to respond to human
and animal suffering in a manner that deflects attention
away from how an image of humans as homo economicus
contributes to the reliable reproduction of such suffering.
At the same time, EA as a movement benefits from its
embrace of those who ‘earn to give’, accumulating wealth
in the economic arena that it leaves critically untouched.
It is a textbook case of moral corruption.3®

EA has not been wholly unresponsive to criticism. In
addition to responding — unsatisfactorily - to the insti-
tutional critique, effective altruists have attempted to re-
spond to the charge that EA has ‘been a rather homogen-
eous movement of middle-class white men’>® by placing
new stress on inclusiveness. Two prominent effective
altruists have urged effective animal altruists to ‘con-
sider how the history and demographics of the animal
rights and effective altruist movements might be limit-
ing their perspective’,*’ and a number of EA-associated
groups have made diversity a central institutional ideal.
Animal Charity Evaluators, for instance, now includes
diversity among the issues it considers both in its own
staffing and in that of animal organisations it assesses,
and Oxford EA has made a big push for diversity. These
moves toward inclusiveness are typically presented as
intended not just to bring in participants with different
social identities, but to make room for their perspectives
and ideas. Initially attractive as such gestures are, there
is every reason to be sceptical about their significance.
They come unaccompanied by any acknowledgment of
how the framework of EA constrains available moral and
political outlooks. That framing excludes views of social
thought on which it is irretrievably perspectival — views
associated with central strands of feminist theory, critical
disability studies, critical race theory, and anti-colonial
theory. Despite its signaling towards diversity of ideas,
EA as it stands cannot make room for individuals who
discover in these traditions the things they believe most
need to be said. For EA to accommodate their voices, it
would have to allow that their moral and political beliefs
are in conflict with its guiding principles and that these
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principles themselves need to be given up. To allow for
this would be to reject EA in its current form as fatally
flawed, finally a step towards doing a bit of good.*!

Alice Crary teaches philosophy at the New School for Social
Research in New York, and is Visiting Fellow at All Souls Col-
lege, Oxford, 2021-22. Her current projects include two
books, Animal Crisis, with Lori Gruen, and Radical Animal.
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