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Killing animals is a ubiquitous human activity consistent with our predatory and competitive ecological roles within the global food web. However, this reality does not automatically justify the moral permissibility of the various ways and reasons why humans kill animals – additional ethical arguments are required. Multiple ethical theories or frameworks provide guidance on this subject, and here we explore the permissibility of intentional animal killing within (1) consequentialism, (2) natural law or deontology, (3) religious ethics or divine command theory, (4) virtue ethics, (5) care ethics, (6) contractarianism or social contract theory, (7) ethical particularism, and (8) environmental ethics. These frameworks are most often used to argue that intentional animal killing is morally impermissible, bad, incorrect, or wrong, yet here we show that these same ethical frameworks can be used to argue that many forms of intentional animal killing are morally permissible, good, correct, or right. Each of these ethical frameworks support constrained positions where intentional animal killing is morally permissible in a variety of common contexts, and we further address and dispel typical ethical objections to this view. Given the demonstrably widespread and consistent ways that intentional animal killing can be ethically supported across multiple frameworks, we show that it is incorrect to label such killing as categorically unethical. We encourage deeper consideration of the many ethical arguments that support intentional animal killing and the contexts in which they apply.
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1 Introduction

Killing non-human animals (hereafter ‘animals’) is a ubiquitous human endeavor consistent with our predatory and competitive ecological roles within the global food web. This killing is found in a variety of contexts, such as: (1) wild harvest or food acquisition, (2) human health and safety, (3) agriculture and aquaculture, (4) urbanization and industrialization, (5) invasive, overabundant or nuisance wildlife control, (6) threatened species conservation, (7) recreation, sport or entertainment, (8) mercy or compassion, (9) cultural and religious practice, and (10) research, education and testing (Allen et al., 2023). It is ecologically impossible for humans to live in a way that does not cause or require animal death in most of these forms, and the myriad of complex interactions between humans and animals means that animals will be killed or die irrespective of human agency (Bobier and Allen, 2022a; Darwin, 1859). Each of these 10 forms of animal killing can be direct or indirect and intentional or unintentional (Fraser and MacRae, 2011; see also Hampton et al., 2021). Although this information is widely understood, an increasing proportion of humans living in Eurocentric societies have become morally uncomfortable with the idea of animals being killed by any means (Manfredo, 2008), and it is the intentional forms of killing that raise the strongest objections from those individuals and organizations opposed to animal killing (Leroy and Praet, 2017; Hare et al., 2023; Clauss et al., 2025; Regan, 1983). Simply knowing that humans will and must kill animals does not automatically justify the moral permissibility of human participation in all such instances of animal killing, and for this reason, justification of intentional animal killing “requires additional ethical arguments beyond the ecological arguments” (Allen et al., 2023, p. 9).

Opponents of animal killing typically condemn the practice by appealing to a variety of ethical theories or frameworks that have been used to argue against it (Arlinghaus and Schwab, 2011). Early examples include prehistoric cultural taboos against killing certain totemic species or culturally significant entities (Baker et al., 2014; Landim et al., 2023), or cultural or religious prohibitions on intentionally killing certain sacred species or all animals entirely (Benson, 2021; Finnigan, 2017). Besides such cases, killing animals was socially acceptable for much of human history, and the ethical permissibility of intentional animal killing remained largely unchallenged at a societal level until relatively recent times. Challenges arising since the 1970s include consequentialist arguments that harm caused to sentient animals cannot be justified by the benefit or convenience received by humans (i.e. utilitarianism; Singer, 1975), deontological arguments that animals have a right to life and that humans are obliged to minimize animal suffering and respect that right (i.e. animal rights; Regan, 1983), or virtue ethics arguments that killing animals is inconsistent with the virtue of compassion, leading to movements such as ‘compassionate conservation’ (Wallach et al., 2018; Ramp and Bekoff, 2015) or ‘virtuous veganism’ (Alvaro, 2017b, 2017a). Many more ethical arguments against intentional animal killing have also been made (e.g. Arlinghaus and Schwab, 2011; Engster, 2006), and a plurality of ethical frameworks are available to guide decisions about intentional animal killing. Sentience is often used as an important threshold for moral standing in many of these frameworks (Singer, 1975; Bobier, 2022; Birch, 2024; Yeates, 2022).

Hampton et al. (2019) show that recognition of this ethical pluralism is particularly lacking in literature that promotes the adoption of ethical positions that oppose intentional killing and denounce others as ‘unethical’ (Ramp, 2013) or ‘immoral’ (Bekoff and Ramp, 2014). Exchanges between those opposing and defending animal killing are often asymmetrical, and in many cases, little credence is given to the validity of counterarguments by authors with strong ethical commitments to one framework or another. For example, Wallach and colleagues made a series of deontology-based and virtue ethics-based arguments against lethal control of invasive animals from a somewhat sentiocentric perspective (Wallach et al., 2020, 2018, 2015), but such lethal control was defended by consequentialist-based arguments from a more bio- or ecocentric perspective (Hayward et al., 2019; Fleming, 2018; Callen et al., 2020; Griffin et al., 2020; Lynch and Blumstein, 2020). While still denouncing animal killing, others have tried to circumvent such problems altogether by being vague and non-committal to any ethical framework (e.g. Lynn et al., 2025). These types of exchanges demonstrate the perceived impasse that can arise when people operate from different epistemic or ethical frameworks (Leroy and Praet, 2017). The existence and deployment of multiple ethical frameworks in these ways can often be confusing for the many impartial observers to determine for themselves when or if animal killing can be considered morally permissible, good, correct, or right. The perceived inconsistencies between different ethical frameworks can also appear confusing to many people.

Here we explore a suite of ethical justifications that may be used to defend the moral permissibility of intentional animal killing across a variety of contexts, thereby supplying intellectual resources to those considering the ethics of killing animals. We operate under the assumption that animals indeed have moral standing, summarizing a variety of ethical arguments that support or permit intentional killing of such animals by humans (Table 1). These arguments are drawn from eight different ethical frameworks: (1) consequentialism, (2) natural law or deontology, (3) religious ethics or divine command theory, (4) virtue ethics, (5) care ethics, (6) contractarianism or social contract theory, (7) ethical particularism, and (8) environmental ethics. We further illustrate with examples how and when each of these ethical frameworks can or cannot be used to justify the 10 forms of animal killing listed above (Supplementary Table S1), and identify features of contexts in which arguments supporting animal killing can occur. We do not commit ourselves to any of the arguments or ethical positions we describe. We do not advocate that any of the arguments we present be used to justify animal killing to their fullest possible extent, nor do we seek to imply that animal killing should be unfettered just because it may be ethically justified. Rather, we aim to demonstrate that intentional animal killing is, or can be, morally and ethically justified in multiple ways by a suite of different ethical frameworks, including those most often invoked to condemn such killing. In so doing we show that many ethical frameworks converge to permit intentional animal killing in certain contexts, demonstrating their consistency and providing reassurance and ethical support for killing animals in these contexts. Our intent is that this overview of the ethical landscape reduces unnecessary confusion and misunderstanding between those that oppose intentional animal killing and those that do not.


Table 1 | Selected ethical frameworks and formalized arguments to support intentional animal killing.
	#
	Ethical theory or framework
	Position aligned against animal killing
	Position aligned for animal killing
	Formalized argument to support intentional animal killing



	1
	Consequentialism
	The consequences of animal killing are excessive or produce unacceptable amounts of harm.
	Animal killing is justified if it increases animal and/or human welfare.
		We should adopt actions that minimize suffering while maintaining or increasing the wellbeing of sentient creatures.

	Killing animals minimizes net suffering and/or promotes the wellbeing of affected sentient creatures in some situations.

	Therefore, we can kill sentient animals in these situations.






	2
	Natural law or deontology
	Animals have certain rights (e.g. right to life), humans have a duty to respect those rights, and killing animals violates those rights.
	The miniride principle permits the killing of some animals to save many others when all animals will be equally harmed.
		Humans are morally justified in killing some animals when it prevents the death and suffering of many more animals.

	There are cases where killing some animals will prevent the death of many more animals.

	Therefore, humans can kill animals in such cases.






	3
	Religious ethics or divine command theory
	Animal killing is not justified if it does not conform with or is not permitted by sincere religious beliefs.
	Animal killing is justified if it conforms with or is permitted by sincere religious beliefs.
		Religion grounds what is morally permissible and impermissible.

	Religion can affirm the moral permissibility of various uses of animals, including killing.

	Therefore, it is morally permissible to use and/or kill animals when religion sanctions it.






	4
	Virtue ethics
	Virtuous humans should demonstrate virtuous attributes and behavior (i.e. compassion) towards animals.
	Acting virtuously sometimes requires killing animals.
		The virtuous person cares about animals and other humans and seeks to promote their flourishing or reduce their harm.

	Expressing compassion for animals and other humans sometimes requires the virtuous person to kill animals.

	Therefore, the virtuous person is not opposed to all animal killing.






	5
	Care ethics
	Humans are in a care relationship to animals and have a responsibility to care for them.
	Humans are in care relationship with some animals (e.g. pets, livestock), but are not obliged to care for all animals (e.g. wildlife).
		Care ethics requires strong moral obligations to animals that we stand in the care-relation to.

	No person stands in a care-relation to all animals.

	Therefore, we do not have a strong moral obligation to all animals.

	Therefore, it is morally permissible to kill some or even most animals.






	6
	Contractarianism or social contract theory
	Humans would not accept practices that kill animals if all contextual knowledge was unavailable.
	Animals are not rational beings, so humans should not grant strong protections to all animals.
		Contractors are rational, selfish and ignorant of their place in the world, including their position and possible reliance on animals.

	Contractors will create rules that grant moral standing and strong protections to rational persons.

	Animals are not rational persons.

	Therefore, contractors will not pass rules that grant moral standing and strong protections to animals.






	7
	Ethical particularism
	Animal killing is usually unnecessary, so humans should not kill animals.
	There are good reasons to kill animals, so humans can kill animals for these reasons.
		Killing animals requires good reason.

	There are good reasons to kill some animals.

	Therefore, killing animals for these reasons is permissible.






	8
	Environmental ethics
	Killing animals can compromise ecosystem health, so non-lethal approaches should be used to maintain ecosystem health.
	Killing animals can improve ecosystem health, so lethal approaches should be used whenever it can enhance ecosystem health.
		We should act to support or maintain the health of ecosystems.

	Killing animals can support or be inconsequential to ecosystem health.

	Therefore, killing animals is morally permissible when it supports or is inconsequential to ecosystem health.














2 Ethical frameworks that support intentional animal killing



2.1 Consequentialism

Consequentialism focuses on the outcomes or consequences of an action or inaction and is indifferent to any associated rights, duties, virtues, or relationships (described below), or rather, these have no moral significance independently of consequences. When applied to animal killing, those inspired by consequentialism argue that an action is morally permissible, good, correct, or right if it minimizes overall harm to all animals involved (Mill, 2015; Driver, 2011). However, any type of consequence can be prioritized under this flexible framework, allowing consequentialist approaches that prioritize biodiversity outcomes (e.g. ecocentrism), economic value, etc. Under a utilitarian calculus, actions that do not minimize harm or maximize pleasure are wrong or are placing greater importance on factors other than animal wellbeing. Consequentialism underpins most of the contemporary regulatory systems governing animal use and care for scientific purposes (e.g. NHMRC, 2013; SABS, 2008; National Research Council, 2011), where harmful action towards sentient animals are in principle forbidden unless they are properly justified by producing more good than harm, including to humans. Consequentialism also underpins legislation governing many other forms of animal use. This includes European legislation specifying an obligation to minimize the animal suffering associated with hunting, such as pain, fear and distress (FAHC, 2007), or catch-and-release practices for recreational fishing in other countries (Arlinghaus et al., 2009, 2012).

Before one decides to act, one should evaluate and compare the anticipated consequences and choose the action most likely to produce the best overall outcomes, or the action that yields the greatest net balance of overall wellbeing or welfare (e.g. Allen and Hampton, 2020; Allen et al., 2019). Intentional, unintentional, direct and indirect consequences for all relevant humans and animals should be considered in the consequentialist calculation. Some forms of consequentialism decry animal killing, but the harm versus wellbeing calculus is often less forthright than opponents of animal killing often assume (Croney and Swanson, 2023; Cohen, 1986; Bobier, 2020). This is especially true when the moral scope is widened or a more expansive set of sentient animals are considered beyond the one or two directly involved in the killing interaction (Hampton et al., 2021; Clauss et al., 2025). Considering or disregarding different animals will change the outcome of the ‘net good’ calculation (Caspers, 2025).

There is also a great deal of subjective judgment in the consequentialism calculus that may lead to almost any outcome. When taken to its extreme, for example, forms of consequentialism that prioritize the minimization of harm suffered by sentient organisms (sometimes called ‘negative utilitarianism’) above all other considerations may lead to bizarre and even genocidal views akin to moral relativism where evolved trophic relationships between animals (e.g. predation) are ‘wrong’ or nature is seen as a ‘failed state’ because eating entails suffering and death (Boomsma 2018). Suggested remedies include no longer permitting predatory animals to eat prey animals (Gordon 2022), widespread genetic engineering to eliminate the ability of animals to feel pain (Shriver 2009), the intentional conversion of carnivores into herbivores or the ‘painless killing’ and removal of carnivores (Bruers et al., 2024; MacAskill and MacAskill, 2015; Bramble, 2021), or the sterilization and even elimination of animal life altogether (Moen 2016). Such extreme views suggest that no life can be considered preferable to a life inclusive of any suffering (see www.herbivorizepredators.org for details). Though they might be viewed as the theoretical pinnacle of the consequentialist’s commitment to eliminating harm, these objectives are fundamentally incompatible with biological laws, ecological functionality, and multiple alternative ethical frameworks (Allen et al., 2023; see also below), but they do highlight one advantage of consequentialism – its malleability.

A generalized version of consequentialism that prioritizes minimization of sentient animal suffering can be formalized as follows (Table 1):

	We should adopt actions that minimize suffering while maintaining or increasing the wellbeing of sentient creatures.

	Killing animals minimizes net suffering and/or promotes the wellbeing of affected sentient creatures in some situations.

	Therefore, we can kill sentient animals in these situations.



Premise 2 is the contentious one, but there are several examples that illustrate how human killing of animals can minimize overall animal suffering (Supplementary Table S1). The determining factor is the nature and scope of the welfare issues afforded consideration (Lynch et al., 2025). For example, consideration of the indirect and unintentional effects of an action (and not just the direct, intentional effects) means that it is often incumbent on the consequentialist to kill animals as part of medical research or cull invasive species (Allen et al., 2023). Context remains important, however, and the quantification of net harm versus net benefit will depend on specific cases and worldviews (IPBES, 2022; Díaz et al., 2018). Different consequences may also be emphasized in different versions of consequentialism. Bentham (1996) states that the relevant consequences of an action are the effects on net suffering or pleasure, providing an inclusive framework that incorporates most experience. This still raises questions about what degree of sentience modulates the experience of suffering, how to weight cognitively complex organisms, and the type of information most actionable (Arlinghaus et al., 2009; Diggles et al., 2023; Arlinghaus et al., 2007). Mill (2015) emphasized that higher pleasures should be weighted more heavily in a utility calculus, such as those pleasures formed from reflection, effort, and a connection to our sense of self. The scope and weighting given to different consequences will affect what forms of killing are considered acceptable (Caspers, 2025; Sharp and Saunders, 2011; Allen and Cabral de Mel, 2024). Similarly, epistemic uncertainty about the actual consequences of one’s action, particularly in ecosystems, remains a challenge for applying consequentialism (Engster, 2006). Regardless of these challenges, the reasoning presented above demonstrates that consequentialism can be used to make a defensible argument permitting intentional animal killing whenever it minimizes animal harm or maximizes wellbeing for affected animals.




2.2 Natural law or deontology

Natural law or deontology assesses actions based on whether the action conforms to one’s duty (e.g. do not lie; Kant, 1785), which creates categorical imperatives for behavior. Deontology, in its broader sense, considers duties to be grounded in and identified by the rights of persons to be respected (e.g. not lied to). Those inspired by deontology argue that all or at least some (i.e. sentient) animals have certain rights, which often are or should be the same rights afforded to humans (e.g. Regan, 2013). An action is morally permissible, good, correct, or right if it respects the relevant animal rights and human duties involved; an action is wrong if it does not respect the relevant rights or is inconsistent with one’s duty towards those rights. This ethical philosophy underpins what is commonly referred to as the ‘animal rights’ view (Stucki, 2020; Regan, 1983).

One popular tenet of animal rights philosophy is that animals have a right to life or a right not to be killed, and humans have a corresponding duty not to kill them (Regan, 1983). But there are many situations where animals will be killed by humans irrespective of intentional human action or inaction, where killing may not be motivated by human interests, or where failing to kill an animal may result in greater amounts of animal death or suffering (Allen et al., 2023); what duties do humans have then? Regan (1983) describes two principles to inform the moral permissibility of animal killing in these common situations. The first is the miniride principle, which posits that the rights of the many should override the rights of the few when all will be equally harmed. The second is the worse-off principle, which posits that a relatively minor amount of harm to many is acceptable if it avoids relatively major amounts of harm to the few. These deontological benefit-cost calculations overlap strongly with consequentialism (see above).

These two principles can be used to form an ethical rationale that supports many contentious cases of intentional killing of wild animals, such as poisoning invasive species, recreational hunting, or mass culling of suffering wildlife (Supplementary Table S1; see also Bobier and Allen, 2022a). Moreover, their application for domestic animals may include vaccinating livestock against disease, or quarantining, isolating or killing diseased animals that pose a health risk to others. The use and death of laboratory animals further exhibit these principles in many human health and biomedical contexts (Cohen, 1986).

This argument can be formalized for the miniride principle as follows (Table 1):

	Humans are morally justified in killing some animals when it prevents the death and suffering of many more animals.

	There are cases where killing some animals will prevent the death of many more animals.

	Therefore, humans can kill animals in such cases.



Despite Regan’s well-argued principle supporting Premise 1, it remains the contentious premise (Jamieson, 1990). Using 51 miners trapped underground as a hypothetical example, Regan (1983) explains how intentionally killing one miner to save the others is consistent with the deontological view of human rights and duties. Applying this principle to wild-living animals, Bobier and Allen (2022b) provide several examples where killing some animals can and has prevented the killing and death of many more (e.g. eradication of a small number of invasive rats on islands to save many more ground-nesting seabirds from being killed by the rats). After considering such issues, Abbate (2018) concluded that “the philosophy of animal rights holds that, under certain conditions, it is justified, and sometimes even obligatory, to cause harm to some animals to prevent greater harm to others.” Though ecological evidence for Premise 1 may be contested on the merits of each case, the argument presented above and the available examples of its application demonstrate that many cases of intentional animal killing can indeed be ethically consistent with animal rights philosophy (Ross, 1930; Supplementary Table S1).

That animals have any rights at all (and humans have any duties towards them) relies on an assumption that animals have moral standing, are moral agents, or are members of the moral community in the first place (Singer, 1993; Kurki, 2021), as opposed to simply meriting moral consideration by humans. Discussed more deeply in Supplementary File 1, an additional, more universal deontological argument to support intentional animal killing can also be made when acknowledging that animals cannot ‘claim’ (Hohfeld, 1913) or possess rights because animals have no moral standing given their lack of rationality. Animals also lack the ability to fulfil duties towards humans and cannot be held morally responsible for damage done to humans. Thus, deontological arguments can be made to permit animal killing in all cases (Supplementary File 1) or in only some cases (described above), dependent on animals’ rationality and moral status.




2.3 Religious ethics or divine command theory

Divine command theory or frameworks of religious ethics derived from command theory focus on acting in ways consistent with commandment, instruction or counsel given by a deity or venerated cultural or religious leader in spoken, written, revealed, or ritual form (Hoffman and Sandelands, 2005; Ouis, 1998). Divine command frameworks are often considered deontological (see above), though ‘rights’ in this case are derived from divine command rather than a natural law. This kind of prescriptive religious ethic differs from religious versions of the virtue ethics described below, which typically ground the common good in the divine nature (good) rather than in some arbitrary divine choice. Those inspired by a religious ethic argue that an action is morally permissible, good, correct, or right if it is commanded, endorsed, aligns with, or is permitted by sincere religious beliefs. This ethical philosophy often underpins the widespread killing of animals for food or for the sacrifice of animals in rituals.

Religion functions as a moral authority for billions of people worldwide, and the teachings of a specific cultural or religious text (e.g. the Bible, Torah, Veda, Tripitaka, or Qur’ān) or person (e.g. shaman, rabbi, prophet, healer, tribal chief, indigenous elder, or bishop) are regarded by adherents as definitive statements of appropriate moral conduct. Though some faiths prohibit killing some animals for some reasons (e.g. unclean, sacred, taboo, or totem animals), it is nevertheless valuable to observe that many cultural or religious teachings explicitly sanction animal killing for food, clothing, ritualistic sacrifice, or other purposes (Barstow, 2019; Allen et al., 2023), and can link animal killing directly to cultural identity (Marker, 2006). Since these teachings are regarded as supremely authoritative by billions of people, those who oppose animal killing cannot disregard religious arguments that are in favor of it.

This argument can be formalized as follows (Table 1):

	Religion grounds what is morally permissible and impermissible.

	Religion can affirm the moral permissibility of various uses of animals, including killing.

	Therefore, it is morally permissible to use and/or kill animals when religion sanctions it.



Some argue that cultural or religious doctrines are mere matters of personal faith that do not pertain to matters of objective truth, and as such, they should not be considered robust sources of moral authority (Camus, 1942). But ignoring the many arguments that have been made in favor of theism, a substantial number of people nevertheless believe in, and take their moral cues from, deities and/or religious leaders that expressly endorse some forms of animal killing, and these views shape contemporary value systems at a societal level all around the world (Díaz et al., 2018; IPBES, 2022; Lynch et al., 2025). Some even embed spirituality and religious considerations in holistic wellbeing. For instance, the African philosophy of Ubuntu – I am because we are – embraces a human, natural and spiritual tripartite (Chibvongodze, 2016). Ecological processes generate the ecosystem services that Ubuntu captures when rationalizing the humane killing of animals, with respect and thankfulness. This and other cultural and religious moral teachings provide ethical discourse of relevance, even for the secular reader. Casual dismissal or disregard of such sincere faith also risks engaging in cultural supremacy or bigotry, thereby falling afoul of other ethical frameworks (e.g. a violation of human rights; a denial of human flourishing; a net negative consequence; or unjust within a social contract). Thus, for many or perhaps most people, the rationale presented above and the many available examples of animal killing for cultural or religious reasons demonstrate that religious ethics can be used to make a defensible argument permitting the killing of animals whenever religion sanctions it.




2.4 Virtue ethics

Virtue ethics focuses on human character traits and whether a person’s actions could be considered virtuous (Annas, 2011; Aristotle, 2009; Hursthouse, 1999) or rightly oriented towards the social and ecological common good (List, 2013). Compassion, justice, mercy, temperance sensu lato, etc., are often considered important virtues in our treatment of others. Thus, those inspired by virtue ethics argue that virtuous people should demonstrate such virtues toward animals, including the idea that justice and compassion for animals demand a general refrain from killing them. An action is morally permissible, good, correct, or right if it is the action that a virtuous agent would perform in that circumstance, and an action is wrong if it is not the action that a virtuous agent would perform in that circumstance (Hursthouse, 1999).

Virtue ethics has been used to argue that some forms of animal killing by humans are wrong or immoral. For example, some argue that because the virtuous person should be caring and compassionate towards animals, they should not be indifferent to their treatment, should refrain from killing them, and should respect their interests and promote their wellbeing (Hursthouse, 2011; Shafer-Landau, 1994; Nussbaum, 2007). Accordingly, it has been argued that the virtuous agent should be vegan (Nobis, 2002; Hursthouse, 2006; Alvaro, 2017b, 2017a), reject most animal use or research (Hursthouse, 2011), and question the intentional killing of wildlife (Vucetich and Nelson, 2013). This latter view is championed by the ‘predator-friendly farming’ and ‘compassionate conservation’ movements. For example, the compassionate conservation movement maintains that many wildlife conservation initiatives are immoral because they directly cause stress to some animals, inhibit their free movement, or kill some in the name of conservation (UTS, 2019; Wallach et al., 2018; Ben-Ami, 2017; Ramp and Bekoff, 2015; Bekoff and Ramp, 2014). The counter argument is that such approaches “could be more harmful for native biodiversity than any other conservation action implemented thus far, while also causing more net harm to individuals than it aims to stop” (Griffin et al., 2020).

Although virtue ethics has been used to argue that killing animals is wrong (Ben-Ami, 2017), virtue ethics philosophy does not prohibit all forms of animal killing; the framework is compatible with arguments that some forms of animal killing are morally right, such as killing animals for food, killing predators to protect livestock or other prey, or euthanizing a mortally wounded animal. Shephard et al. (2024) even posit that a hunting (including killing) relationship with animals is key to developing an emotional connection to them, ultimately fostering virtuous stewardship towards nature. And importantly, what is considered virtuous is not a natural law; it is strongly socially constructed, culturally defined, and therefore flexible in accordance with what is considered to contribute to the common good. For example, it may be virtuous to kill for food if this is the leading and socially agreed-common good. Bobier and Allen (2022b, p. 4) explain that “virtuous people are motivated by compassion to minimize harm … because they would appear callous or cruel if they adopted a prohibition on intentional animal harm knowing or reasonably believing that doing so would create significantly more animal harm”, and “when virtuous managers adopt a conservation policy or practice that intentionally harms or kills animals, they do so because they want to prevent a greater tragedy from occurring”. This position helps to highlight the discord between killing and harm, which are not the same thing. Death is not the endpoint of a linear progression of harm, and killing can be achieved without causing pain, suffering, stress or harm (e.g. an unexpected gunshot to the head; Allen and Cabral de Mel, 2024; Caspers, 2025; Sharp and Saunders, 2011). Often, the virtue of compassion is realized only when harm is prevented or minimized, which is not necessarily analogous to a prohibition on killing.

This argument can be formalized as follows (Table 1):

	The virtuous person cares about animals and other humans and seeks to promote their flourishing or reduce their harm.

	Expressing compassion for animals and other humans sometimes requires the virtuous person to kill animals.

	Therefore, the virtuous person is not opposed to all animal killing.



Premise 2 is the contentious one. In support of this premise, however, it is important to emphasize two points. First, many believe that virtue ethics is socially or religiously constructed and context-dependent (MacIntyre, 2013; Zagzebski, 1998), and as such, there can be no mandatory refrain from killing animals. There may be occasions where the virtuous person will justly kill animals to save other animals’ lives (Bobier and Allen, 2022b). Second, virtue ethics is an inherently human theory of excellence (i.e. being virtuous), providing guidance on human motives, intentions, and perspectives. The virtuous person could therefore act wisely with intent to justly promote animal flourishing in accordance with their understanding of the good, which is often strongly culture-dependent and defined by prevailing social norms and taboos. Thus, the argument presented above and the many available examples of the need for animal killing, demonstrate that virtue ethics can provide a defensible argument permitting intentional animal killing in some situations.




2.5 Care ethics

Care ethics assesses actions by how they promote and maintain a reciprocal or mutual caring relationship between a care-giver and care-receiver, and is considered somewhat similar to virtue ethics (see above). Those inspired by care ethics argue that humans are or may be care-givers to animals and, as such, have a moral responsibility to care for them. An action is morally permissible, good, correct, or right if it meets the needs of animals, as well as our own selves. An action is wrong if the needs of animals are not met. This ethical philosophy can be useful for understanding our relationship with pets, livestock, or captive animals in a reciprocal or mutual care relationship with humans, but it is less useful for understanding our relationship with wild-living animals or those where care only flows in one direction.

According to care ethics, moral standing is grounded in the kinds of relationships others can have with us (Engster, 2006). Being in a moral relationship with another involves honest attempts to appreciate and respond to another’s situation, including their needs, pains, and desires (Gruen, 2015). This involves cultivating ‘empathetic imagination’ or empathizing with another’s situation and imagining oneself in it so that we can foster and deepen our relationships with each other (Gruen, 2015; Aaltola, 2013). Humans clearly have close relationships with some animals, many of which are not only proximate and subject to care but are also capable of reciprocating care (e.g. pet dogs, cats and birds). Thus, care ethics has been used to show that we have strong moral obligations to animals because we care about them (Adams and Donovan, 1997; Kheel, 2008). While care ethics recommends against harming or killing any cared-for animal without good justification, we may still be obliged or permitted to kill them in some cases (Engster, 2006). For example, as a duty of care, we may be obligated to kill an ill or suffering pet (Cooney and Kipperman, 2023). Equally, one can be obligated through a care relationship to provide a good life for a farm animal, while still permitted to painlessly kill it. A reciprocal relationship of care requires the provision of a good life, not the prevention of killing or death.

One important limitation of care ethics is that the theory does not apply to all animals because people are unable to know with certainty what an animal needs or wants (Mameli and Bortolotti, 2006), nor are they in a care relationship with all animals (Clement, 2011). While a person may be in a care relationship with their pet, for example, they are typically not in a care relationship with others’ pets or wild animals – at least not at broad scales. Thus, according to care ethics, the person has a moral obligation to their pet, but not to other domestic or wild animals.

The argument can be formalized as follows (Table 1):

	Care ethics requires strong moral obligations to animals that we stand in the care-relation to.

	No person stands in a care-relation to all animals.

	Therefore, we do not have a strong moral obligation to all animals.

	Therefore, it is morally permissible to kill some or even most animals.



Some might respond that we should cultivate our empathetic imagination to care about all animals, appreciating the interconnectedness of the world, or that a caring person cares about animals they know are suffering (Donovan, 2006). In an extended sense, then, a person may care about all animals or claim to be in a care relationship with all animals. For example, ‘care at a distance’ extends the care relation beyond the embodied to even involve an affective relationship through television screens or through financial donations made to animal conservation initiatives (Cuomo and Gruen, 1998; Von Essen, 2023). However, the problem with this view is that this becomes an ethical framework no longer grounded in mutual relationships because only the person (and not all animals) is acting in a caring way, which transforms a care ethics argument into just another form of virtue ethics (see above). Lastly, several scholars have considered the compatibility of caring with killing and resolved that alleviating suffering via euthanasia, sacrificing some individuals to benefit populations, or providing a good quality of life for an animal before its killing, may each be consistent with care ethics (von Essen and Allen, 2021; Law, 2010). This may also include killing animals for wild harvest, invasive species control, threatened species conservation, or recreational hunting and fishing. Care ethics does not sanction all animal killing, but it does permit killing animals that we are not in a mutual or reciprocal care relationship with, otherwise it becomes equivalent to virtue ethics which likewise permits some animal killing (see above).




2.6 Contractarianism or social contract theory

Contractarianism or social contract theory assesses actions based on the mutual benefit that people or contractors would produce under a hypothetical agreement or social contract (Rawls, 1971). Those inspired by contractarianism argue that an action is morally permissible, good, correct, or right if it is fair and just (but not necessarily equal) to all rational beings involved. Unfair or unjust actions are wrong.

Deciding whether an action is fair or just is achieved by determining whether it conforms to rules that citizens would choose under certain idealized circumstances to govern their behavior. A test for identifying these rules is to first imagine a veil of ignorance over a group of individuals (Rawls, 1971). Individuals behind the veil do not know any details about themselves (e.g. religion, age, race, gender, nationality, view of animals, food availability, social status, etc.), but they do know of and possess basic human desires, motivations, and needs (like the need to eat food or be safe; Smith, 2012). Everyone’s goal is to identify social rules that will benefit them. Because they do not know personal details about themselves, they will avoid creating rules that protect only some types of people and instead create rules that protect all people because it does not make sense for someone to create a rule that favors only one group of people when that person does not know if they are a member of said group or not. The agreed set of rules developed by rational individuals behind the veil of ignorance constitutes moral rules.

This framework might work well for some applications, but contractarianism is known to have difficulty affording protection to animals (Carruthers, 1992, 2011), for a few reasons. Contractors will pass moral rules that protect themselves behind a veil of ignorance. They know they are human, so they are going to pass rules governing human interaction and behavior. Animals lack the rationality of humans (see Supplementary File 1), such as the ability to engage and deliberate over proposed normative rules and their consequences (Lewis et al., 2017). This means that contractors can deliberately pass rules exclusively governing individuals with particular rational capacities, such as those required to engage in a hypothetical social contract. Animals fall outside of the moral community and thereby lack moral protection and status under this framework. Additionally, contractors do not know if, for instance, they will be in a position that could support a no-killing lifestyle, and they do not know their previously held beliefs about the moral status of animals or what kind of resources they have access to. A rational, self-interested person who is ignorant of their own status in the world and antecedent beliefs about animals will not unconditionally prohibit human use of animals because, for example, they do not know if they have access to alternative food sources or not.

The argument can be formalized as follows (Table 1):

	Contractors are rational, selfish and ignorant of their place in the world, including their position and possible reliance on animals.

	Contractors will create rules that grant moral standing and strong protections to rational persons.

	Animals are not rational persons.

	Therefore, contractors will not pass rules that grant moral standing and strong protections to animals.



Some argue that contractors behind the veil of ignorance would agree to apply rules of justice to animals, in addition to humans (Cohen, 2007, 2009). However, this assumes that (1) people behind the veil of ignorance have some antecedent beliefs about their position in the world (e.g. that they do not rely on animals for food or work) and that (2) they also have altruistic intentions, which is an assumption rejected by many contractarians. If we assume that contractors would apply rules of justice to animals, then not only does the moral standing of animals depend on the preferences of contractors (Tanner, 2013), but it is also clear that contractarianism “is likely to express some partiality to humans in a way that discounts the welfare of some or all animals” (Cohen, 2009). Others have suggested that contractors would assign a person to represent the interests of animals (Regan, 1983). However, the problem with this view is that the only reason the contractors would do this is if they again possess some antecedent beliefs about the moral status of animals, which is implausible behind the veil of ignorance (Carruthers, 2011). Thus, ignorant and self-interested contractors are unlikely to develop rules that would restrict their ability to use or kill animals and would presumably support forms of animal killing that benefit humans.




2.7 Ethical particularism

Ethical particularism posits that the distinction between right and wrong is independent of moral principles and is instead assessed by the morally relevant details of the particular case being considered. Thus, those inspired by ethical particularism argue that the ethical treatment of animals is context-specific, and what is morally permissible, good, correct, or right depends on the specific details associated with each instance of animal killing. In other words, ethical particularism considers whether it is right or wrong to kill animals on a case-by-case basis, and what is wrong in one case may be right in another, or vice versa. This ethical philosophy respects individual human freedom of conscience to determine for themselves what is morally right or wrong and is reflected in common sayings such as ‘each to their own’ or in cultural pluralism ‘when in Rome, do as the Romans do’.

Ethical particularists avoid the more rigid ethical frameworks (e.g. deontology, consequentialism) and instead focus on offering specific arguments that deploy moral principles that anyone can agree to independently in particular sociocultural contexts, which can obviously change over time. One example is Rachels (2011) principle: causing pain requires good reason. Many people would agree with this principle (see Arlinghaus et al., 2012), thereby permitting forms of animal killing that are supported by good reasons (Supplementary Table S1).

This argument can be formalized as follows:

	Killing animals requires good reason.

	There are good reasons to kill some animals.

	Therefore, killing animals for these reasons is permissible.



Premise 2 is the contentious one, although Allen et al. (2023) described many ‘needs’ or good reasons for humans to kill animals, such as for agriculture or food security, human health and safety, or to alleviate animal suffering. Details are important, however, and for compliance with ethical particularism the case needs to be made that each instance of animal killing is done for a ‘good enough’ reason, where ‘good enough’ is defined by contemporary local cultures, customs and laws. Regarding human dietary choices, DeGrazia (2009), p. 143 argued for adopting a vegan lifestyle “from a very broad basis”, namely, an argument from two moral premises that most people agree with and an empirical observation about the non-necessity of eating factory-farmed animals. Most people agree that causing massive amounts of unnecessary harm to sentient creatures is wrong; and since factory farming causes massive amounts of harm to sentient creatures and such harm is unnecessary because people can adopt a vegan diet, factory farming is morally indefensible (DeGrazia, 2009; but see also www.aleph2020.org; Hunt, 2019; Smolkin, 2021). In contrast, Croney and Swanson (2023) explain that “to deprioritize human rights to food today (especially considering the urgency of meeting global protein needs) in favor of animal rights and current and future environmental protection is neither defensible nor necessary”. For example, the live export of cattle meets the particular religious, cultural and economic needs of developing countries while still maintaining high levels of animal welfare while animals are alive, consistent with other ethical philosophies (e.g. care ethics). Hence, ethical particularism might be used to argue that some forms of animal killing are unethical (e.g. in factory farming), but this reasoning does not extend to complete cessation of other forms of animal killing (e.g. wild harvest). Ethical particularism might therefore be used to successfully argue that killing animals is permissible whenever there is good reason to do so, and these good reasons should and must be locally defined by prevailing cultures and societies to avoid conflict with other ethical requirements (e.g. human rights). In this way, ethical particularism exhibits consequentialist logic that considers the effects of interventions in specific contexts.




2.8 Environmental ethics

The seven previous ethical theories and frameworks (see above) were first described to govern moral conduct between humans, and were then only later applied to other animals, typically with a focus on individual and usually domestic animals. Moreover, many of the root objectives supporting animal conservation (e.g. preventing harm, preventing extinction, restoration) are often justified by appeals to anthropocentric values (e.g. virtue, ecosystem services generated by wild animals), which will ultimately be subsumed in other ethical frameworks (e.g. consequentialism). Consideration of additional ethical frameworks designed specifically to address morality in the wider biotic or non-human community addresses many of these limitations and provides unique perspectives on intentional animal killing, particularly in ecological contexts (Minteer and Collins, 2008). Where the seven previous ethical theories focus on the life of the animal(s), environmental ethics focuses on the wellbeing of whole ecosystems including but not limited to their constituent individual animals.

These additional, environmental ethical frameworks include: deep ecology (Naess, 1973), where the intrinsic value of natural entities is emphasized; biocentrism, where all living things have moral status (Varner, 1998); or ecocentrism, which considers all of nature, including whole ecosystems – such as rivers, lakes or forests – as distinct entities that can have rights and/or experience injury (Baard, 2022; O’Donnell and Talbot-Jones, 2018). One of the most prominent nature-directed ethical frameworks is ‘the land ethic’, captured by the moral maxim: “A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise” (Leopold, 1949, pp. 224–225). ‘Land’, here, represents a variety of ecosystem types, including terrestrial, marine, aquatic, and subterranean ecosystems, which we collectively refer to hereafter as ‘ecosystem’ or ‘the ecosystem ethic’. This ecosystem ethic affirms that the biotic world humans live in has deep interdependencies which enable the renewal of biotic lineages and the stability of energetic and nutrient cycles (Millstein, 2024). The great biodiversity observed on Earth creates and maintains these cycles or ecosystem health. Like all other animals, humans have long been and remain a key part of ecosystems (Darwin, 1859; Arlinghaus et al., 2007; Ben-Dor et al., 2021) and act ethically whenever we undertake actions that support ecosystem health; hence, we are morally obliged or permitted to kill animals when doing so is ‘for the good of the ecosystem’. For example, hunting and fishing (for food, recreation or religious practice, etc.) is permitted as long as we do not diminish extant biodiversity or pollute the environment (e.g. with lead-based ammunition; Thomas, 1997). The lethal control or removal of invasive species is also permitted when they compete with, prey upon, or exclude native species, alter biodiversity or affect soil fertility.

This ecosystem ethic argument could be formalized as follows:

	We should act to support or maintain the health of ecosystems.

	Killing animals can support or be inconsequential to ecosystem health.

	Therefore, killing animals is morally permissible when it supports or is inconsequential to ecosystem health.



This ethical framework may not blindly support intensive animal or plant agriculture, urbanization or several other forms of animal killing by humans, but it is highly relevant to our ethical obligations towards wild animals (Minteer and Collins, 2008). Despite this, the interconnected set of obligations implicit in the ecosystem ethic has been a point of major opposition to it, with some arguing that it would imply an ‘ecological fascism’ where the good of the whole subsumes that of the individual – a view that would even justify the killing of humans when they cause environmental disruption (e.g. Regan, 1983). These issues raise important questions about humans’ status in the ethical milieu, and questions about the way we might weight environmental ethics against other moral obligations (e.g. human rights), so environmental ethics may not be considered to supersede all other ethical frameworks (Millstein, 2018). However, environmental ethics accurately contextualizes humans within (not outside) ecosystems. And for present purposes, environmental ethics also permits intentional animal killing whenever it aids or is inconsequential to the conservation and recovery of ecosystem health.





3 Discussion

The morality and ethical permissibility of animal killing has become the subject of much debate in recent decades. The boundaries between philosophy, ideology, politics, law, religion and science are becoming increasingly unclear in this debate (e.g. Lubbe et al., 2023), and intentional animal killing is now considered morally impermissible, bad, incorrect, or wrong by a growing number of people (Fonseca and Sanchez-Sabate, 2022; Nayeri et al., 2025). But despite a large body of ethical argumentation arising against animal killing, at least eight commonly used ethical frameworks permit some forms of intentional animal killing by humans (see above), and one of these permit wholesale animal killing at any time (Supplementary File 1). Thus, multiple ethical frameworks often invoked to condemn animal killing might also be used to support it, either in whole or in part, and the arguments and examples presented in Table 1 and Supplementary Table S1 can be used to articulate an ethical defense of such animal killing when needed.

Recognition of this demonstrably widespread ethical support for animal killing is not evident in ‘no killing’ ethical positions that inaccurately denounce others as categorically unethical or immoral (e.g. Ramp, 2013; Bekoff and Ramp, 2014). Neither is intentional animal killing evidently binary (i.e. ethical or unethical). Clinging to such views, however, some parts of modern society in post-industrial nations have become so uncomfortable with intentional animal killing and its implicit harms that they have advocated banning wild-sourced meat (Ingram et al., 2021), banning farmed leather, feather, and fur production (Lamarche-Beauchesne, 2025), banning intensive livestock production (Brightling, 2024), banning trophy hunting (Ghasemi, 2021), banning animals in medical research (Anon, 2025), and banning or attempting to ban most other animal uses (e.g. recreational fishing, catch-and-release angling, octopus farming; Jacquet et al., 2024; Ferter et al., 2020; Arlinghaus et al., 2012). Over the past two decades, many public-facing businesses and organizations have also sought to avoid chastisement, reputational damage, or ‘being cancelled’ by opponents of animal killing by publicly abolishing or denouncing it. Indeed, a ‘no-kill’ label has been used to signal institutional virtue by universities (PETA, 2024), animal shelters (Brown et al., 2013), aquaculture or mariculture organizations (Rakaj et al., 2024), zoos (Anon, 2016), fashion designers and retailers (Lamarche-Beauchesne, 2025), and even animal management agencies (Hennig et al., 2023). Such actions are ethically unnecessary.

In contrast, we have shown that there are different ethical approaches to intentional animal killing that not only provide clear support for it, but demonstrate why it can be unethical not to kill animals (Abbate, 2018; Warburton and Norton, 2009). We respect that many animal-related policies may be selected on the premise that animal killing should be avoided; we also value animals highly, and we personally support many of these types of policies. However, our main concern is that such choices are being made in a way that does not automatically exclude intentional killing as being unethical or immoral when a variety of soundly justified ethical arguments for animal killing do exist within the same frameworks typically used to condemn it (Table 1). This is especially important in cases where animal killing provides a conservation benefit, it is culturally important for one reason or another, it contributes to animal or human health and wellbeing, or where ostensibly ‘non-lethal’ actions may result in indirect killing and harm to a far greater number of animals (e.g. Allen et al., 2019; Allen and Hampton, 2020; Wilson and Edwards, 2019; Abbate, 2018; Clauss et al., 2025).

Our synthesis also demonstrates a convergence of multiple different ethical frameworks around the central permissibility of intentional animal killing, at least in some circumstances (Figure 1). For example, consequentialism dispassionately prioritizes minimization of harm to justify killing, whereas religious ethics appeals to divine decree. Alternatively, environmental ethics justifies killing by considering and weighting collective consequences over individual consequences, whereas care ethics denies moral obligations to animals outside reciprocal relationships of care. Deontology can permit overriding the right to life of some animals in some settings, whereas contractarianism grants nonrational animals no or limited moral standing at all. Hence, while they may arise from different intellectual and philosophical foundations or may conclude that intentional animal killing is ethically permissible using different rationale (Table 1), such a union of frameworks (Figure 1) should provide opponents, defenders and impartial observers with reassurance that intentional animal killing can be ethically justifiable in a wide variety of contexts (Supplementary Table S1). This conceptualization might also be compared to Norton's (1991) convergence hypothesis, which likewise observes that diverse ethical positions often converge on the same environmental action, just with different reasoning (see also Bobier and Allen, 2022a). While this may be pragmatic for policy development and conflict mitigation (see also Arlinghaus et al., 2009), it does pose a challenge in truly intractable debates where the application of different ethical frameworks might arrive at the same position and/or application of the same ethical framework might arrive at different positions (Supplementary Table S1), largely because of a varying ethical scope and worldviews or access to different information (Lynch et al., 2025).

[image: Flowchart depicting the ethical permissibility of intentional animal killing at the center, surrounded by seven ethical theories: Consequentialism, Natural law or deontology, Religious ethics or divine command theory, Virtue ethics, Care ethics, Contractarianism or social contract theory, and Ethical particularism. Each theory connects to reasons justifying animal killing, such as prioritizing minimizing harm, overriding animals' right to life, adhering to moral declarations, demonstrating virtue, denying moral obligations, acknowledging animals' limited moral standing, and prioritizing collective consequences.]
Figure 1 | Conceptual diagram illustrating the convergence of different ethical frameworks on the ethical permissibility of intentional animal killing via different pathways of rationale (see Table 1 for further details).




4 Conclusions

Despite some people becoming increasingly uncomfortable with the human killing of animals in recent times, and the various ethical arguments that have been advanced to oppose animal killing, we conclude that these same ethical frameworks can also be used to justify multiple forms of intentional animal killing across a wide variety of contexts. It is incorrect to label intentional animal killing as categorically unethical given the consistent and widespread ethical support for, and ongoing disagreement about, many forms of intentional animal killing. We encourage deeper consideration of the many ethical arguments that support intentional animal killing and the contexts in which they apply, and suggest that humans have a responsibility to kill animals in such ethically supported ways.
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