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6c: Animal Rights


Student Resource Sheet 2: Defending the ideas of human superiority
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BEN

Natural Law: There is a natural law or order to the world.  Morality is written into the laws of nature. This explains the existence of moral absolutes such as ‘Murder is wrong’ which exist in every society.  Natural law does not rely on religious beliefs, as principles can be discovered using reason, allowing a society to establish common rules that everyone agrees to.  However, natural law theory fits in very comfortably with the idea of a creator God.

The idea that God created the natural world for a purpose suggests a clear hierarchy in the animal kingdom.  Humans, with their abilities to think, design, build, make machines etc. are naturally at the top of the hierarchy.  Some animals are carnivorous, and are obviously ‘meant’ to eat other animals.  Humans are designed to be meat eaters – being vegetarian isn’t ‘natural’ as we have the teeth needed to eat meat.  Humans have advanced rational abilities, and this makes us ‘natural’ leaders.  If we can use these abilities to further our species, for example by doing experiments on animals, it’s only natural that we will.  Another way of looking at it is that we have a moral responsibility to fulfil our nature.  If we are prevented from doing so by disease or paralysis then we have a duty to find a cure for these conditions if we can. 

Situation Ethics: Natural law provides us with a framework of rules to live our lives.  Jesus suggested that the rule of love should guide all of our actions.  Situation ethics applies the principle of love to individual situations to work out the right course of action.  For example, natural law would say that abortion was wrong, as the nature or purpose of a foetus is to grow into a baby.  Situation ethics would say that abortion could be the most loving thing in some situations, for example when a nine year old girl in Peru was raped.

Situation ethics values humans above any set of rules.  Although we might develop as loving people by caring for animals, it is clear that morality sometimes demands making sacrifices in order to help people.  It could be used to justify even the most controversial medical experiment on animals as long as the experiment held the hope of benefits to people.  Jesus himself was moved by compassion for people who were suffering, including a man with evil spirits that Jesus cast out into a herd of swine, killing not just one but many animals to save one person. Situation ethics demands that we consider doing things that might seem cruel if the effects are helpful to people.  

HANNAH
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Utilitarianism: You should act to bring about the greatest good for the greatest number.  It is a teleological theory, concerned with the end (telos) or purpose of actions. It is also consequentialist, judging whether an action is right or wrong on the basis of the outcome.  Early utilitarians made revolutionary changes to society, creating a world in which people have a better quality of life.  For example, they worked to establish the welfare state and changes to the penal system focussing on rehabilitation.

Utilitarianism moved away from the idea that some acts are just right and some are just wrong.  It suggests that a ‘bad’ act, such as giving an illness to an animal in a laboratory, can have good consequences, so we should stop focussing on whether an act is ‘good’ or ‘evil’, but ask whether the act will lead to an increase in overall happiness.  Jeremy Bentham, the founder of Utilitarianism, equated happiness with pleasure and the absence of pain, so he thought that the happiness of sentient animals should also be considered. However, John Stuart Mill, a student of Bentham who refined utilitarianism, famously said “It is better to be a human dissatisfied than a pig satisfied”.  He believed that the higher pleasures which humans are capable of experiencing (reading, appreciating the arts etc.) are far more important than the lower pleasures which other animals are limited to.  Mill’s utilitarianism could be used to justify any experimentation on animals that extended human life, as the higher pleasures a human could experience would outweigh the pain of animals.  

Kant: Kant is the most famous deontological ethicist, focussing on the morality of actions themselves rather than their consequences.  Deontology focuses on our duty (deos).  Kant says that it is our duty to do the right thing regardless of the consequences or our own feelings.  We need to use reason to work out the right course of action by universalising any proposed law and seeing whether it is self-contradictory or a contradiction of the will (something we couldn’t wish as a law).  For example, if I propose that it is okay to break a promise, I need to imagine that “You should break promises” becomes a universal law of nature.  However, if we are supposed to break promises, then promises would be meaningless.  Therefore it is self-contradictory to suggest that promises should be broken.  

Another way of stating his ‘Categorical Imperative’ was that we should never treat people merely as a means to an end.  This is because we couldn’t wish to be used this way ourselves.  Kant’s theory values reason and the ability to construct universal maxims.  Other animals that lack rationality and imagination would not be included in Kant’s ‘kingdom of ends’.   For Kant, no amount of animal suffering has any effect on whether an action is right or not, as the consequences of an action don’t alter its moral status.  If we took a maxim such as “We should experiment on cats to make drugs that help cure human sickness”, Kant would ask us first to imagine it as a universal law of nature.  What would happen if everyone behaved this way?  There is no obvious contradiction here at all.  Compare it to a different maxim:  “We should experiment on prisoners on death row”.  If I make this a universal law, I am saying that if I was on death row, I should be experimented on.  I clearly couldn’t wish this (unless I was saying ‘but I’d never be on death row, so it doesn’t matter’ – Kant requires us to truly put ourselves in the shoes of every other person, so I have to actually imagine it’s me on death row).  Basically, because non-human animals cannot reason sufficiently to be members of Kant’s proposed moral community or ‘kingdom of ends’, animals are greatly reduced in status and have no inherent worth.
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