[image: image1.png]


6c: Animal Rights


Student Resource Sheet 9: Background to the current dilemma

	Primate research lab plans axed

	Plans to build a controversial centre for experiments on monkeys have been shelved by Cambridge University. 

	      It has decided the costs, including measures needed to protect the facility from animal rights militants, would make the laboratory uneconomic.

      The centre had become a focus for the growing battle between medical researchers and anti-vivisectionists.




Animal experimentation dates back to Aristotle (384-322BCE), who noted a similarity between humans and non-human primates.  He nonetheless believed that animals were made for human use, and therefore we owe no ethical obligation to non-human animals.  

Since Aristotle, scientific understanding of the similarities and differences between humans and non-human primates has developed considerably.  So has the ethical debate.  The science and the ethics are inextricably linked. Scientific experimentation tells us more and more about the physiology, genetics and behaviour of primates.  This in turn informs the ethical decisions we make about experimentation on primates.

The theory of evolution revealed that humans and other primates have shared ancestors.  More recently, studies in genetics tells us how similar humans are to other animals, sharing a high percentage of our genetic make-up.  Primate studies illustrate that chimpanzees show cultural diversity, with chimps in different parts of Africa displaying different customs for grooming and the use of basic tools.  How relevant are any of these facts when considering the ethics of primate experimentation?

In the 21st Century, scientists aren’t content with merely finding out more about the world we live in.  It has become necessary for scientists to make ethical judgements about the experiments that they are carrying out.  Just as Aristotle was an expert in both science and ethics, scientists today are often the ones who are best informed to make ethical decisions.

Your task is to weigh up the scientific benefits of experimenting on primates against the new evidence science gives us about our similarity to primates.  You should also consider the alternatives to vivisection offered by some scientists.

Karl Popper demonstrated that it is impossible to carry out even the most basic observations without making assumptions.  He did this most effectively by asking a group of students to observe, and write down what they observed.  “Where do you want us to look?” he was asked.  It is the same in ethics as in science – behind every article there are assumptions, and you need to try and look past these.  The prisoner’s dilemma demonstrated that even very basic life forms may develop behaviour that gives the impression of a sense of justice and morality.  It is an entirely different thing to presume that the life-forms in question are aware of any such concepts.  Keep an open mind!
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