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6c: Animal Rights


Unit overview

The question of animal rights is as prevalent today as it has ever been. It needs to be considered in balance with looking at human rights and responsibilities. The underlying question that any argument about animal rights will impinge on is ‘Are humans superior to animals?’ What is meant by superior and in what ways might humans be superior? It is a controversial debate that arises strong feelings. Often these are expressed in action, sometimes violent, which can have political consequences. This unit will look at the ethical and religious thinking behind the debate, the questions that are raised, and the relationship of Christianity to Vegetarianism. It concludes with an examination of the questions surrounding research on animals.

Learning Opportunities

Lesson 1
The students will ask questions about the position of two Christians who believe that humans are superior to Christians. They will explain the ethical theories that underpin these views.

Lesson 2
The students will complete charts balancing rights and responsibilities for humans and the consider which kind of rights might be accorded to different animals.

Lesson 3
In this lesson, the students will examine 5 arguments for vegetarianism and consider how a Christian might respond to these.

Lesson 4
In this final lesson, the students will take part in a ‘Question Time’ type of debate about the question of whether scientists should experiment on primates.

Background information

A history of rights (see Student Resource Sheet 5: History of Rights)

The modern concept of human rights dates back to the Magna Carta in 1215.  The English Bill of Rights in 1689 put forward the concept of eternal and inalienable rights as an assumption.  In America in 1789, the Declaration of the Rights of Man spelt out some of the ideas mentioned in the Declaration of Independence signed during the previous decade that famously talked of the right to ‘life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness’.  Liberty was defined as including the right to free speech, freedom of association, religious freedom and freedom from arbitrary arrest and confinement.  Nearly two hundred years later in 1948 the Universal Declaration of Human Rights went into even more detail, with 30 articles aimed at guaranteeing equality and fair treatment for all. And more rights are being claimed or invented every day.

The issue of ‘rights’ is controversial, though.  Jeremy Bentham famously said "The idea of rights is nonsense and the idea of natural rights is nonsense on stilts".   Bentham believed that the best action was the one that had the most favourable outcome, so it made no sense to suggest that a person might have a ‘right’ that prevented you from bringing about the best consequences.  An example of this might be our right to privacy – there has been a lot of discussion in the press about whether it is right for the security services to ‘bug’ phones.  Bentham would say that if national security is at stake and our lives and liberty are threatened, phones should be tapped.   He would dismiss any talk of ‘rights’ out of hand.

The notion of ‘Animal Rights’ is even more contentious.  Those who believe that humans have rights might argue along the following lines:  as a society, we agree to certain rules that curtail our freedom.  We do this because we believe that society would be better if these rules were upheld. i.e. on utilitarian grounds.  I agree to pay taxes, even though I would rather keep all my earnings, because a society that collects taxes can provide a wide range of services.  This sort of theory, called ‘Contract Theory’, could only include animals that could understand the concept of reciprocity.  

However, there are other ways of looking at rights.  The ‘inalienable rights’ mentioned above are held to apply to all people whichever society they may have been born in by virtue of their being humans. By this way of thinking, it is wrong to beat someone with a stick simply because they are a person, not because they’ve agreed not to hit you with a stick.  Many people feel that animals have rights in this sense, and that it is just as wrong to hit an animal with a stick as would be to hit a human. 

Moral Status: Most people would agree that cruelty to animals is wrong.  However, some would say that it is wrong because of the damage it causes to humans.  If I torture a cat, the cat’s owners will be distressed and may be left with veterinarian bills to pay.  Alternatively, torturing cats may cause me to be a callous person who moves on to torturing people.  These arguments do not assume any moral status for the cat.  It could be argued, though, that the cat should not be tortured for its own sake.  What criteria should we use to assign moral status?  Various answers have been given:

· The ability to feel pain.  Jeremy Bentham held this position.

· Having preferences.  RM Hare supported this view

· The ability to use reason.  This is central to Kant’s ethical theory

· Having interests.  Peter Singer adapted Utilitarianism to include interests.

Ecoholism extends moral status to include a species itself.  It is unclear how such a position could be supported, as a species isn’t the sort of thing that can feel pain, express preferences, use reason or have interests.  

Deep Ecology attempts to extend moral status beyond animals to plants, lakes and entire ecosystems.  The justification is that all things are interconnected and interdependent.  Critics feel this is overstating the case. 

Equal Consideration: After assigning moral status to animals, it is not clear what weighting to give them.  Is the suffering of a mouse less serious than that of a cat, or a chimpanzee?  Are human interests more important than animal interests?  Some people would say no.  In fact, Singer used the term ‘speciesism’ to suggest that it is wrong to treat one’s own species more favourably than another.  

Singer was not suggesting that all animals have the same rights. Equal consideration for different beings could lead to different treatment and different rights.  For example, it would be considered child abuse to attach a collar around an infant’s neck and drag it naked through the streets.  The reason why this is an acceptable way to treat a dog is not to do with the moral status of the dog, but to do with the interests of the dog.  Human beings are more complex that dogs, and have more interests to consider.   We would think about the emotional effects on the child in this instance, its humiliation and the possibility of psychological scarring.  Equal consideration doesn’t require us to ask these questions in connection with the dog, but it would demand that, for example, we shouldn’t beat the dog vigorously if it barked at a passer-by, as such a beating would not be in the dog’s best interests.

The difficulty of weighting is still a problem in trying to work out comparable interests between animals and humans.  Peter Singer is a vegan, as he cannot see the justification for killing animals to feed humans when there are alternatives that don’t ignore the interests of animals.  It is not clear how far one would need to go in accommodating the interests of animals.
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Natural Law (see Student Resource Sheet 2 / 2[LA]: Defending the idea of human Superiority). 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.  

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.
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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.

Key Quotations

"The idea of rights is nonsense and the idea of natural rights is nonsense on stilts". (Jeremy Bentham) 

Aims of the topic

At the end of the topic we hope that most students will:

· Reflect on the ethical and religious thinking that is involved in a discussion of animal rights.

· Develop an understanding of what is meant by the term ‘Animal Rights’.

· Realise that people have good reasons for disagreeing about how animals should be treated.

· Know some of the reasons a Christian might give for being a vegetarian.

· Reflect on the question of whether scientists should carry out research on primates.

Some will not have progressed as far but will:

· Understand some of the ethical and religious thinking involved in the question of animal rights.

· Know in outline what is meant by Animal Rights.

· Be able to explain one or two of the reasons people give in disagreeing about animal rights.

· Realise that Christians who are vegetarians have reasons for being so.

· Begin to form opinions about whether scientists should carry out experiments on primates.

Others will have progressed further and will:

· Evaluate the religious and ethical thinking that is involved in a discussion about animal rights. 

· Identify some of the key people involved in the debate on animal rights, both past and present.

· Be able to explain clearly the reasons people give for disagreeing about animal rights.

· Understand the theological thinking involved when a Christian is considering whether or not to be a vegetarian.

· Have informed and balanced views on the question of scientists and research on primates.

Key Questions

· Are humans superior to humans?

· Do animals experience the same kind of feelings that we do?

· How can eating animals be justified?

· If we allow experiments on primates should we also allow them on humans with mental illness, low IQ or those in a persistent vegetative state?

· Should anyone with a conscience refuse any medical treatment that arises from experiments on primates?

· Is the knowledge we get from experimenting on any animals worth more than the animals themselves?

· Does the end justifies the means – if we can cure diseases that affect millions worldwide, is the suffering of a few thousand primates easily justified?

Learning Objectives 

· To explain and compare the views of two Christians on animal rights.

· To explain the ethical theories that underpin these two people’s views.

· To offer comments in discussion some of the responsibilities that balance the area of rights.

· To connect varying rights to different animals.

· To summarise the 5 arguments for vegetarianism and give a Christian response to them.

· To have contributed to a debate on the question of scientific research on primates.

Outcomes

· To demonstrate some understanding of the views people hold on animal rights.

· To identify some of the ethical theories that underpin different views on the issue.

· To reflect on the relationship of responsibilities and rights.

· To consider the kind of rights that could be accorded to different animals.

· To form opinions about vegetarianism and scientific experimentation on animals.

Resources

· Student Resource Sheet 1
Animal Rights.

· Student Resource Sheet 1 [LA]
Animal Rights.

· Student Resource Sheet 2
Defending the idea of Human Superiority

· Student Resource Sheet 2 [LA]
Defending the idea of Human Superiority.

· Student Resource Sheet 3
Rights and Responsibilities.

· Student Resource Sheet 4
Animal and Human Rights.

· Student Resource Sheet 5
A History of Rights.

· Student Resource Sheet 6
5 Arguments for Vegetarianism.

· Student Resource Sheet 6 [LA]
5 Arguments for Vegetarianism.

· Student Resource Sheet 7
Response form.

· Student Resource Sheet 8
Prisoner’s Dilemma (Game)

· Student Resource Sheet 9
Background to the current Dilemma.

· Unit Overview

Books:

For an insight into the vast field of primatology (the study of primates), read Helping Kin in Chimpanzees by Dame Jane Goodall. 
You can find out more about the concept of reciprocity that was key in looking at the Prisoner’s Dilemma by reading Chimpanzee Justice by Franz de Waal. 

Web Sites

· http://www.christianveg.com is the website of the Christian Vegetarian Association, which has many useful links to other sites

· http://www.bbc.co.uk/science/hottopics/animalexperiments/index.shtml - looking at both sides of the animal experimentation debate, with useful links
· http://altweb.jhsph.edu/index.htm - information on alternatives to animal experimenting on the web

· http://www.dlrm.org/ - doctors and lawyers for responsible medicine (alternatives to animal research in medicine)

· http://www.huntingdon.com – the largest research organisation in the UK testing medicines: look particularly at their ‘Ethical Issues’ section

· http://www.rds-online.org.uk - lists milestones over the last hundred years that have resulted from animal experimentation, as well as looking at potential benefits of current research; also explains how scientists try to avoid unnecessary animal suffering. 
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