Animal Rights








Introduction:





When we think about animals we usually consider them in relation to human beings, rather than in their own right. For example, people who keep pets are likely to think of themselves as responsible for the well-being of their animals. 





If we do not have animals at home, we can still see them in zoos and circuses or on farms, where human beings are very much in control of how they are kept and what happens to them.


Only animals living in the wild, dependent on their own resources and what nature provides for their survival appear to be free from human interference.





Do any of these animals have rights?





If we look for a moment at todays society and at the ways in which animals live,  it may seem that most people think that they DO NOT.





There are animals in zoos for us to look at, 


in laboratories for experimental use, 


on farms for us to eat, 


in circuses for our entertainment 


and in the wild for us to hunt. 


Globally speaking this involves millions of animals experiencing high degrees of suffering.





Human beings, it appears have decided that animals exist simply to be used as they see fit.





On the other hand, there are many stories in the newspapers and on the television about people who have been convicted in the courts for cruelty to animals.





There are also reports of zoos being closed down for mistreating their animals, 


councils banning circuses from visiting their areas,


demonstrators protesting against hunting, 


animal activists “liberating” animals from laboratories 


and a growing number of wild life conservation programmes.





So not every one believes that animals exist just to be exploited.


More and more people are deciding that they DO NOT have the right to use and often abuse animals,   but that animals have rights themselves which must be respected, safe guarded, and when necessary fought for in the same way that people fight for women’s rights, civil rights and all human rights.











The rights of human beings can be defined in generally, if not universally accepted terms. 


Most people agree that every-one has the right to exist and the right to act, think and speak freely, regardless of race, creed, colour or sex, providing of course that the exercising of these rights does not result in the causing of harm to others who have not freely chosen to be harmed. 





Rule utilitarians would argue for these rights on the grounds that they are necessary to ensure the realisation of our interests,  interests being the thing deemed by rule utilitarians to be that which we all desire. From this belief come the more specific rights which relate to things which are deemed to be of interest to us as human animals


If we find that there are people living some-where in the  world to whom these rights are denied, we fight on their behalf.


We take  government action, we right letters to the press, we hold demonstrations, we boycott international events; in other words, we do every thing we can as nations and as individuals to help all those people we feel are being oppressed.





Animals, though, cannot even begin to fight for themselves.


They have no voice to be heard and must depend on human beings to decide if they need help and to fight on their behalf.





In depending on human beings in this way, animals are doubly vulnerable, because they must also depend on us to do the “right” thing.


While they cannot defend their own rights, neither can they defend themselves against the people who act for them, if those same people make a wrong decision.





What then, are the rights of animals?





They may be said to be basically the same rights as human beings demand of and extend to one another: 


The right to life and the right to exist freely according to their natural requirements.





That is not to say that in the future people will be required to stand guard over the  antelope of the world in order to ensure that lions do no violate the life rights of the antelope


By right to life we realy mean the right to pursue their own interests free from the possibility of being killed by humans





If we accept that our own species of animal, MAN, has basic moral rights, we can hardly deny them to other species of animal simply because they are different from us.





If we accept that it is morally wrong for us to be prejudiced against members of our own species and to treat them cruelly or unfairly because they belong to a different race or sex (prejudices which we call “racism” and “sexism” and condemn outright), how can we justify the same sort of prejudice against other animals just because they belong to a different species?





The answer must be that we cannot: If human beings have moral rights, then so do animals; if human beings should not treat each other badly, they should not treat animals badly either.


There-fore we should give equal consideration to the interests of animals and people alike.


Obviously the animals are unlikely to adhere to any moral principle that we can think up. possibly  because they  lack the necessary mental abilities to conceptualise that which we call morality.  This does not form a morally acceptable basis upon which we can rightly refuse the granting of rights to animals though. Just because they cannot understand what it is to act in a moral way that is no reason why we who supposedly do should consciously choose to regard them in an amoral way. Either we are moral creatures or we are not and if we are then we are oblidged to behave morally towards our fellow animals.


This does not mean that animals and human beings are equal, any more than people are equal ( we all have different needs and desires); or that they have exactly the same rights.


Neither does it mean that all lives are equally important; nor that the interests of animals and humans should be given equal weight; nor that they should be treated in the same way. What it does mean is that animals and human beings have equal rights to equal considerations of their own interests.


    It is not being suggested that in the event of having to chose between saving the life of a 10 year old human child and a 3 month old cat that it would be anything but right to seek to save the child’s life first, It does not follow on to say though that because this is the case then it is also right to kill animals just to eat them when there are alternative means of supplying our dietary requirements which do not involve the loss of conscious life.








Today there are many people who think seriously about the place of animals in the world, but this concern is a relatively recent development and a feature of the modern humanitarian movement which seeks an end to oppression in all its forms. It is not a concern which has troubled the human race in the past, at least not in Western society whose traditions are based on Ancient Greek and Christian teaching  


in the east, on the other hand, especially amongst the Hindus and Buddhists, benevolence to every-thing in nature is a deeply rooted principle. 


 In a consideration of the rights of animals it can be beneficial to look at some of the different positions taken by individuals over the years, some of these positions we have inherited today along with the predjudiced beliefs that they give rise to.


Through-out our history, only a few courageous and compassionate people have chosen to speak out on behalf of animals and their rights, often in the face of ridicule and contempt.





Plutarch, the Greek writer (born ad 46) was one of the first. 


At a time when animals were being slaughtered in their thousands in Roman Amphitheatres, he wrote that “kindness and benevolence should be extended to the creatures of every species.”





Plutarch’s compassionate view was not widely shared. 


The influential Greek philosopher Aristotle (living around 300BC) said that animals existed for the sake of humans, and the Christian teachings of the bible, though it helped to save human victims from the amphitheatre, stated that god had given Man “dominion over every living thing”. While in other biblical passages there are indications that “dominion” should be understood as a management role, most people chose to interpret it as a position of mastery.





Within Christianity there have always been a number of different approaches towards the question of the human relationship with other creatures. 


In the middle ages St. Francis of Assisi (1181-1226AD), sharing Plutarch’s belief in universal benevolence, said; “not to hurt our humble brethren is our first duty to them, but to stop there is not enough. We have a higher mission- to be of service to them where- ever they require it.”





St. Thomas Aquinas a 13th century theologian and follower of Aristotle, had different views however. Representing the Christian philosophers of his time, Aquinas said firmly: “beings that may be treated simply as a means to the perfection of persons can have no rights and to this category the brute creation belongs.”


His influence has lasted,  particularly in the roman catholic church.


As late as the last century pope pious 9th refused to allow a society for the prevention of cruelty to animals to be established in Rome because such action would have acknowledged that human beings have moral duties towards the animals.





In the writings of the European philosophers of the 16th and 17th centuries, a greater awareness of animal rights began to manifest itself, but not before the French philosopher  Rene Descartes (1596-1650) inspired by the new science of mechanics, had declared that all animals are machines. He said that while human beings possessed a soul, the power to reason and consciousness of self and feelings, which made them more than mere machines, animals did not and worked automatically, like clocks, incapable of feeling any thing at all.








At this time vivisection was becoming popular through-out Europe and Descartes theories excused experimenters from worrying about the cries of the living animals that they dissected; if animals had no feelings, they would experience no pain. The more scientists learned about animals, however, the more obvious their physiological similarity to humans became.





It was the French writer Voltaire who made the inevitable attack on animal experimentation by asking; “Has nature arranged all the springs of feeling in this animal to the end that he might not feel? Has he nerves that he may be incapable of suffering?”





The gradual improvement in attitudes towards animals continued into the late 18th century.





At a time when people were beginning to pay greater attention to all human rights and responsibilities, the plight of other species also began to receive greater consideration from those who were prepared to fight for change, if not from the majority.





The philosopher Jeremy Bentham (who believed in the utilitarian principle of the greatest happiness of the greatest number) was one of these people.


Writing at a time when the French had freed their black slaves but the British had not, he said: “the French have already discovered that blackness of the skin is no reason why human beings should be abandoned without redress to the caprice of the tormentor,” and wondered if one day physical characteristics like this would be recognised as insufficient grounds for abandoning “a sensitive being to the same fate.”





Bentham went on to summarise many peoples feelings about animals when he said: “The question is not: “Can they reason?”  nor  “can they talk ?” but, “Can they suffer?”


By the end of the 18th century human beings were at last in general agreement that cruelty should be condemned and that, as a principle in their treatment of animals, brutality should be replaced with benevolence.





Humanitarian reformers in the fore-front of campaigning for the rights of human beings had already spoken out convincingly on behalf of animals and continued to do so.


One such reformer was William Wilberforce, who was in the vanguard of the campaign against slavery, and another was John Stewart Mill who wrote: “the reasons for the legal intervention in favour of children apply no less strongly to the case of those unfortunate slaves and victims of the most brutal part of mankind- lower animals.”





Jeremy Bentham had asked why the law should refuse its protection to any sensitive being and in 1822 after a long struggle it gave it. The principle of legal rights for animals was accepted in an act of Parliament which made it an offense to “beat, abuse, or ill-treat” cruelly and for no reason any horse, donkey, cow or sheep. The minimum punishment was a fine of 10 shillings, the maximum two months imprisonment.





In the philosophical debate about the position of animals in the world, the most important development in the years that followed came about as a result of the ideas of Charles Darwin. In 1859 his origin of species was published, creating a sensation, and it was followed in 1871 by the descent of man in which the author’s theories of natural selection, or the survival of the fittest were extended to human beings.





Darwin’s theory that man had not been made separately by god but had instead evolved from animals with which we shared the same faculties and emotions, made it impossible for human beings to ever think of animals in the same way, intellectually at least.


In practice their behaviour did not change very much








Human beings who are not particularly concerned about the rights of animals often accuse those who are,  of being sentimental, emotional and guilty of anthropomorphism; that is, attributing human characteristics and feelings to animals.





Because we have the ability to think, humans should, they say, be intellectual and objective about animals. 


Those who do campaign for the rights of animals reply that objectivity leaves little room for compassion and conscience, which their accusers would probably agree are also distinguishing human characteristics





Attributing feelings to animals is a subject that arouses a good deal of controversy. While it is easy to misunderstand animal behaviour by relying too heavily on our own human experience, it would be foolish to ignore such basic feelings as fear and anger in animals.


We cannot know what animals are feeling, or even if they feel emotions in the same way as we do, but by studying their behaviour we can see if it is what we would expect if they had the feelings we attribute to them. This is one of the arguments advanced to counter claims that humans cannot fight for animal rights because they can never know what other species are really feeling.





Another criticism leveled at people concerned with animal welfare is that they either care more about animals than people or that they do not care about people at all.


This may be true about some humans, but it is equally true that others care neither about animals nor people nor anything else in particular.


We have seen though that many animal rights campaigners have been tireless workers on behalf of humans.


If we feel concern about oppression it is likely to be because we believe it to be wrong in itself and not just when it affects one group or another.





The arguments against anthropomorphism and disinterest in our own species are not the only ones made against the case for animal rights.


It is said by some people for instance, that though it may be desirable, or even a moral duty, to safe guard the welfare of animals because they are like us in kind, they are too far removed from human beings in their degrees of rationality and feeling to be accorded rights. 


They say that although we should care for animals, they cannot have the same status as oppressed humans.





The answer made to this by animal rights campaigners is that we used to draw the line between man and other animals at mans ability to use and make tools, but we now know from the studies of Jane Goodall that chimpanzees are also capable of this.





We used to say that only man could speak but now gorillas and chimpanzees have been taught the sign language of the deaf. Moreover we have discovered that some animals can communicate in a way that can be fully understood by human beings, so we have learnt that they have concepts too. Chimpanzees for example have been able to pick out the middle object from a long row, even with irregular spaces,       a test which defeats some small children. This ability suggests that they can work out what middle means.





If we must accept then that some animals are rational, can communicate and do have concepts, we must in turn accept that these “human” abilities entitle them to rights.





This does not mean though that we can continue to deny rights to those animals who do not have these gifts.





If reason, speech and ideas were all that entitled any living creature to rights, many human beings, such as babies and adults suffering from brain damage, would be excluded.


Yet we would shrink from the idea of keeping them in cages or using them in experiments and feel that we had a moral duty to protect them since they could not claim their rights for themselves.





The issue of animal rights is one which is becoming increasingly emotionaly charged.


The groups who campaign for the rights of animals have different objectives from one group to another and there are varying opinions among the campaigners about how best to achieve these objectives.





While many groups attempt to improve the lot of animals by monitoring the activities of such places as laboratories and by printing publicity material, others resort to means that can be less acceptable to the average person.


There has recently been a growth in the number of cases of laboratories being broken into, hunts being violently disrupted and fur farm animals being set free.





Groups such as the Animal Liberation Front believe that worth-while results can only be achieved through strong action and yet ironically they use violence to fight a wrong which is itself based on physical and mental brutality.





It may be daunting for the individual to think how difficult it will be to break down all the barriers of prejudice and ignorance in our society that continue to deny rights to animals, but  and I  quote, “nobody made a greater mistake than he who did nothing because he could only do a little.”  Edmund Burkes words at least give encouragement to all those human beings who already believe they are right in taking a stand against animal exploitation, even if they seem to be outnumbered.





“The day may come,” wrote Jeremy Bentham, “when the rest of the animal creation may acquire those rights which never could have been witholden from them but for the hand of tyranny.”





Two hundred years later it still looks as if we have a long way to go.








