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It’s not rocket science


‘It is one thing to take a chainsaw to a living tree. It is quite another to take it to a living dog.’





[image: image] The story of a dog and a pig


When he was a little boy, my father had a dog – a German shepherd named Rex. He was very fond of the dog and would ride around the garden on its back. Around the same time, the Rowlands family also had a pig. History does not record the name of this pig, and perhaps it never had a name. But, nameless or not, my father was very fond of it and would ride around the garden on its back. Rex, by all accounts, lived a long and happy life. Things went a little differently for the pig. I relate this story not only because it provided my first brush with the idea of animal rights (‘What happened to the pig, Dad?’) but also because, if you look closely enough, you will find the basic moral case for animals encapsulated tightly within it.


Ethics is many things, but it’s hardly rocket science. In the end, most of it is pretty obvious. The moral case for animals, as I shall try to convince you, is about as obvious as you can get. It is about as obvious as this: the differential treatment of Rex and pig is a bit strange. If we wanted to inject a little consistency into our dealings with animals, it seems we might go one of two ways. We might start treating Rex more like the pig, or the pig more like Rex. More than a few countries have embraced the first option: raising dogs in cages for food, sometimes boiling them alive because it is thought to improve the taste of their flesh, or beating them to death to release blood into the meat (Daily Mail 2012). As you might have guessed, in a book entitled Animal Rights: All That Matters, I am going to run with the second option – treating the pig more like Rex. That is, I am going to develop the moral case for animals. This is sometimes called the case for animal rights – hence the title of the book – but actually, in developing my case, I shall hardly mention the idea of rights. People sometimes pretend not to understand talk of rights – ‘What is a right, exactly? Tell me.’ Well, I could tell you, but I don’t need to. And so, because I have a strict word limit to contend with when writing this book, I won’t (but see Feinberg 1970).


[image: image] Animals count


To begin at the beginning: animals count, morally speaking. It is one thing to take a chainsaw to a living tree. It is quite another to take it to a living dog. I mean to denigrate neither trees nor those who hug them. Continuing with the theme of things in my father’s garden on which he used to climb, there was a huge horse chestnut tree, and the young me was heartbroken – and not just because of the implications for my conker supply – when it was eventually cut down on the rather flimsy grounds that it was about to fall on the house. Let’s accept that trees are great. Nevertheless, taking a chainsaw to one of them is not the same as taking it to a dog or pig. Good and bad things can happen to trees. But these are all things to which trees are completely oblivious. Trees can neither suffer nor enjoy the things that happen to them. (Some people claim that they can, but they don’t really have any supporting evidence.) Animals – at least, many of them – are sentient. They have a conscious life, and things can go well or badly for them in an experiential sense. They consciously enjoy the good things and consciously suffer the bad. It is why we have laws prohibiting cruelty to animals but not to trees. Implicit in these laws is the idea that one can do morally bad things to animals. If so, animals count, morally speaking.




‘The assumption that animals are without rights, and the illusion that our treatment of them has no moral significance, is a positively outrageous example of Western crudity and barbarity. Universal compassion in the only guarantee of morality.’


Arthur Schopenhauer, German philosopher





I won’t labour this point (any more than I already have) because that would be to labour the obvious. If a man spends his time, say, electrocuting puppies then, in the absence of a rather compelling reason, most people would agree that he is doing something morally wrong. And it is morally wrong not simply because of the adverse impact it might have on the future development of the man’s character. It is wrong because of what he does to the puppies, not because of what he does to himself. Most people, at least those whose proclivities don’t run towards the psychopathic, would accept this claim. Animals count, morally speaking. Nevertheless, I shall try to show that many things follow from this obvious principle – things that, to many, will be strange and unexpected.


Notice that all I have claimed so far is that animals count, morally speaking. They have some sort of moral status. I haven’t claimed – nor will I claim – that they count as much as human beings. People often say things like this to me: ‘There’s a burning building, and inside are a baby and a dog. You can save only one. Which would you save? C’mon, which would you save?’ Their idea is that, if you think animals and humans count equally, you would have no basis for saving the baby over the dog. Essentially, it’s a toss-up, and that seems morally deplorable. So, let me make it clear that I have not claimed that animals count as much as humans – that they are of equal moral standing. And, while we are at it, let me affirm my general commitment to saving babies should they become trapped in burning buildings from which I am able to extricate them. I have not claimed that animals count as much as humans, morally speaking, because, among other things, I don’t need to claim this (essentially, the same strategy is adopted in Zamir 2007). All of the consequences I want to defend – consequences far-reaching, wide-ranging and, in many respects, world-changing – follow from the weaker claim that animals count morally, even if they don’t count as much as humans do. The next step in the development of the moral case involves understanding just what it means to count, morally speaking.


To avoid using the expression ‘…count, morally speaking’ over and over again, here is a term devised by philosophers, as useful as it is ugly: moral considerability. To say that something is morally considerable is just to say that it counts, morally speaking. I shall switch between the two alternate locutions to avoid unnecessary tedium. If you are morally considerable then, among other things, you will have interests that should, morally speaking, be taken into account when others are planning courses of action that impact on you. Both puppies and babies have interests in not being electrocuted, and not being consumed by burning buildings, and it is incumbent on people to take these interests into account when they start playing with live wires or matches. That is, in part, what it means for babies and puppies to be morally considerable.


[image: image] Vital and non-vital interests


There is one implication of being morally considerable that is particularly important for the moral case for animals. To understand this implication, we need to understand the difference between vital and non-vital interests. Your vital interests correspond to needs that must be met if you are to have anything like a rewarding or happy life. Obviously, you will need things such as food, water and shelter – without these you will die, and you can hardly live a happy life if you are dead. So, life and the conditions of life are among one’s vital interests. Almost as obviously, if your life is to be remotely rewarding, you will need things like health and bodily safety and/or integrity. Your life is not going to go well if you are subject to repeated violent attacks that result in physical or emotional harm. Moreover, life as a slave is not, for humans, a decent one, and so you need the ability to pursue happiness – your conception of how you would like your life to go – free from unjustified coercion or restraint. These are all plausible examples of human vital interests. They also apply, with minor modifications, to animals.


Non-vital interests correspond to needs that do not need to be met for you to have a decent life, even though meeting these needs might increase your overall happiness: mansions, yachts and Ferraris are obvious examples. So, too, is money – as long as a certain threshold is met. No one, I assume, wants to spend their life panhandling. But after you’ve made your first billion, it would be difficult to make the case that your vital interests require that you now make the next. How much money is enough is, of course, subject to dispute. We don’t need to get involved.


The distinction between vital and non-vital interests is a clear one. Sometimes, disputes arise over which interest falls into which camp. However, as we shall see, the moral case for animals does not require fine discriminations or contestable judgements about which interests are vital and which are not. When we examine the human treatment of animals, whether we are talking about vital or non-vital interests is – to resume an earlier refrain – entirely obvious.


With the distinction between vital and non-vital interests in hand, here is the important implication of the idea of moral considerability. If you are morally considerable – if you count, morally speaking – this precludes the sacrifice of your vital interests if this is done merely to promote the non-vital interests of others. A person can be morally considerable but not treated as such. The victims of the Nazi gas chambers were morally considerable, but not treated as such by their captors. If someone were to sacrifice your most vital interests in order to promote their own non-vital counterparts they would be treating you as if you were not morally considerable – even though you are.
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[image: image]  Typically we perceive animals as useful objects. In the headlong pursuit of our own non-vital interests – here our desire for dairy products – are we riding roughshod over the vital interests of animals?


To make this abstract description more concrete, imagine the following scenario. You wake up in a hospital bed to find that your kidneys have been removed (without your knowledge or consent). The following discussion takes place between you and your assailant.




You: W-W-Why?


Kidney thief: Your kidneys will fetch a tidy sum on the organ black market, and I need a new Ferrari.


You: But my life is going to suck now!


Kidney thief: You’re probably right. I gather you will be spending much of it on dialysis – unless you can find yourself some new kidneys, of course. Speaking of…


You: But, but … don’t I count, morally speaking?


Kidney thief: Of course, you do. It’s not as if I did this for no reason, or even for fun. I take no pleasure in illegal organ harvesting. But the new model 458 Italia really is exquisite. My life is going to be so much better now that I have it.





I think, at this point, you should take the kidney thief’s assurance that you count morally with a pinch of salt. That assurance is a sham. He is sacrificing a vital interest of yours for the sake of a non-vital interest of his – and that is tantamount to the admission that you don’t, in his eyes, really count at all.


Contrast this scenario with another in which your kidneys were removed, again without your knowledge or consent, to be given to the thief’s sister, who also has vital need of them. In this case, we are dealing with the sacrifice of your vital interests for the sake of the vital interests of another. This does not make it morally right – of course, it’s not. But we might be more willing to accept the thief’s assurance that you do count morally. It is just that you don’t, in his eyes, count as much as the sister. However, in the original scenario, when your interests are sacrificed to satisfy the clearly non-vital interests of another, there is no real substance to the claim that you are being treated as if you count morally. The thief is treating you as if you do not count, morally speaking – as if you are not morally considerable. But you are morally considerable. That is why the thief’s action is wrong.


We have arrived at the moral case for animals advertised at the beginning of this chapter. It is – as advertised – simple and obvious. First, animals count, morally speaking. They are morally considerable: they have interests that should, morally speaking, be taken into account when we do things that impact on them. Second, if animals count morally, we should not sacrifice their vital interests to promote the non-vital interests of others (such as ourselves). If we do this, we are treating them as if they do not count, morally speaking. Therefore, if we do this, we are doing something that is morally wrong.


This is not all there is to morality, of course. Morality has many different layers, suffused with different ideas and guiding principles. But this is the facet of morality that is, in my view, most relevant to the moral case for animals. Whenever we sacrifice the vital interests of animals to promote our own non-vital counterparts, we are doing something that is morally wrong. We are doing something wrong because we are treating an individual that does count morally as if it does not count morally. It does not follow from this, of course, that it is legitimate to sacrifice the vital interests of someone to promote one’s own, or someone else’s, vital interests. If the kidney thief stole your kidneys in order to give them to his sister – whom misadventure had robbed of her own – then that would also be wrong. But it would be wrong for different reasons – reasons that are not germane to the moral case for animals.


The sacrifice of the vital interests of animals to promote the non-vital interests of humans is something that goes on all the time and everywhere. Hardly any corner of the human world is exempt. Generally, our dealings with animals are not even like the second transplant scenario – where the vital interests of one person are overridden for the vital interests of another. If it were, we could hold on to the idea that we treat animals as if they count – merely not as much as we do. Rather, we override the most vital interests of animals in order to promote relatively trivial interests of our own. In our dealings with animals, we treat them as if they don’t count. This is, first and foremost, a moral failure on our part. If we are to rectify this, the way we treat animals must change dramatically. That is the subject of the rest of this book. But, first, there is some unfinished business.
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Why animals count


‘…there is no relevant difference between humans and (at least some) animals that could give moral status to the former and deny it to the latter.’





In developing the moral case for animals, I relied on a premise that I didn’t really spend much time defending because I think that most people will readily accept it. The premise is that animals count, morally speaking. I didn’t claim that they count as much as we do – whatever that means. I simply claimed that they count: that they have some sort of moral status. It is difficult to imagine who would want to deny this. Someone who tortures kittens and puppies for fun is, it seems, doing something morally wrong. He/she will also attract considerable attention from law-enforcement agencies on the grounds that people who torture animals often go on to do the same to humans. But implications for the person’s future actions are not the only – or even primary – reason why what he/she does is wrong. It is wrong because of the harm done to the puppies/kittens. If you want to deny that animals count morally, then you are committed to the claim that the kitten/puppy torturer is, in fact, doing nothing wrong.


Of course, some people might endorse this claim. What can one say to those people? More than that, there is an interesting theoretical question: if animals count, morally speaking, why is it that they count? If you believe that animals do count morally, and are uninterested in the theoretical question of why this is so, you might want to skip to the next chapter. If you are really not sure that animals count morally at all, or if you want to understand why they do, then read on.


Here is a principle that, in the domain of moral philosophy – where it sometimes seems that everything can be questioned – is as about as unassailable as a principle can get: no moral difference without some relevant other difference. Consider someone who is morally evil. History provides a large repository of possible examples, but philosophers always seem to plump for Hitler. So let’s work with him. What made Hitler morally evil? Some claim that it was what he did: his actions made him evil. Others claim that it must have at least something to do with his motives or intentions, and not simply his actions. We don’t need to get involved in this dispute. Imagine someone – we’ll call them ‘Schicklgrüber’ – who does the same sorts of things as Hitler, and does them for the same reasons, motives or intentions. It would make no sense to claim that, whereas Hitler is evil, Schicklgrüber is not. This is the principle, ‘no moral difference without some other relevant difference’ at work. If they both do the same sorts of things for the same sorts of reasons, then there is no morally relevant difference between Hitler and Schicklgrüber. Therefore, if Hitler is evil, Schicklgrüber must be evil too. Conversely, if Hitler were evil and Schicklgrüber not, there would have to be some relevant difference between them. Not all differences need be relevant. If Schicklgrüber were female, this would not alter her evilness. Nor does it matter where and when Schicklgrüber carries out his/her atrocities. If they took place in East Asia instead of Europe, and in the twenty-first century rather than the twentieth, this would not alter our moral evaluation of him/her.
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