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Preface
and acknowledgements

In writing this book on animal rights, | have naturally given voice to my
own understanding of the associated issues. For this reason, | cannot
claim to address these issues with perfect neutrality. | argue not only
that sentient animals have moral status, but also that they are due equal
consideration (in a specific sense of this term that is explained in
Chapter 2). At the same time, because | find another view - the ‘sliding-
scale model’ - to be almost as compelling, throughout the book I track
the implications of both of these views about animals’ moral status.
But, finding the view that sentient animals entirely lack moral status to
be virtually indefensible, after attempting to refute this view | largely
leave it behind. '

Some years before taking up the present project | completed the much
longer and more scholarly Taking Animals Seriously: Mental Life and Moral
Status (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). Whereas that
book was mainly addressed to an academic audience, the present book
is written for all thoughtful people who wish to learn about ethical and
philosophical issues connected with animal rights. Accordingly, | have
written Animal Rights: A Very Short Introduction as accessibly as | could
manage without oversimplification; | have also introduced each chapter
with one or more vignettes and have included, for each chapter, a list of
references, sources, and (in some cases) recommended further
readings, rather than formal footnotes. For those who have read Taking



Animals Seriously, it may be of interest that the present book includes an
historical overview of attitudes about animals, a discussion of the
different senses of ‘animal rights’, and a detailed examination of the
animal research issue - extending the discussion beyond the terrain

covered in the earlier work.

As | complete this book, | would like to express my gratitude to several
individuals who have helped along the way. At Oxford University Press,
George Miller, Editorial Director for Trade Books, invited me to submit a
proposal and helped with the initial brainstorming; later, Rebecca
O’Connor and Catherine Humphries provided much assistance with
editorial details. Robert Garner served as an external reviewer of a draft
of the manuscript, offering much encouragement and several helpful
criticisms and suggestions. | have also benefited from discussions with
Bernard Rollin about animals’ mental lives, with Paul Shapiro about
activism on behalf of animals, and with Peter Singer about a variety of
ethical issues involving animals. Finally, | would like to thank my entire
family, and especially Kathleen and Zog, for their love and support.

David DeGrazia Washington, DC, July 2001
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Acting on an anonymous tip in April 2001, Compassion Over Killing
(COK), a Washington, DC-based animal rights organization, began
investigating an enormous industrial hen house owned by agricultural
company ISE-America in Cecilton, Maryland. After ISE officials ignored
their request for a tour, COK activists surreptitiously entered the facility
at night with video cameras. The video footage, which COK
representatives later revealed at a press conference, shocked many
viewers. Those present saw thousands of hens, many featherless and
apparently dying, crowded into small ‘battery’ cages made of wire and
stacked atop one another. Some birds were covered in faeces; several
were immobilized, caught in cage wires. A few of the chickens appeared
to be dead and decomposing. The activists, who freed eight chickens -
judged to be in very poor health by a local veterinarian - are, at the time
of this writing, mobilizing a national campaign to ban battery cages.
Thus, their target is not ISE in particular, whose facility is fairly typical,
but rather the egg production system as a whole.

Such campaigns by animal activists have sometimes been successful.
Facing pressure from activists, the European Union has decided to phase
out battery cages by 2012. And, in summer 2000, McDonald’s
announced that its restaurants would purchase eggs only from suppliers
who give hens 72 square inches of cage space - almost 50 per cent more
than the American industry standard.
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1. An animal rights activist videotaping the inside of a factory farm

These events reflect a major cultural phenomenon: the emergence of
the contemporary animal rights movement, which has challenged
long-standing, traditional views about non-human animals’ moral
status. Most people are opposed to cruelty and sense that animals
have moral significance. At the same time, traditional views that
sanction animal use with few constraints have deeply influenced our
beliefs and everyday practices. The moral and intellectual tension one
can experience in the face of such conflicting beliefs motivates an
effort to sort out these issues. How should we understand the moral
status of animals vis-d-vis human beings? Traditionalists and
champions of animal rights generally agree that the answer has much
to do with how we should understand animals themselves: What kinds

of beings are animals and, in particular, what are their mental lives
like? ’

In addressing these and related issues, it will be helpful to begin
with a historical sketch both of traditional thinking about animals
and of the emergence of the animal rights movement. The following



sketch (which is influenced by Bekoff, Egonsson, Regan and Singer,
and especially Taylor - see ‘References, sources, and further
reading’) is quite compressed and therefore necessarily selective in
identifying principal sources of traditional and current attitudes

about animals.

Historical sketch

Throughout the world, chief sources of traditional thinking about
animals’ moral status have been religion and philosophy, both of
which have interacted with science in shaping conceptions of what
sorts of beings animals are. It is worth noting, however, that the
tendency to distinguish philosophy and religion is primarily Western,
while the distinction between philosophy and science is relatively
modern. In the West, Aristotle influentially argued that animals,
having sense perception but lacking reason, fall below humans in a
natural hierarchy and are therefore appropriate resources for human
purposes. Because animals lack rational souls, he contended, our
dealings with them are not a matter of justice. Aristotle also held that
men are naturally superior to women, due to men’s allegedly superior
reasoning ability, and that some humans - stronger in body than in
mind - are naturally suited to be slaves. Among the ancient Greeks,
dissenting voices included those of Pythagoras, who believed that
animals may be former humans reincarnated, and Theophrastus, who
thought animals were capable of some degree of reasoning. But most
subsequent Western philosophers and theologians have concurred
with Aristotle’s thesis that animals exist for the use of humans, who

alone are rational.

The Bible largely reinforced the Aristotelian view of animals by asserting
that God created humans in his own image, and that we are free to use
natural resources - including animals - for our own purposes. On the
other hand, by declaring that all humans are made in God’s image, the
Bible legitimated an egalitarian view of humanity that opposed the
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aristocratic tendencies of Greek thought, including Aristotle’s. In the
Middle Ages, such Christian philosophers as Augustine and Thomas
Aquinas underscored the claim that animals’ lack of reason justified
their subordination - a thesis most Christians have accepted ever since.
While agreeing that animals are subordinate to humans, the more
ancient tradition of Judaism has placed greater importance than has
Christianity on minimizing pain caused to animals. Based on the idea
that all God’s creatures deserve compassion, this concern finds
expression in Jewish prescriptions regarding the slaughter of animals for
food and in condemnation of hunting for pleasure, bullfights, and
dogfights. Meanwhile, Islam, the third Abrahamic religious tradition,
concurs that humans are uniquely important and that animals exist for
human use. Still, the Koran forbids cruelty to animals and arguably
suggests (depending on one’s reading) that animals possess some
degree of rationality; moreover, the Prophet Muhammad allegedly
commented, ‘Whoever is kind to the creatures of Allah, is kind to
himself.’

While revealing interesting differences among its representatives,
Western modern philosophy - the era stemming from Descartes in the
seventeenth century through the late nineteenth century - largely
upheld the view of human supremacy, reflecting the influence of its
dominant religion, Christianity. Conceptualizing nature in purely
mechanical terms, modern science replaced the long-dominant
Aristotelian view of nature as endowed with purposes and somewhat
akin to a living being. With this background, Rene Descartes found it
natural to regard animals, part of nature, as organic machines, entirely
devoid not only of reason but of feelings. Humans bodies, he thought,
were part of nature, whereas the essence of humanity - revealed through
a unique capacity for language and innovative behaviour - was found in
the human mind, spirit, or soul, which alone possessed consciousness.
That animals could not even feel pain, however, struck most
philosophers as contrary to common sense. Hence Thomas Hobbes, john
Locke, Immanuel Kant, and others attributed perception and feelings



