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Animal Welfare

Andrew Fiala

Concern for farm animal welfare is growing. In 2004, the state of California passed
legislation banning the production and sale of foie gras, a delicacy produced by force
feeding geese until their livers become diseased. In June of 2008-—in response to
videos of inhumane treatment of cattle made public by the Humane Society—Ed
Schaffer, the U.S. secretary of agriculture, called for a ban on the slaughter of non-
ambulatory or “downer” cattle. In Europe, concern for animal welfare is even more
mainstream. In 2004, David Byrne, the European commissioner for Health and
Consumer Protection, stated that animal welfare can be improved with minimal
cost. “The experience within Europe has shown that in many cases there are no sig-
nificant additional costs in improving animal protection.”” Indeed, the European
Union (EU) has given a central place to animal welfare. The Treaty of Amsterdam
in 1997 officially recognized farm animals as sentient beings whose welfare matters.
Recent legislative efforts in the European Union are based upon this idea. And the
European Union acknowledges the so-called five freedoms for farm animals:’

Freedom from hunger and thirst
Freedom from discomfort |
Freedom from pain, injury, and disease
Freedom to express normal behavior

o Freedom from fear and distress

Traditional animal husbandry practices took care to provide for animal welfare,
as defined in this way.” But the economic pressures of the global economy have
made it more difficult to sustain traditional animal husbandry. So the intensive
animal agriculture of the factory farm has created conditions in which concem for
animal welfare is subordinated to the demand for increased productivity. In
response, organic farmers and advocates of traditional husbandry have staged a
minirevolution of sorts in the last decade. This movement produces free-range
meat and eggs, organic milk, and so on. At the other end of the food production
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line, organic restaurants and chains, such as Chipotle, and stores such as Whole
Foods provide cruelty-free animal products.” |

This developing concern for animal welfare comes as demand for cheap and nu-
tritious meat is growing at a rapid pace. In North America and Europe, seventeen
billion animals are killed every year for food. Americans alone kill more than eight
billion animals per year for food. Every day in the United States, twenty-three mil-
lion chickens, pigs, cows, and other assorted animals are slaughtered. That

amounts to per capita annual consumption of: 51 pounds of chicken, 15 pounds of
turkey, 63 pounds of beef, 45 pounds of pork, 1 pound of veal, and 1 pound of

lamb. If we focus on pigs alone, we should note that demand for pork has been
soaring in the United States and abroad. Eight million or so hogs are slaughtered
every day around the globe.” To satisfy our craving for meat, meat production must
be intensified. And thus the vast majority of meat is produced via industrial animal
agriculture, that is, on the factory farm.

 As industrial animal agriculture grows, activists concerned about animal welfare
focus their energies in a variety of ways. The Humane Society is dedicated to the
prevention of cruelty to animals, including the confinement and crating practices
of the factory farm.® More radical animal welfare activist groups include People for
the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) and the Animal Liberation Front.
These groups take direct action aimed at eliminating animal cruelty—from street
theater to raids on animal laboratories. One novel sort of activism occurred in
spring of 2008, when PETA offered a $1 million prize to anyone who could bring
to market chicken meat grown in a test tube. The goal is to produce meat for
human consumption without actually using animals. Now this may sound like a
quixotic or even oxymoronic endeavor. But it points to the central problem of ani-
mal welfare. Contemporary animal husbandry uses sentient animals in a way that
produces suffering. Until it is possible to produce meat without animals, then ani-
mal welfare will continue to be a central concern for all.

Animal welfare is a broad topic. It includes questions about hunting and habitat
preservation; animal entertainment, including horseracing, dog-fighting, and cir-
cuses; raising animals for furs; using animals in biomedical research; and breeding
pets. Qur focus here is animal agriculture, especially the intensive livestock opera-
tions or “factory farms” that provide the majority of our food. Intensive animal agri-
culture generates a number of ethical problems. Factory farms produce air and
water pollution. They make use of controversial biotechnologies: from antibiotics
and hormones to genetic engineering and cloning. And factory farms create labor
and economic dislocations as they replace more traditional family farms. But factory
farming also creates serious questions about the welfare of individual farm animals.

There are two basic approaches to animal welfare: an instrumentalist or anthro-
pocentric approach and a deeper, nonanthropocentric or animal-centered approach.

The instrumental or anthropocentric approach is concerned with animal wel-
fare only to the extent that animals serve human interests or satisfy human needs.
Farmers are concerned with animal welfare in this sense because livestock repre-
sent capital investment and future profic. And consumers are concerned with ani-
mal welfare in this sense because they want cheap and nutritious meat. From this
point of view, our duties to animals are at best indirect.

The nonanthropocentric or animal-centered approach assumes that it makes
sense to consider things from an individual animal’s point of view. Animal-centered
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approaches hold that human beings have some sort of diﬁrect moral obligatign tohcor}—'
sider the well-being of individual farm animals. And this approach maintains that it
makes sense to be concerned with animals for their sake and not @erely for ours. Tl(ril%s
is explained in terms of concern to prevent cruelty or reduce sufferlng. The most ra 11
cal form of the animal-centered approach wants to extend the idea of legal and mora

rights to animals.

We will consider here the sorts of assumptions that are made about morality

and about animals on both sides. As we shall see, anthropocentric approaches
to animal welfare can be used to justify intensive animal agriculture, while
animal-centered approaches tend to maintain that factory farming—and meat

consumption—is immoral.

THE FACTORY FARM AND ETHICAL VEGETARIANISM

Evei‘yone who consumes meat and makes a profit from its production has an in-

terest in animal welfare: consumers and producers want meat that comes f'roxtn
healthy animals. Animal welfare in the mainstream is an.th’ropocentricz it is
focused exclusively on the production of cheap, tasty, and nutritious meat. Farmers
want their livestock to live healthy lives, put on weight, and reproduce so that

they might bring their products to market. And consumers want meat that is free
from disease. | | .

The anthropocentric or instrumentalist conception of ammal welfare found in
the mainstream is concerned with the well-being of animals orzly to maximize
return on investment and to satisfy the human desire for meat. Factory farm§ do
provide for animal welfare. They keep animals safe from predators and pargEFeS.
They provide heat in the winter, plentiful food, and substantial dOS.GS of anti lot(«i
ics. But this is all in an effort to keep animals healthy so that they might be turne

imals into meat. |

frOi?\ acliz:;zr, more animal-centered approach to animal welfare c;onc)ems ’1tse11£
with the welfare of animals from a perspective that takes up the i?lpinlal s point o
view. From this point of view, the concern is not cheap and‘ plen.tﬁul meat. Rz}theti
the concern of deep animal welfare is in the quality of the lives lived by 1nd1v1du§
animals. From this perspective, the cheap meat of the factory .farm comes at a sub-
stantial price in cruelty. Factory farms are not set up to dehberg@ly torture ar.ui
mals. The cruelty of the factory farm is not sadistic or mallcic?us. Industrlla
livestock operations are designed to produce cheap meat; and sad;s?fn Of c;lrue ﬁy
prbvide no profit. But the industrial production of cheap meat requires a drastic
alteration in the natural life cycle of the animals on the factory farm.

Those who are concerned with animal welfare in its deepest sense———authors such
as Tom Regan, Peter Singer, and groups such as PETA—claim that the entire proc-
ess is cruel insofar as it prevents farm animals from living normal or natural lives.
From the animal’s perspective, the factory farm is an unnatural a?nd cruel placei
because the factory farm is designed to prevent animals from acting on natura
instincts and from satisfying basic drives. Farm animals are locked in cages, kept
out of the sunshine, and prevented from touching the Earth. They are;—contrary to
their own natural tendencies—forced into proximity with others animals .and ar;:
unable to escape from the stench of their own excrement. Even reprodgct1011 an
birth are controlled by the use of artificial insemination and farrowing crates.
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Mo%‘eover, animal agriculturalists are quite interested in creative breeding, genetic
engineering, and cloning. And the resultant animals can be warped Version’s of nat-
ural animals: for example, animals bred to be so large that they eventually cannot
stand up. Animals are also subjected to other more routine indignities and minor
cruelties. Cattle are branded. Male pigs and cows are castrated without aﬁesthesia
Chickens are debeaked and declawed to prevent them from injuring themselve;;
and each other. And some animals—such as veal cattle and pbultry raised for foie
gras—are kept in complete confinement and are force fed diets that cause disease.
When the time for slaughter comes, animals are crowded in trucks and moved
in conditions that often result in such significant stress that many thousands of ani-
mals die yearly in transport.” On' the killing floor, these animals are stunned
hooked, hoisted, bled out, and skinned. The slaughter assembly line can cause si :
nificant damage to animals before they are dead: legs are often dislocated pouitfy
and swine are occasionally scalded alive, and downer cattle are dragged or f,orklifted
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into place. Although the law requires that mammals (with the exception of rabbits)
be stunned before killing, 5 percent of the time the stunning fails and animals a;e
hung, cut, and bled while still conscious.” Even though industrial standards are
aimed at minimizing cruelty when animals are killed in an industrial process
focused on speed and efficiency, mistakes are made and shortcuts are taken.

Some people opt out of the animal economy altogether, choosing instead vegetari-
anism. Ethical vegetarians choose to avoid meat for principled moral reasons (unlike
those who renounce meat for health reasons). Principled vegetarianism has grown in
the Western Hemisphere in opposition to the development of factory farming
Although Fastern Hemisphere traditions such as Buddhism, Jainism, and some vari-:
eties of Hinduism have long held that it was virtuous to abstain from’ meat, industrial
naltions have a mgcl} deeper commitment to meat eating. Traditional Wf;stem agri-
cutture was grounded on a stewardship or good husbandry m j j .
er’s duty was to care for the animals an[fi to be thankyful (gf)f ltl}?e 2125515 t?lfaiairlile
animals provided in return. In the Judeo-Christian tradition, God created the animals
and gave them to humanity to care for and to use. Indeed. vegetarianism was often
associated with pagan or heretical views that venerated nature in a way that was
deemed antithetical to Christian orthodoxy. But the factory farm leads us av\;'ay from
the stewardship model of animal welfare and pushes us in an instrumental direction
in which animals are merely commodities to be used withourt care or thanksgiving.

Some critics of contemporary animal agriculture choose to eat only animal prod-
ucts that are grown organically or that are produced under humane or “cruelty-free”
conditions. Vegetarians avoid meat entirely. And vegans also avoid eggs and dairy.
There are a variety of principled reasons to be a vegetarian.” Some follow Regan
glld Singer in rejecting meat eating altogether, on the principle that killing animals
is wrong. Others, such as Martha Nussbaum, are less concerned with killing itself
than with the systematic cruelty of the factory farm and its perversion of the idea of
stewardship. Other vegetarians are more concerned with the negative environm:em
Fal impact of meat eating: meat production creates water and air pollution inclu.d~
ing greenhouse gases. In 2006, a UN report claimed that “the livestock’ sector”
produced more greenhouse gases than did transportation and that livestock opera-
tions contributed to habitat loss and environmental degradation. In 2008, the heac
of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change claimed that the wo’rld shoulc‘b
convert to a vegetarian diet to combat global warming.'Y Others are concerned with

the negative impact that intensive animal agriculture has on native animail species:
concerned, for example, with the way the cattle industry in the American West has
systematically destroyed wolf, bison, and prairie dog populations and habitats. Still
others choose to eat lower on the food chain to leave a smaller footprint and to
leave more grain and food available to fight hunger.'' And some feminists give up
meat because they link meat to male dominance and the oppression of women. -
Vegetarians of all sorts agree that meat eating is simply not necessary for human
health—since there are readily available nutritious alternatives. And if meat eating
is not necessary for health, then there is no good reason to support an industry

based on cruelty that produces what is basically a luxury good: meat.
" In response, meat eaters and producers will defend meat eating by claiming that

meat and dairy are cheap and nutritious components of a healthy human diet.
They will also claim that human beings are justified in using animals as food—
especially if farming and slaughtering practices are undertaken with concern for

animal welfare. Let us turn, then, to the justification of using animals and the

anthropocentric versions of animal welfare.

FOUR PRINCIPLED DEFENSES OF ANTHROPOCENTRISM

There are four principled ways to respond to the ethical concerns raised by veg-
etarians. That. is. there are four basic ways to support the anthropocentric and
merely instrumentalist approach to animal welfare.

Ontological Claims

The first response is to deny that animals are the sorts of beings who can suffer.
This view is often associated with the early modern philosopher René Descartes,
who famously claimed that animals were merely mechanical bodies—what he
called machines or automatons.'> From this perspective, although animals exhibit
pain behavior, this does not indicate any sort of mental or spiritual disturbance. It
is “mere pain” without understanding or, as Peter Carruthers has described it,
“unconscious pain.” From this point of view, animals cannot be said to “suffer,”
where suffering is thought to mean the presence of pain plus other affective states
such as anxiety and fear, as well as the idea that pain is not justified or desired.

Descartes’ view makes sense in the context of Christian theology, which denies
that animals have souls. While the stewardship model of the Christian tradition
holds that animals have value insofar as they are created by God, the stewardship
model also holds that there is an unbridgeable ontological difference hetween
human beings and animals: animals are made for human uses and only human
beings have eternal souls. From this point of view, those who claim that animal
welfare matters in a nonanthropocentric sense make a category mistake. From
their perspective, animals are simply not the sorts of things that have “welfare” in
the human sense of the term. Indeed, we have a word for this category mistake:
“anthropomorphism,” which is the tendency to project human features onto non-
human objects. Defenders of a Cartesian sort of view—which denies that animals
suffer—will claim that it is a mistaken anthropomorphism that makes us think
that animals care about the quality of their lives or that animals can suffer from

conditions such as we find on the factory farm.
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Claims about Moral Concern

Closely related to this is the second response, which claims that animal
“suffering,” if we choose to call it such, is simply not a matter of moral concern.
The Cartesian view can seem quite odd, especially for those who recognize that
animal bodies and minds are quite similar to human bodies and minds. Animals
bleed when cut. They feel hunger when left unfed. They can exhibit fear behaviors
in response to smells, sounds, and threats. And social animals like dogs and horses
can appear lonely, anxious, and so on. Indeed, animal experimentation in human
biomedicine—including psychological and neurological experiments—assumes
that animal physiology is similar to ours in these obvious ways. The second
approach need not deny this sort of similarity. But it does deny that these elements
of animal experience have moral import.

The most influential proponent of this sort of approach is Immanuel Kant.'* Kant
admits that it is possible to be cruel to animals. But on his view, morality is exclu-
sively focused on human beings. We have direct duties only to other human beings.
And any moral duty we have to animals is only indirect: the treatment of animals
matters only when it has impacts on our behavior toward other humans. For Kant,
cruelty to animals is wrong because it tends to encourage cruelty toward humans.

ouch an anthropocentric ethical theory will tell us that we have no moral obliga-
tion to take animal pain and suffering seriously. Anthropocentric ethics maintains a
simple distinction: we are obliged to care directly about humans but not about ani-
mals. This sort of view can in fact result in a quite positive assessment of factory
farming: factory farming is good if it fulfills the needs and desires of the human pop-
ulation. Contemporary theorists who defend this point of view include libertarians
such as Tibor Machan, who argues that we only have obligations to ourselves (and
to our kin and fellow humans); and that we have no obligations to other species.'’

Claims about the Order of Nature

Related to this is a third principled response, which holds some version of the
view that animals are literally given to human beings for their consumption. This
view can be traced back, in the Western tradition, to the idea found in Genesis,
that God creates the animals for human usage. A more naturalistic or Darwinian
approach would maintain that the struggle for survival that has led us to dominate
the animals also entitles us to use them for our own purposes. According to propo-
nents of this way of thinking, it might be true that animals suffer, and we might
even feel compelled to minimize animal suffering (out of respect for God’s creation
or out of a spirit of kinship with the animals). But from this perspective, animal suf-
fering should not prevent us from making use of animals for our own benefit. A ver-
sion of this theory can be found in Friedrich Nietzsche’s idea that predatory
animals—including human animals—Ilove their prey because they are good to eat, '

This view is anthropocentric in the sense that it claims that human beings are
the focal point of creation or of evolutionary progress. From this perspective, it is
our right (and maybe even our duty) to celebrate our dominion over the animals.
Some take this view to an extreme that claims that human beings are by nature
carnivorous hunters and that meat eating satisfies some deep primal desire in the
human psyche.'” But even hunters are concerned with animal welfare, albeit in an
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anthropocentric sense. Hunting clubs such as Ducks Unlimited protect wild ani-
mal habitat. And the ethics of hunting emphasize that a kill should be as clean as
possible and that the meat and hides should be put to good use.

Utilitarianism

Perhaps the most sophisticated and complex way of articu}at:ing an anthropo-
centric approach to animal welfare is found in utilitarianism. Utilitarianism can be
employed in defense of current agricultural practices. Utilitarian moral philosophy
is hased on the idea that it is good, as John Stuart Mill put it, to produce the
greatest happiness for the greatest number.

A utilitarian would emphasize that intensive animal agriculture has produced
vast benefits for human beings (and even for farm animals that would not exist, if
it were not for farming).'® Humans live longer and healthier lives now than at any
time in history, and the human population continues to grow, arguably as a re.sult
of an ongoing revolution in animal farming practices. Moreover, utilitarians might
argue—as Mill does—that humans are capable of higher pleasures: only human
beings can enjoy art, philosophy, and politics. Even our gustatory experiences con-
sist of more complex and subtle pleasures than animals can ever experience—as
witnessed by gourmet cooking and the rich social and psychologlcal pleasures of
fine dining. From this point of view, the savory taste of bacon, hamburger and |

fried chicken—not to mention the subtle flavors
vide for important human pleasures. Moreover, the protein and calories that come
from animals make such an important contribution to human happiness and pro-

ductivity, that the suffering caused by meat production is justified.

ANIMAL-CENTERED RESPONSES

In response to these anthropocentric ideas, defenders of a more animal-centered
approach to animal welfare can respond in a variety of ways. We will consider four

responses here.

The Darwinian Approach

Defenders of animal welfare will argue that the anthropocentric claim that ani-
mals do not suffer runs counter to what we know about animal physiology and
about the connections between and among species. Animal brains and bodies are
similar to human brains and bodies. This similarity is assumed by those who use
animal models in biomedical research. Moreover, the reason for this similarity has '
to do with our evolutionary connection. Mammals share much in common. Even
the fishes and the birds share much in common with mammals. |

If one takes the Darwinian approach seriously, then the Cartesian argument
that focuses on a deep ontological difference between humans and animals must
be rejected. In the Descent of Man, Darwin himself argues that the ditferences
between humans and animals are matters of degree and not of kind. Given our
similar physiology and evolutionary heritage—as well as the adaptive advantage' of
the ability to experience pain and suffering—sufficient evidence warrants the asset-
tion that animals experience pain, anxiety, and fear, and that they suffer from it.
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David DeGrazia has concluded after an extensive review of the scientific and phil-
osophical literature, “the available evidence suggests that most or all vertebrates,
and perhaps some invertebrates, can suffer.””

An obvious piece of evidence used to support this point of view is the fact that
- farm animal health does suffer under the stress of the factory farm and in transport
from farm to slaughterhouse. Obvious signs of stress include chickens who peck
each other to death, if their beaks are not removed; pigs who gnaw at the bars of
their cages and bite each other’s tails out of boredom and frustration; and veal
calves who crave iron to such an extent that they would lick their own urine if
they were permitted to turn around.” | .

Animals have evolved in such a way that their brains and physiology are well
adapted for certain conditions, and poorly adapted for others. In general, the pred-
ecessors of farm animal species have spent millions of years adapting to the wild
and domesticated species several thousands of years adapting to captivity and culti-
vation. The changes in environment and behavior found in the factory farm repre-
sent a radical departure from the conditions for which evolution has bred farm
animals. This gives us good reason to suspect that factory farming causes significant
stress and suffering for the animals raised there.

Moreover, some have argued that the Darwinian perspective can be used to
undermine anthropocentric claims that humans are unique and special. James
Rachels has argued in this way in support of a point of view that he calls “moral
individualism.” Rachels’ idea is that species membership is an irrelevant factor in
morality. He contends that, “how an individual should be treated depends on his
or her own particular characteristics, rather than on whether he or she is a mem-
ber of some preferred group—even the ‘group’ of human beings.”** For example,
humans with cognitive disability may have capacities that make them more similar
to animals than to other humans. Rachels claims that if differences in basic
capacities of individual members of a species are recognized, we will see that
anthropocentrism is an unjustified prejudice.

Utilitarianism

We saw above that utilitarian approaches to ethics can in fact be used to justify
meat eating and the factory farm, especially if utilitarianism is constrained in an
anthropocentric way to focus primarily on the greatest happiness for the greatest
number of humans. But utilitarians have long admitted that animal suffering mat-
ters ethically. If pain and pleasure are key indicators of morality, and animals expe-
rience pain and pleasure, then animal pains and pleasures should be included in
any utilitarian calculation. We mentioned above that John Stuart Mill thought
that human pleasures were qualitatively superior to animal pleasures. But other
utilitarians have called this idea into question and have argued for equal consider-
ation of animal pain and pleasure. |

Jeremy Bentham proposed a radical revision of our view of animals a few decades
before Mill, by focusing on the capabilities possessed by individual animals and humans.

A full grown horse or dog is beyond comparison a more rational, as well as a more
conversable animal, than an infant of a day or a week, or even a month, old. But sup-

pose they were otherwise, what would it avail? The question is not, Can they reason?
Nor Can they talk? But Can they suffer?™
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If animals can suffer, then their suffering should be taken account of in any utilitar-
ian calculation.

Many contemporary utilitarians end up arguing against factory farming and in
favor of vegetarianism because they maintain that the cost in animal cruelty is
not outweighed by the benefit of meat consumption. This is especially true if the
supposed benefits of meat eating are minor gustatory pleasures. In other words, if
there are easy and nutritious meat substitutes, then there is no good reason to
cause animal suffering in the production of meat. Peter Singer is the most famous
contemporary utilitarian proponent of vegetarianism and critic of factory farming.
Singet’s now classic book, Animal Liberation (first published in 1975), makes just
such an argument. In a recent defense of his ideas, Singer states his view quite
clearly:

The only acceptable limit to our moral concern is the point at which there is no
awareness of pain or pleasure and no conscious preferences of any kind. That is why
pigs are objects of moral concern, but lettuces are not. Pigs can feel pain and pleas-
ure, they can enjoy their lives, or want to escape from distressing conditions. To the
best of our knowledge, lettuces can’t. We should give the same weight to the pain
and distress of pigs as we would give to a similar amount of pain and distress suffered
by a human being.*’ |

Singer argues that animals deserve what he calls “equal consideration,” which
means that animal pain and pleasure would have to be included in any calculation
of “the greatest happiness for the greatest number.” Ultilitarian defenders of indus-
trial animal agriculture will either have to claim that the human pleasure of eating
meat outweighs the animal suffering caused on the factory farm. Or, they can
resort to denying that animals feel pain or suffer. Animal welfare advocates such
as Singer claim that we have a moral obligation to give equal consideration to the
interests and well-being of animals. If we fail to give equal consideration in this
way, we are guilty of what Singer maligns as “speciesism.” Singer explains species-
ism as “a prejudice or attitude of bias toward the interests of members of one’s own
species and against those of members of other species.””* Anthropocentric
approaches to animal welfare remain speciesist because they do not give equal con-
sideration to animal suffering.

The Aristotelian Approach

One of the problems of the utilitarian approach is found in the sorts of cross-
species comparisons that Bentham, Singer, and others end up making. Their ideas
can lead to odd conclusions in which some animals are treated better than some
humans. For example, Bentham suggests that horses may be of more concern than
infants. And Singer is notorious for condemning factory farming while also arguing
that euthanasia for retarded human infants might be permissible. One of the prob-
lems here is the focus on equal consideration and moral individualism.

In response to this problem, we might focus on understanding “species typical
function,” and thus base our treatment on the natural norm for members of a given
species. The idea of species typical function fits more closely with an Aristotelian
approach to the issue. This approach looks into the normal or natural function of
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a species and is not focused on the capacities of individuals. This approach still
results in a radical critique of factory farming.

Unlike the utilitarian approach that looks at pain and suffering, the Aristote-
lian account attempts to make sense of a broader conception of welfare or well-
being. Anthropocentric accounts will tend to argue that welfare is a concept that
only makes sense with regard to human beings: only humans have an interest in
concepts such as well-being or quality of life because such concepts matter to us in
a subjective way. But an Aristotelian approach is concerned with an objective in-
quiry into the question of whether a human being or an animal is living well. For
the Aristotelian, objective criteria for well-being matter as much as subjective
experience.

Welfare literally means to fare well, do well, thrive, or flourish. Philosophers
have reflected on this concept at least since the time of the ancient Greeks.2> Ar-
istotle claims that happiness or flourishing occurs when a creature actualizes its
purpose or function (Greek: telos). For Aristotle, a thing’s purpose or function is

defined by its nature. So to understand welfare or well-being, we have to inquire

into the natural capacities of the thing. A plant flourishes when it grows, flowers,

fruits, and spreads its seeds. A human being flourishes when it actualizes its capaci- -

ties as a rational, political animal. In the same way, we could say that a social ani-
mal, such as a pig, flourishes when it actualizes its natural capacities: when it
grows, socializes, and reproduces. |

Bernard Rollin has made use of this sort of idea in his work on farm animal
welfare. Rollin is quite sympathetic to the idea of good husbandry and the steward-
ship view of animal welfare. Traditional animal husbandry is supposed to help ani-
mals flourish in this Aristotelian sense. This view of animal welfare can still allow
for a firm ontological distinction between animals and humans, because humans
and animals have different natures. Nonetheless, Rollin describes a sort of humarn-
animal “social contract” that was typical of good husbandry practices for thousands
of years. Human farmers helped their farm animals to thrive by protecting them
from predators and weather, providing them with nutritious food, and so on. In
exchange, the animals provided the farmer with food, fiber, and toil. Rollin main-
tains that in traditional husbandry, animal interests and human interests coin-
cided. It was in the interests of humans to help the animals fulfill their natural
functions, to satisty their own animal interests, and to provide for their welfare.
Traditional husbandry decried cruelty to animals and even appointed rest days—
the Sabbath~—for animal laborers. The credo of traditional agriculture was, accord-
ing to Rollin, “we take care of the animals—and the animals take care of us.”2°
But Rollin argues that the factory farm has changed this equation in radical ways
by preventing animals from fulfilling their natural functions. '

A further elaboration of this sort of idea can be found in the recent work of
Martha Nussbaum. Nussbaum is sympathetic to Singer’s utilitarian approach. But
her point of view is closer to Rollin’s view. Nussbaum asks us explicitly to return
to Aristotle in trying to make sense of animal welfare. Aristotle was one of the first
philosophers to take up the systematic study of animal life. He tells us that each of
the wide variety of animals is marvelous, beautiful, and wonder-inspiring, because
each is the embodiment of some unique purpose or function.?’ From this perspec-
tive Nussbaum claims that sentient animals should be given the opportunity to
live according to what she calls the natural “dignity of their species.” Nussbaum
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concludes: “No sentient animal should be cut off from the chance for a flourishing
life, a life with the type of dignity relevant to that species ... all sentient animals
should enjoy certain positive opportunities to flourish.”*® Like Rollin, Nussbaum is
reluctant to completely condemn the system of intensive agriculture. Instead,

Nussbaum concludes with a compromise position that attempts to include concern
, A 29

for animal welfare and global utilitarian concern for human health.”” Such a com-

promise would be criticized by Singer and others who argue that human health

can be sustained by a purely vegetarian diet.

The Kantian and Animal Rights Approach

Moderate conclusions of the sort we find in Rollin or Nusshaum will appear
insufficient for those committed to a more demanding idea of animal welfare. The
Aristotelian approach can allow killing and consuming animals for food, so long as
animals are raised in a way that affords them dignity and allows them to fulfill
their natural capacities. And utilitarians such as Singer could allow for animals to
be used if it turned out that there were serious human needs to be fulfilled by eat-
ing meat (say if there were no alternative sources of protein available). But all of
this can seem insufficient if one believes that animals have rights that simply can-
not be violated.

Nussbaum derives her idea of dignity and respect for nature from the Aristote-
lian view that sees wonder and purpose in the natural world and its diverse species.
But ideas about dignity and respect can be pushed even deeper. Concepts such as
dignity and respect are often associated with a Kantian or deontological approach
to ethics. We have seen that Kant claims—following upon insights that connect
him to Descartes and to the history of the Christian tradition—that only human
beings have dignity and are worthy of respect.

But some philosophers have argued that animals are in fact the sorts of beings
that are deserving of respect in the deepest sense of this term. The most famous
proponent of such a view is Tom Regan, who first published his Case for Animal
Rights in 1983. Regan claims that at least some animals are “subjects of a life,” by
which he means that animals have the sorts of interior lives that allow them 1o
understand themselves and to have an interest in their own continued existence.
Another way of putting this is to claim that animals have a kind of intrinsic value,
which means that it is wrong to use them for our purposes. When this sort of
assumption is made, quite radical conclusions follow. Regan calls for the abolition
of animal agriculture and animal testing in the laboratory: “the rights view will

not be satisfied with anything less than the total dissolution of the animal industry

as we know it.”" If what Regan says about the intrinsic value of animals s true,
then vegetarianism becomes obligatory; and it is not merely a personal choice:
“Merely to content oneself with personal abstention is to become part of the prob-
lem rather than part of the solution.”™!

Regan’s radical views have inspired the sorts of direct action taken by members of
the Animal Liberation Front and others. But also within the legal system, the con-
cept of animal rights has led some to argue for changes in the law. Steven Wise, for
example, has called for the extension of the “legal convention” of rights to
animals—especially for higher animals such as chimpanzees.”” Without this lesal ba-
sis, authors such as Francione claim that it is impossible to press animal welfare
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claims.”” The worry is that anticruelty laws that are based on merely indirect duties
to animals will ultimately be ineffective. If obligations to animals are completely
indirect and derivative of human ownership rights, then the owners of animals can
simply claim that they can do whatever they want with their own property. It is true,
of course, that we do have anticruelty and animal protection laws that make it illegal
for humans to do certain things to their own animals. But these laws are usually
directed at animals commonly kept as pets. And anticruelty statutes in most states
are often written so that there are exemptions for “common farming practices,”
including the use of confinement, farrowing crates, and so on.”’* Proponents of the
animal rights approach will claim that the only solution to the problem of animal
cruelty is to give animals more obvious and strenuous protection under the law.

CONCLUSION

Animal welfare activists can cite some recent successes, as noted at the outset,
in expanding concern for animal welfare. But these successes are often met with
strong resistance from those who make money from cheap meat as well as those
who enjoy eating it. Self-interest is often at work in those who are resistant to
thinking critically about animal welfare—perhaps more so than deep philosophical
disagreements about the concept of animal welfare. Further progress must be made
on both fronts: encouraging people to think more critically about the animals they
consume, while also enabling people to imagine profitable and nutritious alterna-
tives to factory farming.

In the long run, humans must take the issue of animal welfare seriously. As our
population grows and as the taste for meat spreads around the globe, more and more
animals will become part of the meat production line. Even those whose concern
for animals is entirely anthropocentric must realize the risks of meat production in
terms of diseases such as E. coli and bird flu and in terms of pollution and other neg-
ative impacts that directly affect human health. The factory farm can indeed be
criticized from an anthropocentric perspective. It also seems that we must take seri-
ously the nonanthropocentric concern for animal welfare: animals experience pain
and it makes good sense to talk about the quality of an animal’s life. Traditional
animal husbandry acknowledged this. Traditional farmers and herdsmen directly
cared for the animals that fed and clothed them. But in the age of industrial animal
agriculture, we are disconnected from the animals that support us. Concern for ani-
mal welfare is thus an important part of a larger attempt to be mindful of what we
are eating. Once we realize that billions of animals per year are raised in inhumane
conditions and slaughtered for the minor human pleasure of tasty meat, once we see
that nutritious alternatives to meat are readily available, then it becomes more diffi-
cult to justify the cost in cruelty of contemporary animal agriculture.
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