ALIA
“The question is not can they reason, nor can they talk, but can they suffer?” Discuss in relation to the principle of equality and animals
[image: ]In this essay I will discuss the concept of animal suffering and speciesism using the principle of equality and animal rights arguments in relation to ethical theories such as utilitarianism. I will conclude that suffering is key in defending animal rights and ethical concerns surrounding their interests. 
The treatment and human use of animals is a widely discussed topic in the modern era, and the rise of technology has meant that we have had access to more images and accounts of animal welfare issues and protests happening across the globe (see figure one). Animal suffering as a result of human treatment and selfish gain is at the epicentre of the conversation, as there are many people who argue that we as a species have no right over any other species to misuse them for personal or economic gain.Figure 1 – Meat is Murder protest, India

Jeremy Bentham (to whom the quote belongs) was one of the main proponents of utilitarianism – the ethical theory which is based on the Principle of Utility – the statement “it is the greatest happiness of the greatest number that is the measure of right and wrong” (Bentham, 1776). In the quote: “The question is not can they reason nor can they talk but can they suffer”, Bentham suggests that the ability of an animal to suffer is the characteristic which gives it right to equal consideration of its interests (Singer, 1986). This is so key because in order to have interests, individuals must have the capacity for suffering and understanding of pleasure and pain generally, and Singer argues, if one cannot suffer, the concept of one having a best interest is void (Singer, 1986). However, if a being does suffer, we cannot justify a failure to take the interests of the being into consideration in our moral decisions (Singer, 1986). Bentham does not specify that this equality should only apply to humans, and so some ethicists such as Peter Singer developed their theories using this idea – in Singer’s view, we should give all non-human animals equal consideration on what he calls “best interests” (Singer, 1986). Singer’s Preference Utilitarianism rejects Bentham’s concepts of pleasure and pain due to their subjectivity, instead focusing on rational preferences and best interests of all involved. His approach concentrates on minimising suffering rather than maximising pleasure, as there tends to be more agreement on the causes of suffering than the causes of pleasure (Singer, 1976). 
However, Dworkin highlights that all of our desires and interests are involved in utilitarian calculation, including “selfish and external preferences” (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2021) which are supposed to hold equal weight, when in actuality they directly oppose the rights and intentions of others. For example, we have a selfish preference: we would like to have steak for dinner, but the cows preference is that they want to live a full and happy life – this is a shared interest for both us in our lives, and the cow. Therefore, it should be given equal weight, but our preference to eat beef directly contradicts the cows preference to live, and therefore it would be morally wrong to remove this right from the cow for our own selfish ends. Through not eating animal products we do not suffer, but if we choose to consume them, there is a great deal of suffering caused for the animals. Kymlicka explains therefore, that this understanding is “offensive” and “expensive”, we cannot expect a being to put their own interests and preferences aside in favour of our own (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2021). 
Utilitarianism is criticised (for example, by Rawls) due to its lack of acknowledgement of the individual (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2021) – it has a tendency to group similar beings together whilst generalising their views to create a consensus and suggests that the group holds identical interests, whilst also ignoring the pain of minority groups. As the principle of utility holds, the greatest number are accounted for, whilst the minority are swept under the rug, so to speak (Mill, 1910). However, it could be argued that the concept of the individual is irrelevant to utilitarianism as it aims to create “the greatest good for the greatest number” (Bentham, 1776), therefore consensus happiness is placed above individual happiness at the cost of minorities (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2021).
[image: ]By way of the principles of equality, there are many differences of opinion throughout the philosophical field, for example, Thomas Hobbes suggested that “in their natural condition, individuals possess equal rights, because over time they have the same capacity to do each other harm” (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2021). The principle of equality is useful to this argument because animals must be capable of suffering in order for us to hold them to the same standard as ourselves.  Rousseau stated that the cause of social inequality is in a sense progress – the diversification from the natural equality of the harmonious state of nature, the decline of which was accelerated by the human desire for perfection and possession – ie control (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2021). This appears to be suggesting that in our most natural original state we would have been equal in the animal world, and therefore, perhaps it is not that we consume animal products which causes the problem, it is the scale on which we do so and the way in which we farm them. This raises issues surrounding factory farming and our methods of production – caused by growth of our population, the shire volume of food we are needing to produce in order to keep our species fed and demand for the meat, and the control we hold over our world. For example, in some farms, hens are kept in battery cages which allow many chickens to be farmed in one place, boosting profits and productivity, but causing a great deal of suffering for the animals living in filthy conditions (see figure two) (BBC News, 2012). Figure 2 – battery cages for egg-laying hens on an Australian farm

Peter Singer coined the term speciesism to mean prejudice which favours your own species as superior to any other (Singer, 1986). Singer is vegan and argues that we place ourselves at the centre of our world and environment, using animals to our own ends with little to no regard for their welfare (Warburton, 2011). 
Clark argues in ‘Animals and their moral standing’ that pigs feel pain just as our pets do, and yet we treat them differently (Clark, 1997, p. 141). He suggests that we choose to make this distinction between the way we treat pets and livestock – we create these “conventional divisions” and call them more rational than those of others (Clark, 1997). Is this not speciesism in its own right? We place the rights and welfare of domesticated animals as of more important than the rights and welfare of livestock, and yet we hold neither to the same moral standard as ourselves and other humans. He references David Hume’s argument on the objectivity of morals, where he argues that incest is not inherently evil as we allow canine inbreeding, but not human incest. Hume argues that morals cannot be objective else, as Clark states: “the doings of animals would be just as condemnable or commendable” as our own (Clark, 1997, pp. 55-69). However, in Bentham’s original statement: “The question is not can they reason, nor can they talk, but can they suffer?” (Singer, 1986), he seems to argue that their other capacities, such as reason and speech which are key to the understanding and expression of moral standards, and therefore, the moral practice and understanding of an animal is irrelevant provided we know they have the capacity for suffering. Due to our moral standards which we hold ourselves to as a species, we should be responsible for caring for the creatures and environment around us, preventing animal suffering where possible regardless of their higher capacities such as reason and speech (which most animals are capable of in some respect, but perhaps not in the human sense, as animals are capable of communication through sound, and decision making in their everyday lives). Morals are subjective depending on species and circumstance, but this does not diminish an animals right to fair and equal treatment. 
[image: ]Wales has just one large scale abattoir left running, as the closure of the beef line of Randall Parker Foods in Wales reduced the requirement for cows to be slaughtered (Porter, 2019). Farmers are unhappy with this, as it means they must travel further to slaughterhouses across the country, adding to beef production costs and the environmental impact of rearing cattle for meat (Forgrave, 2016). Furthermore, as abattoirs are a vital part of the Welsh economy, the fall in the market has hit the country hard (Forgrave, 2016) (see figure three). By-product removal is also a problem, as disposal units in Wales are few and far between, and where hides and skins would previously be shipped to China for tanning, due to high pollution levels in the process and the new initiatives in China in effort to be greener, demand is falling (Forgrave, 2016). Figure 3 – A small abattoir on Anglesey – one of the few left in operation.

[image: ]The concept of animal suffering has led to an increase in the volume of animal welfare groups and activism such as veganism and extinction rebellion (see figure four), particularly amongst younger generations. Veganism is, of course, the refusal to use animal products including meat, milk, eggs and leather etc in any capacity. “Every year over 100 billion animals are killed by and for humans” (Hall, 2018). Figure 4 – Extinction Rebellion Protest - London

In his 2018 Ted Talk, Richard Melville Hall, professionally known as Moby describes how he came to be vegan:
 “I looked at Tucker (his cat) and I saw this perfectly formed being, this individual, this two eyes, central nervous system. And all of a sudden that phrenological wall in my head disappeared […] and I realised that just as Tucker had two eyes and a central nervous system and a rich emotional life, he had personality, […] he had this deep desire to avoid pain and suffering and to be alive and happy. […] I realised that every creature with two eyes and a central nervous system was like Tucker, they just wanted to avoid pain and suffering and wanted to be happy” (Hall, 2018). 
Hall then became a vegan and an animal activist, and as he says in his Ted Talk: “being an activist is easy because all I have to do is remind people what they [image: ]already know” (Hall, 2018) – we all know what our consumption of meat does to the planet we live on, in the technological age we can see it happening, the information is at our fingertips, and yet so many people continue to eat meat and us animal products in their everyday lives. Studies have been conducted looking into why this is the case, and whilst many people simply do not want to make the switch, in a study of 2363 British people, 26 percent suggested that “aggressive vegans” (as they have come to be known) put them off becoming vegetarian or vegan (Connor, 2017). ‘Aggressive vegans’ are extremists of the vegan lifestyle, and some meat-eaters struggle with accepting their views, as they can be quite hostile to those who do not follow their lifestyle, which causes added resistance. Figure 5 – George and Tucker the cat – Some of Richard Melville Hall’s animals

In conclusion, suffering is key in defending animal rights and ethical concerns surrounding their interests because they have the right to equality in our considerations of their interests and wellbeing. Utilitarianism, preferences and individuality of interests are key to the principle of equality. Farming issues which have come to light in recent decades and movements such as veganism and extinction rebellion are also useful to the argument that animal suffering is an important factor in animal rights.
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Appendix of Images
[image: ]Figure One – Meat Is Murder Protest in India -https://www.petaindia.com/blog/dozens-lie-dead-at-meat-industry-crime-scene/ Accessed 31st October 2022 – PETA India


Figure Two – Battery hen cages in Australia - https://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-05-20/henholme-1.jpg/5463752 Picture supplied by Aussie Farms - Accessed 1st November 2022 – ABC News
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[image: ]Figure Three – A small family owned abattoir on Anglesey in Wales, one of the few left in operation - https://www.dailypost.co.uk/news/local-news/abattoirs-wales-vital-national-economy-11182011 Accessed 2nd November 2022 Image by Robert Parry Jones, Article by Andrew Forgrave



[image: ]Figure Four – Extinction Rebellion Protest – London – Photograph by TheOtherKev – photosforclass.com Accessed 4th November 2022














[image: ]Figure Five – Richard Melville Hall’s pets, including Tucker the Cat -  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6DgUb9w8mOY – Why I'm A Vegan | Moby | TEDxVeniceBeach – 2018 Accessed 2nd November 2022 
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