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‘The question is not, can they reason, nor can they talk, but can they suffer’ (Bentham). Discuss in relation to the principle of equality and animals.

There are many views regarding the issue of the principle of equality and animals, yet the principle of equality does not necessarily mean treating others equally, but rather giving equal consideration. It is debated as to whether this principle is applicable to animals, as there is much concern about our treatment of animals, either in experimentation or battery farms, which causes the suffering of many animals as a result[footnoteRef:1]. Much of the exploration on the principle of equality and animals are reflected on whether animals can have their own interests and desires[footnoteRef:2], while also arguing if animals can be considered conscious or sentient beings even capable of suffering[footnoteRef:3]. However, there is also some debate as to whether we have a moral responsibility to treat animals with equal consideration[footnoteRef:4]. To conclude I will demonstrate how it is because animals are sentient and conscious beings with their own interests and desires which therefore argues that as moral agents, we have a duty to treat moral patients with kindness, moral responsibility and equal consideration.
     It is strongly argued since mammalian animals can fare well or ill during their lifetime, that that have a welfare[footnoteRef:5], and like human, animals have basic and instinctive interests[footnoteRef:6]. Arguably animals therefore have the desire to fulfil and satisfy these interests, even if some only desire to satisfy their basic satisfactory needs, as their individual welfare is so that they can function to a degree where these desires are fulfilled. As living creatures, both humans and nonhumans only have one opportunity to live well enough to satisfy desires, yet there is a lack of this opportunity from human intervention/interference, such as animals in factory farms (see Image 1) where they are kept in poor and unhealthy conditions, diminishing their chances to live well[footnoteRef:7]. Therefore, humans must ensure that animals are given opportunities to live well enough that their interests and desires are fulfilled, for when a human’s opportunity to live a fulfilling and healthy life is taken away from them, such as young children who are neglected by their parents, we view this as a form of suffering. Since we would not allow this of our own species, then is it not unreasonable to grant animals this same level of equality as it has been established that they too have their own interests and desires which can only be satisfied by living well, as they are also capably of suffering from this neglect in their interests[footnoteRef:8].
     However, it can be argued that not all harms are equal or harm in the same way[footnoteRef:9] as both humans and nonhumans can be harmed in a way that does not lead to suffering[footnoteRef:10]. Since factory farming raises animals in unnatural conditions from birth, some argue that they do not suffer because they are unaware of what they are missing[footnoteRef:11]. Furthermore, others claim that since animals do not have that capability of anticipatory dread, they do not necessarily suffer in these conditions, while humans have the mental ability that will in some circumstances lead them to suffer more, like being kidnapped[footnoteRef:12]. This may suggest that equal consideration towards animals in this regard is already fulfilled as they are not suffering to the extent as human beings may suffer in this instant. On the other hand, it could be argued that it is because of their lack of awareness that they are suffering[footnoteRef:13], and it is because that they are able to suffer that are able to have interests at all[footnoteRef:14]. If suffering is the result of unsatisfied interests, then animals in factory farms are all suffering as the inevitable death in these places may be considered “the ultimate harm because it is the ultimate loss”[footnoteRef:15]. Death will result in no interest or desires being fulfilled as it is irreversible, which argues strongly that equal consideration should still be considered towards animals as we should also value their right to live a well life in ordered to satisfy their interests, just as human beings choose to consider this within their own species, that the principle of equality mean that there is a concern for other and a readiness for their interests to be considered[footnoteRef:16], as humans are not justified in ignoring or setting aside animal interests[footnoteRef:17].
     There is also an issue as to whether humans consider animals to be sentient or conscious beings and are to be considered worthy of equal consideration[footnoteRef:18]. There are many that believe animals are similar sentient and conscious beings to humans, and as a result have similar rights. Yet they are still different to humans and should therefore not have equal rights[footnoteRef:19]. Some believe that they are sentient and conscious beings because they have their own nature of rational understanding, which is a result of the structure of the mind, and like humans, animals have their own minds. Such as how animals have their own worldview, but unlike humans who have a deeper understanding of universe, a squirrel’s worldview will consist of trees and acorns[footnoteRef:20]. Many have also compared the cruelty, suffering and killing of animals to the killings of humans in history, such as those killed in the Holocaust in World War One[footnoteRef:21] (see Image 2), emphasising animals as conscious and sentient being who are also suffering from the mass killings of their kind. As a result, we should have sympathy towards animals and encourage equal consideration. Some take this to suggest that like us, animals as sentient and conscious beings with a soul due to their ability to suffer[footnoteRef:22].
      Despite this understanding there are still those who do not necessarily oppose the way we treat and use animals, which could be argued is a result of speciesism: where one species favours its own interests over others[footnoteRef:23]. This has perhaps resulted in human reluctance to give the principle of equal consideration to animals, as they may feel justified in doing so because they are not of their own species and therefore their interests are not as important or as valid as our own. Many have denied the idea of consciousness to animals by claiming that they have failed the ‘language test’, as this suggests that only those that have the ability to master a language can be considered conscious beings without having to actually master it[footnoteRef:24], and since animals lack this potential, they are therefore not conscious. This test has also been used to deny the idea that animals can feel pain, yet this view may also be considered a form of speciesism as humans do not consider this to be a barrier to the ability to feel pain or consciousness amongst their own species[footnoteRef:25]. For example, infants and those suffering from a mental affliction are neither denied consciousness or the ability to feel pain, and yet humans are reluctant to offer the same equal consideration to animals. Denying a being of consciousness has also been a common justification used in issues of racism and sexism, and it is because of this overlapping of social issues where humans also suffer from this lack of equal consideration[footnoteRef:26], it is then justified to argue that animals should also be included in this consideration of equality as they too suffer.
     Since the principle of equality is a moral idea and not a statement of fact[footnoteRef:27], early philosophers have considered and established ethics and issues of morality as well as considering what we as humans owe to nonhumans[footnoteRef:28].  For example, some Eastern Religions like Buddhism believe that saving the lives of all sentient beings is the highest form of virtue, as all have the same right to life[footnoteRef:29]. That we have a moral duty to ourselves and nonhuman to give all those who can live and suffer equal consideration in order to reduce suffering itself. Others may even go further to argue that in certain circumstances, the killing of animals can be viewed as our moral duty to give them equal consideration, such as the killing of animals in animal shelters[footnoteRef:30]. In shelters of such low quality, where the animals are forced to live in poor conditions of starvation and ill health, it is seen as more ethical and humane to kill them, since animals such a cats and dogs are overpopulated to the point that there are more of them than human homes and other shelters to take them in. This is argued to be a result of our own failings in our duty to provide equal consideration to animals because of our own selfish interest, which have also consequently led to feral cat colonies and dog packs where they often end up in shelters and terminated[footnoteRef:31](See Image 3). While the killing of animals in such places may seem immoral to many, yet most ignore the cause as to why these kinds of killings are necessary to begin with. Therefore, it can also be strongly argued that we should double our own efforts to give animals equal consideration to tackle some of these lesser considered issues where we have again placed our own interests over the interests of other nonhuman species.
     In contrast, many believe that while we have a moral duty to be kind to animals, it is not for their own sake[footnoteRef:32]. Religious believers have argued that since God has created animals for our survival, we are to be kind to them because they are God’s creatures, while still being able to use them for our own survival as God intended[footnoteRef:33]. It is then argued that religion has justified the eating of animals by ritualising it, that God was created to alleviate any moral blame[footnoteRef:34], such as the ritual of Shechita where the animal is roped, secured down and the throat is pulled back for the cut (see Image 4). There is much debate as to whether this is considered cruel or not, as Jewish people claim that they are fulfilling a moral duty by not causing the animal to suffer by killing them this way, while others argue that this does cause the animal to suffer and is therefore immoral[footnoteRef:35]. Since moral patients (animals) are not morally accountable for what they do and therefore no direct moral significance, we do not have any direct moral duty to them[footnoteRef:36]. Animals are then put outside the reach of morality by this rational egoism without denying their ability to suffer and that we do not have a duty to give them equal consideration, that the harm done to them has no moral significance and that it is only immoral if it effects our own interests[footnoteRef:37]. Although, many agree that we have a moral duty against cruelty and for kindness in their case, because it is sympathy that makes us moral, which therefore encourages us to treat others with equal consideration[footnoteRef:38], that cruelty is the result of a lack of sympathy[footnoteRef:39]. Therefore, if we are to be considered moral beings, we must offer equal consideration to animals to reduce cruelty and suffering as both go against the idea morality.
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