Are nonhuman animals deserving of justice?
“If we believe that justice is about protecting those who cannot protect themselves, can we truly justify denying it to the animals who suffer in silence?” As human society progresses in its understanding of morality and rights, the treatment of animals has become a central issue in debates about justice, equality, and human responsibility. This question challenges the very foundations of our moral and ethical beliefs, compelling human beings to consider the treatment of other living beings and whether nonhuman animals, as sentient creatures, deserve legal and moral protections. Throughout history, animals have predominantly been regarded as property or resources, objects for food, labour, or entertainment (Francione, 2004, p. 4). This view has shaped human-animal interaction for centuries, from ancient agricultural practices to the modern industries of factory farming and animal testing. The concept of ‘animal rights’ has only recently become a significant focus in ethical debates, with scholars like Peter Singer advocating for the moral consideration of animals based on their ability to experience suffering (Singer, 2011, p. 48). 
Despite growing philosophical movements, many legal systems still fail to grant animals the same protections afforded to humans, often classifying them as property rather than beings entitled to rights (Schlichten, n.d.). The purpose of this essay is to explore and evaluate whether nonhuman animals are deserving of justice, drawing primarily on Attfield and Humphreys’ article ‘Justice and Non-Human Animals’ (2016), and the philosophy of Peter Singer particularly his advocacy for the equal consideration of interests in ‘Practical Ethics’ (2011). However, despite attempts to extend moral consideration to animals, significant legal and practical challenges remain to achieving true justice for nonhuman creatures. Therefore, this essay will also study John Rawls’ ‘A Theory of Justice’ (1971), examining how his framework can shed light on the limitations and possibilities for extending justice to nonhuman animals.
Before exploring whether nonhuman animals deserve justice, it is crucial to clarify what the term ‘justice’ means. In human societies, justice is foundational in the establishment of laws and social contracts. It is the basis for human rights, universally recognised moral principles that establish standards of human behaviour (United Nations, 2025). It refers closely to the concept of fairness, equality, and the protection of individuals’ rights, ensuring all individuals are treated with respect and dignity. Equally, it includes the protection from harm, ensuring that no individual is subjected to unnecessary suffering, exploitation, or abuse (Miller, 2025). Nevertheless, extending justice beyond human beings presents a significant challenge due to deep-rooted human-centric perspectives, historical biases, and the practical implications of shifting legal and cultural systems (Miller, 2025). Human-centric perspectives, for example, often perceive animals primarily as resources or objects, with no intrinsic rights or moral status of their own (Francione, 2004, p. 4). While human beings typically centre justice around human experiences, this raises the question: Should justice apply only to humans, or should it extend to other sentient beings capable of suffering?
Given the apparent challenges of extending justice beyond human beings, it is worth considering how well-established theories of justice might address the moral status of nonhuman animals. One influential theory offering insights into this area is John Rawls’ ‘A Theory of Justice’ (1971), who presents a conception of justice grounded in fairness and rationality, something he calls “justice as fairness” (Rawls, 1971, p. 10). According to Rawls, a just society is one that is designed to be fair to all its members, including the least advantaged (Rawls, 1971, p. 11). To achieve this, he introduces two key concepts: the original position and the veil of ignorance. He employs the concept of the original position as a hypothetical scenario where individuals come together to form a ‘social contract’ for the structure of society. In this position, individuals are behind a veil of ignorance, meaning they are unaware of their personal characteristics, such as their gender, race, social status, or talents, ensuring that the principles they choose are fair and unbiased (Rawls, 1971, p. 11). Rawls would argue that rational individuals would agree on two principles of justice, the equal liberty principle and the difference principle. In this case, individuals would advocate for equal rights to basic liberties such as freedom of speech, the right to vote, and freedom of conscience, while also asserting that social and economic inequalities are only justified if they benefit the least advantaged members of society. Thus, ensuring that all individuals have equal opportunities to succeed, prioritising both individual freedoms and fairness to promote justice for everyone (Rawls, 1971, p. 13). 
However, it is important to acknowledge that Rawls does not explicitly extend justice to nonhuman animals, primarily because his conception of justice is based on the idea of a social contract between rational individuals (Rawls, 1971, p. 122). Rawls’ theory is designed with human beings in mind, where individuals, unaware of their personal attributes, would choose just principles that ensure fairness for all human members of society. He presupposes a society of rational individuals who can engage in mutual agreements, grounded in a belief that justice arises from mutual consent, only relevant within a community of human beings who attain a level of autonomy and moral agency, capable of making decisions about the structure of society (Rawls, 1971, p. 122). Therefore, since nonhuman animals do not have the same cognitive capacities as humans, particularly regarding rational decision-making and moral reasoning, Rawls’ framework does not account for their inclusion. Consequently, nonhuman animals are excluded from the moral and political considerations that form the basis of Rawls’ principles of justice, focusing solely on the distribution of benefits and burdens among human beings (Rawls, 1971, p. 448).
While Rawls’ framework provides a compelling vision of justice within human societies, its exclusion of nonhuman animals reveals a significant gap in his theory – one that contemporary philosophers Attfield and Humphreys have sought to address. In their article ‘Justice and Non-Human Animals’ (2016), Attfield and Humphreys argue that justice must be extended beyond human communities to include nonhuman animals, challenging Rawls’ anthropocentric beliefs (Attfield & Humphreys, 2016, p. 1). Accordingly, they argue that justice, while generally interpreted as “treating individuals fairly”, applies to nonhuman animals because they too have interests that promote their own good (Attfield & Humphreys, 2016, p. 2). Rawls assumes that animals’ interests are somehow less significant, where their needs are often considered as peripheral or secondary compared to the needs of humans (Attfield & Humphreys, 2016, p. 5). This assumption is ultimately what Attfield and Humphreys challenge. Instead, they advocate for the basic interests of nonhuman animals, such as the avoidance of suffering or the need for well-being, as being equally important (Attfield & Humphreys, 2016, p. 6). 
Furthermore, Attfield and Humphreys argue that the moral consideration of animals is intrinsically tied to justice. They emphasise that animals’ fundamental rights to be free from unnecessary harm and exploitation must be respected, meaning practices like factory farming, animal experimentation, and other forms of animal exploitation are morally indefensible within a just society (Attfied & Humphreys, 2017, p. 47). By framing these practices as unjust, Attfield and Humphreys would argue that human beings have a clear moral obligation to reform these systems and treat animals in a way that respects their rights and interests. In this sense, the treatment of animals becomes a matter of justice because failing to consider their interests and allowing them to be treated unfairly or inhumanely constitutes an injustice.
While Attfield and Humphreys provide a compelling critique of Rawls’ anthropocentrism, arguing that justice must extend to nonhuman animals, Peter Singer’s utilitarian philosophy offers a robust moral framework for understanding why and how animals should be granted justice. Singer’s philosophy is grounded in the principle of equal consideration of interests, arguing that the interests of all sentient beings should be given equal weight to the like interests of human beings when making moral decisions (Singer, 2011, p. 48). What matters morally is not an animal’s intellectual capabilities or level of rationality, but rather their capacity to experience suffering. For this reason, Singer argues that nonhuman animals, just like humans, are deserving of justice, because their interests are equally morally significant (Singer, 2011, p. 49). Singer rejects the notion of speciesism, defined as “a prejudice or attitude of bias in favour of the interests of members of one’s own species and against those of members of other species” (Singer, 2015, p. 22). Instead, his utilitarian approach emphasises that moral decisions should prioritise reducing suffering and promoting the well-being of all sentient beings. This necessitates a critical reassessment of practices that cause unnecessary harm to animals, such as factory farming, animal testing, and the use of animals for entertainment purposes. By acknowledging the moral significance of animal suffering, Singer argues that society is morally obligated to minimise harm and implement more compassionate practices (Singer, 2011, p. 56).
This moral viewpoint for granting justice to animals is consistent with the increasing development of legal frameworks worldwide to protect nonhuman animals. In particular, this growing legal recognition of animals’ rights is reflected in the UK’s Animal Welfare Act 2006, which serves as a cornerstone for animal protection (UK Government, 2024). The Animal Welfare Act 2006 is one of the most significant pieces of legislation concerning animal protection in the UK,  introducing a duty of care for all animals, placing legal responsibility on owners and others who care for animals to ensure their welfare. Under this act, all animals must be provided with food, water, shelter, and an environment in which they can exhibit natural behaviours, prohibiting animal cruelty that causes unnecessary suffering (UK Government, 2024). Similarly, The Welfare of Farmed Animals (England) Regulations 2007 specifically targets factory farming by establishing minimum standards for the welfare of farmed animals, including cattle, pigs, chickens and sheep. The standards outlined in the regulations cover areas regarding space, ventilation, and lighting, in addition to rules for handling and transportation, ensuring all animals are kept in conditions that support their physical and psychological well-being (UK Government, 2024). Finally, The Animal (Scientific Procedures) Act 1986 governs the use of animals in scientific research and experimentation in the UK. This law commands that animal testing can only occur when considered necessary and that alternatives should be explored and employed whenever possible. All researchers are required to obtain a license, setting strict conditions under which animals can be used in experiments, to minimise animal suffering and ensure that the benefits of research justify the potential harm done to animals (UK Government, 1986). Consequently, the implementation of a range of comprehensive measures to protect nonhuman animals in the United Kingdom reflects a strong commitment to animal welfare. 
Nevertheless, while the UK’s legislative measures represent significant progress in animal protection, they present both legal and practical challenges to achieving true justice for animals. One of the most common challenges is the difficulty of enforcing and monitoring the animal protection laws effectively. Despite the introduction of comprehensive regulations, enforcement remains inconsistent. The Animal Sentience Committee (ASC) contends that an effective, structured, and fair system for animal welfare surveillance and enforcement remains absent (UK Government, 2025). This is due to inconsistencies in detecting offences, the limited resources available for adequate inspections, the absence of tough penalties for violations, and the lack of transparency over the effectiveness of adequate reporting and enforcement (UK Government, 2025). Consequently, these issues undermine the overall effectiveness of animal welfare laws, often resulting in animal cruelty or neglect going unpunished, hindering proper protection for animals.
Additionally, another major challenge lies in the insufficient welfare standards established by regulations, for example, The Welfare of Farmed Animals (England) Regulations 2007. While these laws set basic requirements for the physical conditions of farmed animals, they often fail to address the range of physical, emotional and psychological needs of animals, particularly in industries like factory farming and animal experimentation. For example, common practices in factory farming, including overcrowding, restricted movement, and lack of mental stimulation, contribute to significant distress and suffering. Similarly, in animal experimentation, invasive procedures, isolation, and deprivation further violate the animals' well-being. These issues highlight that current regulations fall short in ensuring true justice for animals, as they do not adequately protect their comprehensive welfare and rights (UK Government, 2025).
As an alternative, to achieve true justice for animals, a shift is needed not only in legal frameworks but also in the economic systems that underpin industries such as factory farming and animal experimentation. One economic theory offering an innovative framework seeking to create a just and sustainable society is ‘Doughnut Economics’ (2017) by Kate Raworth. This model demands an economy that operates within the ecological limits of the planet while ensuring that human and nonhuman animals alike are not deprived of their basic needs and rights (Raworth, 2018, p. 49). In the context of animal justice, Doughnut Economics aligns with the argument that nonhuman animals, as sentient beings, deserve moral and legal protection from exploitation. Raworth’s theory advocates for a shift away from a growth-focused economy, which prioritises profit over welfare, towards systems that consider the well-being of both animals and the environment as integral to a sustainable and just future (Raworth, 2018, p. 53). By incorporating animal rights into the broader framework of social and environmental justice, Doughnut Economics would reinforce the idea that nonhuman animals, like humans, deserve to live free from unnecessary harm and exploitation, ass part of a just and sustainable society.
The question of whether nonhuman animals are deserving of justice forces human beings to confront the limitations of our moral frameworks and the ways we categorise rights and responsibilities. While traditional views, such as Rawls’ social contract, exclude animals due to their lack of rational decision-making, the philosophies of Singer, Attfield and Humphreys offer a compelling explanation for extending justice to all sentient beings. The principle of equal consideration of interests emphasises that the capacity for suffering should determine moral standing. However, as legal systems struggle to enforce meaningful protections for animals, society is faced with the challenge of translating these ethical arguments into practical and successful measures. True justice for nonhuman animals will require both a shift in human beings’ moral outlook and systemic change that ensure their rights are respected. This shift could be supported by innovative economic and legal models that prioritise animal welfare, emphasising sustainability and fairness for everyone involved. By broadening our understanding of justice, society can show more compassion towards animals and be consistent in its application of justice to all sentient beings. This expansion of justice ensures that ethical and legal frameworks recognise the rights of animals alongside those of humans, fostering a more equitable and humane world for all sentient beings. 
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