‘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.
The quote in question coming from Bentham comes from his An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, 1789, has “become a virtual slogan for the whole [animal] liberation movement” (Cooper D., 2022, Jeremy Bentham on Animal Ethics, Daily Philosophy, viewed 6 November 2022, <https://daily-philosophy.com/cooper-quotes-bentham-animal-suffering/>), that is to say, the go-to phrase for those advocating for the rights of animals. This is despite the fact Bentham did not say this in regard to promoting animal rights, but rather that they are not there for us to inflict suffering and our cruelty upon – “But is there any reason why we should be allowed to torment them? None that I can see.” (Bentham J., 1789, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, pp. 143) – that they should have rights to protection, not necessarily rights themselves as we know them. 

However, what would equality for animals in the total sense even be and look like? Peter Singer argues that equality is such a matter to be viewed subjectively with a case by case basis – “if the demand for equality were based on the actual equality of all human beings, we would have to stop demanding equality” (Singer P., 1975, All Animals Are Equal… or why the ethical principle on which human equality rests requires us to extend equal consideration to animals too, Animal Liberation, pp. 702), an exhaustive undertaking that would surely be worth it, one we should strive for and I hope that we are, for those of our own species – but for those of another? Such extensive morality is exclusively human – another of the many concepts and social structures we have made up to make sense of the world, not one the other living beings we share the planet with worry themselves with. We humans too, are animals, if we gave such equality to the other animal species would that not in itself be an unequal measure? They give consideration and fairness within their own communities and species working together oftentimes to ensure mutual survival (one such example could be the fire ants with their water rafts, see Image 1), as do we, but they do not go beyond these parameters. If we see such an action as a moral requirement to be decent, does that not mean that we do indeed think ourselves above them, negating the equality that was sought to be given. That they might need to be considered equal by human terms and rights when what we should consider is that with our increased intelligence comes the increased ability to inflict injustice and cruelty – especially as we believe ourselves to be capable of truly perceiving it – and as we protect our own against ourselves with laws of protection against that cruelty, should that not be the height of the equality those other animals should receive – protection from unnecessary suffering at our own hands. For all that our moral codes and constructs demand we have a self-imposed duty in a way that prevents equality in the way Singer demands, non-human species can and do suffer, have the ability to feel pain, and so we do have an obligation to do our best to diminish this. 
“In the case of human beings and animals alike, the only relevant criterion for 
establishing legal rights against cruel treatment is the capacity to experience suffering.
The ability to reason or converse is as irrelevant as skin colour.” (Cooper D., 2022, Jeremy 
Bentham on Animal Ethics, Daily Philosophy, viewed 6 November 2022, <https://daily-philosophy.com/cooper-quotes-bentham-animal-suffering/>)

All that said and aside though, can we truly say that non-human species are incapable of talk when they have their own methods of communication, their own language we are sometimes able to parse – we humans have our own language barriers often with each other, even when technically speaking the same language but that doesn’t hinder the right to equality. Some of us even struggle to reason, to play out logic and make informed decisions – many animals can be argued to perform such tasks well with regards to their own interests. Even if not at the level of equivalency to human functioning, “a full grown horse of dog is incomparably more rational and conversable than an infant of a day, or a week, or even a month old.” (Bentham J., 1789, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, pp. 144). Then, if we are to compare animals to children in terms of ability to converse and cognition, consider the practise of animal testing. Animals being used in scientific testing is an old practise – both human and non-human. When the subject in question is non-human, however, treatment of them has oftentimes been significantly cruel:
“We remember Laika, the Russian space dog, and perhaps Abel and Baker, the US monkeys,
but many other animals have contributed to the space program, including the hogs use for
crash-test simulations that were later barbequed and enjoyed by researchers (Burgess and
Dubbs 105).” (Vint S., 2008, ‘”The Animals in That Country”: Science Fiction and Animal 
Studies’, Science Fiction Studies, vol. 35, No.2, pp. 177-188). (See Image 2).
Had a child been used in testing, they of course would not have been eaten, but also, a parent or guardian – someone noted to have the child’s best interests at heart, looking to ensure they befell no harm, would have had to give consent for the child to participate in what would likely have been some kind of observational study (child studies hold limited assessment due to the nature of children). Since we have previously compared non-human animals to children and used such a measure to say that said animals should not be discluded from any form of equality or right to legal protection based on apparent intelligence in various stereotypical measures, why not go a step further and determine their treatment should be more aligned with that of a child’s? Animal testing, such as that performed on mice (see Image 3), is using another species to the advantage of our own – in a somewhat warped manner this is simply a natural occurrence, but as stated previously, we do have some kind of moral obligation towards these animals, self-given or not, so surely with regards to animal testing, gaining consent is the only natural conclusion. Of course, the animals themselves cannot aptly give informed consent, but a clear and stable-minded adult deemed to be looking out for their best interests surely could, also holding the right to withdraw the animal from the testing in accordance with ethical guidelines, which also provide the animal with the right to reasonable protection from harm. Such a measure, standardised, legalised and universalised to prevent unnecessary cruelty and suffering is only logical. Animal testing need not and should not be abolished in its entirety, it’s a safety measure to look out for those of our own species – ensuring survival in a way that merges somewhat natural life and modern day. We are still animals ourselves, we still depend on other species to ensure our own survival one way or another. It is not a matter of preventing the cause – we can no sooner truly do that than kill all the cockroaches in the world – but controlling the outcome and removing as much of the suffering and all the unnecessary cruelties of the in between. 













IMAGE 1:
[image: A picture containing cake, piece, chocolate, plant

Description automatically generated]



















D. Hu, BODY BUILDING Fire ants can join forces to form rafts (shown). They do so by gripping one another with 99 percent of the legs available in the mass of ants., JPEG, viewed 9 November 2022
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