
Sentientism, Suffering and Moral Standing

Animal rights theorists and animal welfarists strongly object to many of the ways in which animals are used for the purposes of human beings. Their arguments are most frequently applied to the use of animals in commercial practices, particularly animal experimentation, intensive rearing, and fur-farming. Undoubtedly, it is in these practices that one sees some of the most appalling and brutal treatment of animals, and so it is no wonder that sentientists, in claiming that all sentient creatures matter morally, tend to focus on applying their arguments to the unjust treatment of animals used in such practices. (For arguments for the claim that our treatment of these animals is unjust, see for example Garner, A Theory of Justice for Animals: animal rights in a nonideal world (Oxford University Press, 2013).)
For the sentientist, our use of animals in these practices is nearly always unjustifiable (I say ‘nearly always’ because sentientists could coherently claim that some animal experiments are justifiable, particularly those for which we would be willing to use human beings). 

To set the context for the animal ethics debates, you should do some research on the ways in which animals are treated in these practices. I have listed some relevant websites below, but please be aware that some of these websites may contain images that you may find distressing.  
The websites will often give you the opportunity to read reports, view images and / or view a video. You could read the reports instead of viewing the images and watching the videos (if you are worried about the distressing nature of the images). Alternatively, you could search out alternative information on the aforementioned practices. For information on animal research and factory farming, you could (for example) read relevant sections of Singer’s Animal Liberation. 
Fur Farming

http://www.animalaid.org.uk/h/n/CAMPAIGNS/experiments/ALL/426

http://www.antifurcoalition.org/skinned-alive.html

Factory Farming (including live transport of farm animals for slaughter)

http://www.ciwf.org.uk/news/2015/03/european-animals-brutally-slaughtered-in-gaza/

http://www.ciwf.org.uk/our-campaigns/investigations/pig-investigations/

Singer, Animal Liberation, any edition, ch.3, ‘Down on the Factory Farm’. 
Animal Experimentation

http://www.neavs.org/research/harm-suffering

http://www.animalaid.org.uk/h/n/CAMPAIGNS/experiments/ALL/

Singer, Animal Liberation, any edition, ch.2, ‘Tools for Research’. 
What follows is a brief outline of Peter Singer’s argument for the conclusion that our treatment of animals in the above practices can be called ‘speciesist’ (a term which he (and now other philosophers) often use to describe the current moral orthodoxy). 
Animal Discrimination as ‘Speciesism’ by Analogy 
The term ‘speciesism’ was first used by Richard Ryder,1 but was brought to the forefront of the animal liberation movement in 1975 by the publication of Peter Singer’s Animal Liberation.2 Singer believes that the treatment of animals in factory farms is analogous to the racial and gender discrimination of the past. Sexism and racism are the prejudices that favour one’s own sex and race over and above another’s sex and race. Discrimination, unfair or unreasonable treatment, or a dislike, preference or devaluation, based on a person’s race can be called ‘racism’. Racism usually involves the idea that one race is superior, or more valuable, than another. Such an idea is based on the belief that inherited differences or race determines human ability or cultural achievement. 

In the same vein, discrimination, unfair or unreasonable treatment, or a dislike, preference or devaluation based on a person’s sex can be called ‘sexism’. Sexism is usually directed at women, as in restricted job opportunities and lower wages. Singer argues that our treatment of animals is analogous to this discrimination. Speciesism, for Singer, is the prejudice that favours one’s own species over and above another species. 

The equality of human beings rests on the principle of equal consideration of interests. The principle requires that our moral treatment of others is not based on their sex, or race, or on intellectual capacities which some beings might possess or lack. These factual differences do not entitle us to disregard their interests. Obviously everyone is different and everyone has different capacities, regardless of race or sex, but this does not entitle us to exploit people for our own self-interest, and it does not mean that their interests should not be considered. As Singer says,

The extension of the basic principle of equality from one group to another does not imply that we must treat both groups in exactly the same way, or grant exactly the same rights to both groups. Whether we should do so will depend on the nature of the members of the two groups. The basic principle of equality does not require equal or identical treatment; it requires equal consideration. Equal consideration for different beings may lead to different treatment and different rights.3
Racists are prejudiced against those people who are outside their group( or race. When their interests conflict with the interests of those outside their group they give more weight to their own interests.4 Their prejudice then is partly connected to their self-interest. Similarly speciesists are prejudiced against beings that are outside their own group or species, and favour their own interests over those outside their species. For Singer, factory farming and animal experimentation are clear examples of speciesism. The assumption is that the farm animal’s interest and the experimental animal’s interest in not suffering, is of less importance compared with the desire humans have to eat meat, or have certain products available.(
Factual differences in human beings do not justify any difference in the consideration we give to their interests. ‘The principle of the equality of human beings is not a description of an alleged actual equality among humans: it is a prescription of how we should treat human beings’.5 Similarly the fact that animals are of a different species, have different capacities, or may have lower intelligence than some humans does not justify any difference in the consideration we give to their interests. The principle of equal consideration of interests requires us to take the interests of nonhuman beings seriously:

The argument for extending the principle of equality beyond our own species is simple, so simple that it amounts to no more than a clear understanding of the nature of the principle of equal consideration of interests.6
Singer argues that we should extend the principle of equality of consideration to nonhuman beings and that their interests be given equal consideration as the like interests of human beings.

In the words of Jeremy Bentham, ‘the question is not, Can they reason? nor, Can they talk? but, Can they suffer?’7 Bentham argued that the sufferings of animals should be given equal moral weight to the sufferings of humans. Singer’s argument does not actually go any further than Bentham’s, in that both claim that it is the suffering of a being that is to be taken into account in our moral considerations. Sentience, or the capacity to suffer, is the characteristic deemed necessary for inclusion in the moral sphere. That is, for Singer, sentience is a necessary and sufficient condition for moral standing, since it is a characteristic that he believes is needed in order to have any interests.(
Being free from pain and suffering seems to be an interest that sentient beings have equally. However, it is not just the avoidance of pain and suffering that beings have an interest in. All sentient animals have an interest in life or living, even if they do not seem to take an interest in life or living, and therefore every individual sentient being’s life has value. Although, as Singer says, it does not follow that those lives have equal value. A human being may stand to lose more from death than, say, a cat, and a dog may lose more from death than, say, an ant. It is true that a dog’s life, or a human’s life, is all that he or she has, but it does not follow that they are of equal value. And what is of varying value may not only be life:

If the goods that my freedom permits are, on the whole, more prudentially valuable than what a bird’s freedom permits, then equal consideration does not confer equal moral weight on my freedom and the bird’s.8
As David DeGrazia says, ‘For A’s interest X and B’s interest Y to be relevantly similar, A and B must have, in some sense, the same thing at stake with X and Y’.11 Comparative claims can be made whilst taking into account the principle of equal consideration of interests. Those comparative claims or judgments can be not just about life, but about other interests, such as an interest in freedom, and an interest in being free from pain. 
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Essential Reading for Students
Peter Singer, Practical Ethics, 1995, ch.3, ‘Equality for Animals?’

( By a ‘group’ I take Singer to mean beings that are characterised by certain factual attributes, abilities, or physical or mental characteristics that differentiate them from other beings. 


( Products tested on animals include, for example, cosmetics, household cleaning fluids, medicinal drugs and herbal remedies.





( Contrary to Singer, sentience is a sufficient condition for having interests, but it is not necessary. Whilst having interests entitles a being to consideration in the moral sphere, it is not just sentient beings that have interests. Nonsentient beings have interests too. Therefore, their interests should be given moral consideration. 





1
6

