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Assignment 1

Question: Should the way in which we treat animals be based upon an equal consideration of their interests?

Introduction
This essay examines the question of ethics within the treatment of animals. Firstly, one must examine the definition of ‘animals’ and also define what is meant by ‘equal consideration of their interests’. The essay studies the approaches of Peter Singer and Martha Nussbaum. The essay then progresses to evaluate empathy and compassion in applied ethics in order to evaluate if this type of approach can go further and if one can extrapolate action from the original question. It also touches on a new method of evoking new ways of thinking and that is visualisation. The essay also highlights the importance of connectedness, consilience, and perspective in terms of ethical appraisal and application.
In etymological terms the word was originally an adjective and the Oxford Dictionary of Word Origins states: ‘Animals are so called simply because they breathe. The word, used as an adjective in English before the noun became established, originally described any living being, as opposed to something inanimate.’[footnoteRef:1] The word is also defined as relating to human beings, who are a sub-group the animal kingdom. So, are we therefore to determine that we as a sub-group have the moral authority to determine the value of another species? Should we be allowed to take it since there is no other to halt our path and no other to question our decision other than ourselves? Although this is not a prospect to be proud of as a species the real question here can ask whether animals have inherent value and if so should we violate any inherent rights as sentient beings? [1:  Julia Cresswell, Oxford Dictionary of Word Origins: Oxford Quick Reference, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021), p. 346, Kindle eBook.] 

Within the well-known work On the Origin of Species Darwin discusses the essence and frustration of the term species and of his quest for detachment from the obsessive categorisations of species and states: ‘at least be freed from the vain search for the undiscovered and undiscoverable essence of the term species..’ he continues with clarification on connectedness, ‘when we regard every production of nature as one which has had a history; when we contemplate every complex structure and instinct as the summing up of many contrivances, each useful to the possessor..’[footnoteRef:2] and how we cannot simply extrapolate ourselves from nature. [2:  Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species: Oxford World's Classics, ed. by Gillian Beer (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 357, Kindle eBook.] 


Peter Singer and Equal Consideration of Interests
When considering the ethical stance on the treatment of animals the eminent utilitarian philosopher Peter Singer extrapolates equality principles from humans to that of other species and states that ‘Although the principle of equal consideration of interests provides the best possible basis for human equality, its scope is not limited to humans.’[footnoteRef:3] Within his argument Peter Singer states that it is a simple argument and one which is based upon a ‘clear understanding of the principle of equal consideration of interests.’[footnoteRef:4] Comprehension does not mean that the principle is dependent on their abilities as he confirms ‘this principle implies that our concern for others ought not to depend on what they are like or what abilities they possess’[footnoteRef:5]. This approach by Peter Singer makes the case for challenging speciesism and is based on utilitarian principles and advocates for the reduction in suffering. [3:  Peter Singer, Practical Ethics, 3rd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), p. 48, Kindle eBook.]  [4:  Ibid., p. 49.]  [5:  Ibid., p.49.] 

One must decipher the term speciesism to understand how we as humans currently treat animals. It refers to the fact that we as humans can act as the superior species on our planet. There are plenty of examples which demonstrate our attitude to not only other animal species but to our environment and the degradation of Earth that is a home to those species as well as to us humans. One definition and example comes from the philosopher Julian Baggini:
	
The argument is that if a creature can feel pain, then moral agents, beings that can grasp and act upon moral principles, are obligated not to cause it unnecessary pain. To refuse to respect this right purely on the grounds of species membership would therefore be an example of speciesism.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Julian Baggini and Peter S. Fosl, The Ethics Toolkit: A Compendium of Ethical Concepts and Methods, 2nd edn (John Wiley & Sons Ltd, 2024), p. 281, Kindle eBook.] 


The normalisation of standards has become so ingrained within the human psyche that most people accept the common understanding that all people are equal. However, those standards attributed to humans are far different to those attributed to animals. Again, these have altered through time and will continue to adjust as we navigate through new eras but in our contemporary timeframe we do have more ‘animal rights’ charities and organisations as well as increases in popularity of movements such as Veganism. ‘If veganism is radical it’s an exercise in radical compassion.’[footnoteRef:7] Will this trend continue into the future? One cannot extrapolate exactly how far these will take us on a journey to an ‘equal consideration of interests’ but we can appreciate that more and more humans are questioning and searching for answers within the remit of animal ethics. Evidence of ethics in practice also suggest global shifts in attitudes: ‘Taking all factors into account, a global shift toward vegetarianism seems inevitable. The outlook and practice of vegetarianism may seem to destabilize the social order by challenging accepted values and bringing power structures and established roles into question.’[footnoteRef:8] People are now considering animal welfare and in particular the amount of suffering that occurs for example in intensive farming methods. [7:  Alex O’Connor, Humans Are Not Morally Superior, online video recording, Institute of Art and Ideas, 3 January 2023, <https://iai.tv/video/food-morality-and-logic> [accessed 11 April 2025].]  [8:  Michael Allen Fox, ‘The Vegetarian Imperative’, in Ethics in Practice: An Anthology, 5th edn, ed. by Hugh LaFollette (New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons Inc., 2020), p. 214, Kindle eBook.] 

	One criticism of Peter Singer’s work is made by Tom Regan who advocates for respect rather than for the ethical concepts from the utilitarian approach. His work asks for respect based on inherent value:

The fundamental principle of morality in the new Regan’s view is the principle of respect for the equal inherent value of all subjects-of-a-life. In the first place, a deontological theory of moral obligation based on the principle of respect seems more convincing than a theory of obligation based on the principle of utility. Regan’s view has the undoubted merit of developing a more adequate conception of beneficence than utilitarianism.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Francesco Allegri, ‘The Respect Extended to Animals: Studies in Honor and in Memory of Tom Regan’, Relations, 7.1-2 (2019), 5-60 (p.53).] 


Whether it be individual change or a larger scale societal change, that change is happening and it, as in other revolutions, is incremental and can make a difference. Attested to by Tom Regan, ‘Even if we can’t change the world just by ourselves, our individual decisions and actions in relation to food do matter and do make an incremental difference to the ultimate result.’[footnoteRef:10] One must acknowledge here that there are vastly differing cultural variations across the globe and this alone makes for a difficult task. One simple example being that of a dog, a human companion that lives in a human home and is treated as part of the family in many countries. In other cultures, a dog maybe trafficked as a puppy into a country and bred as a delicacy. Animals are sentient beings and this is an important attribute that human beings feel they can oversee because maybe this is the easier option. The comparative value of human life vs animal life is widely different. The philosopher Hugh LaFollette defines this as the unequal-value-thesis: ‘I shall call this claim about the comparative value of human and animal life the unequal‐value thesis.’[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Michael Allen Fox, ‘The Vegetarian Imperative’, in Ethics in Practice: An Anthology, 5th edn, ed. by Hugh LaFollette (New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons Inc., 2020), p. 214, Kindle eBook.]  [11:  R.G. Frey, ‘Moral Standing, The Value of Lives, and Speciesism’, in Ethics in Practice: An Anthology, 5th edn, ed. by Hugh LaFollette (New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons Inc., 2020), p. 191, Kindle eBook.] 


Martha Nussbaum and the Capabilities Approach
In her book Justice for Animals: Our Collective Responsibility, Martha Nussbaum discusses human domination over other species and rightly asserts: ‘No non-human animal escapes human domination’[footnoteRef:12]. Although she states that ‘we have, then, a long-overdue ethical debt: to listen to arguments we have refused to hear, to care for what we have obtusely ignored, and to act on the knowledge of our bad practices that we can so easily attain.’[footnoteRef:13] This is obviously no justification for changing our ethical stance and one has to examine why we should change our stance. The human hand has definitely had a huge impact on the extinction of species and although extinctions would occur naturally one may also ask the question, should humans be involved in saving species that may otherwise become extinct, even if solely for the sake of biodiversity? However, this question is outside the scope of this essay and so the focus must be on the treatment of animals. In her book Justice for Animals: Our Collective Responsibility Martha Nussbaum stakes her claim for going further than simply animal welfare but to find that joy or wonder and one would agree with her if given the opportunity. She asks ‘.. to make a choice for justice and become lovers of animal life: with wonder, with compassion, with outrage—and with hope.’[footnoteRef:14] She expands what is called the Capability Approach into the realm of animal ethics. [12:  Martha C. Nussbaum, Justice for Animals: Our Collective Responsibility (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2022), p. XI, Kindle eBook.]  [13:  Ibid.]  [14:  Ibid., p.317.] 

First developed by Amartya Sen[footnoteRef:15], ‘the capability approach has been employed to the development of several conceptual and normative theories within, most prominently, development ethics, political philosophy, public health ethics, environmental ethics and climate justice, and philosophy of education.’[footnoteRef:16] It is within this remit that Nussbaum outlines her use of it within contemporary ethics: [15:  Ingrid Robeyns and Morten Fibieger Byskov, ‘The Capability Approach’ in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2023 Edition) https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2023/entries/capability-approach/ [accessed 11 April 2025].]  [16:  Ibid. ] 


The Capabilities Approach can respond better than these other theories to the facts we now know about animal lives: about the amazing diversity of animal abilities and activities, about their capacities for valuing, for forming social networks, about their capacities for cultural learning, about friendship and love.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Martha C. Nussbaum, Justice for Animals: Our Collective Responsibility (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2022), p. 313, Kindle eBook.] 


The framework obviously involves the value placed on well-being but not only on the value of it but the actual processes involved in the comprehension of it and its capabilities. ‘The CA is built around the idea that we must look and see what each animal life contains and values, and must protect, non-reductively, the most important elements in that whole diverse set of strivings.’[footnoteRef:18] The approach provides fundamental rights which are specific to each individual species and it considers the characteristics of each species: ‘The Capabilities Approach asks us to respect the characteristic form of life of an animal kind.. a good way of starting to formulate political guidelines for the treatment of species members is to consider the species form of life—including the range of individual variations that are typically found within it.’[footnoteRef:19]  [18:  Ibid.]  [19:  Ibid., p. 196.] 

It is here that one must appreciate the strength of the argument from both philosophers. Peter Singer’s utilitarian approach is limited in one sense because of his significant focus on sentience and although valuable it has constraints in ‘minimising suffering’. It has value in the opposition of speciesism and in the practical application of ethics in the aforementioned example of animals suffering in factory farms. 
Martha Nussbaum advocates for the Capabilities Approach which I believe goes further than Peter Singer. This is because it is unique in its treatment of an individual species and values the fact that each species has different abilities or capabilities. It is not solely based on sentience and it is not solely based on minimising suffering. Although in her own words it does not provide the pathway to get there, ‘The CA maps a destination. It does not tell us how to get there.’[footnoteRef:20] To expand these frameworks the essay will continue with an examination of empathy and compassion which may indeed help forge the path to a more equitable world for animals and their welfare. [20:  Ibid., p. 115.] 


Empathy and Compassion
How could individual morality be encouraged and how could the ethical treatment of animals be promoted on a societal level? One must ask the question could a moral code for the equal treatment of animals be enforced through the justice system and be written into the rule of law? There are examples of course where immoral acts are illegal and others where they are not labelled as a criminal offence. However, returning to the ethics of the equal consideration of interest of animals, individual and collective societal may only change gradually but as aforementioned this may well become incremental and be a force for good. But surely, one’s own authority is stronger and more valuable in the process of action (or inaction) rather than imposed moral judicial rules. After all, how many of us would steal if it were not a criminal offence. Turning one’s attention to the strength of empathy and compassion in ethics.
Empathy is a multi-faceted topic and much has been written about its importance and value. The evocation of empathy is also a complex one and this essay will discuss two possible methods, The Theory of Motivation and Visualisation. It is clear that this could be an exciting research area and one which could enhance the Capabilities Approach in terms of application.
In the article The Danger of Ethics Without Empathy the philosopher Heidi L. Maibom discusses the value of impartiality within ethics and denounces this standpoint that demands detachment. One can make sense of this when considering the value of empathy and compassion. She states, ‘And I, at least, use my empathy as a moral guide. If I empathize with the suffering of caged animals, say, I begin to think that caging animals is wrong. Morally wrong.’[footnoteRef:21] This viewpoint she argues about taking ourselves away from our own egotistical perspective to gain value insights to others and although here she mentions people the argument can be extrapolated to that for animals, ‘It doesn’t take much to see that a fuller understanding of the world, other people, and even ourselves requires us to see beyond our first-person perspective.’[footnoteRef:22] [21:  Heidi L. Maibom, The Danger of Ethics Without Empathy, online article, Institute of Art and Ideas, 26 September 2022, <https://iai.tv/articles/the-danger-of-ethics-without-empathy-auid-2247> [accessed 11 April 2025].]  [22:  Ibid.] 

Within the Theory of Motivation Abraham H. Maslow defines five sets of goals that human beings have as basic needs. ‘These are briefly physiological, safety, love, esteem, and self-actualization… These are arranged in a hierarchy of pre-potency.’[footnoteRef:23] When a person reaches these goals they can indeed have different world views, different principles, and a different approach to others and this may include towards other animals and species. Could this be a way in which the true empathetic state of each individual is realised? If it were then these individuals would not only become more empathetic but more compassionate and more engaged in compassionate actions and debates toward other animals. As mentioned above, Martha Nussbaum discusses the sense of awe and wonder as a potential for the way in which we view animals and this idea can be linked to this Theory of Motivation. The ability to look with new eyes could we gain the empathy required for a practical application of the Capabilities Approach? In these states of consciousness everyday things and events can be seen through new lenses and become awe inspiring. Of course, it is not only empathy that is desired here but the compassion that follows. [23:  Abraham H. Maslow, A Theory of Human Motivation (Virginia, [n.d.]), p. 33.] 

Perspective is another concept and especially when considering a cosmological universal perspective, which helps define our place within the universe. The value of gaining perspective by ‘zooming in and out’ to appreciate phenomena both visible and invisible to the naked eye is a valuable lesson. This exploration within our consciousness of perspective and the essence of being human in terms of ethics must make us aware and conclude that we as humans are not more important or more valuable than other sentients and just because we can take advantage of other species, we must conclude that we should not. Rather we should base our values and our practices on equal consideration just as we have attested to do to other human beings. Darwin states that: ‘When I view all beings not as special creations, but as the lineal descendants of some few beings which lived long before the first bed of the Silurian system was deposited, they seem to me to become ennobled.’ [footnoteRef:24] It is this perspective that should propel a more ethical standpoint. [24:  Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species: Oxford World's Classics, ed. by Gillian Beer (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 359, Kindle eBook.] 

It is common knowledge that since the end of World War II in 1945 and the formation of the United Nations[footnoteRef:25] in that same year humanity has progressed towards a more coherent ethical standpoint. In terms of human equality, we have moved forward as a race. In terms of the equality and ethical considerations of animals we have also moved forward but there is much work to do within the realm of Applied Ethics in terms of the treatment, respect, and welfare of animals. Peter Singer states: [25:  United Nations, About Us ([n.d.]) <https://www.un.org/en/about-us> [accessed 11 April 2025].] 


It cannot be proven that we are all rationally required to reduce pain and suffering and make the world a better place for others. Ethically indefensible behaviour is not always irrational. We will probably always need the sanctions of the law and social pressure to provide additional reasons against serious violations of ethical standards.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Peter Singer, Practical Ethics, 3rd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), p. 296, Kindle eBook.] 


This idea returns to the premise that if we can not only recall debates or topics but if we can engage critically with those ideas then we surely can become more empathetic. Roman Krznaric the creator of The Empathy Library has made great strides forward in not only the understanding of empathy but also in relation to Applied Ethics. We can use his tools in a practical and not purely theoretical approach in the development of ethical guidelines, ethical debates, and in the foundation of ethical principles that I believe people will morally accept if they are allowed the time and space for themselves. The progression of technology in the contemporary world is fast paced and has exponential growth and one can utilise this within all areas of debate. Roman Krznaric discusses this in the RSA Journal, ‘The visualisation of ideas can dramatically change the way we work and think.’[footnoteRef:27] This concept has merit and one can see evidence of this at The University of Edinburgh. [27:  Roman Krznaric, ‘Vision On’, RSA Journal, 2 (2014), 30-31 (p. 30).] 

The Edinburgh Futures Institute (The University of Edinburgh) is paving the way in many ways and one of those is of particular interest here: narrative storytelling through the expansion of visualisation techniques. The philosopher David Abram was one of the key collaborators on the project. ‘Becoming Animal is an urgent and immersive audiovisual quest, calling us to witness the natural world as it in turn witnesses us, prompting us to reflect on the very essence of what it means to inhabit our animal bodies.’[footnoteRef:28] It explores the aforementioned connectedness that we are all part. [28:  Edinburgh Futures Institute, Becoming Animal: A Thought Provoking, Peculiar Exploration Of Nature (2021) <https://efi.ed.ac.uk/becoming-animal-a-thought-provoking-peculiar-exploration-of-nature/> [accessed 11 April 2025].] 


Conclusion
In summary, this essay has outlined a contemporary view on the situation of the practical ethical treatment of animals and one must conclude that although progress is being made there is so much more we can do as human beings in order for all species to co-exist on Planet Earth. There is no need for ethical absolutism but there is a need to visualise and empathise with non-human species and to consider their interests as equal. ‘The outcome of debates around the consideration of speciesism, therefore, will depend largely upon whether those who wish to defend human privilege can explain what it is that makes humans as a species so special.’[footnoteRef:29] This is also relevant to the question on the equal consideration of interests. Maybe philosophy itself as a subject of investigation is useful; if one could promote philosophical dialogue then more people would think about ethical issues. Whilst arguments on both sides will prevail there can be no doubt that the way in which we do currently treat animals has to change. One may argue for the equal consideration of animal interests or argue for the use of the capabilities approach but there will be many who will never want to be mindful of the ethical considerations of any other species.  [29:  Julian Baggini and Peter S. Fosl, The Ethics Toolkit: A Compendium of Ethical Concepts and Methods, 2nd edn (John Wiley & Sons Ltd, 2024), p. 283, Kindle eBook.] 

Hopefully, those in the centre ground may be persuaded to walk a more ethical path. With the strength of mind and time for a value judgement there will be no room for the akratic few. This essay has argued that empathy and visualisation could be well placed to enhance the capability approach of Martha Nussbaum. Peter Singer states: ‘the fact that beings are not members of our species does not entitle us to exploit them, and it similarly implies that the fact that other animals are less intelligent than we are does not mean that their interests may be discounted or disregarded.’[footnoteRef:30] A simple statement that seems intuitive and morally justified but with such a long way to go. We as a species are prejudiced and this seems to permit harmful actions against other animals. PETA agrees: ‘Only prejudice allows us to deny others the rights that we expect to have for ourselves. Whether it’s based on race, gender, sexual orientation, or species, prejudice is morally unacceptable.[footnoteRef:31] One cannot simply accept a traditional view that animals exist for human use and we must move on from this argument that is simply prejudiced against non-humans. [30:  Peter Singer, Practical Ethics, 3rd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), p. 49, Kindle eBook]  [31:  PETA, Animals Are Not Ours, ([n.d.]) <https://www.peta.org/about-peta/why-peta/why-animal-rights/?en_txn7=other::ien-wide-promo-petaorg> [accessed 11 April 2025].] 

There will always be conflicting requests on moral decisions and learning how we deal with these is equally as important. Avoidance is not acceptable and as the philosopher Mary Midgely states: ‘Our avoidance of anthropomorphic terms, she argues, is metaphysical rather than scientific, since it threatens to commit us to the uncomfortable ethical stance that animals matter more than we have allowed.’[footnoteRef:32] By encouraging engagement we may all have to face difficult issues and be uncomfortable with what we see however, this will allow us to create new narratives for how we want to be within our own future.  [32:  Reviewed Work(s): Animals and Why They Matter by Mary Midgley Uni Chicago Press] 

I have demonstrated how philosophers such as Peter Singer and Martha Nussbaum have paved the way within contemporary thinking as does empathy and compassion. I have touched on the value of The Theory of Motivation and Visualisation. This essay has also highlighted that a cosmological perspective can also empower an empathetic and compassionate way of thinking not only toward humans but all animals. If we as a race want new ways of thinking we need new ways of seeing and new ways of communicating. It was not until 1948 that the UN declaration of Human Rights was made. I predict the extrapolation of animal welfare and animal rights but with no idea thus far how far the human race will go in pursuit of these goals. Hopefully, with that awe and wonder that Martha Nussbaum values.
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