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Abstract: The concept of moral rights has been held as notoriously nebulous by some moral theorists. The problem seems further compounded when attempting to ascribe such rights to cows, pigs, and chickens. However, the animal rights view as argued for by Tom Regan gives a clearer picture on what it means for both humans and animals to possess moral rights. Here, I cover what it means for an individual to have a moral right. Additionally, I explain crucial points for an animal rights position, the arguments that may follow, and how one would then conclude that non-human animals, much like human animals, possess moral rights.
If we met someone who refused to eat a hamburger out of concern for animals, would their reasons for doing so be obvious? We could probably think of a few motivations, such as the oft-cited consideration for the suffering of animals. However, perhaps this person may be committed to only eating “free-range” animals as opposed to those reared in “factory farming” conditions. Or maybe it’s as simple as finding animals too cute. Yet, what if this person tells us it’s because animals, such as cows, have rights? The position sounds radical and implausible to many, but there is a question as to whether we know what this person means when making such a claim.
Of course, a layperson who refuses to eat a hamburger on the ostensible grounds of animal rights may not entirely understand the position either, but here I will attempt to explain it as argued in moral philosophy. While not exactly identical, the line of thinking put forth here attempts to capture the spirit of Tom Regan’s work on animal rights, especially as argued more thoroughly in his book The Case for Animal Rights (1983). That said, the following, I believe, gives a fair overview to those who are curious as to what an animal rights view looks like.
First, however, we should examine the meaning of rights. After all, lacking clarity here would put animal rights itself into uncertain territory, as these rights may be too vague as to apply to anything or, after inspection, we may see that they only apply to people. When discussing “rights” in this context, we are not talking about mandates which are prescribed by any entity. Instead, we mean moral rights. That is, rather than being the edicts of any legal system or individual, one has moral rights regardless of what anyone happens to believe. Beyond this, we can then ask what, exactly, it is we have as rights-holders. In The Case for Animal Rights (1983), Regan seemingly operates under Joel Feinberg’s assessment of moral rights. Namely, having a moral right entails one having a claim to something and such claim informs others how one should be treated.
For example, let’s say that we, as people, have a right to life. The meaning here would be that people have a sort of entitlement to their own lives or continued existence, and if humans have such entitlement, then a killer obviously wrongs his or her victims. In other words, if we have a right to life, we are due treatment that does not violate such right. Now, at this point, our definition of moral rights has not commented on who exactly qualifies as a rights-holder. Humans are a prime candidate, as hinted at in the example above, but the question that concerns us next is whether animals could similarly have moral rights.
With moral rights now clearer, let’s look at the interplay between the rights of people and a certain value that Tom Regan and other philosophers postulate. More precisely, such thinkers would say it’s wrong to exploit, harm, and abuse humans, and the wrongness of such actions holds true even if the victim happened to be rational or non-rational. That is, regardless if a human has the rationality of a chemist or a cow, it would be wrong to enslave them, to raise and slaughter them for food, or to generally treat them as a mere commodity, tool, or resource. This is what it means to have inherent value, and, as a result of having such value, there are certain moral constraints on how we can treat such individuals. With such moral constraints recognized, we can say that humans, then, are rights-holders—they possess moral claims as described above. Yet, along with the affirmation of the rights of both rational and non-rational humans, it seemingly follows that a lack of rationality in animals cannot rule them out as rights-holders or as beings of inherent worth. This, however, does not establish that animals have such rights, but merely that their non-rational status does not preclude them from having such moral status.
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Next, we will take from a general principle of moral philosophy (at least in contemporary philosophy), where we strive for impartiality and non-arbitrariness in our moral judgments. Under this principle, it would be wrong to exclude individuals from full and direct moral consideration based off superficial characteristics. That is, qualities such as race, sex, or body shape do not count as morally relevant features in determining if an individual should be treated as a mere tool or not. In other words, these features of an individual cannot deny one the moral status of possessing inherent value. Further, group membership is equally irrelevant in determining this moral status. As a result, we cannot deny someone is a rights-holder based off, say, race or sex membership. Rather, we base it off the individual’s qualities. This being the case, we cannot rule out animals as beings of inherent worth or rights-holders on the basis of their physical appearance or species membership. This, again, does not establish animals as rights-holders, but it removes one more barrier in which they could not be considered as such.
After dealing with potential objections as to why animals cannot be rights-holders (for example, they lack rationality or they belong to the wrong “kind”), we will now see how animals, just like humans, could be rights-holders. The argument hinges on the morally relevant features shared by both human animals and non-human animals. That is, the properties we take as being morally significant for humans (both rational and non-rational) that help account for our lofty moral status as rights-holders, or beings of inherent value, are shared with many (if not most) animals.
In particular, Regan describes the properties it takes to be a “subject-of-a-life,” where, among other things, subjects-of-a-life have interests (such as an interest in avoiding pain) and possess a mental life. The properties Regan describes as being central to being a subject-of-a-life are seemingly morally significant properties, and the prior points here have argued in favor of not discounting the significance of such properties in the lives of animals. The properties described for being a subject-of-a-life seem sufficient to accept that we, as humans, deserve and have significant moral status and moral rights. Yet, to remain consistent and impartial, this condition should be sufficient to accept that animals deserve and have significant moral status and rights, too.
In wrapping things up, the animal rights view described here has argued that there is no rational, non-arbitrary way to deny animals significant moral rights. This view, while seemingly radical, is based off relatively uncontroversial beliefs, such as the inherent value of people regardless of their level of rationality, an adherence to impartiality that allows one to recognize such value, and, lastly, the morally relevant and significant ways in which humans and animals are similar to each other. Accordingly, animals are not mere things whose value only goes as far as how we use them. Instead, an animal rights view such as Regan’s would conclude that many animals, just like humans, have a moral right to respectful treatment—to be treated as individuals with value in themselves.
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