
Animals, Consciousness, and the Accusation of Anthropomorphism
1. Animals and Consciousness

Knowledge of consciousness in other species (‘the other species of mind problem’ (Allen and Bekoff, 1997)) is often thought to present more difficulties than knowledge of consiousness in human beings, partly because animals cannot tell us (through speech) about their experiences. 

Higher-Order theories 
‘A phenomenally conscious mental state is a mental state (of a certain sort…) that either is, or is disposed to be, the object of a higher-order representation of a certain sort’ (Carruthers, 2011). 

Peter Carruthers’ theory: for a mental state to be phenomenally conscious is for that state to be available to be thought about by the subject (see Carruthers, 1998a, 1998b, and 2000).

‘The term ‘available’ here makes this a ‘dispositionalist’ account, as opposed to an ‘actualist’ which requires the actual occurrence of the 2nd order thought for subject [sic.] to be conscious in the relevant sense’ (Allen, 2011).
‘[A] conscious mental state is one of which the agent is aware... and so to this extent at least it involves self-consciousness’ (Carruthers, 1996, p.149).

Carruthers denies phenomenal consciousness to nearly all nonhuman beings. ‘To think about mental states, one must possess concepts for those states, psychological concepts. There is reason to think that no nonhuman animals have concepts like belief, desire, perception, pain and pleasure. So these animals cannot think about their own first-order mental states. So none of their first-order states are conscious. They lack the intellectual resources that are necessary for conscious experiences’ (Browne [outlining Carruthers’ view], 1999). Note that Carruthers view entails that infants who cannot have second-order thoughts do not have phenomenal consciousness either. 
Objections

· HO theories, especially when viewed in the light of empirical claims about the perceptual powers of animals, conflict with our strong conviction that many animals have phenomenally conscious experiences (see, for e.g., Jamieson and Bekoff, 1992; and Allen and Bekoff, 1997).
· It is far from obvious that higher-order thoughts are necessary for phenomenal consciousness; that such thoughts are needed for consciousness becomes less plausible the more we look at our own behaviour and conscious experiences. How could I have a second-order thought about a particular belief unless I was already conscious of the belief in question? Besides this, the behaviour of many creatures suggests that they are capable of such thoughts.  
· Considering the complexity of animal life, it is strange to think how one would suppose that animals could survive without being phenomenally conscious. Furthermore, many animals respond to their surroundings in a way that is indicative of their having knowledge and beliefs, even if we assume, for argument’s sake, that they cannot have beliefs about beliefs. 
First-Order Theories 
‘According to first-order theories, conscious mental states are those that make one conscious of things or facts in the external environment’ (Lurz, 2009. Lurz cites Evans 1982; Tye 1995; and Dretske 1995).

Mental states are not conscious because they are available to be thought about, but ‘because the states themselves make one aware of the external world. Unconscious mental states, therefore, are mental states that fail to make one conscious of things or facts in the environment—although, they may have various effects on one’s behavior. Furthermore, mental states that make subjects conscious of things or facts in the environment do so, according to first-order theories, in virtue of their effecting, or being poised to effect, subjects’ belief-forming system’ (Lurz, 2009). 

FO theorists claim that many animals are conscious and form beliefs about their environment based upon their perceptual experiences and bodily sensations. Their theories align better with our strong belief that animals have conscious states; a belief that we have good reasons for holding. 

Carruthers, however, would argue against this, claiming that we do not have any such reasons; there is nothing that entitles us to say that animals have phenomenal states. 

But, as Robert Lurz plausibly claims, 
‘[T]his is surely wrong. It is well known that the brains and nervous systems of many animals are very similar in structure and function to those of adult humans; and since the structure and function of human brains and nervous systems support phenomenal states, it is plausible to suppose that the brains and nervous systems of some animals support phenomenal states too. Moreover, many animals behave in ways that entitle us to attribute phenomenal states as opposed to nonphenomenal states to them. When my dog runs across the lawn in hot pursuit of the neighbor’s cat, for instance, it is implausible to account for his behavior in terms of his having a nonphenomenal visual experience. For such experiences… do not usually elicit purposeful and intelligent behavior. My dog’s behavior, however, is quite purposeful and intelligent: it is aimed at catching the neighbor’s cat, and it is appropriately modified in light of perceived changes in the environment. We seem to have, then, a good reason to believe that there is something that it is like for my dog to see the cat in the yard… Since many animals engage in purposeful and intelligent behaviors upon experiencing an object in the world, we have some reason to believe that their experiences are phenomenal as opposed to nonphenomenal’ (Lurz, 2000). 
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2. Other issues: the nature and justification of the accusation of anthropomorphism

Background 

The claim that one can apply certain concepts – concepts denoting mental states - to animals often raises the accusation of anthropomorphism (the charge that one has attributed mental states to animals unjustifiably). One idea underlying this charge is that one should be wary of committing the pathetic fallacy of describing animal behaviour in terms that we ordinarily use to describe human behaviour; to do this is to attribute to animals those characteristics that can only be attributed to humans. This idea has links with Cartesian philosophy and to the development of what has been called the ‘common-sense of science’ (Rollin, 1998, ch.1), the effects of which on animals have been far from benign. 

Studies of animal behaviour often apply mechanistic reductivist methods of enquiry. While ordinary common sense suggests that many animals are conscious beings to which we can apply concepts denoting mental states, crude behaviourism, through its mechanistic explanations of behaviour, in some sense denies consciousness to animals (by reducing all animal mental states to mere behaviour, and all animal behaviour to physical processes). This is seen in the language many scientists use to describe animal behaviour; for e.g, the pain behaviours of animals are often described in terms of responses to stimuli.
An underlying assumption: understanding animal behaviour requires an objectivity that avoids anthropomorphic language, and thus avoids the assumption that animals have mental states. 
Two ideas may be seen to have given force to the accusation:
1. Humans are conscious beings while animals are purely instinctive ones. We’ll discuss problems with this claim.
2. Since psychological phenomena may be seen as exclusively human and the corresponding terms as applicable to humans only, the use of such terms with reference to animals is often believed to be anthropomorphic. This belief seems to be largely based on the idea that we can only know for certain that humans have mental states, and we can never know if animals do, and that we, therefore, should not apply concepts denoting mental states to animals. We’ll discuss the sceptic’s argument and associated problems. 
A problem concerning description?
Whilst accepting that some philosophers deny animal consciousness (see Part 1), there appears to be wide agreement that many animals have phenomenally conscious mental states, albeit mental states that may well be different from the mental states of human beings. The problem, for many philosophers, does not appear to be so much a problem concerning scepticism about animal mentality (though this is not to say that such scepticism does not exist) as a problem concerning doubt about how to describe that mentality: 
‘Many of our perplexities about animals are not a function of our uncertainty about the evidence, but of our uncertainty about how to describe the evidence and how it bears on our willingness to apply key concepts’ (Gaita, 2002, p.111).
Even while there is, in general, acceptance of the evidence of animal consciousness, scepticism about animal minds permeates the evidence to the extent that now, rather than rejecting it out-of-hand, we do not know how to describe it. It is often held that since humans can speak we can be more confident about our knowledge of human minds that we can about knowledge of animal minds. Thus, human language supposedly leaves less room to doubt what we say about human mentality than about animal mentality (this is not to deny that the problem of other minds remains a large philosophical debate).
In the light of animal mentality, the scientific way of talking about animal behaviour, in terms of responses to stimuli, is far from a true depiction of animals (though is very much still used). However, there is still a deep anxiety about describing animal mentality through the use of words that we readily use to describe human mentality. Such usage of such words is still denounced as being unnecessarily anthropomorphic. How then is it supposed we talk of animal mentality without being accused of equating animal thoughts with human-like ones, or without using language that is reductivistic? 

While some anthropomorphic ways of speaking about animals may be incorrect, other supposedly anthropomorphic ways of speaking are not incorrect. While we would not be justified in saying that animals have political intentions or religious beliefs that does not mean that we are not justified in saying that animals have intentions or beliefs. The words we use to describe animal behaviour will always be human ones. But it does not follow that we are somehow more justified in using words like ‘belief’ or ‘intend’ to describe human behaviour than we are to describe animal behaviour. We often ascribe mental states like intentions and beliefs to humans on the strength of their behaviour (see Strawson, 1959, ch.3), without knowing precisely the inner workings of their minds. Likewise, the behaviour of animals can inform us of when it makes sense to apply certain concepts, which denote mental states, to animals. 
As Mary Midgley says, 
‘The physiology of fear… has been explored for the human species as for others and very close likenesses have been found, along with the usual range of equally interesting variations. Physiologists do not throw up their hands when they reach the human case and demand a quite new set of concepts. Nor do zoologists, when observing the behaviour of frightened birds or fish, find that everyday descriptions like ‘alarm’ suddenly lose their application… and that a new set of terms needs to be invented’ (Midgley, 1983, p.129).  
To use the words, say, ‘intends’ or ‘fears’ properly is to know that they apply to humans in general and also to those beings that display the appropriate behavioural patterns. One does not need to know the inner private experiences of humans or animals in order to be justified in using such words to describe their behaviour.

Just as the Cartesian view of animals is (at the very least) outdated so too is the rejection of all attributions of this kind (above) to animals. This rejection is based on the very belief most of us now deny; the belief that animals lack mentality. And if we do not deny animal mentality, there is no reason why we should not suppose that animal behaviour can be properly described in much the same way as our own behaviour. 
Montaigne’s thoughts about animals are particularly interesting. Consider Montaigne’s contemplation ‘that while our way of talking is to say that one plays with one’s cat, there is no reason we shouldn’t suppose that it is the other way about, that one’s cat is playing with one’ (cited by Hearne, 1986, p.225). Vicky Hearne believes that ‘Montaigne’s delicate alertness to such possibilities of grammatical reversal is sadly missing from most modern speculations about language and consciousness’ (Hearne, 1986, p.225). 
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