3. ‘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.
[bookmark: _Int_QW83a2Ki]This essay discusses the relation of Bentham’s assertion that “the question is not, can they talk, but can they suffer”[footnoteRef:4185] to the principle of equality and animals in the context of their dialectical synthesis - animal liberation, or the extension of the principle of equality to the animal world – as elaborated upon by its proponents, most prominent amongst them Peter Singer, and as characterised by the utilitarian school of philosophy and ethics.  [4185:  (Bentham, 1789)] 

[bookmark: _Int_zrCfSmLj][bookmark: _Int_7NgRNC5P][bookmark: _Int_DMPkth1o][bookmark: _Int_elINRgx7]Bentham’s initial assertion is rooted in the philosophical tradition of utilitarianism – a form of ethical thought arguing that morality should primarily be judged through the rubric of 'utility’, itself commonly articulated as “the greatest Happiness for the greatest Numbers”[footnoteRef:23775]. The greatest and most immediately relevant philosophical divide between utilitarians in turn is that between the preference and hedonistic schools of utilitarianism (respectively emphasising maximum satisfaction of personal preferences vs maximum pleasure overall). Benthamite utilitarianism falls under the latter category, as Bentham makes repeated and consistent reference to the maximisation of pleasure and reduction of pain throughout his corpus (most notably in Chapters 4 and 5 of a ‘An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, which are exclusively dedicated to this strain of utilitarian thought’s mechanistic particulars)[footnoteRef:10112].  [23775:  (Hutcheson, 1726)]  [10112:  (Bentham, 1789)] 

[bookmark: _Int_8QxuRDhA]While preference utilitarianism and its adherents have contributed to the development of links between the Benthamite philosophy summarised succinctly in Bentham’s assertion and the relationship between egalitarian principles and the animal world – most notably Peter Singer prior to his philosophical shift to hedonistic utilitarianism in 2014 – the primary grounds for the intersection of the principle of equality and animals remain fundamentally rooted in hedonistic utilitarianism. To elaborate – while a case may be made for extending rights to animals on grounds of preferential-utilitarian ethics (for example, it not being in a cow’s interests to be sent to an abattoir and made into burgers), the general lack of sapience amongst animals (barring comparatively rare and debatable exceptions among dolphins, crows and so on) means a case can be made for sapient preferences having greater utility than those of mere sentients. 
[bookmark: _Int_6qQTooWV][bookmark: _Int_QYmS7jTm][bookmark: _Int_wW0CuUPf][bookmark: _Int_rQAnc3A9]An argument made on the grounds of hedonistic utilitarianism lacks these structural weaknesses. According to hedonistic-utilitarian epistemologies, pleasure is utility, and pain a sort of anti-utility - “[…] pain is in itself an evil, and without exception the only evil, or else ‘good’ and ‘evil’ have no meaning”, in Bentham’s phrasing[footnoteRef:27037]. From this perspective, the present and past treatment of animals (in particular the practice of factory farming which emerged in the post-war era) is in essence a massively lopsided moral trade-off, with the pain created by (as an example) the meat industry’s mass-rearing and culls of animal populations in substandard conditions creating a comparatively miniscule degree of pleasure overwhelmingly concentrated in Europe, North America, and East Asia (as evidenced by the existence of the Chinese strategic pork reserve, Korean barbecue and other such culinary and economic institutions). From a hedonistic-utilitarian – and therefore Benthamite – perspective, the lack of sapience on the part of a majority of animals worldwide is irrelevant. Suffering is an ethical inefficiency, and the amount of it produced by the present treatment of animals is both unjustifiable relative to the quantity of pleasure enjoyed by consumers and in blatant defiance of the principle of equality. For a visual example of this philosophical argument, consider the following image: [27037:  (Bentham, 1789)] 

[image: ][footnoteRef:26438] [26438:  (McArthur, 2019)] 

[bookmark: _Int_gtLX0nMv][bookmark: _Int_yXl9atyd][bookmark: _Int_fuq8CP8a][bookmark: _Int_PWzPsQRu][bookmark: _Int_ENyeE3LW][bookmark: _Int_fjmzEigb]The calf pictured exhibits obvious signs of distress – eyes rolling, body straining, neck pulling the chain attached to its neck taut. The nearby veal crates (one of which providing its housing) are made of cheap and clearly dirtied plastic which appear too small to provide adequate economy of movement to the animal. It is clear that the calf is in a great deal of pain. However, the product of this suffering and the animal’s eventual slaughter – a relatively small quantity of veal – can hardly be considered of commensurate value, supplying a brief gastronomic pleasure to a presumably wealthy consumer (veal being a luxury item). As far as it is quantifiable, the nervous systems of cows and humans are similar enough that it is possible to equate the suffering of this calf from rearing to slaughter to that which would be experienced by a human infant raised in similar conditions. As such, both humans and cows are sensitive in the literal sense of the word. Thereby, if one’s moral epistemology is predicated on pleasure as an absolute good and pain as an absolute evil, and a capacity for both as essentially indicative of equality - “[…]can they suffer?”, as Bentham puts it - the ratio of pleasure experienced by the consumer relative to that experienced by the calf is so unbalanced as to be morally indefensible.
[bookmark: _Int_VaUt87Kn][bookmark: _Int_PMbSqhpk][bookmark: _Int_fhgJt5EF][bookmark: _Int_HSF1czI1][bookmark: _Int_T1sVchQg][bookmark: _Int_Zx4xNTwu][bookmark: _Int_lHrTgOVa][bookmark: _Int_rHf2h3W3]This correlation between the principle of equality as it relates to animals and hedonistic-utilitarian ethics is further borne out by the emphasis of the quotation: Bentham explicitly de-emphasises questions of sapience or intraspecies communication more in-line with a preferential-utilitarian's ethical priorities (“the question is not, can they reason, nor can they talk”). Instead, the structure of the sentence and its content alike favour of a simple appeal to the capacity to experience pain (“[…] but can they suffer”). Indeed, it is entirely in line with the remainder of Bentham’s ethical epistemology, which, regarding natural laws as “nonsense on stilts”[footnoteRef:30093], instead predicated equality on the capacity for sensation. For example, take the passage immediately following this core quotation, which posits a future wherein “humanity will extend its mantle over everything which breathes”[footnoteRef:21618], and prizes as the key criteria for, as Singer put it in ‘Practical Ethics, “equal consideration of interests”[footnoteRef:31928] not sapience, but rather “[sensitivity]”[footnoteRef:8044].  [30093:  (Bentham, 1796)
]  [21618:  (Bentham, 1789)]  [31928:  (Singer, 1979)]  [8044:  (Bentham, 1789)] 

[bookmark: _Int_uf2OY37U][bookmark: _Int_s7C3iWuQ][bookmark: _Int_Y3cLT1Kt]This concept – “equal consideration of interests” - also undergirds much of the argument for a kinder (or, at any rate, more equitable) treatment of animals. While, in its most basic form, the argument for extending the principle of equality to animals is rooted in a sort of appeal to shared suffering across species along hedonistic-utilitarian principles, philosophers in the Benthamite tradition – such as Singer - argue that beyond the clear imbalance of pain and pleasure produced and experienced, the current treatment of animals is reflective of a broader asymmetry and violation of the principle of equality on the part of humanity. This asymmetry is referred to by Singer as a kind of irrational prejudice similar to racism or sexism, which he refers to as “speciesism”[footnoteRef:22790] and defines most consistently as prioritising ”the most trivial interests of our own species”[footnoteRef:9322] over the most important of non-human, sentient and sensitive species, much as a male sexist might prize the right of a man to harass a woman over that woman’s right to dignity and safety.  [22790:  (Singer, 1975)]  [9322:  (Singer, 1975)] 

[bookmark: _Int_xI9s9ZpU][bookmark: _Int_5ArlEdYD][bookmark: _Int_p4uzEo3X]For Singer, the equal consideration of interests is therefore the ultimate synthesis of the principle of equality, the animal world and utilitarian ethics, as summed up by Bentham in the quotation – if a being can experience suffering and is thus sensitive, to fail to accord its interests equal utility to any other sensitive creature, human, animal, or otherwise, is a gross violation of the principle of equality. This primacy of the capacity to sense, rather than intellect or species, appears something of a unifying theme across utilitarian and animal liberationist discourses, whether in the eighteenth century or the twentieth, and in itself reflects the influence of hedonistic utilitarianism upon the principle of equality’s extension to the animal world. This is only rational – as Singer points out in his essay ‘All Animals Are Equal’: “Since dogs can’t vote, it is meaningless to talk of their right to vote […] 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”[footnoteRef:21732].  [21732:  (Singer, 1975)] 

[bookmark: _Int_9SWI9lGR][bookmark: _Int_oiWE1Cl1]Equality in this formulation does not imply a totalising, one-size-fits-all approach: such a blindly heavy-handed approach to the extension of the principle of equality would, from a utilitarian perspective, be farcical, impractical, and run the risk of increasing the amount to which ”they suffer”. Freedom, in the case of Singer’s exemplary dog, would in its most practical form constitute freedom from excess and unjustifiable suffering. While it would be unfeasible to make voters of dogs, the abolition of the most inefficient and brutal practices of – once again, as an example – the meat industry at a minor increased cost, supplemented by meat-substitutes such as tofu, are wholly feasible. Take the following photograph, for example:
[image: ][footnoteRef:15837] [15837:  (McArthur, 2022)] 

[bookmark: _Int_ZfU7E0QR][bookmark: _Int_KVFnwG5a][bookmark: _Int_xFFrrPPf]This sow is being held in a form of holding pen commonly referred to as a ‘gestation crate’. Used in many countries, they are what sows are housed in for all but the “last five-to-ten days of their pregnancy”, and severely restrict the animal’s natural freedom of movement, making it impossible for the sow to turn around, avoid aggression from her neighbours, or express a wide range of her natural movements. These crates are known to induce behaviour indicative of “stress, fear, boredom and despondency”, or, in layman’s terms, suffering. Coupling this with the practice of placing as many gestation crates in as short a space as possible, the clearly pained expression of the animal’s face and the shoddy condition of the crate in and of itself, it is clear to even the most detached observer that this practice generates an extremely high amount of suffering for the sow during her pregnancy. Indeed, given the practice of farming before the invention of this technique stretches back for most of human history, it is fair to say that that the use of gestation crates as exemplified on this sow constitutes an unnecessarily cruel practice. The extension of the principle of equality as Singer envisions it and the question describes it, then, would not require the sow to be kept in an unfeasibly high-quality facility for the duration of her pregnancy instead (such would constitute an equally imbalanced prizing of the animal’s pleasure over that of humans)  – but rather the removal of practices that are explicitly and unnecessarily cruel and unusual in their treatment of the animal. Investment in more widely spaced holding pens, while naturally damaging to a given farmer’s maximum profits, would in the ethical calculus of the utilitarian question “can they suffer?” cost comparatively little compared to the amount of pain suffered by the captive sows if no such action were to be taken. 
[bookmark: _Int_OdyhEkMM][bookmark: _Int_661Aqo6E][bookmark: _Int_8MsYmdtr]This, then, is the culmination of the argument of the utilitarian school of ethics in favour of the extension of the principle of equality to animals, as exemplified by the quotation – not simply that the present treatment of animals is unjust or causes suffering and inequality on their part, but that these results are unjustifiable on logical grounds relative to the gain produced for the consumer. An animal’s lack of capacity for sapience – much as “dogs can’t vote”[footnoteRef:18915] as a sentiment does not excuse the practice of pitting dogs in fights – or, indeed, speech is essentially irrelevant: ”The question is not, can they reason, nor can they talk, but can they suffer”. [18915:  (Singer, 1975)] 
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