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Theodora Brown
‘The question is not, can they reason, nor can they talk, but can they suffer’ Bentham’s quote in relation to equality of animals today’
The concept of sentience has been around for approximately 400 years, which labels one’s ability to think and feel. As humans, we are aware of our sentience. We can register and communicate our desires and displeasures in verbal and non-verbal means, we even created the word to capture the concept and determine what other species fit into this category. Even though this is a relatively new concept, the question around non-human sentience has been debated among the scientific and activist community for many years prior. Jeremy Bentham posed the argument: ‘The question is not, can they reason, nor can they talk, but can they suffer’[footnoteRef:2] which has caused the debate of the definition and implementation of equality, speciesism and equal consideration towards animals and non-humans.  [2:  Jeremy Bentham On The Suffering Of Non-Human Animals, https://www.utilitarianism.com/jeremybentham.html, <accessed on 9.11.2022>. ] 

Animals suffering in a factory farming setting is an expectation, intensive rearing methods are used to get animals to enough capacity to be slaughtered for their meat. This is done in cramped conditions and inadequate nutritional/medical care. Animals are not treated as the sentient beings we now know they are, but as objects/products. This marketing of ‘meat is meat’ has been very helpful to dissociate the public to allow them to continue the purchasing of cheap meat, however as we are slowly moving forward in realising what cheap meet entails towards the animals used and the environmental costs, how can we move forward with the reduction of suffering and implementing equality towards different species of animals? Should farming be banned completely and we all become vegan? Or could we still rear animals for meat consumption but reduce suffering as much as possible? Either way, the treatment of farming animals differs between other species and introducing concepts like equality between humans and non-humans have set forward and backward the agender towards reducing animal suffering. (Image 1, left).
Equality cannot be applied between animals and humans due to being different species, Peter Signer defines equality as ‘a moral idea, not an assertion or fact’[footnoteRef:3] and uses the example of giving a dog the equality to vote. This would be pointless due to a dog not having the capacity to weigh in on human politics, however giving women the right to vote is due to women having an opinion on politics and sharing the consequences of who gets voted into power.[footnoteRef:4] Due to equal treatment not being feasible between humans/animals, Signer introduces the concept of equal consideration, with one of the largest considerations that species share is to not suffer[footnoteRef:5]. (Image 2, right). [3:  Peter Singer, Animal Liberation, 2ND ed., 1990, Ecco, New York, P.703.]  [4:  Singer, Animal Liberation, PP. 701-702. ]  [5:  Ibid. P. 702. ] 

 Animals experiencing suffering has been debated between the scientific/philosophical community. Michael Leahy argues in his book ‘Against Liberation’ that due to factory farm animals lacking language and not knowing any different or the future of their fate, they are immune to certain sufferings.[footnoteRef:6] However, Rebekah Humphreys rebates these claims in her article ‘Animal Thoughts On Factory Farms: Micheal Leahy, Language And Awareness Of Death’ and states that due to animals lack of verbal communication, having stronger senses than an humans with touch, taste, smell and hearing, contributes to make their experience of suffering more intense.[footnoteRef:7] Behaviourism has often been used as an excuse for disapproving sentience in animals as we cannot know for sure what an animal is feeling as they cannot verbally communicate it to us. However, by studying behaviourism in animals I believe we can see this support the claim towards sentience. Animals who are under pain show similar signs within other animal species and humans. Like us, they can cry out in pain, flinch/withdraw themselves from the object that’s causing them pain, try to aid in the healing of their wounds. They also grow attachments, form social bonds and like to play and explore. To anyone who has had a pet it’s hard to not see the sentience behind their actions, for example when my dog wants to come up on the sofa for a cuddle. However, this can also be argued that this is learned behaviour, and my dog simply wants to share my warmth or finds the action of me stoking his head helps put him to sleep. As humans we form attachments to certain animals and try to see their actions in our viewpoint as it’s impossible to comprehend theirs. The philosophers question comes to mind in this scenario, "If a lion could talk, we would not understand him” by Ludwig Wittgenstein[footnoteRef:8] as our experiences and frames of reference will be too far removed.   [6:  Rebekah Humphreys, Animal Thoughts On Factory Farms: Micheal Leahy, Language And Awareness Of Death, Between The Species, Issue VIII, (2008), P. 2, www.cla.calpoly.edu/bts/, <accessed on 4.11.2022>.]  [7:  Humphreys, Animal Thoughts On Factory Farms: Micheal Leahy, Language And Awareness Of Death, P.3.]  [8:  Stephen Budiansky, If A Lion Could Talk, Animal Intelligence And The Evolution Of Conciousness, 1998,
https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/books/first/b/budiansky-lion.html?_r=1#:~:text=The%20philosopher%20Ludwig%20Wittgenstein%20made,longer%20be%20a%20lion's%20mind. <Accessed 9.11.2022>] 

Bentham’s statement was not finished at ‘can they suffer’ but continues with ‘Why should the law refuse its protection to any sensitive being?’[footnoteRef:9] Bentham 1789 An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation. Under UK law, animals with centralised nervous systems (like humans) are now under the category of being sentient under The Animal Welfare (Sentience) Act, which was passed through Parliament in 2022. This introduced the government’s ‘Action Plan for Animal Welfare’, where with farm animals it states, ‘we are currently considering the case for introducing further reforms, on areas such as the use of farrowing crates for pigs and cages for laying hens.’[footnoteRef:10] However, why does it use language such as ‘consider’ when its acknowledged that these animals are sentient under law meaning they have the capacity to suffer, feel discomfort and pain, and yet we will continue to inflict it on them? (Image 3, right). [9:  Jeremy Bentham On The Suffering Of Non-Human Animals, https://www.utilitarianism.com/jeremybentham.html, <accessed on 9.11.2022>.]  [10:  Policy Paper Action Plan For Animal Welfare, 2021, 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/action-plan-for-animal-welfare/action-plan-for-animal-welfare#farm-animals <Accessed on 8.11.2022>] 

Despite all animals who share a centralised nervous system now being classed as sentient, there is still speciesism at play. Speciesism is where one species believe they are more inferior to other species, humans are an example of speciesism. If conducting medical testing with the risk of lives being in danger, it’s a predicable answer who would choose between a human or a monkey to be tested on. However, this can also be applied between different non-human animals, and we can see this written in the law. For example, the use of farrowing crates for pigs with their young in factory farms. If the same practice was done to dogs, industrially or domestically, this will be a punishable offence. If we applied equal consideration between dogs and pigs, consuming pork would be banned. This is not being applied by the government/farmers however due to pork being a staple in the average UK diet and there being a high demand for it. What other options do corporations have when they have a contract to oblige? Again, although farmers are not immune from responsibility, they can also be trapped in the factory farming cycle with difficulties of making changes if they wanted due to costs/contacts. (See image 4, right).  
In Sophie Riley’s paper ‘Brighton v Will: The Legal Chasm between Animal Welfare and Animal Suffering’ she discusses a case which took place in New South Wales Supreme Court (Australia) where a man brutally killed a dog, but after the dog was contained and subdued, as it attacked his camel.[footnoteRef:11] Under the Crimes Act it states in section 530 that there can be a 3–5-year prison sentence to anyone who inflicts severe pain to an animal, whenever it was intentional or under recklessness. However, this law also states: [11:  Sophie Riley, Brighton V Will: The Legal Chasm Between Animal Welfare And Animal Suffering, Animals, 2020, P. 3, https://doi.org/10.3390/ani10091497 <Accessed on 2.11.2022>] 

 ‘A person is not criminally responsible for an offence of this section if- 
…  
(b) the conduct occurred in the course of or for the purpose of routine agricultural or animal, husbandry activities.’[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Riley, Brighton V Will: The Legal Chasm Between Animal Welfare And Animal Suffering, PP. 3-4. ] 

Here, there is a contradictory statement, how can animal suffering/cruelty be permissible for non-domestic animals however with domestic animals it’s punishable by prison sentence? Riley suggests that this is due to animal suffering needing to be justified (the result gaining a commercial product from the animal) and not to be inflicted maliciously.[footnoteRef:13] How can suffering be completely reduced when rearing an animal to be killed for consumerism? Suffering will be unavoidable in the process, whenever it be the separation of the animals young, travel to the slaughterhouse or slaughter. This makes for a juxtaposition argument, although you are reducing suffering you are still inflicting some suffering, so shouldn’t suffering be eliminated completely if inflicting any sort of suffering is wrong?  [13:  Ibid. P. 11. ] 

If we can all live healthy as vegans, why don’t we? The reason I don’t suggest vegetarianism is even though adopting a vegetarian lifestyle will significantly reduce suffering, there is still suffering inflicted in the egg and dairy industry. Consuming animal products is a part of culture, a habit which most people don’t even consider when buying their ingredients or ordering their next meal. Here, Melanie Joy introduces the concept of ‘Carnism’ in her book ‘Why we love dogs, eat pigs and wear cows’. Carnism is describe on the carnism website as an ‘invisible belief system, or ideology, that conditions people to eat certain animals’[footnoteRef:14]. It is further described as an oppressive structure which shares the same mentality as racism or patriarchy. Here, animals are not just the victims of suffering from birth to death, but also the humans involved in the industry such as farmers, slaughter and meat packing workers (as they are stuck in low paying jobs and having to witness or inflict suffering) and lastly the consumer who is eating the meat with the potential for increasing disease in their health and supporting an abusive system, whenever they are aware of it or not.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Beyond Carnism, What Is Carnism?, https://carnism.org/carnism/ <Accessed on 8.11.2022>]  [15:  Beyond Carnism, What Is Carnism?] 

(Image 5, left). Carnism uses cognitive dissonance in people to help further the agender for eating cheap meat, however this is not just done by big companies who have the money to conceal the mistreatment or promote false advertisements of how ‘welfare friendly’ their products are, but subconsciously with everyday people. For example, my mother cooked for me every day when I was a child, we had nutritious food however every meal would contain meat. As a child, I did not question why we had a chicken for our Sunday roast dinner, and neither did my mother as it’s the food she was raised with when she was a child. When I became a teenager, I made friends with a girl who was a strict vegetarian and then vegan. Although the information was unwanted, she associated to what I was actually consuming, an animal who had wants and feelings, just like myself or my dog. However, now that I know this, am I a vegetarian/vegan? The short answer is no, I did try for a few years and I like to participate in Veganuary every January, however the taste and convivence has always brought me back to eating meat, despite making the connection that my dog is no different to a cow I see in the field. This has also been described as the ‘Meat Paradox’[footnoteRef:16]. It’s been described as strategic ignorance used by the consumer, and highlights the psychological factors as hedonism, habits, and an avoidance of empathy that one uses so we can continue to consume what we enjoy, while ignoring the contributions to the suffering which would otherwise make us stop.  [16:  Elisa Aaltola, The Meat Paradox, Ominvore’s Akrasia, And Animal Ethics, 2019, 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6940846/ <Accessed on 8.11.2022> ] 

In conclusion, animal suffering is something that most people of the general population are ignorant too (whenever by their choosing or not) despite understanding and experiencing physical and mental suffering. However, with transparency of what factory farming entails from scientific and activist works we can slowly hope for the consensus of people choosing more sustainable options, whenever adopting a vegetarian/vegan lifestyle or purchasing more sustainable sources of meat to bring the demand up, instead of there being a demand where the suffering of animals is institutionally implemented. The future of factory farm animals has yet to be predicted with the increased laws in their protection and ‘consideration’ in reducing certain practices which continues today despite knowing it contributes towards suffering. Perhaps in the not-so-distant future Bentham’s righting’s will come into play where farming animals are treated equally amongst domesticated animal species, ‘The time will come when humanity will extend its mantle over everything which breathes…’.[footnoteRef:17] (Image 6, right). [17:  Jeremy Bentham On The Suffering Of Non-Human Animals] 
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