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1 Animal Ethics
Clare Palmer and Peter Sandøe

1.1 Introduction: The Need to 
Give Reasons for One’s Ethical 
Views

This chapter describes and discusses different views 
about what is right and what is wrong in our inter-
actions with animals. Questions of right or wrong are 
not factual, even though they may, to some extent, 
hinge on factual issues. Therefore, they cannot be set-
tled by the same methods as those used in biology and 
other natural sciences. Some readers of this chapter may 
even wonder whether ethical issues can be settled at all; 
rather, they may think that such issues are matters 
purely of feeling or taste.

This book discusses animal welfare with a clear 
focus on factual issues about animals’ responses to their 
use and treatment by humans. Until recently, ethics was 
seen as something that should be kept at arm’s length 
from the fact-oriented, science-based study of animal 
welfare. Only once the facts were established would it 
be thought appropriate to discuss, from an ethical per-
spective, where to draw the line between what is accept-
able and what is not.

But the link between factual knowledge and sound 
ethical judgement is not that simple – often, study of the 
facts relies on tacit ethical judgements. For example, 
examining the welfare consequences of farm animal 
housing proceeds on the assumption that it is acceptable 
to use animals for food production, as long as the ani-
mals do not suffer from bad welfare. And assessments 

of  animal welfare rely on assumptions regarding what 
matters, ethically speaking, about animals and our deal-
ings with them. Is the goal to avoid pain and other forms 
of suffering? Is it to allow or create pleasure and other 
positive emotions? Or is it to permit animals to live nat-
ural lives? And where should we draw the line between 
the acceptable and unacceptable use of animals? To be 
able to deal with such questions and to justify the tacit 
judgements underlying studies of animal welfare, we 
need not only to know the facts but also to address eth-
ical concerns.

This chapter focuses on important existing re-
sponses to the last of these questions; that is, regarding 
the acceptable and unacceptable use of animals (other 
questions concerning the definition of animal welfare 
will be addressed in Chapter 2, this volume). We will 
consider a number of sub-questions, including: Do ani-
mals have moral standing in their own right? If so, on 
what would this judgement be based? And what moral 
responsibilities do we have towards animals? Do we 
have different moral responsibilities towards animals in 
different contexts? Do we have responsibilities to indi-
vidual animals only, or also to species of animals?

We do not attempt here to defend particular an-
swers to these questions. Rather, we take a pluralist ap-
proach, presenting divergent ethical views, each with 
variant forms, and arguing for different responses. 
Although we (the authors of this chapter) have our own 
views, we have tried to present the arguments in a bal-
anced way (though we may not always have succeeded 
in concealing our sympathies). We encourage the reader 
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to consider the strengths and drawbacks of each view, 
and to come to his or her own conclusions.

However, we do maintain the importance of 
adopting a reasoned approach to animal ethics, rather 
than one based on feelings and intuitions alone. 
Reliance on feelings alone makes it difficult to enter 
ethical debate, and to explain why particular attitudes 
or practices might be either ethically problematic or 
ethically desirable. For animal professionals to be taken 
seriously, they need to be able to show that they com-
prehend the nature of disagreements about animal 
ethics, and to give coherent explanations for their own 
moral judgements.

So, what are moral judgements? They do not seem 
to be just statements of personal taste. The philosopher 
James Rachels suggests:

If someone says ‘I like coffee,’ he does not need to have 
a reason – he is merely making a statement about 
himself, and nothing more. There is no such thing as 
‘rationally defending’ one’s like or dislike of coffee, and 
so there is no arguing about it. So long as he is 
accurately reporting his tastes, what he says must be 
true. Moreover, there is no implication that anyone 
should feel the same way; if everyone else in the world 
hates coffee, it doesn’t matter. On the other hand, if 
someone says that something is morally wrong, he does 
need reasons, and if his reasons are sound, other people 
must acknowledge their force.

(Rachels, 1993, p. 10, emphasis in original)

Here, Rachels highlights the importance of giving reasons 
to justify our ethical views. And we normally think that 
providing reasons also creates a requirement of consist-
ency: if something provides a moral reason in one case, 
it should also count as a reason in other, similar cases. 
We can see this process of reasoning by appeal to con-
sistency in the following famous passage, first published 
in 1789, where Jeremy Bentham argues that animals 
ought to be protected by the law:

The day may come, when the rest of the animal creation 
may acquire those rights which never could have been 
withholden from them but by the hand of tyranny. The 
French have already discovered that the blackness of the 
skin is no reason why a human being should be 
abandoned without redress to the caprice of a 
tormentor. It may come one day to be recognized that 
the number of the legs, the villosity of the skin, or the 
termination of the os sacrum, are reasons equally 
insufficient for abandoning a sensitive being to the same 
fate. What else is it that should trace the insuperable 
line? Is it the faculty of reason, or, perhaps, the faculty 

of discourse? But a full-grown horse or dog is beyond 
comparison a more rational, as well as a more 
conversible animal, than an infant of a day, or a week, 
or even a month, old. But suppose the case were 
otherwise what would it avail? The question is not, Can 
they reason? nor, Can they talk? but, Can they suffer?

(Bentham, 1789, pp. 25–26)

Bentham asks the reader to consider on what grounds 
legal rights (for instance, legal protection against tor-
ture) are assigned to people. We now accept that factors 
such as skin colour are irrelevant to the possession of 
basic legal rights. But what, then, is the relevant factor? 
One possible answer, Bentham suggests, is the ability to 
reason and to use language. So, it might be suggested 
that reason and language provide a basis for separating 
humans and animals, and for assigning legal rights to 
humans, and not to animals. But Bentham raises ques-
tions about this kind of response. First: why think that 
reason and language are relevant to the generation of 
legal rights (any more than, say, skin colour)? Second: 
some animals do appear to have reasoning abilities. And 
third: some animals are at least as reasonable as some 
people – as human infants, or those who have severe 
mental disabilities – so reason and language do not pro-
vide the suggested firm dividing line between all people 
and all animals.

Bentham makes us consider whether it is possible to 
argue consistently that all humans should be treated in 
one way, and all animals in another. The first of the 
views presented below maintains that we can, indeed, 
consistently distinguish morally between animals and 
humans.

1.2 Differing Views about 
Humanity’s Duties to Animals

Moral philosophers distinguish different types of eth-
ical views (often termed ‘ethical theories’), and, in prin-
ciple, any of these might underlie a person’s views about 
the acceptable use of animals. Here, we will present a 
number of contrasting but prominent positions: con-
tractarianism; utilitarianism; animal rights approaches; 
different forms of contextual ethical views; and views 
that focus on the value of species and naturalness. 
Which view is adopted has direct implications for the 
ongoing debate over whether, when and how we should 
use animals.
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1.2.1 Contractarianism
Why be moral? This is a central question in moral phil-
osophy, and one to which the contractarian gives a 
straightforward answer: you should be moral because, 
ultimately, it is in your self-interest. Showing consider-
ation to others is really for your own sake. Moral rules 
are conventions that best serve the self-interest of all 
members of a society.

Contractarian morality, as defined here, applies only 
to individuals who can ‘contract in’ to the moral commu-
nity, so it is important to define who these members are. 
The philosopher Narveson puts this as follows:

On the contract view of morality, morality is a sort of 
agreement among rational, independent, self-interested 
persons, persons who have something to gain from 
entering into such an agreement … A major feature of 
this view of morality is that it explains why we have it 
and who is party to it. We have it for reasons of 
long-term self-interest, and parties to it include all and 
only those who have both of the following 
characteristics: 1) they stand to gain by subscribing to 
it, at least in the long run, compared with not doing so, 
and 2) they are capable of entering into (and keeping) 
an agreement … Given these requirements, it will be 
clear why animals do not have rights. For there are 
evident shortcomings on both scores. On the one hand, 
humans have nothing generally to gain by voluntarily 
refraining from (for instance) killing animals or ‘treating 
them as mere means’. And on the other, animals cannot 
generally make agreements with us anyway, even if we 
wanted to have them do so.

(Narveson, 1983, p. 56)

On this view, since humans do not stand to gain from 
contracting with animals, and animals cannot them-
selves make contracts or show reciprocal respect to 
people, they cannot join the moral community, and 
people only need to treat them as well as is needed to 
use them effectively. And any kind of animal use that 
brings human benefits is acceptable, including income, 
food and new medical treatments.

That animals are not members of the moral commu-
nity does not necessarily mean that their treatment is ir-
relevant from the contractarian perspective. If people are 
attached to particular animals, for example, how the ani-
mals are treated is important, since it matters to the people 
concerned. But, from this perspective, any protection ani-
mals have will always depend on, and be secondary to, 
human concerns. A further implication of this view is that 
protection would vary according to how much people feel 

positively about particular species. Since most people like 
dogs more than rats, for example, harming dogs is likely to 
be more problematic than harming rats.

This contractarian view accords with attitudes to 
animal treatment that are common in many societies. 
But it also raises problems. Is causing animals to suffer 
for a trivial reason really morally unproblematic, if no 
human being cares? After all, some humans – small 
children, for instance – also cannot behave in reciprocal 
ways, or make contracts with other people. Would it be 
morally acceptable to eat or experiment on them, if 
other human contractors did not object?

Recently, several philosophers have tried to develop 
approaches that do include animals while retaining the 
basic contractarian idea that only parties to a moral 
contract matter morally. Mark Rowlands (2008), in an 
approach that draws on the work of the political phil-
osopher John Rawls, argues that a moral contract, to be 
fair, should be understood as a hypothetical agreement 
that people would accept were they to know nothing 
about their personal capacities and position in society 
(for instance, whether they would be rich, able-bodied, 
and so on). If someone knew they would be rich, for 
instance, they might agree to a very different kind of 
contract than if they knew they would be poor; so, the 
contract should be made on the basis that one lacks this 
knowledge. Rowlands argues that the contract should 
also be made on the basis that you lack knowledge 
about whether or not you would be a rational being. 
That would be a direct way of including the interests of 
animals in a moral contract.

However, someone like Narveson would dispute the 
underlying premise here – that a fair contract should be 
understood as a hypothetical agreement undertaken in a 
situation where one does not know about one’s own cap-
acities and position. According to Narveson’s classical 
contractarian view, moral contracts are constructed be-
tween actual persons who do what they can to pursue 
their own self-interest. And, while it may be necessary to 
include other humans from a self-interested perspective, 
it is never necessary to include animals. An ethical 
theory that much more straightforwardly includes ani-
mals is utilitarianism, since it takes benevolence – rather 
than self-interest – as its starting point.

1.2.2 Utilitarianism
Utilitarian ethical theory provides probably the 
best-known approach to animal ethics. A defining fea-
ture of utilitarianism is its consequentialism: only 
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consequences are important when making ethical deci-
sions. Utilitarians argue that we should always aim at 
bringing about the best possible consequences, taking 
into account all of those affected by an ethical decision; 
so, general benevolence is the starting point. All forms 
of utilitarianism share these defining features, but they 
diverge in other respects. One key difference concerns 
what they take the good to be. The most prominent 
form of utilitarianism, hedonistic utilitarianism, defines 
the good as welfare, and in turn defines welfare in terms 
of subjective experiences, including both negative wel-
fare (experiences such as suffering and frustration) and 
positive welfare (experiences such as pleasure and excite-
ment). Another important form of utilitarianism agrees 
that welfare is the only good, but defines welfare accord-
ing to whether beings are successfully getting what they 
want – that is, whether their preferences or desires are 
being satisfied. A third form of welfare-based utilitarian-
ism defines welfare in terms of the freedom to perform 
natural behaviours (such as eating, mating and caring for 
offspring). Clearly, these different approaches to what 
constitutes welfare will result in different ideas about the 
best consequences in terms of our relationships with ani-
mals. (See more about welfare in Chapter 2, this vol-
ume.) There are other forms of utilitarianism where the 
good is defined in terms of things other than welfare, but 
we will only discuss welfarist forms of utilitarianism here, 
taking hedonistic utilitarianism as the example.

Hedonistic utilitarianism – of the kind promoted by 
Jeremy Bentham – maintains that if animals feel pain 
and pleasure, then they should be included in our eth-
ical decisions. Indeed, on this view, there is no reason to 
privilege human pain over animal pain. Pain is pain, 
wherever it occurs. So, a certain kind of equality is very 
important: the similar pains of every being should be 
taken equally into account, whatever their species.

In recent animal ethics, the philosopher Peter Singer 
has defended this view most forcefully. (A useful public 
lecture on animal ethics by Singer can be found here: 
http://www.slideshare.net/adam_ford/peter-singer- 
nonhuman-animal-ethics-ea-global-melbourne-2015.) 
Singer uses the language of interests in outlining his pos-
ition: if a being can suffer, it has an interest in avoiding 
suffering, and its interests should be treated equally to the 
similar interests of other beings, whether they are human 
or not:

The argument for extending the principle of equality 
beyond our own species is simple. It amounts to no 
more than a clear understanding of the principle of 

equal consideration of interests. We have seen that this 
principle implies that our concern for others ought not 
to depend on what they are like or what abilities they 
possess … It is on this basis that we are able to say that 
the fact that some people are not members of our race 
does not entitle us to exploit them, and the fact that 
some people are less intelligent than others does not 
mean that their interests may be discounted or 
disregarded. The principle also implies that 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.

(Singer, 2011, p. 49)

For this kind of utilitarian view, what matters are the 
interests of those affected by our actions – not the race or 
the species of the beings whose interests they are. The 
most basic, important interests should prevail, no matter 
who has them. Not to take this view is, according to 
Singer, speciesist.

This utilitarian position requires significant changes 
to current common practices. Take modern intensive 
livestock production. Broiler chickens and animals in 
confined feeding operations often suffer. Some basic 
interests of these animals are set aside so that produc-
tion is efficient and meat is cheap. But for affluent 
people, cheap meat is not a basic interest; in a country 
such as Denmark, ordinary consumers only spend 
around 15% of their disposable income on food (in-
cluding beverages and tobacco) (Statistics Denmark, 
2016). If such consumers paid 30% or 50% more, and 
the extra money was used to improve the living condi-
tions of the animals, this would mean an immense in-
crease in animal welfare and a substantial reduction in 
suffering, without significantly decreasing human wel-
fare. Therefore, on the utilitarian view, we ought to 
make radical changes in the treatment of intensively 
farmed animals.

Indeed, Singer (2011) argues that people living in in-
dustrialized societies should normally not eat meat at all. 
The consumption of meat and other products from com-
mercially reared animals creates animal suffering that is 
not outweighed by the human pleasure it generates, since 
plenty of good alternative foodstuffs are available; and in 
addition, he argues, eating meat is an inefficient use of 
resources, and contributes to climate change, both of 
which are likely to increase human suffering.

However, hedonistic utilitarianism does not main-
tain that killing animals is always wrong. Killing can be 

http://www.slideshare.net/adam_ford/peter-singer-nonhuman-animal-ethics-ea-global-melbourne-2015
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morally problematic, for two reasons: it may cause suf-
fering, and once a being is killed, it can no longer have 
positive experiences. So, killing may both increase suf-
fering and reduce pleasure in the world. But it need not. 
It is possible, in principle, to raise an animal for food, 
give it a happy life, kill it painlessly, and then breed an-
other animal that would not otherwise have lived. In 
this case, killing an animal for food would not result ei-
ther in increased suffering or in reduced pleasure in the 
world. So, it seems as though vegetarianism is not ob-
ligatory for hedonistic utilitarians if animals were raised 
this way: animal lives are in this sense replaceable.

This, though, seems to raise more significant prob-
lems for this form of utilitarianism. After all, why think 
that only food animals can be killed painlessly and re-
placed – could this not also apply to human beings? This 
difficulty has led some utilitarians – including Singer 
himself – to make a further distinction, between beings 
that are persons and beings that are not. Personhood is 
based on being a self-conscious individual with ‘future 
directed preferences’ – including to go on living (Singer, 
2011, p. 126). Beings of this kind, Singer suggests, are 
‘individuals, leading lives of their own, and cannot in 
any sense be regarded merely as receptacles for con-
taining a certain quantity of happiness’. So, they are not 
replaceable. And, Singer suggests, this category of being 
does not only include humans. Animals may be 
self-conscious persons, too.

This idea was developed by Gary Varner in his 2012 
book, Personhood, Ethics and Animal Cognition – a so-
phisticated utilitarian account of what we owe ethically 
to sentient animals. (To see a panel discussion including 
Varner on animal experimentation, visit here: https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=nY89zZZBMr0.) Varner 
divides humans and sentient animals into the categories 
of persons, near-persons and the merely sentient. What 
makes a being a person, he suggests, is that the being has 
a ‘biographical sense of self ’ (Varner, 2012, p. 21) – 
including the ability to tell a story about his or her life, 
which has a coherent narrative arc of past, present and 
plans for the future. Lives like this, he argues, have spe-
cial moral significance. Because being able to tell a story 
about oneself requires language, this special moral sig-
nificance is confined to human beings (and not to all of 
them; some humans, including infants and small chil-
dren, lack this capacity).

Near-personhood, on Varner’s argument, includes 
beings that have fairly sophisticated cognitive abilities, 
even though they lack the language in which to con-
struct a narrative about themselves. These beings, he 

argues, have ‘the ability to consciously remember the 
past and to consciously anticipate the future’, and 
having these capacities allows them ‘to reexperience 
good (and bad) states of consciousness and to anticipate 
(and dread) future experiences’ (Varner, 2012, p. 162). 
Drawing on empirical research, Varner argues that great 
apes, some marine mammals, elephants, members of 
the crow family, such as jays and magpies, and perhaps 
monkeys, rats and parrots, typically are near-persons. 
This gives members of these species additional moral 
significance in comparison to those beings that are 
merely sentient – that is, beings that can feel pain and 
have other experiences, but that lack such complex cog-
nitive abilities. Chickens, for instance, may fall into the 
category of the merely sentient. And while merely sen-
tient lives may be replaceable – so it may be permissible 
to eat merely sentient animals that have good lives, are 
killed painlessly and replaced – that is not the case for 
persons or near-persons.

Varner’s account usefully develops Singer’s account 
of consciousness and self-consciousness by drawing in 
detail on research into animal cognition. But Singer’s 
position here still raises questions. In denying that some 
lives are replaceable, Singer seems to depart from some 
of the fundamental consequentialist elements of utili-
tarianism, since this view implies that there are some 
goods (such as a desire to go on living) that just cannot 
be compensated for by the creation of more of the same 
goods (more desires to live). In fact, this kind of view – 
that some harms are just unacceptable, whatever the 
ensuing benefits – is associated much more closely with 
a different approach to animal ethics – that is, a rights 
approach.

1.2.3 Animal rights approaches
We can think about rights in two senses: legal and 
moral. Legal rights are rights that are created and that 
exist within legal systems. Moral rights, though, are not 
created by the law; those who argue from a moral 
rights-based perspective give a variety of different ac-
counts of the origin of rights. One traditional – though 
now controversial – claim depends on the intuition that 
rights-holders (traditionally only humans, but the argu-
ment could be expanded to include animals, too) natur-
ally have rights; to be a rights-holder is just part of what 
it is to be a being of the relevant kind (Locke, 1689).

Claims about rights are particularly important here, 
for two reasons. First is the special force that rights lan-
guage carries. Although the term ‘rights’ is sometimes 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nY89zZZBMr0
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used loosely just to mean having moral status (it is in 
this loose sense that Singer is sometimes called the 
‘father of animal rights’), philosophers generally under-
stand rights in a more restricted sense. In this restricted 
sense, to say that a being has moral rights is to make a 
very strong claim that those rights should be protected 
or promoted. Indeed, sometimes possessing a right is 
described as having a ‘trump card’ – the kind of claim 
that wins out over any competing claims. While rights 
in this sense may not be understood to be completely 
inviolable, violating them normally requires extremely 
strong justification (perhaps where there is a conflict 
between different rights).

Second, some philosophers have extended the idea 
of moral rights beyond humans, arguing that some ani-
mals also have moral rights. After all, such philosophers 
argue, it cannot just be being biologically human – a 
member of the species Homo sapiens – that gives a being 
rights. Rather, it must be the possession of particular 
capacities (such as sentience or self-awareness) that one 
has as a species member that underpins humans’ rights. 
But, if it is capacities, not genetic species membership, 
on which rights possession is based, then perhaps some 
animals share the relevant basic capacities, and should 
be thought of as having rights? It is this view that is de-
fended by advocates of philosophical animal rights.

However, animal rights views span a range of some-
what different positions. There are contrasting views con-
cerning what capacities an animal must have to possess 
rights. Some argue that sentience is sufficient for rights 
possession (Francione, 2001; Cochrane, 2013; a talk by 
Gary Francione on his view of animal rights can be found 
here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dsaXyUKrpX0). 
Others maintain that more complex cognitive capaci-
ties are needed (Regan, 1984).

Another difference concerns what rights animals 
may be supposed to have. While some adherents of 
animal rights argue that animal rights include the right 
to liberty, Alasdair Cochrane (2013) argues that while 
sentient animals do have certain basic rights, providing 
that lack of freedom does not cause suffering, liberty is 
not one of them.

The most well-known philosopher of animal rights 
is Tom Regan. Regan (2007, p. 209) argues that all ‘ex-
periencing subjects of a life’ should be thought of as 
possessing moral rights. An experiencing subject of a 
life is ‘a conscious creature having an individual welfare 
that has importance to it whatever its usefulness to 
others’. Such beings ‘want and prefer things, believe 

and feel things, recall and expect things’. They can 
undergo pleasure and pain, experience satisfaction and 
frustration, and have a sense of themselves as beings 
that persist over time. Such beings have, on his account, 
inherent value of their own, based on their nature and 
capacities. They are not just instruments for someone 
else’s use and benefit. Inherent value, Regan maintains, 
cannot be traded off, factored into calculations about 
consequences, or replaced. Creatures that possess it – 
and Regan argues that all mentally normal adult mam-
mals fall into this category – have basic moral rights, 
including the right to life and to respectful treatment. 
The evidence that infant mammals, birds, fish, reptiles 
and some invertebrates are experiencing subjects of a 
life is less clear. However, since we cannot be sure about 
their inner worlds, Regan (1984) argues that we should 
give them the benefit of the doubt in moral decision 
making and assume that they have inherent value.

Regan explicitly sets up his rights view in opposition 
to utilitarianism. Utilitarians, he maintains, are funda-
mentally mistaken in thinking that harming some beings 
to bring about good consequences for others is morally 
acceptable. On the contrary (Regan, 1989, p. 111): ‘That 
would be to sanction the disrespectful treatment of the 
individual in the name of the social good, something the 
rights view will not – categorically will not – ever allow.’ 
So, utilitarian and rights views will, in some cases, diverge 
in practice – and they will always diverge in principle. 
Regan, for instance, comments on animal experimenta-
tion and commercial animal agriculture:

The rights view is categorically abolitionist. Lab animals 
are not our tasters; we are not their kings. Because these 
animals are treated routinely, systematically as if their value 
were reducible to their usefulness to others, they are 
routinely, systematically treated with lack of respect, and 
thus are their rights routinely, systematically violated … As 
for commercial animal agriculture, the rights view takes a 
similar abolitionist position. The fundamental moral 
wrong here is not that animals are kept in stressful close 
confinement or in isolation, or that their pain and 
suffering, their needs and preferences are ignored or 
discounted. All these are wrong, of course, but they are not 
the fundamental wrong. They are symptoms and effects of 
the deeper, systematic wrong that allows these animals to 
be viewed and treated as lacking independent value, as 
resources for us – as, indeed, a renewable resource.

(Regan, 2007, p. 210)

Of course, sometimes the judgements of a utilitarian 
and a rights theorist about particular cases of 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dsaXyUKrpX0
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experimentation or commercial animal agriculture will 
coincide: some animal experimentation, and most 
commercial animal agriculture as currently practised, is 
consistently condemned by both. But the underlying 
reasons for these judgements differ. A utilitarian is con-
cerned primarily about animal suffering in cases where 
the benefits derived do not seem to outweigh the costs. 
In contrast, a rights theorist is concerned about failing 
to respect animals’ inherent value, and violating ani-
mals’ rights, irrespective of potential good conse-
quences. From the rights perspective, the utilitarian 
idea that the interest of an animal in continuing to live 
may be outweighed by conflicting interests, i.e. the 
combined interests of the future animal which will re-
place it and human interests in animal production, is 
morally abhorrent. So, a rights view is abolitionist, 
whereas, in contrast, a utilitarian will ask questions 
about the benefits of any particular practice involving 
suffering to animals before coming to a view about its 
moral permissibility.

On Regan’s rights view, killing – even where it is 
painless and another being is created – harms the being 
that is killed (unless the killing is done to alleviate ter-
minal and painful disease). Regan (1984) describes 
killing as harm by deprivation – an animal that is killed 
is deprived of all the goods that the rest of its life would 
otherwise have contained, even if its death is sudden 
and unanticipated. Indeed, to kill a healthy experien-
cing subject of a life is to display ultimate disrespect, by 
destroying the animal’s inherent value, and thus vio-
lating its rights.

An animal rights view such as Regan’s – though 
providing a plausible alternative to utilitarianism – 
generates its own difficulties. One problem concerns 
how to handle rights conflicts. For example, on some 
occasions, it may be difficult to combine respect for the 
rights of all rodents with securing human food provision, 
often also thought to be a human right. What has the 
rights view to say about this?

First, Regan might suggest, there are often ways of 
avoiding conflict between humans and rodents over 
food by separating rodents more systematically and effi-
ciently from our food supplies, or by using rodent re-
pellents. However, he certainly thinks that we are 
entitled to self-defence. If attacked by a bear, for in-
stance, a person may kill the bear since this is a case of 
choosing between saving her life, or the bear’s. If human 
lives really were at stake from threats presented by ro-
dents to our basic resources, and no alternative ways of 

protecting ourselves were available, killing them would 
be morally permissible, even on a rights view, as a form 
of self-defence.

While humans and animals may sometimes be in 
conflict over resources, on other occasions humans de-
liberately share their resources with particular favoured 
animals. After all, some animals live, by invitation, 
alongside us as family members. More than one-third 
of US households include at least one dog; virtually 
one-third include at least one cat (AVMA, 2012). What 
position do rights views take with respect to whether 
keeping companion animals is morally acceptable?

In fact, rights theorists have different answers to this 
question. Some advocates of animal rights – such as 
Gary Francione (2001) – argue that pet keeping de-
pends on the idea that pets are human property. Since 
beings with rights should, most fundamentally, not be 
treated as human property, we should not keep pets. 
But on Regan’s account, it is plausible that, in principle 
at least, one could live with a pet (perhaps ‘companion 
animal’ would be a better term here) without violating 
its rights. After all, a pet is not necessarily being treated 
‘merely as a means’ to the ends of the person with whom 
it is living; one could live alongside an animal while re-
specting its inherent value.

However, in practice, pet keeping presents chal-
lenges to a rights view. Spaying and neutering foreclose 
animals’ sexual and reproductive freedom and plausibly 
constitute a rights violation, as we would certainly 
think in the human case (this position on spaying and 
neutering animals is defended by Sue Donaldson and 
Will Kymlicka in their book Zoopolis: A Political Theory 
of Animal Rights). Many pet animals are fed carnivorous 
diets made from other animals, whose rights have been 
violated. The freedom to roam of some pets – cats in 
particular – may devastate wildlife; and although (since 
a cat is not a moral agent, as noted below) this does not 
raise direct issues of the violation of the rights of indi-
vidual wild animals, it is difficult to deny that human 
pet keepers are at least indirectly responsible for their 
pets’ predation. Yet confining a cat indoors may, in 
some rights views, deprive it of its right to liberty. For 
all these reasons, even though a rights view such as 
Regan’s does not necessarily condemn the keeping of 
pets in principle, rights views are likely to be at least an 
uncomfortable fit with many common pet-keeping 
practices.

A rights view, then, allows for self-defence, and may 
allow us to live alongside animals, provided that their 
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rights are fully respected. What, though, about those ani-
mals that neither threaten us nor live in our homes – 
wild animals that live their lives independently of us? 
What are our duties towards them? This issue is often 
thought to be problematic for rights views (and even 
more so for utilitarian views). For instance, does a rights 
view imply that humans should defend the rights of 
wild animals against wild animal predators? Should 
utilitarians promote wild animal rescue services, in case 
of storm or wildfire, to minimize suffering?

Regan argues that there is no duty to protect ani-
mals against threats from other animals. For, he main-
tains, rights only hold against moral agents – that is, 
those beings that can recognize and respect rights. 
Antelope do not have rights against lions, because lions 
are not moral agents; lions do not threaten their rights. 
So, humans do not have to act to protect antelopes 
against lions (though they should protect them against 
other people, since people are moral agents and do 
threaten their rights). In Regan’s view, humans also do 
not have duties to rescue wild animals, or at least not on 
the basis of their rights. Regan suggests that rights pro-
vide animals with protections against particular kinds 
of interference from moral agents (inflicting pain, con-
straining liberty); this does not mean that humans have 
duties to assist in cases where harm has not been caused 
by a moral agent.

For utilitarians, though, this issue is more difficult, 
since utilitarians are concerned with minimizing suf-
fering or desire frustration, whatever its cause. This does 
sound like a mandate to act in the wild. It is sometimes 
argued, in response, that currently humans do not know 
enough about the impact of their behaviour on ecosys-
tems to intervene; acting to relieve wild animal suffering 
might, over time, have the unintended outcome of actu-
ally increasing suffering. However, this would only make 
acting in the wild provisionally wrong – as human 
understanding of ecosystems improves, it may be pos-
sible to intervene without causing suffering.

Both rights and utilitarian views here, then, may seem 
problematic. Regan’s rights view seems to have too little to 
say about any kind of assistance (including to distant suf-
fering people where the suffering is not caused by a rights 
violation); while a utilitarian view may require too much 
human action in the wild – although there has recently 
been an upsurge of publications advocating a moral re-
sponsibility to relieve wild animal suffering (see, for in-
stance, the journal Relations. Beyond Anthropocentrism, 
2015, Vol 3, Issues 1 and 2, available online at http://
www.ledonline.it/index.php/Relations/issue/view/56).

To summarize so far. There is genuine moral dis-
agreement between a utilitarian and a rights view in re-
lation to animals. However, there are also points on 
which both agree. For instance, both maintain that the 
capacities of individual animals are of primary import-
ance in moral decision making (even though there are 
disagreements on which capacities, exactly, are rele-
vant). To decide how to act, we need to ask questions 
such as: Does this being have the capacity to undergo 
negative experiences like pain, and positive experiences 
like pleasure? Does it have desires that can be frus-
trated? Does it have a sense of its own self as persisting 
over time? Depending on the answers to these ques-
tions, then – providing, in the case of utilitarianism, we 
have some idea of the possible consequences of our ac-
tions – we have almost complete guidance as to what to 
do. However, in contextual views, of the kind we shall 
now consider, this capacities-oriented approach is too 
narrow and ignores a range of other important factors 
that are relevant to our ethical duties towards animals.

1.2.4 Contextual approaches
Several different positions can be grouped together as 
contextual approaches to animal ethics. These positions 
share the view that although animal capacities are not 
irrelevant to moral decision making, and may indeed be 
very important to it, these capacities are not enough, in 
themselves, to give comprehensive guidance about how 
we should act. Advocates of contextual views argue that 
the capacities focused on in utilitarian and rights views 
are very narrowly understood; that utilitarian and rights 
views give no real weight to the different relations that 
humans have with animals; that they have no substan-
tial place for human emotions such as empathy; and 
that they barely discuss the special obligations that hu-
mans may have towards particular animals, based on 
prior commitments to them or prior interactions with 
them, or the social and political locations in which they 
can be found. We shall consider four such approaches 
here: virtue ethics; an ethics of care; a relational ap-
proach; and a contextual rights approach.

Virtue ethicists argue that utilitarians and rights 
theorists approach ethics in the wrong way. For a virtue 
ethicist, the key question is one about character. ‘What 
kind of person should I be?’ is a more fundamental 
question than ‘What should I do?’ Virtue is understood 
here as the possession of a consistent and persistent set 
of dispositions to think, behave, judge and feel in the 
right ways.

http://www.ledonline.it/index.php/Relations/issue/view/56
http://www.ledonline.it/index.php/Relations/issue/view/56
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In thinking about virtue and animals, Mark 
Rowlands (2012) suggests that the key question is: 
‘How would a morally virtuous person treat animals?’ 
Rowlands himself argues that, given the ways animals 
are frequently vulnerable and powerless in relation to 
human beings, the most important virtue humans can 
manifest in relation to animals is mercy. Rosalind 
Hursthouse (2006), on the other hand, brings in a 
range of other virtues and vices that may be at stake in 
our relations with animals. For instance, she suggests 
that we ask ourselves how a virtuous person would re-
spond to intensive farming that causes animal suffering. 
Such a virtuous person, she suggests, would respond 
with compassion, temperance and honesty, and try to 
refrain from being a part of such practices; while a vi-
cious person could be callous, self-indulgent, cruel or 
greedy, and continue to benefit from a situation where 
animals are caused suffering. However, Hursthouse 
points out, there might be circumstances where eating 
meat is not vicious – for instance, when a vegetarian 
guest discovers that someone has laboured over pre-
paring a meaty meal, not knowing that their visitor is 
vegetarian; or when there is no other food available and 
meat is necessary to stay alive. What a good person 
would do is dependent on the context they are in.

Virtue ethics, then, is primarily about character, ra-
ther than actions. Unlike utilitarianism and rights 
theory, it also has a significant role for the emotions, as 
well as for reason. The second kind of contextual ethic 
we will consider here, the ethics of care – sometimes 
thought of as a form of virtue ethics – focuses particu-
larly strongly on the role of emotions. Gruen (2015), 
for instance, argues that the principle- or out-
come-driven approaches of rights theory and utilitar-
ianism abstract away from the details of particular 
contexts and relationships, and that they wrongly em-
phasize emotional detachment rather than emotional 
engagement. Ethical approaches based on care, in con-
trast, are centred on the moral emotions such as com-
passion, sympathy and empathy in all of our transactions 
with others. According to an ethics of care, it is wrong 
to harm animals not so much because it will cause more 
suffering in the world, as a utilitarian would argue, or 
because animals’ rights are violated, but that harming 
animals demonstrates a lack of care, or an inappropriate 
emotional response, in the person concerned.

A view of this kind provides a basis for differenti-
ating between what is owed to animals in different con-
texts that is not easily available to a rights or a utilitarian 
view. So, for instance, people usually develop deep 

emotional relations with their pets, making them sensi-
tive to that particular animal’s well-being. Because 
people care for their pets, they protect them from ex-
ternal threats, give them veterinary treatment, feed 
them, and – as we have already noted – frequently 
understand them to be ‘family members’. This emo-
tional closeness, however, does not (usually) extend to 
wild animals, where bonds of care and sympathy are 
much weaker. So, on this account, even though two 
animals might have similar capacities, if human emo-
tional relations with the animals differ, their ethical re-
sponsibilities will differ, too.

An ethics of care, in this form, is controversial – in 
the human, as well as in the animal case. Critics have 
pointed out that this view seems to imply that we have 
no, or very few, duties towards distant strangers (both 
in the human and the non-human case) because we do 
not know them personally, and so have not developed 
caring relations with them. In the animal case, this 
might suggest that, providing we made sure we never 
encountered animals heading for the slaughterhouse, 
we could eat them without any ethical concern. 
However, many ethicists of care disagree with conclu-
sions of this kind, and have argued more recently that 
we can feel sympathy and empathy for the suffering of 
those we never encounter, and that there is a lot of evi-
dence – for instance, in terms of charitable donations – 
that we do extend sympathy and empathy to strangers, 
including distant animals. This may not generate the 
intensity of responsibility we have towards those to 
whom we are close, but since even distant suffering gen-
erates responses of care and sympathy, distant sufferers 
are of moral concern.

Alternative contextual views, however, shift the 
focus from human emotions to human relations, inter-
preting ‘relations’ to include much more than human 
emotional responses to particular animals. This view 
has somewhat different forms: we will consider two of 
these here, one developed by Clare Palmer in Animal 
Ethics in Context (2010), the other by Sue Donaldson 
and Will Kymlicka in Zoopolis (2011).

Palmer (2010) argues that some kinds of relations 
give individuals, or people more generally, special obli-
gations to particular animals. For instance, she main-
tains that humans have different relations – and hence 
moral obligations – to wild animals than to domestic 
ones. Humans are responsible for the very existence of 
domestic animals (unlike wild ones), and additionally, 
through selective breeding, for their natures (frequently 
natures that render these animals dependent and 
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vulnerable, in ways wild animals are not). After all, we 
think that those who bring dependent and vulnerable 
human children into existence have a special responsi-
bility to protect and provide for them; on this account, 
the same reasoning can be applied to animals. Palmer 
also argues that other human actions can generate spe-
cial obligations towards some animals. Suppose a popu-
lation of animals has been displaced by human 
development, and is struggling to survive. Since humans 
have harmed these animals and increased their vulner-
ability, there is a special obligation to assist them – one 
that would not exist if the animals were struggling due 
to natural drought or heavy snowfall.

This view, though, raises significant problems – for 
instance, concerning how the causal links are supposed 
to work here. Suppose someone dumps some unwanted 
kittens. If we come across these kittens, are we person-
ally responsible to assist them? The kittens were bred by 
a human and dumped by a human, of course; but are 
we, on this view, responsible for all the ills committed 
by other people? If human relations to animals are to be 
thought of as morally significant in the sense that this 
view implies, then a complex account of how to think 
through individual and collective moral responsibility 
for the actions of other individuals, and of groups to 
which one belongs, is required.

Donaldson and Kymlicka (2011), who propose the 
second contextual approach here, draw on established 
ideas in political theory to develop a framework for sen-
tient animals’ rights that vary according to the animals’ 
relationship with human societies. All sentient animals, 
they argue, have some basic rights – not to be killed, for 
instance. But in addition, they have further, differenti-
ated rights. For instance: domesticated animals that live 
with us should be considered as ‘co-citizens’ and we 
should extend to them rights similar to those possessed 
by human citizens. Wild animals that live independ-
ently of us should be considered as members of their 
own ‘sovereign’ communities, while animals that are 
non-domesticated and free living, but that have adapted 
to life alongside us, such as urban squirrels and rac-
coons, should be considered as ‘animal denizens’. 
Donaldson and Kymlicka argue that we have different 
responsibilities to animals who have these different rela-
tions with human societies, although in all contexts, 
they argue, animals’ autonomy and self-determination 
should be respected. For animal co-citizens, respecting 
autonomy may mean ensuring that the design of urban 
spaces accommodates their needs; we should live along-
side animal denizens in a spirit of tolerant coexistence; 

and we should largely end human expansion into the 
territories of wild members of sovereign communities.

Donaldson and Kymlicka’s view is perhaps the most 
radical of all those considered in this chapter. (For an 
interview with Kymlicka, see here: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=BUTpsn5N6vc.) Their view ex-
tends Regan’s rights position to all sentient animals 
(not only those that are ‘experiencing subjects of a 
life’); then both elaborate new areas of application (e.g. 
by arguing that the development of wild animal habitat 
for human settlement violates rights) and add add-
itional rights (e.g. for co-citizens to be provided with 
suitable public spaces). As such, their view has been 
highly controversial, though much discussed, among 
animal ethicists.

The four contextual positions discussed here all ac-
cept that the possession of particular capacities – such 
as the capacity to feel pain – provides a basis for moral 
status. But unlike utilitarian and rights views, they 
maintain that we need to know much more than this 
before deciding how to act. However, utilitarian, rights 
and contextual views all have one thing in common: a 
focus on animals as individuals. The capacities of indi-
vidual animals, and/or our relations with individual 
animals, provide guidance as to how we should treat 
them. An alternative approach, though, shifts the focus 
away from individual animals towards protecting 
animal groups; in particular, species.

1.2.5 Respect for species  
and naturalness
Moral concern about animals need not be based around 
the suffering, rights or welfare of individuals. Two other 
kinds of moral concern are frequently expressed. One 
concerns the value of animals in terms of their member-
ship of valued species. The other concerns the natural-
ness or wildness of animals. Neither of these are appro-
priatly described as capacities that individual animals 
have; so, these are rather different concerns from utili-
tarianism or rights approaches. In addition, unlike all 
the positions we have discussed so far, these kinds of 
moral concerns could include non-sentient animals – 
for instance, butterflies – if they were members of wild 
and highly valued species.

Why value species? Some species are obviously 
useful, or potentially useful, to people (for instance, as 
resources for medical research); others are of high sym-
bolic value (such as polar bears); and yet others may be 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BUTpsn5N6vc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BUTpsn5N6vc
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argued to be of high significance in specific ecosystems 
(for instance, as keystone species). All these reasons for 
valuing species are, however, instrumental – about 
some useful function the species has. Some ethicists, 
however, argue that a species itself has value or moral 
status. This view emphasizes the value of ecological 
wholes or collections, as opposed to individual organ-
isms. Such a view contrasts vividly with the individu-
alist views we have considered so far, where individual 
sentient beings are what matter. Rolston captures this 
distinction very clearly:

Many will be uncomfortable with the view that we can 
have duties to a collection ... Singer asserts, ‘Species as 
such are not conscious entities and so do not have 
interests above and beyond the interests of the individual 
animals that are members of the species.’ Regan 
maintains, ‘The rights view is a view about the moral 
rights of individuals. Species are not individuals, and the 
rights view does not recognize the moral rights of species 
to anything, including survival’ … But duties to a 
species are not duties to a class or a category, not to an 
aggregation of sentient interests, but to a lifeline. An 
ethic about species needs to see how the species is a 
bigger event than individual interests or sentience … 
Thinking this way, the life the individual has is 
something passing through the individual as much as 
something it intrinsically possesses. The individual is 
subordinate to the species, not the other way round. The 
genetic set, in which is coded the telos, is as evidently a 
‘property’ of the species as of the individual … 
Defending a form of life, resisting death, regeneration 
that maintains a normative identity over time – all this 
is as true of species as of individuals. So what prevents 
duties arising at that level? The appropriate survival 
unit is the appropriate level of moral concern.

(Rolston, 1989, pp. 252–255)

On Rolston’s view, the extinction of a species is deplor-
able, not just because of its consequences for the welfare 
of humans or animals but also as something that is in 
itself bad. If the blue whale becomes extinct, this is not, 
after all, a problem for animal welfare – individual 
whales do not suffer from becoming extinct. Rolston 
argues that a species has properties similar to those pos-
sessed by living individuals – a lifeline. A species comes 
into being, reproduces itself, and will eventually die, 
like any other living individual. Indeed, to push 
Rolston’s argument a little further, we can think of a 
species as having interests distinct from those of its 
members. So, for instance, suppose all the remaining 
individuals of a particular species were kept in a zoo for 
captive breeding: while this might produce welfare 

problems for all those individuals, it might, none the 
less, be good for the species, allowing it to continue and 
perhaps flourish in the future. In a recent book, The 
Intrinsic Value of Endangered Species (2016), Ian Smith 
argues that species have their own good and can 
flourish, and that we should normally try to protect 
those species we threaten. This, then, suggests that one 
reason we might have for protecting particular animals 
is because of the species they belong to – especially if 
that species is threatened.

Although, in principle, all species, in this view, 
should be equally valuable, the emphasis in discussions 
of protecting animal species has been primarily on 
‘wild’ or ‘natural’ species – as the quotation above from 
Rolston illustrates. Many people value animals more in-
tensely just because they are perceived as being ‘wild’ or 
‘natural’. However, this kind of value is rather problem-
atic. ‘Wild’ in this context can mean very different 
things – for instance, that a species is found in unculti-
vated places, or that its members have not been tamed, 
or that a species has not been domesticated. And even 
these categories are not themselves straightforward: in 
Europe, some animals are now being bred for ‘de- 
domestication’, to fit into ‘rewilded’ landscapes in the way 
that now extinct wild animal species, such as aurochs, 
once did. There are even ongoing attempts to use gen-
etic technology to bring back extinct ‘wild’ species such 
as passenger pigeons. (For Stewart Brand’s TED talk on 
de-extinction, see: https://www.ted.com/talks/stewart_
brand_the_dawn_of_de_extinction_are_you_ready? 
language=en.) In addition, even the wildest of animal 
species are likely to have been impacted by human 
activity, for instance by agricultural expansion and by 
climate change, impacts that will only intensify in the 
future.

A different, if related, worry that may be embedded 
in valuing wildness or naturalness concerns the kinds of 
processes humans use in order to change animal species. 
Someone who values naturalness might regard all 
human attempts to change animals as morally imper-
missible, as doing so involves tampering with animals’ 
natural genes. The animals thus created, it may be ar-
gued, are in some sense human artefacts.

Taken to its extreme, this view would seem to reject 
animal domestication altogether, at least in as much as 
humans have deliberately bred animals. However, it can 
also be maintained that some processes by which hu-
mans adapt animals are more ‘natural’ and (in this view) 
more morally acceptable than others. For example, it is 
sometimes argued that the domestication of animal 

https://www.ted.com/talks/stewart_brand_the_dawn_of_de_extinction_are_you_ready?language=en
https://www.ted.com/talks/stewart_brand_the_dawn_of_de_extinction_are_you_ready?language=en
https://www.ted.com/talks/stewart_brand_the_dawn_of_de_extinction_are_you_ready?language=en
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species such as dogs and pigs allows those animals to 
have a much more active role than is often assumed – 
that domestication is, in fact, a form of co-evolution. In 
this view, domestication can be regarded as relatively 
natural, and so morally permissible, while more recent 
forms of developing domestic animals for our purposes 
through intensive breeding programmes, or even gen-
etic engineering, are understood to be unnatural and 
morally impermissible.

Of course – as with the other positions we have 
considered – positions based both on the value of spe-
cies and on the value of wildness and naturalness have 
been widely challenged. Those who think that sentient 
animal experience is what really matters argue that 
entities like species cannot have moral standing. Others 
argue that it is extremely difficult to identify what is 
and is not natural, given human embeddedness in and 
entanglement with ‘Nature’ over millennia. Another 
challenge asks why we should think that what is natural 
has some special value anyway. From a perspective 
centred on animal welfare, for instance, if a highly arti-
ficial process such as genetic modification could create 
animals resistant to certain painful diseases, then it 
would seem to be morally desirable to adopt this modi-
fication in terms of reducing suffering, even if the ani-
mals became less ‘natural’. Again, then, we see just how 
far different approaches to animal ethics can produce 
widely divergent views on how we should treat them.

1.3 Combining Views  
and Decision Making

In this chapter, we have outlined a number of different 
approaches to animal ethics: contractarian views, utili-
tarian views, rights views, a cluster of contextual views, 
and views concerned for the protection of species and 
wildness/naturalness. These different approaches cer-
tainly seem to give divergent answers to the questions 
raised at the beginning of the chapter concerning ani-
mals’ moral standing and the moral responsibilities we 
have to them. Must we, then, choose to adopt one of 
these approaches (or some other approach altogether) 
and reject all the others? Or are there ways of combin-
ing attractive elements from different approaches to 
create some kind of ‘hybrid view’?

Some kinds of hybridity do seem plausible. It is per-
fectly possible to be morally concerned about species 
extinction while also thinking that the welfare of 

individual species members is of moral significance. 
And frequently, both species-oriented and individualist 
views will recommend the same policies – protecting a 
species will usually protect individual members. But on 
occasions, these two values will come apart – for in-
stance, there are cases when in order to protect an en-
dangered species, sentient animals of another species 
would have to be culled. In cases of conflict of this kind, 
someone who held a hybrid view would have to decide 
which ethical approach had priority.

Another kind of hybrid view might combine elem-
ents of a rights position with a contextual view, such as 
Palmer’s. So, for instance, one might argue that animals’ 
capacities give them basic rights protections. However, 
this may not tell us everything about our moral respon-
sibilities towards all animals; our relations with par-
ticular animals (such as pets) might give us additional 
special obligations that we owe to a few animals only, 
and not to animals in general.

The ground looks rather fertile, then, for possible hy-
bridization, especially if one view is taken as a ‘baseline’ or 
given priority in a situation where the different approaches 
may conflict. However, not all views hybridize well. The 
utilitarian aim to achieve the best consequences is in clear 
conflict with the claim of rights theorists that there are 
some actions we should never perform, however good the 
consequences. But even here, some form of hybridization 
might work. For instance, it might be argued that there 
are certain things that may never be done to animals, 
no matter how beneficial the possible consequences – 
perhaps causing an animal to experience intense and un-
relenting suffering. But – on this hybrid view – as long as 
we abstain from these absolutely impermissible actions, 
we can otherwise reason as a utilitarian would. So, for 
example, painless killing of animals or causing them mild 
distress or inconvenience may be allowed if sufficiently 
good consequences follow, even though severe and unre-
lenting pain should never be inflicted.

1.4 Conclusions

Ethical decision making relating to animals is problem-
atic, highly contested, and requires reasoned discussion. 
A number of competing positions exist. We have out-
lined the leading positions here:

 • The contractarian view: traditional versions of this 
view consider human interests only. Individual 
humans belong to a human-only moral contract 
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that benefits the individual human concerned, 
along with other collaborating fellow humans. 
Some recent versions of this view, however, have 
tried to include animals in the moral contract.

 • According to the utilitarian view, we should con-
sider not just the interests of all affected humans but 
also of all affected sentient beings. The aim should 
be to produce the best balance of good over bad, by 
maximizing the fulfilment of sentient interests.

 • In the animal rights view, animals that are sentient 
and/or have high-level cognitive abilities have 
rights to life, liberty and respectful treatment. The 
rights of individuals cannot be overridden in order 
to benefit others, including humans.

 • In contextual views, a variety of factors, as well as 
animals’ capacities, are of moral significance, such 
as the emotional bonds between humans and ani-
mals, the special commitments humans have 
made to particular animals, or the roles animals 
play in human societies.

 • Those who emphasize respect for species argue that 
whole species are of moral significance, and that ani-
mals can be respected as members of valuable species.

 • Naturalness or wildness can also be important ways 
of valuing animals, though these terms can mean 
different things.

 • These different theoretical approaches to animal 
ethics should not be understood as rigid and un-
compromising. There are many ways in which 
they can hybridize with one another.

 • These approaches can perhaps be thought of as 
lenses, each focusing on a different aspect of what 
might raise ethical questions about human relations 
with animals – their suffering and pleasures, their 
instrumentalization, their vulnerability and depend-
ence, their role in society, their species, their wild-
ness. For papers developing many aspects of this 
subject, visit http://animalethics.ku.dk/.
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