Malcontents disillusioned with science are unknowing beneficiaries
of animal research as members of the healthiest generation in history.
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Veterinary medicine stands opposed
to the concept of animal rights, although a
number will readily contest this statement.
Opposition comes from a misunderstanding
of the veterinarian’s role in society and a lack
of knowledge of what the animal rights phi-
losophy demands. Properly understood, it is
diametrically opposed to the Veterinarian’s
Oath, which enjoins us to “participate in the
advancement of medical knowledge.” We
cannot do this and meet the demands of the
animal rights movement.

This essay will parade the realities of a
movement that a leading conservation writer
described as “elevated ignorance about the
natural world almost to the level of a philo-
sophical principle,”1 focusing primarily on its
injunctions against the use of animals in bio-
medical research.

Although experimental medicine has en-
countered antivivisectionist sentiment
throughout its history, publication of
Austrailan philosopher Peter Singer’s book,
Animal Liberation,2 sparked development of
a movement that extends its concerns into
any human activity using animals.
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Why the power of this book? Goodwin3 an-
swers, “...there began to evolve in the mid-
1960s, a kind of demoralization or nihilism
concerning the human condition; in the USA,
part of this shift reflected a post-Vietnam,
post-Watergate mistrust of society’s estab-
lishments and institutions.” There is also a
climate of cultural relativism that allows any
idea to lay equal claim for attention. He could
have added that these disaffected individu-
als, disillusioned with science in particular,
are unknowing beneficiaries of animal re-
search as members of the healthiest genera-
tion in history4 and well-removed from a
dependence on animals for their livelihood.
For example, only 2% of our population have
an association with farming while 25% did
pre-World War I1.5

Stimulating the increased sensitivity to-
ward animals is the aforementioned philo-
sophical thought, which was developed by
just a few individuals. That thought forced
the issue. They have analyzed the ethics of
using animals for our need. And, their ver-
dict is that it is unjust; that it is wrong.

Two major philosophers of the movement
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are Singer and Tom Regan from North Caro-
lina. Both have found our “exploitation” of
animals to be wrong. Interestingly, they have
reached that conclusion for different, even
somewhat antagonistic reasons because they
argue from two distinct traditions in moral
philosophy.6 Let us look at their arguments,
which fail to convince for one main reason:
they are too far beyond the bounds of com-
mon sense.

Singer titled his book Animal Liberation
and not Animal Rights, for rights to him are
established by law and, therefore, are arbi-
trary. His argument is based on the idea that
actions should do the most good for as many
individuals and the least harm as possible.
This point of view is called utilitarianism.

But, Singer has added a novel dimension,
which drives the animal rights movement.
He includes animals when he writes that we
must give equal consideration of interests
to individuals. Not to do so is evidence of
“speciesism,” a term first coined by another
philosopher who objects to the use of animals
in research, Richard Ryder. “Speciesism” is
a take-off on racism and is accorded equal
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moral weight with racism. Many would ar-
gue, though, that racism is based on no le-
gitimate mental or physical differences
among humans; while decisions to use other
species for various species are in accordance
with fundamental biological imperatives.

Singer focuses on one characteristic that
animals share with people: their capacity to
suffer. He echoes the concern of the early
19th Century, philosopher Jeremy Bentham,
who stated: “The question is not, ‘Can they
reason?,” nor ‘Can they talk?,’ but ‘Can they
suffer?.” It is this “vital characteristic that
gives a being the right to equal consider-
ation,” in Singer’s eyes.?

Minimizing or eliminating pain is a good
thing, of course. But pain is a part of the ev-
eryday world. Animals inflict pain on other
animals for a good purpose, which is to sur-
vive. Should we deny ourselves the ability
to survive through using animals to solve
medical problems? Singer essentially says
we should, “.... if a single experiment could
cure a major disease, that experiment would
be justifiable.”

However, he adds, “Since a speciesest bias,
like a racist bias, is unjustifiable, an experi-
ment cannot be justifiable unless the experi-
ment is so important that the use of a re-
tarded human being would also be
justifiable.”8 He states further, “I do not be-
lieve it could never be justifiable to experi-
ment on a retarded human. If it were really
possible to save many lives by an experiment
that would take just one life, and there were
no other way those lives could be saved; it
might be right to do the experiment.”?

With readers’ umbrage at the idea of ex-
perimentation on retarded humans, Singer
is setting the reader up to accept the state-
ment that “not one tenth of one per cent of
the experiments now being performed on
animals would fall into this category.”10 Of
course not, one would have to be mightily
ignorant of the process of science to use this
tactic to condemn the use of animals in re-
search. To support his philosophy (and his
cause) Singer trivializes a number of re-
search projects in one chapter, “Tools for
Research,”which is full of errors and half-
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truths.11 By so doing, he makes certain that
maximizing good comes out in favor of ani-
mals, where enough good cannot come from
trivial experiments to outweigh the suffer-
ing of animals.

One might argue that Singer lacks train-
ing in science and thus misrepresents sci-
ence out of ignorance. There may be some
truth to this, for he clearly has no under-
standing of what makes a grant application
stand out sufficiently to attract monetary
support. He assumes “a proposal for a new
experiment with animals is something that
the administrators of research funds will be
ready to support, if they have in the past
supported other experiments on animals.
New non-animal-using methods will seem
less familiar and will be less likely to receive
support.”12

In fact, it is the quality of the applicant’s
ideas and the most appropriate approach
(animal or nonanimal) that win funding.
And it is scientists, not administrators, who
rank proposals for funding. It is silly to think
that scientists serving on review boards, who
are trained to look for the clearest findings
using the most refined methods available,
would reject new approaches out of hand.

I think it is telling that, after questioning
the judgement and good sense of the research
establishment, Singer does not hesitate to
fall back on its authority to support one of
his arguments. In responding to the hypo-
thetical suggestion that we would have to
extend our consideration to plants to avoid
being speciesists because they might suffer
pain as well, thereby condemning ourselves
to starvation, he respondes, “Although a re-
cent popular book, The Secret Life of Plants,
claimed that plants have all sorts of remark-
able abilities, including the ability to read
people’s minds, the most striking experi-
ments cited in the book were not carried out
at serious research institutions, and more
recent attempts by researchers in major
universities to repeat the experiments have
failed to obtain any positive results.”13 Note
the convenient inconsistency with his ear-
lier views on the good judgement of scien-
tific researchers.
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This young rat, being held by Iowa State University Laboratory Technician Jackie Jens, is one of
the many animals in the lab animal resources department available for study.

While many adherents and opponents of
the animal rights movement assume that
Singer views humans and animals as moral
equals, this is not so. Singer states, “The
preference in normal cases, for saving a hu-
man life over the life of an animal when a
choice has to be to be made is a preference
based on the characteristics that normal
humans have, and not on the mere fact that
they are members of our own species who
lack the characteristics of normal humans.
This is why when we consider members of
our own species who lack the characteris-
tics of normal humans, we can no longer say
that their lives are always to be preferred to
those of other animals.”14

Singer’s apparent lack of compassion for
his fellow humans is astounding. Yet, again,
ignorance of science may be at play here. It
would be next to impossible for scientists “....
to save many lives by an experiment that
would take just one life...”10 Much human
misery has been averted when one consid-
ers just the past four decades, thanks to the
early experiments using thousands of rats
and monkeys that resulted in a vaccine
against the polio virus in the late 1950s.
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Those consigned to iron lungs for years be-
cause the polio virus paralyzed their respi-
ratory muscles are no longer in evidence and
medicine has consigned those iron lungs to
museums.

Unfortunately, other things cause paraly-
sis, most notably trauma. Each year, about
10,000 people are paralyzed by spinal cord
injury, and the care of the 200,000 surviving
costs 10 billion dollars per year.15 Because
of the many, many experiments designed to
determine what prevents nerve cells from re-
generating and what toxic products are re-
leased after injury, eventually, we will suc-
ceed in keeping people out of wheelchairs.
Using the principle of utilitarianism, that is
the greater good.

Although philosopher Tom Regan, author
of The Case for Animal Rights,16 comes at
the question from a different philosophical
tradition, he, like Singer, crusades against
the use of animals. But his book is not a po-
litical tract which, to a large extent, Animal
Liberation is. Regan spends very little time
pointing out the cruel uselessness of animal
experimentation because, unlike Singer’s,
Regan’s philosophical stance does not require
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him to stack the deck against biomedical
research or other uses of animals. He be-
lieves that animals’ lives have an inherent
value that proscribes our harming them.
Because they are conscious and goal-ori-
ented, they may be regarded as being “sub-
jects of a life,” - the quality that gives them
the inherent value upon which we cannot
trample. Thus, Regan would leave us help-
less against the forces of Nature, to fight dis-
ease and deformity through research on ex-
perimental animals. One finds the following
in The Case for Animal Rights: “If that [aban-
doning animal research] means that there
are some things we cannot learn, then so be
it... We have then no basic right against na-
ture [because nature is not a moral agent]
not to be harmed by those natural diseases
we are heir to.”17

Like Singer, Regan does not say animals
and humans are equal in every way and is
not absolutist in his prohibition against us-
ing animals in biomedical research— he just
makes it nearly impossible to do so. Although
he argues that animals are equal to humans
in their right not to be harmed arbitrarily,
humans have much greater prospects for
various satisfactions so that if a choice were
to be made between saving an animal’s or a
normal human’s life, the human would be
chosen. Although, one senses the severely
mentally handicapped would fare no better
with Regan than with Singer.

What about biomedical research, where
the connections between harming animals
and saving human lives are decidely more
indirect than one-on-one situations? Regan
says, “Not even a single rat is to be treated
as if the animal’s value were reducible to his
possible utility relative to the interests of
others, which is what we would be doing if
we intentionally harmed the rat on the
grounds that this just might ‘prove’ some-
thing, just might ‘yield’ a ‘new insight, just
might produce ‘benefits’ for others.”18

But, is there any significant area of life so
simple that cause-and-effect can be assigned
so easily? Regan really leaves researchers
no room to maneuver to engage in animal
research, no more than does Singer. Accord-
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ing to them, for all practical purposes, ani-
mals are the equal of humans.

One can respond to these views as a phi-
losopher or as a biologist. I am not trained
as the former so I will present the thoughts
and arguments of others (although they are
certainly mine as well, as a “common sense”
philosopher) before giving you my own views
as a biologist.

Only few philosophers have bothered to
respond to Singer and Regan. For many, the
arguments presented in a book19 by Michael
A. Fox, a Canadian philosopher, are the easi-
est to follow. In one chapter, Fox provides'an
accurate picture of experiments and their
significance in advancing our understand-
ing of disease, illustrating how these experi-
ments have been misrepresented in animal-
rights literature. (Please read the paper by
Cohen.20)

The basic philosophical argument is that
humans are unique in so many ways. Ways
such as, brain complexity, sophisticated use
of language (consider Shakespeare’s plays
versus the human-taught sign language of
apes), use of sophisticated tools (even tools
which make other objects, such as automo-
biles), which lead us to consider even more
ways that we are different from other ani-
mals that would justify annointing ourselves
as “special.”

What are they?

We have a concept of ourselves that goes
well beyond a chimp’s ability to “ape” itself
in a mirror. We can see ourselves “as inde-
pendent individuals with our own integrity,
sense of purpose, and worth. We have a con-
cept of our own lives—their origin, duration,
self-guided direction, and terminus in
death—of world history, and of the limitless
reaches of time and space beyond the self....
Humans are the beings who because of their
acute sense of self experience anxiety, guilt,
despair, shame, remorse, internal conflict,
pride, hope, triumph and so many other
emotion-laden states.”21

Only with such capacities can a being be
judged cruel or humane in its actions. My
neighbor’s beautiful, extraordinarily friendly
cat playing a chimpmunk to death on my
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With injections of performance-enhancing drugs, this greyhound helps investigators at Iowa State
University to better understand racing chemistry.

terrace cannot be judged cruel. But what
would you think if my neighbor was to do
the same? This brings us to the idea of kill-
ing only for need and as painlessly as pos-
sible. For a human, anything else is cruel.
I am sure that you, the only animal ca-
pable of reading these words, would recog-
nize that you are bound by certain rules of
behavior. You may have never thought in
these terms, but you are a member of a
“moral community.” You are a moral being
because you can make and follow rules. You
can appreciate the consequences of behav-
ior outside the rules that have been estab-
lished by the communities inwhich you live.
You are an autonomous being — “...one that
is critically self-aware and has the capacity
to manipulate concepts in complex ways, use
a sophisticated language, reflect, plan, de-
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liberate, choose and accept responsibility for
acting.”21

You can recognize your obligations to oth-
ers and to the laws of the government that
protects you. You can have rights because
you are an autonomous being capable of rec-
ognizing the rights of others. Animals are
not autonomous beings in the sense men-
tioned above and can certainly not recognize
obligations to others in their own instinctual
drive to stay alive, unless we consider their
raising of young as something beyond a bio-

" logical imperative.

If we say that animals cannot have rights
in the sense that people—autonomous be-
ings—do, why do we have an obligation to
treat them humanely? Fox suggests that we
have the knowledge to empathize with their
pain and recognize our evolutionary relat-
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edness to them. We also acknowledge our
dependence upon them for our personal well-
being and our success as a species. He notes
that it is in our self-interest to treat them
well for additional reasons: they may become
vicious and turn on us; senseless slaughter
may disrupt the ecosystem; and unhealthy,
ill-treated animals are less useful animals.
But, perhaps the best reasons of all are that
cruelty to animals demeans us and it is be-
neath human dignity.

Before I go on, though, I have a confession:
Professor Fox has retracted the excellent
arguments I have presented to you, although
I am still in full agreement. He is now com-
mitted to the animal rights position. Indeed,
he recanted only a year after the publica-
tion of his book in 1986. According to Fox, a
radically feminist friend was more persua-
sive in her views.22

I remember thinking, upon learning of our
philosopher’s “betrayal,” that we scientists
who had exulted in having our own cham-
pion got what we deserved. Why did we think
we needed someone else to think for us? Had
we really not considered our ethical position
before the animal rightists came along to
challenge us? I realized then I did not really
need a philosopher to tell me what to think.

I believe that humans are more worthy of
my concern than animals. If not, I would not
have spent a career using the latter in re-
search. I do not offer sophisticated philo-
sophical arguments, yet, they are arguments
any reasonable person can understand.

Although I come from a tradition, which
gives a special place to humans in Nature
while teaching that cruelty to animals is
wrong, I have realized that my thinking
comes as much from my background as a
biologist as a general observer of the world
around me. From this perspective, our use
of animals is natural and not the heinous
activity that the animal-rights movement
announces it to be. (See also the excellent
article by Ott23 for a more extensive treat-
ment of these ideas.)

Not killing animals is an unnatural act.
For a number of species, it is out of step with
Nature. Many species inflict their “will” on
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one or more others. The others serve as prey.
We call this the balance of Nature. We are
constructed to gain nutrients from a variety
of sources, including animals. A quick, in-
formed look at the structure of our teeth in-
forms us how much we resemble the omnivo-
rous pig. Further examination of the rest of
our digestive tract will demonstrate a simi-
larity to the even more carnivorous dogs. A
human can certainly live as a vegan (just as
one can live as a celibate) but only with much
more care and attention than Nature had
intended.

Using animals in biomedical research sat-
isfies two of our needs as a species but pre-
sents a special ethical problem as well. If an
experiment requireé that animals be killed
(and many do), there is no ethical problem if
the number killed is appropriate for the pur-
pose and the method used provides for a
death as quick and pain-free as possible. I
hasten to add, though, that I do not mini-
mize emotional cost. That can be consider-
able. For example, after speaking of these
issues at one university, one of my hosts told
me over lunch of how he felt on the “bad”
days when he had to kill many rats to per-
form biochemical assays on their livers. We,
who study animals in behavioral experi-
ments over long stretches of time, find it
heart-rending at times to kill these animals
in order to do the necessary examinations of
their brains.

The ethical problem comes when animals
have discomfort or real pain for extended
periods. We move beyond the activity that
characterizes many of Nature’s creatures to
one that is uniquely human: inflicting pain
of varying degrees in order to learn. Most
frequently, the pain is a by-product of the
inquiry, such as, experimental surgery to
develop new operations or to implant mea-
suring devices. But, in special cases, pain
results from the study of pain, itself. This is
a problem with which both researchers and
society must wrestle.

What species-specific needs does biomedi-
cal research satisfy?

First, we are a very intelligent, highly cu-
rious, inventive species. It would require
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unnatural constraints to prevent our explor-
ing the uses of the world in every way imag-
inable. Not only do we seek to improve our
health by research using animals among
other means, but we seek various ways of
enjoyment, which can also include animals.
Thus, we play at rodeo, fishing, going to zoos
and circuses.

At the same time, we sense our obligations
to animals and debate the appropriateness
of any number of their uses and the way
those uses are carried out. We pay attention
to animal welfare as we pursue our inter-
ests. The irony here is that the animal right-
ist argues that every other species should
be free to pursue its interests free of our in-
terference. Yet, we are held to a different
standard—to our detriment.

Second, there is the struggle to stay alive
and protect one’s own. The value we place
on this personal struggle stands out very
clearly when we award medals for heroism.
For example, the Congressional Model of
Honor winner is revered for a selfless act to
protect not his family but his buddies at
great risk - sometimes losing his own life in
the process.

Animal rightists value their lives very
much. Though they do not use animals for
food and clothing (in an effort not to exploit
them), not one, particularly among the lead-
ers, has been principled enough to refuse all
treatment derived from medical research.24

In an abstract way, biomedical research-
ers engage in an activity designed to protect
their own. Through our intelligence we can
project our lives well into the future so that
taking many rats’ or dogs’ lives because we
can forsee a benefit to ourselves or our prog-
eny seems no different from a cat’s killing
several animals to gain energy to feed her
young. Both activities meet the needs of sur-
vival. Viewed this way, our intelligence
makes us no more culpable. To conclude oth-
erwise, one must ignore the power of natu-
ral impulses and the realities of Nature.
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