


Cases of Killing Animals

• Torture for fun

• Food

• Animal Experiments

• Sacrifices

• Meatrix: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K7K-
9sTRLjg

• http://www.themeatrix.com/

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K7K-9sTRLjg
http://www.themeatrix.com/


Moral Status/Standing

• Moral Status/Standing: a being deserves moral 
consideration is to say that there is a moral claim 
that this being has on those who can recognize such 
claims.

• To say that something has standing is to say that it 
counts, morally speaking, in its own right. 

• E.g., If I steal your I-phone, I am wrong to you, not to 
your I-phone. 

• Human? Animal?

• Abortion, Euthanasia 



Animal Ethics

• Moral Status/Standing of Animals

– Peter Singer’s Utilitarian-Based/Interest-Based 
Approach

– Tom Regan’s Rights-Based Approach

• No Moral Status/Standing: 

– Kant, Contractualism (Rawls, Carruthers, etc.)

– Virtue Ethics? Feminism? Confucianism?



Classic Books in Animal Ethics

• Singer, Peter (1975/2009) Animal Liberation, 
3rd Edition. U.S.A.: New York Review Books.

• Regan, Tom (1983). The Case for Animal 
Rights. U.S.A.: University of California Press.

• Carruthers, Peter (1992). The Animals Issue: 
Moral Theory in Practice. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 



Peter Singer

• Peter Singer is a professor at Princeton 
University (a very famous philosopher and 
public figure). He is also a utilitarian. 

• He is the one who brings the discussion of 
animal protection/animal welfare movement 
into contemporary moral philosophy, and also 
provides a moral foundation for those animal 
defenders. 



Consequentialism

• Right action = Result in the greatest amount of 
good (or the best consequence). 

• E.g. Principle of Utility in Utilitarianism: You 
ought always to act so as to maximize 
happiness overall. 

• Philosophers: Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832), 
J.S. Mill (1806-1873)

• Info. of Bentham at UCL: 1, 2

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/Bentham-Project/who/autoicon/Virtual_Auto_Icon
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/news/news-articles/0713/10072013-Jeremy-Bentham-UCL-Council-visit


Bentham’s Utilitarianism

• “It may come one day to be recognized, that the 
number of 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 for discourse?...the question is 
not, Can they reason? nor, Can they talk? but, Can 
they suffer?” (Introduction to the Principles of 
Morals and Legislation)



Singer’s argument

• Only sentience―the capacity of a being to 
experience things like pleasure and 
pain/suffering―is a plausible criterion of 
moral standing (basic principle in 
utilitarianism). 

• This entails that we should extend our moral 
considerations to other sentient creatures, not 
only human beings. 



All Animals Are Equal

• “If a being suffers, there can be no moral justification 
to refusing to make that suffering into consideration. 
NO matter what the nature of the being, the 
principle of equality requires that its suffering be 
counted equally with the like suffering-in so far as 
rough comparisons can be made– of any other 
being”

• Equality of Suffering

• Equal Consideration 

– Not Equal Treatment



Animal Liberation and Speciesism

• Using simple membership in the species Homo 
sapiens as a criterion of moral standing is completely 
arbitrary. 

• Otherwise it is “Speciesism”, just like  racism or 
sexism. (Therefore, animal liberation movement is 
just like civil rights movement or gender equality 
movement)



Some Considerations

• This means that the principle of utility also covers 
animals. 

• Only sentient animals (animals that can feel 
suffering) are counted. 

• Also, this also implies that sometimes we can need to 
give up some human beings for animals

• Since it is by calculation, animals can still be used as 
food, experimental subjects, etc. But it is a case-by-
case justification (why?). Therefore, it is not exactly 
what animal defenders want. 



Marginal Cases?



Two Meanings of Rights

• 1. Rights in absolute Sense (The Duties are 
absolute, no grey area)

• 2. Rights in consequential sense (the duties 
are based on some calculation of 
consequences, such as suffering)

• Peter Singer and Utilitarian (such as Bentham) 
at most only support animal rights in the 
second sense. 



Three Approaches

1. Rights-based Approach (Tom Regan, 
Personhood, Subject-of-a-life criterion)

2. Reduce-Suffering Approach (Utilitarianism, 
Peter Singer, focus on sentiments, interests, 
avoid suffering…)

3. Humane Treatment approach 
(Contractualism, Virtue Ethics, Feminism, 
Confucianism; Can be direct or indirect Duty 
to Animals)



Religion, Philosophy, and Ethics!

• Religions as the “foundations” of ethics 
(Divine Command Theory?)

• Religions as “important resources” for ethics 
(e.g. Nussbaum’s ideas on transitional anger in 
Judaism/Christianity)

• Religions as cultural traditions (Confucianism? 
Ubuntu?) (Judaism? Hinduism?)



Philosophers 
and Religions 

(Examples)
• Natural Law Theory 

(Aquinas; Locke)

• Virtue Ethics (Aristotle, 
Confucians)

• Utilitarianism (William 
Paley; R.H. Hare)

• ”Absolutism” (Kant, 
Rawls) 

• Capability Approach 
(Nussbaum)



Major pro-animal ideas from 
religious traditions worldwide

1. The good beyond the human 

2. Our relatedness to fellow beings 

3. The experience of reverence for life 

4. The intrinsic value of each sentient individual being 

5. Sensitivity to animal suffering 

6. Selfless living 

7. Future (or eschatological) anticipation 

• (Linzey & Linzey, Routledge Handbook of Religion and 
Animal Ethics, 2019, 2-9)



St. Thomas Aquinas: Killing (and 
Using) Animals

• Animals are irrational, possessing no mind or reason

– “thou shalt not kill” does not refer to trees (no sense) or animals (irrational; no 
fellowship with us)

• They exist to serve human ends by virtue of their nature and by divine providence

– “There is no sin in using a thing for the purpose for which it is… Wherefore it is 
not unlawful if man uses plants for the good of animals, and animals for the 
good of man, as the Philosopher states”

– Aquinas cites Genesis 1.29 and 9.3 as the design of this order

– 1.29: Then God said, “I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the 
whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will be yours for 
food.

– 9.3: Everything that lives and moves about will be food for you. Just as I gave 
you the green plants, I now give you everything.



Killing (and Using) 
Animals

• Animals have no moral status in themselves save in so 
far as some human interest is involved, such as human 
property

– E.g. in the Mosaic law, the killing of another man’s 
ox or sheep is an offence punishable by death, but 
it is not because killing an animal is sinful, but the 
sin of theft or robbery



General Care and Love towards 
Animals?

• Question 65, article 3 in the Summa Theologica

• Irrational creatures also ought to be loved out of charity; The love of 
charity extends to none but God and our neighbor.

• The word neighbor cannot be extended to irrational creatures, since they 
have no fellowship with man in the rational life, therefore charity does not 
extend to irrational creatures.

• Surely God loves all creatures, charity towards animals may be appropriate 
if we regard them as the good things we desire for other, for God’s honor 
and human’s use (God loves non-human, namely in so far as they are good 
and of use to human beings)

• The position is a bit vague and inconsistent. Generally considered in 
themselves animals have no reason and no rights, and humans no 
responsibility to them



Some Points for 
Us to Consider 

in Animal Ethics

• The three questions in 
Chapter 1 of Andrew 
Linzey’s Animal Theology

1. Should we show respect, 
or reverence, to 
animals?

2. Do we have 
responsibility to 
animals?

3. Do animals have rights?



Responsibility to Animals (pp.15-
19)

• Reply to Aquinas on Animals based on Humphry 
Primatt: Based on misery of pain, and places animals 
within this widening circle of sympathy and justice 
(compare with utilitarianism on the part of avoiding 
suffering)

• “We may pretend to what religion we please, but 
cruelty is atheism. We may make our boast of 
Christianity; but cruelty is infidelity. We may trust to 
our orthodoxy, but cruelty is the worst of heresies”



Responsibility to Animals (pp.15-
19)

• Creation is fundamentally good; every creature of 
God is good in its kind; that is, it is such as it ought to 
be

– Animals are made by God and for God; Human beings has 
responsibility to the creature (including animals)

• Aquinas’ position that animals have no other 
purpose than serving human beings is more from 
Aristotle, not from the Christian tradition

– “The tradition which holds that in God’s eyes the non-
human creation has no value except in its instrumental 
value for mankind has Greek rather than Hebrew sources”



Responsibility to Animals (pp.15-
19)

• Genesis 9.4: But you must not eat meat that 
has its lifeblood still in it.
– humankind is only allowed flesh on the condition that they 

do not appropriate the nephesh, the life symbolized by 
blood

• Genesis 1.29: Then God said, “I give you every 
seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole 
earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in 
it. They will be yours for food.
– Humans are commanded to be vegetarians (before sin)

nephesh


Animal Rights? (pp.19-27)

• Linzey has once used sentiency as the 
foundation of animal rights (an account of 
sentient rights within a theological context) (in 
contrast with personhood or rationality), 

• But later proposed “the theos-rights” of 
animals, which is based on a theocentric view 
of creation



Animal Rights

• Theos-rights for animals means that God 
rejoices in the lives of those differentiated 
beings in creation enlived by the Spirit. If God 
is for them, we cannot be against them

• Shall we just talk about reverence/respect and 
responsibility without the concept of rights? 

– The rights-talk may be important as it becomes a 
common moral-language used in animal ethics.



Challenges from Peter Singer

• See Singer’s chapter in God, The Good, and 
Utilitarianism

• His objection is mainly based on the traditional view 
(Aquinas’ view) 

– Both Hebrew and Greek traditions put humans at the 
centre of the moral universe. The biblical story of creation 
in Genesis, for example, makes very clear the Hebrew view 
of the special place of human beings in the divine plan. 

– Indifference to both trees and animals

– Nature as a hierarchy; Man’s Dominion; ‘brute beasts for 
the sake of man” 



Linzey and Singer

• Can Linzey’s work successfully reply to Singer’s 
question?

– Singer realizes Linzey’s work. But he thinks that 
“they [Linzey and other Christian theologians] too, 
at least so far, have not persuaded the hierarchies 
of their churches to make concern for animals a 
prominent part. 

– Benedict XVI, when he was Cardinal Ratzinger, 
spoke out against factory farming, but alas did not 
do so as pope. 



Singer (p. 58)

• “In all these respects, the Christian tradition is 
inferior to, for instance, Buddhist thinking, in 
which compassion for all sentient beings is a 
central precept. It has to be admitted, however, 
that in practice the treatment of animals is no 
better in countries with a Buddhist background 
than it is in those in which Christianity was long 
dominant. Perhaps religious teachings about how 
we should treat animals are largely ineffective.” 



Comments/Q&A


