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Of animals, rights and moral agency
Andy Ho Straits Times 18 Aug 11;

2010 is International Year of
Biodiversity!

SOME 25 dolphins are now being trained overseas to provide visitors with
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an interactive experience at Resorts World Sentosa (RWS).

Thailand: Small bite of victory in bid to
save sharks

But animal rights group Animal Concerns Research and Education

'Stemcell zoo' could save endangered
species: study

Society (Acres) is urging RWS to release the dolphins back into the wild.
Its campaign garnered about 13,800 signatures. Another 800,000 have
been gathered by two foreign groups.
Basically, Acres argues that dolphins need to roam freely. Freer dolphins
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To say dolphins need to roam free is to accord them the human right to
liberty, one inextricably linked to the security of person. Indeed, activists
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like to assert that animals are persons, not property: RWS should not be
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owning dolphins. To own, confine and use animals as property is
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Some would argue that animals are persons simply because they are

Best of our wild blogs: 1 Sep 11

New Wasp Species Discovered in
Indonesia Shocks Scientists

sentient beings, with sensory responses and the ability to feel pain.
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are presumably happier and happiness being the highest good is surely
unassailable as an axiom of truth. Or so the theory goes.

Animals feel pain, but it is arguable whether they suffer. Pain is physical;
suffering is mental anguish.
Undeniably, animals do suffer physical pain. Dr Peter Singer argues in
Animal Liberation (1990) that language is 'necessary for abstract thought
but states like pain are more primitive'. If infants suffer pain, so too can
animals. The argument then goes that it is wrong to hurt or destroy
something that feels pain.

training them under the eyes of a team led by five vets would inflict pain
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or destroy them, if they are handled so they suffer no physical pain or
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bodily discomfort.
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But it is hard to see how enclosing the RWS dolphins in a pen and

Counting birds is no flight of fancy
Even humans have no ironclad protection from pain wilfully inflicted. Just
take Osama bin Laden, assassinated presumably to prevent more loss of
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lives he might have ordered.
However unpalatable activists may find it to be, animals are often
sacrificed to meet human ends. The entire livestock and meat industry is
theorists argue that using animals in the laboratories is morally
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acceptable because the practice eventually leads to cures for or
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prevention of deadly illnesses in millions of human beings.
Perhaps animals feel not only physical pain but also emotions. Indeed,
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premised on that, as is the practice of testing drugs on animals. Moral
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The Animal Ethics Reader (2006) urges people to use 'ordinary empathic
experiences' to address questions about animal welfare. But when we
describe animal lives using human language, we project
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human.
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Another favoured argument is that sheer morality requires that animals be
accorded rights of liberty and security. In other words, being kind to life, of
whatever species, is the right thing to do.
This is all very well. But taken to its logical end, it suggests that animals who have rights to liberty and security - must perforce respect those
rights in their kind. This is clearly nonsense since animals have no moral
agency.
Nature raw in tooth and nail is predatory, vicious and deadly. Animals do
not respect rights because, lacking moral agency, they do not know how
to do so. Thus they cannot be held accountable for their actions. If so,
animals are amoral but this also means it cannot be sheer morality which
requires that animals have rights.
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- and even up to the 18th century - did project upon animals the very
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human notion of crime.
They then prosecuted and punished, even publicly executed, such
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'criminals'. In The Criminal Prosecution And Capital Punishment Of

I agree with, and applaud, all the
thankfully inte... - September 3,
2011 - Angel Coco Chen

Animals (1906), Edward Evans describes a 14th-century case in which an
'infanticidal sow was executed in the old Norman city of Falaise'.
Such a non sequitur arises only because of the failure to recognise that
humans are accorded rights in exchange for responsibilities because
people are moral agents who can be held responsible for their actions.
It is this failure that led British indie star Morrissey to rant on stage
recently about how Anders Behring Breivik's massacre of 69 people on
the Norwegian island of Utoeya was 'nothing compared to what happens
in McDonald's and Kentucky Fried S*** every day'.
It also led to People v Garcia (2006), in which a New York trial court
convicted a person of cruelty for killing a goldfish.
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If predators were moral agents, they would be held morally responsible
for doing lunch. Absurd as this sounds, some people in mediaeval Europe
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RWS can do nothing other than
release the dolphins... - August 21,
2011 - Anonymous

Animals are not moral agents that can take on responsibilities. So, they
cannot be ascribed rights. They are not persons.
But we are not free to abuse animals thereby. This fact, however, is
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derived from the fact that we are moral agents, for whom human morality
dictates that we be humane towards animals.
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Straits Times Forum 26 Aug 11;
acknowledgements
I REFER to Dr Andy Ho's commentary ("Of animals, rights and moral
agency"; Aug 18).
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Animals are not humans and should not be treated as such. They cannot
be held accountable for their actions - they kill for food or to protect
themselves or their young because it is their nature to do so.
The argument of "rights in exchange for responsibility" does not apply to
animals precisely because they are not human. That does not mean they
have no right to liberty. Liberty is not just for humans, but for all living
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things that are born to be free.
Animals feel not just physical pain but also mental anguish such as
stress. This can be observed in animals in captivity. It is apparent in
animal mothers whose babies are taken away from them.
It is also apparent in animals that are not able to do the things they would
normally do in their natural habitat due to their confinement.
Human morality demands that we recognise that animals have a right to
be free, just like humans.
Alia Gan (Madam)
Plant-based diet can be healthy
Straits Times Forum 26 Aug 11;
DR ANDY Ho noted that "animals are often sacrificed to meet human
ends. The entire livestock and meat industry is premised on that" ("Of
animals, rights and moral agency"; Aug 18).
He also stated that "we are not free to abuse animals".
However, the meat industry represents unnecessary abuse of animals.
Most of our meat comes from factory farming, an industry replete with
practices that abuse animals, such as separating children from their
mothers, depriving pigs, chickens, cows and so on of anything
approaching natural lives, and then ending their lives far in advance of
their normal lifespans.
As Dr Ho pointed out in an earlier article ("Rabbit food diet still unproven";
July 30), a plant-based diet can be healthy. Thus, all the suffering we
inflict on animals is unnecessary. By adding more plant foods to our diet,
we can be healthy, perhaps even healthier, and we can enjoy a diet that
is kind to the sentient beings with whom we share the planet.
If we humans are really as intelligent and powerful as we would like to
think we are, we should be able to figure out how to live with dolphins,
chickens, pigs, cows and others in a benevolent, not abusive, manner.
Dr George Jacobs
President
Vegetarian Society (Singapore)
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6 COMMENTS:
Anonymous said...
Bunch of nonsense!
AUGUST 18, 2011 9:52 PM
Anonymous said...
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imagine you are locked up in a cell, but you are fed 3 full meals a
day, you have no pain inflicted on you, you get to run around a
fenced in area, you do a few tricks to get some extra
dessert....but you can only do it when your doctor or trainer tells
you to do so....would you be happy?
just because you can't tell your unhappiness in a language your
"keepers" understand doesn't mean you are happy.
prior to living in this cell, you were free to roam for miles around,
play with your friends, live in an ever-changing environment full of
stimuli.
don't you think you would miss it?
it's been proven that Dolphins are intelligent and emotional. we're
not talking about a goldfish here....where is your heart? Have you
seen the movie the COVE? how can you say that the Dolphins
don't know suffering? Is it right the way the Dolphins are captured
and slaughtered???? their meat isn't even safe for consumption
with high levels of mercury so you can't even say you need them
for food.
Man can get their entertainment elsewhere. They can swim with
the dolphins and interact with them in the wild. is it really
necessary to capture them and put them in what is essentially a
tiny pond???
AUGUST 18, 2011 10:29 PM
Anonymous said...
Wow, this is a classic example of nonsensical report. Anyway I
just glanced through this article, since nonsense doesn't deserve
appreciation!
AUGUST 19, 2011 12:39 AM
Anonymous said...
Dear Mr. Ho,
You are using very big words as humanity, animal rights, moral
agents. According you ,animals are not able to suffer. It is
absoluteley redicolous to make statements without any back up
research. I would suggest that you look into research data that
analyzes dolphin's brain in our century rather than refering to
some data that is more confusing than explanatory. BTW. if you
want people to listen and take you even half way sirious, please
list your credentials. Thank you
AUGUST 19, 2011 2:40 AM
Anonymous said...
Dear Mr Ho,
quote: In Swann's Way (1922), French essayist Marcel Proust
surmised that it is only in the literary imagination that one can
enter another human being's mind and life.
Thank you for providing us with the YEAR of this quote. The rest
of humanity has moved on beyond 1922.
Sunday times published on January 3 2010 the following: "“Many
dolphin brains are larger than our own and second in mass only
to the human brain when corrected for body size,” said Lori
Marino, a zoologist at Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia, who
has used magnetic resonance imaging scans to map the brains of
dolphin species and compare them with those of primates.
In one study, Diana Reiss, professor of psychology at Hunter
College, City University of New York, showed that bottlenose
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dolphins could recognise themselves in a mirror and use it to
inspect various parts of their bodies, an ability that had been
thought limited to humans and great apes.
Quote Science NOW 21 Feb 2010: " But it's not just size that
matters. Dolphins also have a very complex neocortex, the part of
the brain responsible for problem-solving, self-awareness, and
variety of other traits we associate with human intelligence. And
researchers have found gangly neurons called Von Economo
neurons, which in humans and apes have been linked to
emotions, social cognition, and even theory of mind—the ability to
sense what others are thinking. Overall, said Marino, "dolphin
brains stack up quite well to human brains."
Travel & Nature 01.04.2010: quote "Nevertheless, we do
recognize - without the assistance of MRI scans - that dolphins
are quite smart, exhibiting self-recognition, an understanding of
symbol-based language, and distinct personalities. It's these traits
that make dolphins so lovable to humans, and makes dolphin
slaughters like those occurring annually in Taiji and elsewhere
look all the more horrific.
It would likely be a long fight for scientists to get dolphins the
same status as humans. But the discovery makes a stronger
argument for treating all of the Earth's living things with respect
and deference. "
Just to name a few quotes as above. Even if we CANNOT be
sure because animals do not speak English, it does not mean we
ASSUME that they are not intelligent. It is OUR LACK OF
KNOWLEDGE OF THEM, in order words, our very own ignorance
that makes us uncertain whether animals suffer.
One day technological progress may allow us to communicate
with animals and prove that they are more intelligent than we
once thought. By then, we would have committed unacceptable
crimes, akin to slavery, murder and abuse.
Please retract your statements: "Animals are not moral agents
that can take on responsibilities. So, they cannot be ascribed
rights. They are not persons. " for you have no right to judge.
I am becoming more convinced that certain animals may be
smarter than certain humans as more and more of such articles
are released. Afterall, humans have differing intelligene quotient
and animals may too, be significantly different.
AUGUST 19, 2011 10:13 AM
Angel Coco Chen said...
I agree with, and applaud, all the thankfully intelligent responses
above.
I would like to add that Ho made a massive error in attempting to
distinguish between "moral" humans and "amoral" animals.
He states: "However unpalatable activists may find it to be,
animals are often sacrificed to meet human ends."
A few paragraphs down, he states: "If predators were moral
agents, they would be held morally responsible for doing lunch."
Hmm.
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Are we humans being held morally responsible for doing lunch?
It's quite absurd that animals must first be "responsible" in order
to be awarded rights and liberty. Just whom, exactly, does he
intend them to act responsibly towards? Their own kind? Other
species? The planet?
We "moral" humans fail on all three counts.
Animals more or less look out for their own kind, in that they are
programmed to ensure the survival of their species. Is that not
responsible enough?
Humans are no different. No matter how civilized or complex or
intelligent we are, we are ultimately predators AND the ultimate
predator. We consume other species, both indiscriminately and
voraciously. We are ensuring our own survival, just like everyone
else.
And in doing so, we are the single most destructive species our
planet has seen.
Bottom line? We are no more moral than any other species.
So did Morrissey really fail to understand the connection between
responsibilty and liberty, in animals and humans?
I have already demonstrated the futility of trying to make such a
distinction. The whole responsibility and morality argument just
doesn't hold water.
It seems Morrissey was making the (drunken) point that a life is a
life, irrespective of it's intelligence, complexity, moral values or
what have you.
And now that we have eliminated the concept of moral superiority,
IS the Norwegian massacre really different from chicken slaughter
by KFC?
Are we comfortable with thinking that we are superior to chickens
as a species because we are more civilised or complex or
intelligent (by our own standards)? Do we truly value life based on
such criteria?
But nevermind about the whole value of life debate. It's about
survival. Morrissey was missing the point that by killing
chickens/animals, we're providing ourselves with food (though it's
not completely necessary since we can survive on veggies),
whereas the massacre served no such purpose.
We humans do what needs to be done in order to survive. Or,
indeed, a whole lot worse.
SEPTEMBER 3, 2011 8:09 AM
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In the end, we conserve only what we love. We will love only what we understand. We will understand only what we are taught - Baba Dioum
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