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Rob Cook, PhD, MTh, BA (Hons), BA (Hons) and Head of Theology at Redcliffe College 

 

In my paper, The Place of Animals in the Purposes of God I do not venture into the ethical 
debates except for showing a few provocative pictures. To remedy this I now offer some 
notes which I hope will prove helpful. 
 
Differences of opinion in ethical debates about such issues as animal research and meat 
eating often emerge from divergent views on the moral status of animals – what exactly are 
their rights if any? There seems to be five sorts of answers to this question as outlined below 
(for this taxonomy I lean heavily on the book Animal Rights – A Very Short Introduction by D. 
DeGrazia [OUP; 2002]). 
 
 
Various views on animal rights: 
 
1. Indirect duty sense 
 
We are only morally obliged to other humans. Obligations regarding animals (e.g. not 
torturing them) are grounded entirely in human interests e.g. cruelty to animals can escalate 
to cruelty to fellow humans and should therefore be avoided. 
 
 
2. Moral status sense 
 
Animals have intrinsic value and therefore should be accorded some rights since they 
consequently possess moral status. Animals do not exist solely for our use (Philosophers call 
this a deontological approach). 
 
 
3. Sliding-scale sense 
 
Humans deserve full, equal consideration. Other animals deserve consideration in proportion 
to their cognitive, emotional and social complexity e.g. a monkey’s suffering matters more 
than a rat’s. 
 
 
4. Utilitarian sense 
 
The right action is that which maximises the balance of benefits over harms, where the 
interests of all affected parties – including both humans and animals – are impartially 
considered (Philosophers call this a consequentialist approach). 
 
 
5. Equal consideration sense 
 
Equal moral weight must be given to animals and humans e.g. animal suffering matters as 
much as human suffering. It is an absolute, non-negotiable duty to e.g. honour all animals’ 
right to liberty. 
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Let us see, as an example, how this taxonomy sheds light on the often heated debate about 
animal research. Presumably advocates of 1 would have no problem with using animals for 
testing anything from medicines to beauty products no matter what pain it caused the 
creature. 2 and 3 would have some qualms however. 3 would worry more about using 
primates for testing than rats. 5 would preclude animals from research unless it caused no 
harm whatsoever or was necessary to cure that animal of a malady. Advocates of 4 would 
commend animal research provided that the benefit (e.g. successful treatment of a disease) 
outweighed the cost (the animal’s discomfort and, usually for laboratory animals subsequent 
enforced death). 
 
What is your view and how would you apply that view to, say, keeping animals in zoos or fox 
hunting? 
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