Animal Welfare and Christian Stewar dship

Thomas D. Williams, L.C.

Concern for animal welfare as an ethical categoayvery recent phenomenon.
Except for a smattering of occasional, isolatedesgons of compassion toward
animals, historically, the well-being of animalstwccupied such a low position on
humanity’s scale of ethical interests as to baugily non-existent.

All of this came to a rather abrupt reversal ia thid-1970s with the publication of
Peter Singer'&nimal Liberation, a 1973 article expanded into a full-length book
published in 1975, which has become known as timahnights “bible.” The
appearance of Singer’s book coincided with a heiggd interest in environment issues
generally. The year 1970 saw the first celebratibficarth Day,” one of the many
blooms of the hippie movement with its back-to-matiendencies. Worries about
pollution, the depletion of natural resources, glolsarming (or a new ice age, depending
on whose theories hold sway), and animal welfaregeeinto a growing movement of
environmental concern with many ramifications and-plots.

Where does a Scripturally-based, Christian mgrétiinto this matrix of concern?
How should Catholics view animal rights movememts anvironmental ethics? This
essay proposes first to briefly describe the copteary panorama of currents and cross-
currents regarding animal welfare, and then toctkatChristian response to these issues.

Fins, Fur, and Feathers

The animal welfare movement began in the nineteestury as a response to overt
cruelty to animals in circuses, in side-shows,amg, and especially in the streets.
Cabbies who starved their horses or flogged thepulbtic provoked a campaign of
protest resulting in the Cruelty to Animals Actasped in 1856 in England. This law
was followed by further legislation against cruettyanimals in Great Britain and the
United States, as well as the establishment oétesifor the prevention of cruelty to
animals. Most existing laws today continue toraenked in terms of anti-cruelty.
California State Law, for example, stipulates tleatery person who overdrives,
overloads, drives when overloaded, overworks, tegutorments, deprives of necessary
sustenance, drink, or shelter, cruelly beats, ates| or cruelly kills any animal” shall be
subject to corresponding fines or other punishments

With the appearance ahimal Liberation debate regarding the practical prevention
of human cruelty to animals began to be enrichestigies of the underlying ethical
principles involved. In recent decades, effortgehldeen made by philosophers and even
theologians to explain what sort of duties humandsehave towards animals and why.
Moreover, disagreements among thinkers and actikeste led to splits along ideological
lines, and the resulting panorama is more compilar most people realize.

The first split occurred between those concernigld @nvironmental ethics and those
whose emphasis was on animal welfare. “Environalethics,” a name coined with the
appearance of a philosophical journal by the saaneernin 1979, adopts a cosmo-centric,



holistic approach and advocates concern for ecisigs species, animal habitat, natural
resources, and the atmosphere. Adherents tortmsl lof “green” ethics tend to reject an
anthropocentric view of the world, and in more catlstrains go so far as to spurn man
and human civilization as the enemy of nature.mats, especially wild animals, clearly
fall within the realm of environmentalists’ intetesbut no more so than rain forests,
rivers and other natural resources.

The animal welfare movement, on the other hanek aaimals as occupying a special
place in the overall environmental scheme. Drawinghe Darwinian claim that animals
differ from human beings only in degree, and ndtima, members of this movement
stress animals’ genetic similarity to man, andefae their ethical relevance. Unlike the
environmental ethicists, animal welfare supporpeg little attention to animals in the
wild, but instead focus on man’s treatment of ddmoesimals, especially factory
farming, scientific experimentation on animals, éimel use of animals for food and
clothing. Here sentience—the ability to feel pleasand pain—plays a key role and is
seen as a determining factor in ethics.

Within the animal welfare movement itself, howevdeological differences led to a
further split into what is now known as the anitit@@ration movement, following the
theories of Peter Singer, and the animal rightserm@nt, whose chief philosophical
exponent has been Professor Tom Regan, now EmPEritdsssor of Philosophy at North
Carolina State University. Initially there was aistinction between the two positions,
and Regan and Singer jointly editadimal Rights and Human Obligations in 1976.

They began debating each other only in the ea@®p49which culminated in Regan’s
The Case for Animal Rights, published in 1983.

Singer’s animal liberation position places tharaicause in a historical context of
the great liberation movements. As racism andseexrere overcome by the civil rights
movement and the feminist movement, so, says Simgéthis remaining form of unjust
discrimination, “speciesism,” be overcome througimal liberation. This form of
animal welfare finds its philosophical point ofesfnce in Jeremy Bentham’s
utilitarianism, whereby the fundamental ethicalmanjoins us to maximize pleasure
and minimize pain. Hence the importance of sec&ierfThe question is not,” wrote
Bentham, “Can they reason?’ nor ‘Can they talki fiLan they suffer?” The calculus
of pain and pleasure allots to each individual éaquegght, whereby Singer can assert:
“All the arguments to prove man’s superiority cainsloatter this hard fact: in suffering,
the animals are our equals.”

Tom Regan and his followers adopt a different t@tgether. Discarding
Bentham'’s utilitarianism, they argue for the rightdigher animals, a position Peter
Singer initially espoused but has since come tctejAnimal rights advocates would
expand the notion of rights-holders to include nonban animals with “inherent value,”
those capable of being “the subject of a life.”phactice, this includes only mammals,
and no other life forms. Regan has criticizedgfaection of species and eco-systems
instead of individual mammals as “environmentatita®,” on the basis that other forms
of life are not morally considerable. He also dss®s concern for endangered species,
since the individual members of these speciesfane more or less moral concern than
individuals of non-endangered species.

Though clear ideological lines have been drawtetmeate these different
movements, they often join forces to campaign faotipular causes. Supporters of



vegetarianism, for example, do not hesitate to @separguments from a vast variety of
sources, from the utilitarian logic of pain redoatto the animal rights argument of
inherent worth to theological proposals based aipfare. Some assert, for example,
that God only allows man to eat the flesh of arsnadiler the flood (Genesis 9), a
concession not allowed “in the beginning,” when meas given only plants and fruit for
food (Genesis 1).

Responsible Sewardship

So where does all this leave a Christian? Dymamto the radicality of many animal
welfare proponents, many are tempted to simply idsthe entire matter out of hand as
so much environmental gibberish. Many animal sgitttivists, for example,
simultaneously argue in favor of abortion, whidahtly strikes Christians as incoherence
and hypocrisy. Some emphasize the fact that anielfdre ethics is a luxury of rich,
western countries, who can choose what to eat &adl to wear, whereas in poorer
nations the continued use of animals is a mattéfecdnd death, and therefore these
debates are unknown. Still others argue that @myg 6f environmental ethics simply
distracts us from far more pressing moral issugsiing human beings.

Despite the fact that many of the arguments adblpgeanimal welfare spokespersons
are unacceptable to Christians, the Church hasedffsome invaluable guidelines to help
us chart a steady path in these turbulent wat&ssn so many other matters, Pope John
Paul Il has shown admirable prudence and balanis iown remarks and teachings on
the subject. In the following paragraphs | witleahpt to summarize the Catholic
position on the animal welfare question.

In the first place, the Church locates the aninedfare question in the ethical
category of responsible stewardship. At creatioan was indeed given “dominion” over
the entire world, including the animals (see Gengs26), yet this dominion carries with
it the duty to watch over creation with care arngpeet. Man is the ambassador of God’s
providence in the world, and not a vandal with bsaddute license to trash the garden he
was commissioned to till and cultivate.

At the same time, animals cannot be equated wai, isince they lack his spiritual
nature and transcendence. The Genesis accourgation and the theology that flows
from it is unabashedly anthropocentric: man is @ttithe pinnacle of creation, fruit of a
singular loving design on the part of the Creatbrawing on insights from Christian
personalism, the Second Vatican Council affirmed than “is the only creature on earth
that God willed for its own sakeGaudium et Soes 24). Only the human person is made
in the image and likeness of God and destined tocmate in his divine life. Therefore
Darwin’s assertion that man differs from other aigronly in degree and not in kind is
incompatible with a Christian anthropology and tbgy of creation. Only the human
person is to be loved as an end, for his own sakereas all other beings are created for
man’s use.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church provideslpfliesynopsis of the Church’s
understanding of man’s ethical responsibilitiesdodg animals and the environment in
general. The seventh commandment of the Decalfihau shalt not steal) “enjoins
respect for the integrity of creation” (2415). NMsadominion over creation is not



absolute, but must take place with respect for mo@eratives. Yet these imperatives
do not involve treating creation as an end infitéeit in relation to human beings—
present and future generations. The Catechisnviieereaffirms the moral legitimacy of
using animals for food and clothing, for leisura, work, and for scientific and medical
experimentation (2417).

Finally, the Catechism also asserts that causiimgads to suffer or die needlessly is
“contrary to human dignity” (2418) or, in other wist a misuse of our freedom and
stewardship. Christians are reminded that in tbeation of resources, money should
not be spent on animals that should as a priodattogthe relief of human misery. One
can love animals, the Catechism teaches, but nbeimway one loves persons. This
statement is reminiscent of Saint Thomas Aquinasttusion that irrational animals
cannot be loved out of charit$g(mma Theologiae I1-11.25.3).

Conclusion

In short, an increased sensitivity to the plightigimals mirrors the ambiguity of our
times. Inasmuch as this sensitivity reflects atgesense of responsibility for the world
that God has entrusted to our care as well asaegreoncern for others, it is
undoubtedly a good thing. It is to be hoped thedrest in the welfare of animals is
coupled with a still more intense interest in thelseing of one’s fellow human beings.
Inasmuch as this sensitivity represents a bluwingpe fundamental difference between
irrational animals and the human person, howevea, revalence of a utilitarian ethics
that sees all good and evil reduced to physicalsplee and pain, it can only be viewed as
a moral regression.

Our times cry out for moral clarity on a multitudkissues, which grow day by day
more complex and subtle. Thankfully the papal Megium has proved up to the task of
offering just such clarity. Animal welfare is bg means the most important ethical issue
of our day, but it does represent an area of sdeishte and as such Christians, especially
the Church’s pastors, must be ready to offer g @hiristian analysis of the principles in
play for the orientation of the faithful. Knowirige basic lines of the debate and the
pertinent moral tenets furnishes a necessary baseith orientation.
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