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Reprinted

Guarding the middle ground: the ethics
of experiments on animals
Back to Introduction
“Graham Mitchell
Opposition to the ways in which anima!s are treated, whether in factory
farming or scientific research, is growing. The users of animals should
be aware of the moral dilemma that their activitiespose, so that theprocesses
used to resolve it become an accepted part of academic and public Ilfe.
There is a view that there is no ethical or
morall issue involved in using animals for
experiments. If so, there is no more need
to seek alternatives to animal experiments,
or to regulate animal experiments, or, even,
to comment, than there is to seek solutions
for any moral dilemma.2 This view is
plainly wrong. Opposition to the ways in
which animals are treated, including opposition to their routine use in factory
farming and scientific research, is growing.
For example, since 1980 in the United
States, more than 35 bills and resolutions
have been introduced in the US Congress,
calling for restrictions on the treatment of
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laboratory animals.3 At the other, less
democratic extreme, a dozen threats of
death or violence to individual scientists
and 15 raids on research institutions have
occurred in the USA since 1983.3In South
Africa, representations to amend existing
laws governing animal welfare to include
animal experimentation are being made,
and, although 1am unaware of any acts of
violence, opposition to animal experimentation is highly visible.
Prnfessor Mitchell is in the Department of Physiology
and is Chairman of the Animal Ethics and Contrnl
Committee, University of the Whvntcrsrand, Whs 2050
South Africa.
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Table

1. Animal images of childhood

Idealised pictures of farm animals
Cartoons featuring cats and mice
Idealised freedom of animals in national parks
Pet keeping
Beatrix Potter books/ B/ack Beau/y
Nursery rhymes
Horror of dog/cock fights
That there is an issue, and that there is
a moraI dilemma which bears ethical examination, seems plain. It follows that users
of animals should be aware of the di]emma, so that the processes used to resolve
it become an accepted part of academic and
public life, are not seen to be obstructive
to the process of discovery, and take into
account public fears and concerns.
Understanding the origins of the issue
would undoubtedly be of value. The psychological basis of the dilemma, however,
is not well understood, and moreover is
poorly researched. For example, it is not
known why some humans form emotional
bonds with animals, bonds which vary in

strength, and yet are happy to use animals
in experiments that they would not subject
their companion animals to. What is
known is that the inconsistency has its roots
in childhood. Indeed, it has been said that
for children there is no field of morality as
inconsistent.4 For example, Table 1 lists
images which most of us will recognise as
being part of childhood. All these images
are designed to heighten sensitivity to ideal
values, values shared by humans and other
animals. These images do adults credit
because they reflect the awareness that
adults have of the reality, shown in Table
2. Given these conflicting images, however,
it is not surprising that adults have no
coherent, generally accepted basic moral
reference point from which they can develop
an attitude to animals, This confusion finds
expression in the everyday use of words like
‘lamb’ to convey pleasurable messages, as
in ‘Oh, be a lamb and fetch me so and so’,
implying meekness, gentleness, helpfulness
and so on, and use of words fike ‘pig’ to
convey something different. Perhaps even
more confusing for a child is that some

animals which usually are the epitome of
cruelty or aggression, for example leopards
and tigers, are in other circumstances held
up to be examples of courage. An extension of this is the introduction of a theological component, evident in the use of
phrases like ‘Don’t be a beast, bean angel’,
which imply a qualitative difference between
man and animals, which sets man apart
from other animals.
Tabte 2. The reality of adulthood,
Killing of farm animals for food
Factory conditions of modern farms
Artificial captivity of zoos
A “kill” as the highlight of a visit to a national
park
Glorification of fox hunting
Glorification of bull fighting
Euthanasia of old~ ill animals
—

Perhaps even more confusing is our
ambivalent attitude towards our pets. We
bring them into our homes, give them prxsonal names, groom them, and take them
to expensive doctors for treatment. But we
a Iso suppress their natural sexuality and
aggression, ignore the parasites they bring
into our homes, and the faeces they deposit
in our gardens, parks and streets. And we
punish them for acts that are not acceptable
to us, and kilI them when they are lost, ill,,
old or develop unacceptable traits.zg Can
we realistically expect a rational attitude to
develop in these circumstances? It seems
unlikely. Furthermore,
the chance of
regaining some perspective is receding as
urbanisation proceeds. [t is safe to say that
the overwhelming majority of people in
westernised societies have never known any
animals other than pets. The people in our
society who do not protest about the use
of animals, and who know them best, are
farmers and veterinarians. 30The group of
people who protest most are 700i’ofemale,
overwhelmingly white, aged between 21
and 49 years, live in suburban areas, and
are wealth y college graduates. 1 Such persons are effectively insulated from the real
world where pestilence, famine and early
death dog the lives of animals and man.
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One response to this confusion is to categorise animals: the result is that we find it
easier to use in experiments animals of low
esteem like mice and rats; vermin, pests and
the carriers of plague. Indeed about 80%’0
of experimental animals used in experiments are mice and rats,s and by and large
people are comfortable with this. Not only
is knowledge being generated but a potential threat is being removed. On the other
hand, it is more difficult to experiment on
dogs and cats: experiments on dogs and
cats were forbidden in the original 1876 version of the Cruelty to Animals Act in the
UK.
The final outcome of our vacillation is
that most humans have highly elaborate
attitudes to animals, made up of contradictory and inconsistent subsets. The consequence of this confusion, which directly
affects people who use animals in experi ments, is that two distinct, clear-cut views
have gelled. Holders of the first view
believe that an animal is a delicate and expensive piece of equipment used in scientific experiments. Given a few arbitrary
limits, the lives of the animals have no
moral significance.b Once these minimum
standards or limits have been met (for
example, provided that wilful cruelty or
ignorance are avoided, or once the requirements of being Ucensed to perform experiments on animals have been met, as in the
UK), then no further issues arise. Holders
of this view often quote the theological
perspective mentioned above, that humans
are unique, and different from animals,
and have, therefore, some moral authority in doing so. Furthermore, the argument
is sustained by considering that any other
attitude necessarilyy destroys the first view.
For example, compromise is seen to be unthinking weakness which will lead to the
idea that animals have rights.’ If animals
have rights, they would become subjects
rather than objects, with needs, a pattern
of life, a world view, and as such could not

be experimented upon and then disposed
of. With this perspective most users of
animals could not reconcile the idea that
they and the animals they are using have
separate, different and almost certainly

opposite views of the experiment being
done.
This first view receives tacit support from
the notable absence of prolonged examination of the case by professional ethicists.
Ethicists examine human experimentation
c Iosely but generally ignore animal experimentation. Thus a 79-page-long bibliography of the most pertinent references on
society, ethics and life sciences includes no
references on animal experimentation.8
This lack of attention by ethicists is striking
because in a numerical sense animal experiments (compared with human experiments)
are an enormously greater enterprise. The
number of animals involved is estimated to
be 140 million per year (Table 3),9 the
number of researchers has been estimated
by Garfield10 to be greater than a million,
and it needs many expensive hoIding facilities and an almost incredible concentration
of intellectual expertise. Moreover, animal
experiments touch every aspect of human
life to the extent that it has been said that
the only things in our society not tested on
animals are jokes. In short, it is the sheer
normality of animal experiments that makes
them invisible. Besides, the benefits to man
of animal experiments are freely recognised
to be immeasurable and continue to grow.
Sanctioned and sustained by these powerful arguments, holders of the first view see
campaigns against the use of animals in a
clinical, scientific way. They see the campaigns as reflecting a deep-seated psychological need in their antagonists to prevent
discovery of knowledge, and an animosit y
to application of the fruits of discovery. 11
They point out also that the antagonists are
drawn from that section of society protected from the consequences of ignorance.
Further, the attacks suggest that the moral
standards and ethics of researchers leave
much to be desired. Thus the attacks
denigrate the researchers, question the
value of their research, and support the
idea of a conservative, limited world of
knowledge that can be coped with. This
view is frequently published in the media.
For example, Neville Hodgkinson, of the
London Sunday Times,’2 reports that the
British government inquiry into human fer-
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tilization, chaired by Baroness Warnock,
urged that a statutory body be set up to
regulate and govern all aspects of infertility and related issues. The body (it was said)
should be chaired by a lay person with
several lay representatives, so that ‘doctors
and scientists working in the field could be
subjected to the moral views of the public,
[because] science and medicine are moving
xo fast that the need for such regulation k
becoming more important by the day’.
Thus, antagonists to animal experimentation can be seen to be blaming current
political, social, health and economic ills
on such a rapid supply of knowledge that
mankind cannot distinguish basic moral
reference points any more.13 So societies
will become, if they are not already, ungovernable. Mankind will be, and is being,
dragged unwillingly to its doom by the wild
horses of knowledge. It is surely not a coincidence that scientists usually are depicted
in comic books and films (for example,
Superman or James Bond) as being drunk
with power, if not deranged or out and out
mad.
The second view, that of informed antagonists,14 is far more coherent and less
arrogant than that which I have depicted.
This second view hinges on whether it is
ethical to use animals in experiments, and
in so doing (in a proportion of experiments)
knowingly

inflict

pain,

distress

and suffer-

ing in pursuit of knowledge. If it is not
ethical to do so, then the use of animals
must be limited increasingly until it is
eliminated. An important buttress of this
view is the Kantian idea that use of animals
as objects rather than subjects leads to a
hardness and insensitivity to suffering in
human societies, which in turn leads to a
cheapening of life and exponential increase
in the wanton abuse, ultimately, of people.
As an example, holders of this view draw
the parallel that animals were once employed, prized and protected as machines to pull
ploughs and drive mills. As man replaced
these uses with machines, he exploited
animals increasingly as raw material to be
processed into food and to be experimented
for similar reasons it was
upon. J5 po55ibly
easy also to keep slaves, to use children as

workers in factories, to categorise people
by race or skin colour. And it is easy to see
how it is that workers ‘sell their labour’ or
‘have a work capacity’ and people are referred to as productive units or consumers
with turnovers or consumption calculated
per capita. And I can understand why my
university can contemplate seriously the
idea that students should be identified by
a number only rather than be recognised
as individuals with a name, world view and
so on, and this, remarkably, under pressure
from the students themselves. This idea
also helps to explain the mentality that condemns single acts of destruction,
like
murder, while collective acts of cruelty or
murder, like war, are condoned.
Holders of this second view argue retrospectively that, since the use or categorisation of humans is abhorrent, so is it to use
animals similarly, Animals, thus, do have
claims, they can feel pain and can suffer,
and these attributes cannot be dismissed.
The idea, however, that there is a cause and
effect relationship, say, between animal experiments and war seems very far-fetched.
Rather, the point is that if we were to be
so sensitive to callousness and brutality or
inhumanity that we could not conceive of
allowing the use of animals in experiments,
then nor could we, to give an example, conceive of waging war.
Holders of the second view suppon their
argument by pointing out that, contrary to
the theological perspective, humans are not
unique. In this, Darwinian, view humans
do not have attributes
or a single
characteristic that makes them different
from other animals. The attributes often
considered to be unique to humans are
an ability to make tools, a capacity for
language, rationality,
intelligence and
culture, especially a culture that is Lamarc kian.’t But all these attributes are present,
although perhaps less refined in animals.
The characteristic nature of a particular
animal then becomes the peculiar, complex
arrangement of attributes it has. Indeed,
to expect a single differentiating quality is
an absurd notion. Humans, in other words,
are not different from other animals and
therefore have no moral authority to ex-
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Table 3. Use of experimental

Country
United States
Japan

Number of
animals
x Id

animals in the world.

Population
x I@

Population
animals

Norway

90
13
8
8
5
4.4
3.0
2.0
2.0
1.6
1.0
0.9
0.5
0.09

250
120
7.5
15
55
54
14.4
35
24
4.8
700
8.4
4.0
4.1

2.8
9.2
1
2
11
12
5
17
12
3
700
9.3
8
46

Totals/average

139.5

12%.1

10*

Austria
Australia
United Kingdom
France
Holland
South Africa
Canada
Finland
India
Sweden

Israel

+

* excluding India
ploit them. It is life itself which is unique
and must be protected, not its discrete
parts. ”
No-one can suggest that one or other of
these two views is the more rational or
aesthetically pleasing such that only one
logically should be dominant. Nor is the
argument substantially
changed by ineluding the most distinctive characteristics
of humans: the ability to record the past
and to have the prospect of a future. There
are only the two views. Animals
fit into
either the delicate instrument -to-be-used
category
or the people-with-claims
cate-

gory. Given this, it is plain why the issue
of animal experimentation generates massive emotional argument with no apparent
winner in sight. It is the archetypical conflict situation and we might best be content
if we were to let it rest. We cannot make
brutalities less brutal, nor can we see
without light. Such a response, though, is
inappropriate.
As rational agents with
some control over our lives and an ability
to arrange our institutions to minimize predicaments of moral conflict, we should.}a
Any other approach would simply perpetuate rather than resolve the conflict.

Resolution of the conflict lies in the creation of a middle ground that is comfortable, consistent and sustainable against
pressure from both sides. A key starting
point is to accept that both animals and
humans have interests,
Interests,
not
rights,27 [t is then a relatively easY steP to
argue, using the utilitarian approach and
in the framework of the inexactness of an
interest, that there may be circumstances
in which interests of animals may have to
be over-ridden in order to meet human interests. in other circumstances the reverse
may be true. It would be most easy to do
this if a simple equation existed for calculation of the weight of relative interests and
another for the calculation of cost: benefit
ratios. No such equations exist. Similarly,
there is no logically robust criterion for
drawing +ines between what is permissible
and what is not. The range of experiments
and of motives behind the experiments is
too large.
A more intellectual and second-level approach to resolution is the use of the persuasive moral argument. This tactic is the
one most favoured by participants because
of its inherent characteristic of allowing full
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expression
of views and
is common
experience,

feelings. Thus it
highlighted
by

media debates,
that holders of the first
view, that animals are objects,
point out
the glaring

inconsistency

of opposition

to

when animals
are exploited for so many other things as
well. This inconsistency
is especially
irritating because animal experimentation
is the only use of animals which can lead
to something tangible, obvious and of immense value. All other uses of animals are
either destructive or for the gratuitous
pleasure of humans. It is worth noting,
however, the flaw in the idea that consistency has moral value. If consistency had intrinsic moral value, if one saw a leopard
about to attack a child it would be inappropriate to intervene unless a consistent effort
was made to intervene every time the
leopard attacked any animal it might wish
to attack. Plainly, consistency is not releuse of animals

in experiments

vant in a moral dilemma. There is only the
immediate
dilemma for which consistency

is inconsequential. The level of interest of
both parties in the outcome is the determinant of action.
On the other side, holders of the second
view attempt subversion of the first view
by emotional and moralistic arguments, approaches which massage the values embedded in childhood (Table I). While this approach is useful for allowing the airing of
an opposing view, the process is useless for
resolving the conflict, because no middle
ground is established, while the chasm is
highlighted,
The usual, familiar reaction to the frustration generated by failed moral arguments is recourse to law. Two types of legal
approach have developed, The first is the
construction, usually at international conferences, of conventions and guidelines
which attempt to define the limits of use,
and what is permissible and what is not.
Typical of these are the CIOMS guiding
principles for biomedical research involving
animals, which were formulated with the
help of holders of both views. 19This type
of effort has followed attempts of the
World Medical Association to control

human experiments as set out in the Tokyo
revision of the Declaration of Helsinki.
The principal importance of guidelines
is that they define the middle ground. There
is no requirement, however, that researchers follow them and no way of enforcing
them, as they do not have the force of law.
Moreover guidelines, by emphasizing the
general, avoid the judging of issues on their
specific merits. Thus a natural extension of
these informal guidelines is the construction of formal laws to govern animal experimentation.
In the past it has been
thought that laws governing cruelty to
animals were sufficient. However, under
the British Cruelty to Animals Act of 1876,
a law in existence for 110 years in a country in which some five million animals are
used by more than 10000 researchers
annually,zo not a single successful prosecution of a medical scientist has occurred.
Attempts in the USA to prosecute under
their Animal Welfare law have also been
unsuccessful .2] Laws defining and constraining acts of cruelty are, in any event,
not designed to protect animals but to protect human sensibilities. 18 And laws have
never been useful for deciding moral disputes. All that the law can do is provide
guidelines as to what society will tolerate
and to state the relative abhorrence society feels at transgression, by listing penalties,
The failure of laws and informal guidehit3
to resolve the conflict has had the important and serious consequence of threats
to prosecute journals which publish articles
that seemingly transgress limits. It has even
been suggested that journals should be
punishable
by law.20 This threat has
adjusted the views of editors. At a recent
meeting of the Physiological Society in the
UK, the chairman of a session spoke
against the publication of results reported
in his session, because the use of animals
showed cruelty. The report was not published by the society’s journal. Similarly,
the editor of the journal Pain refuses to
publish any report which indicates that
animals are unable to indicate or arrest the
onset of suffering. While attractive to
holders of the second view, and very threat-
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ening to holders of the first, censure of
journals is unlikely to be generally successful. It is likely to be arbitrary, costly,
time consuming, not even-handed, and
authors simply will avoid ‘fingered’ journals.
These comments refer best to the principle issue under discussion, that is, whether
performing an experiment on an animal is
in itself an act of cruelty as defined in law.
The international experience is that use of
animals in experiments is acceptable, and
is sanctioned by law provided that all
reasonable steps are taken to prevent un necessary or unjustifiable suffering at the
time of experimentation.22 !23 [n other
words, the issue is not whether animal experiments should be conducted but that
they be conducted humanely, Humane experiments prevent or minimise suffering.
The notions that the basis of legal decisions is that of ‘have all reasonable steps
been taken to prevent misuse or abuse’,
that experiments should be humane, that
whim is no basis for rational decision
making, that prosecutions by disinterested
persons are probably illegal, and that even
indirect legal sanction as implied by putative prosecution of jourrsals is unlikely to
be successful, has suggested that defence
of the middle ground, and the resolution
of the conflict, should pass to a body of
individuals who by training, experience and
interest can arbitrate, The cornerstone of
this suggestion is that no general justification for experimentation exists and, therefore, each case should be treated on its
merits. The implication goes further. The
consideration of separate cases properly
fights against a tendency to generafise (as
licensing of individuals would), thus recognizing the diversity of the interests at issue.
Moreover, consideration of separate experiments
allows a structured
ethical
aPProach.24 Thus ethics committees have
been established.
A major criticism of this approach is that
ethics committees allow individuals to
avoid the moral issues, because, ‘as someone else is looking after that for me, I need
not’. Another criticism is that, in deciding
whether or not an experiment should be

done, ethics committees must consider
whether or not the problem is trivial or
worth solving. That is, they must consider
the quality of the science. Scientists whose
moral standards are already under attack
(see above) resent even more attacks on
their scientific integrity. Consideration of
the quality of the research is seen as a direct
attack on academic freedom. Moreover,
the establishment of an ethics committee
admits that there are two views of animal
experimentation, an idea not attractive to
either the holders of the first or second
view. A side effect of this conflict is the
resistance to inclusion of non-scientists (laymen) on committees to provide ba1ance,2b
because their presence highlights the point
that more than science is at stake, when
scientists argue the contrary.
The over-riding value of an ethics committee is, however, that it underscores the
idea that all reasonable steps have been and
are being taken to protect the interests of
both animals and researchers. Evidence of
this is the increasing demand by journals
and statutory funding bodies, both here
and overseas, for acknowledgement
of
clearance of the use of animals by ethical
committees. This requirement is also to be
found in standing orders for higher degrees
at my university.
Of course, it can be argued that true safety, proper sensitivity to the needs of animals
and respect for academic freedom can be
retained and the need for an ethics committee dispensed with, by relying on the
conscience of researchers, proper supervision of the work by their seniors, and
critical appraisal of methods and results by
peers. The idea that objectivity of the level
required to allow such control can exist has,
however, not found support. As Professor
George” Rolleston, Professor of Anatomy
and Physiology at Oxford, explained so
cogently in 1876, ‘absorbing studies . . . lift
a man so entirely above the ordinary sphere
of duty that they betray him into selfishness
and neglect of duty’ .25 Ethics committees
are free of such cupidity.
These arguments make a case that ethics
committees are the proper arbiters of
animal experimentation. They are ideally
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placed to be sensitive to public concerns
and not to be obstructive of discovery.
Their

function

middle

ground

is to define

and guard

objectively

and jealously,

and thus resolve the moral dilemma

animal experimentation. Civifised societies
seeking to protect animals and humans
from avoidable

the

harm,

and indeed tragedies,

can do little more.
of
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