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Livestock Production and 
Emerging Social Ethics for Animals 

 

Bernard E. Rollin 

The last 50 years have witnessed a dazzling array of so-
cial ethical revolutions in Western society. Such moral 
movements as feminism, civil rights, environmentalism, 
affirmative action, consumer advocacy, homosexual rights, 
children’s rights, the student movement, antiwar activism, 
public rejection of biotechnology, have forever changed the 
way governments and public institutions comport them-
selves. And this is equally true for private enterprise; to be 
successful, businesses must be seen as operating solidly in 
harmony with changing and emerging social ethics. It is 
arguable that morally based boycotting of South African 
business was instrumental in bringing about the end of 
apartheid, and similar boycotting of some farm products in 
the U.S. led to significant improvements in the living situa-
tions of farm workers. It is de rigueur for major corporations 
to have reasonable numbers of minorities visibly peopling 
their ranks and for liquor companies to advertise on behalf 
of moderation in alcohol consumption. Cigarette companies 
now press upon the public a message that cigarettes kill, 
and extol their involvement in protecting battered women; 
and forestry and oil companies spend millions (even bil-
lions) to persuade the public of their environmental com-
mitments. CNN recently reported that “green” investment 
funds are growing significantly faster than ordinary funds, 
and reports of child labor or sweatshop working conditions 
can literally destroy product markets overnight. 

One major social ethical concern that has developed 
over the last three decades is a significant emphasis on the 
treatment of animals used by society for various purposes. It 
is easy to demonstrate the degree to which these concerns 
have seized the public imagination. According to both the 
U.S. National Cattlemen’s Beef Association and the Na-
tional Institutes of Health (the latter being the source of 
funding for the majority of biomedical research in the U.S.), 

both groups not inclined to exaggerate the influence of 
animal ethics, by the mid-1990s Congress had been consis-
tently receiving more letters, phone calls, faxes, e-mails and 
personal contacts on animal-related issues than on any 
other topic.1 

Whereas 20 years ago one would have found no bills 
pending in the U.S. Congress relating to animal welfare, the 
last 5 to 6 years have witnessed 50-60 such bills annually, 
with even more proliferating at the state level. The federal 
bills range from attempts to prevent duplication in animal 
research, to saving marine mammals from becoming victims 
of tuna fishermen, to preventing importation of ivory, to 
curtailing the parrot trade. State laws passed in large num-
bers have increasingly prevented the use of live or dead 
shelter animals for biomedical research and training and 
have focused on myriad other areas of animal welfare. Nu-
merous states have abolished the steel-jawed leg hold trap. 
When Colorado’s politically appointed Wildlife Commis-
sion failed to act on a recommendation from the Division of 
Wildlife to abolish the spring bear hunt (because hunters 
were liable to shoot lactating mothers, leaving their or-
phaned cubs to die of starvation), the general public ended 
the hunt through a popular referendum. Seventy percent of 
Colorado’s population voted for that constitutional amend-
ment. In Ontario, the environmental minister stopped a 
similar hunt by executive fiat in response to social ethical 
concern. California abolished the hunting of mountain li-
ons, and state fishery management agencies have taken a 
hard look at catch-and-release programs on humane 
grounds. 

In fact, wildlife managers have worried, in academic 
journals, about “management by referendum.” According to 
the director of the American Quarter Horse Association, the 
number of state bills related to horse welfare filled a tele-
phone-book-sized volume in 1998 alone. Public sentiment 
for equine welfare in California carried a bill through the 
state legislature making the slaughter of horses or shipping 
of horses for slaughter a felony in that state. Municipalities 
have passed ordinances ranging from the abolition of ro-
deos, circuses, and zoos to the protection of prairie dogs 
and, in the case of Cambridge, Massachusetts (a biomedical 
Mecca), the strictest laws in the world regulating research. 

Even more dramatic, perhaps, is the worldwide prolifera-
tion of laws to protect laboratory animals. In the United 
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States, for example, the U.S. Congress passed two major 
pieces of legislation regulating and constraining the use and 
treatment of animals in research in 1985, despite vigorous 
opposition from the powerful biomedical research and 
medical lobbies. This opposition included well-financed, 
highly visible advertisements and media promotions indicat-
ing that human health and medical progress would be 
harmed by implementation of such legislation. There was 
even a less than subtle film titled “Will I be All Right, Doc-
tor?” the query coming from a sick child, the response com-
ing from a pediatrician who affirmed, in essence, “You will 
be if ‘they’ leave us alone to do as we wish with animals.” 
With social concern for laboratory animals unmitigated by 
such threats, research animal protection laws moved easily 
through Congress and have been implemented at consider-
able cost to taxpayers. In 1986, Britain superseded its pio-
neering act of 1876 with new laws aimed at strengthening 
public confidence in the welfare of experimental animals. 
Many other European countries have moved or are moving 
in a similar direction, despite the fact that some 90% of 
laboratory animals are rats and mice, not the most cuddly 
and lovable of animals. 

Many animal uses seen as frivolous by the public have 
been abolished without legislation. Toxicological testing of 
cosmetics on animals has been truncated; companies such 
as the Body Shop have been wildly successful internation-
ally by totally disavowing such testing, and free-range egg 
production is a growth industry across the world. Grey-
hound racing in the U.S. has declined, in part for animal 
welfare reasons, with the Indiana veterinary community 
spearheading the effort to prevent greyhound racing from 
coming into the state. Zoos that are little more than prisons 
for animals (the state of the art during my youth) have all 
but disappeared, and the very existence of zoos is being 
increasingly challenged, despite the public’s unabashed 
love of seeing animals. And, as the work of Gaskell and his 
associates has revealed,2 genetic engineering has been re-
jected in Europe not, as commonly believed, for reasons of 
risk but for reasons of ethics; in part, for reasons of animal 
ethics. Similar reasons (i.e., fear of harming cattle) have, in 
part, driven European rejection of bovine somatotropin 
(BST). Rodeos such as the Houston Livestock Show have, in 
essence, banned jerking of calves in roping, despite opposi-
tion from the Professional Rodeo Cowboys Association, 
who themselves never show the actual roping of a calf on 
national television. 

Inevitably, agriculture has felt the force of social concern 
with animal treatment — indeed, it is arguable that contem-
porary concern in society with the treatment of farm ani-
mals in modern production systems blazed the trail leading 
to a new ethic for animals. As early as 1965, British society 
took notice of what the public saw as an alarming tendency 
to industrialize animal agriculture by chartering the Bram-
bell Commission, a group of scientists under the leadership 
of Sir Rogers Brambell, who affirmed that any agricultural 
system failing to meet the needs and natures of animals was 
morally unacceptable. Though the Brambell Commission 

recommendations enjoyed no regulatory status, they served 
as a moral lighthouse for European social thought. In 1988, 
the Swedish Parliament passed, virtually unopposed, what 
the New York Times called a “Bill of Rights” for farm ani-
mals, abolishing in Sweden, in a series of timed steps, the 
confinement systems currently dominating North American 
agriculture.3 Much of northern Europe has followed suit, 
and the European Union is moving in a similar direction. 
Very recently, activists in the U.S. have begun to turn their 
attention to animal agriculture, and it is reasonable to ex-
pect U.S. society to eventually demand changes similar to 
those that have occurred in Europe. 

What is the nature of the emerging new ethical thinking 
that underlies and informs the dramatic social changes just 
discussed? Although society has always had an articulated 
ethic regarding animal treatment, that ethic has been very 
minimalistic, leaving most of the issue of animal treatment 
to people’s personal ethic, rather than to the social ethic. 
Since Biblical times, the limited social ethic has forbidden 
deliberate, willful, sadistic, deviant, purposeless, unneces-
sary infliction of pain and suffering on animals, or outra-
geous neglect, such as not feeding or watering. Beginning in 
the early nineteenth century, this set of prohibitions was 
articulated in the anti-cruelty statutes of the laws in all civi-
lized societies. But even in Biblical and medieval times, the 
social ethic inveighed against cruelty. The Old Testament 
injunctions against yoking an ox and an ass together to a 
plow, or muzzling the ox when it is being used to mill 
grain, or seething a calf in its mother’s milk, all of which 
reflect concern with, and abhorrence for what the Rabbini-
cal tradition called tsaar baale chaiim; the suffering of living 
things. In the Middle Ages, St. Thomas Aquinas, while af-
firming that lacking a soul animals enjoyed no moral status, 
nonetheless strictly forbade cruelty, on the grounds that 
permitting such behavior towards animals would encourage 
its spreading to human beings, an insight buttressed by over 
two decades of recent research. Numerous serial killers 
have evidenced early abusive behavior towards animals, as 
have many of the youths in the U.S. who in recent years 
wrought massacres on their peers. 

For the overwhelming majority of human history, until 
some three decades ago in fact, the anti-cruelty ethic served 
as the only socially articulated moral principle for animal 
treatment. Except for a few sporadic voices following in the 
wake of Darwin’s articulation of human-animal continuity, 
no one spoke of animals’ rights, nor did society have moral 
concepts for animal treatment that went “beyond cruelty.” 
The obvious question that presents itself is this: What has 
occurred during the last half century which led to social 
disaffection with the venerable ethic of anti-cruelty? 

In a study commissioned by USDA to answer this ques-
tion I distinguished a variety of social and conceptual rea-
sons:4 

1. Changing demographics and consequent changes 
in the paradigm for animals: 
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Whereas at the turn of the century, more than 
half the population was engaged in producing food 
for the rest, today only some 1.5% of the U.S. pub-
lic is engaged in production agriculture. One hun-
dred years ago, if one were to ask a person in the 
street, urban or rural, to state the words that come 
into their mind when one says “animal,” the an-
swer would doubtless have been “horse,” “cow,” 
“food,” “work,” etc. Today, however, for the ma-
jority of the population, the answer is “dog,” “cat,” 
“pet.” Almost 100% of the pet-owning population 
views their animals as “members of the family,” 
and virtually no one views them as an income 
source. Divorce lawyers note that custody of the 
dog can be as thorny an issue as custody of the 
children! 

2. We have lived through a long period of ethical 
soul-searching 

For almost 50 years society has turned its “ethi-
cal searchlight” on humans traditionally ignored or 
even oppressed by the consensus ethic — blacks, 
women, the handicapped, and other minorities. 
The same ethical imperative has focused attention 
on our treatment of the non-human world — the 
environment and animals. Many leaders of the ac-
tivist animal movement in fact have roots in earlier 
movements — civil rights, feminism, homosexual 
rights, children’s rights, labor. 

3. The media has discovered that “animals sell pa-
pers” 

One cannot channel-surf across normal televi-
sion service without being bombarded with animal 
stories, real and fictional. (A New York Times re-
porter recently told me that more time on cable TV 
is devoted to animals than to any other subject.) 
Recall, for example, the extensive media coverage 
a decade ago of some whales trapped in an ice 
floe, and freed by a Russian icebreaker. This was 
hardly an overflowing of Russian compassion – an 
oxymoronic notion applied to a people who gave 
us pogroms, gulags, and Stalinism. Rather, some-
one in the Kremlin was bright enough to realize 
that liberating the whales was an extremely cheap 
way to score points with U.S. public opinion.  

4. Strong and visible arguments have been advanced 
in favor of raising the status of animals by philoso-
phers, scientists and celebrities 

5. Changes in the nature of animal use demanded 
new moral categories 

In my view, while all of the reasons listed above 
are relevant, they are not nearly as important as the 
precipitous and dramatic changes in animal use 
that occurred after World War II. These changes 
were first of all due to huge conceptual changes in 
the nature of agriculture and secondly because of 

the rise in significant amounts of animal research 
and testing. 

For virtually all of human history, animal agriculture was 
based foursquare in animal husbandry. Husbandry, derived 
from the old Norse word “hus/band,” bonded to the house-
hold, meant taking great pains to put one’s animals into the 
best possible environment one could find to meet their 
physical and psychological natures (what, following Aris-
totle, I call telos)5 and then augmenting their ability to sur-
vive and thrive by providing them with food during famine, 
protection from predation, water during drought, medical 
attention, help in birthing, and so on. Thus traditional agri-
culture was roughly a fair contact between humans and 
animals, with both sides being better off in virtue of the re-
lationship. Husbandry agriculture was about putting square 
pegs into square holes, round pegs into round holes, and 
creating as little friction as possible doing so. So powerful is 
the notion of husbandry, in fact, that when the Psalmist 
seeks a metaphor for God’s ideal relationship to humans, he 
seizes upon the shepherd in the 23rd Psalm: 

The Lord is my shepherd I shall not want. He 
leadeth me to green pastures; He maketh me to lie 
down beside still waters; He restoreth my soul. 

We wish no more from God than what the husbandman 
provides for his sheep. In husbandry, a producer did well if 
and only if the animals did well, so productivity was tied to 
welfare. No social ethic was thus needed to ensure proper 
animal treatment; only the anti-cruelty ethic designed to 
deal with sadists and psychopaths was needed to augment 
husbandry. Self-interest virtually assured good treatment. 

After World War II, humans broke this beautiful contract. 
Symbolically, Departments of Animal Husbandry became 
Departments of Animal Science, defined not as care, but as 
“the application of industrial methods to the production of 
animals” to increase efficiency and productivity. With 
“technological sanders” — hormones, vaccines, antibiotics, 
air-handling systems, mechanization — we could force 
square pegs into round holes, and place animals into envi-
ronments where they suffered in ways irrelevant to produc-
tivity. If a nineteenth century agriculturalist had tried to put 
100,000 egg-laying hens in cages in a building, they all 
would have died of disease in a month. Today such systems 
dominate. 

The new approach to animal agriculture was not the re-
sult of cruelty, bad character or even insensitivity. It devel-
oped rather out of perfectly decent, prima facie plausible 
motives that were a product of dramatic significant histori-
cal and social upheavals that occurred after World War II. 
At that point in time, agricultural scientists and government 
officials became extremely concerned about supplying the 
public with cheap and plentiful food for a variety of rea-
sons. In the first place, after the Dust Bowl and the Great 
Depression, many people in the U.S. had soured on farm-
ing. Second, reasonable predictions of urban and suburban 
encroachment on agricultural land were being made, with a 
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resultant diminution of land for food production. Third, 
many farm people had been sent to both foreign and do-
mestic urban centers during the war, thereby creating a re-
luctance to return to rural areas that lacked excitement; 
recall the song of the 40's “How are you gonna keep ‘em 
down on the farm now that they’ve seen Paree?” Fourth, 
having experienced the specter of literal starvation during 
the Great Depression, the American consumer was, for the 
first time in history, fearful of an insufficient food supply. 

When the above considerations of loss of land and dimi-
nution of agricultural labor are coupled with the rapid de-
velopment of a variety of technological modalities relevant 
to agriculture during and after World War II and with the 
burgeoning belief in technologically based economies of 
scale, it was probably inevitable that animal agriculture 
would become subject to industrialization. This was a major 
departure from traditional agriculture and a fundamental 
change in agricultural core values — industrial values of 
efficiency and productivity replaced and eclipsed the tradi-
tional values of way of life and husbandry. 

Between World War II and the mid–1970s, agricultural 
productivity—including animal products—increased dra-
matically. In the hundred years between 1820 and 1920, 
agricultural productivity doubled. After that, productivity 
continued to double in much shorter and ever–decreasing 
time periods. The next doubling took thirty years (between 
1920 and 1950); the subsequent doubling took fifteen years 
(1950-65); the next one took only ten years (1965-75). As 
R.E. Taylor points out, the most dramatic change took place 
after World War II, when productivity increased more than 
fivefold in thirty years.6 Fewer workers were producing far 
more food. Just before World War II, 24 percent of the U.S. 
population was involved in production agriculture7, today 
the figure is well under 2 percent (1.7 percent). Whereas in 
1940 each farm worker supplied food for eleven persons in 
the general population, by 1990 each farm worker was sup-
plying eighty persons. At the same time, the proportion of 
disposable income spent on food dropped significantly, 
from 30 percent in 1950 to 11.8 percent in 1990.8 

There is thus no question that industrialized agriculture, 
including animal agriculture, is responsible for greatly in-
creased productivity. It is equally clear that the husbandry 
associated with traditional agriculture has changed signifi-
cantly as a result of industrialization. One of my colleagues, 
an extensive cattle specialist, says that the worst thing that 
ever happened to his department is betokened by the name 
change from Animal Husbandry to Animal Science. No 
husbandry person would ever dream of feeding sheep meal, 
poultry waste, or cement dust to cattle, but such “innova-
tions” are entailed by an industrial/efficiency mind-set. 

For our purposes, several aspects of technological agri-
culture must be noted. In the first place, as just mentioned, 
the number of workers has declined significantly, yet the 
number of animals produced has increased. This has been 
possible because of mechanization, technological ad-
vancement, and the consequent capability of confining 

large numbers of animals in highly capitalized facilities. Of 
necessity, less attention is paid to individual animals. Sec-
ond, technological innovations have allowed us to alter the 
environments in which animals are kept. Whereas in tradi-
tional agriculture animals had to be kept in environments 
for which they had evolved, we can now keep them in envi-
ronments that are contrary to their natures but congenial to 
increased productivity. Battery cages for laying hens and 
gestation crates for sows provide examples of this point. The 
friction thus engendered is controlled by technology. For 
example, crowding of poultry would once have been im-
possible because of flock decimation by disease; now anti-
biotics and vaccines allow producers to avoid this self-
destructive consequence.  

A moment’s reflection on the development of large-scale 
animal research and high-technology agriculture elucidates 
why these innovations have led to the demand for a new 
ethic for animals in society. In a nutshell, this new technol-
ogy represents a radically different playing field of animal 
use from the one that characterized most of human history; 
in the modern world of agriculture and animal research, the 
traditional ethic grows increasingly less applicable. A 
thought experiment makes this clear. Imagine a pie chart 
that represents all the suffering that animals experience at 
human hands today. What percentage of that suffering is a 
result of intentional cruelty of the sort condemned by the 
anticruelty ethic and laws? When I ask my audiences this 
question—whether scientists, agriculturalists, animal advo-
cates, or members of the general public —I always get the 
same response: only a fraction of 1 percent. Few people 
have ever witnessed overt, intentional cruelty, which is 
thankfully rare. 

On the other hand, people realize that biomedical and 
other scientific research, toxicological safety testing, uses of 
animals in teaching, pharmaceutical product extraction 
from animals, and so on all produce far more suffering than 
does overt cruelty. This suffering comes from creating dis-
ease, burns, trauma, fractures, and the like in animals in 
order to study them; producing pain, fear, learned helpless-
ness, aggression, and other states for research; poisoning 
animals to study toxicity; and performing surgery on ani-
mals to develop new operative procedures. In addition, the 
housing of research animals engenders suffering. Indeed, a 
prominent member of the biomedical research community 
has argued that the discomfort and suffering that animals 
used in research experience by virtue of being housed un-
der conditions that are convenient for us but inimical to 
their biological natures—for example, keeping rodents, 
which are nocturnal, burrowing creatures, in polycarbonate 
cages under artificial, full-time light—far exceed the suffer-
ing produced by invasive research protocols.9 

Now it is clear that researchers are not intentionally 
cruel—they are motivated by plausible and decent inten-
tions: to cure disease, advance knowledge, ensure product 
safety, and augment their résumés. Nonetheless, they may 
inflict great amounts of suffering on the animals they use. 
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(This is not, of course, to suggest that all animal research 
involves pain and suffering.) Furthermore, the traditional 
ethic of anticruelty and the laws expressing it had no vo-
cabulary for labeling such suffering, since researchers were 
not maliciously intending to hurt the animals. Indeed, this is 
eloquently marked by the fact that the cruelty laws exempt 
animal use in science from their purview. Those who first 
recognized this suffering as a concern (by and large the hu-
mane societies), lacking any vocabulary to describe it, often 
call researchers cruel, but such a description was clearly 
inadequate and served only to shut down dialogue between 
such concerned people and the research community. A new 
set of concepts beyond cruelty and kindness was needed to 
discuss the issues associated with burgeoning research ani-
mal use.  

Precisely the same point is true regarding criticism of 
confinement, industrialized agriculture. As we shall see, 
society eventually became aware that new kinds of suffering 
were engendered by this sort of agriculture. Once again, 
producers could not be categorized as cruel, yet they were 
responsible for new types of animal suffering on at least four 
fronts: 

1. “Production diseases” arise from the new ways 
the animals are produced. For example, liver ab-
scesses in cattle are a function of certain animals’ re-
sponses to the high–concentrate, low–roughage diet 
that characterizes feedlot production. (That is, of 
course, not the only cause of liver abscesses.) Al-
though a certain percentage of the animals get sick 
and die, the overall economic efficiency of feedlots is 
maximized by the provision of such a diet. The idea 
of a method of production creating diseases that were 
“acceptable” would be anathema to a husbandry 
agriculturalist. 

2. The huge scale of industrialized agricultural 
operations—and the small profit margin per animal—
militates against the sort of individual attention that 
typified much of traditional agriculture. In traditional 
dairies 50 years ago, one could make a living with a 
herd of 50 cows. Today, one needs literally thou-
sands. In the U.S., dairies may have 6000 cows. 

A case that speaks to this point was sent to me by 
a veterinarian for commentary in the column that I 
write for the Canadian Veterinary Journal: 

You (as a veterinarian) are called to a 500–sow farrow–
to–finish swine operation to examine a problem with vagi-
nal discharge in sows. There are three full–time employees 
and one manager overseeing approximately five thousand 
animals. As you examine several sows in the crated gesta-
tion unit, you notice one with a hind leg at an unusual an-
gle and inquire about her status. You are told, “She broke 
her leg yesterday and she’s due to farrow next week. We’ll 
let her farrow in here and then we’ll shoot her and foster 
off her pigs.” Is it ethically correct to leave the sow with a 
broken leg for one week while you await her farrowing?10  

Before commenting on the case, I spoke to the 
veterinarian who had experienced this incident, a 

swine He explained that such operations run on tiny 
profit margins and minimal labor. Thus, even when 
he offered to splint the leg at cost, he was told that 
the operation could not afford the manpower en-
tailed by separating this sow and caring for her! At 
this point, he said, he realized that confinement agri-
culture had gone too far. He had been brought up on 
a family hog farm, where the animals had names and 
were provided individual husbandry, and the injured 
animal would have been treated or, if not, eutha-
nized immediately. “If it is not feasible to do this in a 
confinement operation,” he said, “there is something 
wrong with confinement operations!” 

3. Another new source of suffering in industrial-
ized agriculture results from physical and psycho-
logical deprivation for animals in confinement: lack 
of space, lack of companionship for social animals, 
inability to move freely, boredom, austerity of envi-
ronments, and so on. Since the animals evolved for 
adaptation to extensive environments but are now 
placed in truncated environments, such deprivation 
is inevitable. This was not a problem in traditional, 
extensive agriculture. 

4. In confinement systems, workers are not “ani-
mal smart;” the “intelligence,” such as it is, is in the 
mechanized system. Instead of husbandmen, workers 
in swine factories are minimum wage, often illegal 
immigrant labor. So there is no empathy with or con-
cern for the animals. 

These sources of suffering, like the ones in research, are 
again not captured by the vocabulary of cruelty, nor are 
they proscribed or even acknowledged by the laws based 
on the anticruelty ethic. Furthermore, they typically do not 
arise under traditional agriculture and its ethic of hus-
bandry.  

The development of large-scale uses of animals in sci-
ence and the (roughly) contemporaneous rise of intensive 
agriculture engendered significant amounts of new suffering 
for animals which could not be conceptually encompassed 
or even discussed in terms of the traditional social ethic 
proscribing cruelty. At the same time, as public awareness 
of this suffering increased, the concern for its alleviation and 
mitigation grew exponentially. Thus the need for a new 
ethic and a new set of ethical concepts adequate to these 
technological innovations was created. 

A few years ago, I experienced some sharply contracting 
incidents, which dramatically highlight the moral differ-
ences between intensive and extensive agriculture. That 
particular year, Colorado cattle ranchers, paradigmatic ex-
emplars of husbandry, were afflicted by a significant 
amount of scours. Over two months, I talked to a half dozen 
rancher friends of mine. Every single one had had trouble 
with scours, and every one had spent more on treating the 
disease than was economically justified by the calves’ 
monetary value. When I asked these men why they were 
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being what an economist would term “economically irra-
tional,” they were quite adamant in their response: “Its part 
of my bargain with the animal; part of caring for them,” one 
of them said. 

It is, of course, the same ethical outlook that leads ranch 
wives to sit up all night with sick marginal calves, some-
times for days in a row. If the issue were strictly economic, 
these people would hardly be valuing their time at 50¢ per 
hour — including their sleep time! 

Now in contrast to these uplifting moral attitudes, con-
sider the following: One of my animal scientist colleagues 
related to me that his son-in-law was an employee in a 
large, total confinement swine operation. As a young man 
he had raised and shown pigs, keeping them semi-
extensively. One day he detected a disease among the 
feeder pigs in the confinement facility where he works, 
which necessitated killing them with a blow to the head, 
since these operations do not treat individual animals, their 
profit margin being allegedly too low. Out of his long estab-
lished husbandry ethic, he came in on his own time with his 
own medicine to treat the animals. He cured them! Man-
agement’s response was to fire him on the spot for violating 
company policy! He kept his job and escaped with a repri-
mand only when he was able to prove that he had ex-
pended his own — not the company’s — resources. He 
continued to work for them, but felt that his health has suf-
fered in virtue of what I have called the “moral stress” he 
experiences every day; the stress growing out of the conflict 
between what he is told to do and how he morally believes 
he should be treating the animals. Eventually, he left agri-
culture altogether. The above-detailed contrasting incidents, 
better than anything else I know, eloquently illustrates the 
large gap between the ethics of husbandry and industry. 

Many people have asked me why those who developed 
confinement agriculture did not see the (now obvious) nega-
tive consequences for animal welfare that would inevitably 
follow intensification. Did they not care? We can only 
speculate, but I think with reasonable accuracy. Recall that 
the only model the originators of confinement agriculture 
had to base their thinking on was traditional agriculture. In 
traditional agriculture, as our discussion thus far implied, 
productivity of the individual and welfare of the individual 
animal are closely connected. I believe that the early con-
finement agriculturalists illegitimately extrapolated this con-
nection to industrialized agriculture. Only now they mistak-
enly assumed that productivity of the entire confinement 
operation assured the welfare of the animals in it. The logi-
cal error, of course, is that productivity was now being de-
ployed as an economic measure of the entire operation, 
whereas welfare needed to be predicated of individual ani-
mals. 

In confinement egg production, for example, it is well 
known that crowding hens results in less egg laying per hen, 
but also in high productivity for the whole operation, since 
hens are cheap and cages are expensive. Thus productivity 

per cage is no measure of the welfare of the animals 
therein! 

Given that the old anti-cruelty ethic did not apply to 
animal research or confinement agriculture, society needed 
new ethical concepts to express its concern about these 
new uses. But ethical concepts do not arise ex inhilo. 

Plato has taught us a very valuable lesson about effecting 
ethical change. If one wishes to change another person’s – 
or society’s – ethical beliefs, it is much better to remind than 
to teach or, in my martial arts metaphor, to use judo rather 
than sumo. In other words, if you and I disagree ethically on 
some matter, it is far better for me to show you that what I 
am trying to convince you of is already implicit – albeit 
unnoticed – in what you already believe. Similarly, we can-
not force others to believe as we do (sumo); we can, how-
ever, show them that their own assumptions, if thought 
through, lead to a conclusion different from what they cur-
rently entertain.  These points are well exemplified in 20th 
century U.S. history. Prohibition was sumo, not judo — an 
attempt to forcefully impose a new ethic about drinking on 
the majority by the minority. As such, it was doomed to fail, 
and in fact people drank more during Prohibition. Contrast 
this with Lyndon Johnson’s Civil rights legislation. As him-
self a Southern redneck, Johnson realized that even South-
ern rednecks would acquiesce to the following two proposi-
tions: all humans should be treated equally, and black peo-
ple were human — they just had never bothered to draw 
the relevant conclusion. 

If Johnson had been wrong about this point, if “writing 
this large” in the law had not “reminded” people, civil rights 
would have been as ineffective as Prohibition! 

So society was faced with the need for new moral catego-
ries and laws that reflect those categories in order to deal 
with animal use in science and agriculture and to limit the 
animal suffering with which it is increasingly concerned. At 
the same time, recall that western society has gone through 
almost fifty years of extending its moral categories for hu-
mans to people who were morally ignored or invisible --- 
women, minorities, the handicapped, children, citizens of 
the third world.  As we noted earlier, new and viable ethics 
do not emerge ex inhilo. So a plausible and obvious move 
is for society to continue in its tendency and attempt to ex-
tend the moral machinery it has developed for dealing with 
people, appropriately modified, to animals. And this is pre-
cisely what has occurred. Society has taken elements of the 
moral categories it uses for assessing the treatment of people 
and is in the process of modifying these concepts to make 
them appropriate for dealing with new issues in the treat-
ment of animals, especially their use in science and con-
finement agriculture. 

What aspect of our ethic for people is being so extended? 
One that is, in fact, quite applicable to animal use. All hu-
man communities face a fundamental problem of weighing 
the interests of the individual against those of the general 
welfare. Different societies have provided different answers 
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to this problem. Totalitarian societies opt to devote little 
concern to the individual, favoring instead the state, or 
whatever their version of the general welfare may be. At the 
other extreme, anarchical groups such as communes give 
primacy to the individual and very little concern to the 
group — hence they tend to enjoy only transient existence. 
In our society, however, a balance is struck. Although most 
of our decisions are made to the benefit of the general wel-
fare, fences are built around individuals to protect their fun-
damental interests from being sacrificed to the majority. 
Thus we protect individuals from being silenced even if the 
majority disapproves of what they say; we protect individu-
als from having their property seized without recompense 
even if such seizure benefits the general welfare; we protect 
individuals from torture even if they have planted a bomb in 
an elementary school and refuse to divulge its location. We 
protect those interests of the individual that we consider 
essential to being human, to human nature, from being 
submerged, even by the common good. Those moral/legal 
fences that so protect the individual human are called rights 
and are based on plausible assumptions regarding what is 
essential to being human. 

It is this notion to which society in general is looking in 
order to generate the new moral notions necessary to talk 
about the treatment of animals in today’s world, where cru-
elty is not the major problem but where such laudable, gen-
eral welfare goals as efficiency, productivity, knowledge, 
medical progress, and product safety are responsible for the 
vast majority of animal suffering. People are seeking to 
“build fences” around animals to protect them and their 
interests and natures from being totally submerged for the 
sake of the general welfare, and are trying to accomplish 
this goal by going to the legislature. 

It is necessary to stress here certain things that this ethic, 
in its mainstream version, is not and does not attempt to be. 
As a mainstream movement, it does not try to give human 
rights to animals. Since animals do not have the same na-
tures and interests flowing from these natures as humans do, 
human rights do not fit animals. Animals do not have basic 
natures that demand speech, religion, or property; thus ac-
cording them these rights would be absurd. On the other 
hand, animals have natures of their own (what I have, fol-
lowing Aristotle, called their telos) and interests that flow 
from these natures, and the thwarting of these interests mat-
ters to animals as much as the thwarting of speech matters 
to humans. The agenda is not, for mainstream society, mak-
ing animals “equal” to people. It is rather preserving the 
common–sense insight that “fish gotta swim and birds gotta 
fly,” and suffer if they don’t.  

Nor is this ethic, in the minds of mainstream society, an 
abolitionist one, dictating that animals cannot be used by 
humans. Rather, it is an attempt to constrain how they can 
be used, so as to limit their pain and suffering. In this re-
gard, as a 1993 Beef Today article points out,11 the thrust for 
protection of animal natures is not at all radical; it is very 
conservative, asking for the same sort of husbandry that 

characterized the overwhelming majority of animal use 
during all of human history, save the last fifty or so years. It 
is not opposed to animal use; it is opposed to animal use 
that goes against the animals’ natures and tries to force 
square pegs into round holes, leading to friction and suffer-
ing. If animals are to be used for food and labor, they 
should, as they traditionally did, live lives that respect their 
natures. If animals are to be used to probe nature and cure 
disease for human benefit, they should not suffer in the 
process. Thus this new ethic is conservative, not radical, 
harking back to the animal use that necessitated and thus 
entailed respect for the animals’ natures. It is based on the 
insight that what we do to animals matters to them, just as 
what we do to humans matters to them, and that conse-
quently we should respect that mattering in our treatment 
and use of animals as we do in our treatment and use of 
humans. And since respect for animal nature is no longer 
automatic as it was in traditional agriculture, society is de-
manding that it be encoded in law. 

Granted, there are activists who do not wish to see ani-
mals used in any way by humans, and in the eyes of many 
animal users, the activists are the “animal rights people.” 
Yet to focus on them is to eclipse the main point of the ani-
mal rights thrust in society in general — it is an effort to 
constrain how we use animals, not an attempt to stop all 
animal use. Indeed, it is only in the context of animal use 
that constraints on use make any sense at all! Thus the new 
mainstream ethic is not an ethic of abolition; it is an effort 
to reaffirm that the interests of the animals count for them-
selves, not only in terms of how they benefit us. And like all 
rights ethics, it accepts that some benefits to be gained by 
unbridled exploitation will be lost and that there is a cost to 
protecting the animals’ natures. In agriculture, for example, 
the cost may be higher food prices. But as the Federation of 
European Veterinarians asserted, that is a small price for a 
society to pay to ensure proper treatment of objects of moral 
concern. 

Despite the proliferation of concerns (and laws) for ani-
mal treatment in the U.S. we evidenced early in our discus-
sion, with the exception of the confinement veal industry, 
which was essentially killed or at least truncated by con-
sumer boycott, and unlike the situation in Europe, there has 
been little legislative or consumer activity armed at abolish-
ing or modifying confinement agriculture in North America. 
The reasons for this must be matters of speculation, but I 
believe we can arrive at them. In the first place, the U.S. 
population is totally ignorant of agriculture.  Paul Thompson 
has shown that most people — even highly educated peo-
ple — still believe that farms are “Old McDonald’s farm.” 
For many years, Frank Perdue, one of the largest confine-
ment broiler chicken producers in the U.S. ran advertise-
ments on the East Coast showing chickens pecking in a 
barnyard, and affirming that “At Perdue we raise happy 
chickens.” Furthermore, I know from reporters that the me-
dia tend to treat farm animal welfare issues as “fringe,” so 
that they don’t get publicized. 
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We have argued that concern for animal treatment and 
suffering is emerging as a major component in our changing 
social consensus ethic. What does all of this entail for those 
engaged in animal-based food production? In the first place, 
despite business’ tendency to believe that consumers are 
driven only by demands for cheap food, this is emphatically 
not the case. Laws in Sweden, Britain, and generally in the 
European community have forced producers in those coun-
tries to back off from industrialized confinement agriculture, 
despite its high profitability and provision of cheap, plenti-
ful food. While people certainly want cheap and plentiful 
food, they also want animals to live decent lives, as they did 
under husbandry. Furthermore, social ethics all over the 
world has begun to express concern about other hidden 
costs of non–husbandry, efficiency and productivity–
oriented industrialized animal agriculture; air and water 
pollution, dissolution of rural communities, loss of inde-
pendent small farmers to large corporate domination of ag-
riculture, and issues of food safety growing out of such “ef-
ficiency–driven” practices as feeding dead animals to cattle, 
the probable cause of the BSE outbreak in Britain, and over-
use of antibiotics to replace husbandry. Surveys repeatedly 
indicate that the public does care a great deal about how 
farm animals live their lives, even though they are destined 
to die in the end; does care that their natures are respected; 
and does believe emphatically that animals’ lives matter to 
them. 

Thus it behooves agribusiness to begin thinking about the 
ethics (or lack thereof) underlying confinement animal agri-
culture, especially in the United States, to begin thinking 
about if and how husbandry can be restored to an industri-
alized agriculture, to begin examining meeting those needs 
of animals which, when thwarted, do not affect profit, to 
begin attending to demonstrated public concerns in other 
countries and to think twice before zealously exporting in-
dustrialized animal agriculture systems to developing coun-
tries. Even if these businesses are motivated strictly by self-
interest, it is extremely unwise prudentially to ignore the 
pulse of social ethics. What sense is there, after all, in capi-
talizing billions of dollars in confinement hog production 
units if society will inevitably shut them down for both ani-
mal welfare and environmental reasons? 

One area worthy of note that has hitherto been neglected 
by the new social ethic for animals (but surely won’t remain 
neglected) is the relatively brief period from farm to slaugh-
ter. The industry has, at the moment, a chance to quietly 
and proactively clean up welfare issues in this area. Trans-
port and handling to slaughter as well as slaughter itself 
constitute areas where much improvement can be made, 
and where abuses in some cases count as overt cruelty, 
even under the old anti-cruelty ethic. Further, some of these 
abuses also cost the industry money, illustrating that we 
humans are not always economically rational (failing to put 
shade and shelter into feed lots is a good example). Habit 
and tradition are powerful impediments even to profitable 
change! 

Thus, for example, though I believe that the industry has 
been much improved with regard to handling, largely 
thanks to Bud Williams and Temple Grandin, one can still 
find too many instances of rough handling or, frankly, mind-
less handling. I have seen cases of market pigs who have 
lived their entire lives in temperate confinement, forced 
outside by workers with hotshots and then left to stand for 
long periods unshielded from icy winds and low tempera-
tures – a sure way to cultivate stress. 

The transport of livestock still leaves much to be desired. 
The Livestock Conservation Institute was founded almost a 
century ago to eliminate losses due to bruising and trans-
port, and there is still a long way to go. Ingenious innova-
tions, such as the livestock safety cushion, have been de-
veloped, but are greatly under-utilized. Temperature and 
ventilation of livestock trailers are still a problem, as are 
trailers in general not designed with the animals’ natures 
and interests in mind. Far too few producers take the time 
and trouble to precondition animals for transport, and many 
drivers are insensitive to the fact that what they haul is ca-
pable of suffering. Shipping fever is a production disease 
that could and should be eradicated. And, despite our 
knowledge that careless mixing of animals is a stressor that 
contributes to loss of meat quality, we continue not to focus 
on that fixable problem. 

The way cattle are transported is too often a mobile nega-
tive advertisement for the industry. The sight of livestock in 
a trailer often sends a message directly opposite to the 
enormously positive image Carnation imprinted on a whole 
generation when it depicted itself as selling milk from “con-
tented cows”. 

I learned this first-hand from my own son, a tough kid 
who did not cry when he broke his arm at the age of five. 
He did, however, cry a year later when we pulled up next 
to a cattle truck in Cheyenne and he saw the animals on the 
bottom covered with excrement. At that moment he told me 
“That’s not right, daddy. Can’t you fix that?” 

Suffering at slaughter has been socially unacceptable for 
a long time – the Humane Slaughter Act was passed in 
1958. Things have improved, but are far from perfect. I have 
lectured on animal ethics at a slaughterhouse, and have 
learned from the employees that they shun the kill floor and 
those who work there, whom they often describe as “scary” 
or “sadistic”. I have been told of improper stunning, some 
the result of deliberate sadism, some forced by time pres-
sures. Gail Eisnitz’s lurid expose, Slaughterhouse, should be 
required reading for everyone in the industry. 

Though the issue is a political hot potato, something must 
be done about religious slaughter, both kosher and halal. 
Given the time pressure in modern assembly line kill floors, 
it is hard to do kosher slaughter properly, slowly, the way 
Jewish tradition dictates. Ironically, kosher slaughter was, in 
Biblical times, a humane innovation, for throat-cutting by a 
trained schochet or slaughterer and allowing the animals to 
slowly bleed out was far more humane than clubbing an 
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animal to death. Today, however, shackling and hoisting 
the animal keeps kosher slaughter in time with the rapidly 
moving slaughter line, creating an extremely inhumane 
situation that, Temple Grandin has shown, violates the very 
principles of humaneness behind Jewish kosher slaughter 
rules! (Her paper showing this was endorsed by no less an 
authority than Kashrut: the Magazine of Kosher Living!) Dr. 
Grandin’s designs for equipment and systems in the area of 
kosher slaughter and, slaughter in general, are a major force 
for effective improvement in this area. 

In New Zealand, officials concerned with humane 
slaughter convinced Muslim authorities to allow stunning of 
animals. Unfortunately, there is no such available authority 
in Judaism. 

Animal activists have begun to get the fast food industry 
and the general public’s attention by highly visible protests. 
That is not, in my view, the way change should occur. In 
the end, the industry should police itself, and show itself to 
be voluntarily compatible with social moral concerns. Be-
cause animals are not a constituency, people on both sides 
of the animals’ issues “posture and rant” instead of problem 
solve. When I published a book in 1981 describing a mid-
dle of the road way of satisfying public concern about the 
treatment of research animals, I was called a “Nazi and 
apologist for the lab trashers” by the New England Journal 
of Medicine and, a day later, “a sellout for accepting the 
reality of science” by an animals rights journal! Yet within 
three years, our amendments to the Animal Welfare Act 
passed, satisfied the public about the welfare of research 
animals, improved the situation for these animals, and took 
the issue of animal research out of the “hot news” category. 
In 1985, our group at Colorado State University (CSU) was 
called “the salvation of biomedicine” by the head of the 
division of laboratory animals at the National Academy of 
Science, and former opponents now admit that we made for 
better science with our laws. 

And yet, in the farm animal area, I experience, in Yogi 
Berra’s wonderful phrase, “déjà vu all over again.” My 
book, Farm Animal Welfare, which was published by Iowa 
State University Press in 1995, and is the only moderate 
book available in the U.S. on the subject, was commis-
sioned by the head of CSRS at USDA in the early 1990’s to 
explain the issue to USDA, and served to get USDA to 
spend some money out of its then $600 million research 
budget on animal welfare research. Yet, I heard unofficially 

this winter that USDA would not invite me to a conference 
on farm animal welfare this past spring because I was “too 
radical.” My agenda always was and still is the same: To get 
animal-using industries to be aware of the major interna-
tional issues of animal welfare, and to begin to resolve them 
practically without bloodshed in ways they can accomplish 
without being dragged “kicking and screaming” and losing 
their autonomy. Responsibility is the price of freedom. I am 
proud to hold an appointment in an Animal Science de-
partment as well as in a Physiology department, both 
unanimously endorsed by the respective faculties, and only 
hope that I can get the industry to listen as well. 

In conclusion, it is obviously utopian to believe that we 
can return totally to family-run, pastoral agriculture, but that 
does not mean we are stuck with the opposite extreme. 
Somewhere within the constraints imposed by ever-
increasing urbanization, burgeoning population, and the 
need for reasonably priced food lies the possibility of a 
moral agriculture, treating animals fairly, land and water 
wisely, and agricultural communities as precious renewable 
resources. The ideal of husbandry and the new consumer 
ethic for animals we have described provides a beacon 
lighting the morally defensible path 
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