
The Moral Status of Animals in the History of
Western Philosophy: A Comprehensive
Exploration

Animals have played an integral role in human societies throughout history,
from providing sustenance and companionship to serving as subjects of
scientific research and artistic inspiration. As our understanding of the
natural world and our place within it has evolved, so too have our moral
views towards animals.

The history of Western philosophy provides a rich tapestry of ethical
theories and arguments that have shaped our understanding of the moral
status of animals. From the ancient Greeks to the present day,
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philosophers have grappled with questions about the nature of animal
consciousness, the extent of our obligations to animals, and the
implications of our actions for their well-being.
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This article will provide a comprehensive overview of the moral status of
animals in the history of Western philosophy. We will explore the key ethical
theories that have been applied to animals, examine the arguments for and
against animal rights, and trace the evolution of our moral attitudes towards
animals over time.

Ancient Greece

The foundations of Western philosophy were laid in ancient Greece, and it
is here that we find the earliest discussions about the moral status of
animals. The pre-Socratic philosophers, such as Pythagoras and
Empedocles, believed that animals had souls and should be treated with
respect.
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Plato, one of the most influential philosophers of all time, argued that
animals were inferior to humans but still possessed a degree of moral
worth. He believed that we should treat animals kindly, but that their
interests should always be subordinate to the interests of humans.

Aristotle, another towering figure in the history of philosophy, took a more
nuanced view of the moral status of animals. He argued that animals were
capable of experiencing pleasure and pain, and that we therefore had a
moral obligation to avoid causing them unnecessary suffering.

The Middle Ages

During the Middle Ages, the Christian Church became the dominant force
in Western thought. The Church fathers, such as Augustine of Hippo and
Thomas Aquinas, adopted a hierarchical view of the natural world, with
humans at the top and animals at the bottom.

This view was reinforced by the rise of Aristotelianism in the 13th century.
Aristotle's teachings on the inferiority of animals were used to justify the
exploitation of animals for food, clothing, and other purposes.

The Renaissance

The Renaissance was a period of great intellectual and cultural ferment. It
was during this time that the seeds of modern scientific thought were sown,
and new ideas about the nature of animals began to emerge.

One of the most influential figures of the Renaissance was René
Descartes. Descartes argued that animals were nothing more than
machines, incapable of feeling pain or suffering. This view, known



asCartesianism, had a profound impact on the way animals were treated in
Western societies.

The Enlightenment

The Enlightenment was a period of philosophical and scientific inquiry that
culminated in the American and French Revolutions. During this time, there
was a growing emphasis on human rights and the importance of individual
liberty.

Some Enlightenment thinkers, such as Voltaire and Rousseau, began to
question the traditional view of animals as mere property. They argued that
animals were sentient beings who deserved to be treated with respect.

The 19th Century

The 19th century was a time of great social and economic change. The rise
of industrialization led to a dramatic increase in the use of animals for food,
clothing, and other purposes.

This in turn led to a growing awareness of the suffering endured by animals
in factory farms and slaughterhouses. In 1822, the British philosopher
Jeremy Bentham published his seminal work, "An to the Principles of
Morals and Legislation," in which he argued that animals should be granted
the same moral consideration as humans.

The 20th Century

The 20th century saw the rise of animal rights movement. Animal rights
activists argued that animals were not merely property, but rather sentient
beings who deserved to be treated with respect and compassion.



In 1975, the philosopher Peter Singer published his influential book,
"Animal Liberation," in which he argued that animals have a fundamental
right to be free from suffering. Singer's book helped to galvanize the animal
rights movement and led to a number of important legal and ethical
changes.

The Present Day

Today, the debate over the moral status of animals continues. Animal rights
activists continue to work for legal and ethical changes that will protect
animals from exploitation and suffering.

At the same time, there is a growing recognition that animals play a vital
role in our ecosystem and that we have a moral obligation to protect their
well-being.

The history of Western philosophy is a rich and complex tapestry of ethical
theories and arguments about the moral status of animals. From the
ancient Greeks to the present day, philosophers have grappled with
questions about the nature of animal consciousness, the extent of our
obligations to animals, and the implications of our actions for their well-
being.

As our understanding of the natural world and our place within it continues
to evolve, so too will our moral attitudes towards animals. It is our hope that
this article has provided you with a deeper understanding of the history of
Western philosophy on the moral status of animals and that it will inspire
you to continue exploring this important topic.
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