
Beastly Morality: Animals As Ethical Agents

Animals have long been recognized for their unique characteristics and
contributions in various aspects of human life. From providing companionship to
assisting in work and even enhancing our understanding of the natural world,
animals have played a significant role in human civilization. However, one
intriguing aspect that often remains unexplored is their capacity for ethical
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behavior. This article delves into the idea of animals as ethical agents, exploring
their behaviors, decision-making processes, and their potential to challenge our
traditional understanding of morality.

The Moral Compass of the Animal Kingdom

Throughout the animal kingdom, numerous instances have been documented
where animals exhibit behaviors that resemble human ethical principles. Take, for
example, the altruistic acts observed in certain species. In a study conducted by
renowned biologist Jane Goodall, chimpanzees were observed to share food and
comfort each other during times of distress, similar to how humans display
compassion and empathy. These observations have led scientists to question the
origins of such moral behaviors and whether they are shaped by societal
interactions or are innate to animals.
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Understanding Animal Decision-Making

Animals make decisions daily, ranging from simple choices like food selection to
complex ones like the allocation of resources within a group. Understanding the
underlying mechanisms in their decision-making processes provides valuable
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insights into their capacity for ethical behavior. By studying primates and other
highly social animals, researchers have found that animals possess the ability to
weigh pros and cons, consider the well-being of their group, and even engage in
cooperative decision-making. These findings challenge the commonly held belief
that morality is exclusively a human trait.

The Evolutionary Perspective

From an evolutionary standpoint, the emergence of ethical behavior can be
attributed to the advantageous benefits it provides in ensuring the survival and
well-being of a social group. Cooperation, empathy, and fairness enhance the
dynamics within a group and promote its overall success. As animals navigate
complex social systems, making decisions that maximize their group's survival
becomes increasingly important. By promoting the cooperation and welfare of
their peers, animals can strengthen the social fabric, thereby securing their own
survival in the process.

Implications for Human Morality

The recognition of animals as ethical agents challenges our understanding of
morality and raises important questions about our relationship with them. If
animals possess moral agency, then how do we justify our exploitation of them in
various industries? How do these findings impact our ethical obligations towards
animals and the environment as a whole? These questions force us to reevaluate
our moral framework and consider the consequences of our actions on the world
around us.

The Ethical Responsibility

If animals possess moral agency, it is our ethical duty to recognize and respect
their inherent worth. This recognition extends beyond simple conservation efforts
and calls for a reconsideration of our treatment of animals in various contexts,



such as agriculture, entertainment, and scientific research. By acknowledging the
moral potential of animals, we can actively work towards creating a more
equitable and compassionate society that values the well-being of all its
inhabitants.

The notion of animals as ethical agents challenges long-held assumptions about
morality and forces us to reconsider our relationship with the animal kingdom.
The evidence of ethical behaviors among animals sheds light on the
interconnectedness of all living beings and highlights the importance of coexisting
harmoniously. By embracing the moral agency of animals, we create a more
inclusive and equitable world, where compassion and respect are extended to all
creatures, not just our fellow humans.
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We have come to regard nonhuman animals as beings of concern, and we even
grant them some legal protections. But until we understand animals as moral
agents in and of themselves, they will be nothing more than distant recipients of
our largesse. Featuring original essays by philosophers, ethicists, religionists, and
ethologists, including Marc Bekoff, Frans de Waal, and Elisabetta Palagi, this
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collection demonstrates the ability of animals to operate morally, process ideas of
good and bad, and think seriously about sociality and virtue.

Envisioning nonhuman animals as distinct moral agents marks a paradigm shift in
animal studies, as well as philosophy itself. Drawing not only on ethics and
religion but also on law, sociology, and cognitive science, the essays in this
collection test long-held certainties about moral boundaries and behaviors and
prove that nonhuman animals possess complex reasoning capacities,
sophisticated empathic sociality, and dynamic and enduring self-conceptions.
Rather than claim animal morality is the same as human morality, this book builds
an appreciation of the variety and character of animal sensitivities and
perceptions across multiple disciplines, moving animal welfarism in promising
new directions.
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