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Abstract: Welfarism prioritizes human interests over the needs of nonhuman animals. Despite 
decades of welfare efforts other animals are mostly worse off than ever before, being subjected 
to increasingly invasive and harmful treatments, especially in the factory farming and biomedical 
research areas. A legal rights-based approach is essential in order for other animals to be 
protected from the varying ethical whims of our species. 
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In his target article, Ng (2016) takes a classic welfarist approach to animal protection, invoking 
the “difficult problem” of the World Knot (Schopenhauer, 1906/2014) as justification for 
maintaining the status quo. Welfarism is a stance that prioritizes human interests over those of 
other animals (Donaldson & Klymicka, 2011), and is perfectly exemplified in Ng’s statement:  
 

“There are simple ways to reduce animal suffering substantially at a very low or zero cost 
— or even a net gain — to humans.” (p. 4)  
 

But this kind of actuarial approach to animal protection will always subjugate the needs of other 
animals to human desires, providing incremental changes within existing systems of abuse and 
exploitation. 
 
Welfarism is tantamount to “ethical gerrymandering” (Marino, 2011). When there is a conflict 
between human and nonhuman interests, the human interests almost invariably dictate the 
meandering border of ethics, which allows for animal protections as long as they do not 
inconvenience humans. For example, the Animal Welfare Act (1994) addresses the treatment of 
“laboratory” and “warm-blooded animals” with the exception of rodents, birds and “farm 
animals,” thereby gerrymandering its regulations (and thus creating a legally fictitious category) 
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to suit the needs of a large segment of the human population who would find the goal of 
protecting these categories of nonhuman beings too unwieldy or threatening.  
 
Even after decades of animal welfare efforts all over the world and endless discussions and 
debates in the literature, nonhuman animals are mostly worse off than ever before. (The few 
exceptions to this trend would include the decrease in the number of homeless dogs and cats, 
being killed in shelters in the U.S.) From 1950 to 2014, the number of animals slaughtered in 
factory farms in the United States alone ballooned from 100 million to more than nine billion 
(USDA, National Agricultural Statistics Service). Despite “humane” labels and modifications in 
cage sizes, more factory farmed animals are being subject to increasingly invasive genetic, 
physiological and behavioral procedures than ever before (Ormandy, Dale, & Griffin, 2011). 
Examples include transgenic pigs and sheep who have been genetically altered to express higher 
levels of growth hormone and move from birth to “the table” as quickly as possible (Laible, 
2009), and featherless chickens (Wells et al., 2012). 
 
Another area in which welfarism has been, arguably, unsuccessful is in the use of other animals 
as biomedical models. An animal model is an animal sufficiently like humans in anatomy, 
physiology, or psychology to be used in research considered too harmful or risky for humans. 
The animal model meets a kind of taxonomic equivalency to humans so as to react to 
manipulation in a way that resembles the human response. We decide through historical 
consensus that members of other species can be like us in ways that are convenient and yet 
dissimilar in ways that would be inconvenient if acknowledged otherwise. Therefore, by its very 
nature, the use of animal models is ethical gerrymandering, creating contorted justifications for 
the use of other animals as a means toward an end.  
 
Despite welfare regulations at academic, government and private laboratories, and the lip-
service paid to “alternatives” to animal experimentation and “regulatory oversight,” increasingly 
invasive manipulations have proliferated in basic and applied research around the world (Dow & 
Lowe, 2012; Nestler & Hyman, 2010; Ormandy, Dale, & Griffin, 2011). Examples include human-
nonhuman animal chimeras (Behringer, 2007), like mice with human brain cells (Windrem et al., 
2014) and pigs used to grow human organs for xenotransplantation (Reardon, 2015; see NIH 
videocast of “Workshop on Animals Containing Human Cells”), and the creation of autism in 
transgenic monkeys (Liu et al., 2016). While one might argue that without welfare 
considerations animals would be subjected to even more harmful manipulations, these recent 
research developments make it clear that welfarism has “set the bar” absurdly low.  
 
In addition to these major causes of animal suffering, we must add the growing number of 
industries aimed at cloning and genetically manipulating pets (Fiester, 2005) and extinct wild 
animals (Cottrell, Jensen, & Peck, 2014). Ng seems unconcerned about mass extinctions, with 
little insight into the urgency of the situation or, perhaps more importantly, the very real 
connection between our disregard for wild animals in their habitats and the suffering and death 
of all animals in laboratories and factory farms.  
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Why a legal rights-based approach is essential  
 
The weaknesses of welfarism are brought into stark contrast when one considers that, despite 
numerous organizations and efforts claiming they work for “animal rights,” no nonhuman being 
anywhere has any rights. They are all considered legally to be “things,” pieces of property that 
lack the capacity to have even the most rudimentary rights. A number of philosophers have 
proposed a rights-based approach to animal protection (Regan, 2005; White, 2007) but these 
are not legal rights; rather, they are viewed as moral rights or natural (inalienable) rights that 
must rely on the human community to recognize and respect them and are, therefore, 
vulnerable to the same kinds of ethical gerrymandering we see in welfarism. Just as has been 
the case for subgroups of humans throughout history, the strength of legal rights for other 
animals is that they are defensible and enforceable despite differences in public opinion about 
their merits.  
 
Critics of a rights-based approach tend to focus on the false-assumption that nonhuman animal 
rights are equivalent to human rights. Obviously, no serious proponent of animal rights accepts 
that premise. Rights should be species-specific. However, at the most fundamental level, all 
animals (human and nonhuman) share two very basic natural rights, which seem to be 
inarguable from any reasonable standpoint and yet are reserved for humans exclusively. The 
first is bodily liberty, i.e., freedom from being held in confinement or captivity against one’s will, 
and the second is bodily integrity, i.e., freedom from being touched or manipulated physically 
without one’s consent or one’s best interests (Wise, 2003). These two basic rights alone, if 
recognized legally, would prohibit essentially all of the kinds of treatments currently deemed 
permissible under welfarism.  
 
The fact that even these two rudimentary rights have been difficult to obtain for even great 
apes, who are the most obvious nonhuman legal plaintiffs, exposes our inability to tolerate even 
the smallest degree of equality with other animals. However, just as welfare was not enough for 
human slaves, women and children in the past, true “protection” for other animals will only 
come with the capacity for specific legal rights.  
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