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Abstract: Why are humans so ignorant with regard to the fundamental gap between ethical
claims and the status quo of the human-animal relationship? To answer this, we should include
more psychological and sociological perspectives in our discussions.
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Many scholars are leaving the comfort zone of a (supposedly) purely scientific research interest
in the animal mind and starting to discuss the ethical implications of our growing knowledge in
this field (see e.g., Benz-Schwarzburg & Knight 2011, Benz-Schwarzburg & Benz 2012, DeGrazia
1996, Bekoff & Allen 2007). Missing empirical evidence on the complex cognitive, social, and
emotional abilities as well as the needs of animals is no longer a sufficient explanation of why
humans treat animals in an ethically unjustifiable way. The evidence Chapman & Huffman
(2018) (C & H) provide spans nonhuman animals’ capacity to use tools and medicine, build
complex constructions and solve problems (e.g., using outstanding working memory capacity for
remembering numbers). We can easily add studies from all other areas of complex social,
cognitive, or emotional capacity to this picture.

Even moral abilities are no longer untouched by research: capuchin monkeys are
sensitive to others’ welfare (Lakshminarayanan et al. 2008), great apes show altruistic helping
(Warneken & Tomasello 2006), and rats are capable of empathically motivated pro-social
behaviour (Bartal et al. 2011). Ravens show consolation behaviour (Fraser et al. 2010) as much
as bonobos, elephants and prairie-voles console and reassure others in distress (Clay & de Waal
2013, Plotnik & de Waal 2014, Burkett et al. 2016). Consolation, reconciliation and third—party
affiliation have also been found in budgerigars (lkkatai 2016). And dogs as well as rats show
inequity aversion (Range et al. 2009, Oberliessen et al. 2016) — This is just to mention a few
domains of complex moral capacities, only a few studies within these domains, and only a few
species that have been studied. We have also started to investigate what it means for the way
we treat them if they share such moral capacities with us (Monsé et al. 2018).

The results from the labs and field stations engaged in research on comparative
cognition clearly reach the public. The ape mastering the memory test by Inoue & Matsuzawa
(2007) was all over the news, and when Pepperberg’s parrot Alex died, the press from the New
York Times to the Economist highlighted his outstanding contribution to research. Jay Leno’s
Tonight Show reported on his death, the news was everywhere from CBS to CNN. International
attention and condolence reached the level of thousands of mails per day; the Alex Foundation
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set up a condolence page, and Diane Sawyer from Good Morning America announced: “And
now | have a kind of obituary and | want to inform the next of kin about a death in the family.
And, yes, the next of kin would be all of us” (Pepperberg 2008: pp. 1-7). This means: knowing
about the complex abilities of animals shouldn’t be a problem.

Maybe people don’t know that we inflict on animals the “atrocities” and “cruelty” to
which C & H refer. But ethicists, welfare scientists, veterinarians and animal advocates have
pointed these out for decades. Again, the media covers issues like animal testing, the killing of
male chicks, the transportation of farm animals to slaughterhouses, the welfare of zoo animals
and so on. We have the ethical arguments available, ready to use, ranging from the principle of
non-maleficence, which asks us to avoid unnecessary harm, to the main arguments of animal
rights theory (like the argument from personhood, nicely summarized by Andrews et al. 2019).
The fact that we know about the animals’ complex abilities and needs and about the atrocious
treatment they receive is surely also true in the case of farm animals, the group of animals
which we use most intensively in terms of numbers (Nawroth et al., forthcoming). And last, we
clearly know about all the environmental problems — such as climate change, deforestation or
waste of fresh water — that come with our use of animals and animal products.

It seems that we do not want to know. To understand this, we need to factor in the
psychological phenomenon of cognitive dissonance (Zentall 2017). Let’s stick with the human
choice “to eat higher up on the food chain” (C & H, p. 5). Many people like eating meat, but
don’t want to hurt creatures that have minds. Meat-eaters find themselves faced with the so-
called “meat paradox,” defined as the inconsistency between the appreciation for animals and
the enjoyment of consuming their flesh (Bastian et al. 2012). They deal with this dilemma by a
number of dissonance-relieving strategies. The denial of morally relevant qualities, specifically
the denial of complex cognitive capacities and suffering in animals, has been found to be a
“particularly useful strategy” whenever people want to reduce the conflict of the meat paradox.
Empirical studies support this claim (Bilewicz et al. 2011; Bratanova et al. 2011; Loughnan et al.
2010). Farm animals are rated significantly lower with regard to complex cognition but
significantly higher with regard to edibility than wild animals and companion animals. In Europe
and America, dogs and great apes are rated high in cognitive abilities and low in edibility
(Bastian et al. 2012, Fig. 9: p. 249). According to Bastian et al. (2012: p. 247), we should
investigate meat consumption as a moral choice because this could provide insights into how
cognitive and motivational processes obscure moral responsibility.

Biologists and ethicists alone are stuck when it comes to cognitive and motivational
processes. Social and cognitive psychologists should be encouraged to contribute more to our
research on the human-animal relationship. Sociologists too. Treatment of animals that ethicists
find problematic is often widely accepted in society, even supported and reinforced (Joy 2011).

So, C & H are right. We still evaluate most animals on the basis of what they provide to
us. We should worry about all the obviously morally problematic ways we treat them. Even
more troublesome are the forms of treatment that most people find less obviously problematic:
Most people believe meat consumption is natural, normal, and necessary (Joy 2011: p. 96). How
can we ever come to recognize animals as kin and show them the respect and kindness they
deserve as long as our perception of them is grounded in such unquestioned social belief-
systems? All the relevant disciplines need to converge and collaborate on this pressing moral
problem.
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