
Overwork, mutilate or kill an animal in California and you face a year in prison
and a $20,000 fine. In Oregon aggravated animal abuse is a Class C felony and
Missouri’s repeat offenders rate a Class D felony. Yet in court an animal is only
worth his or her market value. The law views nonhuman beings as property.

“Pain and suffering” allude to the owner’s emotional distress, not the
animal’s. And in what law professor and author Gary L. Francione refers
to as our “moral schizophrenia about nonhumans,” society feels no
regret over laws to exonerate proprietors for the literal torture of animals
for flesh, fur, entertainment, or research potential.

If you slit a cat’s throat, you are a criminal. Dismember a conscious cow or pig,
you are an animal husbandry practitioner. State penal codes pardon animal
abuse for the purpose of livestock transport, confinement and slaughter, rodeo
and similar exhibitions, fishing, hunting and trapping, wildlife management,
and scientific or agricultural research. The federal Animal Welfare Act excuses
“necessary” animal suffering and lets owners gauge acceptable pain levels.

Societal ambivalence toward animals is a perennial reflex. For centuries,
cultural, religious and economic mores have embraced human dominion
over animals. Human superiority justifies the use/abuse of so-called
lesser beings. From this perspective, Francione concludes, nonhuman
animals are merely a means to our ends.

Animals can’t talk, drive cars or vote. But do they have the right to exist in their
natural environment and express behaviors that matter to them? Should we
withhold legal privileges simply because animals don’t resemble us?
Speciesism, British psychologist Richard Ryder’s phrase to describe how non-
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