
            Non-Violence and 

               Animal Ethics 

David Sztybel, Ph.D. 



Outline 

 
1. Contributions to animal rights theory from previous lectures 

2. The Classist Fallacy 

3. Recalling the Distinction between Normative Ethics and Meta-Ethics 

4. Normative Ethics: Being Consistent about Applying the Non-Violence Principle 

5. Benefits of Normative Ethics Approach 

6. Problems with Normative Ethics Analysis  

7. Relevant Questions for Meta-Ethics 

8. Aiming for the Best 

9. Sentientism versus Nonsentientism 

10. Respect for Individuals 

11. Best Caring Requires Non-Violence in a Unique Way 

12. Justifying Intrinsic Values Using Affective Cognition, Not Intuitionism 

13. Does Best Caring Justify Ethics from the Ground Up without Relying on 

     Inuitionism? 

14. Adopts Caring as Central Concept in Ethics 

15. Does Best Caring Refute Competing Moral Theories? 

16. Does Best Caring Have All Advantages of Other Moral Theories But Not 

      Disadvantages? 

17. Awareness of Suffering  

18. Answering the Skeptics 

19. Animals as Persons 

20. Discussion and Questions 

 



A Brief History of Ahimsa 

• “a” means “non-” and “himsa” means injury 

  (in the language known as Sanskrit) 

• so “ahimsa” literally means non-injury 

• I interpret ahimsa ethics as non-violence 

• ahimsa traditionally applies to all sentient beings 

  (beings who care about things, have feelings and 

  desires) or most kinds of animals who are 

  routinely exploited by humans (bears in circuses, 

  pigs in factory farms, rats in laboratories, etc.) 

• this philosophy originated in the South Asian 

  religion called Jainism, more than 5,000 years ago 

  in what we now call “India” 
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Mahavir, a key 

founder of Jainism 

Jain monks meditating 

Jain monk with face mask 

so as not to breathe in tiny 

life-forms 

Jain monk with broom, 

used to sweep aside 

micro-organisms 

when walking Jain temple at Mount Abu, Rajasthan, India 

 



Facts about the Jains’ Ahimsa 

• Jains are traditionally opposed to animal sacrifice 

• Jains are vegetarians, never hunting nor fishing 

• Jains are known to set up animal sanctuaries 

• Jains commonly believe that it is acceptable to  

  inflict harm in defence, including in wars 

• Jainism, at more than 5,000 years old, is one of the 

  world’s oldest faiths 

• Ahimsa or non-violence is traditionally based in 

  compassion, but also for avoiding bad karma so 

  that one does not reincarnate in this world, including 

  as a “lower” form of life 

• Jains are atheists but believe that the soul is holy 

• one can accept the non-violent philosophy of ethics 

  without in any way embracing Jain religion 

 



Mohandas K. Gandhi 
 

• a Hindu, he borrowed ahimsa from 

  the Jains, calling it “non-violence” 

• Gandhi led the movement seeking 

  South Asia’s independence from the 

  British Empire, leading to today’s 

  independent states: India and Pakistan 

• non-violent resistance to British 

  brutality shamed the empire into 

  relinquishing its hold 

• Gandhi is revered by millions, called 

  Mohatma, which means “great soul” 
 
 

Gandhi having tea with Lord Mountbatten 



King giving his famous “I have a dream” 

speech in Washington, D.C. 

Martin Luther King, Junior 

King led the civil rights movement in the U.S.A.,  

adhering to non-violence 

The Reverend Doctor 

King was a great thinker 

and orator 



What Is Violence? 

A highly controversial question, but to scratch the surface… 

 

• traditional definitions emphasize the physical, but 

  cannot child abuse be verbal, for example? 

• old-style thinking emphasizes great force, but is it not 

   violent to rob a life during sleep with a painless injection? 

• etymologically violence is probably related to violate 

• this non-violence theory proposes that beings can be 

   violated both physically and psychically 

• someone’s psyche is violated so long as they are made 

  so much as significantly uncomfortable 

• a rapist’s discomfort at being blocked would not count, 

  because caring for satisfaction in carrying out an 

  assault is inconsistent with non-violence 



None of Us Wishes to Be Subject to Violence 

                  (Masochists Aside) 



  Two Versions of Non-Violence 

    (According to David Sztybel) 

1. Pluralistic non-violence (ahimsa). Moral agents 

    practise non-violence as much as possible towards 

    each and every moral recipient in the given context.  

    Example: harmful medical experiments are hardly 

    “non-violent” in relation to the victims. 

 

2. Monistic non-violence (utilitarianism). Lumps 

     all harms together so individuals and minorities 

     can be “outweighed” by majorities. Example: 

     harms to animals in experiments is supposedly 

     “outweighed” by harms prevented from resulting 

     medical cures and treatments. 

 



racism = violent discrimination against those 

of certain so-called “races” 

 

sexism = violent discrimination typically 

against females 

 

ableism = violent discrimination against the 

disabled (or “differently abled”) 

 

homophobia, biphobia, transphobia = violent 

discrimination against homosexuals, bisexuals, 

and transsexuals, respectively 

 

ageisim = violent discrimination against the 

very old or very young 



 

speciesism = violent discrimination, 

usually against nonhuman animals, 

based on their being of a different  

species, or else their supposedly lacking 

the [human] species-trait of advanced minds. 

 

 

Allegations of nonhuman animals’  

supposed mental inferiority include 

their being said to have lesser or no:  

rationality or intelligence, 

autonomy and free will, self-awareness, 

language, culture, moral capacity,  

political participation, aesthetic  

appreciation, economic agency, legal 

capabilities, and so forth a
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In human ethics, at the best of times, we 

normally rule out violent benefits (good results  

based on violence to others). For example: 

 

• fouling natural areas with pollution 

• robbing future generations of resources 

• exploiting “wage slaves” 

• conflicts of interest, e.g., politicians 

  awarding contracts to relatives 

• harmful experiments without informed 

  consent 

• crimes such as theft, rape, lying, murder, etc. 

Non-violent versus Violent Benefits 



If we are not speciesist, 

we will not deal in benefits  

to humans that involve 

needless violence to nonhuman 

animals either. 



But suppose we are willing  

to discuss gains from violent 

practices, unlike the case 

with humans, and so propose 

a cost-benefit analysis… 



additional benefits fall into ethical 

wastebin of the unahimsic 

benefit from 

human 

omnivorism 

involves 

needless 

harms? 

involves 

injustice? 

replaceable 

with vegan 

options? 

can be much 

enhanced by 

veganism? 

grea t taste YES YES YES YES? 

nutrition YES YES YES YES 

health benefits YES YES YES YES 

social YES YES YES YES 

profits + jobs YES YES YES  

adds to tax base YES YES YES  

by-products YES YES YES  

convenience YES YES YES  

interaction with 

animals (farms, 

fairs) 

YES YES YES YES 

fishing/hunting 

pleasure 

YES YES YES  

animals content 

at times 

YES YES YES YES 

brain and tool 

development 

from hunting 

YES YES YES  

 



non-violence = negative non-violence (offsets bad) + positive non-violence (protects goods) 

bad good 

SCENARIO 1: animal rights: 

veganism + animal sanctuaries 

SCENARIO 2: ethical omnivorism (like 

cannibalizing mentally disabled humans) 

good  bad 

Note: goods must be 

non-violent to be 

ethically admissible 

violence at minimum 

according to neg- 

ative non-violence 

appalling 

 

awful 

 

atrocious 

 

dreadful 

 

ghastly 

 

horrible 

 

shocking 

 

terrible 

 

violent 

zero 

non-violent goods 

kept intact for 

human and  

nonhuman 

animals 



Dental surgery can involve pain, and is considered  

unavoidable by reasonable people. 

However, we can easily enough avoid animal products 

in our diets. 

Is animal consumption unavoidable? 



Can nonhuman animals be harmed just 

because they are not human? 

Aliens are oppressed 

by humans in the film, 

District 9 

the movie, Avatar, depicted aliens oppressed by 

human colonists; this special effects shot may 

be said to contain, albeit unintentionally,  

a symbolic comparison to humans 



Could we justifiably harm nonhuman animals  

because they have inferior minds? If so: 
 

Could mentally superior aliens, if they existed, 

justifiably harm us? 

E.T. is far more mentally and 

technologically advanced 

than all of humanity 

This photo is floating around the internet claiming to 

be “authentic.” But even if there are no aliens we 

can still use “them” in thought experiments 



Could we justifiably harm other humans  

who supposedly have “inferior minds”? 

This boy with Down Syndrome could  

also be targeted for violent exploitation 



The utilitarian moral philosopher, R. G. Frey, writes 

that we should sacrifice both nonhuman animals 

and mentally disadvantaged humans in harmful 

medical research so long as the studies promise to 

be sufficiently beneficial. He is one of the main 

anti-animal-rights philosophers. 

His view is obviously contrary to non-violence. 



Hartheim Castle 

So-called “mental defectives” were 

murdered by the Nazis. 69,000 of them 

were slaughtered—stopped due to protests. 



The only other justification of violence  

for humans is defence. 

 

In movies, humans fend off certain aliens… 

this ghoulish creature from the Alien 

movies enjoys eating humans 
the film, Predator, features aliens who 

like to hunt humans, especially well-

armed “tough guys” 

However we are not “defending” against 

animals in the grocery store. 



Many Ways to Non-Violence: Rights Theories 
 

(1) Immanuel Kant’s theory Only do what you can 

      “universalize.” For example, you should not 

      cheat a customer, because if you univeralized 

      that you would approve of being cheated yourself. 

      No one would universalize violence. 

(2) John Rawls’ theory In a thought experiment, souls 

      not yet born choose principles of justice not know- 

      ing if they will be “white” or “black,” rich or poor, 

      male or female, strong or weak, etc. Thus all    

      protected, including from avoidable violence. 

(3) Alan Gewirth’s theory Everyone needs welfare 

     and freedom to act themselves, so they should 

     respect these goods for others, and not harm 

     people in respect of welfare and freedom. 



 

 

(4) Utilitarianism: maximize the good and minimize 

      the bad. For example, choose what yields the 

      most pleasure and least pain. Can be used to 

      produce moral rules, including non-violence 

(5) Virtue Ethics: promote virtues such as kindness, 

      integrity, courage, etc., avoiding vices such as 

      cruelty, hypocrisy, cowardice, etc. Non-violence    

      alone perhaps is fully kind and not cruel 

(6) Pragmatism: we cannot know moral absolutes, but 

      still need to choose what works for society. No one 

      finds that violence “works” for them, arguably. 

(7) The Feminist Ethic of Care: the compassionate, 

      or sympathetic, and/or empathetic thing to do 

      is to insist on non-violence 

Many Ways to Non-Violence: Other Moral Theories 



Religious Ethics: the Golden Rule 

Prominent versions: 

 

(1) Treat others as you would be treated. [non-violently] 

 

(2) That which would be hurtful to you do not unto others. 

     [virtually a direct call to non-violence] 

 

(3) “Love thy neighbour as thyself.” (Leviticus 19:18; 

      Romans 13:9) [leads to non-violence] 

 

 

 



    

 

  1. Judaism 

  2. Christianity 

  3. Islam 

  4. Buddhism  

  5. Hinduism 

  6. Jainism 

  7. Confucianism 

  8. Taoism  

  9. Baha’i 

10. Zoroastrianism 

Ten Traditions Featuring the Golden Rule 



The Classist Fallacy 

1. Nonhuman animals are different in having little 

     or no rationality. 

 

2. Therefore we have a license to harm nonhuman 

    animals. 

 

A totally illogical inference. 

Superiorism had a kind of logic. 

But it was refuted last lecture. 

Cannot just state traits and expect to justify violence. 



The Logic of the Best 

THE BEST 

better is impossible 

worse is less desirable 



Sentientism versus Nonsentientism 

toaster or rock 

senseless to 

try to act 

ultimately for 

 a mere thing 

human or nonhuman 

makes sense to 

try to act 

ultimately for 

 a sentient being 



The Constellation View of the Best 

You 

Me 

Fido 

Garfield 

BEST 1 

BEST 2 

BEST 3 

BEST 4 

etc. 



Violence as Generally Not Best 

best = the most good + the least bad 

the most good is not always clear 

the least bad is usually = ZERO 



Affective Cognition 

• the five senses: 

 1. sight 

 2. sound 

 3. smell 

           4. taste 

 5. touch 

• affect = feelings + desires 

• cannot use fives senses to know affect (cannot 

  see, hear, smell, taste or touch pain) 

• therefore affective cognition = feeling cognition + 

                                                  desiring cognition 

  



Feeling Cognition and Evaluation 

pain feels 

good            bad           neutral 

pleasure feels 

good            bad           neutral 



Desiring Cognition and Evaluation 

we find desire-frustration to be prima facie 

good            bad           neutral 

we find desire-satisfaction to be prima facie 

good            bad           neutral 



Affective Cognition and Evaluation 

To be in pain is to feel badly. 

 

To desire something is to value that thing. 

 

 

Is this just language? 

 

No, because animals can feel badly when in pain 

and value things by desiring them. One does not 

need to be human to experience these mental  

states. 


