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a number of ethical arguments for
the latter exist (e.g., in terms of avoid-
ing suffering or harm to individuals),
it is difficult to argue for the value
of species (being classes or lineages)
as objects for moral consideration.
McCord, however, is interested in
demonstrating the value of just this.
He argues for the consideration of an
inherent value of species, “a value that
arises from something that all people
should find notable in nature of the
thing that is valued, regardless of its
practical uses” (p. 7). Many if not most
efforts to protect species by means
of emphasizing the economic value
of nature and ecosystems are seen
critically by McCord. One obvious
reason for his skepticism is that those
species not deemed of practical use to
humans are beyond protection with
this strategy.

Furthermore, the current system of
property values (and its legal impli-
cations) and the dominant value of
money in Western societies are seen
by the author as a decisive force for
the accelerated extinction of species.
A substantial part of the book deals
with this issue, moving deeply into
politics and law. However, the most
interesting and crucial theme of the
book remains the one that McCord
states in his introduction: “Beyond
seeking legal or economic solutions
[for the preservation of species], we
must first and foremost resolve the
crisis of who we want to be as humans”
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(p- 5). This perspective points to the
very old idea of eudaimonia (the idea
of a good, a well-lived, flourishing life
as a major goal) and forms the basis
of virtue ethics.

The concept of eudaimonia has
recently found a kind of revival in
ethics and is a promising approach
toward orienting human relationships
with nature. It appeals to what are the
dimensions of good human character
and virtue. Avoiding both the endless
discourse about direct obligations to
nature and the limitations of eco-
nomic and ecological arguments for
conservation, eudaimonia connects
directly to the intuitions that most
people have about nature. As McCord
shows convincingly, such aspects of
human character are not just tempo-
rary preferences but are basic anthro-
pological attributes, and the main
human attribute that he aims at is
our essential intellectual curiosity
and wonder. The complexity, history,
and evolutionary uniqueness of each
species, beyond the aesthetics and
our practical needs, is unendingly
fascinating.

Caring about the continuing exis-
tence of all species on Earth is, there-
fore, in our rational self-interest as
real human beings. Contributing to
and tolerating the human-driven
extinction of species deprives us of
our future ability to experience the
miracle, wonder, and curiosity that
each species bestows on us—an abil-
ity that is not only in one’s individual
interest but is of societal interest to
maintain. McCord’s approach to the
value of species is certainly a promis-
ing one that I highly favor. I wonder,
however, whether his argument link-
ing intellectual curiosity with species
reaches far enough and whether he
makes sufficient use of the idea of a
“good life.”

McCord’s well-written book is a
highly recommendable contribution to
the discourse on the value of species.
It provides inspiring ideas, because the
author was willing to travel beyond
the current mainstream of the con-
servation discourse. The whole con-
cept of eudaimonia, applied to human
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relationships with nature, broadens
our perspective in favor of biological
conservation and touches on the ques-
tion of personal identity as it relates to
nature—an aspect that still needs to be
explored in full.
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CRYSTALLIZING THE ANIMAL
WELFARE STATE

Why Animals Matter: Animal Con-
sciousness, Animal Welfare, and
Human Well-being. Marian Stamp
Dawkins. Oxford University Press,
2012. 224 pp., illus. $24.95 (ISBN
9780199747511 cloth).

n Why Animals Matter: Animal

Consciousness, Animal Welfare, and
Human Well-being, author Marian
Stamp Dawkins challenges her read-
ers to radically rethink their attitudes
toward animals, and she justifies this
challenge on two pretexts. First, there
is a pressing need to feed an ever-
expanding global population, which
causes us to focus on food produc-
tion and environmental protection
without proper consideration of ani-
mal welfare. Second, we are singularly
confused about the consciousness
of animals and inconsistent in how
we view and treat different groups
of animals within our society. Given
these two concerns, Dawkins, pro-
fessor and medal recipient of ani-
mal behavior at Oxford University,
aims to simplify our approach to
understanding animal welfare so that
clear and persuasive solutions can be
found.
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The author’s exploration of the basis
for anthropomorphism in chapter 3
asks how justified we are in projecting
human emotions onto animals. In an
age when computers can be “trained”
and even programmed to “train” other
computers and to “heal” themselves,
we realize that it is not out of the
bounds of reason to ascribe human
characteristics to nonhumans. Dawk-
ins also distinguishes anthropomor-
phism from consciousness, which she
argues should be openly and directly
considered in animals on a scientific
basis. Our failure to understand ani-
mal consciousness, however, should
not be used as an excuse for not mak-
ing progress in understanding the
needs and wants of animals—that is,
animal welfare.

In chapters 4-6, Dawkins coura-
geously explores what we know about
animal minds and the complexity
and plurality of consciousness. In
chapters 7 and 8, she frankly con-
siders what science has been able
to tell us so far and acknowledges
that much of our understanding of
consciousness is beyond what cur-
rent science is able to explain. This
acknowledgment, she claims, frees
us to develop more practical and
applied approaches to the study of
animal welfare without a full under-
standing of the complexity of con-
sciousness as a prerequisite.

Animal welfare is not only about
good health, nor is it only about
avoiding death. The ability of ani-
mals to anticipate danger and to cope
with threats is a separate and equally
important issue. It is the behaviors
that have no obvious function that
demonstrate the complexity of under-
standing even simple responses. The
needs that animals have (e.g., to sat-
isfy hunger with food) may relate
on a life—death scale directly to their
health; however, their wants may stem
from more primitive instincts (e.g., to
hunt in the absence of hunger), which
have evolved over millions of years.

doi:10.1525/bi0.2013.63.1.13

Needs and wants form the two pillars
of animal welfare, and both must be
considered carefully.

In Why Animals Matter, Dawkins
reaches a conclusion that good wel-
fare resides in an animal that is both
healthy (i.e., its needs are satisfied)
and has what it wants. She argues
that modern animal welfare science
often approaches these two pillars
in complicated ways. By measuring
either positive or negative emotions,
the common goal is to understand
how to address both animal wants
and needs.

Understanding what animals need
in order to be healthy is one rela-
tively simple question. By contrast,
Dawkins dedicates the whole of chap-
ter 9 to attempting to understand
what animals want, accepting that
this pursuit moves us precariously
back toward considering conscious-
ness. Can we ever scientifically study
such questions? Few animals, even
in the wild, live permanently in a
state where their needs and wants are
perfectly met. Modern technology,
such as radio tracking, allows us to
observe minute details in the lives
of animals, both wild and domestic.
We learn where they choose to go
naturally, what they choose to do, and
what they choose to avoid. Choice
experiments can also be designed
to explore these wants in a fruitful
way, although full understanding of
what makes a life worth living will
probably remain elusive. The results

will often be surprising and counter-
intuitive, especially if we ask animals
to pay a price for what they want. It
is, therefore, all the more important
that experiments asking these ques-
tions are well designed.

Positive and negative reinforcement
are powerful tools in understanding
what animals want and what they do
not want and how strong their prefer-
ences and aversions are, but poorly
designed experiments may lead to
misleading conclusions. For example,
simple choice experiments may not
take into account complicating factors
such as cognitive bias—whether the
animals take an optimistic or pes-
simistic view of the choices they are
being asked to make. Studies by Mike
Mendl, professor of animal behavior
and welfare at Bristol University, and
others (e.g., Mendl et al. 2009) would
suggest that this predisposition in ani-
mals could be an underlying factor
that is critically important to consider.
Results may thus be influenced by the
richness of the environment in which
the animal lives and may vary from
animal to animal within a species or
type.

Dawkins concludes that we can boil
down difficult concepts such as mental
health, positive affective state, and qual-
ity of life into this one simple concept
of what an animal wants, but she
reemphasizes that this is not the same
as conscious awareness. Pronounc-
ing herself a consciousness skeptic,
she reiterates that the problems of
understanding animal welfare can be
resolved without having first to answer
the big question about animal con-
sciousness.

Why Animals Matter is not an easy
read, but the questions being asked are
not simple ones. I applaud Dawkins
for her ability to look afresh at old
problems and to painstakingly pursue
a deeply analytical course through the
many complex factors associated with
animal welfare. She provides a clearer
pair of lenses through which we should
endeavor to visualize a new future for
our relationship with animals, espe-
cially when they are producers of our
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food, companions in our lives, and
diverse occupiers of our natural envi-
ronment.
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