
Crime, Law & Social Change31: 105–126, 1999.
© 1999Kluwer Academic Publishers. Printed in the Netherlands.

105

Beauty and the Beast: Animal abuse from a non-speciesist
criminological perspective

GEERTRUI CAZAUX
University of Ghent, Faculty of Law, Department of Legal Theory, Universiteitstraat 4,
B-9000 Ghent, Belgium; (e-mail: Geertrui.Cazaux@rug.ac.be)

Abstract. Although interactions between people and other animals play an important part in
the social arena, this topic has until recently largely been neglected by criminologists. Recent
developments in ethical theory on the moral status of animals require a reconsideration of spe-
ciesist attitudes and practices permeating our dealings with animals. Hence, a non-speciesist
criminology is called for. The most evident topic that comes to mind from a criminological
point of view, namely ‘animal abuse’, is dealt with from such a non-speciesist angle in this pa-
per. In a review of publications dealing witth the link between animal abuse, domestic violence
and child abuse, two points are discussed: the neglect or selectivity in giving a definition of
‘animal abuse’ and the one-sided attention of criminlogists for individual instances of cruelty
to animals of animal abuse, neglecting institutionalised instances of animal abuse.

Introduction

Although interactions between people and other animals play an important
part in the social arena, this topic has until recently largely been neglected
by criminological academics. A diversity of topics is nonetheless relevant
to criminological theorizing and research. After all, animals are inextricably
part of societal interactions and relations. Even the (post)modern city dweller
claiming to have converted the distance between his/her own species and
other animal species into an unbridgeable gap, is exposed to the most diverse
contacts with other animals: s/he encounters their body parts as neatly cut
up and packaged parcels on the shelves of supermarkets, or as a part of the
most diverse articles of food and even cleaning, as a road casualty in the ever-
increasing traffic, as an object of our nature conservation and management
schemes, and – of course – through the contacts with a select club of animal
species that have been elevated to the social status of “companion animals.”

Some issues related to human-animal interactions enter the criminolo-
gical arena directly: by criminalizing certain interactions between humans
and other animals (e.g. animal welfare legislation, hunting legislation, regula-
tions concerning nature conservation,. . .) these topics are already considered
as legitimate areas of investigation for criminologists. However, the horizon
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of criminological research has long since passed the stage when only issues
labeled as “criminal” by (penal) law drew up their study focus. Precisely
these definition processes, as well as the selection mechanisms that affect the
(non)enforcement of these definitions of criminality (influenced by factors of
ethnicity, gender, class,. . .), have more and more emphatically come to the
attention of criminologists during the last few decades.

Focal concepts as injustice, discrimination, inequality and prejudice have
thus entered the criminological research arena.

Now that philosophers are asking for a reconsideration of the moral status
of animals, and we gain ever more insight in the emotional and psycholo-
gical aspects of the lives of animals, it becomes clearer that certain practices
have a devastating influence on the physical and emotional well-being of
animals. Many philosophers claim that certain human-animal relations are
testimonies of a speciesist attitude towards animals, permeated by a strong
discriminatory, prejudiced bearing towards them. “Speciesism” is understood
in the same way as more established concepts in the social sciences, e.g.
sexism and racism, respectively referring to discrimination on the basis of
animal species, gender and ethnicity. A broad, multidisciplinary approach
to those speciesist interactions, broader than only looking at those aspects
that already find their way into criminological research as a “legitimate”
topic through criminalization, becomes necessary. Hence, it is essential that
research into the interactions between humans and other animals, especially
into those interactions that violate the well-being of animals, finds its place
in the criminological arena of the future. In this perspective, a non-speciesist
criminology is called for.

Thinking about animals: Historical overview

It is quite remarkable that criminology (and to a large part also the social
sciences in general) has until recently neglected the topic of human-animal
interactions. In the following survey, some factors that possibly have con-
tributed to this neglect are presented. A concise outline of some “western”
ways of thinking about animals, may illuminate the lack of attention provided
to this topic (at least until recently) in the social sciences. Subsequently, a
succinct overview is given of some recent philosophical propositions that
have argued for a different moral status of animals. The development and
maturation of this philosophical debate has undoubtedly nurtured the entrance
of research on aspects of human-animal interactions into the social sciences.

Although “primitive western man” interacted with animals on very dif-
ferent occasions (hunting and being hunted), and probably also contributed
to the extinction of some animal species, it can be suggested that prehis-
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toric man saw himself as “part” of nature, rather than as opposed to it. The
strongly prevailing nature-culture distinction has supposedly come into exist-
ence following the Neolithic revolution (Braeckman, 1996). The development
of agriculture and livestock breeding contributed to the creation of cities,
which literally made people see themselves as set “apart” from nature. The
conception of human beings as exclusively morally relevant is consequently
recorded in the mythological Creation narratives.

Thus the Old Testament (Genesis 1: 26–29) reads:

Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have
dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and
over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that
creeps upon the earth
Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it; and have domin-
ion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every
living thing that moves upon the earth.

The Christian view of animals as brutes, without a soul (as neatly opposed
to human beings – with souls) placed animals outside the circle of moral
consideration. Following the Biblical tradition, God has created every“thing”
in function of man, as an instrument to fulfill his needs, as objects without a
soul.

Jewish and Greek thinkers displayed a similar instrumental view of an-
imals. Thus Aristotle’s (4th C. BC) functionalistic and teleological view on
nature:

. . . we may infer that, after the birth of animals, plants exist for their
sake, and that the other animals exist for the sake of man, the tame for
use and food, the wild, if not all, at least the greater part of them, for
food, and for the provision of clothing and various instruments. Now if
nature makes nothing incomplete and nothing in vain, the inference must
be that she has made all animals for the sake of man. (Aristotle, 1989)

Instead of referring to God to underpin human supremacy (as in Jewish think-
ing and Christianity), Aristotle referred to “nature” to establish human mas-
tery.

Medieval philosophers and theologians (e.g. Augustine, Thomas Aquinas)
perpetuated this view and have largely determined medieval thinking on an-
imals. Thomas Aquinas (13th C.) adopted Aristotle’s view (animals exist for
the sake of humans) and framed it into Christianity. In his views, actstowards
animalsare considered morally irrelevant. Such an act obtains moral relev-
ance only when e.g. the animal is owned by somebody, and – consequently –
as such the act is harming or benefiting the owner (i.e. morally relevant to the
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owner of the animal). From this point of view, Thomas Aquinas stated that
cruelty to animals is morally reprehensible, not because animals are taken
into moral consideration, but because this is indirectly harmful to people,
and could potentially lead to acts of cruelty to humans (Thomas Aquinas,
1989). A similar train of thoughts is later repeated by Kant (18th C.), when
he stated: “he who is cruel to animals becomes hard also in his dealings with
men” and “Tender feelings, toward dumb animals develop humane feelings
toward mankind” (Kant, 1989). This line of reasoning played an import-
ant role in the formation of the first animal protection organizations in the
nineteenth century: the opposition against animal cruelty (especially those
acts of animal abuse perpetrated by the lower classes like cock-fights, dog-
fights, bear-baiting, poaching,. . .) was inspired by a paternalistic pedagogical
“ideal”, carrying the idea that a more humane treatment of “brutes” could
enhance a refinement of intra-human manners (Ritvo, 1987).

Although animals were considered morally irrelevant, they entered the
judicial process in quite a remarkable way during the middle ages. Animals
were put on trial and found “guilty”, and were often also executed (or ex-
communicated), not according to an assessment that they committed a crime
with criminal intent, but because their acts were found to be an assault on the
Divinely created hierarchy (i.e. human supremacy) (see Evans, 1987; Beirne,
1994). The “guilty” animals could also be labeled as accomplices of Satan or
a reincarnation of the devil, who deployed these irrational creatures to disturb
God’s kingdom on earth. For example, incidents whereby a pig accidentally
killed an infant led to the pig being subjected to the common court procedure
(including being defended by an appointed lawyer), followed by public burn-
ing at the stake or hanging on the gallows. Bestiality was consideredoffensa
cujus nominatio crimen est(an unspeakable crime, naming it itself consti-
tuted a crime) (Dekkers, 1994). Human ànd animal were jointly executed
for this interspecies “love” escapade, deemed a gross violation of the Divine
hierarchy (on bestiality, or as he refers to it “interspecies sexual assault”, see
Beirne, 1997).

Following the emergence of humanism during the Renaissance, the
thought that man occupies a unique position in the universe was reinforced,
but more from a secular worldly approach. Nonetheless, religious arguments
still played an important part in contemplations on the moral status of anim-
als. The work of Descartes (16th C.) was an important contribution to this.
Following the Christian view that animals have no soul, he reasoned that
they lack consciousness, that they don’t have language (they can’t commu-
nicate) and lack the capacity to suffer or to enjoy pleasure. In this cartesian
view, animals are considered as mere machines, and consequently, the cries
from the animals subjugated to vivisection experiments were interpreted as



ANIMAL ABUSE FROM A NON-SPECIESIST CRIMINOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 109

comparable to the sound a metal kettle makes when hit upon (Descartes,
1989).

The emergence and development of the modern sciences is permeated
by such an anthropocentric reasoning. This world-view is based on a strong
nature-culture division, with the “exact” sciences taking care of the ’nature”
domain, whereas the social sciences focus on the land of the “social”, of “cul-
ture.” Research into the interactions between humans and other animals has
not obtained a firm position in either domain. The natural sciences hold only
to study hard “facts”, whereas social scientists emphasize the “societal”, this
being restricted mostly to intra-human relationships. In line with the domin-
ant western instrumental and objectifying view on animals, they are allotted
the status of objects, hence playing no major part in social scientific research
and theorizing. An objective “rational” science is also enmeshed in a tradition
that tends to nullify or minimize the significance of aspects from people’s
everyday life, these aspects being nevertheless of great emotional importance
to people1 (MacNaghten and Urry, 1998). Although human-animal interac-
tions (especially the relations with companion animals) play a significant role
in the everyday-lives of millions of people, this facet of their existence is
ignored by mainstream social scientists.

It should come as no surprise then that the first modern publications plead-
ing for another/different moral status of animals are anchored in this mod-
ernistic discourse, and explicitly emphasize that their defense is based on
purely “rational” arguments, disregarding the influence of emotions (Singer
and Regan, see below).

Although modernistic thinking firmly laid down the foundations of an
anthropocentric and objectifying view on nature (and on animals), precisely
the secularization that accompanied this evolution made the emergence of
dissonant voices conceivable. Thus, some authors charged against the instru-
mental and objectifying view on animals. Bentham (18th C.) incalculated the
suffering of animals in his utilitarian calculus:

The day may come when the rest of the animal creation may acquire
those rights which never could have been withholden from them but by
the hand of tyranny. The French have already discovered that the black-
ness of the skin is no reason why a human being should be abandoned
without redress to the caprice of a tormentor.. . .

and also:

A full grown horse or dog is beyond comparison a more rational, as well
as a more conversable animal, than an infant of a day or a week, or even
a month old. But suppose they were otherwise, what would it avail? The
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question is not, Can they reason, nor Can they talk, but, Can they suffer?
(Bentham, 1989)

Although discussions on the moral status of animals already received at-
tention from several authors in the following centuries (e.g. Salt, 1892, for
an overview see Ferry and Germé, 1994), it took until the second half of
the twentieth century for the debate to reach a wider audience and gain re-
spectability as a topic that could no longer be swept under the carpet. Thus,
Harrison’s publication in 1964“Animal Machines”was an indictment against
the industrialization and instrumentalization of animals in animal husbandry
production processes. Especially Singer’s publication “Animal Liberation”
(1975), building on utilitarian principles which Bentham had already pro-
posed two centuries before him, was of great significance in this respect, and
consequently, initiated reflection on the unbridled increase (in numbers as
well as in degree) ofspeciesistpractices animals are currently subjugated
to. Singer definesspeciesismas “a prejudice or biased attitude favoring the
interests of the members of one’s own species, against those of members
of other species” (Singer, 1994, p. 39) and compares this biased attitude
with other forms of discrimination as racism and sexism. From a different
philosophical stance, Regan (1985) pleads to grant (moral) rights to (certain)
animals, because they are the “subject-of-a-life” and thus, merit respectful
treatment. These pleas for a different thinking about (and treatment of) anim-
als, are explicitly framed in a modernistic-rationalistic-discourse and – as a
consequence – perpetuate the dualistic mode of thought couched in it. Singer
explicitly states: “The fact that those protesting against a cruel treatment of
animals have always been depicted as sentimental, emotional ‘animal lov-
ers’, has led to the fact that the whole issue of our treatment of nonhuman
animals has been totally ignored in all political and moral discussions of any
significance” (translation from Dutch version ofAL, GC; Singer, 1994, p. 15)
and further “The ultimate justification of the resistance against both sorts of
experiments [viz. experiments of ‘doctors’ in nazi-concentration camps and
experiments on animals in labs, GC] is however not emotional. It is appealing
to commonly accepted fundamental moral principles and it is reason, not
emotion, that demands that these principles be applied on the victims of both
kinds of experiments.” (translation from Dutch version ofAL, GC; Singer,
1994, p. 16). However, by explicitly situating their case in this dominant “ra-
tionalistic discourse”, they are building on the dualities they exactly want to
transcend. This is also shown in their use of language. Singer and Regan refer
to animals other than humans with the denominator “nonhuman animals.”
Such terminology has recently come under heavy attack, precisely because
it starts from a anthropocentric line of reasoning, by nominating “animals”
through a human negation. That is why recent proponents in defense of an-
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imals suggest to use the terminology “humans and other animals.”2 Singer
and Regan also stress the similarities between humans and animals, the char-
acteristics that humans and other animals have in common (e.g. the capacity
to suffer and to enjoy pleasure, being “subjects-of-a-life”), which serve as a
ground to defend a different moral status to (certain) animals. This approach
is however anthropocentric (human characteristics form the yard-stick) and
leaves no room for moral valuation for what is different or dissimilar (Benton,
1998, p. 160; Donovan and Adams, 1996, 14–15).

Although publications by Singer and Regan have undeniably played a ma-
jor role in priming the debate on the moral status of animals, more and more
authors leave this framework and propose a different approach. Stressing the
intrinsic value of living beings, animals as well as plants, and still other
“nature” elements, assigned according to “objective characteristics” (however
again with the thorny question of how to fill these out) can be a resolution
to this confining anthropocentric framework (cf. deep ecology, eco-centrism;
cf. Raes, 1999). Some ecofeminists propose a radical cultural feminism ana-
lyzing oppression and domination, founded on a perception of “liberation”
that stretches far beyond the equalization employed in the “rights” debate.
Respective forms of discrimination and subordination as speciesism, racism,
sexism, classism,. . . cannot be interpreted as separate expressions of dom-
ination of one group over another, but need to be viewed as intersecting
lines of oppression emanating from one and the same patriarchal mentality.
Similarities in the actions, justifications and even language use point to the
connections between various forms of oppression. These authors claim that
until this patriarchal mentality is ended in all its forms, oppression will not
end: “. . . until the mentality of domination is ended in all its forms, these
afflictions will continue”, (Adams and Donovan eds., 1995, p. 3; Donovan
and Adams, 1996). They also resist the one-sided rationalist discourse of the
rights-plea of Regan and the utilitarian framework of Singer, because these
ignore and devaluate the importance of feelings and emotions, and because
they are founded on abstract and formalistic principles that assume univer-
sal rules or quantifiable judgements, without attention to the contextual and
historical particulars (see especially Luke, 1995).

Opposition against modernistic dichotomies (nature versus culture, hu-
mans as opposed to animals) was also backed up by new scientific find-
ings. Darian’s evolution theory played an especially important part in this.
By stressing the continuities (instead of the differences) between the spe-
cies, his theory underlined resistance against the idea that humans possess
characteristics that are not shared with other animals. Humans just as other
animals belong to one and the same “natural” order, and are in fact related
to one another (Rachels, 1989). Such a belief could support a different atti-
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tude towards animals and “nature.” Just as the “human-animal” antithesis is a
false dichotomy, more and more arguments are put forward to transcend the
“nature-culture” duality. “. . . there is no simple and sustainable distinction
between nature and society. They are ineluctably intertwined.” MacNaghten
and Urry argue (1998, p. 29; see also Soper, 1995). In this respect, the aca-
demic division between a world of “social issues” (social sciences) and a
world of “natural facts” (natural sciences) seems untenable.

An invitation to more reflexivity in criminology (cf. Nelken, 1994) is thus
implementable on these issues. Inflictions of welfare are based on an unjust
relationship, which centralizes abuse of power and unwarranted discrimina-
tion.

Recently, a number of criminological publications have appeared which
explicitly deal with this topic. In “The Use & Abuse of Animals in Crim-
inology” Beirne states that criminology is “guilty of a thoroughgoing spe-
ciesism”, mainly by ignoring the topic of animal abuse as an autonomous
research issue in its own right in criminological theorizing and research. Al-
though animals have entered criminological research on different occasions,3

such studies in each case are informed by an anthropocentric position, by
which the presence of animals in these studies becomes secondary to (finding
a solution to) human problems (Beirne, 1995, see also Beirne 1999). Further,
the publication of a theme issue on “green criminology” in Theoretical Crim-
inology (1998, nr. 2) with a couple of contributions dealing explicitly with
human-animal interactions, indicates the rising interest into these matters in
criminology. The article of Benton in this issue deals with “rights and justice
on a shared planet (Benton, 1998) en Agnew presents a socio-psychological
analysis to reveal the causes of ‘animal abuse’ ” (Agnew, 1998). From these
evolutions, it can be stated that attention to human-animal relations from a
criminological perspective – and evidently within a non-speciesist framing –
is slowly making its entrance on the criminological agenda.

Animals and criminology

Elsewhere I have given an overview of some topics that should deserve at-
tention in criminological research from a non-speciesist perspective (Cazaux,
1998). Possible research topics that were presented on that occasion were a.o.
animal abuse, bestiality, the prosecution and execution of animals, research
into the enactment and enforcement of animal welfare legislation, how our
thinking about animals has influenced the search for explanatory models in
criminology, the use of animals in police enforcement tactics (e.g. police
dogs) and as “instruments” for the treatment or rehabilitation of delinquents
(e.g. pet assisted therapy in prisons), etc. I also stated then, that these research
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issues should not just be incorporated within the present criminological frame
of reference, but should be studied from a non-speciesist point of view. This
implies a point of reference that takes into account recent findings concerning
the physical and emotional life of animals and the specific characteristics of
human-animal interactions.

In the present paper, the most evident topic that comes to mind from a
criminological point of view, namely “animal abuse”, is dealt with from such
a non-speciesist angle. Two points of particular interest are dealt with here:
the definitional aspects of the concept “animal abuse” and the one-sided atten-
tion of social scientists (criminologists in particular) for individual instances
of cruelty to animals or animal abuse.

Defining animal abuse

It is quite astonishing that most of the criminological studies dealing with
animal abuse do not provide an explicit definition of their research topic. In
the rare instances where such a definition or specification is given, the focus is
rather narrowed down to individual instances of animal abuse, committed in
the domestic circle. For the most part, the line of investigation in these studies
is to trace a (supposed) link between animal abuse and other expressions of
family violence (child abuse, wife battering), or to examine the possibility
of animal abuse committed in childhood being an (potential) indicator of a
future violent (criminal) career.

Tapia followed a number of children admitted to a psychiatric clinic, with
cruelty to animals being the main reason or one of the main reasons for their
admission.

His position is that cruelty to animals rarely occurs as an isolated phe-
nomenon, but that it is part of a series of symptoms like fire setting, ag-
gressiveness, interest in sex, hoarding, enuresis, learning difficulties, bullemia
and imperviousness to pain (Tapia, 1971). In a follow-up study together with
Rigdon, they claim to see their position reinforced (Rigdon and Tapia, 1977).
However, nowhere they describe what they perceive to be the definitional
aspects of animal abuse. Inferring from the recital of accounts, it seems that
most cases are restricted to abuse ofcompanion animals.

Kellert en Felthous have published a number of studies on the link between
abuse of animals by youngsters and the development towards further criminal
or aggressive behavior. In a review article they ascertain that most of the
studies that examine this link refrain from giving a delineation of “animal ab-
use” (Felthous and Kellert, 1987). In an article of 1985, Kellert and Felthous
define animal cruelty as: “the willful infliction of harm, injury, and intended
pain on a nonhuman animal” (Kellert and Felthous, 1985, p. 1114). Such a
definition disregards two important dimensions. Firstly, “unintended neglect”
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is thus left out of the picture (for example, leaving a dog outside in freezing
temperatures, maladjusted diet for pets out of ignorance of dietary needs,
. . .). Nonetheless, these instances form the major part of the cases animal
protection agencies have to deal with. Secondly, such a definition doesn’t
take into account the influence of cultural relativity when putting forward
a concrete definition of “animal abuse.” This factor is highly deterministic
when respondents are asked to recall earlier instances of “animal abuse” or
“animal cruelty” (Solot, 1997, 259–261).

A survey which asked abused women who had arrived in a shelter, to
indicate the incidence of animal abuse committed by their children and their
partners, focuses on abuse of companion animals. 71% of the women who
had pets, told that their partner had killed or mistreated one or more of their
pets, or had threatened to do so. Women with children reported in 32% of the
cases that one or more of their children had abused or killed companion anim-
als (Ascione, 1998; see also Ascione, Weber and Wood, 1997).4 In a review
article examining studies that have investigated “cruelty of children towards
animals”, Ascione proposes to define cruelty to animals as: “. . . socially un-
acceptable behavior that intentionally causes unnecessary pain, suffering, or
distress to and/or death of an animal” (Ascione, 1994, p. 228). Besides the
fact that a description like “socially unacceptable behavior” introduces an
enormous factor of relativity, and also, unintentional maltreatment isn’t taken
into consideration (see above), Ascione also explicitly states that he excludes
abuse of animals in factory farming processes, hunting or experiments in labs.

Vermeulen and Odendaal explicitly deal with the question of defining an-
imal abuse. It is however again quite remarkable that their typology of animal
abuse only deals with abuse of companion animals, leaving a whole range of
abuses of other animals out of their consideration. (Vermeulen and Odendaal,
1993) (see frame)

Animal abuse covers a much broader range of acts than the instances that
are dealt with in the above mentioned research. Especially large-scale, insti-
tutionalized instances of animal abuse, transcending the individual behavioral
scope dominant in the classical view of domestic violence, are given no con-
sideration. Furthermore, the design of these studies is most often informed
by an anthropocentric perspective: the animal abuse itsélf is not so much
the center of attention, but is considered as a side-effect or as a peripheral
phenomenon of (an incentive to) a criminal pattern or situation. Detecting the
occurrence of animal abuse in a domestic scene could then obtain a preventive
value, by approaching these families as potential incubators of other forms of
(criminal) violence (e.g. child abuse, abuse of women). The detection of an-
imal abuse committed by youngsters is then seen as an indicator of a possible
criminal career. In neither of these instances attention is paid to the distorted
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Table 1. Typology of companion animal abuse (Vermeulen and Odendaal,
1993, p. 251).

Physical abuse active maltreatment Assault

(intentional or Burning

nonintentional) Poisoning

Shooting

Mutilation

drowning

suffocation

abandonment

restriction of movement

incorrect methods of training

inbreeding

trapping

transportation

fireworks

bestiality

passive neglect or lack of food and water

ignorance lack of shelter

lack of veterinary care

lack of sanitation

general neglect

commercial exploitation labor

fights

indiscriminate breeding

sport

experimentation

mental abuse active maltreatment instillation of fear, anguish

(intentional or and anxiety

nonintentional) isolation

passive neglect deprivation of love and

affection

lack of recreational stimuli
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human-animal relation, but the whole undertaking is informed by the aim to
find a potential remedy to warped human-human relationships. The scope of
these studies seems to be infused with the view Thomas Aquinas already put
forward in the 13th century: it is not so much the animal abuse itself that is
being challenged, the animal abuse only obtains importance indirectly, if with
this act it leads to harm to other people. A similar vision was voiced by Kant.
Humans do not have direct duties regarding animals, only indirect duties:
if the animal is the property of a human, abusing the animal (the property)
indirectly leads to the infliction of harm on the owner (see Table 1).

A publication that transcends this traditional scope and explicitly deals
with the definitional question of animal abuse, is from Agnew. His article in
Theoretical Criminologyis primarily aimed at drawing up a socio-psycholog-
ical model for the causes of animal abuse. The definition he proposes builds
upon Vermeulen’s and Odendaal’s (see above), but also takes into consider-
ation the abuse of other animals than companion animals: “[in this article],
abuse [of animals] is broadly defined as any act that contributes to the pain or
death of an animal or that otherwise threatens the welfare of an animal” (Ag-
new, 1998, p. 179). In his explanatory model he also pays attention to large
scale systems wherein animals are abused, like modern husbandry practices,
animal experiments, hunting, trapping and the use of animals for “enter-
tainment” (Agnew, 1998). Although this completion certainly can be seen
as an improvement with respect to earlier criminological considerations on
the matter, in his causal explanation-model Agnew predominantly stresses
the individual (psychological) characteristics, leaving social, economic and
political causes more on the background.

The protection of animals regulated by legislation is also selectively writ-
ten. The central position of the Belgian animal welfare legislation is signi-
ficant in this respect. Article 1 of the “law regarding the protection and the
well-being of animals” reads:

Nobody may knowingly commit acts that are not foreseen in this law and
that serve the purpose of an animal unnecessary dying, or unnecessary
maiming or causing pain or injury to an animal. (art.1 Animal welfare
law of Aug.14th 1986) (own translation from Dutch)

Although this law itself prescribes further concrete stipulations, and these can
also be found in different executive decrees, from the start this definition sets
the tone and leaves room for a very wide interpretation. The authority of this
piece of legislation stands with the interpretation of the term “unnecessary”,
in other words, determining what is considered “necessary” suffering. It is
quite obvious that the legislator has thereby given this piece of law a strong
anthropocentric direction.
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Indeed, “unnecessary suffering” is understood in terms of suffering that
serves no legitimate purpose, i.e. suffering that is not socially-economically
acceptable. In other words, animals only receive “protection” in their status
as property, through their economic value. Francione puts it as follows: “. . .

the current standards of animal welfare are determined not by reference to
any moral ideal, but by the property status of the animal and by what conduct
is perceived to maximize the value of animal property” (Francione, 1996,
p. 48). In this regard, nearly all uses and abuses of animals are “acceptable”
and “necessary.”

These remarks on the definitional aspects of the concept of animal abuse
should not be perceived as mere constructional tangling, as if the content
of this concept only rests on an “arbitrary” social construction. The nom-
inator “animal abuse” refers to indictable social practices, with real – on
some occasions life-determining – consequences for the animals (and for
humans and intra-human relations). Dependent on the animal species, spe-
cific health, physiological, ethological and production indicators (when the
animals are incorporated in production processes, as in animal husbandry)
can be determined, from which a violation on animals’ well-being can be
detected. A definition of animal abuse does not need to focus primarily on
describing or setting outcertain acts(or refraining from certain acts) com-
mitted by people (such a list is indeed infinite), but has to focus rather on
the effects these practices bring forth to the well-being of animals. Effects on
the physical well-being of animals, as on their mental condition have both to
be considered. Given that there is still a lot of “scientific” uncertainty about
the mental status of animals, it is appropriate to employ the precautionary
principle in these instances: when uncertainty arises about whether or not
an act has a detrimental effect on the well-being of an animal, it is to be
recommended that this act is withheld. When an act entails negative effects
on the well-being of the animal (to be assessed using the above mentioned
species-specific indicators), it can be classified as “animal abuse.

Selective indignation: reframing “animal abuse”

When animal abuse enters the research focus in social scientific investiga-
tions, the one-sided tendency towards researching individual, small-scale in-
stances of animal abuse is conspicuous. On the one hand, research into animal
abuse (especially with “companion” animals being victimized) is considered
a legitimate research issue. Investigations into this topic, and its bearings on
the “cruelty thesis” (supposing the link between animal abuse and other ex-
pression of interpersonal violence) is now gaining more and more attention.
These individual acts of animal abuse indeed do play an immediate and im-
portant part in the lives of people, and have devastating consequences on mil-
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lions of “companion” animals every year. The possibility of seeing these sorts
of animal abuse as indicators to other acts of violence is now fully being ex-
plored (see above, for a review see Lockwood and Ascione, 1998). However,
when balanced against the large-scale processes of institutionalized systems
which abuse and exploit animals, the comparison with instances of animal
abuse on the individual, domestic level, turns out to be unstable, qualitatively
as well as in numbers. Billions of animals are annually exploited in the “food”
industry, as researchobjectsin scientific experiments (not only in biomedical
experiments, also in behavioral scientific experiments, in space programs
and in the cosmetics industry) and as a “component” of leisure activities
and sports (e.g. hunting, fishing, rodeos, bull fights, horse racing,. . .). It is
quite remarkable that a lot of people actually are no longer aware of the fact
that the manufacturing process of certain consumption products entails the
abuse and exploitation of animals. The meat-products sold in supermarkets
hardly resemble the living bodies of animals anymore (explicit references to
these bodies – e.g. the stuffed animal(s) (heads) that used to be placed in the
display windows of butcher’s shops, are now meticulously avoided), and only
a quotation as “dermatologically tested” on shampoo and other cosmetics is
a distant reminder of the animal suffering that went into the development of
these products. Also, research and public attention into those human practices
which are indirectly detrimental to the well-being of animals, for instance the
loss and fragmentation of habitat, pollution, global environmental processes
such as global warming, etc, passes over the consequences to the well-being
of animals asindividual subjects. When the consequences of these processes
on animals are taken into consideration, they mainly focus on the effects
regardinganimal populationsof a certain species, alarming when an animal
species threatens to become extinct.

A striking example whereby animals’ welfare is harmed, driven by eco-
nomic considerations, is the production process of fattening the liver of geese
and ducks to obtain ‘foie gras’ (fat liver) through forceful feeding (‘gavage’).

The liver of a goose or duck which is fattened in this way, is labeled “a
delicacy” in some parts of Europe (especially in France). Production of foie
gras in Europe is predominantly concentrated in France, followed by Belgium
and Spain.5 The animals are forcefully fed for a period of two weeks (23 days
for geese). During this period, the full-bred animals are daily (ducks twice a
day, goose three times a day) forcefully given high protein food. Each feeding
turn, the animal6 is forcefully fed nearly a quarter of its own body weight,
of hot boiled salted corn, pushed down its esophagus with a pneumatic or
electrically driven tube of about 20 to 30 centimeters long. To facilitate the
feeding process for the handlers, more and more the animals are kept in
isolated confinement. Most animals are kept in cages which do not allow
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them to turn around or to spread their wings. Their head sticks out through
a narrow opening in the front of the roof, so that they are easily controllable
by the handler. These living conditions are incompatible with the fulfillment
of normal physiological and ethological needs of these animals. This fatten-
ing makes the animals (and especially their liver) sick. Their liver grows
up to seven or ten times (up to more than 500 gram) the normal “healthy”
seize of a duck’s or goose’s liver, and clearly shows signs of histological
and chemical aberrations. According to a report by the Scientific Committee
on Animal Health and Animal Welfare (SCAHAW) of the European Union,
the pathological nature of this condition is manifestly shown by the fact that
these animals would certainly die if the forceful feeding were to continue for
a couple of days longer. Apparently up to 15% dies before slaughter. The
animals also experience breathing difficulties (liver pushes the lungs), growth
of the spleen, cardiac attacks, bowel and stomach diseases, difficulty to stand
up and walk (because of abnormal weight increase. . .). (SCAHAW, 1998;
Gaia, 1998; Parl.Vr. en Antw. Senaat 1993–94; Vandenbosch, 1996).

Nonetheless, the Belgian legislation on the protection of animals clearly
stipulates that it is forbidden to forcefully feed animals, however with the
exception of medical necessity and in the course of well-defined animal ex-
periments. Article 36, 10◦ of the Belgian law on the protection of animals7

reads:

will be punished with a fine of 26 franks up to 1000 franks,8 he who
forcefully gives food or drink to an animal, except for medical purposes,
or in the course of animal experiments executed according to the rules
stipulated in chapter VII, or in specialized, breeding farms, which are to
be specified by the King and according to his conditions.

Besides the major exceptions for medical necessity and animal experiments,
the legislation leaves a wide backdoor open: forcefully feeding animals is also
allowed in certain breeding farms, enumerated in a Royal executive statement
(K.B. 25 April 1994) which explicitly focuses to legitimize the already exist-
ing “foie gras” farms. The claim to suspend this Royal Executive statement,
laid down by the Belgian animal rights organizationGaia (Global Action in
the Interest of Animals) was rejected by the BelgianConseil d’Etat. It was
argued that this activity, namely the production of fattened liver of geese and
ducks, already existed before the enactment of the law on the protection and
the wellbeing of animals of 1986, and that the legislator had not shown any
intention then to rule out this activity. According to the Conseil d’Etat, the
delay of the Royal Arrêt until 1994 did not have as a consequence that these
farms were operating illegally (R.v.St. nr.49.638).
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However, it can be argued that this piece of the legislation is contra-
dictory to European regulations dealing with (forcefully) feeding animals.
Article 3 of the European Convention of the Council of Europe for the pro-
tection of animals kept for farming purposes9 states that the animals must be
housed and cared for in a way that is compatible with their physiological
and ethological needs, based on acquired experience and scientific know-
ledge. Breeding methods possibly leading to suffering or injuries may not
be employed. Article 6 further states that no animal may be fed, such that
this causes unnecessary suffering or damage to the animal. No substance,
with the exception of substances used for prophylactic purposes, may be
administered to an animal, unless it is clearly established through scientific
research, that the influence of this substance is not detrimental to the health
or the well-being of the animal. Now that the SCAHAW of the European
Union has presented a report stating that the foie gras production process – as
currently practiced – is clearly damaging to the welfare of these birds,10 the
issue has to be raised whether this production process isn’t in contravention
with the European regulation on the welfare of farm animals (see also Van
Hoorick, 1995, Vandenbosch, 1996). However, prohibiting certain produc-
tion methods informed by animal welfare considerations (and, consequently,
installing a ban on the import of products manufactured by means of such
production methods) is more and more at odds with GATT11-principles and
the regulations of the WTO12 (Wilkins, 1997, 135–141).

Although institutionalized instances of animal abuse occur much more
frequently, and often also imply more profound consequences for the anim-
als ànd for humans,13 there is more opposition to bringing these issues into
the criminological research focus. The organized protest against individual,
small-scale acts of animal cruelty also has a much longer background in
comparison to opposition against institutionalized processes of animal ab-
use. In most “western” countries, the coming into existence of the “classic”
animal protection agencies is situated somewhere in the nineteenth century
(or even beginning of the twentieth century), whereas modern animal rights
(or even liberation) organizations have seen the light of day much more re-
cently. Their origin is more or less parallel to the development of the modern
ethical perspectives on the moral status of animals, and has especially seen
an increase since the eighties. Maybe an explanation for this selective in-
dignation is to be found in the fact that individual deviancies (or “crimes”)
operate on a more controllable and visible level, easier susceptible to correc-
tion and enforcement. Criminological investigations have extensively focused
on theorizing about suchindividual acts of criminality or deviance, without
paying attention to the patterns of power that delimitate the horizon of their
research domain. Individual instances of animal abuse mostly refer to anim-
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als considered asindividuals (companion animals, pets) with a visible and
acknowledged personality and biography. On the other hand, the subjectivity
of the millions of animals being exploited in animal husbandry, laboratories
and other large scale processes of animal abuse, is invisible and is concealed
behind the anonymous production quotas and mortality rates. Most animals in
husbandry, as well as the animals used in scientific experiments – as opposed
to companion animals – are not assigned a personal name (but sometimes a
number though) (Philips, 1994). In this way, the object status of the animals
is enshrined and their individuality ignored.

In fact, the reduction of animals to “its” is at the root of most animal
abuse. The attribution of deadness to what is alive, conscious, and sens-
itive involves a psychology of denial that conveniently facilitates the
interests of the powerful. Such denial unquestionably has allowed the
great human atrocities of the century to occur, and such denial continues
to allow unspeakable animal suffering to proceed as a commonplace
norm. (Adams and Donovan, 1995, 7–8)

When animal abuse enters the criminological research arena, this selective
attention needs to be countered. Following critical criminology’s plea to in-
vestigate large scale systems of oppression and injustice, attention is due to
these large scale processes of animal abuse. From a non-speciesist angle we
thus argue, firstly, not to ignore these large scale systems of animal abuse
but to incorporate them into the research focus, and secondly, to approach
these human-animal interactions not from an anthropocentric perspective.
Informed by ethical arguments elaborating a non-speciesist perspective, at-
tention should be given to those contingencies that render these interactions
into an unjust relationship.

Concluding remarks

The debate on the moral status of animals is very controversial and can only
occasionally penetrate into the mainstream social scientific research domain.
Is this an issue of interest to the criminologist? Often, a plea for animal rights,
or for an improvement of the well-being of animals, is represented as only
possible through a concession to human rights or human welfare. Animal
rights activists are eagerly portrayed as misanthropes, who have given their
idealism and engagement against oppression and exploitation a wrong outlet.
Many authors exactly state that animal welfare and human well-being are
ineluctably intertwined and not diametrically opposed. Thus, animal abuse
should be an issue of concern to criminologists. From an anthropocentric
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point of view, it can be claimed that a respectful treatment of animals amelior-
ates inter-human relationships. Incidents of animal abuse are then considered
a potential sign for later unadjusted (aggressive or criminal) behavior, or
achieve an indicative denotation for the occurrence of other forms of viol-
ence in a domestic scene (abuse of women, child abuse, see cruelty thesis). A
non-speciesist criminology calls for transcending this anthropocentric scope,
and for paying attention to large scale institutionalized expressions of animal
abuse. In the last decades, a diversity of social scientific disciplines have wel-
comed this longtime disregarded topic into their research horizon. It is thus a
topic, which contemporary criminology can no longer continue to ignore.

Notes

1. For example, subjective aspects relating to unsafety and insecurity (fear for crime, con-
cern about crime) have for a long time been neglected in criminological research. Such
“subjective” feelings, and their importance to the crime-debate, were up until recently not
taken seriously by mainstream criminologists.

2. Very early on in the animal defense literature it has been given much attention that hu-
mans are also “animals.” The terminology “humans and other animals” wants to avoid
the anthropocentrism that lays in the commonly used nomination “humans and animals.”
Only recently it has been remarked that the earlier suggested denomination of “animals”
as “nonhuman animals” is itself permeated with an anthropocentric attitude. (see Beirne
1996, Cazaux 1998, Shapiro 1998). In this text, occasionally – for reasons of convenience
– the denominator “animals” is used, to denote animals other than human animals.

3. Beirne discerns “four intellectual milieus in which animals can be found on those occa-
sions when they enter criminological discourse” (Beirne, 1995, 5–6). These are: 1. animals
as criminals (and vice versa); 2. animals and humans as partners in crime; 3. analogies
between animals and humans; and 4. animals as objects of human agency (as property,
as weapons and animal abuse as a signifier of violence between humans) (Beirne, 1995,
6–23).

4. A remarkable finding from this study is that 18% of the women mentioned that concern for
the well-being of their pets had withheld them from going to the shelter earlier (because
they would have to leave the animal at the disposal of the batterer) (Ascione, 1998, p. 125).

5. In 1995 France produced 10385 ton of foie gras, which included the use of 789.000 goose
and 18.393.000 ducks. The main share of this production is consumed in France itself
(only 342 ton for export). In Belgium, the production in 1995 was 48 ton (compared to
40 ton in 1993). For this, 98.000 ducks and 2000 geese were bred and forcefully fed. This
production is also mainly reserved for domestic consumption, supplemented with import.
It is estimated that Spain (in 1996) used about 55.000 animals for foie gras production.
(SCAHAW, 1998, p. 16–18)

6. Originally, only geese were used for the production of foie gras. Because of financial
imperatives, more and more plants have switched over to the use of ducks. This means
male ducks, more in particular a crossbreeding between a malemuscovyduck (Cairina
moschata) and a female domestic duck (Anas platyrhynchos). This results in a unfertile
hybrid, with only the male hybrids being incorporated into the gavage process. The female
hybrids are bred for the production of meat. (SCAHAW, 1998, p. 16)
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7. Wet van 14 augustus 1986 betreffende de bescherming en het welzijn der dieren,B.S.3
december 1986, modified by, de wet van 4 mei 1995,B.S.28 juli 1995.

8. This amount is to be multiplied by “opdecimes”, a coefficient to keep the fines written
within the law up to date. Currently, fines inscribed in legislation are to be multiplied with
200. 1$ approximately corresponds to 30–35 Belgian franks.

9. European Convention No. 87 (Council of Europe) for the protection of animals kept for
farming purposes of March 10, 1976, amended by an Additional Protocol of May 15,
1991. Respectively adapted by the European Union by Council Decision 78/923/EEC of
July 19, 1978 (OJ.L. 1978, nr. 323) en Council Decision 92/583/EEC of November 14,
1992 (OJ.L., 1992, nr. 395).

10. “The Scientific Committee on Animal health and Animal Welfare concludes that force
feeding, as currently practised, is detrimental to the welfare of the birds” (SCAHAW,
1998, p. 65).

11. GATT = General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade.
12. WTO = World Trade Organization.
13. Animalwelfareorganizations – an also consumer organizations – (as opposed to animal

rights organization) sometimes draw from an anthropocentric line of reasoning to indict
animal unfriendly production processes. For instance, it is stressed that the consumption
of certain “animal products” has a negative health impact on humans, or has detrimental
effects for the human environment.
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