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Animal Wrongs

An old maxim goes that the British are a nation of animal
lovers. Certainly, in recent decades we have become a

nation of very belligerent animal lovers. Observe the swell
in popularity of the anti-fox-hunting movement, the appear-
ance of protesters campaigning outside vivisection clinics,
or the popularity of vegetarianism. Since the 1960s, and
particularly since the 1990s, the animal rights movement
has flourished. Alongside the long-established League
Against Cruel Sports and the British Union for the Aboli-
tion of Vivisection, recent years have witnessed the estab-
lishment and ascendancy of Stop Huntingdon Animal
Cruelty, Viva, Animal Aid, the British branch of the People
for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) and the
extremist Animal Liberation Front.

This, so animal rights apologists assert, is a good thing.
It proves that we have cultivated a more humane and
progressive attitude to all living things. The statistics
ostensibly back this assertion. A Mori poll of December 2002
showed that 80 per cent of Britons believed that hunting
with dogs was cruel.1 Another Mori poll commissioned by
the New Scientist magazine in 1999 showed that 64 per cent
of the public were also against animal experimentation.2

All the above, however, is misleading. It does not prove
that we have become more humane in regards to animals.
It merely betrays how we have developed a sentimental,
hypocritical and mushy-headed attitude to living things. We
live in a country in which one person will in the morning
happily tuck into a breakfast of bacon and sausages, and in
the evening watch Babe, a weepy, anthropomorphic film
about a the adventures of a pig—or delight in the real-life
frolics of ‘Butch’ and ‘Sundance’, two swine who in January
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1998 escaped from an abattoir in Tamworth (their esca-
pades have been made into a BBC film). The British live in
a state of cognitive dissonance when it comes to animals.

For instance, 96 per cent of the British public eat meat.3

That is to say, while 64 per cent of the public believes
killing animals for scientific research is wrong, only four per
cent (at best) believe killing them for their meat is unac-
ceptable. If we really were a nation of animal lovers, we
would focus our energies on slaughterhouses—or ‘abattoirs’
as they are euphemistically called—rather than hunt
gatherings or vivisection centres.

The number of animals who die on a hunt or in a clinic
pale into comparison to the number that are slaughtered,
often cruelly, for consumption. For instance, each year in
the USA, over 100 million mammals and five billion birds
are slaughtered for consumption.4 In the UK, 600 million
broiler chickens, 15 million pigs, four million lambs and
three million cattle are killed annually for the purposes of
consumption.5 To put this in perspective, the average Briton
in their lifetime will consume 550 poultry, 36 pigs, 36 sheep
and 8 oxen. During the same lifetime, four animals will be
sacrificed for the purposes of vital medical research—these
being mainly mice and rats. The equivalent number of foxes
killed by hunts will be 0.02.6

It is not just about quantity, but quality. Your hunted
wild animal or laboratory animal will enjoy an existence
incomparably better than that of creatures reared for
consumption. Consider the life of broiler chickens in Britain
today. They are housed in large, windowless sheds that can
contain between 20,000 and 50,000 birds. Each bird is
allocated a space about the size of an A4 sheet of paper,
living on a diet of recycled blood, offal and feathers of dead
birds. They are collected by catchers who move through the
sheds, holding several birds upside down by their legs,
cramming them into crates that are loaded into lorries.
Dislocated hips, bruising and broken wings and legs are
common. Thanks to the suffocating conditions that veer
between extreme cold and heat, around six million birds die
en route to the slaughterhouse. There, the still-living are
hung upside-down and shackled by their feet to a moving
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line, that takes them to an electric bath to render them
unconscious. The line then moves the chicken to a neck-
cutter where the birds are bled for a 90 seconds before
entering a scalding tank. Yet poorly carried out stunning
and neck cutting means many of the birds are still alive
when entering the scalding tank—one study put the
proportion at 25 per cent.

Most pigs are reared under similarly intensive conditions
and are killed by first being stunned, by having tongs
placed on either side of the neck behind the ears. Because
the tongs are often held in the wrong place or for too short
a time or the slaughterhouse uses inadequate voltage, pigs
often are not adequately stunned. Many regain conscious-
ness before throat slitting. As it approaches the slaughter-
house, the pig smells blood and starts to panic and squeal.
Its handlers often respond by hitting it with an iron pipe
until it is restrained on the conveyor belt. In Denmark, a
preferred method of slaughter is suffocation through carbon
dioxide, which causes breathlessness and hyperventilation
among pigs trying to escape.

Similarly, in Britain most cattle are slaughtered by
having first been stunned by a captive bolt pistol, then by
having their throats cut. However the bolt does not always
successfully stun the animal. The most common failure is
improper positioning of the bolt to the head, a problem
accentuated when cattle are agitated and struggle to
escape. Mis-stunning can cause distress and often means
the animal is still alive during throat cutting. Sheep in the
UK are similarly killed by electric stunning followed by
neck-cutting. Again, the process is not always effective and
the lamb may regain consciousness before throat-slitting.7

We are not routinely reminded of these facts. Most
omnivores simply do not want to know. If they did, they
would fear they might have to make an effort to change
their own lifestyles. When voices of protest are raised
against the meat industry, it is primarily directed against
Jewish and Muslim methods of slaughter. In June 2003, for
instance, the Farm Animal Welfare Council made a pro-
posal to outlaw ritual slaughter, recommending that all
animals be stunned by electric shock or have a bolt fired to
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the head prior to any cutting. Yet there is evidence that the
Jewish method of slaughter is actually less stressful to
animals. Under kosher laws, cattle are slaughtered by
having the carotid artery severed, causing immediate loss
of blood so that the pressure in the brain falls dramatically,
leading to almost immediate unconsciousness in the
animal.8 As with moves to ban vivisection or fox-hunting,
the campaign to outlaw ritual religious slaughter is an
example of the majority of Britons demanding that others
change their behaviour, not their own. It is the triumph of
gesture over action.

So what of those who bellow that fox hunting is ‘bar-
baric’? Unlike the thousands of animals who will die clumsy
deaths for consumption, the fox hunted to death by hounds
will die a swift death. The alternatives to hunting, such as
poisoning or shooting, are far crueller in dealing with this
rural pest. So why the fuss over the issue? If not the
function of soppy, fuzzy-headedness, the anti-hunting lobby
is fuelled simply by class resentment. As one left-wing
writer admits:

This has nothing to do with foxes. It’s a glorious bit of class war...
No Labour MP is going to worry about fishing, because there is
nothing objectionable about anglers. But there is immense pleasure
to be had from thwarting the fun of people who go hunting.9

And what of a those who decry testing on animals as
‘cruel’? Well, vivisection has been responsible for making
countless medical advances, from insulin to treat diabetes,
polio vaccines, antibiotics, safe anaesthetics, open heart
surgery, organ transplantation, hip replacements and drug
treatments for ulcers, asthma and high blood pressure. To
ban the ‘cruel’ practice of vivisection would be very cruel
indeed for sick human beings. The vast majority of animals
tested on aren’t sweet bunny rabbits or doe-eyed dogs, but
rats and mice. ‘But they’re just like us!’ the anti-vivisection-
ists will continue to cry. Well, speak for yourselves.

Two-thirds of the British public in 1999 said they were
against experimentation on animals for medical purposes,
according to a New Scientist poll. Yet, when this was
conducted with the question rephrased, with a preface
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mentioning that research using animals is making progress
into finding the cure for Aids and into better treatment for
leukaemia, 45 per cent (including the ‘don’t knows’, a
majority) now said they backed vivisection. This leads to the
unfortunate conclusion that many people assume scientists
experiment on animals, and thus risk being killed by
animal rights extremists, for the sheer fun of it.

Vivisection is a necessary procedure that has saved and
can save the lives of human beings; rural foxes are a pest
that need to be culled. Yet we don’t need to eat meat.
Vegetarianism may bring up dietary problems, but it can be
healthier than omnivorism if practised responsibly—
certainly healthier than the carnivorous fast-food diet
practised by a sizeable and oversized proportion of the
population today. Personally, I do not subscribe to the
oxymoronic philosophy of animal rights or believe that
eating animals is actually wrong, nor am I deluded by
today’s Disneyfied view of animals. I simply say that the
way we rear and kill animals for consumption at present is
cruel and neglected.

The campaign for reform of the meat industry is over-
shadowed by more exciting, emotive issues. These provide
for far greater opportunities to bond with one’s fellow man,
to wave placards of bunny rabbits with electrodes stuck to
their heads, or the thrill of out-foxing posh people on horses
on a bright day in the countryside. As Keith Tester argued
in his Animals and Society, militant opponents of vivisec-
tion and radical animal liberation advocates are not
primarily concerned with the creatures they profess to
defend. Rather, they are misanthropes driven by the urge
to seize the moral high ground above fellow human beings.10

To urge a total rethink on the meat industry would involve
far too much effort and sincere, clear-thinking. It would
involve changing the world and altering one’s own lifestyle,
rather than indulging in emoting and sloganeering.


