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On Due Recognition of Animals Used in Research


The use of other animals is so much a part of the human environment that it can slip right past us if we do not pay special attention. Thus it was with a dawning sense of horror that I became aware of what I was reading in a new book on neuroscience. David J. Linden’s The Accidental Mind: How Brain Evolution Has Given Us Love, Memory, Dreams, and God (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2007) is a jaunty jaunt through the modern understanding of how the brain can account for fundamental aspects of human experience. This is a field that has long interested me since, before I turned to ethics and now animal ethics, my specialization was the philosophy of mind. It was with great interest and pleasure, therefore, that I considered Linden’s thesis that our rich mental life is the result of a jerrybuilt and rather inefficient physiological mechanism.


But then I began to notice the nature of the evidence that was being adduced. I was struck by two things. One was its intrinsic awfulness. The other was the matter-of-fact, unapologetic manner in which it was being presented. Interspersed as it is throughout the book, the sum total could easily be lost on the reader who is intent upon the book’s intended content. Therefore I would like to take this opportunity to compile the instances for my reader, to highlight an almost hidden subplot, as it were. Attend, then, to the drumbeat of laboratory research:
Such investigations have been complemented by animal experiments in which small regions of the brain are precisely damaged through surgery or the administration of drugs, after which the animal’s body functions and behavior are carefully observed. (p. 7)


The seminal insights about memory and the hippocampus that came from H.M.’s case have since been reinforced many times, both by other patients who, for a variety of reasons, have sustained similar damage, and by animal studies in which the hippocampus as been surgically destroyed or had its function disrupted by drugs. (p. 18)

For example, if instead of rotating the eye, an experimenter destroys half of the optic tectum in the frog’s brain, then all of the in-growing axons from the eye will crowd into the remaining part of the tectum. (p. 69)


So what role does neuronal activity play in wiring up the brain? … First, we’ll consider a mutant mouse created in the laboratory…. It turns out that, ultimately, this mouse is a disaster: it dies at birth because it cannot control the muscles used for breathing. (p. 70)

The standard lab cage is deadly boring: for the rat it’s like being in solitary confinement. (p. 77)

Similar phenomena have been observed in laboratory monkeys that have sustained bilateral damage to the temporal lobe: they may try to eat grossly inappropriate nonfood items (such as a lit cigarette). (p. 88)
After reports of the amnesiac patient H.M. became known in the 1950s, there was a determined effort to reproduce his deficit, complete anterograde amnesia for facts and events, in an animal model (preferably an inexpensive animal like a rat). (p. 132)

Not surprisingly, rats that have had their hippocampus surgically destroyed on both sides of the brain cannot learn the Morris water-maze task. (p. 133)
… the rats and monkeys that are the mainstay of laboratory research …. (p. 167)

A complete abolition of the mounting behavior can come from selective destruction of the medial preoptic area. Surprisingly, this does not seem to produce a complete abolition of sex drive, but only stops that triggered by females: male monkeys with medial preoptic lesions will still masturbate with gusto. (p. 169)
Most interestingly, subjecting a mother rat during pregnancy to moderate stress (confinement in a clear plastic tube under bright lights) can reduce the levels of testosterone in the developing fetus. (p. 181)

A grisly set of experiments with rats showed that total sleep deprivation will cause death in 3-4 weeks. (p. 186)

And so it goes. The laboratory for medical or basic research is a horror house for rodents and nonhuman primates. Is it nonetheless justified? Whatever the answer to that question, I think a reader of this journal would agree that it is at least a question worth asking. Perhaps you would even go so far as to agree that the presumptive answer is “No,” so that the burden of proof rests on those human animals who would treat nonhumans so inhumanely. Yet nowhere in his book does Linden, or the publisher, express one iota of reservation about this use or abuse of animals. It’s strictly business as usual – standard operating procedure, literally. The value of an animal is given in terms of its cost to purchase and minimally maintain: “an inexpensive animal like a rat.” The animal is in some sense not even an animal but a “model.” Occasionally a hint of something more slips by the subconscious censor: “A grisly set of experiments …” (my emphasis).



Might the author have conveyed, say, regret regarding an otherwise deemed-necessary treatment of the animals? Or even a kind of gratitude, for example, in the Acknowledgments section? But perhaps that would be considered unprofessional: out of bounds for a scientist. I have several times had colleagues in applied disciplines, like engineering and business, say to me, “I have no idea what ethics is,” as if that were my specialization (which it is) and therefore (non seq.) not their concern. (I am also reminded of how my philosophy students would sometimes complain about my correcting the grammar and spelling in their papers, as if I were thereby abusing my academic freedom by addressing a subject matter outside the confines of the course.) I note that in the book Linden lists as “The things we hold highest in our human experience”: “love, memory, dreams, and a predisposition for religious thought” (p. 245). Conspicuously absent from this list, as well as from the table of contents and the index, are ethics and the capacity for moral reflection.


I am sure that all of the labs involved in the work Linden cites have received formal approval for their experiments from in-house review boards. No doubt they were all legal. This isn’t saying much, however, when, in the U.S. anyway, the federal law that “protects” such animals, the so-called Animal Welfare Act, explicitly excludes protection for the most frequently used animals, mice and rats, by the Orwellian technique of stipulating that they are not animals. And the “protection” afforded the others contains the humongous loophole that they may be used for necessary research. “Necessary” has such an authoritative, definitive ring to it; yet it is an entirely relative term. Something is necessary only for some purpose. In the case of animal research, therefore, the term is practically otiose since the purpose is … research!


I would like to see all future research accompanied by the disclaimer, “No animals were harmed during the production of this knowledge.” But before we can treat animals properly, we must be sensible of them. Books like Linden’s, which is probably typical in this regard, do not even recognize the moral debt owed to animals for the harm done to them.  Scientists need not thank their test tubes, but I do not believe that animals of any kind are mere things or objects existing solely for our use. In the interim, therefore, let this little essay serve as an addendum to Linden’s book in memoriam.
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