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IS KILLING
ANIMALS A MATTER OF

ANIMAL WELFARE?
BY HANNAH BATTERSBY

The UK agricultural industry slaughters tens of
millions of land animals annually, typically at
young ages. For example, beef cows are
usually slaughtered at 1-2 years of age, which
is a very premature death compared to the
potential lifespan of their species (20+ years). 
Slaughter is conducted by expedient
mechanisms designed to avoid suffering by
slaughtering animals immediately after
stunning. These quick, painless deaths are
assumed not to affect the welfare of the
animals, according to the orthodox animal
welfare paradigm.

This is because the conventional notion of
animal   welfare,  which  underpins  UK  animal 

protection legislation, is concerned primarily
with ‘what happens before death, including
how animals are treated… than the method by
which they are killed’ (Broom, 2011).  Being
killed itself is generally not perceived to affect
welfare, because welfare issues are assumed
to arise only when animals experience
suffering.

Suffering is conceived of in terms of negative
mental states, e.g. those arising from physical
pain during mishandling, or psychological
distress resulting from cramped conditions.
Welfare policies are skewed towards the
reduction and minimisation of suffering, rather
than the promotion of positive wellbeing. I will 

1



call this conceptualisation of animal welfare
the 'narrow hedonistic approach'.

This animal welfare approach justifies many
killing practices that cause the premature
deaths of animals because these practices
are claimed to not cause suffering. They are
painless and humane, so the killing -
allegedly - does not negatively impact animal
welfare. This is because, on this
understanding of animal welfare, the
premature killing of livestock animals can’t be
conceived of as a welfare matter, for only
subjective experiences during life and their
features (i.e. consciously felt experiences and
their psychological properties) are taken to
bear on animal welfare; unconscious death is
not ‘experienced’.

variety of species-determined ‘ideals’.   In
appealing to ‘ideals’, the perfectionist refers to
a variety of behaviours, activities, and
expressions of intrinsic features an animal is
capable of. These are determined by their
species characteristics and are valued for
more reasons than solely how they make the
animal feel. The perfectionist sees value in
what animals are capable of doing and being.

For the perfectionist, welfare relates to the
extent to which animals are managing to
enact and realise these pertinent functions
and features, asking not only how animals are
feeling, but also evaluating the extent to
which meaningful functions and
characteristics for their kind are actually
realisable. If they are not realisable, e.g. when
their potential to achieve a particular species
ideal (in this case, life span) is blocked, then
the   animal  is  being  subjected  to  a  form of

"The animal welfare approach
justifies many killing practices that
cause the premature deaths of
animals because these practices are
claimed to not cause suffering."

It is my argument that other, objective
components (here, the length of a life) also
influence welfare. A consequence is that
killing becomes problematic in welfare terms
because it does animals an objective harm in
depriving them of appropriate lifespans. In
other words, the quantitative amount of life
afforded to an animal matters for their
welfare, not just the qualitative texture of that
life. It seems plausible that an animal could
live a life that is absent of suffering, yet still
poor in welfare terms if that life is extremely
short.

In contending that an extremely short lifespan
negatively affects animal welfare, I am
appealing to a ‘perfectionist’ understanding of
welfare. The perfectionist approach considers
whether  or   not  an  animal  is  able to attain a 
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objective harm. This is understood as an
objective harm to their nature, resulting from
the deprivation of their chance to live an
existence befitting their kind.   This type of
harm may not correspond with subjective
suffering but, nonetheless, it can be
understood as detrimental to welfare.

I suggest, then, that lifespan is one of the
important species ‘ideals’ of an animal; one
aspect of their intrinsic nature that has certain
characteristic norms (such as length), the
attainment of which matters for welfare. To
deny an animal an appropriate lifespan by
cutting short its life at a very premature point
(in comparison to the length of life possible
for and appropriate to their species) is to do it
an objective harm. So, the beef cow killed at 2
years old is harmed objectively by being cut
off from an important potential for their
species, namely, an appropriate lifespan.

I claim that the absence of corresponding
subjective suffering (by virtue of livestock
animals being unconscious, and so not
experiencing pain or distress when they are
killed) doesn’t detract from the fact that a
shortened lifespan has a detrimental effect on
welfare. By being killed at a very young age,
livestock animals are prevented from the
realisation of an important species ideal.
Indeed, it also stops them from fulfilling many
other species-ideals, for example, expression
of behaviours that relate to social affiliation (in
the case of beef cows, cultivation of familial
bonds, a meaningful pursuit for their species
which is interrupted by premature killing).
What could be worse for one’s welfare than
that?

It seems, then, that subjective suffering is not
the only element of an animal’s life that can
affect its welfare. Indeed, the idea that more
factors than subjective suffering might matter
for     welfare    has     been     expressed      by 

participants in surveys about animal welfare.
For example, respondents have expressed
the idea that it is important for animals to live
lives suitable to them, in particular placing
emphasis on ‘natural’ living.

In this article, I have claimed that killing
livestock animals is contrary to their welfare
because it cuts them off from appropriate
lifespans. Given the extremely short lives
afforded to livestock animals (e.g. the average
2 year lives of beef cattle), there are significant
legal ramifications. I would implore animal
welfare legislators to expand the scope of the
‘animal welfare’ concept as it is applied to
livestock animals (notably, the Farm Animal
Welfare Committee – as it was then called -
has itself called for a broadening of the
‘animal welfare’ concept).   In particular, the
animal welfare framework ought to account
for the welfare implications of killing animals
(even if painlessly),  for if the deprivation of an
appropriate lifespan is bad for animals then
our society is responsible for another
enormous collective injustice to livestock
animals.

Hannah is a first year doctoral student in the
philosophy department at The University of
Manchester. Her research concerns
interspecies justice, specifically, the scope
of the capabilities approach to extend
justice to the environment itself while
maintaining a commitment to the
entitlements of individual beings such as
humans and animals. Animal and
environmental ethics were her focus
throughout her prior MA studies, where she
wrote on topics such as whether humanity's
treatment of animals constitutes moral evil,
how animal and environmental advocates
can collaborate, and (for her dissertation
project), how the humane killing of animals
within agriculture constitutes harm to them
in objective terms.
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