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Good evening, and thank you for coming. Thank you also to the Jeremy Coller Foundation for providing 
us with a venue, and also being the first donor to the Centre. 
 
The purpose of this event is to have the London launch of the Cambridge Centre for Animal Rights Law. 
We think this will be the first such Centre in the world. 
 
At times I think I am pushing at an open door, and at other times at a door firmly closed. I doubt any sane 
person is in favour of cruelty to animals, so ensuring that our laws actually prevent cruelty would seem an 
obvious objective. On the other hand, animal welfare laws are supposed to do just that, so why do we need 
to have animal rights too? 
 
The answer is that animal welfare laws have not achieved that objective. Now, that is a generalisation, of 
course – animal welfare has made enormous progress in many parts of the world since the first animal 
welfare laws were passed some 200 years ago – but the reason I say it, is that there are still huge areas 
where animal welfare is either poor or non-existent.  
 
Alas, the US animal welfare laws largely do not effectively protect farm animals, nor its animals testing 
laws protect laboratory animals, nor its captivity laws protect zoo animals. And the same view would apply 
to Russia, China, and many other countries. That is not to say that all farmers in all countries treat animals 
badly, but simply to say that high welfare farms are not the norm – even in the UK, organic farms produce 
less than 3% of our meat. 
 
Nor is it intended to single out individual countries for criticism, but to suggest, more broadly, that in all 
countries in the world animals are treated as objects, and their welfare is put below the economic, personal, 
and health demands of humans. The needs of humans, quite simply, are always put above the needs of 
animals. We have adopted a paradigm in which humans are more important than animals, all animals, and 
in which animals are simply property. 
 
Now, that paradigm has deep roots, so deep that it is tempting to see it as a fundamental paradigm – but 
that’s a reflection of ourselves, of how we want to find stability in what is around us. We think this way 
about animals because we have done so for a long time, reinforced by traditional practices, religious 
values, economic influences, and probably convenience. We are taught to believe that keeping and eating 
animals is natural, and not doing so is a little strange. 
 
But like all paradigms, it is simply a social view reflecting our society and many societies before this one, 
and it has no fundamental substance, it is not like the law of gravity. And like some other paradigms that 
were genuinely held by good, thoughtful people, this one is wrong – like slavery, like racial discrimination, 
like gender discrimination – it’s just wrong. 
 
The reason the paradigm is wrong is that it is no longer consistent with the scientific evidence, and 
therefore no longer morally justifiable. The evidence for animal sentience has been growing for many 
years, as we have studied animals more closely. No longer are humans and animals separated because we 
alone are producers or users of tools, have language, communication, family ties, emotional bonds, 
sensations of fear and hope, a sense of fairness, love and loss, pleasure and fun. Nor are humans entirely 
separable from animals because of our distinct physiology, our DNA, or our brain activity. We have no 
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alternative but to accept animal sentience, which challenges the paradigm that humans are fundamentally 
different from animals, and animals are simply property.  
 
In other words, the fundamental division between humans and animals that is enforced by the law, is no 
longer valid. The old paradigm is simply no longer valid, and we need a new one. The moral grounds for 
our conduct are therefore also gone. The differences between human and non-human animals are still 
many and real, of course, but not real enough for us to be free and them to be property, for us to be ends 
and for them to be means, for us to have legal rights to protect us and them to have no rights at all. Perhaps 
it is time for a new Age of Enlightenment which, like the first one, recognises the need to respect 
individuals who are sentient – and to grant them the right to be treated as individuals.  
 
Which leads me to the Cambridge Centre for Animal Rights Law. 
 
The object of the Centre is to develop the law on animal rights and support its development until it 
becomes a reality in law. We don't know what animal rights will look like, they might not look much like 
human rights, of course, so this needs to be studied and discussed. It will not be easy, or quick, and there is 
a lot of work to be done: which species they will apply to, what rights for animals will look like and what 
effect they will have, how animal and human rights will operate side by side, whether animals will still be 
property or not.  
 
And we want the Centre in Cambridge simply to be the first of many centres, so that animal rights law 
becomes a mainstream law course taught and researched in universities throughout the world, in order to 
provide the legal thinking that will underpin conventions and treaties and laws all over the world. 
 
The implications for animal rights on our society are huge – on farms, zoos, animals in the wild, laboratory 
animals. Interestingly, of course, we will also see benefit for humans, in terms of reducing methane 
production, reduced water use, and improved health from a plant-based diet, as well as encouraging new 
businesses to exploit the opportunities. 
 
Raffael will talk about the work of the Centre in a moment, but before I hand over to him, I want to thank 
you again for coming along this evening, and to talk about money. We have been very fortunate to get 
some initial funding from the Jeremy Coller Foundation. Last week I met the Director of the US-based 
Brooks Institute for Animal Rights Law and Policy, and (up to a limit) they have agreed to offer matched 
funding for any money that we raise in this funding round, which will enable us to do some of the things 
we want to do in our first year – Raffael will talk about that. If you would like to support the Centre, or 
collaborate with the Centre, or fund the Centre to do some research related to animal rights law – or if you 
know someone who might like to do so – please get in touch. 
 
Finally, more importantly – I think – I hope – you are glimpsing the start of a journey, possibly quite a 
long journey – but which will lead to an amazing outcome of which we can all feel proud. 
 
Thank you. 
 
 
Dr Sean Butler 


