
Vol.:(0123456789)

The Journal of Ethics
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10892-019-09289-z

1 3

Betraying Animals

Steve Cooke1 

Received: 12 September 2018 / Accepted: 14 May 2019 
© The Author(s) 2019

Abstract
This paper presents a new way of thinking about the relationship between humans 
and the nonhuman animals in their care. Most ethical analysis of the treatment 
of nonhuman animals has focussed on questions of moral status, justice, and the 
wrongness of harming them. This paper does something different, it examines the 
role played by trust in interspecies relationships. In both agriculture and laboratory 
settings, humans deliberately foster trusting relationships with nonhuman animals. 
An intrinsic feature of the trusting relationship in these settings is that it is created in 
order to be exploited and betrayed. However, little consideration has been given to 
asking what a deliberate betrayal of another species says about the character of those 
who carry out the betrayals. This paper argues that regardless of the moral status of 
nonhuman animals, a willingness to foster trust in order to exploit the vulnerability 
of a nonhuman suggests a serious character flaw. Our failure thus far to apprehend 
systematic forms of betrayal indicates a moral blind-spot when it comes to other 
species.
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Much of the best work on our moral relationship with non-human animals has 
focussed on what we owe to them in terms of rights and duties. Given the moral 
salience of sentience, and the great suffering and harms humans inflict upon other 
animals, this focus has been both necessary and understandable. However, there are 
some wrongs we commit that the language of rights and consideration of harms fails 
to adequately account for. Morality is not exhausted by the process of discovering 
our obligations, and it is not merely about harm avoidance. Morality is also about 
living well, about the kind of people we are, and about the character and attitudes 
embodied in social institutions and practices. Too great a focus on rights, duties, 
suffering, and harm can mean that we pay insufficient attention to what is required 
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if we are to be good as well as right. With that in mind, the arguments I make here 
represent an attempt to bring a neglected area of our moral relationship with non-
human animals out of the shadows and in so doing prompt reflection and analysis. 
The subject of my analysis is trust, specifically trust between humans and animals. 
I argue that breaches of trust are built into common practices that harm non-human 
animals, and as such reveal something troubling about the character of agents and of 
the kind of society that permits them. I show that certain of our scientific and agri-
cultural practices represent a systematisation of breaches of trust. The moral wrong-
ness at work in this kind of systematic breach of trust goes beyond straightforward 
harm to others. On top of wrongful harms caused by these practices I argue that they 
represent a moral malaise, exemplified by a callous instrumentalisation of trusting 
relationships for human gain. There is something morally distasteful in the character 
of certain human–animal relationships because they are built on betrayal. In what 
follows, I show how betrayal is a constituent part of common forms of human–ani-
mal relationships, starting with the experiences of nonhuman animals as experimen-
tal subjects.

At a workshop on sentience and suffering, I spoke with a primatologist involved 
in managing colonies of primates for research purposes. In the course of discussions 
my co-conversationalist confessed that the treatment of his macaques had troubled 
him to such a degree that he had eventually given-up his colonies and pursued alter-
native research avenues instead. An element of his work that particularly concerned 
him was the practice of training of primates chosen for medical research to cooper-
ate with technicians carrying out procedures on them. For example, macaques have 
been trained to present one of their legs through an opening in their cage for veni-
puncuncture (Coleman et  al. 2008; Reinhardt 2003b) and to cooperate in vaginal 
swabbing. Similarly, baboons have been conditioned to cooperate in blood pressure 
tests, and other monkeys have been trained to sit in what is known as a ‘primate 
chair’1 and stick out their heads so that a neck-plate can be fitted. A neck-plates is 
a restraint designed to prevent a primate from lifting its arms above its shoulders. 
Neck-plates stop the animal from touching devices fitted to their heads, which are 
commonly used in neuroscience experiments. Some of these procedures are rou-
tine parts of good animal care, but others are designed to facilitate experiments that 
cause serious harm to the animal, or to measure the effects of harmful experimental 
procedures. Animals are trained to cooperate in order to both prevent injury to han-
dlers through biting and scratching, and to reduce risk of injury and stress levels to 
animal subjects. Additionally, training reduces the need for animals to be sedated in 
order to achieve the desired research goals, thereby eliminating some pharmacologi-
cal agents from variables needing to be accounted for in research. Prima facie, the 
training of primates to cooperate seems good on welfare grounds given the context 
of their lives as experimental subjects. Monkeys subjected to the procedures by force 
exhibit signs of fear and distress: they cringe away from the edges of their cages, 
grin, suffer, diarrhoea, and attempt to bite handlers. Animal technicians carrying out 

1 A ‘primate chair’ is a polite euphemism for a cramped Perspex cage designed to hold a primate immo-
bile for sustained periods. Primate chairs are also know as ‘restraint chairs’.
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experiments typically want their primates to suffer the minimum amount of upset 
and pain permitted by the constraints of the procedure they are carrying out, there-
fore training them to cooperate appears to be a good thing. However, the researcher 
I spoke to expressed a deep sense of moral unease. Although it seems that training 
non-human animals not to fight their handlers is better for all there is nevertheless 
something unsettling about getting a sentient creature to cooperate in harms done to 
it.

Part of my purpose here is to try to get at that sense of unease, to understand 
whether it represents the unconscious recognition that a moral boundary has been 
crossed, or if it is ill-fitting and does not survive rational reflection. The researcher 
I spoke to, whose work involved captive colonies of capuchins, marmosets, and 
macaques, struggled to articulate precisely what it was about the training dynamic 
that troubled him. In the course of conversation, he expressed a concern about sub-
verting the natural behaviour of his monkeys and questioned whether trained coop-
eration represented a true expression of free choice. These two issues do seem to 
point at some potentially relevant ethical dimensions. There is something to be said 
about the connection between natural behaviour and welfare, about whether the 
authenticity of animal desires matters, and about the value and nature of freedom 
for primates. However, not only have these topics been discussed elsewhere, the 
reason I intend to put them aside here is that they are insufficient to provide a full 
explanation of why the researcher was right to feel uneasy. My contention is that 
an additional wrongness at play in the dynamic between researcher, technician, and 
research animal lies in the way that trust is fostered in order that it be betrayed, and 
this is an area that has been neglected by those writing about animal ethics.

In order to understand the point, it is worth thinking about the role of animal 
training. Training a nonhuman animal in the context of agriculture or research 
involves teaching them to behave in certain ways. Nonhuman animals are condi-
tioned so that they develop ingrained behavioural patterns in response to sensory 
and environmental cues. Commonly, training proceeds by developing an association 
in the animal with a desired behaviour and a reward. Often this is supplemented 
with negative reinforcement, such as by lessening the space available to the ani-
mal in its cage until it learns to comply. In order to carry out training successfully, 
many animal technicians first establish a trusting relationship: ‘Developing a posi-
tive human–animal relationship opens the door to future training success (Westlund 
2015).’ Kathryn Bayne writes: ‘In the research environment, it is not uncommon for 
a bond to develop between the investigator, veterinarian, and/or animal care techni-
cians and the animals with which they work; and such a bond can be just as strong 
for a mouse as it is for a dog (Bayne 2002, 120).’ This bond is then relied upon 
throughout subsequent training. Viktor Reinhardt goes as far as to argue that ‘[a] 
trust relationship between humans and their nonhuman primate charges is the very 
foundation of scientifically sound research methodology (Reinhardt 2005, 214).’ 
Describing the training of macaques to present limbs for venipuncture, Reinhardt 
asserts that establishing an effective relationship as a first step: ‘[t]he subject must 
trust you; only then will it be safe to proceed with the training’ (emphasis added). 
The monkey is then reassured through gentle scratching and given positive rein-
forcement in the form of a tasty treat. Next, the trainer mimics grooming behaviour 
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on the animal’s leg and more rewards are offered. This continues until resistance 
ceases and the animal presents its leg autonomously (Reinhardt 2003b, 193). Strok-
ing, scratching, physical nearness, patting, and so forth, particularly at a young 
age, are intended to make an animal less fearful of their handlers by generating an 
emotional bond. Use is made of the natural social tendencies of species or breeds 
through simulated kinship behaviour, and individual animals are selected based on 
their temperaments. Building trust makes carrying the procedures that feature in ani-
mal research easier: ‘Nonhuman primates are quick to forget, or perhaps forgive, the 
momentary fear or resentment they feel towards a human being who has just sub-
jected them to an unpleasant experience if a strong bond of trust already exists with 
that person’ (Mahoney 1992, 35) (again, my emphasis).

The example of primate research concerns a relatively limited set of practices 
within human–animal relationships. However, looking at the wider agricultural con-
text we are confronted with a similar picture. In the meat and dairy industry, and 
amongst agricultural researchers, there is considerable interest in whether what are 
termed ‘gentle interactions’ (stroking, hugging, scratching, etc.) reduce fear and stress 
in nonhuman animals. A great deal of research has been carried out on the effect 
of gentle interactions at different stages of animal lives and during different farm-
ing processes on stress levels and behaviour, and for a variety of species. Research-
ers have tested whether gentle touching makes it easier to remove the horns of dairy 
calves; whether it increases milk yield; and speeds up growth (Lürzel et al. 2015). 
In piglets, research has been done to determine if stroking, brushing, and holding 
handling them during slaughter and veterinary procedures (such as tail docking, teeth 
clipping, castration, ear notching, and nose ringing) easier (Tallet et al. 2014; Muns 
et al. 2015). Similarly, in beef cattle gentle touching has been tested as a means of 
reducing fear of cattle for their handlers, and reducing stress in abattoirs. The primary 
aim of reducing fear is in order to make passage to and through the abattoir easier 
and safer for the humans handling cattle, and because stress hormones result in the 
slaughtered animals’ flesh being tougher, making it more difficult to package and less 
pleasant to eat (Probst et al. 2012, 2013; Hemsworth et al. 2011; Waiblinger et al. 
2006). Higher welfare conditions are also often mentioned as desirable on grounds 
that the meat carries a higher market premium because of it. For species that have 
proved hard to domesticate, attempts have been made to reduce behavioural stress 
by stroking and hugging infant animals. In musk deer, this has been done in order 
to make it easier to produce and ‘harvest’ musk (done by killing the deer and then 
cutting out its ‘musk pod’) (Wang et al. 2016). By and large, research into the effects 
of gentle interactions has been carried out on larger species: pigs, cattle, sheep, and 
deer, since these animals are the most difficult to handle and potentially more dan-
gerous to stock-hands. In other words, research has concentrated on the animals in 
positions of comparably less vulnerability in order to make them more vulnerable. 
Poultry and rabbits have been of little interest to agricultural researchers working on 
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behavioural effects of gentle interactions.2 This suggests that the motivation behind 
these gentle tactile interaction experiments is not the welfare of the nonhuman ani-
mals themselves. In each case, the purpose of the research is to establish if animals 
can be made less fearful and more trusting of humans in order that they may be more 
easily harmed and better exploited, and so that humans can gain additional pleasure 
from consuming them.

1  Trust and Betrayal

In order to properly describe the character of the wrongness in the practices above 
I need to say something about the nature of trust and its relationship with betrayal. 
Part of what distinguishes trust from related concepts such as reliance is that the fit-
ting response to a breach of trust is to feel betrayed, whereas a mere failure to live up 
to expectations warrants only disappointment.3 It is possible for me to reliably pre-
dict the behaviour of someone with criminal tendencies and make a judgement that 
they can be relied upon in a particular context. However, in making my assessment I 
know that they can be relied upon merely because our goals happen to align and not 
because they care about me. It may be that they can be relied upon because they fear 
the threat of penalties should they default. Reliability is not the same as trust, and 
we can see from the example that it is possible to rely upon an untrustworthy person. 
Trusting someone matters more, morally and psychologically than mere reliance. 
The sense the audience feel when Euripides’ Medea murders her children to enact 
revenge upon her faithless husband goes beyond horror at the death and violence. 
The murder is made more shocking by the prelude to it, where it is made plain that 
her children love and trust her. Looking upon them Medea speaks:

Oh no, no! Why do you fix your eyes on me, children? Why smile at me with 
that last smile? Ah, the pain! What shall I do? My heart dissolves, ladies, when 
I see the shining faces of my children! (Euripides and Vellacott 2002, 78)

Their murder is made all the easier and more upsetting for the audience by the vul-
nerability the children’s trust for their mother produces:

Give me your hands children, give your mother your hands to kiss! O hands I 
love so much, dear, dear, dear lips, my children, my pretty ones with your faces 
so noble! All happiness be yours, but not here! You have lost the world, thanks 
to your father. O how I love to hug them! The softness of their skin, the sweet-
ness of their breath, my darling ones! Euripides and Vellacott, 78

2 This is true for small animals bread for farming, but not for laboratory animals. Gentle handling has 
been used to reduce stress for rabbits, rats, chickens, snakes, hamsters, and cats in laboratory settings (see 
Reinhardt 2003a, 125–126). This is because behavioural and physiological responses to stress decrease 
the reliability of research results.
3 For an account of trust conceived in terms of risk assessment see Gambetta (1990).
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The moment when Medea’s children realise she means to murder them and try to 
flee is all the more heart-wrenching because of their vulnerability and their mother’s 
betrayal. It is a defining feature of trusting that it increases our vulnerability to the 
object of our trust. When we trust someone, we subject their actions to a reduced 
amount of scrutiny, we are inclined to look on their behaviour in a good or charita-
ble light. Suspicion is cast aside. To have trust in someone is to maintain a belief that 
the object of our trust means us no harm, and that they are sincere in their expressed 
motives and intentions. If I trust someone, I believe that they will do as they say, that 
they harbour no ill-intention towards me, and that they are competent to do what 
I expect of them. If I am told that someone means to kill me and I find the claim 
believable then, in believing, the prospect of trusting that person is ruled out. This 
is because trust involves a relaxing or letting down of one’s guard; I cannot let down 
my guard around someone I know intends me harm. In trusting another, we give 
them power over us, power to set back our projects, exploit us, and make us vulner-
able not just to them, but to others also. We let down our guard because we are opti-
mistic that the one we trust will not act, or fail to act, in ways incompatible with our 
beliefs about them. When our trust is misplaced then we can mistakenly overlook 
bad character, foolishness, and wrongful acts. It is the combination of the vulner-
ability we present, with the hopeful attitude towards the one we trust, that makes a 
breach of trust seem so egregious. It is why we are right to feel betrayed (McLeod 
2015). Those who trick others into trusting them in order to gain some advantage 
are paradigmatically regarded as bad people. Con-artists, shysters, imposters, and 
scammers, are not just condemned for maintaining a deception and causing harm, 
but also for breach of trust.

The trust Medea’s children have in her is more powerful than mere absence of 
ill-will, theirs is based on the assumption of goodwill. This puts it more in line with 
the conception argued for in Annette Baier’s excellent works on the subject (Baier 
1986). At the same time as heightening vulnerability to harm, the presence of good-
will in trusting relationships gives us reason to value those relationships for their 
intrinsic qualities. However, as Carolyn McLeod points out, ordinary usage of the 
concept of trust does not always assume goodwill. It is natural to think that we can 
trust those who we do not believe are kindly disposed towards us. She writes:

We can trust people without expecting them to feel kindly toward us, and trust 
can be betrayed when the trusted person is motivated by such feelings but does 
not do the right thing in the circumstances (McLeod 2000, 466).

 In her discussion McLeod writes of the carer who acts paternalistically towards 
their charge, but in ways that violate their wishes. Here, good will is present but trust 
is nonetheless violated by a failure of the carer to respect the autonomy of the object 
of their care. In her own discussion of trust, Baier gives the examples of an unspo-
ken compact between burglars and police in Britain not to carry deadly weapons, 
and of soldiers trusting their enemies not to fire upon them when they raise the white 
flag Baier, “Trust and Antitrust,” 234. It is puzzling how Baier can assume goodwill 
in these cases and so include them in her account of trust. It seems unlikely that the 
relationship between criminals and police, and between enemy combatants, involves 
much goodwill even in a relatively thin sense. In response to examples such as these, 
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McLeod concludes that goodwill is neither necessary, nor sufficient for trusting rela-
tionships. In place of goodwill she settles upon a belief in the moral integrity of 
the object of our trust and a belief in shared normative beliefs between subject an 
object. For example, if I am to trust someone to keep their promise I must believe 
that they are the kind of person who keeps promises and that they share my belief 
in the moral value of promise-keeping. McLeod’s conception of trust just about 
accounts for trust between enemies and in doing so addresses an apparent weakness 
in Baier’s goodwill account. However, the price of demanding moral beliefs as a 
necessary condition of trust is that it pushes out other ubiquitous everyday under-
standings of trust. If trust requires considered judgements about the moral values 
and beliefs of others then where is the space for trust between parent and child, and 
trust between human and non-human animal?

1.1  Infant and Animal Trust

If a philosophical account of trust is not to depart too far from everyday understand-
ings, and after all this is part of the basis of McLeod’s critique of Baier, then it 
will need to accommodate a broader range of relationships. Baier’s discussion of 
the trust between parent and child offers itself as a promising alternative. This type 
of trust, she terms infant trust, and her treatment of it is directed at a deficiency she 
identifies with the contractarian tradition in political philosophy. Baier forcefully 
attacks the myopia she associates with contractarianism towards those in relation-
ships of unequal power and vulnerability, and the excessive focus upon mutually 
agreeable rules-governed relationships between rational agents (Baier, 240–241). 
The trust between infant and parent is the trust of the inarticulate, enmeshed in a 
relationship that begins from a position of extreme vulnerability.

One potential worry about the idea of infant trust is that trusting might involve an 
element of choice or agency. If nonhuman infants lack agency then they will be una-
ble to trust, and neither will nonhuman animals or the severely cognitively impaired. 
For example, we might think about trust is in terms of the role it plays in our social 
lives. Without direct access to the mental states of others must assume that others 
mean us no harm. To believe otherwise and thus be constantly wary and on guard 
would place under enormous and doubtless harmful psychological strain. Deciding 
to trust others might therefore be conceived of as a consciously chosen strategy to 
live without constant fear and uncertainty. One way to reply to this sort of concern 
is to consider the way beliefs are formed. Diego Gambetta, for example, argues that 
trusting is not something that is rationally chosen because we cannot through act of 
will decide to hold beliefs about the trustworthiness of others. Gambetta’s argument, 
taken from (Bernard Williams 1973), is that trusting involves psychological states 
that cannot be willed into existence. Similarly, Baier writes:

“Trust me!” is for most of us an invitation which we cannot accept at will-
either we do already trust the one who says it, in which case it serves at best as 
reassurance, or it is properly responded to with, “Why should and how can I, 
until I have cause to?” (Baier, 244)
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Since trusting includes beliefs about the trustworthiness of others and has an affec-
tive element, we cannot simply choose to trust; just as we cannot decide to be 
embarrassed, neither can we decide to trust. Rather, trust comes into being as a side 
effect of our relationships with others, their behaviour toward us, and our familiar-
ity with them (Gambetta 1990, 230). If this is true then so long as the infants and 
nonhuman animals have beliefs then they possess the necessary capacities to trust.4 
The determined objector might continue to press, arguing that as a matter of fact 
they do not hold beliefs. I suspect that such a view hinges upon the thought that 
infants and nonhumans lack language and therefore also lack the conceptual appa-
ratus necessary for belief. This claim will strike nearly every parent and pet owner 
as highly implausible. As Mary Midgley points out, the emotions of nonhuman ani-
mals are recognisable to humans because they correspond to a set of behaviours. 
These behaviours only make sense if we assume a set underlying beliefs associated 
with them. Our ability to reliably respond to animal behaviour gives us good rea-
son to accept that they have beliefs (Midgley (1983, 58–59).5 When a dairy cow 
docilely allows a farmer to remove her calf, or a beagle is taken by its handler for 
vivisection, these creatures do not permit themselves to be treated in such a manner 
merely because they have reliable expectations about their safety, they also often do 
so because they have formed emotional bonds. Since non-rational sentient beings 
behave as if they have beliefs about the intentions of others, and since they act as 
if they feel betrayed when the object of their trust lets them down (anyone who has 
taken a dog to the vet or a cat to a cattery will recognise this), we ought to therefore 
assume that they can trust.

Children and infants can be betrayed by their parents despite lacking the rational 
competence to make judgements about the moral beliefs of others. They can be 
betrayed because they can feel love and affection and have beliefs about the sincerity 
and goodwill of another. Similarly, non-rational adults may have their trust betrayed 
by their carers. Baier’s critique of the contractarian tradition also serves to under-
mine the conception of trust as a form of rational calculation of risk.

In ‘Justice through Trust: Disability and the “Outlier Problem” in Social Contract 
Theory’, Anita Silver and Leslie Pickering Francis critique contract theories of jus-
tice in a similar way. They argue that the idea of justice as a scheme of cooperation 
between rationally calculating individuals, each seeking mutually advantageous out-
comes is flawed (Wong 2009; Nussbaum 2006). A feature of this way of conceiving 
justice is that those who lack the capacities to successfully bargain and reciprocate 
are pushed out of the sphere of justice. What use a theory of justice that does not 
protect the most vulnerable within the bounds of a political community? Not only 
does this conception of justice fail to protect the vulnerable, but it also does not 

5 A very similar argument is made by Dennett (1998).

4 An interesting argument that it is possible to decide to trust is made by Richard Holton, who argues 
that trust doesn’t always involve beliefs and that we can as a result choose to trust. Trust, he claims, 
involves a distinctive attitude, one that we can bring ourselves to adopt by reflecting upon beliefs, as a 
result of being moved by a second order desire to trust or to be more trusting, or through the cultivation 
of a trusting disposition. Note here, however, that whilst Holton thinks it possible to choose to trust he 
does not at the same time think that choosing is a necessary condition of trusting (Holton 1994).
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properly account for the lives of those within communities of justice as they actually 
are. In place of bargaining, Silvers and Francis place trusting at the heart of justice. 
Even children, they argue, understand trust: trusting ‘is accessible to almost any-
one, whether disabled or nondisabled’ (Silvers and Pickering Francis 2005, 69). The 
Silvers and Francis conception of trust requires only that a being be able to interact 
and be responsive to others, to learn the behaviours needed to gain and maintain 
trust, and to be optimistic about the other’s future behaviour Silvers and Francis, 69, 
71. Being able to calculate, reason, reflect upon, or articulate principles is unneces-
sary. This conception of trust makes it a good fit for relationships between humans 
and animals. In the context of nonhuman animals they write: ‘It is a stretch to think 
that animals can bargain for or even understand mutual advantage, but none at all 
to recognize that they can and do trust Silvers and Francis, 71.’ Establishing and 
maintaining trust between human and animal involves each learning the right sort 
of behaviours to exhibit, it does not require being able to reflect upon and rationally 
endorse a set of principles. The principles that end up guiding the trusting relation-
ship are shaped through mutual interactions and learning from one another. What is 
required for this is not the capacity to hold beliefs about another’s values and ethi-
cal commitments, but rather ‘mutual reliability and mutual deference to each other’s 
unintelligible (from the other’s perspective) ways’ (Silvers and Francis, 17). If we 
are to hang on to ordinary uses of the term trust, and the seemingly important rela-
tionships and sets of expectations they describe, then we must either adopt a fairly 
expansive definition of trust in line with Silver and Francis or similar to Baier’s 
infant trust, or accept that perhaps there are different ways of trusting depending 
upon the parties involved.

1.2  The Value of Trust

Silver and Francis’ argument is centred on the beneficial role trust plays enabling 
and strengthening the cooperative social relations necessary for a stable and healthy 
political community. Grounding justice in trusting relationships that even those who 
cannot bargain can be part of fosters ‘a climate of trust from which covenants for 
cooperation come’ (Silvers and Francis, 43). There are a variety of other benefits that 
trust and the possibility of trusting provides. Through trust, and by becoming vul-
nerable to others, we allow for the deepest and most meaningful of our relationships. 
Those who distrust others keep themselves closed off for fear of being harmed. In 
doing so they prevent others from truly knowing them and leave themselves isolated. 
As social beings, humans need a degree of trust both in our close personal relation-
ships, and in broader interpersonal contexts. In all of our lives, humans are at some 
point dependent upon and vulnerable to others—be it in childhood, old age, or when 
stuck down by illness, injury, or lasting disability. Without the possibility of trust for 
those who will care for us neither can there be the possibility of a decent or flour-
ishing life. In our day to day lives, we rely upon others to keep their promises, and 
upon the knowledge claims of experts and educators. Because we can’t be experts in 
everything, we have to trust in the testimony and judgement of others to form many 
of our beliefs. Trust thus increases the possibility of cooperative activities, and the 
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benefits that arise out of them. Acts that undermine trust also undermine the goods 
that depend upon it (McLeod 2015). In the context of the benefits of human–animal 
trust, Silvers and Francis speak to research showing a link between cruelty towards 
animals and cruelty towards humans, using this to argue that ‘humane treatment 
afforded animals contributes to a trust climate and thereby enhances humans’ con-
fidence in how other humans will treat them’ (Silvers and Francis, 72). We do not 
tend to wish to associate with the one we know intentionally mistreats nonhuman 
animals. Were we to look towards developing an account of justice for nonhuman 
animals based upon trust then it would seem at the same time to help us to secure 
justice for humans.

Silvers and Francis give us good reason for behaving in a trustworthy way towards 
nonhuman animals, but they do not describe every reason. Humans also ought to 
behave in ways that are worthy of a nonhuman animal’s trust because a person of 
good character would not betray the innocent, or be party to such a betrayal, in order 
to benefit themselves. Trustworthiness is an admirable character trait, and a good 
life is not one that involves practising or being party to extensive cruelty, exploita-
tion, or betrayal (Hursthouse 2006). This character trait is one that I think a person 
of good character ought to act upon even where he or she is uncertain about whether 
they stand in a relationship of trust. Even if I do not know that a child trusts me, per-
haps because I’m not certain that children are capable of trust, I ought nevertheless 
behave in a trustworthy way. In part, this is the nature of a disposition: those who 
are disposed to be trustworthy do not begin by rationally reflecting upon whether 
another possesses sufficient cognitive powers to be able to trust before deciding to 
behave in a trustworthy way. Rather, they recognise and respond to the vulnerability 
and dependency of the other because their trustworthy character motivates them to 
do so. In the end, we do not need to appeal to the instrumental benefits of being 
able to trust in others to know that it is better to be a trustworthy person than an 
untrustworthy one. Similarly, were we to ask ourselves what characteristics good 
social practices and institutions ought to embody we would surely include trustwor-
thiness, benevolence, kindness, and responsiveness to the needs of others within our 
list. A good society is not one in which practices of serious betrayal and exploitation 
are ubiquitous underlying elements of the everyday lives of citizens, and yet, from 
the point of view of nonhuman animals this is exactly how we might characterise 
human society.

2  Vulnerability and Special Relationships

So far, the moral status of nonhuman animals has played little part in the argument. 
However, it is worth devoting some space to considering its relevance to trusting 
relationships. Assume that moral agents can have responsibilities to nonhuman ani-
mals because they can be harmed or benefited by their actions, and because animals 
have lives that matter to them. If the sentience of nonhuman animals makes them 
the sorts of beings to which moral agents can owe duties, then the situation they are 
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placed in prior to betraying their trust will compound the wrongness of betrayal. 
Medea’s betrayal of her children is not just wicked because betrayal is wrong, it is 
wicked because they are her children and they depend upon her. Medea has a spe-
cial relationship with her children that imposes relational duties and calls for her to 
be particularly attentive to their needs. Her betrayal is made worse by the fact that it 
is of people she has a special relationship with.

Farmers, animal technicians, and research scientists stand in a special relation-
ship with the nonhuman animals they care for and use.6 They have brought particu-
lar nonhuman animals into being in conditions of acute dependency and vulner-
ability, conditions that persist for their whole of the animals’ existence. Processes 
of breeding and domestication have altered the temperament and the physiology of 
nonhuman animals, reducing or eliminating their capacity to live independent lives 
(Palmer 2011, 60–61, 91–95). Humans thus have a causal responsibility for the situ-
ations these animals find themselves in. In ‘Vulnerabilities and Responsibilities: An 
Ethical Defence of the Welfare State’, Bob Goodin argues that the fact that others 
are vulnerable to our choices and actions generates obligations in us. Goodin asks us 
to imagine an utterly helpless stranger. If we only had obligations where those were 
voluntarily assumed then we would do no wrong by utterly exploiting the stranger’s 
weakness. But, he argues, this is at odds with the considered moral judgement most 
of us hold that that to do so would be highly immoral. Rather, the strong have a 
duty to look after the weak (Goodin 1985, 778–779). Commenting on the relational 
character of vulnerability, he writes: ‘If vulnerability gives rise to moral claims, then 
those moral claims must be principally against those agents to whose actions and 
choices one is vulnerable Goodin, 779.’ The fact that we are, in addition to being 
materially vulnerable, more emotionally vulnerable to some rather than others helps 
identify duty-bearers and marks out the special character of particular kinds of rela-
tionships. As Clare Palmer points out, Goodin’s argument can be extended to nonhu-
man animals in our care: ‘When humans deliberately create morally considerable, 
sentient animals who have no other ways of fulfilling their needs and are constitu-
tively profoundly dependent on and permanently vulnerable to humans, then humans 
create special obligations towards those animals.’ (Palmer 2011, 93). Writing on the 
human–animal bond in laboratory settings, Lilly-Marlene Russow makes a similar 
point. Russow argues that paradigm instances of the bond between technician and 
laboratory animals involve increased trust on the part of the non-human animal and 
caring on the part of the human. This bond is reciprocal and persistent. The fact and 
nature of the relationship generates an implicit contract, requiring that this trust not 
be betrayed and going beyond the basic duties an agent might have to a non-human 
where no such relationship exists (Russow 2002, 34–35). Captive and domesticated 
animals are in special relationships with humans. These relationships are character-
ised by vulnerability and dependency and so generate duties in those who care for 

6 I focus on these groups rather than including pet owners and so forth because farming and the forms of 
animal research I’m concerned with involve intentional serious harm to nonhuman animals.
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the animals. The betrayal of someone in a special caring relationship is particularly 
blameworthy and egregious.

3  Counter‑Arguments

One might well ask what is wrong with acting in ways that are untrustworthy 
towards nonhuman animals? To respond, we need to consider two senses in which 
this question might be intended. First, we might think that there is nothing intrinsi-
cally wrong with betraying a trust, even one that has been deliberately cultivated. If 
not, then we need to ascertain whether the betrayals of animal trust in farming and 
scientific research are of the sort that merits moral disapproval. Second, we might 
argue that there is some special feature of the trust nonhuman animals have for 
humans that makes violating it ethically unproblematic. In this case, we will need to 
identify and explain any such feature. Taking the questions in order, let us consider 
cases where it is intuitively ethically unproblematic to breach a trust.

3.1  Justified Betrayal?

In the movie Point Break Keanu Reeves plays undercover FBI agent Johnny Utah. 
Johnny infiltrates a criminal gang known as the Ex-Presidents, led by the character 
Bodhi, played by Patrick Swayze. The Ex-Presidents, so-called because they com-
mit their crimes wearing the masks of former US presidents, are a dangerous and 
violent bunch of bank-robbers. In line with the standard tropes of the genre, over the 
course of the film Johnny finds himself developing meaningful relationships with 
those he is infiltrating. For all that he begins as an imposter in their circle, Johnny 
struggles to reconcile the duties of his role, and the rightness of his cause, with the 
required betrayal of his friends. The example illustrates that there are cases where 
betrayal may be a permissible means of securing a good end. Johnny’s betrayal of 
Bodhi troubles him to such a degree that he ends the film resigning his role by toss-
ing his FBI badge into the sea. Although his actions were justified and prevented 
wrongdoing, there is perhaps something about his actions he has cause to regret. 
We might regard the cost of betrayal as a kind of moral remainder, a stain on the 
character, of the sort described in the dirty hands literature (See, for example, (Wijze 
2005)). Whilst we recognise the rightness of the acts and goodness of the motiva-
tions and intentions behind them, we can nevertheless see that they come at the cost 
of destroying an intrinsically valuable relationship. Whilst Johnny and Bodhi value 
each other for their own sakes and are invested in each other having a good life, 
Johnny concludes that, all things considered, he ought to betray Bodhi. Although 
the concern he and his friend have for one another is valuable, it is not sufficiently 
so to override all other considerations. So, whilst Johnny regrets his actions to such 
a degree that he is unwilling to continue in his job we do not at the same time come 
away with the impression that he would have acted differently had he the chance to 
do so.
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A salient feature of the Point Break example is that Johnny recognises that he 
must do some wrong in order to prevent a greater set of wrongful harms and help 
secure the conditions necessary for the good life, namely the rule of law. Again tak-
ing a lesson from the Dirty Hands literature, what we want from out undercover 
police officers is a willingness to overstep the bounds of conventional morality com-
bined with a reticence to do so (Williams 1978). An example from the real world 
helps illustrate the limits of permissible betrayal in this context. Over a period of 
several decades, undercover police officers in the UK infiltrated a range of protest 
groups, committing acts of serious betrayal going well beyond the ethical limits of 
permitted by their roles. Undercover officers routinely cultivated lasting relation-
ships with people in the groups they were spying on, and some even fathered chil-
dren with them. In some cases, innocents were deceived into forming relationships 
in order to build cover and better infiltrate target groups (Bingham 2011; Evans and 
Lewis 2012; Evans 2014; Lewis et al. 2011). Not only were the people they formed 
these supposedly loving relationships with betrayed by the deception, lies, and later 
abandonment, but in some cases these officers had marriages and families prior to 
going undercover and then kept the nature of their work and deceptions secret from 
those love-ones too. As well as betraying their existing spouses and partners, they 
also betrayed the people they formed relationships with whilst undercover. At the 
same time as committing these interpersonal wrongs, the officers breached the moral 
requirements placed upon agents acting on behalf of the state. It is a requirement 
of democracy that decisions taken by the state are transparent and those enacting 
them are accountable. When secrecy is required in order to preserve the necessary 
conditions for the existence of democratic institutions, such as to preserve national 
security or the rule of law, state deception must be licensed by the polis. Addition-
ally, there must be mechanisms by which decision-makers can be held to account 
and their decisions subjected to scrutiny (Edyvane 2015; Bok 1999, chap. XII). 
Whilst betrayal may therefore be morally permissible in some circumstances, there 
are moral constraints on the extent and nature of those betrayals. The rightness of 
a cause does not licence free-reign in the depth and types of betrayals necessary 
to secure it. In this case, the officers’ superiors claimed that that undercover agents 
went well beyond what they are permitted to do.

One relevant feature of these cases is the betrayal of innocents. Officers were 
rightly criticised because the good ends they sought did not permit the harming of 
innocents to secure them. Even where victims were not innocent officers neverthe-
less committed wrongs by betraying their trust in the way that they did. One vic-
tim said of her betrayal: ‘Everybody knows there are people in the movement who 
aren’t who they say they are…But you don’t expect the one person you trust most 
in the world to not exist.’ (Lewis et al. 2011). Undercover officers were expected to 
form friendships in order to exploit trust. This sort of behaviour is of the kind that 
citizens expect and which it would be reasonable to consent to given the require-
ments of maintaining the rule of law. What is problematic in the cases described is 
partly that the officers went beyond what they were authorised to do, and what was 
reasonable for maintaining the rule of law in a constitutional democracy, and partly 
because of the character of the relationships formed. Officers formed seemingly 
richly loving, sexual relationships with people who would almost certainly not have 
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consented had they known the true identities of the officers. Effectively, officers 
exploited trust in order to violate the rights of their victims and the consequence 
of causing wrongful and disproportionate harms. Throughout their deception, they 
violated the autonomy of their victims and they undermined the values of love and 
friendship by contributing to a culture of distrust. In betraying their victims, the 
undercover officers treated those who believed them to be friends or lovers with 
insufficient regard. They failed to respect the humanity of the other to a sufficient 
degree, treating them more as a means to an end than as ends in themselves. At the 
same time they treated the values of love and friendship instrumentally. Unlike the 
real police officers described above, Johnny Utah recognises the value of his friend-
ship and knows that he sacrificing one good for another, he apprehends that there 
is a moral cost and he is sensitive to the bounds of virtuous conduct. In her discus-
sion of whether a loving mother ought to give up her son to the police for a ter-
rible crime he has committed, Susan Wolf characterises the dilemma as one which 
pits morality against the demands of love (Wolf 1992, 254–255). Wolf concludes 
that whilst the mother who refuses has acted immorally her commitment to her 
son nevertheless demonstrates ‘the possession of a character worthy of respect and 
admiration’ (Wolf, 255). One way to think of the undercover officer who uses love 
or friendship instrumentally in order to secure a good end is that they may possess 
a character worthy of disapproval even as they commit a morally permissible act. In 
the end Utah decides that he would rather not be the kind of person who betrays his 
friends even if it is for the right reasons.

Reflecting on the case of justified betrayal, we might ask ourselves if the betrayal 
of non-human animals is the right thing to do given the benefits secured for humans 
as result. Animal rights theorists have argued than non-human animals are owed 
moral consideration for their own sakes, and that their interests are sufficiently 
strong as to generate duties in others (Cochrane 2013; Garner 2013; Cooke 2014). 
Others have argued from a utilitarian position that the suffering and happiness of 
nonhuman animals ought not be excluded from the calculation of overall utility 
(Singer 1986, 215–228). If the latter position is correct then doubtful that the level 
of suffering and death can be justified in terms of the benefits derived from it. If the 
former position is correct then betrayals will violate the rights of paradigmatically 
innocent and undeserving victims and will therefore not be warranted by the goods 
sought. Although my own view is that sentience grounds interest-based rights, nei-
ther this view nor the utilitarian position are necessary to see that there is something 
wrong in the practices I have described. Even if it turns out that nonhuman animals 
ought not be considered rights bearers, or that their suffering maximises utility, it 
remains the fact that that betrayal and exploitation are blameworthy acts that we 
ought to feel qualms about carrying out even if they are all-things-considered mor-
ally permissible. In the undercover police example, police are acting in order to pre-
vent wrongdoing and they aim their betrayals at those culpable for the wrongdoing 
(or at least they should) whereas farmers and researchers inflict harms on innocents. 
To knowingly and deliberately cultivate the trust of innocents in order to exploit 
and betray it is the mark of a flawed character. At present, there is barely even the 
recognition that common practices take the form of betrayal. This is a serious failure 
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of moral apprehension. The fact that our betrayals are not regarded as such, and that 
there is little cognisance of the nature of the trusting relationship, indicates a moral 
blind-spot.

3.2  We Don’t Owe Them Anything!

Earlier, I alluded to a second line of argument against the claim that betraying 
nonhuman animals and exploiting their vulnerability is wrong. It could be claimed 
that nonhuman animals aren’t the sorts of beings owed trust and it is therefore 
not wrong to betray them. Perhaps the concept of infant trust is fatally flawed in 
some way, or there is some morally relevant feature of humans or nonhumans such 
that the concept doesn’t apply to nonhumans. If so we might argue that we sim-
ply don’t owe nonhuman animals trustworthiness. This counter does not succeed 
because it misunderstands the nature of trustworthiness. Trust and trustworthiness 
are not concepts that ought to be assessed on what others are due as a matter of 
right. Being a good person is about more than giving others their due. An agent 
can conform to the demand of justice without being a good person. They may act 
justly whilst at the same time begrudging doing so, or they may do what it is right 
with malice in their hearts. A good person not only acts for the right reasons, but 
with the right intentions and from good motivations. They possess admirable char-
acter traits and virtuous dispositions. What matters in our treatment of other ani-
mals is that we intend to cultivate trust, and when we believe we have succeeded 
we then betray that trust. The testimony of those who breed and care for nonhu-
man animals suggests many of them believe themselves to be in relationships of 
trust and we therefore ought to consider their trustworthiness when assessing their 
character.

4  Conclusions

Our betrayal of nonhuman animals indicates a lack of trustworthiness in those who 
are responsible for their care. This character flaw is so widespread and interwo-
ven with human history that it has become a part of our cultural practices and the 
organisation of our societies. Not only are humans generally untrustworthy when it 
comes to nonhuman animals, but we also tend to suffer from a failure to even appre-
hend this flaw in ourselves. Humanity’s sins are compounded by the nature of our 
betrayal. The vast majority of nonhuman animals in our care have been created to 
serve our desires. Humans have brought them into being and kept them in conditions 
of acute vulnerability. Nonhuman animals have been selected and bred them in ways 
intended to increase their vulnerability to harm, such as by selection and breeding 
for docility or to reduce horn sizes.7 Species and breeds are chosen on the basis of 

7 In order to reduce injuries and make it cheaper to handle them, cattle are increasingly being bred to be 
genetically hornless (these are known as ‘polled’ cattle).
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docility and sociability. As Silvers and Francis note: ‘We humans intentionally per-
mit and encourage nonhuman animals to place their trust in us.’ (Silvers and Francis 
2005, 72). Processes of domestication have replaced predatory and defensive behav-
iours with a propensity to trust Silvers and Francis, 72. The wrongness or badness 
of the ways in which we treat nonhuman animals cannot be solely accounted for 
by considering the suffering caused by practices within which trust breaches occur. 
Although this is an important part of the story, it does not fully explain. There is 
something quite apart from harms and rights violations that makes the abuse of 
trusting relationships morally distasteful. To capture what is going on, we need to 
pay attention to the character of agents and of society that permits such behaviour 
largely without comment. The circumstances nonhuman animals find themselves in 
are not unlike those of a vulnerable human dependent, abused by their carer. The 
trust humans encourage in nonhuman animals demands that we act in trustworthy 
ways. This means that those who are so trusted ought to care for the goods of those 
who depend upon them. These agents ought to be attentive to the needs of nonhu-
man animals and not act in ways which are incompatible with being trustworthy. 
Causing, or being party to, serious harms, betrayal, and exploitation are not com-
patible with being trustworthy. Humans ought to be worthy of the trust nonhuman 
animals place in them.

A final point to conclude on is that my analysis suggests a painful irony present 
in moves to improve the welfare of nonhuman animals. In response to the cruelty of 
industrialised factory farming, and the treatment of research animals as mere tools, 
there has been a push towards greater human–animal interaction. The seemingly 
laudable goal of reducing fear and distress by building gentle interaction and the 
formation of positive emotional bonds between human and nonhuman animal has 
a moral ambiguity built into it. Whilst suffering is reduced, and this is assuredly 
good in one sense, callous brutality is replaced by cruel betrayal. This suggests that 
the welfarist approach to animal ethics (see Garner 2013, chap. 5), which seeks to 
improve the well-being of nonhuman animals whilst permitting their continued use 
as food and experimental subjects, is flawed in ways not previously considered.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 Interna-
tional License (http://creat iveco mmons .org/licen ses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, 
and reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the 
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.
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