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Foreword 

C. S. Lewis, Fellow of Magdalen College, Oxford, and writer 
of this notable article, is the author of a series of religious 
books, including “The Screwtape Letters,” of whose chal¬ 
lenging character and crusading spirit the American public 
is becoming increasingly aware. In one way or another, all 
his works are concerned with the baffling problem of the 
critical and never-ending struggle for the soul of man be¬ 
tween what has been described as “the insidious forces of 
evil” and “the triumphant forcesfof good.” 

The significance of Lewis as a moralist was first called to 
my attention by my friend, Sir Richard W. Livingstone, 
President of Corpus Christi College, Oxford, and Vice Chan¬ 
cellor of the University. A reading of “The Problem of 
Pain” led me to think that Lewis might have some strong 
thoughts on the moral aspects of experimenting on living 
animals, though I had never heard that he was publicly as¬ 
sociated with the anti-vivisection movement. Happily, this 
intuition of mine was confirmed in the sequel as our corre¬ 
spondence led to his writing for our Society this paper on 
Vivisection. 

We offer these strong and eloquent words from a distin¬ 
guished Christian thinker and brilliant writer as an enlight¬ 
ening contribution to a better understanding of the great 
moral issue which underlies the vivisection controversy, 
though it should not be necessarily assumed that we sub¬ 
scribe to every opinion expressed. 

George R. Farnum, 
President, New England Anti-Vivisection Society 

Boston, Massachusetts 
September, 1947 





VIVISECTION 

C. S. Lewis 

IT IS the rarest thing in the world to hear a ra¬ 

tional discussion of vivisection. Those who dis¬ 

approve of it are commonly accused of “sentimental¬ 

ity,and very often their arguments justify the ac¬ 

cusation. They paint pictures of pretty little dogs 

on dissecting tables. But the other side lie open to 

exactly the same charge. They also often defend the 

practice by drawing pictures of suffering women and 

children whose pain can be relieved (we are assured) 

only by the fruits of vivisection. The one appeal, 

quite as clearly as the other, is addressed to emotion, 

to the particular emotion we call pity. And neither 

appeal proves anything. If the thing is right — and 

if right at all, it is a duty — then pity for the animal 

is one of the temptations we must resist in order to 

perform that duty. If the thing is wrong, then pity 

for human suffering is precisely the temptation which 

will most probably lure us into doing that wrong 

thing. But the real question — whether it is right or 

wrong — remains meanwhile just where it was. 

A rational discussion of this subject begins by in¬ 

quiring whether pain is, or is not, an evil. If it is 

not, then the case against vivisection falls. But 

then so does the case for vivisection. If it is not de¬ 

fended on the ground that it reduces human suffer- 
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ing, on what ground can it be defended? And if pain 

is not an evil, why should human suffering be re¬ 

duced? We must therefore assume as a basis for the 

whole discussion that pain is an evil, otherwise there 

is nothing to be discussed. 

Now if pain is an evil then the infliction of pain, 

considered in itself, must clearly be an evil act. But 

there are such things as necessary evils. Some acts 

which would be bad, simply in themselves, may be 

excusable and even laudable when they are necessary 

means to a greater good. In saying that the infliction 

of pain, simply in itself, is bad, we are not saying that 

pain ought never to be inflicted. Most of us think 

that it can rightly be inflicted for a good purpose — 

as in dentistry or just and reformatory punishment. 

The point is that it always requires justification. 

On the man whom we find inflicting pain rests the bur¬ 

den of showing why an act which in itself would be 

simply bad is, in those particular circumstances, good. 

If we find a man giving pleasure it is for us to prove 

(if we criticise him) that his action is wrong. But if 

we find a man inflicting pain it is for him to prove 

that his action is right. If he cannot, he is a wicked 

man. 

Now vivisection can only be defended by showing 

it to be right that one species should suffer in order 

that another species should be happier. And here 

we come to the parting of the ways. The Christian 

defender and the ordinary “scientific” (i.e. natural¬ 

istic) defender of vivisection, have to take quite dif¬ 

ferent lines. 
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The Christian defender, especially in the Latin 

countries, is very apt to say that we are entitled to 

do anything we please to animals because they “have 

no souls/’ But what does this mean? If it means 

that animals have no consciousness, then how is this 

known? They certainly behave as if they had, or at 

least the higher animals do. I myself am inclined to 

think that far fewer animals than is supposed have 

what we should recognize as consciousness. But 

that is only an opinion. Unless we know on other 

grounds that vivisection is right we must not take 

the moral risk of tormenting them on a mere opinion. 

On the other hand, the statement that they “have 

no souls” may mean that they have no moral re¬ 

sponsibilities and are not immortal. But the absence 

of “soul” in that sense makes the infliction of pain 

upon them not easier but harder to justify. For it 

means that animals cannot deserve pain, nor profit 

morally by the discipline of pain, nor be recompensed 

by happiness in another life for suffering in this. 

Thus all the factors which render pain more tolerable 

or make it less totally evil in the case of human be¬ 

ings will be lacking in the beasts. “Soullessness,” in 

so far as it is relevant to the question at all, is an 

argument against vivisection. 

The only rational line for the Christian vivisec- 

tionist to take is to say that the superiority of man 

over beast is a real objective fact, guaranteed by 

Revelation, and that the propriety of sacrificing 

beast to man is a logical consequence. We are 

“worth more than many sparrows,” and in saying 
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this we are not merely expressing a natural prefer¬ 

ence for our own species simply because it is our own 

but conforming to a hierarchical order created by 

God and really present in the universe whether any 

one acknowledges it or not. The position may not be 

satisfactory. We may fail to see how a benevolent 

Deity could wish us to draw such conclusions from 

the hierarchical order He has created. We may find 

it difficult to formulate a human right of tormenting 

beasts in terms which would not equally imply an 

angelic right of tormenting men. And we may feel 

that though objective superiority is rightly claimed 

for man, yet that very superiority ought partly to 

consist in not behaving like a vivisector: that we 

ought to prove ourselves better than the beasts pre¬ 

cisely by the fact of acknowledging duties to them 

which they do not acknowledge to us. But on all 

these questions different opinions can be honestly 

held. If on grounds of our real, divinely ordained, 

superiority a Christian pathologist thinks it right to 

vivisect, and does so with scrupulous care to avoid 

the least dram or scruple of unnecessary pain, in a 

trembling awe at the responsibility which he as¬ 

sumes, and with a vivid sense of the high mode in 

which human life must be lived if it is to justify the 

sacrifices made for it, then (whether we agree with 

him or no) we can respect his point of view. 

But of course the vast majority of vivisectors have 

no such theological background. They are most of 

them naturalistic and Darwinian. Now here, surely, 

we come up against a very alarming fact. The very 
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same people who will most contemptuously brush 

aside any consideration of animal suffering if it 

stands in the way of “research” will also, on another 

context, most vehemently deny that there is any 

radical difference between man and the other ani¬ 

mals. On the naturalistic view the beasts are at 

bottom just the same sort of thing as ourselves. Man 

is simply the cleverest of the anthropoids. All the 

grounds on which a Christian might defend vivisec¬ 

tion are thus cut from under our feet. We sacrifice 

other species to our own not because our own has 

any objective metaphysical privilege over others, but 

simply because it is ours. It may be very natural 

to have this loyalty to our own species, but let us 

hear no more from the naturalists about the “senti¬ 

mentality” of anti-vivisectionists. If loyalty to our 

own species, preference for man simply because we 

are men, is not a sentiment, then what is? It may be 

a good sentiment or a bad one. But a sentiment it 

certainly is. Try to base it on logic and see what 

happens! 

But the most sinister thing about modern vivisec¬ 

tion is this. If a mere sentiment justifies cruelty, why 

stop at a sentiment for the whole human race? 

There is also a sentiment for the white man against 

the black, for a Herrenvolk against the Non-Aryans, 

for “civilised” or “progressive” peoples against 

“savage” or “backward” peoples. Finally, for our 

own country, party, or class against others. Once 

the old Christian idea of a total difference in kind 

between man and beast has been abandoned, then 
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no argument for experiments on animals can be found 

which is not also an argument for experiments on in¬ 

ferior men. If we cut up beasts simply because they 

cannot prevent us and because we are backing our 

own side in the struggle for existence, it is only 

logical to cut up imbeciles, criminals, enemies, or 

capitalists for the same reasons. Indeed experiments 

on men have already begun. We all hear that Nazi 

scientists have done them. We all suspect that our 

own scientists may begin to do so, in secret, at any 

moment. 

The alarming thing is that the vivisectors have 

won the first round. In the nineteenth and eighteenth 

century a man was not stamped as a “crank” for 

protesting against vivisection. Lewis Carroll pro¬ 

tested, if I remember his famous letter correctly, 

on the very same ground which I have just used. 

Dr. Johnson — a man whose mind had as much 

iron in it as any man's — protested in a note on 

Cymbeline which is worth quoting in full. In Act I, 

scene V, the Queen explains to the Doctor that she 

wants poisons to experiment on “such creatures as 

we count not worth the hanging, but none human.” 

The Doctor replies: 

Your Highness 

Shall from this practice but make hard your heart. 

Johnson comments: “The thought would probably 

have been more amplified had our author lived to be 

shocked with such experiments as have been pub¬ 

lished in later times by a race of men who have prac¬ 

tised tortures without pity, and related them without 

[10] 



shame, and are yet suffered to erect their heads 

among human beings.” 

The words are his, not mine, and in truth we 

hardly dare in these days to use such calmly stern 

language. The reason why we do not dare is that the 

other side has in fact won. And though cruelty even 

to beasts is an important matter, their victory is 

symptomatic of matters more important still. The 

victory of vivisection marks a great advance in the 

triumph of ruthless, non-moral utilitarianism over 

the old world of ethical law; a triumph in which we, 

as well as animals, are already the victims, and of 

which Dachau and Hiroshima mark the more recent 

achievements. In justifying cruelty to animals we 

put ourselves also on the animal level. We choose 

the jungle and must abide by our choice. 

You will notice I have spent no time in discussing 

what actually goes on in the laboratories. We shall 

be told, of course, that there is surprisingly little 

cruelty. That is a question with which, at present, I 

have nothing to do. We must first decide what 

should be allowed: after that it is for the police to dis¬ 

cover what is already being done. 
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