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Us vs. Them: Subject/ Object Dualism and the Use of Animals in Scientific Testing
Imagine a fish on a plate, filleted and broiled, or maybe even fried. Now imagine a fish that has been fried; only it still twitches and breathes as you cut into it to eat. For some it’s almost too gruesome a picture to imagine, while others are unfazed by it completely. Perhaps it’s possible that people would consider something like this too far-fetched; an off-the-wall idea from a popular “shock” writer or something of that nature. However, the truth is that this is a reality. Recently in China, it has become a delicacy to eat a fish that has been fried while still alive. The head is wrapped in a wet cloth to prevent the creature from suffocating while the rest of its body is fried, and then slathered with sauce and served to the hungry customer (Leach). A video of this can actually be found on the internet with very little effort.
Many people have already voiced their disgust and objection to such treatment of a defenseless animal. Perhaps you’re asking why I am bringing this up? To highlight a point of hypocrisy that might not be so plainly evident. It is very easy to abhor conduct such as the aforementioned but there are many instances in which living, nonhuman animals are abused, and is either thought to be acceptable or ignored outright. Two primary examples of this are the use of animals in scientific laboratory testing and industrial research. For decades now, animals have been used in laboratories to conduct scientific experiments on a wide array of subjects ranging from cancer causing agents to the effects of various pharmaceutical drugs, all which is done in the name of scientific advancement. They are also used by leading industries to test the effects of chemicals used in cosmetic products. Understandably, gaining further scientific knowledge is indeed of great importance; however, it does not excuse the horrendous types of treatments that these animals are subjected to and must endure. 
While the justification for the treatment of these animals is something that is passionately debated, the way of thinking behind the mistreatment is slightly more agreeable. Human beings are able to treat nonhuman animals in this manner, because they are seen as separate creatures. This dualism arises from the mentality that is commonly known as the “man vs. nature dualism.” In this essay, I will discuss various uses and tests that animals are subjected to during scientific testing before arguing the “man vs. nature dualism” can be found to come from the epistemology of “subject/ object dualism” which develops as a result Rene Descartes’ philosophy, and that this epistemological dualism is used to justify the mistreatment of animals in scientific testing. I will conclude by positing some alternatives to using animals for scientific research. 
To understand why the use of animals should be considered a problem, it is crucial that one must first understand the types of tests and treatments these animals are subjected to. Since there are countless forms of tests that animals are used in, and an infinitely many more ways they can be mistreated, I will only discuss four major types of testing and research as well as the complications that arise from them. The first category, and possibly most well known, is that of product testing. While it is easy and humorous to envision household cats and dogs trying out new household products like vacuum cleaners and shampoos, what really occurs during these tests can actually be very disturbing. Toxicity tests are performed on these animals in varying amounts to determine the effects of these toxic specific toxic amounts. Items tested range from insecticide, antifreeze and brass polish to crayons, deodorants and zipper lubricants (Gendin 29). This line of testing is famous for employing the famous Draize test. Named in 1944 after the developer of the method, John Draize, the test is conducted by placing rabbits in stocks which keep their heads from moving about while a chemical substance is placed into one eye, leaving the other eye untampered with as a constant. Pain and irritation is almost always a result and many cases have lead to hemorrhage, ulceration, and blindness. There are even instances where the rabbits are in so much pain, they will break their backs in an attempt to get free (Gendin 31).
Behavioral research is another major form testing performed on animals, primarily in the field of psychology. On the surface, these assessments seem to be much less harmful when compared to the ones used for product testing, since pain is very rarely employed or achieved. A mouse will run through a maze and may receive a slight shock if he or she fails to succeed. There are also tests where animals, usually primates, are put into different uncomfortable situations to see how they react. For example they may be taken away from their mother or subjected to sudden, loud noises (Gendin 29). While these tests do not appear to be extremely harmful in a physical sense, it is impossible to ignore the potential mental side effects that can come from this type of testing. But it must be said that this type of testing cannot always as be easily classified as harmless. There many reports which show the extreme measures that some scientists have been known to take when conducting these sorts of tests. In his “The Use of Animals in Science article, philosopher Sidney Gendin gives examples from past experimentation in which animals were severely mistreated. For example, in 1975 a report was published on an experiment where monkeys had their eyes removed before they were nineteen days old to study facial expressions and reactions to stressful calls from the mother (31).
Biological research is another kind scientific exploration in which animals are often (mis)used. For the most part, biological research takes place for the sole purpose of advancing scientific knowledge, while there is no actual goal in mind for the kind of knowledge scientist wish to obtain. However, one area in biological research that many scientists employ the use of animals in with a specific goal in mind is cancer research. The animal most commonly used for this type of research is the mouse. For almost 55 years, innumerable amounts of chemicals have been tested on mice to see if they can combat the destructive nature of cancer. While this may seem noble, the same chemicals that are tested on the mice in hopes of fighting cancer are also used to induce the cancer in the first place. What makes this procedure all the more immoral is the fact that for the length of time that it has been in use, it has produced very few positive results. This has been attributed to the fact that cancer in mice arises from the bone, connective tissue or muscle, while cancer in humans generally comes from the membranes (Gendin 30, 33).
The final type of animal mistreatment I will discuss does not deal with any sort of testing the way the other three have. Animals are often used for instructional purposes. The most obvious and frequently used example of this is animal dissection and the most obvious and frequently used animal is the frog. However, students trying to learn the basic aspects of anatomy are not limited to just this amphibian as mice, guinea pigs, and sometimes even cats can also be used. And while the frogs are always dead when the actual dissection takes place, sometimes the students must also play euthanasia before they can begin the dissection (Gendin 30).
Now that the various current mistreatments of animals in modern science have been discussed, it is now possible to talk about how these abuses came to be considered acceptable. In order to talk about practices employed in modern science, it is best to start with the “prophet of modern science,” Francis Bacon (Santas 4). As previously mentioned, nonhuman animals are widely considered to be separate from human beings, and this line of thinking is generally referred to as the “man vs. nature dualism.” While it is not necessarily possible that Bacon was the cause of this epistemology, his philosophy was arguably what planted the seed. Francis Bacon valued knowledge as power, and thought that “knowledge should be used to control nature for the benefit and liberation of humanity” (Bacon 180 [Overview]). Along with pioneering the new method of induction, Bacon also set forth a new theory called the Theory of Forms. Within this theory he stated that “to discover the form, or true specific difference, […] is the work and aim of Human Knowledge” (Bacon 197). What this highlights is how aggressive he is in his language when discussing the pursuit of science and hints at his aggressiveness when he was actually pursuing knowledge and conducting scientific experiments.
While Bacon’s diction may be aggressive or violent towards nature, it must stated that many of his ideas do not lend themselves to the dualism that produces the one where “man vs. nature” comes from. Instead, we must look to Rene Descartes for the development for this idea.
When Rene Descartes was studying science and mathematics, the church was a very powerful and imposing force and the possible reactions that the church might have towards his findings were a legitimate concern during his day (Galileo was a glaring example of the consequences he could face if he were to offend the church in any way). In order for him to continue his work, Descartes had to find a way of “separating the authority of the church from the investigations of science” (Santas 5). The way he did this was by conceiving his mind/ body dualism hypothesis that is permanently connected to his philosophy. A simplified version of his argument goes like this: the mind is a completely distinct entity from the body and because of this total distinction, the mind is also independent from the laws of nature that manage the body (Santas 5). Whatever it is that makes up the mind is disembodied and indivisible. However, the parts and pieces that compose the body are, of course, physical and divisible. As a result of this  hypothesis,  physical science which naturally studies objects of a physical and material structure can never have as an object those structures that are indivisible and incorporeal (Santas 5).
At this moment, since the church still had most of the power, the sciences are now seen as an inferior study because they concern themselves with the physical world instead of the spiritual one. However, there is one major advantage for the sciences; they no longer have to make value judgments. From this point on, all science has to concern itself with is the understanding of the mechanical causes of things and making future predictions (Santas 5). Any sort of attempt to delve further than that will most certainly confuse people and prevent the future apprehension of knowledge. Because of this “physical science cannot be immoral—no matter how revolutionary; it is instead, amoral” (Santas 6).
There comes with this epistemological dualism a problem. It is appropriately titled the “mind/ body problem” and it poses this question: if the mind is made up of incorporeal elements which are distinctly separate from the body, which is composed of completely physical parts, how can two such distinctly different entities interact? What results from this question is the implications that subject are separate from their object and thus would have no way of ever knowing them unless they are able to bridge that gap. For Descartes, the answer comes from innate ideas. He believes that innate ideas are clear and distinct ideas furnished to us by God from birth, and that these ideas are unable to be inaccurate (Santas 7). This idea however is shot down by John Locke and George Berkeley. Locke states that innate ideas do not exist but primary and secondary qualities do; “the former resembl[ing] the object while the latter does not” (Santas 8). Berkeley, however, asserted that by saying there is a substance of some kind that we are independent from, we will only be able to question it and never understand it. As a result he ended up ensuring the division between the subject and the object (Santas 8).
This barrier is not without its problems though. When the knowing subject is divided from the object, what can result is the mentality of “us vs. them,” which in turn leads to the “man vs. nature” mentality. If man as a subject has as his object nature, then man is therefore separate from it (Santas 9) , which include not only all of the wildlife present in it and there for all animals in general. So if science is interested in obtaining knowledge about nature, it merely needs to understand the mechanics behind it and nothing more. And as a result of this line of thinking, it does not matter the way in which it obtains this knowledge, because morality is only for the church and other institutions that deal with incorporeal subject matter. 
Now comes the question of “What should we do?” Fortunately, there are many different ways to go about bringing some real and positive changes. In Gendin’s article about the use of animals in scientific testing, he talks about the use of three alternatives to using animals during testing. The first is computer modeling. Some areas concerning physiological systems are already well understood and are able to be studied and explained in mathematical terms. For these specific areas, high-quality programs are already available to do some forms of computer modeling and calculation. And for those areas of physiology are not yet well comprehended, no proof exists that using animals is more effective, their use is only more readily available than computer programs (34). 
The use of lower organisms in laboratories as a replacement for animal testing is also another very viable option. The most popular of these tests that currently exists is the Ames test, developed by Bruce Ames of U.C at Berkeley. This test employs the use testing strands of Salmonella to see if substances that are known carcinogenic are also mutagenic. The tests showed that 80% of Salmonella strands tested with known carcinogens mutated, hinting at possible correlations (Gendin 35).
The final alternative mentioned in Gendin’s article is tissue cultures. Tissue culture research involves keeping a cell alive outside of any organism. While this practice was difficult to maintain in the 1920s when it was invented, the production of antibiotics as well as other advances in scientific equipment has made more possible for laboratories around the world to conduct this kind of testing. Once the cell has been removed from the organism it was spawned from and stabilized, any sort of change can then be studied by researchers. This can allow for various vaccine developments and testing, beyond the polio vaccine that has already been developed using this technique, and will not do harm to any living creature (36).
There are probably many more alternatives that can no doubt offer so many different solutions in so many different ways, however, it has to be said that no real change will come unless we as a species change the way we look, think, and feel in regards to other species. All the alternative research and testing in the world won’t amount to a whole lot if we still view nonhuman animals as some creatures that we are separate from and therefore better than (or even as some weaklings that we as a superior being must protect). Gordon Burghart stated in a very recent article that,   “Evolutionary thinking is ultimately central to solving some of these dilemmas, cutting through the anthropocentric induced fog that plagues our moral philosophy and public policy” (516). 
For us to make real gains on this problem we cannot just change the way we act, we have to change the way we think. Near the end of the article he declares, “Just as relative intelligence and moral uprightness are not viewed as ethically relevant in Western societies for treatment of people, it probably also cannot be a long-term solution for dealing with other species” (517). Obviously, this seems counterproductive to the entire realm of scientific study since the scientific community is the thinking subject that studies animals as unthinking objects. But there has to be a shift in the way of thinking. The scientific community has proven that the answers they wish to obtain can be acquired by different. We have to realize that we are a species as well, that while we are the subject, we are still a part of the nature that we have as an object, and because of that we must treat the other species on this planet with the same standards that we treat out own. And the only way this will ever come about is to re-examine the epistemology that we have developed and change it so that it allows for different ways of thinking. 
The problem of animal testing in laboratories is not a new one. But it is a problem nonetheless; one that subjects its victims to horrors that we as a species would not tolerate if perpetrated on us. The reason we are okay with this treatment is because is we see the creatures we abuse as separate from us and therefore less than. And this line of thinking came about by very smart men who most likely never intended for their ideas to be morphed and twisted this way. There are alternatives to help combat these problems, and while they are a great place to start, combating is all they will do. What needs to happen to ensure a change will occur in the way we act towards them is a complete change in the way we think about them.      
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