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Such a quote is sure to grab attention and set the mind 
racing. As preposterous as this statement sounds in 
2021, the concept of animal sentience has ebbed and 
flowed over the centuries, and it is not until the last 
couple of decades that science and law have both 
focused on accepting the truth. Hippocrates and 
Pythagoras were advocates for the fair treatment of 
animals based on their understanding of the capacity of 
animals to suffer. Darwin proposed that at least some 
animals were capable of self-consciousness, which has 
since been demonstrated in great apes, dolphins, and 
elephants. However, John Watson, who founded the 
behaviorist movement in psychology in 1913, 
discredited any subjective experiences, intention, or 
emotions in animals.

Animal sentience refers to the ability of animals to feel 
and experience emotions such as joy, pleasure, pain, 
and fear. It is the capacity of animals to feel emotions 
that drives the animal welfare movement and the reason 
why animal protection laws now exist. However, such 
laws are geographically inconsistent and often lack in 
substance—for instance, what stops us from banning 
animal cruelty for entertainment on a worldwide basis? 
Is it disbelief or unawareness of animal suffering, desire 
for profit, or lack of empathy as a species? What if we 
were to briefly turn our attention away from the pain 
and suffering of animals and instead look toward the 
ability of animals to feel joy, form lasting friendships, 

hold grudges, or be empathetic? If people were to see 
animals as the individuals that they are, with their own 
personalities, they might then begin to act more 
compassionately toward them. 

Today, it is generally accepted that at least the 
vertebrate species are sentient, and this is supported by 
the existence of inconsistent animal protection 
legislation around the world. The American Veterinary 
Medical Association and the Canadian Veterinary 
Medical Association recognize that sentient animals are 
capable of experiencing positive physical and emotional 
states, including but not limited to comfort and 
pleasure.1 Accordingly, these associations state that 
animals deserve appropriate care and consideration. 
How far you go with this is up for debate. We may all 
accept it, but as humans we will have limits on what is 
accepted once it impacts what we want for ourselves. As 
an example, pet owners in some areas of the world 
could receive fines for failing to walk their pets on a 
daily basis. Harsher penalties to owners can apply if 
there is inappropriate effort made for veterinary 
treatment where necessary. What does our profession 
think about how far we should go? In the United 
States, Oregon appears to be the only state to 
specifically cite animal sentience in its laws, although 
politicians in several states are currently advocating a 
greater recognition of the intrinsic worth of animals 
when they are harmed.

This is where problems could arise: should non-
economic considerations such as emotional bonds 
become recognized in court, some fear veterinarians 
could be exposed to life-changing damage awards. It is 
the property loss versus emotional impact argument 
that will no doubt concern those in the profession, but 
we should remember that we can advocate for both 
issues. We accept sentience as a truth but that does not 
have to mean it is used against us. 
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“ Animals are like robots: they cannot reason 
or feel pain.”

  — René Descartes
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