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This essay explores three such tendencies – utilitarianism, environmental holism and 
the right view – and explores their respective answer to the question about the 
defensibility of zoos and animal rights.  

Although many individuals in our society subscribe to the view that animals have 
rights, it is equally clear that this stance means different things to different people. For 
a majority, the intent in bequeathing rights on animals is to assert that they deserve 
humane, respectful treatment.  

This contextual valuation may have particular relevance for the zoo profession. The 
animal taken into captivity, ostensibly to ensure its future survival, incurs increased 
obligation from the human community commensurate with its dependence on human 
for food, shelter, psychological and physical health etc.  

Both utilitarianism and holism offer ethical theories that in principle could defend 
zoos, but both, it is argued, are less than adequate ethical out looks. For reasons set 
forth below, the third option – the right view – has implications that run counter to the 
moral acceptability of zoos, as we know them.  

The essay mean to address whether the keeping of endangered exotic animals in zoos 
is the most ethical way to conserve, preserve and educate the public about these 
animals.  

I intend to argue that the modern zoos, with its four-fold mission of scientific 
research, public education, endangered species conservation and personal recreation 
provides the best means of conserving, preserving and educating the public about the 
plight of endangered species and does so in an ethically responsible and defensible 
way, particularly when considered in the light of the present reality that many species 
that reside in zoos are threatened and / or endangered with extinction in their-natural 
habitats. For this reason zoos, need to be redefined as necessary institutions that house 
collections of wild animals, aimed at maintaing the current animal species, through 
both breeding programs and public opinion.  

KEYWORDS : Endangered exotic animals, Environmental holism, Modern zoo, 
Right view, Utilitarianism, 

“The greatness of a nation and its moral progress can be judged by the way its 
animals are treated.” 

         - Mahatma 
Gandhi. 

Zoos, may be called a great many animal facilities. It is important that we define what 
a zoo ought to be according to animal welfare advocates and biodiversity conservation 

Abstract 
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professionals alike. Therefore, once having so defined zoos we shall necessarily limit 
our discussion of their ethical implication to those institutions which voluntarily 
subject themselves to and meet atleast minimum professional standards of care and 
well-being for their animal inhabitants.  

This essay means to address whether the keeping of endangered exoic animals in zoos 
in the most ethical way to conserve, preserve, and educate the public about these 
animals. The essay explores three such tendencies – utilitarianism, environmental 
holism and the right view, and environment holism – and explores their respective 
answer to the question, about the defensibility of zoos captivity and animal rights. I 
intend to argue that the modern zoos, with its four –fold mission of (1) Scientific 
research (2) public education, (3) endangered species conservation and (4) personal 
recreation provides the best means of conserving, preserving and educating the public 
about the plight of endangered species and does so in an ethically responsible and 
defensible way, particularly when considered in the light of the present reality that 
many species that reside in zoos are threatened and/or endangered with extinction in 
their natural habitats. 

ANIMAL WELFARE  

Animal welfare can generally be defined as a concern for the physical and 
psychological well-being of the individual animal. A more precise definition would be 
“the avoidance of abuse and exploitation of animals by humans by maintaining 
appropriate standards of accommodation, feeding and general care, the prevention and 
treatment of disease and the assurance of freedom from harassment, and unnecessary 
discomfort and pain” [End note : studdert VP (2011) Saunders Comprehensive 
Veterinary Dictionary. Elevier Health Sciences] Ethicist Tom Regan, the animal 
rights advocates, argue that animal welfare subsumes a moral component that includes 
respect for an animal’s individual liberty (and dignity); the freedom to live naturally, 
to behave naturally, to reproduce naturally, and basic to all of these, a freedom from 
captivity (although there are some rights advocates who would allow it, but only 
under rare and strictly delimited circumstances). The provision of rights to non-human 
animals can be justified by the ethical claim that individuals –regardless of their 
species – are equal member of the community of life, aware of and concerned for their 
own existence, and thus deserving of equal treatment. [End note : Regan Tom (1983) 
are zoos  morally defensible ? In BG Norton, Ethics on the Ark : zoos, Animal 
welfare and Wild Conservation. Washington, DC : Smithsonian Institution Press]. 
This constitute a complete rejection of ethical worldviews such as anthropocentrism 
that regard human beings; their beliefs, motives, judgements and moral sentiments to 
be the sole, or at least preeminent, moral standard by which all actions are judged, 
and, to a lesser degree, of utilitarianism; a highly influential moral philosophy which 
enlarges the universe of concerned stakeholders to include the consideration of other 
species’ well-being in the process of deciding whether a particular human action is or 
is not morally defensible. According to rights view advocates such as Regan and the 
moral philosopher Peter Singer [End note :  Singer P (1980) Animals and the value of 
life. In TL Beauchamp and T Regan, Matters of Life and Death. Temple University 
Press], classical utilitarianism fail to provide an adequate defense of zoos because it is 
an inadequate moral theory. Thus, according to critics of utilitarianism, it raises 
sessions epistemological concerns about the limits of what knowledge human beings 
are in fact capable of acquiring (and synthesizing) in rendering such moral verdicts.  
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ETHICS OF CAPTIVITY 

• Utilitarian view. 

Philosophers and social theorists examine a range of ethical issues raised by captivity. 
While considering the “captivity of animals” many zoo opponents, representing a 
variety of ethical traditions, assert that keeping animals in permanent captivity for 
human benefit is a moral violation of their rights as sentient beings. The question of 
captivity and animal rights can be explored by three prominent ethical theories that 
directly impact this question are utilitarianism, the right view and environmental 
holism. A brief treatment of each should suffice in explaining how a satisfactory 
ethical theory has yet to be put forth that sufficiently convinces animal rights 
advocates that zoos are morally defensible institutions. Tom Regan [End note : ] in his 
essay “Are zoos Morally Defensible ?” argues that recent progress in ethical theory, 
despite giving rise to disparate views of moral obligation have coalesced into a strong 
critique of the human practice of keeping animals in captivity. 

Today there exists a continuum of ethical perspectives ranging from the abolitionist 
view of no animal use (including as pet, for food and in zoos) to the extreme 
utilitarian view in which humans are free to use animals regardless of the cost to the 
individual animal. Two prominent ethical philosophies have emerged regarding the 
keeping of wild animal in captivity : animal rights, the absolutist approach, and 
animal welfare, a more utilitarian view. Animal rights advocate focus on whether or 
not animal. Should be in zoos at all. As cognitive research has indicated the existence 
of subjective states in non-human animals [End note : Griffin 1984; Bekoff, Allen and 
Burghardt 2002], animal rights philosophers have argued that animals must be given 
the moral consideration equal or similar to that given human (Regan 1983). Those 
who share this perspective have argued that non-humans should be given moral and 
legal consideration equal to humans (i.e. “legal personhood” : wise 2000). In animal 
rights philosophy, sentience (or the ability to feel pain) is the only characteristic 
required for full moral consideration. Thus, holding non-humans in captivity is 
viewed as “Speciesism”), that is, one species (human) giving less moral consideration 
to other species based solely on taxonomic status (Regan 1983). 

The philosopher Peter Singer also espouses moral consideration for non-human but 
has a less absolute approach. He recognizes that humans utilize animals for a variety 
of purposes. However, to be morally justifiable, the benefits to humans must far 
exceed the costs to individual animal for animal rights advocates to support keeping 
wild animals in zoos, Even if they contributed to species survival (Regan 1995) . 
Indeed, Regan (1983) has labeled any attempt to usurp the rights of individual animals 
to save species or ecosystem as “environmental facism”. In this view, the welfare of 
individual common animals also trumps the survival of endangered species and 
ecosystem this has caused some to characterize animal rights as anticonservationist or 
antienvironmental. [End note : Hutchins  and wemmer 1987; Norton 1987; Hutchins 
2004 b]. In general, animal rights advocates oppose zoos because of the belief that 
any form of human use of animals is intrinsically wrong, especially if it results in any 
harm whatsoever. In addition, Jamieson (1995) has argued that education of the public 
and conservation of species can be conducted without keeping animals in zoos, thus 
questioning the needs for zoos. Thus zoos, even non-profit ones, are seen as 
exploiting animals for financial gain, while at the same time harming the interests of 
individual animals that should be allowed to live their lives undisturbed in nature. 
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Thus utilitarian theory fails as an ethical justification for zoos, considering Regan’s 
view, mainly on two fronts; 

1. It places the unreasonable burden that “we consider the interests of everyone 
affected by what we do, and that we weight equal interests equally” and  

2. It is vulnerable to some serious moral objections when these interests are weighed 
equally that calls into question the moral adequacy of the theory in general, regardless 
of its ultimate stance on the question of whether animal captivity is ethical. 

Considering Regan’s view, the first objection to utilitarianism is epistemic; he and 
other critics do not believe that humans are capable of knowing all there is to know 
about the preferences of every “interested party” in the zoo ethics debate, and how 
those preferences might change given the various alternative solutions that could be 
proposed.   

His second objection concern the morally repugnant consequences that can arise when 
everyone’s interests are taken into consideration and given equal status. He concludes, 
therefore, that utilitarianism is “irredeemably flawed” as a moral theory and should 
have no bearing on the question of the ethical status of zoos. [End note : Norton BG, 
Hutchins M, Stevens EF, Maple TL (1995) Ethics on the Ark :Zoos, Animal Welfare, 
and wildlife conservation. Atlanta, GA : Smithsonian Intuition] 

•  Environmental Holism. 

Environmental Holism grew out of Aldo Lecopold’s essay “Land Ethic”, which 
argues that, “A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and 
beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise” ]End note : 
1968L, pp.224-225]. Thus, followers of this worldview believe that the interests of the 
entire biotic community trump the rights of the individual. Conservationist for 
example, often argue from this perspective to justify holding animals in captivity for 
“the good of the species”. [End note : c.f. Hutchins et al, 2003] 

Thus Environmental holism, as a theory of moral obligation, has much in common 
with the classical utilitarian approach to the question of the ethics of animal captivity. 

Thus Leopold denies the “rugged individualism” that lies at the heart of moral 
anthropocentrism and demotes humanity’s concerns from their exalted ontological 
status, making man no longer master of the land, but “plain member and citizen of it”. 
[End note : Leopold A (1949) The Land Ethic. In A Leopld, A sand country 
Almanac.]Nonetheless, Regan argues that holism fails to provide a sufficient moral 
defense of zoos for reasons that are analogous to those of utilitarianism. 

Regan (1983) argues that any type of captivity or manipulation of a sentient animal 
represents a form of “Environmental fascism”. In this context Joy Mench and Michael 
Kreger (1996) right asked are other animals sufficiently different from human to 
warrant different treatment ? Considering the utilitarian view of Peter Singer, that we 
should engage in actions that result in the greatest good for all sentient organisms, we 
must take into account all the costs and benefits of our actions. Tom Regan (1983) 
argues from a strong animal rights stance which values the individual rights of all 
animals. He suggests that we should minimize depriving individuals (of all sentient 
species) of their basic rights. Is subjecting animals to our wants nothing more than 
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environmental facism (Regan, 1983)? Finally, environmental holism grew out of 
Leopold’s essay “Land Ethic”. According to the tenets of holistic theory, humans are 
of no greater or lesser significance to the “life community” than any other species. 
Holists are therefore unjustified in claiming that human moral “ exceptionalism” – the 
idea that humans possess a special and qualitatively unique moral nature – should 
render us immune to similarly draconian population control measure [End note : 
Regan Tom (1983) Are zoos morally defensible ? In BG Norton, Ethics on the Ark : 
zoos, Animal Welfare and Wildlife Conservation Washington, DC : Smithsonian 
Institution Press]. Since this view is incompatible with basic holistic theory.  

•  The right view. 

The final view to be considered and the one animal rights advocates like Regan, 
Singer and others believe to be the correct theory of moral obligation towards 
animals, not surprisingly called right view i.e. animal right view. Animal rights is the 
idea in which some, all, non-human animals are entitled to the possession of their own 
lives and that their most basic interests – such as the need to avoid suffering – should 
be afforded the same consideration as similar interests of human beings. That is to say 
the right view essentially argues that the same ethical system that governs our 
interactions with each other should also be applied to our dealings with animals, and 
that both must rest upon the same fundamental moral principles. [End note : Norton 
BG, Hutchins M, Stevens EF, Maple TL (1995) Ethics on the Ark : zoos, Animal 
Welfare, and Wildlife Conservation. Atlanta, GA : Smithsonian Institution]. It 
recognizes and affirms the moral  value of the individual animal, a value independent 
of any benefit that may be obtained by humans through our utilization  of them to : 

1. advance important scientific research; 

2. provide opportunities for human recreation and education 

3. preserve wild populations through captive breeding and species reintroduction 
programs.  

4. positively impact local human economies located near zoos, or any other reason 
that advances the interests of either human or non-human individuals through the 
keeping of wild animal in captivity. 

Some animal right view advocates accept the premise that in some narrow cases, if it 
can be shown that captivity is in the animal’s own best interests, then the keeping of 
wild animal in captivity is justified. According to animal rights advocates’ stated 
convictions on the mater, if negligible benefits arise from zoos, then the keeping of 
animals in captivity cannot be justified. However, if significant measurable benefits 
can be demonstrated, then captivity for atleast some animals might be defensible [End 
note : Encyclopedia of Bioethics, 3rd Edition). Similarly, Regan (1983) concedes : “In 
principle, therefore confining wild animals in zoos can be justified, according to the 
right view, but only if it can be shown that it is in their best interest to do so.” Now 
the crucial task is how to decide what is in the best interest of an animal ? How to 
weight the interests of the individual animal in captivity against the existential 
interests of an entire species ? can such interests ever be weighted equally, and, if not, 
how can the inevitable conflicts which arise be resolved ? In returning to our ethical 
criterion for the existence of zoos, if significant benefits can be shown, then captivity 
for atleast some animals weight be defensible, it would appear that the burden of 
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proof rests most heavily on zoos to demonstrate that the benefits of captivity to the 
continued preservation of the species outweigh the costs incurred to the freedom of 
the individual. Furthermore, resolution to the question of whether it is ethical to keep 
animals in captivity would appear to look any incontrovertible moral certitude. Under 
these circumstances, perhaps the best we can do is save as many species from 
extinction. 

•  Ethics of captive breeding and reintroductions.  

Just because we can (or do) breed a species in captivity and reintroduce it does not 
necessarily mean we should. It is important to note that most reintroductions fail, and 
that other approaches to conservation usually hold greater promise [End note : Griffith 
et al., 1989; Beck, 1995; Reading &Miler, 2001]. How do we reconcile the low rates 
of reintroduction success with issues of animal welfare and rights). Is it human to 
reintroduce animals given the fact that most of the animals released will die ? Dale 
Jamieson (1995a) argues that since captive breeding and reintroduction play only a 
marginal role in conservation, we should instead focus our limited resources on 
protecting habited. 

If we agree on the importance of captive breeding for reintroduction, additional 
ethical consideration arise. Is a commitment to the ethical treatment of animals in 
captivity sufficient if those animals contribute to ecological restoration via 
reintroduction ? Joy Mench and Michael Kreger (1996) argue that most people are 
concerned that animals bespared pain and suffering to the greatest extent possible that 
they have a good quality of life, and are not used for “trivial” purposes. But is simply 
addressing the concerns that “most people” have sufficient ? Michael Hutchins and 
Colleagues (2003) ask, “How far do we need to go in addressing the welfare of 
animals held in captivity, short of fully replicating nature ?” Defining an animals 
physical and especially psychological well-being is a very difficult task. Since we can 
never fully understand other species, John Wuichet and Bryan  Norton (1995) suggest 
that we necessarily fall back on an thropomorphically biased opinions about what the 
well-being of an individual animal really means. 

Wuichet and Norton (1995) believe that our treatment of animals in captivity should 
strive to achieve a level of physical and psychological well-being comparable to or 
better than that of life in the wild. In other words, the captive environment should be 
as authentic as possible. 

Research on successful reintroduction suggests that increasing the naturalness” of a 
captive environment would also maximize reintroduction success rates, Indeed, 
reintroductions that use animals from other wild populations (i,e., translocations) 
usually succeed far better than programs that use animals bred in captivity. Using 
captive-bred animals for reintroduction requires addressing a host of biological 
considerations that in turn, have ethical implications. These include maintaining 
genetic diversity (and therefore aggressively managing who mates with whom), 
acclimatizing animals to their release environments, and providing environmental 
stimuli for adequate development of the full array of important behavioural skills, as 
well as avoiding habituation to humans (end note : snyder et al., 1996; Miller et al, 
1999; Reading et al, 2004). But are captive environments that expose animals to 
predation and other survival risks morally justified even if they increase the survival 
of released animals ? (Beck,1995). This brings up the tricky question of how we 
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balance issues of animal welfare with the welfare of species and considerations of 
different techniques (Wagner, 1995). Thus the ethical considerations of breeding 
animals in captivity for eventual reintroduction to the wild are complex. Because the 
people espousing strong animal rights and animal welfare ethics suggest that captive 
breeding and reintroduction are  always morally wrong. Others, arguing from an 
environmental holism or land ethics perspective, embrace a strong ethical obligation 
to restore populations  we will likely never fully resolve the difficult ethical questions  
surrounding captive breeding and reintroduction on our increasingly altered planet. 

•  Is captivity a necessary evil ? 

From the above discussion we may sum up that there is a moral presumption against 
keeping wild animals in captivity. What this involves, after all, is taking animals out 
of their native habitats, transporting then great distances and keeping them in alien 
environments in which their liberty is severely restricted. It is surely true that in being 
taken from the wild and confined in zoos, animals are deprived of a great many 
goods. For the most part they are prevented from gathering their own food, 
developing their own social orders and generally behaving in ways that are natural to 
them. These activities all require significantly more liberty than most animals are 
permitted in zoos. If we are we are justified in keeping animals in zoos, it must be 
because there are some important benefits that can be obtained only by doing so. The 
argument can be made that the benefits of zoos are manifold and their role in the 
particular areas of species conservation, preservation, and public education has never 
been more important in light of the challenges facing Earth’s biodiversity in the 21st 
century. While zoological institutions undoubtedly have a sordid past, guilty of 
perpetuating the same exploitation and suffering towards animals that humanity has 
inflicted on member of its own species, this does not entail that modern zoological 
institutions should be forever condemned for the actions of their predecessors. 
Traditionally, it is true that man has kept animals locked in cages for his amusement, 
without considering the welfare of the animals; they were viewed as collections to be 
put on display not much different than paintings or tapestries. Due to lack of 
knowledge, as well as insensitivity, animals were fed and housed improperly. That is, 
we were indifferent to their needs, both physical and psychological. From the 19th 
century to the end of the 20th century, zoos have evolved from menagerie type 
collections into conservation centres.  

The word “menagerie” is used to describe old fashioned zoos that were designed 
mainly to display a large number of animal species. The aim of the zoos in those days 
was to display as many species as possible. Most animals were not bred in captivity 
but taken directly from the wild. The animals were displayed in small cages, without 
considering the welfare of the animals. . Thus considering the traditional or 
predecessors act with wild animals in zoos are necessarily evil, because the act 
restricts the liberty of animals. 

However, zoos have changed dramatically over the past few decades since the 
awareness of the need for conservation, and the enactment of the Endangered Species 
Act of 1973. Zoos now assume multiple responsibilities from education programs that 
increase the public’s awareness on the need for conservation and preservation of 
habitat and the captive breeding and reintroduction of endangered animals, to 
providing research on preservation of animals in the wild.  
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Zoos in the 21st century aim to educate their visitors about the living world, Their aim 
is to ensure that every visitor is aware of the importance of nature conservation. The 
animal in zoos serve as ambassadors for animal in the wild and inspire visitors to care 
for and understand natural ecosystem and the threats that these system face.  

Zoos educate their visitors by displaying  animals in good exhibits that cater for their 
physical and psychological needs. Signs, exhibitions and educators serve to teach the 
visitors about the animals and the habitat they live in. Animals are stimulated to show 
their most natural behavior by providing them with environmental enrichment and 
through good enclosure design. Zoos in the 21st century acknowledge the need to 
conserve biodiversity. Mankind cannot foresee the after effects of collapsing 
ecosystems, therefore zoos aim co-operate with colleagues all over the world to 
support a large range of conservation efforts.  

Thus, in light of this evolution of zoos from place that entertain to scientific 
institutions dedicated to education, conservation, and research – particularly critical 
areas of research that focuses on genetic diversity – it is important that zoos now 
should be refined as necessary institutions, honorable institutions vital to the survival 
of biodiversity. Yet, they are necessary not only for the future survival of the animal 
species, but to provide a human – animal connection, a bond with all animal species. 
Now, more than ever, with our technologically focused society, we need to redefine 
how we perceive zoos, we need  to re kindle love and respect for wildlife and preserve 
our natural environment. 

Thus considering the modern zoos, there are tremendous advances in their 
commitment to animal care and welfare, zoos are necessary because they unite and 
educate the community, providing understanding of the inter dependence of animals 
and their habitats, and conduct conservation programs of animals in the wild, 
including breeding programs to reintroduce extinct and endangered species back into 
their natural environment. This definition is far removed from the connotative 
definition that has evolved through the decades, and illustrates the need to evaluate, 
not blindly accept definitions from the past ultimately the old culturally ingrained 
definition remains in the minds of many enthusiastic zoo opponents. Zoos, therefore, 
need to be redefined as necessary institutions that house collections of wild animals, 
aimed at maintain the current animal species, through both breeding programs and 
public education. 
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