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In the early 19th century, the British philosopher, Jeremy 
Bentham said we must treat animals equally because they suffer, 
whether or not they are conscious of the event. Bentham was a 
Utilitarian, and as such held that that a morally good action is one 
that results in the most happiness and least suffering for the 
greatest number of beings. 

Utilitarianism has been challenged since it was first advocated by 
Bentham and John Stuart Mill, and the theoretical debate 
continues unabated, although amongst interested parties who 
work with animals, or on behalf of animals, there is often a tacit 
agreement to suspend the theoretical debate in favour of a 
practical approach.  

That is, no matter one’s private views on animal consciousness or 
beliefs concerning the human/animal hierarchy, there is a 
compelling argument to compromise and progress as a global 
community on three fronts: how humans should use animals for 
our own ends; moral responsibility to animals; and, developing 
the ethical framework within which we use animals for human 
advantage. 

Although there is solemn agreement among scientists around the 
world that harmonisation is essential to progress, predictably, 
inevitably there are nuances, subcultures, undercurrents and 
unresolved dilemmas which influence behaviour. Here’s a closer 
look at the implications. 

 



In the West, Utilitarianism underpins the ethical review process 
and the consequential cost-benefit analysis. As standards have 
fanned out around the globe, Western analytic and assessment 
models have become de facto the professional standards. Yet 
Utilitarianism is not readily embraced in countries where people 
hold to alternative philosophies borne of cultural differences. And 
the move to global harmonisation—a single set of outcomes in 
animal care—remains a change management matter on an almost 
unfathomable scale, carrying with it the intellectual shifts and 
behavioural alterations that none would have imagined possible 
fifty years ago. 

For Asian nations the changes have been orders of magnitude—
not because of reluctance on anyone’s part to treat animals well 
but because of the relatively recent development of their 
economies in line with the globalisation of the world economic 
efforts. This rapid growth in Asia’s research highlights long-held 
religious/ cultural doctrines that are at odds with some Western 
beliefs concerning animal welfare practices. 

We here train the eye on the nature of change required in Asia. 
And we do so celebrating the good grace, courage and dispatch 
with which Asian nations are working to reconcile global 
stipulations with spiritual and cultural imperatives, both of which 
matter in so many lives. 

Harmonisation Means Change for Many 

Harmonise does not mean standardise. Standardising is requiring 
rigorous adherence to a set of protocols and practices that allow 
anyone qualified to take over an experiment anywhere the 
standardised protocols are performed. Neither is harmonisation a 
fast-track way to find the lowest common denominator so 
everyone can comply and then return to business as usual. 

Rather, harmonisation is a set of outcomes, and a firm agreement 
by all to provide every research animal the best possible quality of 
life. The hope is that each facility will find a satisfactory route to 
compliance that takes into account and respects the dictates of 
culture and religion. Currently, this is what the European Union 
stipulates in its current policy on harmonisation of animal welfare. 

 



The work toward providing research animals a quality life started 
in the West more than fifty years ago and now constitutes a huge 
body of scientific research called animal welfare science. The 
conversation was largely philosophical until the 1960s when the 
Bramble report was released, and it became apparent that 
research into animal welfare was essential in order to define and 
profile the parameters and defining characteristics of good 
welfare. 

Even where there are state religions, in Western liberal 
democracies spiritual precepts are rarely guidelines for 
government policy or law, and people rarely invoke religious 
stricture to decide where they stand on the use of animals in 
research. Decisions are based on analytic grounds that produce 
scientifically justified and culturally accepted policies, regulations 
and codes of practice. So, in the West, many religious scientists 
have made a private peace; and in the community, there is 
general agreement to keep raising the bar on replacement, 
refinement and reduction as the results of animal welfare science 
are known and new tools and techniques are developed. 

Until relatively recently the situation in Asia was quite different, 
as a sense of social responsibility arising from different cultural 
traditions and religious convictions meant the status of animals in 
society did not match the expectations of Western science. Here 
we present some cultural and religious precepts that comprise a 
strong influence in the lives of many Asian scientists. 

The Concept and Consequences of Suffering in Four Religions 

Despite obvious cultural differences in the way animals are 
viewed in the East compared to the West, in the bigger picture, 
intentional suffering would be incompatible with the dominant 
philosophies of East and West even though the consequences of 
that suffering carry very different meanings amongst the people 
of the Asian nations. 

These deeply held religious beliefs about animals mean that even 
secular Asian scientists are not divorced from the demands of 
culture. 

 



Buddhism 
In Sri Lanka’s constitution, Buddhism is 
recognised as having a foremost place within 
the culture. Thailand’s 2007 constitution 
recognised Buddhism as the religion of Thai 
tradition. In Taiwan and South Korea too, 
Buddhism has been significant in shaping the 
cultures of these countries. 

For Buddhists, suffering is part of life but humans must avoid 
inflicting suffering on others, including animals, as this will harm 
one’s own Karma, which in this culture means the energy that 
dictates your future, whether in this life or the next. In other 
words, wrong behaviour will be paid for in a future life, so 
heartless acts to animals should be avoided. 

The doctrine of right livelihood teaches Buddhists to avoid any 
work connected with causing the suffering of animals. Buddhists 
are instructed to treat the lives of human and non-human animals 
with equal respect because all animals have the possibility to 
become enlightened, although it is harder for animals as they 
have limited capacity for self-improvement. 

So they will continue to be reborn as animals until their bad 
Karma is exhausted. A human soul may be reborn as human or 
animal, depending on the life they led before death. But only 
when they are finally reborn as humans—something over which 
they have limited control based on the good deeds they did 
during life—can they take purposeful action and resume the quest 
for enlightenment and nirvana. Yet, Buddhist scientists working in 
medical research must endure the bad Karma and work it off in 
future lives. Therefore, for some the fear remains that should a 
human be reborn as an animal, the time to enlightenment could 
be eternal. 

 
Confucianism 
Confucianism is a rigid code of ethical conduct 
that has significantly shaped Chinese culture. 
There are few Confucian statements that 
suggest humans have a moral responsibility to 
other animals and little to suggest views on 
using animals for research.  



Traditional Chinese scientists face the opposite problem to their 
counterparts in the other East Asian religions. There are very few 
rules, and appeal to religious objection shows up a weak 
foundation. 

Nonetheless, traditional Chinese religions, Confucian and Dao, 
and the consequential culture aim to find harmony in order to 
resolve conflict which helps in harmonisation efforts because 
animal care matching best practice becomes a matter of saving 
face. 

Hinduism 
Hinduism, along with Islam, has been the major 
influence in the development of the culture of 
the sub-continent. Understanding the Hindu 
views on the place of animals in a human’s 
world is important because, among other 
things, the Indian pharmaceutical industry is the third largest in 
the world. 

Hindus live an unending cycle of lives. They say that the present is 
determined by the past and the consequence of action follows an 
individual in the next incarnation. The Hindu doctrine of ahimsa, 
non-injury, which reiterates in the Indian religions of Jainism, 
Hinduism and Buddhism, is the ethical principle of not causing 
harm to other living things. Yet, the inconsistency here is 
profound and consequential. Where does that leave a Hindu 
scientist who pursues biomedical research? 

 

Islam 
Within Asia the culture of Islam pre-dominates in 
some of the fastest growing economies of the 
region including Malaysia and Indonesia and also 
such rising biotechnology and research centres of 
the Middle East. Islam teaches that all living 
creatures are Allah’s creation and He loves all. 

Animals must be treated with kindness and compassion; Muslims 
are instructed to avoid treating animals inhumanely, overworking 
or neglecting them, hunting for sport, factory farming or harming 
an animal’s face. 



However the Qur’an explicitly states that animals exist for the 
benefit of human beings and may be used for human benefit; that 
Allah condones human use of animals to satisfy their needs. 
Muslims are urged to achieve perfection in their worship of Allah 
and this requires them to be socially responsible because of their 
religious convictions (ihsan). Part of their attempt for ihsan is their 
humane treatment of animals. Understanding Islamic concept 
assists harmonisation efforts because best practices of animal 
care can easily be re-interpreted within the scope of Islamic law, 
practices and traditions. 

Toward Common Purpose 

 We believe it is possible to find common purpose across 
difference no matter the mix of cultures, though often it takes 
hard work, dedication, personal sacrifice and compromise. 
Biomedical scientists around the globe have embraced this 
difficult task in the interests of harmonisation of standards, 
convergence toward international best practice and the welfare of 
the animals in their care. We encourage all in our profession to 
keep the dialogue open, to embrace the differences and continue 
to help one another move ahead. 

FEATURE 

Harmonisation in the Life of a Buddhist Scientist 

I was born and raised in Bangkok, the capital 
city of Thailand. Bangkok is still my 
hometown and Theravada Buddhism is my 
religion. Like most Thai children, I first 
learned about Buddhism from my parents in 
daily life and later, from my surroundings and 
experiences such as reading books, observing 
life and listening to sermons. 

As a child, my parents told me a simple 
example for thought: “If you hurt a dog now, 
in your next life you will be the dog that is 
hurt”. I told them I did not want that to 
happen.  

 



 

In that way, since childhood, my understanding of Buddhism has 
been very simple. There has been no obligation of what must be 
done. Taking the Buddhist Middle Way applies very well to my 
everyday life as it means to me “a path of moderation” or “not 
too tight and not too loose”.  

So I do what I can to be flexible. I was also taught to believe in 
doing good things and avoiding evil because it will bring new 
Karma, which influences an undesirable future and occurs from 
doing anything bad. We want to avoid, retreat from or eliminate 
Dukkha, which is suffering, stress or dissatisfaction that the 
Buddha taught. 

As an adult, I am more aware and I can cope better with situations 
such as problems, which flow from cause and effect. Merit making 
and alms giving are common practices in Thai culture as a way to 
purge oneself of Atta, self or ego. At the end of life, nothing can 
be grasped, and we all get old, ill and die. 

I feel wholeheartedly that experience and exposures have 
influenced my perspective on animal welfare. With my veterinary 
education at Chulalongkorn University in Thailand and several 
years in a Thai–U.S. collaboration at a medical science institution, 
I learned Western concepts. I followed suggested procedures or 
practices and complied with relevant laws and regulations 
pertaining to animal welfare and animal well-being.  

Being a veterinary scientist searching for new antimalarial drugs in 
animal models, I accepted Karma because my studies caused 
suffering in animals, but I designed the protocols to minimise their 
suffering, and I ensured that humane endpoints were applied as 
possible. I believe in a balance of harm-benefit that discovery of 
new drugs is a good thing to do and they would save more lives, 
so I also accepted Karma from killing animals, but I ensured that 
humane euthanasia methods were performed properly and the 
animals did not suffer. 

Many Thai scientists and veterinarians have shared similarly the 
acceptance of Karma. At many institutions in Thailand, people at 
all levels respect research animals and recognise the donation of 
their lives for biomedical progress and honour them by annual 
merit making and alms giving. 
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This article is the first in a series on Challenges to Global Harmonisation. The 
second article addresses progress toward harmonisation among Asian and East 
Asian nations and the significant role played by global agencies such as the 
World Organisation for Animal Health (OIE) and the Association for Assessment 
and Accreditation of Laboratory Animal Care (AAALAC). 
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