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Abstract

It is frequently claimed that breeding animals that we know will have unavoidable health problems is at least prima facie wrong, because
it harms the animals concerned. However, if we take ‘harm’ to mean ‘makes worse off’, this claim appears false. Breeding an animal
that will have unavoidable health problems does not make any particular individual animal worse off, since an animal bred without such
problems would be a different individual animal. Yet, the intuition that there is something ethically wrong about breeding animals — such
as purebred pedigree dogs — in ways that seem negatively to affect welfare remains powerful. In this paper, an animal version of what
is sometimes called the non-identity problem is explored, along with a number of possible ways of understanding what might be wrong
with such breeding practices, if it is not that they harm the animal itself. These possibilities include harms to others, placeholder
arguments, non-comparative ideas of harm, an ‘impersonal’ approach, and concerns about human attitudes and dispositions. 
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Introduction
Discussion of ethical questions raised by animal breeding

has become increasingly significant, both in popular and in

scientific discourse. For example, a recent guest editorial in

the Journal of Veterinary Behavior begins: 
Is it acceptable to deliberately breed dogs that will have

trouble running without shortness of breath, or whose

likelihood of inheriting diabetes is 10 times higher than

that of the general canine population? (Rooney 2009;

p 180). 

This question echoes widespread concerns that particular

ways of breeding companion animals — ones that appear to

impact on the animals’ welfare — are ethically question-

able; that, for instance, “pedigree dog breeding puts

pedigree dogs at increased risk of ill health and thus reduces

their welfare” (Advocates for Animals 2006); and that for

this reason “changes in breeding and selection practices are

urgently required” (Rooney 2009; p 186). Breeding animals

in ways that seem to negatively affect welfare is not only

confined to companion animals; it applies to laboratory

animals, too. Mice (Mus musculus), in particular, are bred

for experimental purposes, to develop tumours and other

diseases that model the progress of similar pathologies in

human beings. It is plausible to think that breeding mice in

these ways at least prima facie harms the mice concerned,

even if we conclude that, all things considered, the benefits

ethically justify such practices. 

In this paper, however, a philosophical problem (sometimes

called the non-identity problem) will be explored. This

problem appears to undermine the claim, in most cases at

least, that breeding animals in these ways harms the animals

concerned. The non-identity problem has been much

explored in certain human cases, but so far been little

applied to animal cases (though see Rollin 2003; Benatar

[passim] 2006; Sandøe & Christiansen 2008; Streiffer

2008). I will begin by explaining why the non-identity

problem is a problem in the human context, and make some

adjustments in order to accommodate animal breeding.

Then, three animal cases will be considered — the English

bulldog, the transgenic mouse, and the short-lived

dog — all of which, will be claimed, present something like

a non-identity problem. In all these cases, most people intu-

itively think that something is wrong, but on closer exami-

nation, it is difficult to locate where that wrongness might

lie. Drawing on related debates about whether creating

people can harm them, several arguments will be outlined

that might explain this apparent wrongness in animal cases.

However, it will be suggested, these arguments work better

to explain some animal breeding problems than others;

certain cases are more resistant to resolution, or present the

problem that any resolution appears to generate ethical

difficulties for different reasons. 

Given the well-known intractability of the non-identity

problem, the purpose of this paper is not to maintain that it

can be resolved in animal cases. Nor, importantly, am I

suggesting that it is normally morally acceptable to breed

unhealthy animals — especially companion

animals — when we could breed healthier ones. I share the
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