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Executive Summary

The animal rights movement rests on a body of philosophical argument that transformed
how societies understand the moral status of non-human animals. From the utilitarian
foundations laid by Peter Singer to the deontological rights framework articulated by Tom
Regan, the movement has produced rigorous intellectual tools that advocacy organizations
can draw on directly in their campaigns, communications, and legal strategies. Understanding
these foundations is not merely an academic exercise — it is a practical necessity for any NGO
seeking to argue persuasively for animals in courts, legislatures, boardrooms, and the court
of public opinion.

The modern movement traces its organizational origins to the early 1970s, when a group of
Oxford University philosophers — now known as the "Oxford Group" — began arguing not
on grounds of sentimentality but on the moral rights of animals. Led by Rosalind and Stanley
Godlovitch, with Richard Ryder coining the term "speciesism" and Peter Singer's 1975 book
Animal Liberation becoming the movement's founding manifesto, this intellectual tradition
gave rise to global advocacy institutions spanning every inhabited continent. By 2025, the
movement had achieved historic wins: Poland banning fur farming, the European Union
revising its animal welfare legislative framework for the first time since the community's
founding, and the WHO's landmark Pandemic Agreement recognizing animal welfare as
central to pandemic prevention through a One Health approach.

This guide synthesizes the philosophical frameworks, the movement's historical arc, and the
practical implications for NGOs — covering how to translate moral theory into advocacy
strategy, how to navigate internal debates between rights-based and welfare-based
approaches, and how to situate animal advocacy within the broader landscape of social
justice. A step-by-step framework for building a philosophically grounded campaign follows,
alongside tools, case vignettes, metrics, and risks.

Key takeaway: Grounding advocacy in clear moral philosophy strengthens credibility,
sharpens messaging, and enables coalitions — but only when practitioners can translate
abstract theory into concrete, relatable communication for specific audiences.



Evidence Table: Key Findings, Strength, and NGO Implications

Key Finding

Thetwodominant philosophical pillars
— Singer's utilitarian framework and
Regan's rights-based theory —
producedifferent but complementary
advocacy strategies.

The Oxford Group's origin (early 1970s)
established that effective advocacy
requires rigorous intellectual
argument, not only emotional appeal.

Corporate outreach campaigns
between 2015 and 2018 improved
animal welfare at 9-120 years of quality
of life per dollar spent.

Intersectionality — connecting animal
rights toracial justice, gender equity,
and environmental justice— increases
coalition breadth and reduces the
movement's elite-capture problem.

Legal personhood for non-human
animalsis an emerging area of law. The
2016 Argentine Ceciliaruling and the
2025 Cornell Law Review "bundle
theory" offer adeveloping doctrinal
pathway.

Narrative-based advocacy grounded in
moral framework outperforms purely
statistical appeals in shifting public
attitudes.

Evidence Strength

Strong — foundational texts
(Animal Liberation, 1975; The

Case for Animal Rights, 1983)

and decades of academic
discourse

Strong — historically
documented by movement
scholars

Strong — Simscikas
estimates, EA Forum; peer-
reviewed panel study of 44
countries over13 years

Moderate — social movement

studies, practitioner
experience (VINE Sanctuary,
Voiceless)

Emerging — Cornell Law
Review (2025); World Animal
Justice (2025)

Strong — communication
research meta-analyses

NGO Implications

Understand which framework suits
which audience and goal. Utilitarian
arguments work well for corporate
campaigns;rights-based arguments
carry more weightin legal personhood
litigation.

Build internal capacity for policy-level
argumentation. Funders, legislators,
and courts respond to evidence and
logic.

Adoptadual-track strategy: pursue
incremental welfare improvements via
corporate engagement while building
toward rights-based goals through
legal and legislative work.

Explicitly connect animal advocacy to
otherjustice frameworks. Build
genuine partnerships with
communities facing overlapping
oppression.

Investin legal strategy and litigation
pipeline. Support organizations
working on standing and basic rights
for sentient animals. Track legislative
developments globally.

Frame campaigns in moral
storytelling: present animals as
subjects with interests, not abstract
categories of harm. Combine
philosophical framing with individual
animal stories.

Step-by-Step Framework

Step 1: Build Philosophical Literacy Within Your Team

Before any campaign can be philosophically grounded, the team driving it must develop
shared literacy in the two dominant frameworks. Begin with Singer's utilitarian argument:
animals who can suffer have interests that count equally in our moral calculations,
regardless of species — what he called the rejection of "speciesism.' Then introduce Regan's
deontological position: mammals and other "subjects-of-a-life" possess inherent value and
moral rights that cannot be traded off for aggregate benefit.

Host a team workshop that maps these frameworks against your NGO's actual theory of
change. Ask:Is your goal to reduce suffering as much as possible within existing systems



(utilitarian)? Or to build toward a world in which animals are rights-bearers who cannot be
used as means to human ends (rights-based)? Most effective organizations operate on both
tracks simultaneously, using welfare arguments for short-term corporate campaigns and
rights arguments for legal and long-term movement building. Establish shared language so
all staff and volunteers can articulate your position consistently.

Step 2: Map the Historical Arc of the Movement Relevant to Your Context

Understanding the movement's historical development grounds your strategy in
accumulated wisdom and helps you avoid repeating past mistakes. The timeline runs from the
RSPCA (1824) and ASPCA (1866) through the anti-vivisection movements of the 1870s, to the
Oxford Group intellectual revolution of the 1970s, the publication of Animal Liberation (1975),
the emergence of organizations like PETA (1980), and effective animal advocacy (EAA) as a
discipline in the 2010s.

For your NGO's strategic context, document: Which species protections currently exist?
Which animals remain outside legal protection? What legislative vehicles are currently
active? What corporate commitments have been made and are they being fulfilled? This
historical mapping prevents your campaign from re-opening already-settled ground, and it
identifies where genuine gaps exist that your organization can fill.

Step 3: Choose Your Philosophical Framing for Specific Campaigns

Philosophical frameworks are tools, not dogmas. Different arguments land differently with
different audiences. For a campaign targeting a multinational food company, a utilitarian
argument about the scale of suffering and cost-effectiveness of reform will resonate more
with procurement and ESG teams than an abstract rights claim. For a legal brief seeking to
establish standing for a chimpanzee, Regan's "subject-of-a-life" criterion — citing the 2025
Cornell Law Review scholarship on the "bundle theory" of legal personhood — will carry

more weight than aggregate utility calculations.

Develop a framing matrix: list your key audiences (policymakers, judges, corporate
executives, donors, general public, media) in rows, and your available philosophical
frameworks in columns. For each cell, identify the most compelling argument, the most
resonant messenger, and the most appropriate channel. This prevents the common mistake
of using the same framing for every audience — which dilutes impact across the board.

Step 4: Situate Animal Rights Within Intersectional Justice

The animal rights movement has historically been predominantly white and relatively
affluent, limiting both its moral credibility and political power. An intersectional approach
recognizes that the same systems of domination underlie racism, sexism, ableism, and
speciesism. By building explicit connections between animal advocacy and human justice
movements, NGOs can expand their coalition, increase legitimacy with diverse communities,
and address structural causes of both human and animal oppression.

In practice, this means hiring and centering staff from communities most impacted by
industrial animal agriculture — often rural and low-income communities of color —and



building partnerships with food justice, environmental justice, and indigenous rights groups.
Organizations like VINE Sanctuary have demonstrated how an explicitly intersectional,
LGBTQ-led animal sanctuary can model a politics that challenges all systems of domination
simultaneously.

Step 5: Translate Moral Claims into Legal and Policy Arguments

The most significant development in animal rights advocacy over the past decade is the
growing body of legal scholarship and court decisions establishing that moral claims about
animal sentience can be translated into enforceable legal rights. The 2016 Argentine court
ruling declaring chimpanzee Cecilia a "non-human legal person" established the first such
precedent in Latin America. Cornell Law Review's 2025 article on "Animal Rights Before Legal
Personhood" offers a rigorous "bundle theory" framework arguing that basic rights to bodily
integrity, liberty, and life can be recognized for sentient animals without immediately requiring
full legal personhood.

NGOs should engage legal counsel to assess which jurisdictions offer the most promising
litigation environments, which species have the strongest evidence of sentience and complex
cognition, and which legal vehicles (habeas corpus, constitutional animal welfare clauses,
administrative standing) are most viable. Build relationships with academic animal law clinics
and organizations like World Animal Justice that track emerging legal theory globally.

Step 6: Build the Evidence Base for Your Claims

Animal rights advocacy has too often relied on shock imagery and emotional appeal without
an underlying evidence base capable of sustaining policy influence. Studies like the 44-
country panel analysis of corporate cage-free commitments — finding measurable increases
in cage-free housing linked directly to each new corporate commitment — provide the kind of
causal evidence that moves procurement officers, ESG teams, and legislators.

Invest in building or accessing your own evidence base. Partner with academic researchers to
evaluate the impact of your campaigns. Cite credible sources — peer-reviewed studies,
government statistics, industry data — in all public-facing materials. Where evidence is
genuinely mixed or absent, acknowledge uncertainty rather than overclaiming. Credibility is a
long-term asset: built slowly and destroyed quickly.

Step 7: Develop a Coherent Theory of Change

A theory of change articulates the pathway from your organization's current activities to the
world you are working to create. Document it in writing: What are the proximate outcomes
your campaigns aim to achieve? What intermediate changes in norms, policy, and industry
practice do you anticipate? What is your ultimate vision? How do proximate outcomes
connect to the intermediate and ultimate goals? A clear theory of change helps you make
strategic decisions, communicate your rationale to funders, and evaluate whether your work
is actually moving toward your long-term goals.



Step 8: Evaluate, Document, and Share Learning

The 2024 Animal Advocacy Strategy Forum identified lack of coordination and lack of focus
on long-term theories of change as the movement's central weaknesses. Build evaluation
into the design of every campaign from the start. Identify what data you will collect, how you
will analyze it, and how you will use it to make decisions. Document both successes and
failures. Share your findings through movement spaces: conferences, publications, open-
access databases. The movement learns more from honest accounts of what did not work
than from celebratory case studies.

Tools & Templates

Philosophical Framing Matrix: A spreadsheet with audiences in rows and frameworks in
columns. For each cell, draft a one-sentence argument, identify the optimal messenger, and
note the best channel. Review and update quarterly.

Movement History Timeline: A visual timeline documenting key intellectual, legislative, and
organizational milestones relevant to your geography and issue area. Share with new staff
and volunteers as part of onboarding.

Theory of Change Template: A one-page visual document with three columns: Activities -
Intermediate Outcomes - Ultimate Vision. Include assumptions between each column.
Update annually.

Legal Landscape Tracker: A spreadsheet tracking existing animal welfare laws, pending
legislation, key court cases, and academic publications relevant to legal strategy. Assign a
staff member to update monthly.

Evidence Repository: A shared folder containing key research studies, government statistics,
and industry reports underlying your campaign claims. Include a "confidence level" rating for
each source.

Campaign Evaluation Framework: Before each campaign, complete a one-page evaluation
plan: What are the success metrics? How will data be collected? Who is responsible? When
will findings be reviewed?

Case Vignettes

Vignette 1: From Theory to Policy — The EU Animal Welfare Legislative Reform
(2025)

Throughout 2025, the European Union undertook a comprehensive revision of its animal
welfare legislative framework — the first such update since the community's founding. The
revision was not driven primarily by emotional campaigns. It was driven by decades of
rigorous scientific evidence on animal sentience, accumulated philosophical argument, and
the sustained advocacy of organizations who had done the intellectual work to translate
moral philosophy into specific regulatory language.



A central shift was the move froma welfare standard focused solely on the absence of
suffering to one that requires the presence of positive emotional states — reflecting
philosophical development from Singer's basic sentience argument to a more expansive
understanding of animal flourishing. This was achieved because NGOs had built the scientific
and philosophical case over many years through published research, regulatory submissions,
and sustained engagement with EU institutions.

Lessons learned: (1) Invest in long-term policy engagement, not only campaign moments. (2)
Ensure your philosophical position is reflected in specific regulatory language, not just public
messaging. (3) Coalitions with scientific institutions are essential — the legitimacy of animal
sentience claims depends heavily on neuroscience and ethology.

Vignette 2: Cecilia the Chimpanzee and the Legal Personhood Precedent
(Argentina, 2016)

In 2016, the Third Court of Guarantees in Mendoza, Argentina issued a landmark ruling
declaring chimpanzee Cecilia a "non-human legal person" with inherent rights and ordering
her transfer to a sanctuary. The judge wrote:"Great apes are sentient beings and therefore
they have non-human rights... Great apes are legal persons and owners of the inherent rights
of sentient beings.'

The case was the product of years of groundwork by legal advocates who had developed the
philosophical and scientific arguments, identified a sympathetic jurisdiction, and brought a
carefully constructed habeas corpus petition. It established a precedent now cited by legal
scholars globally, including in the 2025 Cornell Law Review article that offers a roadmap for
U.S. courts to recognize basic rights for sentient animals.

Lessons learned: (1) Legal strategy requires patience, careful jurisdiction selection, and
rigorous intellectual preparation. (2) International precedents matter — document and
amplify wins from other jurisdictions to build the global legal case. (3) Partner with academic
legal institutions to ensure the philosophical and doctrinal foundations are as strong as
possible.

Metrics & KPIs

Metric What It Measures How to Track

Philosophical literacy Team ability toarticulate frameworks and Annual survey; qualitative
score apply them tocampaign scenarios assessmentin staff reviews
Theory of change review How often the theory of change is updated Internal calendar; document version
frequency againstevidence history
Legal landscape Currency and completeness of the legal Monthly audit; number of new
updates tracker cases/laws added

. . o Breadth of partners by sector, geography, and Roster analysis; percentage of non-
Coalition diversity index L . .

community identity traditional partners

. Number of peer-reviewed sources cited; . . .
Evidence base growth . . . Quarterly evidence repository audit
proportion rated high confidence



Metric What It Measures How to Track

Legislative engagement Number of regulatory submissions or . R
g gag L. g v Activity log in CRM
rate briefings delivered per year
Campaign evaluation Percentage of campaigns completing a post- . .
B . . Internal tracker; evaluation archive

completion campaign evaluation report
Movement learnin o Communications log;

L g Number of findings shared externally L g
contribution download/citation counts

Risks & Mitigations

Risk: Philosophical rigidity alienating pragmatic allies. Organizations committed to abolitionist
frameworks sometimes refuse to engage with welfare reforms, producing isolation from the
majority of the sector achieving measurable gains through corporate campaigns.

Mitigation: Adopt a dual-track strategy explicitly. Engage in welfare reforms while
communicating the long-term abolitionist vision. Build internal tolerance for strategic
pragmatism without abandoning the deeper moral framework.

Risk: Intersectional framing generating internal conflict. Expanding animal advocacy to
include human justice issues can produce tension — some staff may feel it dilutes the animal
focus;others may feel it appropriates social justice language without genuine solidarity.
Mitigation: Address this openly in team development processes. Ground intersectionality in
genuine partnership with human justice organizations, not just rhetorical alignment.

Risk: Legal strategy outpacing movement readiness. Filing high-profile legal cases before
sufficient public and political groundwork has been laid can produce adverse rulings that set
back the legal movement for years.

Mitigation: Develop legal strategy in close coordination with public opinion and legislative
campaigns. Use legal filings to generate public discourse, but be honest about the risk of
adverse precedent.

Risk: Evidence overclaiming damaging credibility. Making claims beyond what evidence
supports invites scientific rebuttal that undermines campaign credibility.

Mitigation: Build a culture of epistemic humility. Distinguish clearly between strongly
evidenced claims, plausibly suggested claims, and moral arguments that do not depend on
empirical findings.

Risk: Historical movement whiteness limiting political power. Demographic narrowness limits
the political coalition and exposes the movement to legitimate critiques undermining public
trust with communities of color.

Mitigation: Make organizational diversity —in hiring, leadership, partnerships, and grant-
making — a structural priority, not a communication aspiration.



Implementation Checklist

e [] Complete philosophical frameworks workshop with all staff and key volunteers

e [] Draft and sign off on organizational theory of change (updated within the last 12
months)

e []Build and populate movement history timeline relevant to your geography and issue
areas

e [] Develop philosophical framing matrix for your top five audience segments

e [] Establish legal landscape tracker and assign monthly maintenance responsibility

e [] Audit current campaign claims against evidence repository; flag overclaims for revision
e []Identify and initiate at least two intersectional partnership conversations

e [] Complete post-campaign evaluation report for the most recent major campaign

e [] Share at least one learning externally (conference, publication, or open document)

e [] Schedule annual theory of change review on organizational calendar

Glossary

Speciesism: A term coined by Richard Ryder and popularized by Peter Singer, referring to the
arbitrary privileging of members of one species over another. Rejection of speciesism is
foundational to the modern animal rights movement.

Utilitarian framework: A moral philosophy associated with Jeremy Bentham and Peter Singer.
The morally right action produces the greatest good or least suffering for the greatest
number of sentient beings. If animals can suffer, their suffering must be included in moral
calculations.

Deontological rights framework: A moral philosophy associated with Immanuel Kant and, in
the animal rights context, Tom Regan. Certain beings possess inherent value and moral rights
that cannot be traded off for aggregate benefit.

Subject-of-a-life: Tom Regan's criterion for moral status. An individual is a subject-of-a-life if
they have beliefs, desires, perception, memory, a sense of the future, an emotional life, and an
individual welfare that can fare well orill.

Abolitionism: The position that the only morally consistent goal is the complete abolition of
all use of animals by humans — not incremental welfare improvements that normalize
exploitation.

Welfarism: The position that improving conditions under which animals are exploited is
morally significant and strategically valuable, even if the ultimate goal is abolition.

Legal personhood: A legal status that confers the ability to hold rights and standing in court.
Increasingly the subject of litigation on behalf of cognitively complex animals.



Intersectionality: A framework recognizing that systems of oppression (racism, sexism,
speciesism) are interconnected and mutually reinforcing. Applied to animal advocacy: the
struggle for animal liberation cannot be separated from struggles against other forms of
domination.

Effective Animal Advocacy (EAA): An approach informed by the effective altruism movement,
using evidence and cost-effectiveness analysis to identify the highest-impact interventions for
animals.

One Health: An approach, formally recognized in the WHO's 2025 Pandemic Agreement, that
recognizes the interconnection of human, animal, and environmental health.

Oxford Group: The informal name for the group of Oxford University philosophers —
including the Godlovitches, Richard Ryder, and Peter Singer — whose work in the early 1970s
is regarded as the intellectual founding of the modern animal rights movement.

Five Domains model: A framework for assessing animal welfare encompassing positive
experiences across nutrition, environment, health, behavior, and mental state — the
conceptual basis for the EU's 2025 requirement of positive emotional states.
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