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Teaching Animal Law in the United States. 
Interview to   David Favre, an Animal Law 
Professor at the Michigan State University. 
 
During my research visit to the Michigan State University, I had the honor to work 

and to interview one of the Pioneers of the teaching of animal Law in the world.  

Prof. David Favre.  Prof. Favre has been for over thirty years Professor of animal 

law and civil law at Michigan State University. During this time, Prof. Favre has 

written various contributions and books on animal law, covering also topics such 

as cruelty to animals, the use of animals for scientific research, and the 

international control over commercial activities with animals. In 2002 he has 

founded the prestigious web page www.animallaw.info, which offers an online 

database with legislation and policies regarding this topic. 

 

Prof. FAVRE is not only lecturer of the Master, but he has also collaborated with the 

Grupo de Investigación Animales, Derecho y Sociedad (SGR-GRE) of UAB in the 

coordination of thesis. 

 
How long have you been teaching animal law? 
 
 
Well actually that’s not an easy question to answer because I’ve been teaching the 
course with the name of Animal Law for only about 12 years, but back in the 
eighties I taught a course on Wildlife Law that included some issues and topics that 
today we would include under Animal Law. 
 

 
 

Why is animal law important for legal education and why should we offer it 
in law faculties? 
  
Well there’s two parts to that answer, one is the need for having sophisticated 
lawyers to understand the complexities of animal law out in the real world.  The 
second part is that I think animal law represents an interesting opportunity for 
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students to understand jurisprudence, to understand how laws develop. 
 
So much of the law they look at in law school that’s already written in the text and 
you just read the law and you try to understand the law but you don’t understand 
why the law is the way it is. And clearly animal law at this point in time is a set of 
laws in transition and so the students get to understand much more about the 
politics and the nature of changing law. 
 

 
 
   
 
Do the students that take the class think the course is not challenging and 
what do you do to make the course challenging? 
 
I guess that depends at different schools I think the reputation of the class would 
be more related to the Professor that teaches it and what reputation that teacher 
has.  Also, as an upper level elective there is an expectation that it’s not as hard as a 
first year course here, although that would be true for many courses.  And my 
course is set up to be a paper course without a final exam and to that degree it’s 
considered easier by some because there’s not a final exam.  But I don’t think 
there’s an expectation that there’s no work involved, that because we have a book 
that is assigned and a syllabus in advance that sets up what’s going to be covered 
they pretty well know the materials that are involved.   
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What do you think that are the most important issues to cover in an Animal 
Law class in the United States? 
 
When I wrote my book teaching I had in mind three different kinds of issues and I 
thought that all should be covered in the class.   One is what sorts of problems 
would they face from clients that come in with animal issues and questions and 
this relates more to property ownership and transfer of property, sale of animals, 
what happens during a will and trust, divorces, and special dog sales on the 
internet, for example, and what to do when those go bad.  But then the other kind 
of issue, is the criminal law.  It’s unlikely that a lot of my students will end up 
practicing criminal law, but it seems like you really need to understand the cruelty 
laws as sort of the national standards of care that can come to play, whether you’re 
working with individual clients or you’re working with organizations. Then the 
third area of law is public policy discussion.  That’s sort of the ongoing issues of 
whether it's appropriate to keep killer whales in commercial establishments, what 
about animals in science, what do we do about slaughterhouses for animals, how 
do we help chickens? 
 
 

http://www.derechoanimal.info/


 

derechoanimal.info Abril 2014  

 

4 

 
Do you think that the content of your 
animal law class or any animal law 
class needs to respect the diversity of 
views regarding these issues or should 
each professor endorse a particular 
approach or theory about animal rights 
or animal welfare? If, so what 
techniques can you use to respect the 
different views, while at the same time 
retaining your freedom to accurately 
explain our relationship with animals? 
 
Let’s start at the broader topics and that is 
should you have diversity of views in the 
classroom.  And the answer to that in the 
American teaching system is clearly yes, 
that we seek to bring our students out and 
have discussions because we think 
education best occurs when there’s active 
involvement of the students in the 
classroom, and their ideas are able to 
come forward.  So clearly, we do want all 

students to be able to talk about it.  Now what’s fairly interesting about animal law 
is that students come to it with fairly wide differences in their views because of 
their own personal life experiences.  Some have grown up on farms, some have 
grown up with hunters as part of their family culture, others know nothing but 
dogs and cats, and some have undergraduate degrees in wildlife law and wildlife 
science, so there’s just a huge diversity of backgrounds that are there.   
 
And now, how to go about making that happen in animal law where there are such 
diversities and somewhat sometimes passions about these things is I think you 
have to treat all the students with respect.  You cannot say things like “that’s 
stupid” or “you’re wrong”, or anything that would put down a student.  You’re 
always trying to encourage them to say what they think and why they think it.  
Now, I think a good Professor can take a statement from a student and politely 
enquire further about it, ask additional questions to try to flesh out what exactly 
they think and why they think it.  Another thing you do in the classes, you don’t 
directly confront students and say something like “don’t you think all hunters are 
bad?”, that’s totally inappropriate.  Instead, you ask questions where you’re not 
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asking them about their personal beliefs (which may or may not come out in the 
actual answer), but you ask general questions about “why is there such diverse 
views about sport hunting?”, “why is there such diverse views about the use of 
animals in research”, and let the students begin the process by not making 
necessarily personal to them, but talking more generically about what they think 
about others.  The discussion may well end up with the discussion of personal 
beliefs, but you don’t want to push that.   
 
The other thing is, how do you handle the fact that most people teaching Animal 
Law do have personal views, some rather strongly held or they wouldn’t be 
teaching animal law, its inherently a course that’s going to be taught by someone 

who cares about animals.  If you don’t 
care about animals, you’re not going to be 
the one teaching the course, it’s that 
simple.  But even among those of us that 
teach animal law, there are a great 
diversity of views, as to where exactly we 
should go and what priorities we should 
have, and there I usually wait for the 
students to ask me more pointed 
questions about “What do you think 
professor?” and then I will tell them what 
I think.   But again, it can’t be in a 
dictatorial manner it can’t be well “this is 
the answer”, because you hopefully 
understand that there are many answers 
out there and many different views, and 
perspectives.  And I think you do as a 
professor of animal law have a duty to 
explain what your view is.  The other 
thing is, just don’t start with the course 
with it because you don’t yet have a 
rapport with the students with what they 
know about you and your beliefs, and so 
it takes a couple of weeks to be with the 

students, and then they will start to ask you well “what do you think Professor?” 
after you’ve been somewhat neutral on any number of topics.  So you have to start 
out neutral, you don’t start out preaching what it is that you have in mind. 
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You just said that you might have 
sometimes a diversity of students and 
maybe some of them sometimes don’t 
know about animals just by their cats 
and dogs.  So do you think it is 
necessary for your students or animal 
lawyers to have some kind of animal 
welfare, animal ethology, animal 
science, or animal behavior training?   
 
 
I think absolutely Animal Lawyers need 
to have an exposure to science because 
you really cannot understand or talk 
about animal welfare without 
understanding the science of the animals 
involved because animal welfare 
presumes that you want good outcomes 
for the animals, but you don’t necessary 
know what that means unless you have 
some insight as to both the general 
structure of how science looks at these 
things and then the specifics of individual 

species.  So, in my course, I do invite a professor from the Department of 
Agriculture who specializes in Animal Welfare and she happens to be pretty well 
known in the whole U.S., who talks about what does the word “welfare” mean to a 
scientist, and I found that with the students were really open as she was a very 
good speaker, but they were also very open to hear her talk about it and on some 
of the final exam questions I saw her materials being fed back to me in the final 
quiz we have.  The other thing that part of that is to broaden the student's’ 
experience about what are the capacities, nature, and desire of the various kinds of 
animals.  For example, I can show little short things on Youtube that shows the 
turtle playing with a ball and taking the ball away from a dog and this upset the 
dog and the turtle is victorious.  And the idea that the turtle engages in play is 
alone a very stunning idea. I think for most people to think that a reptile could have 
a sense of play, and so that sort of broadens their horizon to think about that.  Then 
I also show a DVD with materials about Koko the gorilla, because Koko is indeed so 
much like a human in the most people have never seen a gorilla.  Koko is an 
English-language understanding and signing gorilla so that a fairly high-level of 
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communication is possible between Koko and the caregivers that are there.  The 
emotional complexity of the animal is also shown in this, and again it just opens the 
eyes of people who have never had that experience.  See: https://youtu.be/teB-
Icrog6E 
 
And then I go to sort of the other extreme and I show video materials about 
chickens because most people eat chicken but have no idea what a chicken is, and 
what would be good chicken welfare, and the particular DVD I have does show 
good and bad chicken welfare, which you don’t have to understand the details of 
science and measuring things as much as just seeing with your own eyes and 
making your own judgments to understand why industrial agriculture is so bad for 
the chickens. 
 
 
 
You just talked about some videos or 
images that you selected for your students 
to see.  The use of images can be a really 
strong for the the students, and with these 
issues of animal law there is a possibility to 
see horrible videos about animals being 
harmed or in really bad conditions.  Do you 
show these videos to the students and how 
do you select those videos?  Do you think 
that students in the animal law class should 
see these cruelty videos or do you think 
that’s not necessary? 
 
Choosing which images is indeed one of the 
more difficult tasks that a law professor for 
animal law has to do because there are indeed 
some pretty horrible things available by video.  
It’s my personal view that using video to shock 
people by horrible things such as blood and 
decapitation and other things doesn’t really 
help move the intellectual discussion forward.  All it does is create a really bad 
emotional point where people simply shut down or turn off or say that’s enough, 
and it doesn’t move the discussion very much forward for a classroom.  There may 
be other circumstances where that will be appropriate.   
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On the other hand, you can’t show only beautiful things, and happy animals, you do 
need to show what some of the bad conditions are.  For example, I show short 
videos off the internet that deal with hoarders and the horrible conditions that 
hoarders keep some of those animals in.  No paragraph of text can adequately 
describe what you see with your eyes when you go into the house of a hoarder.  It’s 
immediately clear the animals are at risk and that there is something wrong with 
the person that would live in this sort of condition.   
 
We also show them clips of the places where dogs are bred without care under 
commercial operations, and that again it doesn’t have to be very much, but it’s 
enough to show that the animal welfare was clearly lacking in this particular 
circumstance.   
 
 
 
 
What types of practical activities such a debates or role-playing do you bring 
into the classroom to develop the student's abilities? 
 
 
I don’t do very much of that, the role-playing idea is not something I make use of.  
We do have them draft a statute together in small groups to deal with the issue of 
damages.  What should you recover if somebody does something bad to your dog?  
What kind of damages should be appropriate?  And I have found that the best way 
to get them to really focus and to understand the complexities of that question is to 
have them draft a statute.  So they draft that and bring it to class and then they will 
tell me about their statute, we go around the class and each person talks about 
what they’ve done.  And we’ve had a fair amount of diversity within that, because 
the statute with necessarily reflect your policy position of how broad should be the 
award of damages for harm to animals. 
  
 
In your class, the legal focus remains on the law applicable in the US, of 
course, but since animal law is becoming a global issue, do you think that 
international law would be important to include in order to compare what’s 
going on in these other countries?  
 
That’s a difficult judgement that professors make differently.  I think that to deal 
with the international scene, I need a second course.  My one semester now, one 
semester three hour course is so full with just trying to understand the 
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complexities of the United States that to go elsewhere, I only do it on a limited 
basis, for example, when we talk about property status, when I talk about the Swiss 
Constitution and some the other things in Brazil and India.   But there’s also a 
cultural problem in that in the United States, our legal system has pretty much a 
blind eye to what happens anywhere else in the world.  And as such, it doesn’t do 
our students a whole lot of good to spend time exposing them to other legal 
systems because that takes a lot of background to explain something.  So for 
example, the European Union has done many very positive things for animal 
welfare but to explain the E.U. and its regulations, and how that interfaces with 
national law and local law, it would take a whole class just to explain that.  So I 
can’t get too deep into these things except to note that these are issues in animal 
welfare that are much more progressed in the European Union, at least under 
these particular topics, like transportation for example.  
 

 
  
In your experience, what are the more sensitive issues to discuss in the 
classroom, and do you prefer to leave them out of the debate out of the 
course? 
 
 
Okay lets talk about three things, science, hunting, and vegans.  Science I leave out 
because it’s too complex.  Again, it would take too much time, very few of my 
students have a science background so they don’t know what science is trying to 
do and they wouldn’t know how to judge some of the complexities that are 
involved with this.  There are some horrible things that happens to animals in 
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science, so it also is subject to a lot of emotional components.   
 
In the area of hunting, this is something that I have found over the time again, can 
be very deeply personal to family experience, and to suggest to somebody that they 
shouldn’t hunt is to suggest that you’re rejecting them as a person and their family 
and their father and all sorts of things.  So we ultimately probably touch upon it in 
some discussion during a semester, it’s not a topic I cover.  Even though, millions of 
animals are killed in sport hunting contests.  
 
Thirdly, we have veganism as a lifestyle and a lot of animal law professors want to 
talk about veganism and urge their students to be vegans, and I find that 
inappropriate because again it’s too much for the professor to be pushing specifics 
onto individual students.  We can talk about veganism as a philosophy and an 
outcome for the benefit of animal welfare but we don’t study it or do in any detail, 
it just comes up naturally in conversations.  Undoubtedly, in a class of 15 or 20 
students, somebody’s going to be a vegan.  They tend to want to promote that 
lifestyle and I certain let them talk about that but I don’t even take a position that 
that’s something every student should do. 
   
Veganism can create a lot of debate.  When this topic comes out in the class 
¿how do you control this debate in a way that anybody will feel like is being 
judged, while at the same time respecting the different point of views of your 
students? 
 
If somebody brings it up I try to not let it become personal, and make it a public 
policy question and say that veganism is sometimes a very appropriate outcome 
and sometimes not.  That really it’s not whether or not you’re a vegan, it’s what do 
you think about the killing of animals for food and the conditions under which the 
animals lived and died?  That’s where there’s a great big schism, because some 
people believe that there should not be any killing of animals ever, regardless of 
their life. Other people believe that if animals have a good life, then the death might 
be justifiable or acceptable for purposes of eating.  I asked the students when we 
do the chicken stuff, the question I always ask is well “do you know where that 
came from?” and if you don’t, aren’t you worried that bad things were imposed 
upon these animals to get them to the food store?  And maybe you should be more 
selective in what you can do, and if you’re not maybe you shouldn’t eat that meat. 
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How do you evaluate your students in your class normally? 
 
I have to give out a syllabus at the beginning that explains how i generate the grade 
and I tell them that they will get 50% from a paper they write, which has to be at 
least 10 pages long double spaced, and some of them do up to 30 pages.  There will 
also be a take home open-book quiz twice during the semester, one hour writing 
quiz and that represents 40% of their grade. And then 10% is my opportunity to 
give credit for exceptional contributions in class.   
 
 
What is animal law? 
 
How should society control its own members when it deals with relationships to 
the other beings that are a part of our community, the animals? And historically, 
there was a lot of discretion left for human beings to deal with animals as they 
wished, and we are clearly we in the United States and the E.U. are coming to a 
social consensus that individuals needs to be controlled because they do bad things 
to animals, they do inappropriate unnecessary things to animals that cause pain, 
suffering and death.  From my ethical perspective this is unacceptable, and from 
my legal perspective I then want to understand what the law says now, and how 
we can change the law to better respect animals and allow them to be 
acknowledged as part of our society.   
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