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Excerpt from FAQS About The Use of Animals in Science; a Handbook for the Scientifically Perplexed 

Shanks PhD and Greek MD University Press of America, 2009 

 

Chapter 5 Animals, Specific Drugs and Diseases, page 69: 
 

Wasn’t it through using animals that scientists developed insulin to treat diabetes?  
 
Defenders of the animal model are fond of citing the development of insulin as support for continued animal-
based studies. They assert, with justification, that insulin harvested from slaughterhouses prolonged the lives of 
many diabetics. But crediting the recovery of insulin (a slaughterhouse by-product) to animal experiments is 
analogous to thanking the Toyota salesman for inventing the automobile. It is true that animals have figured 
largely in the history of diabetes research and especially insulin therapy, but their record is decidedly checkered 
in terms of giving results applicable to humans.  
 In 1869, scientists identified insulin-producing pancreatic cells that malfunction in diabetic patients. 
Other human pancreatic conditions, such as pancreatic cancer and pancreatitis (inflammation of the pancreas) 
were seen to produce diabetic symptoms, reinforcing the disease's link with the pancreas. 
  When animal-based researchers experimented on pancreases in animals, the animals did become dia-
betic. However, the animals’ symptoms led to conjecture that diabetes was a liver disease, linking sugar 
transport to the liver and glycogen. 
  In the early 1920s two scientists, John Macleod and Frederick Banting, isolated and purified insulin by 
extracting it from a dog. For this they received a Nobel Prize. Macleod admitted that their contribution was not 
the discovery of insulin, but rather reproducing in the dog lab what had already been demonstrated in man. 
They were not obliged to extract insulin from dogs, because certainly there was ample tissue from humans. 
They merely did so because it was convention and thus convenient. 
 In that same year, Banting and Best gave dog insulin to a human patient with disastrous results. Note 
what Roberts said about the dog experiments in 1922: “The production of insulin originated in a wrongly con-
ceived, wrongly conducted, and wrongly interpreted series of experiments [73].”  
 Using in vitro techniques, Banting, Best, and other scientists were able to mass-produce insulin from pig 
and cow pancreases collected at slaughterhouses. This is the main contribution animals have made to diabetics; 
their pancreases were used as a source for insulin. More recently, animal insulin has been replaced as science 
developed safer, human insulin. 
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