Controversial topics
Preliminary statements
• These are only outlines of arguments. The
point is to generate discussion and reflective
thought on the issues.
• The plurality of views and issues demonstrates
that the AR movement is dynamic and varied,
and has a wide diversity of views.
• Being unable to resolve every issues does not
lessen the importance or truth of the basic AR
arguments.

• These are polarizing issues and will not
necessarily be resolved today. Many of the
issues extend into other areas of ethical
debate (e.g. capitalism).
• Today’s exercise is more about identifying
these issues and putting them into context. If
the course convenes in the future, we will give
entire classes to each one.
• These are not always zero-sum exercises.
Francione’s argument: your child or your dog?
• The advantage of philosophy ...

Are arguments against the treatment
of animals in China racist?
• Argument against cultural relativism, for universal
rights – but this also means that “the west” is
subject to the same criticism, so why the focus on
China if there is mass violence against animals in
the west? At the same time, because AR ethics
are universal, practices in China are not exempt.
• Criticism can be stated in a racist manner, but it
need not be. China is a nation state, and many
cultures and traditions. There are AR activists in
China. One should not employ crude stereotypes.

Anti-racist

Racist

Can vegans be financially wealthy?
Is capitalism contrary to AR values?
• Many socialists and leftwing people are
speciesists, so the Left
has no monopoly on this
issue. Vegans come in all
stripes.
• The answer depends on
our definition of
veganism. Yes, if we
adopt the narrow
definition (veganism =
plant-based diet, nothing
more).

• No, if we adopt the broad definition (e.g. Ethical consumerism), we
run into the problem of ethical investments.
• Is an ethical investment possible in a capitalist society when the most
successful investments are tied to fossil fuel use and extraction
industries?
• The “ethical investments” are based on a “best of sector” approach.
• Veganism may be seen as process, a spectrum of choices that goes
beyond diet to include principled choices in terms of everything we
consume.
• Counterargument (that capitalism and veganism can co-exist) turns on
the question of green capitalism. Is it valid concept?

Is the animal rights position similar to
the pro-choice position?
• Pro-choice argument: no, it is not the same. A typical
aborted human fetus is not sentient and there does not
have rights in the same way that a sentient animal
does. (1) This is a womens’ rights issue, primarily. And
men do not have a right to take a position on this.
• Pro-life argument: there is a basic similarity. The
potential of the human fetus to develop into a sentient
being means that it has rights. The woman’s interest is
trumped by the interest of the unborn child. Everyone
has a right to consider this carefully and take a position
on it, for or against.
• Complicating factors/variables: religious beliefs,
womens’ rights, intergenerational ethics.

• (1) “18 to 25 weeks is considered the earliest stage at which the
lower boundary of sentience could be placed. At this stage of
development, however, there is little evidence for the central
processing of somatosensory information. Before 30 weeks
gestational age, EEG activity is extremely limited and
somatosensory evoked potentials are immature, lacking
components which correlate with information processing within the
cerebral cortex. Thus, 30 weeks is considered a more plausible
stage of fetal development at which the lower boundary for
sentience could be placed.” – Susan Tawia. “When is the Capacity
for Sentience Acquired During Human Fetal Development?” in
Journal of Maternal-Fetal and Neonatal Medicine, 1992, Vol. 1, No.
3 , Pages 153-165

Additional issue: can vegans be religious?
• Recall our discussions on both religion and atheism.
There are religious arguments that dovetail with
compassion for animals, based on ahimsa and
“Creation rights” (although there is a paradox and
tension within religions on this issue).
• And there are atheist arguments for AR as well, based
on Darwinism and assigning blame to religions for
speciesism.
• There is also the argument that veganism is itself a
creed, a belief system, and shares many characteristics
with religion – although it does not require belief in the
supernatural. Like the “social gospel” or engaged
Buddhism, it requires action in this life.

High-kill vs. no-kill shelters
• High-kill argument: animal shelters are full and
homeless animals are suffering. Euthanizing them is
the most humane act possible. No-kill shelters are
inhumane. Many are scams and should be shut down,
according to PETA. This is a welfare and utilitarian
approach, not a rights approach; it is based on degree
of suffering.
• No-kill shelter argument: more rights based, but can
ignore quality of life issues. It is wrong to kill animals as
it violates their right to live. The solution is to expand
shelter size and start adoption programs, impose leash
laws, trap and release, etc., not kill animals.
Demonizing no-kill shelters is not the solution,
according to this view. Is this practical?
• Is an incremental solution possible: a social
movements wards no-kill shelters?

versus

Can cats be vegans?

• Yes side: vegan cat food exists and works; other animals
should not have to die.
• No side: cats are obligate carnivores and require meat; vegan
catfood is not healthy for cats and is more expensive.
• Long-term solution: reduce cat populations through
mandatory spay and neuter programs.

Tactics (property destruction? violence?)
 Is this violence?
Is this (below)?

 Is this tactic effective?

Tactics, continued
•
•
•
•
•

ALF claims to be non-violent.
The definition of violence is contested.
Is militant activism violent or non-violent?
Are violent tactics a good or a bad thing?
Ward Churchill: Pathology of Pacifism. Nonviolent tactics are ineffective.
• Non-violence (Gandhian) position: necessary to
avoid the cycle of violence, and to effect social,
political and legal reforms through a gradual
process. Violence by-passes that process and is
ultimately ineffective. Means and ends must
correspond.

• WWII / Nazi objection: non-violence would
not have worked against Hitler. Thus violent
tactics are sometimes necessary.
• Would we advocate defensive violence then
against the Holocaust?
• If we compare the factory farms and
vivisection labs to Nazi death camps (recall
David Sztybel, Charles Patterson arguments),
would it be warranted then?

• For misanthropy: humans are responsible for the
mass extinction of species, factory farming,
vivisection, etc. They cannot be reformed (or will
not be reformed). This necessitates a strong
position against our own species and a utilitarian
approach that favours strong population control
measures. Is a pandemic disease the best thing
that could happen? Should we be “environmental
fascists” and advocate a utilitarian ethic?

• Argument against misanthropy and
environmental fascism: Human beings are
animals; therefore, human rights = animal rights
and we do not want to violate animal rights if we
subscribe to this philosophy.
• Misanthropy is therefore speciesist and morally
wrong. We must learn to co-exist with animals,
peacefully. Humanity is capable of achieving this.
• Or is it????

Welfarism vs. abolitionism

Is this too simplistic? What about maxi-incrementalism?

What is veganism? Who is a vegan?

Palm oil: is it vegan?

• Health vs ethical veganism. Establishing a baseline (no
animal products consumed, worn – narrower definition).
Broad definition: broad spectrum of ethical choices. How
far does one go? Do we risk becoming “vegan police” or
is this idealism, extending the definition, a good thing?

Sexism and AR: arguments against PETA
• PETA is in the wrong because of sexy ads that
objectify women, which is counter-intuitive to
animal rights (e.g. Carol Adams’ arguments).
• PETA is justified because the plight of animals is
so severe that it requires any and all methods and
this is a pragmatic way to get attention.
• Feminist history: radical vs. liberal feminism, issue
of agency (women are exploited vs. women like
Pam Anderson choose of their own free will).

Indigenous people and hunting
Should the AR movement have anything to say on this?

• No, this issue is off-limits. Argument based on
cultural relativism. AR arguments are racist.
• No, this issue is a red herring; FN peoples kill
very few animals compared to factory farming
and it is for subsistence only, and they respect
animals.
• Yes, this issue is valid for discussion because AR
is a universal ethics, and applies to all persons
and cultures. Against cultural relativism.

 Subsistence
hunting

Non-subsistence
hunting. This man
is a Metis hunter.
He claims the
government’s
restrictions on
hunting are “racist.”

• “We do not allow cultures to practice violence
against humans because it is "cultural“ *e.g.
Honour killing, infanticide] and it would be
speciesist to have a different policy for nonhuman
animals.
• “But if all ethics is cultural, then the critique
against speciesism has no universal validity.
Raises a meta-ethics questions.”
• Some anti-animal-rights theories that prop up
cultural relativism: superiorism, reductionism,
ethical egoism, humanist utilitarianism, and
skeptical nihilism claim to provide a nonspeciesist
justification for harming animals for human use)”
(DS)

FN and AR continued
• The question of AR and indigenous peoples is
complicated by the fact that a universal theory of
rights is often viewed as a form of cultural
hegemony, as part of a program of colonialism, as
racism (example of Sati in British India; were they
wrong?)
• Do we as members of this culture have the right
to suggest what is right or wrong in other
cultures? Or does the universality of rights oblige
us to advocate for animals everywhere? What
about womens’ rights? Is this different?

• What about subsistence hunting as an
exception?
• What is subsistence hunting? How has this
idea been appropriated to excuse nonsubsistence hunting or use of animals?
(example of seal hunt).
• Should we then say that carnivores eating
humans is acceptable to us for the same
reason? (ex. sabre-toothed tiger, elephants
vying for habitat)
• What about trapping? Is this subsistence, or
the product of colonialism?

• Veganism is often associated with “whiteness”,
but a postcolonial ecofeminist reading of
Mi’kmaq legends serves as the basis for a vegan
diet rooted in Indigenous culture
http://www.thescavenger.net/animals/indigenou
s-veganism-feminist-natives-do-eat-tofu-237794504.html
• Argument against “pan-nativist” view that all
indigenous peoples are meat-eaters.

• Additional notes: John Grim (p. 373 of A Communion of
Subjects, on First Nations and animals
• “knowing and being known by animals”
• Seems to take a pan-nativist position, or at least finds
commonalities in many traditions
• Contrast with rational economic utilitarian model of
objectification of animals and technofix solutions
• “knowing animals for survival purposes” is mixed with
mythic narratives and rituals
• Black Elk’s cosmological vision uses animal imagery:
the horse as male, the buffalo as female – “relational
episteme” – “a way of knowing animals that is mutually
responsive”
• Ojibway lifeway is “anthropocosmic” – cosmological
power, ecological process, animal sentience, human
reciprocity, and somatic sensitivity (378) Education as
immersion in the lifeway (381)

• Animals give themselves to the hunter (?) (381) is this an example of “moral schizophrenia “? See
Carol Adams’ critique of this view. Or is it just
entirely outside the framework of my worldview?
• This idea was constructed within a social context
of subsistence hunting, but is relevant outside
that context?
• Rituals have practical purposes within that
society (388)
• Knowing animas increases self- knowledge, and in
recent times has contributed to conservationsm
[e.g. story on grizzly bears – speaks to modern
use of hunting rights in service to indigenous
sovereignty and cultural preservation and land
preservation, against industrial development]

