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Why Animal Lovers Should Eat Meat
Posted in News & Views on Fri, 04/23/2010 - 11:01pm by Angelique Chao - 

Alright, I’ll admit that the title of this article is a shameless attempt to capture your attention. There really
isn’t a reason, as far as I can tell, why animal lovers should eat meat – that is, no reason why eating meat
is ethically superior or preferable to abstaining and going vegetarian.

However, eating meat can be ethically acceptable even if not ethically superior. The decision to eat meat
can be just as “right” as the decision not to. This is so even if we agree that animals are not just natural
resources for us to use, but are peers of ours on this earth, whose lives, pains, pleasures and deaths
matter to them just as ours matter to us. How can we recognize the moral significance of animals, yet justify
eating them? I’d like to lay out what I’d consider the two best arguments for that conclusion: (1) eating meat
is not really so bad and (2) eating meat may be bad, but abstaining from doing so is not much of an
improvement. I am nowhere near the first to outline either of these arguments; rather, these are the two
views that I feel have best stood the test of time and endless debate.

1. Why eating meat isn’t so bad

Eating meat requires killing animals, and that’s the rub for most vegetarians. Inhumane treatment of
animals while they are alive is, of course, horrible, but it is not a reason to become a vegetarian. It is a
reason to become much more conscious about where the meat that you eat comes from, a reason to spend
time with your farmer and processor, or at the very least your restauranteur or grocer, a reason to do what
it takes to ensure that their standards for animal welfare are ones that you can support with a clear
conscience. If you cringe at the thought of cruelty, integrity requires you to take the time to do your due
diligence lest you become a consumer of it. But integrity does not require you to stop eating meat. When
you can verify that your producers are giving their animals a decent life and a quick death (keeping in mind
that no life or death, however idyllic, can be kept completely free of discomfort) compassion and kindness
can be consistent with the practice of eating meat.

If it’s the fact of killing rather than the way food animals
are treated that bothers you, though, you might think
that vegetarianism is the only honest response to it. But
there is a bigger picture to consider. Animals, after all,
aren’t just killed for food – they are bred, raised, and
killed for food. Therefore, if you decide to stop eating
meat because you don’t agree with killing animals for
food, you are not just stopping animals from being killed.
You are also stopping them from being bred and raised.
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To put it bluntly, you are creating a smaller market for
their existence. For every cow, pig, or chicken that you
don’t eat, a cow, pig or chicken existence will simply not
occur. So, when the question of the ethics of killing
animals for food comes up, I think we have to realize that it’s not the whole question. The whole question,
the real question, is whether it is ethical to bring animals into being for the purposes of killing them for food.
If what we care about is the animals, then the question becomes: for them, or from their perspective, is it
better to be brought into existence, live a (short) life, then be killed for food, or is it better to not exist at all?

Well, animals probably can’t ponder the possibility of non-existence, so we have to ask and answer the
question for them. There doesn’t seem to be anything more profound to say about it than simply to
conclude that if a life is worth living, then it is better to live and die than never to have lived at all.
Therefore, if a food animal’s life is worth living, it is morally acceptable for we humans to both bring that life
into being, care for it, and then to humanely extinguish it, knowing all the while that the inevitability of the
latter is the precondition of the possibility of the former.

This is why it’s so important to eat meat only from compassionately-raised animals. If an animal is raised
with no regard for its well-being, its life is unlikely to be even minimally worth living, in which case the
argument doesn’t work. It is morally unconscionable to bring an animal into being, only to torture and then
kill it.

2. Why being a vegetarian isn’t better

If you still don’t like the idea of killing even humanely-raised animals for food, being a vegetarian won’t help
you. Or, if it will, it will only help you marginally. We obviously have to eat something, and if it’s not meat,
it’s dairy and eggs, and if it’s not that, it’s fruit and grains and vegetables. Unassuming as chowing down on
your beans and rice might seem, countless animals are killed to produce the grains and vegetables that
vegetarians -- and vegans -- rely on. Granted, we’re not actually eating them, but they are nonetheless
destroyed by the pesticides and tractors that enable us to bring food from the ground to our mouths.
Therefore, we are requiring that they be killed so that we may eat, just as we require that food animals be
killed so that we may eat. We might make ourselves feel better by reassuring ourselves that we’re not
directly consuming them, but of course it matters not a whit to the annihilated animals whether we consume
their bodies or leave them lying in the soil. Either way, their lives are gone.

The prospect of killing insects with pesticide may not bother some
vegetarians, and I’m not one to harp on any inconsistency there.
Perfectly respectable scientists theorize, after all, that insects are not
sentient beings and cannot feel pain, so there may be some objective
basis for making an ethical distinction between the killing of an aphid
and the killing of a cow. However, the prairie dogs, gophers,
groundhogs, rabbits, moles, and field mice living in crop soil whose lives
end unceremoniously in the jaws of a tractor are undoubtedly sentient
mammals, and I see no reason to count them as less worthy of our
moral concern than a cow. Unfortunately, even vegetarians and vegans
cannot avoid having blood on their plates.

I have seen very few responses in the animal welfare literature to this
point. To his credit, Peter Singer, the philosopher who is often credited
as starting the whole movement with his groundbreaking 1975 work,
Animal Liberation, does offer a rebuttal. In a more recent book, The Way

We Eat, Singer acknowledges the above argument and answers that at least fewer animals are killed when
we eat crops than when we eat meat – by his estimate, five times fewer in an example in which we choose
a vegan meal over one composed of grass-fed beef.

I’m not going to quibble with the math. The number of lives saved will vary greatly depending on
controversial assumptions about soil composition, tilling method, etc., but let’s assume Singer is correct,
and at least a vegetarian or vegan diet reduces the overall number of animals killed. Logically, that may be
a reason to eschew eating meat. But is that really the most vegetarians can say for themselves? The moral
high ground consists of, well, occupying a bit less of the moral low ground? The ethical difference between
vegetarian and omnivorous diets is a matter not of principle, but of arithmetic?
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It’s one thing to believe, when you give up the hot dogs and burgers and veal scallopine that you love so
much, and have to live through your uncle’s disapproval at Thanksgiving, and your friends’ teasing at
happy hour, and your mom’s incessant worrying that you’re not getting enough protein, that at least you’re
living an ethically pure life. At least you don’t have blood on your hands. When it turns out that you’re doing
all that just so you can divide the amount of blood on your hands by five -- it just doesn’t have the same
ring.

So, I’m inclined to believe that eating humanely-raised meat is not a choice we can easily vilify. None of us
has the luxury of shunning the kill. Perhaps the best we can do is devote our energies to ensuring that the
animals’ lives we take are good ones.

Angelique Chao is a freelance writer in Minneapolis who spends her time
noodling about the ethical implications of what we choose to eat. She thought
she’d left philosophizing behind for good when she finished her dissertation and
joined the business world, but after several years of corporate life her natural
disposition reasserted itself; she’s now a full-time writer and researcher. When
she’s not out touring farms and processing facilities, you’ll likely find her at one
laptop-friendly spot or another -- a library, a coffee shop, or home. She blogs at
http://fromanimaltomeat.com. Her last post for Simple, Good and Tasty was
Organic Farmers at MOSES Conference Plant Seeds for a Sustainable Future.
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Comments

Anonymous says:
Sat, 04/24/2010 - 9:38am

Food grows right out of the ground. Why go to the extra step of feeding food to other species, then eating
them? Just look up how much of our tax dollars go towards subsidizing meat production. Meat is a very
complicated and expensive way to make food that we artificially make look cheap through government
subsidies.

GreenRanchingMom says:
Sat, 04/24/2010 - 11:34am

Wow!! Very thought provoking, honest & insightful!!!

To address Anonymous's statement, Beef Cattle (grass-fed in particular) are designed to take the forages
that grow in otherwise untillable acres (our rolling & steep hills)& convert it directly to lean protein.

Thank you for a great article!! One that might be hard to read (as an omnivore & cattleman, but very
useful!!

jill g. says:
Sat, 04/24/2010 - 5:42pm

wow, thank you for another excellent and thought-provoking read, angelique. i hadn't considered how many
animals meet their demise with the harvesting of field crops.

Vegetarian Perspective says:
Sat, 04/24/2010 - 6:18pm

This vegetarian agrees with you on all fronts. We need to understand the food we eat, and feel comfortable
with the decisions we make.
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Eli says:
Sat, 04/24/2010 - 7:23pm

An interesting but, I feel, flawed argument.

Let's say you have a 2-bedroom house and an annual household income of $50,000. If you claim to love
kids, would you have 10 of them because you feel it's better for them to live in an environment that can't
support them than that they never live at all? Most folks would call that cruelty.

The Earth, of course, is the 2-bedroom house in this analogy. At some point, the question of how humanely
we want to treat food animals becomes moot; the planet simply does not have the space and resources to
support our meat consumption levels. Ultimately, those who care about the humane treatment of food
animals may need vegetarians to lower the demand for these animals, increasing the amount of resources
available per animal.

We're already playing "God" with these animals, creating them just to eat them, and I, personally, feel
inclined to say it *is* better that they never be born than be born into an environment that cannot support
their needs while they live.

Mars says:
Sun, 04/25/2010 - 7:53pm

more bullshit here. Keep eating this crap if you like, I am done. This country is corrupt and killing its own
people. I can't think of two more unappealing words than "dairy" and "beef".

larry says:
Sun, 04/25/2010 - 11:28pm

Here's a good video on meat: http://meat.org

lee says:
Mon, 04/26/2010 - 10:52am

I'm compelled by Jonathan Safran Foer's argument in his excellent book Eating Animals that it's much
harder to be a conscientious omnivore than to be a vegetarian and avoid meat altogether. I struggle with
what to tell my long lost friends who want to cook me dinner: "I'm not a vegetarian, but I won't eat what
YOU eat." Doesn't seem very nice. What do you think?

Greener Every Dday says:
Mon, 04/26/2010 - 11:18am

Your shameless attempt to capture attention with a flashy and controversial title worked. At least it worked
for me and I'm glad that it did. Eating animal products--even sustainably produced ones--is an issue I have
struggled with as I've become more conscious of and informed about my food choices. I agree with the
former comment that it is hard to be a conscientious omnivore but I'm trying.

I've touched on this issue in my own blog in a piece titled "Flexitarian, Not Vegetarian." Following Michael
Pollan I try to eat more vegetables and produce and fewer animal products, and be as conscious as I can
about where all of my food comes from. You can read the post here:

http://greenereverydayconsulting.com/not-vegetarian-but-flexitarian.

toro says:
Fri, 04/30/2010 - 12:14pm

Your discussion is self-contradictory.

Your humanely raised animals require food to live. That food must then come from a place that in
producing it kills random wild animals. Hence, you've simply added more killing. You have not reduced the
moral mistreatment of anything. You've added a being to be killed while also increasing the number of
beings killed.

If you suggest that the vegetables fed the animal were cleaved with no killing on a level applicable to our
population size, I now ask: why can't that be done in the first place.

Animals killed by our harvesting are not being forced to die, they are dying because they live in/move to our

http://meat.org/
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http://greenereverydayconsulting.com/not-vegetarian-but-flexitarian


land. Their own actions bring about their own deaths. Killing a cow because you want to eat it is not the
same.

Your question,

"...is it better to be brought into existence, live a (short) life, then be killed for food, or is it better to not exist
at all?"

has no meaning. You are making an incoherent comparison. To be “brought” is to be moved from one state
to another. To be “allowed” is an action on an existent being. I do not “allow” a non-existent bee to remain
non-existent. I cannot, by definition, act on it. A mother does not “bring” a baby into existence. The baby is
by definition, the baby once its existence occurs. Morality of acts/choices concerning it can therefore only be
made with regards to the existent baby.

For these reasons, you cannot say it is “better” or “worse” as the two judgments are comparisons between
states, and one of your states does not, according to you, exist (read the last three words of the question).

jill g. says:
Fri, 04/30/2010 - 12:40pm

Toro, "our land?" Like it's ours and not equally theirs? You say this as if these animals are conscious of
cause and effect, like it's their fault for getting in the way of the tractor.

Natalie says:
Sun, 05/02/2010 - 7:05pm

Thanks for this piece! I've been a vegetarian/vegan for many years and I completely agree that it's possible
to eat meat ethically. Everyone needs to make a conscious decision about the food they eat. Passive and
processed eating is the real issue, not vegetarianism.

MMG says:
Sun, 05/02/2010 - 10:28pm

I'm sorry, but these "arguments" you put forth just sound ignorant...

It seems to me you're just trying to justify your desire to eat meat, and you'll tell yourself whatever you need
to (regardless of if it makes sense) in order to do that. Animals are not ours to use, period.

And regarding your point 1, I wrote a blog post about that which you may find helpful:
http://creaturetalk.wordpress.com/2009/04/17/you-want-farm-animals-to-go...

HappyVegetarian says:
Sat, 05/08/2010 - 7:51pm

This is pathetic!!! I am a vegetarian because I hate how people kill animals!!! Not because I am becoming
more conscious about my food!

There is a lot of food other than MEAT!!!

You know you dont know everything

Anonymous says:
Wed, 05/12/2010 - 4:23pm

You don't have to "grow food to feed the animals" when you're talking about pastured animals. They eat
grass - a food that human beings can't even digest. In many parts of the world, it makes far more sense to
eat animals who graze on grass than to till up the land to grow grains and beans. I would even argue that it
would be unethical to do so.

Anonymous says:
Wed, 05/12/2010 - 4:25pm

Veganism seems to be a modern invention that results from people being MORE not LESS disconnected
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from the land and their food sources. Only modern industrial agriculture makes veganism possible.

GreenRanchingMom says:
Mon, 05/17/2010 - 11:44am

Amazing how some people who claim to be "happy vegetarians" are so Mean, rude & aggressive.

I respect others choices not to eat meats, & they should respect that some people DO eat meats & want to
know how to eat to help the environment AND the animals.

AMP says:
Sat, 06/05/2010 - 1:53am

I'm a [mostly] vegetarian who eats meat and fish from humanely raised/wild animals and fish about 6-10
times a year. And I actually think that's probably bordering on more meat and fish than the earth can
support for anyone.

This posting seems to contain a lot of justification to defend a personal preference for eating meat in the
face of environmental problems surrounding the practice of doing so. There is a lot of cherry picking going
on, ignoring [deliberate or not, who can say] some pretty key issues.

I could elaborate on those issues, but I don't have to. Because the bottom line is this: regular consumption
of meat and fish just isn't sustainable. I get that grass-fed is better and all that. But if everyone on the
planet ate that way starting … NOW! … we'd be out of land, food, animals, everything in about 2 minutes.
It's really as simple as that. Eating a diet based mostly on plant sources is dramatically more sustainable,
given our planet's population.

Bea Elliott says:
Sat, 07/03/2010 - 2:01pm

Yes indeed the title of this site is definitely trickery. And I think the majority of "reasons" to eat meat is as
well.

To say that a short life of captivity is worth the living in order to be butchered at the end of your time is very
short-sighted. There is nothing ethical about causing harm when you don't have to. We can thrive on a plant
based diet so the slaughter of animals is just not "necessary".

Your point about animals being harmed in the harvesting of crops is also a notion that has been blown way
out of proportion. These animals - the mice, voles, rabbits, etc. are not deaf! When they hear the startup
sound of machinery they scram ASAP. Yes, there are some animals that are not fortunate enough to
escape the thresher blades but there are many less than the 10 billion animals grown for "meat" each year
in the US.

Also, the idea that we will cause harm no matter what we eat so everything is equally "moral" is an invalid
argument as well. It's not like as if we are deliberately breeding and placing these rabbits and mice in fields
so they can be deliberately killed. The intent to cause suffering is not there and cannot be weighed on the
same scale as what's done at a slaughterhouse.

Finally, if anyone is really that concerned with the animals harmed in crop production - They would still opt
for a vegan diet because 85% of soy and corn is harvested for feed... If we didn't use all the grain to fatten
animals we could feed more people. It would be a healthier choice and would reduce much of the
environmental damage done by "livestock".

Want to make a better world? Eat like you mean it - Go Vegan
www.humanemyth.org

Bea Elliott says:
Sat, 07/03/2010 - 2:07pm

Oh - BTW - The photo you used says it all... Lush hills, peaceful scenery and rolling pastures --- Yet look
what's on Momma Cow's neck - A steel (slave) chain. It's just unthinkable what we do to these innocent
creatures who are victims of our unenlightened values, and our ravenous taste buds.

Ginny Messina says:
Sat, 07/03/2010 - 3:45pm

Ugh--another nonsensical argument aimed at justifying selfishness. According to the logic here, birth control
is immoral since it denies existence to potential humans. I sincerely doubt that anyone would appreciate
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being brought into this world just to be killed before they have lived 2 years, or even 1 year. And as others
have pointed out, animal agriculture will always result in more animals being killed, even given the effects of
plant agriculture on wildlife. An omnivore who cares about her health is going to be eating mostly plant
foods anyway.

It's one thing to eat meat and dairy and eggs while making an effort to find the most humanely-produced
choices. That's a far better decision than most omnivores are making. But there is no way you can pretend
that this is the best option. It's not--at least not for anyone who truly cares about animals.

Stacey says:
Sat, 07/03/2010 - 4:51pm

Ditto what Bea said. There's no way to justify eating meat except to say that it's to satisfy your tastebuds.
The idea that you're doing these animals a favor by eating them because otherwise they wouldn't exist?
Seriously? I can't imagine telling my children we eat pigs because otherwise they wouldn't exist. Well, now
that one doesn't exist because you just ate it. Either way the pig is gone. I'll put all the damn pigs in my
backyard if that will make you feel better. That way they're still in existence but safe from being eaten. I
know alot of people who raise pigs, hens, steer, etc as pets...never intending to eat them. They, in fact, will
bury them when they die. Not send them to slaughter. In Korea they are looking to pass legislation to start
factory farming dogs. You can go to a restaurant there and pick the puppy from a cage that you want to
eat. They aren't abused. They aren't fed antibiotics. They are 'organic' if you want to call it that...and they
slaughter it quickly right in the back of the kitchen for you. If you lived in Korea I suppose you'd be justifying
that as well. Might as well eat them, otherwise they wouldn't exist, eh? How is a cow or a pig any different
than a dog? Russians import kangaroo meat from Australia, there is new consideration now to farm
kangaroos for meat export. Wanna justify that as doing them a favor, too? It's endless. It's YOUR taste
buds that determine it. Don't delude yourself into believing it's for any reason other than that. It's not
humane, it's not considerate, it's not ethically OK, and it's not equal to anything vegans or vegetarians are
doing in trying to line up their values with their dinners.

It takes 2500 gallons of water to produce 1 lb of steak (humane steak is no different in it's water needs). It
takes 20 gallons of water to produce 1 lb of carrots. Read up on how much grain is needed to keep your
precious humane beef alive. Read up on the damage it's done to the topsoil in the US, which BTW, is
going to take 100 years per INCH to fix. We can't even grow crops on the land the cows have destroyed
because the top soil is so covered in pesticides and antiobiotics and hormones it has become useless land.
Read MadCowboy. Cows were never meant to be here in this number for this long. They are destroying the
land, and they are robbing other countries of land to grow grain to feed livestock that could be used to grow
food to feed their people. Not to mention the methane gas, the manure, the pollution of our water. It's not
sustainable. It's not sustainable for chickens, cows, pigs or dairy for us to all get a slice of it. It's considered
a diet of affluence, and the countries who eat the most of it are the sickest in the world. While the rest
starve. If you're going to eat it, eat it, but don't go around saying it's a more "ethically superior" choice = it's
not even close.

NinaV says:
Sun, 07/04/2010 - 7:05pm

I think we should all go out and get pregnant and have daughters so we can lock them in factories and
have them labor to produce affordable products for us. As long as we treat them humanely it will be OK.
Because after all it's a life lived right?

And of course how silly to think that eating cereals and vegetables directly could be less damaging. It's so
much more effective to feed the cereals to the livestock who then poop it out and destroy the environment
with methane. Also take into consideration that pesticides are used to grow their food. Not to mention the
chemicals, hormones and antibiotics, along with transportation, water usage and refrigeration.

And grassfed beef is not better for the environment. It's worse.
http://news.discovery.com/earth/grass-fed-beef-grain.html

Anonymous says:
Tue, 07/06/2010 - 11:36am

Well jee, whoever wrote this is an idiot. I'm 13 and know that this is wrong. I've been a vegetarian since I
was 5, by my own choice. If a 5 year old can understand that meat is wrong, why do so many adults try to
justify it? It's wrong, it'll always be wrong. Don't go around prancing about how vegetarians/vegans are the
wrong ones. We save lives. People like the person who wrote this article are the ones with blood on their
plates and on their hands.

"If slaughterhouses had glass walls, everyone would be a vegetarian."

Anonymous says:
Tue, 07/06/2010 - 11:40am

Even if those animals are killed with pesticides, isn't that more humane than slitting their throat and letting
them bleed to death? Or boiling them alive? Pesticides are at least more humane than that. Isn't getting run

http://news.discovery.com/earth/grass-fed-beef-grain.html


over by a tractor more humane than that? I'd rather have a small number of animals, killed in a more
humane way, than to have a large number of animals, slaughtered cruelly for no good reason, besides the
fact that man is selfish.
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