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to honor our environmental entanglements. Even vegans, so the argument 
goes, cannot escape the cycle of industrialized violence and destruction of 
animals and their habitats. For example, one can exclude "animal prod
ucts" from one's diet while including foods like tofu-made from soy
beans, produced by Monsanto, using unsustainable, environmentally de-
structive monoculture practices-and still call herself a "vegan." Therefore, 

though caring, compassionate people have good reason to engage ethically 
with animals, there is no compelling reason to privilege veganism over 
other ways of being an ethical consumer. Protesting GM Os, spreading the 
word about the devastating impacts of palm oil production, or working to 
help forest animals whose habitats are being destroyed for raw materials 
used in the manufacture of cell phones are all just as important as going 
vegan.10 

But one needn't choose to either try to forgo the products of direct vio
lence on the one hand or critically engage and resist industrial capitalism and 
its wide-reaching destruction on the other. Though the means of production 
of vegan foodstuffs certainly deserves scrutiny and vegans should be con
cerned about the intersecting oppressions that food production currently en
tails, this does not undercut the need for VA as an ethical response to violence 
against animals. One can both forgo environmentally destructive products 
that may also involve human servitude or exploitation and also refrain from 
consuming animal bodies. Though veganism is one way among many of en
gaging ethically with animals, it does not follow that those who are well posi

tioned to act should not do all they can to further their goal of ending vio
lence when rhose actions don't compromise achieving comparable morally 
worthy ends.11 

Human beings are always entangled in violence and killing, but there are 
different responses to these complex entanglements. While there is too much 
violence globally, much of it, like violence against animals, is systematic. Indi
vidual choices and actions in the face of such mass destruction may not appear 
to do much immediately to stop the violence, but this recognition shouldn't 
obscure responsibilities to avoid causing harm. Individual animals are victims 
of mass killing and we humans are, arguably, complicit in their suffering and 
exploitation. 

10. For a more thorough discussion of this argument and its weaknesses, see Warkentin (2012). 

11. It is also important to note that eating plant-based foods is not a deprivation and is health
ier and delicious! 
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Complicity and Impotence 

Just how responsible we are in causing suffering and harm to other animals 
when we consume their bodies produced in the industrialized system and 
what difference we might make as individuals, one way or the other, has in
creasingly been the topic of discussion.12 One common argument used to 
reject veganism is that individually, we can't make any difference at all. If V1 

rests on a category mistake, VA rests on a goal that is impossible for anyone to 
reach. 

Consider the context in which one might refrain from eating animals
it is usually when one decides to walk past the animal's carcass in the 
frozen-food case or the deli section of the local supermarket or butcher 
where animals are already dead. When one orders a chicken burrito at Chi
potle rather than the tofu sofrita, the chickens aren't slaughtered-to-order, 
so buying the tofu doesn't save any particular chicken's life. The animal 
bodies in the supermarket or at the restaurant were killed days or weeks 
before any consumer even thought about purchasing them. Not purchas
ing a chicken burrito at the particular moment you are at Chipotle would 
have absolutely no effect either way on whether chickens suffer and die in 
food production, so refraining from purchasing that chicken prevents no 
harm.13 Agribusiness seems to be too massive to respond to the behavior of 
individual consumers. 14 

Further, consider the case of leftovers. Suppose your housemate brings 
home leftover chicken. The chicken is already dead and already cooked. Your 
housemate does not want to eat the rest of his meal. If you do not eat it, the 
meal will be thrown away. It's hard to see how your eating this leftover chicken 
could, in any way, add to the harm and misery of factory-farmed chickens, or 
fail to prevent further violence against such sentient beings. Since animals 
suffer no matter what you do, why not order or eat the chicken? With regard 
to individual actions of individual consumers, it seems veganism, particularly 
as an aspiration, is useless as a response to violence, exploitation, and 

domination. 

12. See also Kagan (2011). 

13. There is a related debate about group complicity, that is the immorality of even purchasing 
vegan food in restaurants or stores where animal products are also sold that we can't take up 
here. See Marrin (2015). 

14. For a nice overview of this causal impotence objection, see Bass (n.d.) 
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This contradicts the claim some vegans make that by forgoing products of 

cruelty, they save 95 animals every year. 15 Presumably they mean that an esti

mated 95 animals will not be born to become someone's meal. But these 95 

indeterminate individuals aren't benefited by not being brought into exis

tence. If you cannot harm or save a non-existent being, it seems no one is 

saved by not eating animals. In addition, as the number of people who opt out 

of animal consumption continues to increase, so too does the number of ani

mals killed for food globally; there doesn't even appear to be a correlation 
between the overall number of animals killed for food and actual individual 

decisions to abstain from consuming animals. Given all of this, it seems that 

VA is illusory. To do what one can to refrain from consuming products that 

require the suffering and death of other animals amounts to doing nothing to 

save animals who are suffering and dying. 

But how is it possible that individual actions have no impact when it is 

clear that if everybody abstained, it would make a very large difference? Of 

course, animals would be spared lives of misery if people ceased consuming 

animal products, yet it appears that no particular animals would be spared 

lives of misery if I as an individual ceased consuming animal products. As 
Shelly Kagan puts it: 

it seems to be the case that whether or not I buy a chicken makes no 

difference at all to how many chickens are ordered by the store-and 

thus no difference in the lives of any chickens. To be sure, when hun

dreds of thousands of us each buy a chicken this week, this does make 

a difference-for if several hundred thousand fewer chickens were sold 

this week, the chicken industry would dramatically reduce the number 

of chickens it tortures. Thus the overall result of everyone's buying 

chickens is bad. But for all that, it seems true that it makes no differ

ence at all whether or not I buy a chicken; even ifl don't buy one, the 

results are no better (Kagan, 2011, p. 110-111). 

But how can I make no difference if together we can make a difference? If col
lective action will have causal impact, then at least some individual instances 

must have causal impact. Collective action is not a particularly mysterious 

metaphysical category; it is some combination of individual actions that can 

15. See for example the book, Ninety-Five: Meeting America's Farmed Animals in Stories and 
Photographs, edited and published by No Voice Unheard, 2010. See also PETA (2010). 
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have a variety of impacts. In some instances a perceptible harmful result 

emerges from actions that lead to seemingly imperceptible harms. Usually, 

analyses of these types of situations reveal that though seemingly impercepti

ble, there is nonetheless some very small impact that, when combined with 

the very small impacts of other consumers, results in harm. In the cases we are 

talking about, this seems an unsatisfying way of answering the question, given 

that the animals are already dead before I even formulate an intention to pur

chase their bodies. Eating or not eating a dead animal doesn't causally contrib

ute to any animal's death. 

But it may be that my action serves as a "trigger" or "threshold." 16 Sup

pose that the butcher only makes a call to order more chickens when the 

100th chicken breast is purchased or the poultry industry only reduces pro

duction when a threshold of 10,000 people stop purchasing chicken. It may 

seem that if you are not the one who purchases the 100th chicken breast or 

are not the 1 0,000th person who gave up chicken products, your refraining 

from such purchases makes no difference. However, your refraining affects 

the timing of slaughter or the cessation of slaughter. This is an impact, even 

if it is not a direct impact on any particular individual. So buying or not 
buying animal bodies does make a difference. Further, no matter what the 

causal impact of your refraining from consuming animal products, what is 

certain is that your not going vegan is practically certain to delay any thresh

old event happening and therefore practically certain to result in excess 

animal suffering (Norcross, 2004). 

Recognizing one's complicity in a system of violence and deciding to stand 

against it by refusing, as far as is possible, to participate in or directly benefit 

from that system also, importantly, has effects on others. Many who work 

16. Kagan describes a triggering event in this way: 

Presumably it works something like this: there are, perhaps, 25 chickens in a given crate 
of chickens. So the butcher looks to see when 25 chickens have been sold, so as to order 
25 more. (Perhaps he starts the day with 30 chickens, and when he gets down to only 5 
lefi:, he orders another 25-so as never to run out. But he must throw away the excess 
chickens at the end of the day before they spoil, so he cannot simply start out with thou
sands of chickens and pay no attention at all to how many are sold.) 

Here, then, it makes no difference to the butcher whether 7, 13, or 23 chickens have been 
sold. But when 25 have been sold this triggers the call to the chicken farm, and 25 more 
chickens are killed, and another 25 eggs are hatched to be raised and tortured. Thus, as a 
first approximation, we can say that only the 25th purchaser of a chicken makes a differ
ence. It is this purchase that triggers the reaction from the butcher, this purchase that 
results in more chicken suffering. 
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toward veganism influence others to do so, and they in turn can influence 

others, and so on. 'This kind of role modeling may be understood as a species 

of the broader phenomenon of social contagion in which an action of a partic

ular type makes another action of that type more likely. Thus veganism in

creases the probability that others will become vegan, which increases the 

probability that the collective action of the aggregate more quickly brings 

about a reduction in the number of animals produced for food and other con

sumer goods, decreasing animal suffering and bringing about a decrease in 

violence, exploitation, and domination (Almassi, 2011 ). 
In contrast, private actions like eating the leftover chicken when no one 

else is around ( or will ever witness or even find out about it) could increase 

the chance that one may, in the future, eat more chicken. An internal, private 

permission is generated and it may expand to other, less private, contexts. Veg

anism urges us to conceptualize chicken or pig bodies, for example, as "not 

food;' much the way we in the United States think of dog bodies as "not 

food." As people begin to view the corpses of others as inedible, the probabil

ity that they will want to consume "leftover" bodies is lowered. Someone as

piring to be the kind of person who acts to minimize suffering and oppres
sion, wherever and whenever they can, will thus adopt strategies that will 

stabilize their ability to act on their aspiration and refrain from consuming 

animal products even in private.17 

Conclusion 

People are looking for alternatives to the systemic, industrialized violence an

imals suffer in order to become dinner. Though veganism remains an empow

ering response to this violence, vegans need to remain realistic about the eth

ical entanglements that accompany life in consumer culture. To believe, as 

some do, that veganism is an identity or lifestyle that gives one "clean hands" 

is to believe a myth. In contexts like ours, veganism can only be an aspiration. 

But even as an aspiration, veganism can make a difference in changing system

atic cruelty and domination. 

17. Interestingly, when considering that role-modeling behavior can have both positive and 
negative aspects and recognize that some "negatively contagious" actions (so-called "backfire" 
role-modeling) can affect others' behavior such that it increases the probability that an ob
server will engage in behaviors opposite to the role-modeler, we have further evidence against 
Vr If advocates ofV1 are perceived as preachy, self-righteous zealots (the "negative contagion"), 
then the effect ofV1 may very well be to push non-vegans away from veganism and toward 
meat consumption. 
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Abstaining from the use of all animal products is virtually impossible for 

most consumers in industrialized societies. Coming to think of veganism as 

an aspiration is coming to terms with the complicated impacts of our choices 

and relationships with nonhuman animals and the environment. Because it is 

non-idealized, VA forges a particularly empowering and grounded form of in
dividual political commitment, fostering a deeper understanding ofintersect

ing injustices and oppressions. In our experience, discussing veganism not as 

an identity or lifestyle but as an aspiration allows for meaningful discussions 

about the ways the objectification and commodification of sentient beings are 

morally problematic. Relatedly, in avoiding the rhetoric of moral purity or 

superiority, VA increases the likelihood that non-vegans will be open to em
bracing the nonviolence that grounds veganism. Recognizing the kind of 

impact aspiring to veganism can have may strengthen one's ability to respond 

to the system of violence and improve the lives of all beings. 
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