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This contradicts the claim some vegans make that by forgoing products of
cruelty, they save 95 animals every year.!S 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 scems 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
V, 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
adifference—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 if I 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 Faymed 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 resule
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.”'¢ 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 10,000th 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
left, 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."”

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
V. If advocates of V| are perceived as preachy, self-righteous zealots (the “negative contagion”),
then the effect of V| 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, V, forges a particularly empowering and grounded form of in-
dividual political commitment, fostering a decper understanding of intersect-
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, V, 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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