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1Introduction

Let’s begin with an anecdote that may strike a familiar chord.

Rosh Hashannah 1988. The dining table is equipped with its extension leaf to accommodate the extended family, and the table is set with the good dishes miraculously unscathed from their journey to New York during a hasty pogrom-induced departure from the old country. The family gathers to celebrate the start of the Jewish new year. Everyone is in good spirits and feeling festive until I turn away a bowl of my grandmother’s chicken soup. The air is sucked from the room. Looks are exchanged. Newly informed about the treatment animals endure in the food system, I have become a vegetarian at the age of thirteen. No one is pleased. It is one thing to eat a veggie burger for lunch and quite another to turn your back on your grandmother’s chicken soup at the Rosh Hashannah table. This is the soup of our people and the result of my grandmother’s loving labor, the consistent centerpiece of all our holiday gatherings, the healing broth for colds and flus. Feelings are hurt, demands to acquiesce are issued, the idea that meat is murder is explained. The hurt festers for decades as a commitment to vegetarianism becomes a commitment to veganism, further distancing me from the culturally important traditions of my family and community. I remain staunch in my commitment to animals, all the while knowing I have lost ground with my family—I see hurt feelings, a belief I have shown disrespect to my elders, fears I have left them all behind somehow, anger that I have questioned their moral decision-making, and awareness that I have transgressed the norm that we eat animals without question. All the while, I am thinking “I miss and love you, but can’t you understand that I can no longer participate in a moral tragedy?” while they are wondering why chickens matter more to me than my most valued relationships and the traditions of our people.

I have defended animals but disappointed people; those same people have at times been defensive and disappointing. This anecdote is autobiographical, but it could just as easily belong to any vegan I encounter—the Iranian vegan rejecting their friends’ Persian kebab, the Mexican vegan rejecting the Easter offering of bacalao a la vizcaína, the vegan Gujarati Jain who no longer partakes of the Diwali sweets made with animal products, or the South African vegan who will not participate in a traditional Braais barbecue (Ngqangashe 2019, 152–3).1 While the traditions and specific foods differ, the scenes that have played out with their families and communities are the same. We all experience the deep pain of defending animals and disappointing people in the process. When one incorporates respect for animals into one’s life by adopting veganism or animal advocacy more generally thus rejecting activities that involve animal exploitation, one frequently finds oneself at odds with loved ones and community members who do not share these values. I call these situations “interanimal and intracultural” conflicts because they are between animals (human and other-than-human) and take place within one’s own cultural or familial context. This tension often goes unexplored and is certainly undertheorized. This is perhaps because living in a world where animal exploitation and suffering is overwhelmingly ubiquitous tends to make those of us awake to this tragedy yearn to help others see that they should care and that, in caring, they should shift to veganism. We want to paint veganism as the land of plenty it is—full of delicious foods, camaraderie, activities to enjoy, and a sense of peace. Dwelling on what is challenging or heartbreaking will only turn people away with the result that more animals will continue to suffer, earth’s climate will continue to change for the worse, and more humans will be harmed by the environmental impacts of industrial animal agriculture and the dangerous work involved in raising and slaughtering animals for consumption. So, we whisper among ourselves about the relational challenges we face or worse, we pretend these challenges do not arise.

Veganism is indeed a land of plenty, especially for those of us who have access to healthy foods easily acquired at local grocery stores and farmers’ markets. I know too, however, from my own experience and the experiences of others I have spoken with that veganism can take a relational toll; that in our attempts to defend animals our loved ones sometimes feel hurt, confused, disappointed, angry, or betrayed. These feelings are often dismissed out of hand as evidence that our loved ones feel guilty about their own consumption of animal bodies; that they feel judged by the vegan in their midst; and that they want to avoid reflecting on their own practices at all costs. This may be partially true. I suspect all vegans have experienced the kind of aggressive and defensive posture taken by our meat-eating table companions or the neighbor whose invitation to the zoo we politely decline. However, this explanation is insufficient to explain all that transpires between vegans and their loved ones.

This project is a work of ecofeminist animal ethics focusing on conflicts that arise between animal ethics, cultural traditions, and important relationships. Through careful contextual analysis of these conflicts, I shed light on the complexity relationality adds to cases of competing values and offer a relational account, what I call “relational moral attention,” of how we might find our way through these ethically and emotionally charged situations without estrangement from either our commitments to animals or our important relationships.

In academic disciplines focused on animal ethics/animal studies and in animal activist circles, there has been considerable discussion about cross-cultural conflicts of interest involving animals. For example, the question of whether Indigenous people should undertake cultural whaling and what, if anything, should be the role of white activists and academics in weighing in on that topic has received substantial attention (Fisher 2011; Gaard 2001; Hawkins 2001; Hogan 1996; Kim 2015). In a similar vein, ecofeminists going back to the 1990s have theorized about “contextual moral vegetarianism,” which centers on whether ethical vegetarianism is a universal requirement or a moral response in particular contexts (e.g., Western, industrialized nations where industrialized animal agriculture is the norm and alternatives to animal flesh are readily available) (Curtin 1991, 1992, 2004; Kheel 2004, 2008; Twine 2022.)2

Given the keen interest in conflicts between nonhuman animals and human traditions and practices that involve causing animal suffering in the cross-cultural sphere, it is surprising there is so little sustained reflection about conflicts of interest that arise between commitments to nonhuman animals and relationships with loved ones regarding cultural or familial traditions intraculturally. What, for example, does animal ethics have to say to the Jewish vegan staring down at a bowl of her grandmother’s chicken soup while recognizing the moral impermissibility of both slaughtering chickens for human consumption and disrespecting or acting hurtfully toward her elders? On one reading, someone’s nonsubsistence interest in a bowl of chicken soup is a trivial interest in something tasty to eat. Where food is not scarce and resources are plentiful, there is no reason to eat a bowl of chicken soup when one could just as easily enjoy lentil soup. On another reading, the chicken soup is a robust interest in deep familial and cultural traditions and in sustaining important familial relationships. Contextualizing the bowl of soup reveals that it is no small thing for an Ashkenazi Jewish person, for example, to turn her back on a bowl of her grandmother’s chicken soup. The refusal undermines the relationship, threatens group harmony, and is interpreted as a moral accusation by those who eat the soup.

When we look at some human interests contextually, we see that a tension can arise between two insights: (1) the insight that animals’ moral considerability warrants that we not harm them in service of seemingly trivial, nonbasic human interests and (2) the insight that some of our nonbasic interests are nonetheless significantly morally valuable, in particular insofar as they are connected to relationships of love and care and our cultural identities. This tension is the focal point of Defending Animals, Disappointing People. Those of us facing this tension confront at least two issues. The first, and more obvious, is the choice about whether to prioritize obligations to and compassion for animals over obligations to and care for our loved ones. Inside of this choice lies yet another dilemma surrounding one’s own sense of moral integrity and how that should be weighed when our moral positions set us at odds with loved ones. The second, less obvious and often unacknowledged issue is how to respond once we have made our choice about which value will prevail. I address both issues. Some of the discussion aims at clarifying what is at stake when weighing conflicting values and what considerations can help us make a choice about which should ultimately prevail. Another part of the discussion focuses on what to do once our choice is made. In particular, what to do when we have decided that we will follow our moral principles but that in doing so we may be seen as guilty of another kind of moral failure by turning away from family, friends, and other important relationships in service of those obligations. There is of course a correlated question of what one should do if one opts to weigh relationships more than animals’ interests. Most of the book is devoted to the first question.

Often in the animal ethics literature the response to these kinds of conflicts is to note that the human interests involved are so trivial compared to the animals’ interests that they simply ought to be given up. This is the recommendation either because the approach is utilitarian, like Peter Singer’s, and focuses on weighing interests to resolve conflicts or because the approach is deontological, like Tom Regan’s, and focuses on respecting animals’ rights. On both approaches it will be absurd to suggest that humans ought to override animals’ most important interests or violate their rights to fulfill interests that are neither necessary nor, as some argue, important. Another response that I have encountered in some animal activist circles is to simply wish the dilemmas away by suggesting an easy response to what is actually a complex and sometimes gut-wrenching scenario. Another response is to remain open to hearing that the human interest is, indeed, more robust than originally thought but then use that robustness as a reason to override animals’ interest. “Oh!” someone might say, “Traditional foods really are important to your community, and you seem to really love your grandmother. I see now that the interest is not trivial at all. Just go ahead and eat the soup now that it is clear how important it is.” I seek a different answer to these dilemmas, one that threads a rather tight needle in an effort to demonstrate that we can see human interests in all their robustness while at the same time recognizing that those interests most often ought not to override animals’ interests. Some human interests really are trivial, and no description, however carefully contextualized, will render them any less so. I set those well and truly trivial interests to the side for this project.

Given what I have just said, one might reasonably wonder whether the intention behind this project is simply to defend the claim that the relational vegan ecofeminist approach is better for changing hearts and minds than other approaches or whether there is a deeper argument afoot. While I do think that relational vegan ecofeminism and relational moral attention are more effective when it comes to changing hearts and minds, I make the deeper claim that previous discussions of interspecies conflicts of interest are fundamentally flawed, that they leave out essential ethical details, and that they issue moral edicts and then end the discussion in morally incomplete ways. With few exceptions, they indicate that there is nothing else to say other than that hunting is wrong and you must not do it or that the interest in food is trivial, so you must not eat animal flesh foods. This approach has trickled down through the animal rights movement, enabling activists to label as trivial that which is truly emotionally and ethically wrought. That has a negative practical impact on the efficacy of the animal rights movement resulting in activism that fails to meet people where they are. Such approaches are also deeply ethically flawed, failing to attend to the significant part relationality plays in our moral lives. Hence, I defend both the position that for practical reasons of changing hearts and minds relational vegan ecofeminism is an improvement over other approaches and that these other approaches are profoundly ethically problematic.

A related question about scope asks whether the project’s focus is on individual change (e.g., persuading a hunter to stop hunting) or effecting local cultural change (e.g., altering animal-exploiting cultural or community traditions). Neither of these options is quite right. With the Defending Animals, Disappointing People project, I consider the balance between moral integrity regarding commitments to animals and commitments to loved ones. I do not say much about whether changes in individual behaviors or in local community practices are the priority or about the importance of converting others to veganism and other pro-animal positions. Though I delight in the prospect of ethical veganism gaining in popularity and in pro-animal policies and practices, the focus here is truly on how we manage once we have already taken animals seriously. In this sense, my project is similar to Carol Adams’s in Living Among Meat Eaters where Adams provides an analysis of why vegans face so much resistance from meat eaters and how they can take care of themselves and meet their own needs in the face of that resistance. In that project Adams does not take the position that vegans must find ways to convince others to adopt veganism. Indeed, she frequently cautions against directly answering questions about the grounds for veganism. As I understand it, her aim was to provide an analysis of why vegans face so much resistance and offer sage guidance to aid vegans in living their lives in a meat-eating society. Along the same lines, I do not take a position on whether vegans should seek to educate their loved ones in the reasons veganism is an appropriate response to humans’ exploitative relationships with other animals. Rather, I emphasize how to think about and how to respond in the face of conflicts between our values that reflect respect and care for both animals and the most important people in our lives.


1 Relational Vegan Ecofeminism

I have named the approach I advocate for Relational Vegan Ecofeminism. Following Greta Gaard, who once wrote about “vegetarian ecofeminism” (Gaard 2002), I use “vegan ecofeminism” to represent ecofeminist positions that advocate strongly for veganism as the appropriate moral response to the question of eating animal flesh and using animals as tools for human purposes. That is perhaps too general a description—there is nuance to the position, which I take up in Chapter 3. For now, “vegan ecofeminism” differentiates the position from ecofeminist theories that leave animals out altogether and those, like Val Plumwood’s and Erin McKenna’s, who advocate strongly for better moral relationships with animals but whose call for vegetarianism or veganism is not “absolute” (McKenna 2021, 2023; Plumwood 2012).

Ecofeminism is a diverse theory but is generally contextualized, pluralist, and nonhierarchical. Context involves attending closely to the particulars of a situation and the structural and systemic mechanisms in place that both create the moral dilemmas we face and limit the possible responses available. Ecofeminists “see the tree; but they also see the logging industry. They see the downed cow in the slaughterhouse pen, but they also see the farming and dairy industry” (Donovan 2007, 192). Ecofeminism is pluralist in several senses: it underscores that moral value and moral considerability stem from a variety of sources rather than one particular capacity or characteristic (e.g., sentience), it notices that both reason and emotion play a vital role in moral deliberation and that justice and care are both integral to the moral life, and it allows for a variety of ethical principles and considerations to factor into our moral thinking rather than positing a one-size-fits-all principle to apply to all situations across all times and places. Some ecofeminism, including my approach, is nonhierarchical in that it rejects fixed hierarchies of life-forms or interests that rank those beings or interests in order of importance. Ecofeminist theory is grounded in the feminist ethics of care, a theory that focuses on meeting the needs of particular others, values rather than rejects emotion as part of the moral life, rejects the primacy of abstract thinking, reconsiders the distinction between private and public life, and conceives of persons as relational rather than individualistic (Held 2006, 10–13). Whereas some feminist care theorizing stopped at the species border, ecofeminism expands our understanding of care and relationality to include other-than-humans. Like many ecofeminists before me, I see veganism as an act of protest against the structures of oppression and domination that normalize and reinforce the exploitation of nature and all the animals dwelling therein (Curtin 1992; Kheel 2004).

One of ecofeminists’ main contributions to moral theory is in articulating the joint oppression of women and nature (Adams 1991, 1994, 2010; Donovan 1993; Donovan and Adams 2007; Gaard 2002; Gruen 1993, 2004; Kheel 2004; Warren 1990). The very same conceptual framework that generates beliefs enabling the destruction of the natural world is at the foundation of sexism and misogyny. That pernicious and destructive conceptual framework is patriarchy. Ecofeminists have long identified and argued against the ways that patriarchy marginalizes and others both women and animals (along with other groups who do not meet cisgendered, heteronormative, white, male criteria of inclusion) leading to the objectification, fragmentation, and consumption of all deemed less than (Adams 2010). Patriarchy and, in particular, anthroparchy (systemic, human-centered patriarchal conceptual beliefs) play an important role in this project for it is, as it were, the soup we are all swimming in all day every day, shaping our lives, our choices, and our ways of seeing the world frequently without us even noticing.

The ecofeminist position I offer here is also relational. Much ecofeminism is relational at least inasmuch as it is rooted in a feminist care ethic where relationships of love and care and attentiveness to the other are central to moral life. Much ecofeminism is also relational in the sense of conceiving of humans as in relationship with the natural world and animal others rather than standing apart in a category all our own with nature there as a resource for us. When I use “relational” I mean all those senses of relationality and that my approach to interanimal conflicts of interest looks to relationality in the form of relational moral attention as a significant part of adjudicating and responding to interanimal conflicts of interest.


2 Moral Remainders and Relational Moral Attention

The cost of a human life is that our interests will inevitably conflict with others’, and we will often do harm to others’ interests (cf. Curtin 1991). The reality of interanimal and intracultural conflicts is that no matter how well-navigated, how thoughtfully approached, or how profound our efforts to reduce the impact of our choices on others, more often than not harm will occur. As a result of our choices and actions, sometimes animals will lose, sometimes humans we do not know will lose, and sometimes humans or animals we love and cherish will lose, generating moral remainders. Bernard Williams introduced this term, moral remainders, to capture the regret one feels after resolving a moral conflict but feeling that, however justified one was, moral considerations were left unattended (1965). Moral remainders can be a part of moral life even when we do our very best to mitigate all harms. We can acknowledge that some options are better than others. The options that cause the least harm, demonstrate the most respectful stance toward all sentient animals, and that best acknowledge and address the ways in which exploitation and domination shape the dilemmas we face and the options available for facing them will be better than their alternatives. We may be “justified” in the sense that we pursued the option that is best among all the options. Justification, however, may not mean that we can say “done, clean, finished” once we have chosen the best available alternative. Moral work will likely remain. Margaret Urban Walker noted that our options will often be “imperfect,” and that “residues and carry-overs” will be more common than not. “Moral problems,” she says, “are nodal points in progressive histories of mutual adjustment and understanding, not ‘cases’ to be closed by a final verdict of a highest court” (1995, 145). This is not to say that all situations will result in moral remainders. Mercifully, there are times when we can identify the right thing to do, attend to all the needs involved, and feel content in the knowledge that we have set things right.

Still, especially in a world dominated by patriarchal and speciesist ideology, many interanimal and intracultural conflicts


























3 Is Allowing for Compromise Speciesist?








4 Animal Use and Abuse




5 Notes on Terminology



	Animal—More recently, some animal ethicists including myself have shifted toward using the language of “other-than-human animals” or “animal others” to highlight the absurdity and dangers of the false human/animal binary. Humans are animals just like bears, hares, and mares are animals. I use “animal others” and “other-than-human animals” in places but primarily use “animals” to refer to our other-than-human Earth fellows. This is simply due to prioritizing brevity.

	Speciesism—Whereas “carnism” (see definition later) refers specifically to the belief system grounding conceptions around which animals are for eating and why, “speciesism” refers more generally to an unwarranted bias for members of one’s own species. Coined originally by Richard Ryder, the term is most often associated with Peter Singer. “Speciesism” is used broadly in the animal ethics literature to refer to preferencing human interests over animals’ interests even in cases where the human interests at issue are the same as or significantly less important than the animals’ interests. Speciesism is often grounded in a belief in human exceptionalism or superiority.

	Anthroparchy—Less common than “speciesism,” “anthroparchy” refers to “ ‘human domination’ ” and “a social system, a complex and relatively stable set of relationships in which ‘the environment’ is dominated through formations of social organization which privilege the human” (Calvo 2008, 33). It is used in place of “anthropocentrism” and “speciesism” to highlight the structural and systemic nature of the oppression and exploitation of nature and animals. Readers can think about the distinction between “patriarchy” and “sexism” where the former refers to an oppressive belief system that systematically devalues women and anything associated with the feminine whereas the latter points to a limited problem of discrimination or even an individual instance of sex-based discrimination that may simply be a personal failing rather than indicative of a broader set of systemically discriminatory beliefs. I will use “speciesism” when discussing Singer and “anthroparchy” on other occasions.

	Carnist/carnism—Coined by Melanie Joy, carnism refers to “the belief system that conditions us to eat certain animals” and expresses an ideology of shared beliefs and related practices that are often invisible to us (Joy 2010, 29–31). These beliefs and practices are unquestioned, seen as the norm, and often go unnoticed. I will use “carnism” when referring to the practice of eating animal flesh and “carnist” to refer to those who eat animal flesh in this unquestioning way.

	Farmed/zooed—I refer to animals used in farming as “farmed animals” and animals held captive in zoos as “zooed animals.” This highlights the reality that there is no such thing as a “farm” or a “zoo” animal in nature. The terms naturalize that which is the result of human decision-making.7

	Vegan—When I refer to veganism, I refer specifically to ethical veganism, which “is a commitment to try to abstain from consuming products derived from animals including meat, dairy, and eggs, as well as products derived from or containing animal products as an ingredient” (Gruen and Jones 2016). In particular, the paradigmatic vegan at the heart of this book is one for whom animals’ moral standing is a considerable factor. Ethical veganism is distinguished from other forms of veganism centered on health concerns rather than ethical commitments. In addition to the dietary commitments of ethical veganism described earlier, part of an ethical vegan framework includes a commitment to abstain from the use of animal products in clothing and accessories and a refusal to support recreational endeavors that exploit animals (e.g., zoos and rodeos). Some ethical vegans’ reasons center on environmental ethical considerations rather than on animal welfare. Those who are vegan for health reasons and perhaps those whose veganism is rooted in concern for the environment may not feel the defending animals/disappointing people dilemma at all or as acutely as ethical vegans whose moral considerations include animal well-being as a significant concern.8
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1 My thanks to Atoosa Afshari, Iván Sandoval Cervantes, and Tejas Mehta for sharing their experiences being vegan in their Iranian, Mexican, and Jain communities as well as to the many students who have shared examples from within their own communities, spanning the globe.
2 Alternatives to animal flesh are not always readily available in the industrialized West. Inequities in access to healthy foods in low-income communities of color render plant-based diets inaccessible to many people living in such communities (Food Empowerment Project, “Food Deserts*”).
3 My thanks to Kyle Joannsen who raised this objection when I presented an early version of Chapter 5.
4 A literary example of such a case is Nick Hornby’s novel How to Be Good in which a hitherto selfish and grouchy man suddenly decides to follow a stringent moral commitment to not possessing anything more than is absolutely needed to survive much to the horror of his physician wife and one of their children.
5 Twine (2016, 260).
6 My thanks to participants at the Kline workshop for raising this important issue and to Bob Fischer and Asia Ferrin in particular for helpful discussions about this issue. I am grateful to Bob for raising the issue of the different epistemic states people are in with regarding to speciesism versus some other “isms,” discussed later.
7 For a discussion of verbal activism and an argument in favor of using “anymal” instead of “animal” as an act of verbal activism, see Kemmerer (2006).
8 Research suggests that those who are vegetarian for health reasons face less significant social challenges than ethical vegetarians (Amato and Partridge 1989, 180–5).
9 Peter Singer and Jim Mason, for example, devote an entire chapter of The Ethics of What We Eat to the ethics or raising vegan children without ever addressing issues of relationality (2006).
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