
The ethics of eating animals 
Some people have a core belief is that animals are not ours to use. Other people 

believe that it’s our responsibility to stop eating meat in order to protect the planet from 
climate change. There are many benefits in choosing not to eat animals. 

An ethical argument 

The food industry is one of the biggest exploiters of animals and is responsible for mass 
suffering and death. Every year, tens of billions of animals are killed for food, and most 
endure lives of constant fear and torment. Nearly all the animals raised for food in 
America today are separated from their families and crammed by the thousands into 
filthy warehouses, where they spend their entire lives in abysmally filthy conditions. 
They’re mutilated without the use of painkillers and deprived of everything that is natural 
and important to them. On the killing floor, many animals are conscious and struggling 
to escape while their throats are cut—and some are still conscious while their bodies 
are hacked apart or when they’re dunked into tanks of scalding-hot water. 

It is an indisputable fact that animals have sentience and 
complex nervous systems. 

Animals are intelligent and complex—much more so than many people even realize—
and scientists are finding more and more evidence of this all the time. But emotional 
complexities and intellectual capabilities aside, animals can feel pain just like humans 
can—and just like us, they value their lives and don’t want to suffer. 

That said, there is no such thing as “humane meat.” Giving animals a few more inches 
of living space is simply not enough—and even if their quality of life is high, we still don’t 
have the right to take that life for something as trivial as a particular meal. Animals on 
organic and “free-range” farms often endure the same cruel mutilations—such as 
debeaking, dehorning, and castration without painkillers—as animals on conventional 
factory farms do. And at the end of their miserable lives, they are typically shipped on 
trucks through all weather extremes (usually without food, water, or rest) to the same 
slaughterhouses used by factory farms. 

In addition to animal suffering, animal agriculture also contributes to environmental 
destruction. Raising animals for food requires massive amounts of land, food, energy, 
and water and results in polluted land, water, and air. The United Nations (U.N.) has 
acknowledged that raising animals for food is “one of the top two or three most 
significant contributors to the most serious environmental problems, at every scale from 
local to global.” And the resources going toward feeding the billions of animals used for 
food could be used more wisely to combat world hunger. 



People may ask, “But animals eat meat, so why shouldn’t we?” Some animals do kill 
other animals for food, but unlike most humans, those particular animals could not 
survive if they didn’t. It’s unfortunate that some suffering is a part of nature.  

But humans are capable of making choices based on ethics—such as how to 
feed, clothe, and entertain ourselves—so we have the responsibility of making 
the most ethical choices possible and of doing our best to reduce suffering of 
any kind. 

Of course, there are also similarities between humans and other animals. Like us, other 
animals experience fear, pain, and distress.  

But we are uniquely capable of choosing between cruelty and kindness, so we 
should never willfully inflict pain on any being—human or nonhuman. 

Humans have the ability to reason and make compassionate choices, so we must end 
the use of animals for food in favor of a humane, vegan way of eating. There is no 
humane or ethical way to eat animals—so if people are serious about protecting 
animals, the environment, and fellow humans, the most important thing that they can do 
is to stop eating meat, eggs, and dairy “products.” 

BECOME AN ‘EXPERT’ 

The following links contain general information about the ethics of eating animals and 
can be used to prepare logical arguments: 

• Animals Are Like You, Only Different 
• Animal Rights Basics: Factory Farming 
• BBC Ethics Guide: Eating Animals 
• Factory Farming: Misery for Animals 
• ‘Free-Range’ and ‘Organic’ Meat and Dairy ‘Products’: Conning Consumers? 
• ‘Free-Range’ and ‘Organic’ Meat, Eggs, and Dairy ‘Products’ 
• Vegan Diets: Healthy and Humane 
• Where There Are Slaughterhouses, There Is Horrific Suffering 

BUILD YOUR CASE 

Use the following links on animal welfare to gather evidence and examples to support 
your position against animal agriculture. 

Research Articles and Investigative Analyses Regarding Animal Pain Response 

• Animals Feel Pain Because Something Hurts 
• Do Animals Feel Pain in the Same Way That Humans Do? 
• Do Fishes Have Nociceptors? 
• Evolution: The Advantage of ‘Maladaptive’ Pain Plasticity 

https://campaigns.peta2.com/like-you-only-different/
https://www.peta2.com/animal-rights-basics/food/factory-farming/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/ethics/animals/using/eating_1.shtml
https://www.peta.org/issues/animals-used-for-food/factory-farming/
https://www.peta.org/issues/animals-used-for-food/animals-used-food-factsheets/free-range-organic-meat-eggs-dairy-products-conning-consumers/
https://www.peta2.com/animal-rights-basics/food/free-range-organic-myth/
https://www.peta.org/issues/animals-used-for-food/animals-used-food-factsheets/vegan-diets-healthy-humane/
https://campaigns.peta2.com/where-there-are-slaughterhouses-there-is-horrific-suffering/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/animal-emotions/201806/animals-feel-pain-because-something-hurts
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/features/do-animals-feel-pain-in-the-same-way-as-humans-do-10371800.html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1691351/pdf/12816648.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4295114/


• It’s Official: Fish Feel Pain 
• The Surprisingly Humanlike Ways Animals Feel Pain 
• Yes, Animals Think and Feel. Here’s How We Know. 

Research Articles and Investigative Analyses Regarding Eating Animals 

• 5 Ethical Reasons to Stop Eating Meat 
• The Abuse of Animals Won’t Stop Until We Stop Eating Meat 
• Animal Cruelty Is the Price We Pay for Cheap Meat 
• Cow’s Milk: A Cruel and Unhealthy Product 
• Eating Meat Is Also Animal Abuse 
• The Ethics of Eating Animals 
• Fishing: Aquatic Agony 
• Is Veganism a Personal Choice? 
• Meat and Seafood Eaters Are Fickle About Love for Animals 
• A Moral Argument for Veganism 
• Pigs: Intelligent Animals Suffering on Farms and in Slaughterhouses 
• Poultry and Eggs: Industries That Abuse Chickens 
• So, What Is an Ethical Vegan? 
• Turkeys: Torture on the Holiday Table 
• Veal: A Byproduct of the Cruel Dairy Industry 
• What’s Wrong With Factory Farming? 
• Why Are We Outraged About Eating Dog, but Not Bacon? 
• Why Factory Farming Is Not Just Cruel—but a Threat to All Life on This Planet 

Eyewitness Investigations 

• Abuse on an Australian Dairy Farm 
• Calves Torn From Their Mothers, Sick and Struggling to Breathe 
• Chickens Crammed Inside Shed on ‘Free-Range’ Farm 
• Ducks Kicked, Slammed Against Walls for Meat and Down 
• Exposed: Tyson Workers Torturing Birds, Urinating on Slaughter Line 
• Factory Farm Investigations 
• Footage From Cruel Pig Farms Exposes the ‘Initiative for Animal Welfare’ as Consumer 

Fraud 
• Goats Beaten for Organic Milk 
• Hens Buried and Trapped in Manure on British Columbia Egg Farm 
• Investigation of Hudson Valley Foie Gras 
• Investigation Reveals Horrific Cruelty to Turkeys 
• ‘Shackle and Hoist’ Horror: The Hidden Cost of Cheap Kosher Beef 
• Thousands of Hens Found Dead, Beaten, Gassed, and Neglected at Filthy Oklahoma Egg 

Farm Supplying Kroger and Others. 
• Whole Foods ‘Happy Meat’ Supplier Exposed 

Additional Environmental and Human Rights Problems Resulting From Eating 
Animals 

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/fish-feel-pain-180967764/
https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2016/12/animals-science-medical-pain/
https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2015/07/150714-animal-dog-thinking-feelings-brain-science/
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/features/national-vegetarian-week-5-ethical-reasons-to-stop-eating-meat-10260780.html
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/feb/11/abuse-animals-meat-eating-industry-liberation-speciesism
https://www.rollingstone.com/interactive/feature-belly-beast-meat-factory-farms-animal-activists/
https://www.peta.org/issues/animals-used-for-food/animals-used-food-factsheets/cows-milk-cruel-unhealthy-product/
https://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2014/10/01/enforcing-the-legal-rights-of-animals/eating-meat-is-also-animal-abuse
https://green.harvard.edu/news/ethics-eating-animals
https://www.peta.org/issues/animals-used-for-food/animals-used-food-factsheets/fishing-aquatic-agony-3/
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/ed-coffin/is-veganism-a-personal-choice_b_3292144.html
https://www.pressherald.com/2018/10/24/vegan-kitchen-meat-and-seafood-eaters-are-fickle-about-love-for-animals/
https://animalstudiesrepository.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1005&context=acwp_aafhh
https://www.peta.org/issues/animals-used-for-food/animals-used-food-factsheets/pigs-intelligent-animals-suffering-factory-farms-slaughterhouses/
https://www.peta.org/issues/animals-used-for-food/animals-used-food-factsheets/poultry-eggs-industries-abuse-chickens/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/feb/01/what-is-an-ethical-vegan
https://www.peta.org/issues/animals-used-for-food/animals-used-food-factsheets/turkeys-factory-farmed-torture-holiday-table/
https://www.peta.org/issues/animals-used-for-food/animals-used-food-factsheets/veal-byproduct-cruel-dairy-industry/
https://philarchive.org/rec/ANOWWW
https://theconversation.com/why-are-we-outraged-about-eating-dog-but-not-bacon-43796
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/oct/04/factory-farming-destructive-wasteful-cruel-says-philip-lymbery-farmageddon-author
https://investigations.peta.org/australian-dairy-farm-suffering/
https://investigations.peta.org/suffering-at-daisy-sour-cream-supplier/
https://investigations.peta.org/chickens-crammed-inside-shed-free-range-farm/
https://investigations.peta.org/ducks-meat-down-culver/
https://support.peta.org/page/1843/action/1
https://mercyforanimals.org/investigations
http://investigations.peta.org/german-pig-farm-cruelty/
http://investigations.peta.org/german-pig-farm-cruelty/
https://investigations.peta.org/organic-goat-milk-farm-beatings/
https://investigations.peta.org/hens-trapped-canadian-egg-farm/
https://youtu.be/ocjNtVwZ9Vk
https://support.peta.org/page/1867/petition/1
https://investigations.peta.org/kosher-slaughter-cows-israel/
https://investigations.peta.org/hens-beaten-gassed-dead-egg-farm/
https://investigations.peta.org/hens-beaten-gassed-dead-egg-farm/
https://investigations.peta.org/whole-foods-humane-meat-exposed/


• Animal Agriculture Is Choking the Earth and Making Us Sick. We Must Act Now. 
• How Does Meat in the Diet Take an Environmental Toll? 
• Making the Connection: World Hunger 
• The Meat Industry Exploits Us All 
• Slaughterhouse Workers 
• U.N. International Panel on Climate Change Says Huge Reduction in Meat-Eating 

‘Essential’ to Avoid Climate Breakdown 
• A Vegan America Could Feed 350 Million More People, Study Reveals 
• Veganism and the Environment 
• Was Your Seafood Caught With Slave Labor? 
• Why Animal Rights Is a Social Justice Issue—and What You Should Be Doing About It 

FINDING SOLUTIONS 

Use the following resources to help build a proposal suggesting solutions to issues that 
could allegedly arise if humans stopped using animals for food: 

• 4 Consumer Trends Driving the Rapid Rise of Sustainable Plant-Based Foods in America 
• Center for Biological Diversity: Pledge to Take Extinction off Your Plate 
• Chris Darwin Would Really Love It if You’d Eat Less Meat 
• Compassion for Animals: Being Vegan Is the Next Logical Step 
• Meat the Disruptors: 15 Startups Shaking Up the $90Bn Global Meat Industry 
• Memphis Meats to Bring Clean Duck and Chicken Meat to Stores by 2021 
• Vegan Diets: Healthy and Humane 
• Why Wild Earth Cofounder Ryan Bethencourt Is Applying the Science of ‘Vegan 

Biohacking’ to Pet Food 

UNDERSTAND THE COUNTERARGUMENTS AND PREPARE REBUTTALS 

Analyze websites that support animal agriculture to determine their reasons for justifying 
the production of meat and other animal-derived foods (given the ethical dilemmas and 
immense suffering that it causes animals). Investigate what farmers, corporations, and 
government agencies gain by promoting the use of animals for food, and think critically 
about their motivations. Also, examine which other entities benefit from using animals 
for food (e.g., restaurant chains, pharmaceutical companies, and industries 
codependent on animal agriculture, such as leather producers).  

Create a list of typical statements made by parties who believe that continuing animal 
agriculture is justified (despite the ethical concerns regarding animal rights and animals’ 
ability to feel pain).  

Information included in the links in this document can be useful in responding to 
counterarguments. 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/dec/04/animal-agriculture-choking-earth-making-sick-climate-food-environmental-impact-james-cameron-suzy-amis-cameron
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/meat-and-environment/
http://features.peta2.com/making-the-connection/world-hunger.aspx
https://www.peta2.com/save-animals/meat-industry-exploits-us/
http://www.foodispower.org/slaughterhouse-workers/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/oct/10/huge-reduction-in-meat-eating-essential-to-avoid-climate-breakdown
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/oct/10/huge-reduction-in-meat-eating-essential-to-avoid-climate-breakdown
https://www.peta.org/blog/350-million-people-vegan-americans/
https://www.peta.org/issues/animals-used-for-food/animals-used-food-factsheets/vegetarianism-environment/
https://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2018/02/01/582214032/was-your-seafood-caught-with-slave-labor-new-database-helps-retailers-combat-abu
https://www.peta2.com/news/animal-rights-social-justice/
http://www.onegreenplanet.org/environment/consumer-trends-driving-the-rise-of-sustainable-plant-based-foods-in-america/
https://act.biologicaldiversity.org/onlineactions/GCpSH0zQc0ywLCMR7hRx7g2
https://www.alternet.org/environment/chris-darwin-would-really-love-it-if-youd-eat-less-meat-exclusive-interview-charles
https://www.vegansociety.com/sites/default/files/CompassionForAnimalsedited.pdf
https://www.thegrocer.co.uk/home/topics/future-of-meat/from-plant-based-burgers-to-lab-grown-meatballs-15-startups-disrupting-the-global-meat-industry/565785.article?utm_source=Weekly%20Shop%20(The%20Grocer)&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2018-04-16&c=VR9YLkEaW9iYzw5rwdI7bQ%3D%3D
https://www.livekindly.co/memphis-meats-bring-clean-duck-chicken-meat-stores-2021/
https://www.peta.org/issues/animals-used-for-food/animals-used-food-factsheets/vegan-diets-healthy-humane/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/katrinafox/2018/03/15/this-vegan-biohacker-is-set-to-launch-the-first-cultured-protein-foods-for-pets/#3b49bd465fe7
https://www.forbes.com/sites/katrinafox/2018/03/15/this-vegan-biohacker-is-set-to-launch-the-first-cultured-protein-foods-for-pets/#3b49bd465fe7


ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

Websites 
Animal Equality 
International Association for the Study of Pain: Definitions and Taxonomy 
Mercy for Animals 
 
Infographics 
5 Reasons Not to Eat Crustaceans 
Animal Sentience at a Glance 
The Life of a Cow 
Love Us, Don’t Eat Us 
The Truth About Eating Animals 
 
Videos 
Glass Walls 
Like You, Only Different 
One Minute of Reality: Factory Farming 
Singer on Animal Rights and Vegetarianism 
Why Hamburgers Should Be Illegal 
 
Books 
Animal Liberation by Peter Singer 
Dominion: The Power of Man, the Suffering of Animals, and the Call to Mercy by Matthew 
Scully 
Eating Animals by Jonathan Safran Foer 
Some We Love, Some We Hate, Some We Eat: Why It’s So Hard to Think Straight About 
Animals by Hal Herzog 
 
Films 
Earthlings 
Food, Inc. 
Speciesism 
 
Photographs 
Animals Used for Food 
Dairy and Veal Farm 
Factory Farming: Birds 
Factory Farming: Pigs and Cows 
Factory Farming: Rabbits 
Food Animals 
The Slaughter 
Transporting Animals 
 
This document was adapted from a lesson plan/debate kit offered by PETA online at: 
https://www.peta.org/teachkind/lesson-plans-activities/eating-animals-ethical-debate-kit/ 

https://www.animalequality.net/about-us
https://web.archive.org/web/20171109164229/https:/www.iasp-pain.org/Taxonomy?navitemNumber=576#Pain
https://mercyforanimals.org/
https://www.peta2.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Crustaceans-Infographic.jpg
https://www.peta2.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/animal-sentience-infographic.jpg
https://www.peta2.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/dairy-milk-infographic-peta2-tab.jpg
https://secure.mediapeta.com/peta/pdf/love_us_dont_eat_us-peta.pdf
https://www.peta2.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/eating-animals-facts-infographic.jpg
https://youtu.be/a5iwL6zQ8bk
https://youtu.be/Tpb67bkEIxA
https://youtu.be/AID-PhAN7Yw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ti-WcnqUwLM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u4FSgNv5Vik
https://www.amazon.com/Animal-Liberation-Definitive-Classic-Movement/dp/0061711306/ref=pd_lpo_sbs_14_img_1?_encoding=UTF8&psc=1&refRID=WBGY8EEFRCMQJBCE7KW6
https://www.amazon.com/Dominion-Power-Suffering-Animals-Mercy/dp/0312319738
https://www.amazon.com/Eating-Animals-Jonathan-Safran-Foer/dp/0316069884/ref=pd_lpo_sbs_14_img_0?_encoding=UTF8&psc=1&refRID=WBGY8EEFRCMQJBCE7KW6
https://www.amazon.com/Some-We-Love-Hate-Eat/dp/0061730858
https://www.amazon.com/Some-We-Love-Hate-Eat/dp/0061730858
http://www.nationearth.com/
https://www.netflix.com/title/70108783
https://vimeo.com/ondemand/speciesism
https://www.peta.org/issues/animals-used-for-food/photos-7/
http://weanimals.org/gallery.php?id=90#ph1
http://weanimals.org/gallery.php?id=99#ph1
http://weanimals.org/gallery.php?id=76#ph1
http://weanimals.org/gallery.php?id=100#ph1
http://weanimals.org/gallery.php?id=33#ph1
http://weanimals.org/gallery.php?id=92#ph1
http://weanimals.org/gallery.php?id=97#ph1
https://www.peta.org/teachkind/lesson-plans-activities/eating-animals-ethical-debate-kit/
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