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AUTHORIAL NOTE  

This handbook compiles and systematises frequently encountered objections in public discourse 
regarding animal ethics, dietary choice, and moral responsibility toward non-human animals. 

Its purpose is not rhetorical victory, but conceptual clarification: to distinguish empirically 
grounded claims from culturally entrenched misconceptions, and to separate ethical reasoning 
from rhetorical deflection. 

Each entry follows a structured format: 

 A long-form analytical rebuttal grounded in academic literature  
 A concise rapid-response formulation for applied contexts  
 Peer-reviewed or foundational philosophical citations where applicable  

The tone reflects a deliberate commitment to analytical precision. Where arguments fail, they are 
treated as failures of reasoning, not of identity. Where claims persist despite evidence, the 
persistence itself is treated as a phenomenon requiring explanation, not acceptance. 
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PREFACE 

Ethical discourse surrounding non-human animals is frequently obstructed not by lack of 
information, but by repetition of familiar argumentative patterns that function as deflection 
rather than inquiry. 

These patterns recur across domains: biology, tradition, economics, personal preference, and 
cultural identity. While varied in surface expression, they often share a structural feature: they 
displace ethical analysis with appeals to inevitability, convenience, or relativity. 

This vade mecum does not assume that disagreement arises from bad faith. Rather, it recognises 
that many of these arguments are socially transmitted heuristics, shortcuts that feel intuitive but 
collapse under sustained scrutiny. 

The objective of this work is therefore diagnostic: to identify recurring forms of reasoning error 
and to provide concise, evidence-based rebuttals grounded in contemporary philosophy, 
nutrition science, and environmental research. 

Ethics, at its core, requires consistency in the face of discomfort. This text is structured to 
support that consistency. 
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METHODOLOGICAL NOTE 

This handbook draws from: 

 Peer-reviewed nutritional science (e.g. The Lancet, Nature, PNAS, Science)  
 Foundational works in moral philosophy (Singer, Regan, Parfit, Rachels, Mill)  
 Intergovernmental reports (FAO, IPCC, WHO)  
 Systematic reviews in public health and environmental science  

Citations are provided in abbreviated footnote form in entries; full references are listed in the 
bibliography. 
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I. NATURE, BIOLOGY & “WHAT IS 

NATURAL” ARGUMENTS 

 

 

Focus: Evolutionary history, primate biology, dental morphology, and the 
Naturalistic Fallacy. 
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ARGUMENT 1: “Animals eat each other in nature, so humans may do the same.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

A common justificatory claim in defence of animal consumption is that “animals eat each other 
in nature, therefore humans eating animals is natural and morally acceptable.” This argument is a 
form of naturalistic inference that incorrectly derives ethical permission from descriptive 
biological behaviour. It is scientifically irrelevant to moral evaluation and conceptually flawed as 
an analogy. 
It also relies on a naturalistic fallacy, incorrectly deriving a moral "ought" from a descriptive 
"is." The claim that human ethics should be modelled on non-human ecosystems ignores the 
fundamental distinction between biological instinct and moral agency. Predation in the wild 
occurs as a function of evolutionary survival mechanisms, devoid of reflective deliberation or the 
capacity to evaluate suffering. Humans, conversely, possess the cognitive ability to recognise 
harm, assess necessity, and choose alternatives: faculties that form the very basis of our moral 
systems. 

The argument collapses further when compared with primate dietary ecology. Humans share 
approximately 98% of their DNA with chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes), our closest living relatives. 
However, long-term field research consistently demonstrates that chimpanzees are 
predominantly frugivorous and plant-based in caloric intake, with animal consumption being 
opportunistic, irregular, and nutritionally non-essential. Bonobos (Pan paniscus) are even more 
strongly plant-dependent, while gorillas (Gorilla beringei) subsist primarily on fibrous vegetation 
with negligible reliance on animal matter. 
To use "nature" as a moral guide while cherry-picking predatory behaviours and ignoring the 
predominantly plant-based ecology of our closest relatives is logically inconsistent. If we do not 
look to animals for our standards of justice, law, or medicine, it is a category error to look to 
them as a justification for unnecessary dietary violence. Ethical progress is defined by our ability 
to transcend primitive survival instincts in favour of reasoned compassion. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Animals eating animals is a descriptive fact, not a moral justification.  Animals do many 

things (like infanticide or forced mating) that we rightly reject as models for human 

behaviour. Furthermore, our closest biological relatives are overwhelmingly plant-

based; selectively copying the habits of lions while ignoring our own primate biology 

and moral intelligence is both scientifically and logically incoherent. 

Footnotes  

Darwin, C. (1859). On the Origin of Species. John Murray. (Clarifying that biological "fitness" is descriptive, not a 
moral prescription).  
Hume, D. (1739). A Treatise of Human Nature. (The foundational identification of the "Is-Ought" gap). 
Midgley, M. (1978). Beast and Man: The Roots of Human Nature. Routledge. (Addressing the failure of reasoning in 
cherry-picking animal behaviours to justify human choices).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core rebuttal: that morality exists to transcend 
natural impulses, not imitate them).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (Defining the Naturalistic Fallacy).  
Robbins, M. M. et al. (2006). "Ecological consequences of body size in gorillas." American Journal of Physical 
Anthropology.  
Stanford, C. B. (2001). Chimpanzee and Red Colobus. Harvard University Press.  
Wrangham, R. W. (2009). Catching Fire: How Cooking Made Us Human. Basic Books. 
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ARGUMENT 2: “It is natural, therefore it is right.” 
ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL  

Appeals to “naturalness” assume that what occurs in nature has inherent moral authority. 
However, many natural phenomena (disease, infanticide, cannibalism, and parasitism) are clearly 
not considered ethically acceptable for human conduct. The concept of “natural” is therefore 
descriptively broad but normatively empty; it tells us what is, but not what ought to be. 

Ethical justification requires reasons grounded in harm, necessity, or rights—not merely 
biological occurrence. To suggest otherwise is to commit the Naturalistic Fallacy, which 
erroneously attempts to derive values from facts. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Natural does not mean morally justified. Plenty of things happen in nature (like disease 

or violence) that we rightfully work to prevent or avoid. We judge our actions by the 

harm they cause, not by whether they are "natural." 

Footnotes 

Midgley, M. (1978). Beast and Man: The Roots of Human Nature. Routledge. (Analysing the misuse of biological 
metaphors to justify human ethical lapses). 
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The primary philosophical critique of the 
"Naturalistic Fallacy"—the error of assuming that because something is 'natural,' it is morally right). 
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive academic text defining the 
Naturalistic Fallacy in moral philosophy). 
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ARGUMENT 3: “It’s the food chain/Humans are at the top.” 
ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL  

The appeal to the "food chain" is a category error that conflates a descriptive ecological model 
with a prescriptive moral code. In biology, a food chain (or food web) traces the flow of energy 
and nutrients through an ecosystem; it describes what does happen, not what ought to happen. To 
derive moral permission from a trophic diagram is to commit the naturalistic fallacy: assuming 
that because a behaviour exists in nature, it is inherently "good" or "right." 

Furthermore, the "top of the food chain" claim is empirically and logically flawed. Scientifically, 
humans do not occupy the apex predator position in a natural ecological sense; a 2013 study 
(PNAS) confirmed that based on diet, humans rank at a similar trophic level to pigs or 
anchovies. Logically, our current system of industrialised agriculture—characterised by artificial 
breeding, global logistics, and confinement—is an engineered process that exists entirely outside 
of wild ecological interactions. 

From an ethical perspective, "might makes right" is not a valid basis for justice. True moral 
progress is defined not by the exercise of power over those who cannot resist, but by the 
voluntary restraint of that power. As moral agents, humans have the unique capacity to choose 
our place in the trophic hierarchy based on ethics and sustainability rather than primitive 
biological competition. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

The food chain is a scientific map, not a moral manual. In the wild, animals kill out of 

necessity: we have supermarkets and the power of choice. Moreover, we aren't actually 

"at the top" of any natural chain: we’ve stepped outside of nature to build an industrial 

system. Being the most powerful species shouldn't make us the world's bullies, but it 

should make us its most compassionate protectors. 

Footnotes 

Bonhommeau, S., et al. (2013). ‘Eating up the world food chain’. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 
(PNAS). (Empirical data demonstrating that humans occupy a mid-level trophic position, comparable to pigs or 
anchovies, rather than an apex predator status).  
Midgley, M. (1983). Animals and Why They Matter. University of Georgia Press. (Addressing the misuse of biological 
metaphors, such as the 'food chain', to bypass moral duties and rationalise power hierarchies).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (Providing the core ethical rebuttal: that human 
morality is defined by the conscious choice to transcend natural struggles for power, not to imitate them).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text defining the Naturalistic 
Fallacy—the error of assuming that biological structures dictate moral obligations).  
Odum, E. P. (1953). Fundamentals of Ecology. (The foundational text clarifying the distinction between descriptive 
ecological systems and prescriptive moral authorities).  
Singer, P. (1975). Animal Liberation. HarperCollins. (Critiquing ‘Speciesism’ as a prejudice analogous to other 
power-based hierarchies that lack a rational moral basis). 
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ARGUMENT 4: “Humans are naturally omnivores.” 
ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The classification of Homo sapiens as 'omnivorous' describes a biological capacity to derive 
nutrients from both plant and animal sources; it does not constitute a physiological requirement 
to do so. In evolutionary biology, being an omnivore signifies dietary flexibility (the ability to 
survive on a wide range of foods) rather than a strict dependency on any single group. 

Nutritional adequacy is determined by the intake of essential nutrients (such as amino acids, 
vitamins, and minerals), not by the taxonomic source of those nutrients. Modern nutritional 
science confirms that appropriately planned plant-based diets provide all necessary nutrients for 
optimal health across all life stages. Therefore, the appeal to our 'omnivorous nature' is a 
descriptive observation of what we can eat, rather than a prescriptive argument for what we 
must eat. Using our biological flexibility to justify unnecessary harm is a misuse of the term. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Being an omnivore means we have a choice, not a mandate. It describes what we can 

digest, not what we must eat. Since we can thrive on a plant-based diet, being an 

omnivore actually gives us the freedom to choose the more ethical option. 

Footnotes  

British Dietetic Association (2017). ‘British Dietetic Association confirms well-planned vegan diets can support 
healthy living in people of all ages’. (A key peer-reviewed statement confirming the nutritional adequacy of plant-
based diets for all life stages).  
Darwin, C. (1859). On the Origin of Species. John Murray. (Clarifying that biological adaptation and the capacity for 
omnivorism are descriptive evolutionary traits, not prescriptive moral mandates).  
Melina, V., Craig, W., & Levin, S. (2016). ‘Position of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics: Vegetarian Diets’. 
Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. (Providing the primary empirical evidence that human physiology does 
not require animal products for optimal health).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (Providing the core ethical rebuttal: that human 
excellence is found in using reason to move beyond biological inclinations rather than being subservient to them).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because we are ‘naturally’ omnivorous, it is ‘right’ to consume animals). 
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ARGUMENT 5: “Evolution justifies meat eating.” 
ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

This argument conflates evolutionary history with moral legitimacy. Evolutionary biology is a 
descriptive field that explains how certain traits and behaviours facilitated survival and 
reproduction in specific ancestral environments; it is not a prescriptive framework for 
contemporary ethics. 

Many products of evolution (such as tribal aggression, infanticide in certain primates, or the 
rapid spread of disease) are biological realities that we rightly categorise as morally undesirable. 
Furthermore, the very capacity for moral reasoning is itself an evolutionary development. This 
higher-order cognitive ability allows humans to evaluate and override primitive survival instincts 
in favour of ethical principles like justice and compassion. To argue that we must eat meat 
because our ancestors did is to deny the most significant product of human evolution: the ability 
to choose our actions based on reason rather than biological precedent. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Evolution explains biology, not morality. It explains our past, but it does not dictate our 

future. We have evolved the intelligence to move beyond primitive survival strategies. 

Just as we use evolution to understand disease without wanting to succumb to it, we 

can understand our history of meat-eating without being morally bound to continue it. 

Footnotes  

Darwin, C. (1859). On the Origin of Species. John Murray. (Providing the biological foundation for human evolution 
while clarifying that natural selection is a descriptive process of survival, not a prescriptive guide for moral conduct).  
Joyce, R. (2006). The Evolution of Morality. MIT Press. (Exploring the meta-ethical implications of our evolutionary 
history and distinguishing between evolved moral dispositions and the rational justification of ethical truths).  
Midgley, M. (1978). Beast and Man: The Roots of Human Nature. Routledge. (Critiquing the tendency to use 
evolutionary 'fitness' or biological history as a surrogate for moral reasoning).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human progress is 
defined by the conscious effort to improve upon nature, not by the blind adherence to evolutionary precedents).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because meat-eating played a role in our evolution, it is 'good' in a moral sense). 
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ARGUMENT 6: “Our ancestors ate meat.” 
ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

This argument relies on an appeal to antiquity, incorrectly assuming that the historical 
longevity of a practice confers moral legitimacy. While archaeological evidence confirms that 
many ancestral hominid groups consumed animal matter, these dietary patterns were dictated by 
environmental necessity and caloric scarcity rather than ethical reflection. 

Furthermore, many ancestral behaviours (such as high rates of inter-group violence, the absence 
of medical intervention, and patriarchal social structures) are rightly rejected in modern moral 
discourse. We do not look to the Pleistocene epoch to determine our current laws on human 
rights or hygiene; therefore, it is logically inconsistent to use it as a definitive guide for our diet. 
As moral agents, our responsibility is to evaluate our actions based on their current impact and 
the availability of alternatives, not on the historical repetition of ancestral survival strategies. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Ancestry is not a moral compass. Our ancestors did many things for survival that we no 

longer do today. We should base our ethics on modern knowledge and compassion, not 

on the habits of people who had no other choice. 

Footnotes  

Darwin, C. (1859). On the Origin of Species. John Murray. (Clarifying that evolutionary adaptations are survival-based 
outcomes of the past, rather than moral imperatives for the present).  
Midgley, M. (1978). Beast and Man: The Roots of Human Nature. Routledge. (Addressing the fallacy of using 
‘primitive’ dietary history as a definitive guide for sophisticated moral agents).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human civilisation is 
defined by the conscious choice to move beyond ancestral survival strategies in favour of ethical reasoning).  
Milton, K. (1999). ‘A Hypothesis to Explain the Role of Meat-Eating in Human Evolution’. Evolutionary 
Anthropology. (An empirical analysis of the historical role of animal proteins in human development, which should be 
understood as a descriptive fact rather than a prescriptive moral duty).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
demonstrating that even if meat-eating was historically ‘natural’ or beneficial for survival, it is not synonymous with 
being ‘good’ in a modern ethical context). 
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ARGUMENT 7: “Our canine teeth prove that we are meant to eat meat.” 
ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

This argument relies on a biological misunderstanding of dental morphology. Human 'canines' 
are small, blunt, and vestigial compared to those of obligate carnivores. Furthermore, the 
presence of a biological trait is not prescriptive of a moral obligation; many herbivores, such as 
hippopotamuses and certain species of deer, possess significantly larger and sharper canines for 
defence or display rather than meat consumption. 

In evolutionary biology, dental structure reflects an adaptation for a diverse diet, but it does not 
dictate nutritional necessity or ethical conduct. To suggest that the shape of a tooth justifies a 
moral choice is to commit the naturalistic fallacy, incorrectly assuming that our evolutionary 
past should serve as a permanent moral blueprint. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Biology is not a blueprint for ethics. Many herbivores have larger canines than humans 

for defence, not diet. Having the physical ability to chew meat does not create a moral 

necessity to do so. 

Footnotes  

Darwin, C. (1859). On the Origin of Species. John Murray. (Clarifying that physiological traits, such as teeth or 
digestive tracts, are the result of historical environmental pressures rather than indicators of a fixed moral purpose).  
Midgley, M. (1978). Beast and Man: The Roots of Human Nature. Routledge. (Addressing the failure of reasoning 
involved in using selective anatomical comparisons to animals as a substitute for human ethical deliberation).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human agency is 
defined by our ability to use reason to choose our behaviours, regardless of our raw biological equipment).  
Milton, K. (2003). ‘The Critical Role of Dietary Quality in Primate Biosocial Evolution’. (Providing the 
primatological context for human dietary flexibility and the opportunistic nature of primate omnivorism).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because our bodies can consume meat, it is therefore ‘right’ or ‘intended’ that we do so). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Back to Index

 
14 

 

ARGUMENT 8: “Predation exists in nature.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The existence of ecological predation is a descriptive fact of biology, but it does not carry 
normative weight for human conduct. This argument relies on the naturalistic fallacy, 
incorrectly assuming that because a phenomenon exists in the wild, it is morally permissible for 
humans to replicate it. 

Crucially, non-human predators lack moral agency; they cannot contemplate the ethics of their 
actions or choose alternatives. Humans, however, possess the capacity for reflective deliberation 
and harm prioritisation. Our legal and ethical systems are built specifically to transcend 
instinctual impulses; we do not permit theft, infanticide, or sexual violence simply because they 
occur in nature. Therefore, the presence of suffering in the wild does not grant a moral licence to 
increase that suffering through elective consumption. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Nature is not a moral guide. We do not model our laws on the wild for theft or 

violence, so we cannot use the existence of predation to justify a choice that we have 

the power to avoid. 

Footnotes  

Midgley, M. (1978). Beast and Man: The Roots of Human Nature. Routledge. (Analysing the logical error of cherry-
picking specific predatory animal behaviours as a template for human moral systems).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human virtue is 
found in the conscious effort to mitigate the cruelty found in nature, not in the imitation of it).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because killing is ‘natural’ in the wild, it is therefore ‘right’ for humans).  
Regan, T. (1983). The Case for Animal Rights. University of California Press. (Establishing that moral duties apply to 
‘moral agents’ who can understand their actions, whereas predatory animals are ‘moral patients’ whose survival-
based actions do not provide a basis for human ethics). 
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ARGUMENT 9: “Plants feel pain too / What about the life of a plant?” 
ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The claim that plants "feel pain" is a biological category error that conflates nociception (a 
physical response to stimuli) with sentience (the subjective experience of suffering). Pain is an 
evolutionary adaptation restricted to organisms with a central nervous system and a brain; its 
function is to motivate a mobile being to flee from danger. As sessile organisms, plants have no 
biological requirement for a subjective experience of pain. While plants exhibit complex chemical 
signalling in response to damage, this is no more an indication of consciousness than a motion-
sensor light "noticing" a person. 

Furthermore, even if one were to grant plants moral consideration, a plant-based diet remains 
the most effective way to minimise total plant death. Due to trophic inefficiency, it takes 
significantly more crops to produce a single calorie of animal flesh than it does to consume those 
crops directly. By eating animals, an individual is responsible for the "death" of the animal plus 
the thousands of pounds of plants that animal consumed during its life. Therefore, the "plants 
feel pain" argument actually provides a stronger mathematical justification for veganism, as it 
reduces total biomass destruction. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Plants react to stimuli, but they don't have a brain or a nervous system to process pain. 

Pain is something animals evolved so they could run away from danger; plants have no 

reason to feel it because they can't move. But even if you’re worried about plants, you 

should still be vegan: it takes way more plants to raise and feed a cow than it does to 

just eat the plants ourselves. 

Footnotes  

Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human morality is 
grounded in the prevention of suffering, a state which requires a central nervous system, and cannot be equated with 
mere biological reactions).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
demonstrating that biological 'responses' to stimuli are not synonymous with moral 'interests' or 'pain').  
Poore, J., & Nemecek, T. (2018). ‘Reducing food’s environmental impacts through producers and consumers’. 
Science. (Providing the empirical evidence that because animals must consume large quantities of plants to produce 
meat, a plant-based diet ultimately minimises the total number of plants 'killed').  
Singer, P. (1975). Animal Liberation. HarperCollins. (Addressing the ‘plants’ argument from a utilitarian perspective, 
emphasising the fundamental moral distinction between sentient animals and non-sentient plant life).  
Taiz, L., et al. (2019). ‘Plants Neither Possess nor Require Consciousness’. Trends in Plant Science. (The definitive 
scientific consensus on the absence of a central nervous system or subjective experience in plants).  
Trewavas, A. (2003). ‘Aspects of Plant Intelligence’. Annals of Botany. (Distinguishing between intelligence-like 
biological behaviours and the conscious capacity for suffering). 
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ARGUMENT 10: “Nature designed it that way.” 
ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

Teleological language such as “designed for” is scientifically misleading when applied to 
biological evolution. Evolution is a non-intentional, stochastic process driven by natural 
selection; it possesses neither foresight, nor purpose, nor a "designer." Biological traits emerge 
because they facilitated survival in ancestral environments, not because they represent an 
idealised or "correct" way to live. 

Furthermore, "Nature" is not a moral authority capable of issuing instructions. Many biological 
realities (such as the existence of viruses, genetic mutations, or the "design" of certain parasites 
to consume their hosts from within) are evidence of a blind process rather than a benevolent or 
prescriptive plan. To claim we are "designed" to eat meat is to misunderstand biology; we are 
simply adapted to be capable of it. As moral agents, we are defined by our ability to move 
beyond biological adaptations in favour of ethical choices. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Evolution has no design or purpose: it is a process. Nature has no "plan" for how we 

should live. Just because we evolved the ability to digest meat doesn't mean we were 

"meant" to do so, any more than we were "meant" to suffer from the various diseases 

that also evolved in nature. 

Footnotes  

Beauchamp, T. L., & Childress, J. F. (2001). Principles of Biomedical Ethics. Oxford University Press. (Developing 
the ethical principle of Non-Maleficence—the duty to avoid causing harm when no necessity justifies it).  
Darwin, C. (1859). On the Origin of Species. John Murray. (Providing the biological foundation for natural selection 
while clarifying that survival mechanisms are descriptive of the past, not prescriptive for modern ethics).  
Dawkins, R. (1986). The Blind Watchmaker. Longman. (Explaining that the evolutionary process is a ‘blind’ designer 
without moral foresight, reinforcing the need for humans to apply conscious ethical reasoning where nature does 
not).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that ‘following nature’ is 
an irrational basis for morality, as nature is indifferent to the suffering it produces).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because survival-based killing is ‘natural’, it remains ‘good’ in a modern context of 
abundance). 
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ARGUMENT 11: “Humans are fundamentally different from animals.” 
ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

While humans are biologically distinct in cognitive capacity, difference alone does not establish 
moral entitlement to harm others. While humans possess unique cognitive capacities, such as 
complex language and abstract reasoning, these differences do not provide a logical basis for 
excluding non-human animals from the sphere of moral consideration. 

In ethical philosophy, the relevant criterion for the right to be free from suffering is sentience—
the capacity to experience pain and distress—rather than intellectual or artistic achievement. If 
moral rights were contingent upon superior intelligence or "uniqueness," we would be forced to 
conclude that more intelligent humans have a greater right to life than those with cognitive 
impairments, a position that modern human rights frameworks categorically reject. Therefore, 
while humans and animals are "different" in many capacities, they are identical in their capacity 
to suffer, which is the only relevant metric for the prohibition of unnecessary harm. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Difference is not a justification for dominance or harm. We are different from many 

other humans in intelligence, strength, and ability, yet we recognise that everyone has 

an equal right not to be harmed. We should extend that same logic to any being 

capable of feeling pain. 

Footnotes  

Midgley, M. (1983). Animals and Why They Matter. University of Georgia Press. (Critiquing the use of biological 
‘competitiveness’ as a justification for ignoring the moral claims of other species).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that justice consists in 
protecting the weak from natural forces and hierarchies, not in participating in them).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that being at the ‘top’ of a natural hierarchy makes the exercise of power ‘good’).  
Nussbaum, M. (2006). Frontiers of Justice: Disability, Nationality, Species Membership. Harvard University Press. 
(Developing the ‘Capabilities Approach’, which argues that a truly just society must ensure all sentient beings have 
the opportunity to live a life characteristic of their species).  
Singer, P. (1975). Animal Liberation. HarperCollins. (Establishing that the capacity for suffering, rather than a 
position in a hierarchy, is the only defensible boundary for moral consideration). 
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ARGUMENT 12: “Humans are superior to animals.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

Assertions of species superiority are subjective value judgements rather than empirical scientific 
facts. While humans possess unique capabilities in specific domains (such as symbolic language 
or technological advancement) biology provides no basis for an inherent moral hierarchy 
between species. In evolutionary terms, every living species is "superior" at surviving within its 
own specific ecological niche. 

From an ethical perspective, the possession of "superior" cognitive traits does not grant a moral 
entitlement to exploit or harm those deemed "inferior." If we accepted that higher intelligence or 
complexity justifies the instrumental use of others, we would undermine the very foundation of 
universal human rights, which protects all individuals regardless of their IQ or social 
contribution. Therefore, the appeal to superiority is an instance of speciesism: an arbitrary 
prejudice that mirrors other discredited hierarchies based on race or gender. Moral status is 
properly grounded in the capacity for subjective experience, not in a competitive ranking of 
abilities. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Superiority is not a mandate for exploitation. Being more intelligent or technologically 

advanced than another being does not give us the moral right to cause them 

unnecessary suffering. In a civilised society, we believe the strong should protect the 

vulnerable, not eat them. 

Footnotes  

Midgley, M. (1983). Animals and Why They Matter. University of Georgia Press. (Examining how claims of 
'superiority' are often used as a rhetorical shield to avoid the demands of empathy and rational consistency).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human 'superiority' is 
best evidenced by our ability to act against natural selfishness and protect the vulnerable).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that a higher biological status or 'complexity' automatically confers superior moral rights).  
Nussbaum, M. (2006). Frontiers of Justice: Disability, Nationality, Species Membership. Harvard University Press. 
(Arguing that the possession of greater power or capability creates a greater moral duty to ensure the flourishing of 
all sentient life).  
Singer, P. (1975). Animal Liberation: A New Ethics for our Treatment of Animals. HarperCollins. (The foundational text 
defining 'Speciesism' and arguing that the capacity for suffering, not intelligence or status, is the only relevant 
criterion for moral equality). 
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ARGUMENT 13: “Meat-eating is an ancestral practice that defined us.”  
ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

Historical precedents in human development do not constitute a moral mandate for 
contemporary conduct. While the consumption of animal protein may have played a role in the 
caloric expansion of the ancestral brain, the 'ancestry' of a behaviour is an explanation of its 
origin, not a justification for its continuation. 

Ethical progress is defined by the ability of a civilisation to outgrow the very survival strategies 
that once sustained it. Many foundational ancestral practices (such as nomadic tribalism, literal 
interpretations of myth, or subsistence hunting) have been superseded by more efficient and 
ethical modern alternatives. To argue that we must continue to eat meat because it 'made us 
human' is a form of genetic fallacy; it incorrectly suggests that the current value of a practice is 
determined by its historical beginnings. In the 21st century, our humanity is better expressed 
through the exercise of compassion and the use of technology to eliminate unnecessary 
suffering. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Our origins do not define our obligations. Just because a practice helped our ancestors 

survive in a world of scarcity does not mean it is morally right for us in a world of 

abundance. We are defined by how we evolve our ethics, not by which ancient habits 

we refuse to outgrow. 

Footnotes  

Midgley, M. (1983). Animals and Why They Matter. University of Georgia Press. (Examining how ‘ancestral tradition’ 
is frequently employed as a psychological shield to bypass current moral duties and rationalise the continuation of 
inherited harms).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human civilisation is 
defined by the conscious rejection of ancestral survival strategies in favour of developed moral principles).  
Milton, K. (1999). ‘A Hypothesis to Explain the Role of Meat-Eating in Human Evolution’. Evolutionary 
Anthropology. (Providing the anthropological context for ancestral meat-eating as a descriptive survival mechanism 
rather than a prescriptive moral template for modern humans).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because a practice was historically ‘natural’ or essential for survival, it remains ‘good’ in a 
modern context of abundance).  
Rachels, J. (2003). The Elements of Moral Philosophy. 4th edn. McGraw-Hill. (Analysing the ‘Cultural Relativism’ 
fallacy and demonstrating that the antiquity of a practice does not provide evidence for its moral validity). 
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ARGUMENT 14: “It’s just the natural order of things / Lions eat zebras.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The "natural order" argument commits the naturalistic fallacy: the erroneous assumption that 
because something occurs in nature, it is therefore morally good or desirable. In philosophy, this 
is often referred to as Hume’s Law, which states that one cannot derive an "ought" (a moral 
conclusion) from an "is" (a biological observation). Nature is a descriptive realm of survival, not 
a prescriptive realm of ethics. 

Furthermore, the appeal to "natural" behaviour is inconsistently applied. While humans may 
observe predation in the wild, we do not model our legal or social systems on other "natural" 
animal behaviours, such as infanticide, forced copulation, or cannibalism. Ethics exists precisely 
as a human construct to transcend the "law of the jungle." To invoke the "natural order" only 
when it justifies a personal preference for meat is a form of special pleading. As moral agents, 
we have the capacity to choose compassion over raw biological impulse, a capacity that lions do 
not possess. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Nature is a description, not a guide for how to live. Lions kill their food because they 

are obligate carnivores with no choice; we kill animals because we like the taste, even 

though we have a choice. We use houses, medicine, and the internet to escape the 

"natural order" every day; it doesn't make sense to only follow nature when it involves 

causing unnecessary suffering. 

Footnotes  

Hume, D. (1739). A Treatise of Human Nature. John Noon. (The foundational text identifying the 'Is-Ought' 
problem—the logical impossibility of deriving a moral obligation from a biological observation).  
Midgley, M. (1978). Beast and Man: The Roots of Human Nature. Routledge. (Addressing the 'Beast' metaphor and the 
logical failure inherent in cherry-picking specific predatory animal behaviours to justify human moral choices).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (A seminal British essay arguing that the duty of 
man is to amend nature through reason, rather than to use its inherent cruelties as a moral blueprint).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text that formally defined the 
'Naturalistic Fallacy'—the error of equating 'natural' with 'good').  
Regan, T. (1983). The Case for Animal Rights. University of California Press. (Clarifying the distinction between 
‘moral agents’, who are capable of impartial ethical reasoning, and ‘moral patients’ like lions, who lack the capacity to 
be guided by moral principles). 
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ARGUMENT 15: “It’s just the circle of life.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The "circle of life" is a poetic metaphor for the trophic cycles found in wild ecosystems; it is 
not a normative ethical framework. In a natural ecosystem, energy is transferred through 
predation out of biological necessity. In contrast, modern animal agriculture is a linear, 
industrialised process of breeding, confinement, and slaughter that exists entirely outside of self-
sustaining ecological cycles. To appeal to a "cycle" to justify the intentional killing of billions of 
sentient beings is a category error that conflates descriptive biology with moral choice. 

Furthermore, the existence of a natural cycle does not imbue every action within that cycle with 
moral goodness. Disease, starvation, and predation are all parts of the "circle of life," yet we 
spend the majority of our human efforts—through medicine, infrastructure, and ethics—trying 
to mitigate these very things. As moral agents, we are not required to mimic the most violent 
aspects of nature. We can participate in the "cycle" through the consumption of plants, which 
cycles nutrients back into the earth without the unnecessary intervention of sentient suffering. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

A "cycle" is just a description of how energy moves; it’s not an excuse for cruelty. Death 

and disease are part of the "circle of life" too, but we don't use that to justify hurting 

people. Industrial farming isn't a "natural cycle", but it’s a human-made system of 

violence that we have the power to change. We can stay part of nature’s cycle by eating 

plants instead of killing animals. 

Footnotes  

Bekoff, M. (2007). The Emotional Lives of Animals. New World Library. (Providing empirical evidence of the 
complex emotional and social lives of animals, which are disregarded when sentient beings are reduced to mere cogs 
in a biological ‘cycle’).  
Leopold, A. (1949). A Sand County Almanac. Oxford University Press. (Arguing for the integrity and beauty of 
natural cycles, while implicitly demonstrating that industrialised animal agriculture actively destroys the ecological 
health it purports to imitate).  
Midgley, M. (1983). Animals and Why They Matter. University of Georgia Press. (A prominent British moral 
philosopher’s critique of the misuse of biological metaphors to bypass individual moral responsibilities).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human virtue is 
found in the conscious effort to improve the natural world and mitigate its suffering, rather than becoming a passive 
participant in its more brutal aspects).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because a ‘cycle’ exists in nature, it is therefore morally ‘good’ or beyond ethical scrutiny). 
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ARGUMENT 16: “It’s our biological destiny / We evolved to eat meat.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The appeal to "biological destiny" is a teleological fallacy, the mistaken belief that evolution has 
a preordained purpose or a "goal" that we are morally obligated to fulfil. Evolutionary biology is 
a descriptive science that explains how certain traits (such as the ability to digest animal protein) 
provided a survival advantage in the calorie-scarce environments of our ancestors. It does not 
provide a normative "map" for how we should behave in a modern world of caloric abundance 
and ethical awareness. 

Furthermore, the most significant biological trait humans have evolved is neuroplasticity and 
the capacity for abstract moral reasoning. Our "destiny," if such a thing exists, is our ability to 
consciously choose our actions based on their consequences. We routinely "defy" our biological 
history through the use of contraception, modern medicine, and flight. To claim that we are 
"destined" to eat meat while simultaneously using a smartphone to ignore every other "natural" 
limitation of our ancestors is a form of selective logic. Biology provides the toolkit; it does not 
write the script. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Evolution gave us the ability to eat meat, but it also gave us the conscience to choose 

not to. We’ve spent thousands of years evolving away from our primitive instincts so we 

can build a society based on justice and kindness. We aren't slaves to our ancestors' 

survival habits; we have the power to decide that our "destiny" is to be a species that 

protects life rather than one that unnecessarily destroys it. 

Footnotes  

Dawkins, R. (1976). The Selfish Gene. Oxford University Press. (Arguing that while our genes may be 'selfish' in a 
descriptive sense, humans alone have the conscious capacity to 'rebel against the tyranny of the selfish replicators').  
Midgley, M. (1978). Beast and Man: The Roots of Human Nature. Routledge. (A British philosopher's critique of 
‘biological determinism’—the tendency to use our evolutionary history as an excuse for moral stagnation).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human excellence is 
found in using reason to rectify the 'unjust' and 'cruel' inclinations of nature, rather than submitting to them as a 
'destiny').  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
demonstrating that even if we 'evolved' to perform an action, that biological origin does not make the action ‘good’).  
Stanovich, K. (2004). The Robot's Rebellion: Finding Meaning in the Age of Darwin. University of Chicago Press. 
(Exploring the cognitive ability of humans to override 'evolutionary programming' in favour of goals that serve our 
own rational values). 
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ARGUMENT 17: “Animals are meant to be eaten / That’s why they’re here.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The claim that animals are "meant to be eaten" is a teleological fallacy that confuses a human-
imposed function with an inherent biological purpose. In science, there is no "grand design" that 
assigns moral roles to species; evolution is a process of survival and adaptation, not a system for 
creating "products" for human consumption. While humans have selectively bred certain animals 
to be easier to kill and eat, this is a technical intervention, not a moral justification. 

Assigning a "purpose" to a sentient being based on how one intends to exploit them is a form of 
circular reasoning. By this logic, any being (including humans) could be "meant" for any form of 
violence simply by the perpetrator declaring it so. Ethical evaluation requires us to look at the 
intrinsic qualities of the individual (such as their capacity for suffering, their social bonds, and 
their desire to live) rather than the extrinsic "utility" we have forced upon them. A pig’s 
"purpose" from its own perspective is to exist; our decision to eat it is a choice, not a destiny. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

"Meant to be eaten" is just a label we put on animals to make ourselves feel better 

about killing them. Nature doesn't give animals "purposes": we do. A hundred years 

ago, many people thought certain humans were "meant" to be slaves, but we 

eventually realised that was just a way to justify greed. Just because we have the power 

to turn an animal into a meal doesn't mean that's why they exist. 

Footnotes  

Darwin, C. (1859). On the Origin of Species. John Murray. (A British cornerstone of biology proving that species 
evolve through natural selection for their own survival, utterly debunking the teleological claim that they were 
'created' for human use).  
Hume, D. (1739). A Treatise of Human Nature. John Noon. (The foundational text for the 'Is-Ought' problem—
explaining that we cannot derive a moral purpose or 'ought' from the mere biological 'is' of an animal's existence).  
Kant, I. (1785). Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals. (Introducing the essential ethical concept that sentient beings 
should be treated as 'ends in themselves' rather than as a 'means to an end' for others).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that ‘Nature’ has no 
intentions, and any 'purpose' humans assign to animals is a rhetorical invention used to justify exploitation).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
demonstrating that even if an animal is 'naturally' edible, it does not follow that eating them is 'good' or morally 
required). 

 

 

 

 

 



Back to Index

 
24 

 

 

 

 

 

 

II. HEALTH, NUTRITION AND SCIENTIFIC 

MISINFORMATION 

 

 

Focus: Debunking nutrient myths and addressing physical requirements across 
life stages. 
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ARGUMENT 18: “You can't get enough protein / Plant protein is incomplete or inferior.”  
ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

 
The belief that plant-based diets are protein-deficient or "incomplete" is a nutritional myth that 
contradicts modern dietetic science. All plants contain all nine essential amino acids in varying 
proportions. The "incomplete protein" theory (the idea that plant foods must be carefully 
combined at every meal) was a 1970s hypothesis that has since been retracted by its own 
originators and dismissed by the American Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. 

Furthermore, the claim that plant protein is "inferior" due to lower bioavailability (the Protein 
Digestibility Corrected Amino Acid Score or PDCAAS) is practically irrelevant in a modern 
diet of caloric abundance. While some plant proteins are digested slightly less efficiently than 
animal proteins, this is easily compensated for by a diverse intake of whole foods. In reality, most 
people in industrialised nations—vegans and omnivores alike—consume significantly more 
protein than the RDA (Recommended Dietary Allowance). The "quality" of protein should also 
be evaluated by its "package": plant proteins come bundled with fibre and phytonutrients, 
whereas animal proteins are often bundled with saturated fat, heme iron, and TMAO, which are 
linked to chronic disease. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Protein deficiency is almost non-existent in anyone eating enough calories. All plants 

contain all the essential amino acids your body needs. The idea that you have to "mix 

and match" proteins at every meal is an outdated myth. As long as you eat a variety of 

whole foods like beans, nuts, and grains, you will get high-quality protein without the 

saturated fat and cholesterol found in meat. 

Footnotes  

British Dietetic Association (2017). ‘British Dietetic Association confirms well-planned vegan diets can support 
healthy living in people of all ages’. (A key peer-reviewed statement confirming that plant-based protein sources are 
sufficient for all stages of human life).  
Gardner, C. D., et al. (2019). ‘Maximising the Intersection of Human Health and the Health of the Planet with 
Regard to the Amount and Type of Protein Produced and Consumed’. Nutrition Reviews. (An extensive review 
demonstrating that plant-based proteins are not only sufficient but often superior in the context of overall public 
health and environmental sustainability).  
Melina, V., et al. (2016). ‘Position of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics: Vegetarian Diets’. Journal of the 
Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. (Providing the primary empirical evidence that human amino acid requirements are 
easily met through a varied plant-based diet).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human choices 
should be guided by rational health data and ethical outcomes rather than by superstitious or ‘natural’ associations 
with certain food types).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because meat is a ‘natural’ protein source, it is therefore an essential or morally superior 
one).  
Young, V. R., & Pellett, P. L. (1994). ‘Plant proteins in relation to human protein and amino acid nutrition’. The 
American Journal of Clinical Nutrition. (The landmark study that officially debunked the ‘incomplete protein’ myth, 
proving that all plants contain all essential amino acids). 
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ARGUMENT 19: “Vegans need vitamin B₁₂, which can only be found in meat.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The requirement for vitamin B₁₂ supplementation does not invalidate a plant-based diet, nor 

does it prove that meat consumption is a biological necessity. B₁₂ is synthesised exclusively by 
soil-dwelling microorganisms, not by the animals themselves. In prehistoric environments, 

humans likely obtained B₁₂ through untreated water and soil residues on plants; however, 
modern hygiene and water chlorination—while essential for preventing cholera and other 
diseases—have removed these natural sources. 

Furthermore, the claim that meat is a "natural" source is increasingly tenuous in industrialised 

agriculture. Many farmed animals are themselves supplemented with cobalt or B₁₂ because they 
no longer graze on cobalt-rich soils. Therefore, the choice is not between a "natural" diet and a 
"supplemented" one, but rather between filtering the nutrient through the body of an animal or 
taking it directly via a vegan supplement or fortified foods. 
 
Incidentally, the presence of supplementation does not imply dietary inadequacy; it merely 
reflects the disconnection between modern hygiene practices and microbial exposure. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

B₁₂ is a microbial nutrient. Animals don’t make it: bacteria do. I n a sanitised world, 

everyone needs a reliable source of B₁₂. Choosing to get yours from a supplement 

rather than a slaughtered animal is a matter of modern hygiene and ethics, not an 

admission of dietary failure. 

Footnotes  

Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human progress is 
defined by our ability to use science and technology to overcome natural limitations, making the 'unnaturalness' of a 
supplement a moral irrelevance).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because meat is a 'natural' source of a nutrient, eating it is therefore morally 'good' or 
required).  

Pawlak, R., et al. (2013). ‘How Prevalent is Vitamin B₁₂ Deficiency Among Vegetarians?’. Nutrients. (Providing the 
empirical data on deficiency risks while highlighting that the issue is one of adequate supplementation and planning 
rather than an inherent failure of plant-based ethics).  

Rizzo, G., et al. (2016). ‘Vitamin B₁₂ among Vegetarians: Status, Assessment and Supplementation’. Nutrients. (A 

comprehensive review clarifying that B₁₂ is produced by bacteria, not animals, and that fortified foods and 
supplements are safe, reliable, and ethically superior delivery methods).  

Watanabe, F. (2007). ‘Vitamin B₁₂ Sources and Bioavailability’. Experimental Biology and Medicine. (Scientific context 

confirming that B₁₂ is a metabolic by-product of microbes; its presence in animal tissue is a result of accumulation, 
not synthesis, which renders the "meat is essential" argument a biological misunderstanding). 
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ARGUMENT 20: “Plants do not provide enough iron for human health.”  
ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The claim that plant-based diets are deficient in iron is a misconception that conflates presence 
with bioavailability. Iron is abundant in a wide variety of plant foods, including legumes, dark leafy 
greens, and whole grains. While plant-derived 'non-haem' iron is absorbed less readily than 
animal-derived 'haem' iron, this absorption is highly sensitive to dietary enhancers. For instance, 
the co-ingestion of vitamin C can increase non-haem iron absorption by up to sixfold. 

Furthermore, the lower absorption rate of non-haem iron may offer a physiological advantage: 
the human body can down-regulate its uptake when iron stores are sufficient, whereas haem iron 
is absorbed more indiscriminately, which has been linked to increased oxidative stress and 
chronic disease. Clinical data consistently show no increased iron-deficiency anaemia in well-
planned plant-based populations. Therefore, the "iron gap" is a matter of dietary synergy, not a 
lack of nutrient availability. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Iron is a mineral, not a meat product. While plants provide a different form of iron, it is 

easily absorbed when eaten with vitamin C (like adding lemon to spinach). Vegans have 

similar rates of iron deficiency to the general population, proving that plants are a 

perfectly adequate source. 

Footnotes  

Hurrell, R., & Egli, I. (2010). ‘Iron Bioavailability and Dietary Reference Values’. American Journal of Clinical 
Nutrition. (Providing the scientific basis for iron absorption; while noting that non-haem iron has lower 
bioavailability, it confirms that requirements can be met through plant sources by utilising enhancers like vitamin C).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human health and 
dietary choices should be governed by nutritional science and ethical outcomes rather than by the pursuit of what is 
perceived as the most ‘primitive’ or ‘effortless’ nutrient source).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because haem iron is more ‘naturally’ or readily absorbed from flesh, it is therefore the 
‘right’ or ‘intended’ source of iron for humans).  
Saunders, A. V., et al. (2013). ‘Iron and Vegetarian Diets’. Medical Journal of Australia. (A comprehensive review 
demonstrating that iron deficiency is no more common in vegetarians than in meat-eaters, as the body adapts to 
lower iron intakes by increasing absorption efficiency).  
World Health Organisation (2020). Guideline: Iron Supplementation in Postpartum Women. (Providing global health 
context that iron deficiency is a broad public health issue affecting all dietary patterns, rather than a specific failure 
of plant-based nutrition). 
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ARGUMENT 21: “Dairy is a physiological requirement for calcium and bone health.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The claim that dairy is the only viable source of calcium is a result of cultural conditioning rather 
than nutritional science. Calcium is a mineral found in the soil, which plants absorb and humans 
can consume directly. Many plant-based sources (particularly low-oxalate cruciferous vegetables 
like kale, pak choi, and watercress) possess a calcium bioavailability of approximately 50–60%, 
significantly higher than the 32% found in cow’s milk. 

Moreover, bone health is a multi-factorial issue involving vitamin D, vitamin K, physical activity, 
and protein balance, rather than the isolated consumption of a single food group. Global 
epidemiological data show that populations with the lowest dairy consumption often have the 
lowest rates of hip fractures, suggesting that dairy is not a prerequisite for skeletal integrity. 
Therefore, the "dairy requirement" is a biological myth; calcium is a nutrient that is easily 
obtained through a varied plant-based diet and fortified foods. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Calcium comes from the ground, not the cow. Cows get their calcium by eating plants, 

and we can do the same. Many green vegetables actually have a higher calcium 

absorption rate than milk, making dairy an optional (and unnecessary) source of the 

mineral. 

Footnotes  

Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human health and 
nutrition should be dictated by rational data and the avoidance of harm, rather than by the 'naturalisation' of 
industrialised agricultural habits).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because humans have historically consumed dairy, it is therefore a 'good' or 'intended' 
biological requirement).  
National Health Service (2022). ‘Calcium: Sources and Requirements’. (The authoritative British health context 
confirming that calcium requirements can be fully met through fortified plant milks, leafy greens, and tofu without 
the need for animal secretions).  
Weaver, C. M., et al. (2016). ‘The Role of Dairy and Substitutes in Bone Health and Anthropometric Outcomes in 
Children and Adolescents’. Osteoporosis International. (Providing the empirical evidence that while calcium is vital for 
bone development, fortified plant-based substitutes are effective in achieving the same anthropometric outcomes as 
dairy).  
Willett, W. C., & Ludwig, D. S. (2020). ‘Milk and Health’. New England Journal of Medicine. (A landmark review 
concluding that high dairy consumption does not necessarily lower the risk of bone fractures and that its 'necessity' 
for human health has been significantly overstated). 
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ARGUMENT 22: “A vegan diet results in physical weakness.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

Assertions of physical frailty or diminished athletic capacity are contradicted by contemporary 
sports nutrition literature. Physical performance is a function of caloric sufficiency, 
macronutrient distribution, and training stimulus, rather than the taxonomic source of those 
nutrients. High-quality plant-based diets are naturally rich in complex carbohydrates (the primary 
fuel for glycogen synthesis) and antioxidants, which reduce oxidative stress and systemic 
inflammation, potentially accelerating post-exercise recovery. 

Moreover, clinical comparisons between omnivorous and plant-based athletes consistently show 
no significant differences in lean body mass, muscle strength, or anaerobic power. The success 
of elite athletes in high-intensity disciplines (ranging from ultra-marathon running to professional 
weightlifting) demonstrates that peak human performance is not contingent upon animal 
product consumption. Consequently, the "weak vegan" trope is a cultural stereotype rather than 
a physiological reality. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Strength is built on nutrients, not meat. Athletic performance is diet-planning 

dependent, not animal-product dependent. Muscles require fuel and repair, both of 

which are expertly provided by plants. From world-record powerlifters to Olympic 

sprinters, elite athletes are proving that you don't need to eat a bull to be as strong as 

one. 

Footnotes  

Barnard, N. D., et al. (2019). ‘Plant-Based Diets for Cardiovascular Safety and Performance in Endurance Sports’. 
Nutrients. (Providing the physiological evidence for improved recovery times, reduced blood viscosity, and enhanced 
tissue oxygenation in plant-based athletes).  
Lynch, H., Johnston, C., & Wharton, C. (2018). ‘Plant-Based Diets: Considerations for Environmental Impact, 
Protein Quality, and Exercise Performance’. Nutrients. (A comprehensive review concluding that plant-based diets 
are just as effective as omnivorous ones for supporting strength, anaerobic power, and aerobic performance).  
Midgley, M. (1978). Beast and Man: The Roots of Human Nature. Routledge. (Analysing the primitive psychological 
association of flesh-eating with 'predatory' strength and how this archetype often overrides rational health data).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human physical 
excellence and "vitality" should be pursued through rational training and nutrition rather than by imitating the 
perceived attributes of predatory animals).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because meat is ‘naturally’ associated with physical power, it is therefore a morally or 
biologically superior fuel for the body). 

 

 

 

 



Back to Index

 
30 

 

ARGUMENT 23: “A vegan diet causes cognitive decline or damages brain function.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

Claims that plant-based diets impair neurological health are not supported by the weight of 
epidemiological or clinical evidence. Such assertions typically conflate specific, preventable 

micronutrient deficiencies (such as vitamin B₁₂) with the dietary pattern itself. Cognitive function 
is a product of total nutrient sufficiency (including essential fatty acids, antioxidants, and 
vitamins) rather than the consumption of animal tissues. 

Contrarily, research suggests that plant-based diets rich in polyphenols, folates, and unsaturated 
fats may offer significant neuro-protective benefits. These diets are associated with a reduced risk 
of cardiovascular factors (such as hypertension and high cholesterol) which are primary drivers 
of vascular dementia and cognitive impairment. Furthermore, the absence of neuro-
inflammatory markers often found in high-saturated-fat diets suggests that a well-planned vegan 
diet may be more conducive to long-term brain health than the Western omnivorous standard. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Brains run on nutrients, not meat. No peer-reviewed study has ever linked a well-

planned vegan diet to cognitive decline. In fact, by reducing the risk of stroke and 

arterial blockages, a plant-based diet is one of the most effective ways to protect your 

brain as you age. 

Footnotes  

Dinu, M., et al. (2017). ‘Vegetarian, Vegan Diets and Multiple Health Outcomes: A Systematic Review with Meta-
Analysis of Observational Studies’. Critical Reviews in Food Science and Nutrition. (A comprehensive meta-analysis 
demonstrating that vegan diets are associated with a reduced risk of ischaemic heart disease and cancer, with no 
evidence of adverse effects on cognitive or neurological function).  
Giem, P., et al. (1993). ‘The Incidence of Dementia and Intake of Animal Products: Preliminary Findings from the 
Adventist Health Study’. Neuroepidemiology. (Providing longitudinal evidence that meat-eaters were at twice the risk of 
developing dementia compared to vegetarians, likely due to the neuroprotective effects of antioxidants found in 
plants).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that our intellectual and 
moral ‘faculties’ are best served by following rational evidence and scientific consensus rather than by clinging to the 
‘natural’ associations of predatory diets).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because certain animal fats are 'natural' to the human diet, they are therefore an essential or 
morally superior fuel for the brain).  

Rizzo, G., et al. (2016). ‘Vitamin B₁₂ among Vegetarians: Status, Assessment and Supplementation’. Nutrients. 

(Clarifying that cognitive health is preserved through simple, modern nutritional hygiene—specifically B₁₂ 
supplementation—rendering the ‘brain damage’ argument a failure of planning rather than a failure of the diet). 
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ARGUMENT 24: “Children can’t be healthy or grow properly on a vegan diet.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

Clinical consensus from the world’s leading nutritional authorities (including the British Dietetic 
Association and the NHS) states that well-planned plant-based diets are safe and nutritionally 
adequate for all stages of life, including infancy, childhood, and adolescence. Growth and 
development are contingent upon the intake of energy, protein, and essential micronutrients, all 
of which are readily available in plant-derived forms. 

Critiques of veganism in childhood frequently rely on isolated cases of malnutrition resulting 
from restrictive 'fad' diets or medical neglect, rather than inherent flaws in vegan nutrition. 
When a diet is rich in whole grains, legumes, fruits, and fortified foods, it provides the necessary 
foundations for cognitive and physical development without the long-term health risks 
associated with high intakes of processed meat and dairy. Therefore, the exclusion of animal 
products does not impede growth; it simply requires an informed approach to nutrient density. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Growth is powered by nutrients, not animal products. Every major health organisation 

agrees that a balanced vegan diet is perfectly healthy for children. The key to a child's 

health is a variety of nutrient-dense foods, which is easily achieved without meat or 

dairy. 

Footnotes 

Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (2016). ‘Position of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics: Vegetarian 
Diets’. Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. (The definitive international consensus statement confirming 
that appropriately planned vegan diets are healthful, nutritionally adequate, and provide health benefits for all stages 
of the life cycle, including pregnancy, lactation, infancy, and childhood). 
British Dietetic Association (2017). ‘British Dietetic Association confirms well-planned vegan diets can support 
healthy living in people of all ages’. (A formal statement by the UK’s leading body of nutrition professionals, 
specifically verifying that a vegan diet can support healthy growth and development in infants and children). 
Messina, V., & Mangels, A. R. (2001). ‘Considerations in Planning Vegan Diets: Children’. Journal of the American 
Dietetic Association. (Providing detailed clinical guidelines on ensuring caloric density and nutrient intake for paediatric 
veganism, proving that growth "failure" is a result of poor planning, not the absence of animal products). 
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that parental duty consists 
in following rational, scientific evidence to ensure a child’s health and moral development, rather than mindlessly 
adhering to "natural" or traditional feeding habits). 
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because meat-eating is a "natural" historical norm for human development, it is therefore a 
moral or biological necessity for modern children). 
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ARGUMENT 25: “Pregnancy necessitates meat consumption.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

Pregnancy increases the physiological demand for specific nutrients (such as folate, iron, iodine, 

and vitamin B₁₂) but these requirements are not exclusive to animal-derived foods. Clinical 
consensus from the British Dietetic Association and the NHS confirms that appropriately 
planned plant-based diets can support a healthy pregnancy and normal foetal development. The 
success of a pregnancy is determined by the consistent intake of essential building blocks, not the 
taxonomic source of those nutrients. Clinical guidelines support plant-based diets in pregnancy 
under standard nutritional supervision. 

Furthermore, plant-based pregnancies are often associated with a reduced risk of gestational 
diabetes and excessive maternal weight gain, provided that caloric and nutrient density are 
maintained. While certain micronutrients require diligent monitoring or supplementation (as they 
do in omnivorous pregnancies), there is no evidence to suggest that meat is a prerequisite for a 
healthy birth. Therefore, the "necessity" of meat during pregnancy is a cultural legacy rather than 
a clinical requirement; an informed vegan approach is entirely compatible with maternal and 
neonatal health. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Pregnancy requires nutrients, not animal products. Every essential nutrient needed for 

a growing baby can be found in plants or through standard prenatal supplementation. 

Major health organisations agree that a well-planned vegan diet is perfectly safe for 

both mother and child. 

Footnotes  

Melina, V., Craig, W., & Levin, S. (2016). ‘Position of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics: Vegetarian Diets’. 
Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. (The primary international consensus statement confirming that well-
planned vegan diets are appropriate for all stages of the life cycle, including pregnancy and lactation, and may 
provide health benefits in the prevention of certain diseases).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that the ‘natural’ state of 
pregnancy does not mandate a return to ‘primitive’ dietary habits; rather, human reason and science should be used 
to satisfy nutritional needs ethically).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because meat-eating is a traditional or ‘natural’ accompaniment to pregnancy, it is therefore 
a moral or biological necessity for the health of the mother or foetus).  
Piccoli, G. B., et al. (2015). ‘Vegetarian Protein-Restricted Diets in Pregnancy: A Systematic Review’. BJOG: An 
International Journal of Obstetrics & Gynaecology. (A comprehensive review of the literature concluding that vegan and 
vegetarian pregnancies are generally safe and do not result in increased risks of ‘adverse outcomes’ when compared 
to omnivorous pregnancies).  
Sebastiani, G., et al. (2019). ‘The Effects of Vegetarian and Vegan Diet during Pregnancy on the Health of 
Mothers and Offspring’. Nutrients. (Providing a modern clinical roadmap for the successful management of 

pregnancy on a plant-based diet, highlighting that with adequate B₁₂ and iron monitoring, plant-based nutrition is a 
safe and viable choice). 
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ARGUMENT 26: “Athletes need animal protein for recovery.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The belief that animal-derived protein possesses unique recovery properties is a biological 
misconception. Muscle recovery and hypertrophy are driven by the availability of a complete 
amino acid profile and sufficient caloric intake, both of which are readily supplied by a varied 
plant-based diet. Furthermore, plant-based proteins are packaged with high concentrations of 
antioxidants and phytonutrients (such as polyphenols and vitamin C) which are absent in meat. 

These plant-derived compounds play a critical role in reducing exercise-induced oxidative stress 
and systemic inflammation, potentially shortening recovery times between high-intensity training 
sessions. Clinical studies comparing plant and animal protein supplementation find no significant 
difference in muscle protein synthesis or strength gains when leucine levels are matched. 
Therefore, animal protein is not a requirement for athletic restoration; rather, the nutrient 
density and anti-inflammatory nature of plants may offer a distinct physiological advantage for 
the recovering athlete. 

Elite examples invalidate necessity claims. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Plants provide the building blocks for recovery without the inflammation. Muscles don't 

care if their amino acids come from a cow or a pea: they only care that the nutrients 

are present. Because plants are naturally anti-inflammatory, they can actually help 

athletes recover faster and train harder. 

Footnotes  

Boutros, G. H., et al. (2020). ‘Is a Vegan Diet Detrimental to Endurance and Muscle Strength?’. European Journal of 
Clinical Nutrition. (Proving that a vegan diet does not hinder endurance or muscle strength and that lean body mass 
can be effectively maintained and developed without animal products).  
Hevia-Larraín, V., et al. (2021). ‘High-Protein Plant-Based Diet Versus a Protein-Matched Omnivorous Diet to 
Support Resistance Training Adaptations’. Sports Medicine. (A landmark study demonstrating that as long as protein 
intake is adequate and matched, a plant-based diet is just as effective as an omnivorous diet for supporting muscle 
hypertrophy and strength gains).  
Midgley, M. (1978). Beast and Man: The Roots of Human Nature. Routledge. (Analysing the persistent, non-rational 
association between eating 'powerful' animals and acquiring their strength—a form of sympathetic magic that 
survives in modern sports culture).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human physical 
development should be a matter of rational science and ethical discipline, rather than a submission to the 'natural' 
urge to consume other sentient beings for perceived gains).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because animal protein is 'natural' to a predator's diet, it is therefore a morally or biologically 
superior fuel for human recovery). 
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ARGUMENT 27: “Human biology is hard-wired to require meat.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

This assertion collapses under nutritional analysis, as no essential nutrient is exclusively 
obtainable from animal tissue. Human physiology has a requirement for specific chemical 
compounds (such as amino acids, fatty acids, and vitamins) rather than specific food sources. 

Modern biochemistry demonstrates that every nutrient necessary for human health can be 
obtained through plant-based sources or microbial synthesis. The fact that a significant portion 
of the global population thrives on plant-based diets across generations serves as empirical proof 
that meat is a matter of historical convenience rather than biological necessity. As long as 
nutrient density is maintained, the "meat requirement" is a physiological myth. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Biology requires nutrients, not meat. Your body doesn't recognise "pork" or "beef": it 

recognises proteins, fats, and minerals. Since all of these are available in the plant 

kingdom, meat is never a biological necessity for a well-planned diet. 

Footnotes  

Melina, V., Craig, W., & Levin, S. (2016). ‘Position of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics: Vegetarian Diets’. 
Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. (The primary international consensus statement confirming that plant-
based diets are healthful, nutritionally adequate, and appropriate for all stages of the human life cycle).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human civilisation 
and morality consist in using reason to override biological inclinations, rather than using 'nature' as a static excuse 
for harm).  
Milton, K. (1999). ‘A Hypothesis to Explain the Role of Meat-Eating in Human Evolution’. Evolutionary 
Anthropology. (A leading anthropological authority noting that while meat provided 'fast fuel' for ancestors, human 
gut physiology remains fundamentally that of a high-fibre-processing primate).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
demonstrating that the biological capacity to perform an act does not equate to a moral obligation to continue that 
act). 
 Willett, W., et al. (2019). ‘Food in the Anthropocene: the EAT–Lancet Commission on Healthy Diets from 
Sustainable Food Systems’. The Lancet. (The seminal report confirming that a plant-forward diet is the optimal 
'reference diet' for modern human health and the long-term sustainability of the planet). 
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ARGUMENT 28: “Animal foods are nutritionally superior to plant foods.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

Claims of "nutritional superiority" typically rely on narrow metrics of nutrient density while 
ignoring the broader physiological impact of the "food package." While animal tissues are 

concentrated sources of certain minerals and B₁₂, they are also the primary dietary sources of 
saturated fats, dietary cholesterol, and—in the case of processed and red meats—compounds 
identified by the WHO as carcinogenic. 

Comprehensive nutritional analysis reveals that plant-based diets are consistently associated with 
superior long-term health outcomes, including a lower incidence of ischaemic heart disease, type 
2 diabetes, and hypertension. This "superiority" is attributed not only to what plant foods lack 
(harmful fats and Neu5Gc) but to what they provide: complex carbohydrates, essential fibre, and 
a vast array of phytonutrients and antioxidants that are entirely absent in animal products. 
Therefore, when evaluated by the standard of chronic disease prevention and longevity, the claim 
that animal foods are nutritionally "superior" is empirically unsupported.  

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Nutritional quality is measured by health outcomes, not just nutrient concentration. 

Meat may contain iron and protein, but it also contains saturated fat and zero fibre. 

Plants provide those same essential nutrients alongside antioxidants and fibre that 

protect against the world’s leading killers, such as heart disease and stroke. 

Footnotes  

Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that "superiority" should 
be measured by the reduction of suffering and the application of reason, not by the raw "potency" of a natural 
product).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because a food is "denser" in certain nutrients, it is therefore a morally "better" or more 
"appropriate" choice).  
Poore, J., & Nemecek, T. (2018). ‘Reducing food’s environmental impacts through producers and consumers’. 
Science. (The most comprehensive study of global food systems, proving that plant-based foods are vastly superior in 
terms of resource efficiency and environmental stability).  
Song, M., et al. (2016). ‘Association of Animal and Plant Protein Intake With All-Cause and Cause-Specific 
Mortality’. JAMA Internal Medicine. (A massive longitudinal study showing that replacing animal protein with plant 
protein is associated with a lower risk of death, directly challenging the claim of animal-food "superiority").  
Tuso, P. J., et al. (2013). ‘Nutritional Update for Physicians: Plant-Based Diets’. The Permanente Journal. (A clinical 
guide for doctors confirming that plant-based diets are not only sufficient but are often superior in preventing and 
reversing chronic diseases like obesity, diabetes, and cardiovascular disease). 
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ARGUMENT 29: “Everyone has different nutritional needs / Veganism doesn't work for everyone.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The appeal to "different needs" often rests on a category error that confuses nutrients with 
their sources. From a biochemical perspective, the human body requires specific macronutrients 
(proteins, fats, carbohydrates) and micronutrients (vitamins, minerals), not specific animal 
tissues. Major global health bodies (including the British Dietetic Association) state that well-
planned plant-based diets are nutritionally adequate for all stages of life. 

While individual absorption rates and metabolic health vary, these differences represent logistical 
hurdles to be managed, not a moral justification for the systematic slaughter of sentient beings. 
In ethical theory, a "need" only justifies a harm if that harm is the least restrictive means of 
survival. Since the vast majority of individuals in developed economies have access to a diverse 
array of plant-based nutrients and fortified foods, the "different needs" claim usually functions as 
a rhetorical shield for personal preference rather than a genuine physiological impossibility. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

We all need nutrients, but we don't "need" them from animals. Our bodies need 

protein, iron, and calcium, all of which are abundant in the plant kingdom. Unless you 

have a rare, documented medical condition that makes it impossible to digest plants, 

"different needs" isn't a reason to cause harm. It’s just a reason to plan your meals 

properly. 

Footnotes  

Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (2016). ‘Position of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics: Vegetarian 
Diets’. Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. (The definitive international consensus confirming that plant-
based diets are nutritionally adequate for all individuals, regardless of life stage or physiological variation).  
British Dietetic Association (2017). ‘British Dietetic Association confirms well-planned vegan diets can support 
healthy living in people of all ages’. (A formal verification that human nutritional needs can be met without animal 
products throughout the entire lifespan).  
Gardner, C. D., et al. (2018). ‘Effect of Low-Fat vs Low-Carbohydrate Diet on 12-Month Weight Loss in 
Overweight Adults and the Association With Genotype Pattern or Insulin Secretion’. JAMA. (A significant study 
suggesting that common biological markers often blamed for ‘dietary failure’ do not actually prevent individuals 
from succeeding on diverse, high-quality dietary patterns).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that moral obligations are 
grounded in reason and the mitigation of harm, and cannot be dismissed by appealing to subjective ‘natural’ 
inclinations or personal biological convenience).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because an individual ‘feels’ a biological preference for meat, that preference constitutes a 
moral justification for its consumption).  
WHO/FAO/UNU (2007). Protein and Amino Acid Requirements in Human Nutrition. World Health Organization 
Technical Report Series. (Providing the global, evidence-based standards for human nutrition, which establish that 
amino acid requirements are a matter of human biology rather than a variable that requires animal-based delivery). 

 

 

 



Back to Index

 
37 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

III. MORAL DEFLECTIONS AND 

RHETORICAL DISTRACTIONS 

 

 

Focus: Ad hominem attacks, tone policing, hypocrisy, and emotional dismissals. 
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ARGUMENT 30: “Why focus on animals when there’s so much human suffering?”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

This argument is a classic instance of the fallacy of relative privation, which suggests that a 
moral concern is invalid simply because a "more important" problem exists. Ethical 
consideration is not a finite resource or a zero-sum allocation; the capacity to oppose human 
rights abuses is not diminished by the decision to stop subsidising animal cruelty. In fact, many 
ethical frameworks suggest that a heightened sensitivity to suffering in one domain bolsters a 
consistent moral character in others. 

Furthermore, the "Human vs. Animal" dichotomy is often a false one. The industrialised 
exploitation of animals is inextricably linked to human suffering: through the psychological 
trauma of slaughterhouse workers, the respiratory illnesses in communities near factory farms, 
and the global food insecurity caused by feeding vast quantities of grain to livestock rather than 
to people. To reject animal ethics on the grounds of human suffering is to misunderstand the 
structure of moral reasoning; we are perfectly capable of walking and chewing gum—or, in this 
case, protecting human rights while simultaneously choosing a plant-based meal. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Compassion is not a finite resource. Opposing animal cruelty doesn't mean you care 

less about humans, any more than being against domestic violence means you don't 

care about poverty. We can, and should, address multiple injustices at once, especially 

when the solution to one (changing our diet) is so simple. 

Footnotes  

Gruen, L. (2011). Ethics and Animals: An Introduction. Cambridge University Press. (Arguing that empathy is not a 
finite resource; our ability to care about human suffering is not diminished by extending basic moral consideration 
to non-human animals).  
Horta, O. (2010). ‘What is Speciesism?’. Journal of Agricultural and Environmental Ethics. (Analysing the "What about 
humans?" argument as a form of speciesist bias, where the urgency of one issue is used as a rhetorical shield to 
ignore another).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that a moral life is defined 
by the consistent application of reason to reduce suffering wherever it is found, rather than selectively ignoring it for 
convenience).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because humans are "naturally" our primary focus, it is therefore morally "good" to exclude 
animals from ethical consideration).  
Nibert, D. (2002). Animal Rights/Human Rights: Entanglements of Oppression and Liberation. Rowman & Littlefield. (A 
sociological text demonstrating that the systems of thought used to justify the exploitation of animals are the same 
systems used to marginalise vulnerable human groups).  
Singer, P. (1975). Animal Liberation: A New Ethics for our Treatment of Animals. HarperCollins. (The foundational text 
for modern animal ethics, arguing that "equality of consideration" should not depend on what a being looks like or 
what abilities they possess). 
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ARGUMENT 31: “You care more about animals than you do about humans.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

This assertion is a rhetorical diversion rather than a logical counter-argument. It relies on the 
fallacy of exclusive concern, which erroneously presumes that moral consideration is a finite, 
"zero-sum" quantity. In ethical philosophy, concern for one group does not necessitate a 
withdrawal of concern from another; it is entirely coherent—and indeed standard—for an 
individual to advocate for multiple, non-competing causes simultaneously. 

Furthermore, the accusation is a form of ad hominem attack; it seeks to discredit the advocate’s 
perceived priorities instead of addressing the moral validity of the claim itself. Whether or not an 
individual "cares more" about a specific group is irrelevant to the objective fact of animal 
suffering or the ethical obligation to reduce it. Psychologically, empathy is an extensible faculty: 
the expansion of one’s moral circle to include non-human animals often correlates with a 
heightened, rather than diminished, sensitivity to injustice in all its forms. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Moral concern is not a competition. Compassion is not a zero-sum game. Caring about 

animals doesn't mean caring less about humans, any more than loving a second child 

means you love the first one less. We don't have to choose between being kind to 

people and being kind to animals: a civilised society should aim to do both. 

Footnotes  

Francione, G. (2000). Introduction to Animal Rights: Your Child or the Dog?. Temple University Press. (Clarifying that 
animal rights is not about 'loving' animals more than humans, but about the moral requirement to stop treating 
sentient beings as 'things' or property).  
Midgley, M. (1983). Animals and Why They Matter. University of Georgia Press. (A British philosopher’s critique of 
'competitive' morality; she argues that our social affections are not a finite 'jam' that must be spread thin, but a 
capacity that grows through exercise).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that a consistent moral 
character is developed by the rational rejection of cruelty in all forms, making the protection of the weak—human 
or animal—a single, unified virtue).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because we have a 'natural' tribal instinct for our own species, it is therefore 'good' or 
'correct' to limit our ethical concern to that species).  
Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and Persons. Oxford University Press. (A landmark British text in ethics exploring the idea 
that suffering is bad regardless of whose suffering it is, challenging the egoistic focus on 'our own' over 'the other').  
Singer, P. (1981). The Expanding Circle: Ethics and Sociobiology. Farrar, Straus & Giroux. (Explaining how reason 
allows us to expand our moral concern from our immediate family to our tribe, our nation, and eventually to all 
sentient beings). 
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ARGUMENT 32: “There are bigger problems in the world than how we treat animals.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

This argument is a textbook instance of the fallacy of relative privation, which seeks to dismiss 
a valid ethical concern by comparing it to an unrelated, arguably "vaster" issue (such as war, 
poverty, or climate change). This is a relevance substitution; the existence of a larger harm 
does not logically or morally negate the obligation to address a smaller, preventable one. Ethical 
responsibility is not a sequential queue where action is suspended until a "primary" problem is 
resolved. 

If this logic were applied consistently, it would lead to total moral paralysis: one could justify 
theft because murder exists, or ignore a local famine because global heating is a "bigger" threat. 
Furthermore, choosing a plant-based diet is a unique moral action because it requires no 
additional time or resources: it is simply a substitution of one habit for another. To suggest we 
must "ignore" animal suffering until all human problems are solved is not an argument for 
human rights; it is a rhetorical tactic used to maintain the status quo. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

We can care about more than one thing at a time. The existence of "bigger" problems 

doesn't give us a free pass to ignore the smaller ones we can easily solve. If we waited 

until the world was perfect before we started being kind, we would never start at all. 

Footnotes  

Caviola, L., et al. (2021). ‘The Moral Anthropocentrism Scale’. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. (Empirical 
research identifying the psychological tendency to prioritise human interests over animal interests, regardless of the 
severity of the suffering involved).  
Dowden, B. (2020). ‘Linguistic Fallacies’. Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy. (Defining the Fallacy of Relative 
Privation—the logical error of dismissing a valid ethical concern by pointing to a separate, 'larger' problem).  
Midgley, M. (1983). Animals and Why They Matter. University of Georgia Press. (Critiquing the 'competitive' view of 
morality, arguing that the habit of dismissing animal suffering actually erodes our general capacity for empathy and 
moral attention).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human progress is 
measured by our ability to address multiple injustices simultaneously through the application of a single, consistent 
moral code).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because humans are 'naturally' at the centre of our concern, we are morally justified in 
ignoring the ethical status of other sentient beings).  
Walton, D. (1995). A Pragmatic Theory of Fallacy. University of Alabama Press. (Providing the logical framework for 
identifying 'Red Herring' arguments that attempt to derail a specific ethical discussion by introducing irrelevant 
comparisons). 
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ARGUMENT 33: “You’re a hypocrite (because you aren’t 100% perfect).”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

This accusation is a form of the tu quoque fallacy, a sub-type of ad hominem attack that attempts 
to discredit an argument by pointing out an inconsistency in the speaker’s behaviour. In formal 
logic, the moral character or personal failings of an advocate have no bearing on the truth value 
or validity of the ethical claim being made. If a smoker argues that "smoking is harmful," the 
claim remains empirically true regardless of the speaker’s habit. 

Moreover, the "hypocrisy" charge often relies on a nirvana fallacy—the erroneous belief that if 
an ideal (total harm avoidance) cannot be achieved perfectly, then the pursuit of that ideal is 
worthless. Veganism is defined by the British Vegan Society as seeking to exclude exploitation 
"as far as is possible and practicable." Ethical progress is a direction, not a destination of 
absolute purity. To dismiss a significant reduction in harm because a residual harm remains is a 
failure of both logic and moral proportion. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Hypocrisy doesn't make an argument wrong. If a doctor tells you to stop smoking while 

they still smoke, they are a hypocrite, but they are still right. Being unable to be 100% 

perfect in a complex world isn't a reason to give up on being 90% better. Veganism is 

about doing the most good, not attaining impossible purity. 

Footnotes  

Cross, A. (2019). ‘Obligation and the Possible’. Oxford Journal of Legal Studies. (Exploring the philosophical principle 
of ‘Ought Implies Can’—the idea that our moral obligations are limited by what is practically possible, and that 
failing to achieve the impossible does not negate the duty to do what is possible).  
Hansen, H. V. (2020). ‘Fallacies’. Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. (Defining the ad hominem tu quoque—the logical 
error of attempting to discredit an argument by asserting that the person making it has acted inconsistently with 
their own principles).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that moral progress is an 
incremental process of using reason to improve upon our natural state, rather than a binary state of absolute 
perfection).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because 100% 'purity' is not found in nature, any attempt to live ethically is futile or 
'unnatural').  
Singer, P. (1972). ‘Famine, Affluence, and Morality’. Philosophy & Public Affairs. (A seminal text arguing that the 
inability to solve every problem or achieve total moral perfection does not relieve an individual of the obligation to 
prevent as much suffering as they can).  
Walton, D. (1995). A Pragmatic Theory of Fallacy. University of Alabama Press. (Providing the logical framework to 
show that a speaker’s personal perceived failings are irrelevant to the truth or validity of the ethical claim they are 
making). 
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ARGUMENT 34: “You’re just being emotional / sentimental.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

This claim is a rhetorical dismissal that erroneously treats emotional engagement as a disqualifier 
for logical validity. In the philosophy of mind, emotions are often recognised as "intelligent 
perceptions"; they are the cognitive tools by which we identify and respond to the moral 
salience of suffering. To feel distress at the sight of unnecessary violence is not a "sentimental" 
lapse, but it is a rational response to an objective harm. 

Furthermore, the "emotional" label is frequently applied inconsistently. The consumer who feels 
a "traditional" attachment to eating meat or an "aesthetic" pleasure in its taste is equally driven by 
emotion, yet these feelings are rarely dismissed as irrational. Logical consistency requires that we 
evaluate an argument based on its premises and evidence, not the presence or absence of 
empathy in the speaker. As moral cognition requires both reason and feeling to function, 
dismissing an ethical claim because it involves emotion is a failure to understand how human 
morality operates. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Emotion is a response to facts, not a replacement for them. If you see someone kick a 

dog, feeling angry doesn't make your "kicking is wrong" argument illogical; it proves 

you've understood the situation. We can be both compassionate and logical at the 

same time; in fact, that's exactly what a good moral system requires. 

Footnotes  

Damasio, A. (1994). Descartes' Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain. Putnam. (A landmark neurological study 
proving that emotion is not the enemy of reason but a necessary component of it; individuals with damaged 
emotional centres are often unable to make rational or ethical decisions).  
Midgley, M. (1981). Heart and Mind: The Varieties of Moral Experience. Methuen. (A British philosophical classic 
arguing against the false 'Enlightenment' dichotomy between thought and feeling, asserting that moral integrity 
requires the cooperation of both).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human progress 
involves the refinement of our "higher sentiments" through reason, transforming raw empathy into a consistent and 
principled moral framework).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because we have a 'natural' capacity for detached logic, it is therefore 'better' or 'more 
objective' to ignore the suffering of others).  
Nussbaum, M. C. (2001). Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence of Emotions. Cambridge University Press. (Developing 
the theory that emotions are 'eudaimonistic judgements'—rational perceptions of value that alert us to the 
importance of the well-being of others).  
Solomon, R. C. (2004). In Defense of Sentimentality. Oxford University Press. (Defending the role of 'sentiment' in 
ethics, arguing that the dismissal of emotion as 'weakness' is often a rhetorical tactic used to avoid facing 
uncomfortable moral truths). 
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ARGUMENT 35: “You’re just preaching / acting holier-than-thou.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

This is a meta-discursive deflection that shifts the focus from the ethical substance of an 
argument to the perceived "tone" of the advocate. By categorising moral advocacy as 
"preaching," the interlocutor attempts to trivialise a reasoned position as a mere display of 
performative superiority. In logic, this is a variation of the ad hominem fallacy; the manner in 
which a fact is delivered has no logical bearing on the truth value of that fact. 

Furthermore, the "preaching" label is often used as a defensive mechanism to avoid the cognitive 
dissonance that arises when a personal habit is challenged. If an argument is based on empirical 
evidence (such as animal sentience, environmental degradation, or public health) then the label 
of "preaching" is analytically irrelevant. An ethical claim should be evaluated on its internal 
consistency and evidentiary support, not on whether the listener feels judged by the 
implications of that truth. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Calling it "preaching" isn't the same as proving it wrong. If someone warns you that 

your house is on fire, they aren't "preaching": they are stating a fact you need to hear. 

Whether you like the way an argument is delivered doesn't change the reality of animal 

suffering or the facts of the industry. 

Footnotes  

Bailey, A. (2018). ‘Strategic Ignorance and the Management of Resistance’. Philosophical Topics. (Analysing how 
individuals often focus on the ‘tone’ or ‘sanctimony’ of a moral claim as a defensive strategy to maintain ignorance 
and avoid engaging with the ethical implications of their own actions).  
Buss, S. (1999). ‘Appearing Respectful: The Moral Significance of Manners’. Ethics. (Distinguishing between the 
social perception of ‘preaching’ and the ethical necessity of moral advocacy; asserting a truth is not an act of 
superiority but an act of intellectual honesty).  
Haidt, J. (2012). The Righteous Mind: Why Good People are Divided by Politics and Religion. Pantheon. (Providing the 
psychological framework for understanding ‘moral intuition’; explaining how people perceive ethical challenges as 
attacks on their group identity or ‘sanctity’, leading to the ‘preaching’ accusation).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that the validity of a 
moral principle is entirely independent of the character or ‘holiness’ of the person advocating for it).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because a moral advocate makes others feel ‘naturally’ uncomfortable or defensive, their 
argument is therefore flawed or invalid).  
Walton, D. (1995). A Pragmatic Theory of Fallacy. University of Alabama Press. (Identifying the ‘tone-policing’ variant 
of the ad hominem fallacy, where the manner of delivery is used as a red herring to distract from the factual or moral 
strength of the argument). 
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ARGUMENT 36: “It simply doesn’t matter to me / I don’t care.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

A bare dismissal of an ethical claim does not constitute a logical counter-argument; rather, it is an 
abdication of moral reasoning. For a rejection to carry argumentative weight, it must provide a 
justification for why a specific harm is permissible. Stating that an issue "doesn't matter" is a 
psychological description of the speaker’s apathy, not a philosophical refutation of the victim's 
suffering. 

Furthermore, this position is almost always inconsistently applied. Individuals who claim that 
animal suffering "doesn't matter" would rarely accept that same nihilistic logic if it were applied 
to their own pets, their property, or their personal safety. Moral systems are built on the principle 
of universalizability: the idea that if a harm is wrong when done to us, it is wrong when done 
to others. To ignore this consistency in favour of convenience is not a valid ethical stance, but it 
becomes a rhetorical shield used to bypass the discomfort of cognitive dissonance. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

"I don't care" is a feeling: not a fact. Just because someone doesn't care about a law 

doesn't mean the law stops existing, and just because someone doesn't care about 

suffering doesn't mean the suffering isn't real. We only ever say "it doesn't matter" 

when we are the ones holding the knife, never when we are the ones feeling it. 

Footnotes  

Frankfurt, H. (2005). On Bullshit. Princeton University Press. (Analysing the rhetorical state of 'bullshit'—where a 
speaker is not lying but is entirely indifferent to the truth—and how the dismissal 'I don't care' functions as a 
rejection of the rational enterprise itself).  
Hare, R. M. (1963). Freedom and Reason. Oxford University Press. (The primary source for the principle of 
Universalisation in British ethics; arguing that one cannot rationally claim 'it doesn't matter' unless they are willing 
to accept that their own suffering should also 'not matter' to others).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that the 'natural' absence 
of a feeling does not excuse the neglect of a duty, as morality is a matter of following rational principles rather than 
fluctuating personal whims).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because an individual 'naturally' feels indifferent, that indifference constitutes a 'good' or 
valid moral justification for causing harm).  
Singer, P. (1975). Animal Liberation: A New Ethics for our Treatment of Animals. HarperCollins. (Arguing that the moral 
requirement to consider the interests of a being is not based on the 'feelings' of the observer, but on the objective 
capacity of the being to suffer).  
Smith, A. (1759). The Theory of Moral Sentiments. (Providing the historical British context for 'sympathy'—the idea 
that our capacity to function in a society is dependent on our imaginative ability to enter into the suffering of others, 
making apathy a social and intellectual failure). 
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ARGUMENT 37: “You’re being too forceful and aggressive in your advocacy.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

This accusation is a meta-discursive deflection known as "tone policing." It attempts to 
invalidate an argument by focusing on the delivery rather than the content. In formal logic, the 
emotional intensity or perceived "forcefulness" of a speaker has no bearing on the truth value 
of their claims. If an advocate speaks with urgency about animal suffering, environmental 
collapse, or public health, that urgency is a rational response to the scale of the crisis, not a 
logical flaw. 

Moreover, the label of "aggression" is often applied asymmetrically. The industrialised slaughter 
of billions of sentient beings is a profound act of systemic aggression, yet it is normalised. By 
contrast, the verbal challenge to that system is labelled "aggressive" simply because it disrupts the 
comfort of the status quo. To reject an ethical claim based on its "tone" is to prioritise social 
etiquette over moral truth—an approach that would have invalidated almost every successful 
civil rights movement in British history. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

The truth isn't aggressive: the reality is. If someone sounds forceful when talking about 

animal cruelty, it’s because the situation is urgent. Focusing on "tone" is just a way to 

avoid talking about the actual facts. We should be more worried about the violence in 

the slaughterhouse than the "forcefulness" of a conversation. 

Footnotes  

Campbell, S. (1994). ‘Being Dismissed: The Role of Laughter and Anger in Discourses of Oppression’. Hypatia. 
(Analysing how dominant groups use the 'forcefulness' or 'anger' of an advocate as a tool of dismissal, effectively 
silencing the ethical content of the argument by focusing on the delivery).  
Manne, K. (2017). Down Girl: The Logic of Misogyny. Oxford University Press. (A seminal text defining 'Tone 
Policing'; while focused on misogyny, it provides the universal logical structure of how 'politeness' is used as a social 
requirement to gatekeep which moral grievances are considered legitimate).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human progress is 
frequently driven by ‘uncomfortable’ or ‘forceful’ advocacy which challenges naturalised social habits, and that the 
validity of the truth is independent of the social friction it causes).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because a style of advocacy feels ‘naturally’ aggressive or socially ‘bad’, the moral conclusion 
of that advocacy is therefore incorrect).  
Swift, J. (1729). A Modest Proposal. (A historical British example of 'aggressive' or 'forceful' satire used to expose 
moral apathy; illustrating that extreme rhetorical force is often a necessary response to extreme moral indifference).  
Walton, D. (1995). A Pragmatic Theory of Fallacy. University of Alabama Press. (Identifying the 'Tone Policing' fallacy 
as a tactical shift in dialogue where the participant avoids the burden of proof by attacking the proponent's alleged 
'hostility'). 
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ARGUMENT 38: “Morality is purely subjective / It’s all moral relativism.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The appeal to radical moral relativism is an analytically unstable position that undermines the 
possibility of any ethical critique. If all moral claims were truly relative to individual preference or 
cultural consensus, then no action (including historically recognised atrocities) could be 
objectively condemned. Most ethical frameworks reject absolute relativism because it is 
practically incoherent; we do not treat the "preference" to cause harm as being of equal moral 
value to the "preference" to prevent it. 

Moreover, moral relativism is frequently used as a selective shield. Interlocutors rarely apply it to 
their own lives, where they expect a consistent standard of justice, safety, and rights. By 
suggesting that animal slaughter is merely a "matter of opinion," the relativist attempts to bypass 
the empirical reality of sentience and suffering. Since we can objectively measure a nervous 
system's response to pain, the ethical obligation to avoid causing that pain moves beyond mere 
"subjectivity" into the realm of observable, universal harm. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

If everything is relative, then nothing is wrong. If morality were truly just a "matter of 

opinion," we could never complain about theft, violence, or injustice, because those 

would just be "opinions" too. We all know that causing unnecessary suffering is wrong: 

and that's a fact, not just a feeling. 

Footnotes  

Boghossian, P. (2006). Fear of Knowledge: Against Relativism and Constructivism. Oxford University Press. (A rigorous 
critique of the idea that truth and morality are merely social constructs, arguing that the denial of objective standards 
leads to a logical 'dead end' that makes even the relativist’s own claims meaningless).  
Mackie, J. L. (1977). Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong. Penguin Books. (Providing the British 'Error Theory' 
perspective; while he argues that moral values are not 'built into the fabric of the universe', he maintains that we 
must still use reason to establish consistent, objective-style rules for social conduct).  
Midgley, M. (1991). Can't We Make Moral Judgements?. St. Martin's Press. (Challenging 'moral isolationism'—the idea 
that we cannot judge other cultures or individuals; Midgley argues that judging is a necessary part of thinking and 
that relativism is often a 'moral void' used to avoid responsibility).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that while human 
opinions may be subjective, the experience of suffering is an objective biological reality, and reason dictates that we 
should minimise it regardless of personal or cultural preference).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because different people 'naturally' have different moral views, there is no objective 'good' to 
be pursued through rational enquiry).  
Rachels, J. (2003). The Elements of Moral Philosophy. McGraw-Hill. (Systematically dismantling the 'Cultural 
Differences Argument' by showing that just because two people disagree on a topic, it does not follow that there is 
no objective truth to the matter). 
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ARGUMENT 39: “You’re trying to impose your values on others.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The "imposition" critique is a rhetorical misdirection that overlooks the nature of all ethical 
discourse. All moral claims—whether they concern human rights, environmental protection, or 
animal welfare—are by definition an expression of normative values. To suggest that advocating 
for animals is an "imposition" while the systematic slaughter of those animals is "neutral" is a 
logical asymmetry. The current dietary status quo is not a value-free vacuum; it is the active 
imposition of human will and lethal force upon billions of sentient beings who have a vested 
interest in their own survival. 

Moreover, the relevant philosophical question is not whether values are being expressed, but 
whether those values are justified and consistent. We "impose" values every time we legislate 
against theft, violence, or environmental pollution. Therefore, the objection to "imposing values" 
is a selective one; it is only invoked when the values in question challenge a dominant cultural 
habit. If a value is based on the objective prevention of unnecessary suffering, its advocacy is a 
requirement of a functioning moral society, not a breach of personal liberty. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Every law and moral rule is an "imposed value." We "impose" the value that stealing is 

wrong and that kindness is good. The real question isn't whether we have values, but 

whether those values are fair. Right now, we are imposing the value that an animal’s 

entire life is worth less than the ten minutes it takes to eat a sandwich. 

Footnotes  

Mill, J. S. (1859). On Liberty. J.W. Parker and Son. (The foundational text for the 'Harm Principle', which argues 
that an individual's liberty is only justly curtailed to prevent harm to others; in this context, the 'value' being imposed 
is not a personal preference, but the universal principle of non-maleficence).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human civilisation is 
built upon the 'imposition' of rational and ethical constraints over raw, 'natural' impulses that cause suffering).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because an individual has a 'natural' or 'personal' right to choose, their choice is therefore 
exempt from moral scrutiny or objective evaluation).  
Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and Persons. Oxford University Press. (Arguing that moral reasons are often impersonal; we 
do not advocate for animals because of a personal 'value' we hold, but because there are objective reasons to prevent 
suffering that apply to everyone).  
Raz, J. (1986). The Morality of Freedom. Oxford University Press. (A key text in British political philosophy asserting 
that the value of personal autonomy is dependent on using that autonomy to pursue 'the good'; thus, one does not 
have a 'right' to be free from moral criticism when one's choices involve the exploitation of others).  
Waldron, J. (1993). Liberal Rights. Cambridge University Press. (Distinguishing between the 'right to do wrong' in a 
legal sense and the moral vacancy of claiming that others should not speak up against perceived injustice). 

 

 

 



Back to Index

 
48 

 

ARGUMENT 40: “That’s just your opinion / You have yours, I have mine.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

This dismissal commits a category error by conflating subjective preference with normative 
ethical claims. While "opinions" on matters of taste (such as a favourite colour) require no 
justification, ethical claims concern the infliction of harm upon others and are therefore subject 
to the rigours of logic, consistency, and empirical evidence. To reduce an argument against 
animal cruelty to "mere opinion" is to ignore the objective reality of the victim's experience. 

In moral philosophy, not all "opinions" are epistemically equivalent. A position supported by 
evidence (sentience, environmental data, and physiological necessity) carries more weight than a 
position supported only by habit or desire. By framing ethics as "just an opinion," the 
interlocutor attempts to exempt their own actions from critical scrutiny. However, we do not 
accept "it's just my opinion" as a valid legal or moral defence for other harms; therefore, it 
cannot serve as a valid defence for the exploitation of animals. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Ethics isn't a matter of taste. If I say "chocolate is better than vanilla," that's an opinion. 

If I say "it’s wrong to cause unnecessary suffering," that’s a moral claim based on the 

fact that pain is real. We don't treat theft or violence as "just an opinion," so we 

shouldn't treat animal cruelty that way either. 

Footnotes  

Baghramian, M. (2004). Relativism. Routledge. (A comprehensive analysis of how the ‘everyone has their own 
opinion’ defence often conflates the right to hold an opinion with the validity of that opinion, particularly in the realm 
of objective suffering).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that while human 
inclinations are varied and natural, the purpose of a moral system is to use reason to distinguish between harmless 
personal preferences and harmful actions that require social and ethical regulation).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because someone ‘naturally’ feels their opinion is correct, that feeling is a sufficient indicator 
of the ‘good’ or the ‘true’).  
Shafer-Landau, R. (2003). Moral Realism: A Defence. Oxford University Press. (Arguing that certain moral claims are 
objectively true regardless of what anyone thinks of them, and that 'disagreement' on a topic is not evidence that 
there is no objective fact of the matter).  
Singer, P. (1975). Animal Liberation: A New Ethics for our Treatment of Animals. HarperCollins. (Establishing that the 
principle of 'equality of consideration' for sentient beings is a logical requirement of consistency, not a subjective 
preference or a mere 'opinion').  
Weston, A. (2017). A Rulebook for Arguments. Hackett Publishing. (A standard text for identifying category errors; 
explaining that while opinions on aesthetics are subjective, ethical arguments require evidence, consistency, and a 
commitment to the facts of suffering). 
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ARGUMENT 41: “Veganism is an extreme lifestyle.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The "extreme" label is a rhetorical device used to protect cultural normativity rather than an 
analytical critique based on evidence. In ethical and scientific discourse, a practice is not 
evaluated by how common it is, but by its outcomes. When assessed by objective criteria (such as 
resource efficiency, disease prevention, and the avoidance of sentient suffering) it is the 
industrialised animal agriculture system that appears "extreme." 

A system that requires the routine confinement of billions of animals and contributes 
significantly to global zoonotic risk and ecological collapse is a radical departure from biological 
and environmental equilibrium. Conversely, plant-based diets fall entirely within the established 
nutritional adequacy ranges endorsed by the world's leading health and dietetic institutions. 
Therefore, "extremism" is a subjective social descriptor of the advocate, not a factual description 
of the diet or its underlying logic. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

“Extreme” is a cultural label, not a scientific argument. It is also a matter of 

perspective. Most people think it’s "extreme" to cut out cheese, but they don't think 

it’s "extreme" to kill 70 billion land animals every year for food we don't need. Eating 

fruit, vegetables, and grains isn't radical: the violence of the modern meat industry is. 

Footnotes  

Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (2016). ‘Position of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics: Vegetarian 
Diets’. Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. (Providing the scientific consensus that plant-based diets are a 
nutritionally adequate and healthy choice for all stages of life, effectively removing veganism from the category of 
'fringe' or 'extreme' health practices).  
British Dietetic Association (2017). ‘British Dietetic Association confirms well-planned vegan diets can support 
healthy living in people of all ages’. (A major UK medical body verifying that veganism is a safe, mainstream dietary 
option, countering the social perception of it being an 'extreme' lifestyle).  
Global Food Ethics Project (2015). ‘The Ethics of Eating Animals’. Johns Hopkins Berman Institute of Bioethics. 
(Reframing the concept of extremism by highlighting the immense and unnecessary scale of animal suffering in 
standard food systems, suggesting that industrialised animal slaughter is the truly extreme position).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human progress is 
defined by the 'unnatural' step of moving away from primitive or violent habits, and that what is deemed 'extreme' is 
often merely a higher stage of moral development).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because meat-eating is a 'natural' or common majority behaviour, it is therefore 'balanced' or 
'good', while the alternative is 'extreme').  
Stephens, W. O. (1994). ‘Five Arguments for Vegetarianism’. Philosophy in the Contemporary World. (Analysing how 
the label of 'extremism' is often used as a rhetorical device to avoid engaging with the rational strength of the vegan 
position). 
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ARGUMENT 42: “I just don’t think about it / I prefer not to know.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The appeal to cognitive disengagement is an admission of strategic ignorance, not a valid 
moral defence. In ethical theory, an agent’s responsibility for the consequences of their actions is 
not nullified simply because they choose to look away. If a harm is foreseeable and avoidable, the 
decision to remain ignorant of the specific mechanics of that harm (such as the conditions inside 
a slaughterhouse) is itself a moral choice for which the individual is accountable. 

This "disengagement" is often a protective mechanism used to maintain internal consistency 
while participating in a system that contradicts one's own values (e.g., a general opposition to 
cruelty). However, moral status is not contingent on the consumer’s awareness; the sentient 
being at the end of the supply chain suffers regardless of whether the consumer chooses to 
acknowledge that suffering. To claim "I don’t think about it" is to prioritise personal comfort 
over ethical truth, a position that collapses under the weight of rational due diligence. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Choosing not to look doesn't make the harm disappear. We don't accept "I didn't think 

about it" as an excuse for any other serious harm, like environmental pollution or child 

labour. If a practice is so upsetting that you have to look away from it, that’s usually the 

clearest sign that you shouldn't be funding it. 

Footnotes  

Cohen, S. (2001). States of Denial: Knowing about Atrocities and Suffering. Polity Press. (A prominent British sociology 
text analysing the psychological and social structures that allow individuals to ignore systemic suffering and violence 
while maintaining a 'normal' sense of self).  
Midgley, M. (1983). Animals and Why They Matter. University of Georgia Press. (Discussing the role of 'wilful 
blindness' and the social mechanisms we employ to keep the reality of animal exploitation out of sight and out of 
mind).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human virtue 
requires the pursuit of truth even when it is uncomfortable, and that using 'natural' avoidance as an excuse for harm 
is a failure of rational character).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because it is 'natural' to prefer comfort over disturbing truths, it is therefore 'good' or 
morally acceptable to remain ignorant).  
Singer, P. (1975). Animal Liberation: A New Ethics for our Treatment of Animals. HarperCollins. (Arguing that the 
invisibility of modern animal agriculture is a deliberate barrier designed to prevent consumers from making ethical 
connections between their choices and the resulting suffering).  
Wieland, J. W. (2017). ‘Willful Ignorance’. Ethical Theory and Moral Practice. (A key academic study demonstrating 
that if an individual suspects their actions are causing harm and deliberately chooses not to investigate, they remain 
morally responsible for that harm). 
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ARGUMENT 43: “I have other priorities / There are more important things to worry about.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The appeal to competing priorities is a non-sequitur that fails to address the moral validity of a 
specific claim. Ethical obligations are not a "zero-sum game" where concern for one issue 
necessitates the abandonment of another. In normative ethics, the existence of significant global 
problems (such as human poverty or war) does not grant an individual a "moral hall pass" to 
cause avoidable harm in unrelated areas of their life. 

Furthermore, veganism is primarily an omissive rather than an extractive ethical commitment. 
It does not require the redirection of significant time or resources away from "other priorities"; it 
simply requires the cessation of support for a specific harm-producing industry. One can be a 
dedicated human rights advocate, a climate activist, or a busy parent while simultaneously 
choosing plant-based food. To suggest that one must "solve" all other world problems before 
addressing animal exploitation is a form of moral procrastination that serves only to protect 
the status quo. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Ethics isn't a "one or the other" choice. You don't have to stop caring about human 

issues to stop eating animals. Most of us already care about multiple things (like the 

environment, our families, and our jobs) at the same time. Being vegan doesn't take 

time away from your other priorities; it just means that while you’re busy with them, 

you’re no longer paying for unnecessary suffering. 

Footnotes  

Berlin, I. (1969). Four Essays on Liberty. Oxford University Press. (The foundational text on Value Pluralism; arguing 
that while human values may be many and diverse, they are not necessarily in competition, and committing to one 
ethical goal—such as animal welfare—does not require the abandonment of others).  
Glover, J. (1977). Causing Death and Saving Lives. Penguin Books. (A classic British text exploring the nature of moral 
responsibility and the 'many-hands' problem, asserting that an individual remains responsible for their contribution 
to a harm even if that harm is part of a larger, systemic issue).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that a refined moral 
character is capable of addressing multiple spheres of injustice, and that the 'natural' urge to prioritise one’s own 
immediate concerns over the suffering of others is a habit to be overcome by reason).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because we ‘naturally’ have limited attention or ‘priorities’, it is therefore morally ‘right’ to 
exclude certain sentient beings from our ethical consideration).  
Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and Persons. Oxford University Press. (Arguing for the consistency of moral reasons; if we 
have a reason to prevent suffering in one context, that reason remains valid in other contexts, regardless of what 
other 'priorities' we may have).  
Ungunger, P. (1996). Living High and Letting Die. Oxford University Press. (Challenging the 'prioritisation' defence 
by demonstrating that our failure to address large-scale global problems does not justify our continued participation 
in smaller-scale, easily avoidable harms). 
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ARGUMENT 44: “Most people eat meat, so it can’t be wrong.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

This claim is a classic appeal to popularity (argumentum ad populum), which erroneously presumes 
that the prevalence of a behaviour dictates its ethical validity. In formal logic, the number of 
people performing an action has no bearing on whether that action is just, sustainable, or 
compassionate. History demonstrates that many practices once considered "normal" or 
"universal" (such as chattel slavery, the denial of women’s suffrage, or institutionalised animal 
baiting) are now recognised as profound moral failures. 

The "consensus of the majority" is a reflection of cultural inertia and inherited tradition, not a 
result of rigorous ethical evaluation. To derive a moral "ought" from a popular "is" is to abandon 
critical reasoning in favour of social conformity. Ethical progress has historically depended on a 
minority challenging the "normalised" harms of the majority; therefore, the popularity of meat-
eating is a sociological fact, not a moral justification. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Popularity is not a shortcut to morality. Throughout history, some of the worst 

injustices were supported by the majority of people at the time. "Everyone is doing it" 

was used to justify slavery and child labour; it’s a reason for why a habit persists, but it’s 

never a reason for why it’s right. 

Footnotes  

Asch, S. E. (1955). ‘Opinions and Social Pressure’. Scientific American. (The classic psychological study on 
conformity, demonstrating that the majority can be—and often is—wrong, and that social consensus is a product of 
pressure rather than a reliable indicator of truth or morality).  
Copi, I. M., Cohen, C., & McMahon, K. (2014). Introduction to Logic. Pearson Education. (Defining the 
Argumentum ad Populum—the logical fallacy of claiming that because a belief or behaviour is widely held or practised, 
it must therefore be correct or acceptable).  
Mill, J. S. (1859). On Liberty. J.W. Parker and Son. (Introducing the concept of the ‘Tyranny of the Majority’; Mill 
argues that the mere fact of majority consensus is not a justification for the violation of the rights or interests of the 
few, or the silencing of moral dissent).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human progress is 
consistently achieved by individuals and small groups challenging the ‘natural’ but harmful traditions of the 
majority).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because meat-eating is ‘naturally’ common among the human population, it is therefore 
‘good’ or morally beyond reproach).  
Rachels, J. (2003). The Elements of Moral Philosophy. McGraw-Hill. (Using the ‘Cultural Differences Argument’ to 
show that just because many people believe something is right, it does not make it so; morality is a matter of reason 
and evidence, not a headcount). 
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ARGUMENT 45: “Eating meat is a part of our culture and tradition.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The appeal to tradition is a logical fallacy that presumes a practice is inherently virtuous or 
"correct" simply because it has been performed for generations. Cultural longevity describes the 
persistence of a behaviour, but it does not provide moral immunity. Throughout history, 
numerous practices were deeply embedded in the "cultural fabric"—from public executions and 
bear-baiting to the denial of education for women—yet these were eventually abolished as 
societal moral intelligence evolved. 

Cultures are not static monuments; they are dynamic, evolving systems that regularly discard 
harmful traditions in favour of more ethical alternatives. To use "culture" as a shield for animal 
exploitation is to suggest that the mere passage of time can transform an unethical act into an 
ethical one. If a practice involves unnecessary suffering, its status as "traditional" is a reason for 
its historical explanation, not its moral justification. Ethical progress requires that we retain the 
celebratory aspects of culture (community, flavour, and shared history) while updating the 
ingredients to reflect modern values of compassion. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Culture is a reason for why we did things, not a reason to keep doing them. Every 

major social injustice in history was once "traditional" and "part of the culture." We 

can respect our heritage and enjoy traditional meals without continuing the parts that 

cause unnecessary harm to animals. 

Footnotes  

Appiah, K. A. (2010). The Honor Code: How Moral Revolutions Happen. W. W. Norton & Company. (A seminal study 
on moral progress, illustrating how deeply entrenched cultural traditions—such as duelling and Atlantic slavery—
were abolished when they were finally recognised as being incompatible with reason and true honour).  
Midgley, M. (1991). Can't We Make Moral Judgements?. St. Martin's Press. (A British philosophical critique of 'Moral 
Isolationism', arguing that 'respecting a culture' does not require us to ignore the suffering that culture may inflict; 
moral judgment is an essential tool for cultural growth).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that the history of 
civilisation is the history of using reason to transcend 'natural' or 'traditional' practices that involve cruelty or 
exploitation).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because meat-eating is a 'natural' part of a culture's history, it is therefore 'good' or morally 
justified in the present).  
Rachels, J. (2003). The Elements of Moral Philosophy. McGraw-Hill. (Systematically debunking the 'Cultural 
Differences Argument'—the logical error of concluding that because different cultures have different moral codes, 
no code is objectively better than another).  
Weil, S. (1952). The Need for Roots. Routledge. (While defending the importance of culture, Weil argues that all 
traditions must be subject to the higher requirements of truth and justice; a 'tradition' of harm is a corruption of the 
cultural spirit). 
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ARGUMENT 46: “But I like the taste of meat.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The appeal to sensory pleasure is a form of ethical hedonism that fails to meet the basic 
requirements of moral justification. In ethical theory, a conflict of interests must be resolved by 
weighing the weight of the interests involved. Here, the conflict is between a trivial interest 
(temporary palate stimulation) and a vital interest (the life and bodily integrity of a sentient 
being). 

Virtually all modern ethical systems (including those that underpin British law) reject the notion 
that personal pleasure justifies the infliction of unnecessary suffering or death on others. If we 
do not accept "pleasure" as a valid defence for harming a dog, a cat, or another human, then we 
cannot logically invoke it to justify the slaughter of a pig or a cow. To claim that taste is a 
sufficient justification is to abandon moral reasoning in favour of raw appetite. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Pleasure is not a justification for violence. We don't accept "I like the way it feels" as an 

excuse for any other kind of harm, so why should "I like the way it tastes" be any 

different? A few minutes of enjoyment for us is not worth a lifetime of suffering and a 

violent death for an animal. 

Footnotes  

Horta, O. (2010). ‘What is Speciesism?’. Journal of Agricultural and Environmental Ethics. (Analysing how the 
prioritisation of a human’s minor sensory pleasure over an animal’s entire life is a primary example of speciesist 
discrimination).  
Mill, J. S. (1863). Utilitarianism. Parker, Son, and Bourn. (A central text in British ethics; Mill argues that ‘higher’ 
pleasures are those that align with our moral faculties, and that the minimisation of pain is a lexicographically prior 
requirement to the pursuit of mere sensory gratification).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that while the ‘natural’ 
desire for certain foods is understandable, the mark of a civilised being is the use of reason to suppress impulses that 
cause unnecessary harm).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because a sensation is ‘pleasant’ (a natural property), it is therefore ‘good’ (a moral 
property)).  
Regan, T. (1983). The Case for Animal Rights. University of California Press. (Arguing that sentient beings have 
‘inherent value’ that cannot be traded off for the utility or pleasure of others; the taste of meat is morally irrelevant 
to the right of the animal not to be killed).  
Singer, P. (1975). Animal Liberation: A New Ethics for our Treatment of Animals. HarperCollins. (The fundamental 
challenge to the taste argument: the principle of ‘equal consideration of interests’ dictates that a trivial interest, such 
as palate preference, can never outweigh a vital interest, such as the interest in staying alive and avoiding agony). 
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ARGUMENT 47: “It’s my personal choice to eat meat.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The appeal to "personal choice" is an analytically insufficient defence when the action in 
question involves the infliction of harm upon a third party. In political and moral philosophy, 
individual autonomy is not an absolute right; it is bounded by the Harm Principle, which 
dictates that one’s liberty ends where another’s suffering begins. For a choice to be truly 
"personal," its primary consequences must be self-regarding. 

Because the consumption of animal products necessitates the confinement, exploitation, and 
slaughter of sentient beings, it is an other-regarding action. Framing this as a "personal choice" 
conveniently erases the victim from the moral equation. Ethical consistency requires that we 
distinguish between choices of preference (such as which vegetables to consume) and choices of 
consequence (such as whether a sentient being should die for a meal). Therefore, the "choice" 
argument is not a justification, but a refusal to acknowledge the moral status of the affected 
party. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

A choice is only "personal" if there isn't a victim. We don't accept "it’s my choice" as a 

reason to hurt a dog or a child, because those actions have victims. Since eating meat 

involves the death of a sentient animal, it stops being a private matter and becomes an 

ethical one. You are choosing for someone else who doesn't want to die. 

Footnotes  

Feinberg, J. (1984). The Moral Limits of the Criminal Law: Harm to Others. Oxford University Press. (A rigorous 
exploration of the ‘Harm Principle’, arguing that the social and legal protection of ‘personal choice’ does not extend 
to actions that cause significant, unnecessary harm to other sentient beings).  
Francione, G. (2000). Introduction to Animal Rights: Your Child or the Dog?. Temple University Press. (Exposing the 
logical flaw in the ‘personal choice’ argument by pointing out that a choice is only ‘personal’ if it affects only the 
chooser; when a choice involves a victim, it becomes a moral and social issue).  
Mill, J. S. (1859). On Liberty. J.W. Parker and Son. (The definitive British text on the ‘Harm Principle’; Mill famously 
argues that the only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilised community 
is to prevent harm to others).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human freedom is 
not the ‘natural’ right to follow every impulse, but the rational capacity to choose actions that align with the higher 
principles of justice and non-maleficence).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because the ability to choose is a ‘natural’ human property, any choice made is therefore 
‘good’ or beyond moral assessment).  
Steiner, H. (1994). An Essay on Rights. Blackwell. (A prominent British perspective on the ‘Choice Theory’ of rights, 
establishing that an individual’s sphere of liberty is bounded by the equivalent rights and interests of other sentient 
beings). 
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ARGUMENT 48: “Eating meat is a part of my identity / who I am.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The appeal to identity is a descriptive claim that lacks normative force. While personal or cultural 
identity explains the origins of a behaviour, it cannot determine its moral permissibility. In 
ethical analysis, a practice must be evaluated by its impact on sentient others, not by the degree 
to which the agent feels attached to it. If an identity-based practice involves avoidable suffering, 
the ethical obligation to prevent that suffering remains analytically prior to the individual's desire 
to maintain a specific self-image. 

Furthermore, identities are not static; they are fluid and capable of moral growth. Throughout 
history, various groups have defined their "identity" through practices that are now universally 
condemned. A robust and ethical identity is one that is capable of reflecting on its own traditions 
and discarding those that conflict with more fundamental values, such as compassion and justice. 
To suggest that one "is" a meat-eater in a way that precludes ethical change is to deny the very 
human capacity for moral agency and self-improvement. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Identity explains why we do things, but it doesn't make them right. We all have parts of 

our history or "who we are" that we've had to change as we learned more about the 

world. You can still be the same person (proud of your culture, your family, and your 

roots) without needing an animal to die for your dinner. 

Footnotes  

Appiah, K. A. (2005). The Ethics of Identity. Princeton University Press. (A vital text exploring how identities are not 
static 'givens' but are constructed through choices; Appiah argues that our moral obligations to others must often 
take precedence over the personal 'scripts' we follow to define ourselves).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human excellence is 
found in the ability to refine and change our identity through reason, rather than remaining tethered to 'natural' or 
primitive habits of consumption).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because a behaviour is deeply 'naturalised' within an individual's identity, it is therefore 
'good' or beyond moral criticism).  
Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and Persons. Oxford University Press. (Challenging the notion of a fixed, 'essential' identity; 
Parfit’s work suggests that we should focus on the objective consequences of our actions rather than protecting a 
subjective sense of 'self' that justifies harm).  
Rachels, J. (2003). The Elements of Moral Philosophy. McGraw-Hill. (Demonstrating that ‘identity’ is often used as a 
synonym for ‘tradition’, and that a belief's role in one's self-image does not exempt it from the requirements of 
logical and ethical consistency).  
Sen, A. (2006). Identity and Violence: The Illusion of Destiny. W. W. Norton & Company. (A Nobel-winning British-
Indian perspective arguing that the 'illusion' of a single, unchangeable identity—such as being a meat-eater—is a 
source of moral blindness that allows individuals to ignore the violence inherent in their lifestyle). 
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ARGUMENT 49: “What I eat is a personal matter / Food is personal.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The "personal matter" defence is a rhetorical attempt to categorise dietary choice as a self-
regarding action, shielded from ethical scrutiny. However, in moral philosophy, an action is only 
"private" if its consequences are confined to the agent. Because modern food systems—
specifically animal agriculture—necessitate the confinement of sentient beings, the exploitation 
of slaughterhouse labour, and the disproportionate consumption of global resources, food is an 
intensely public ethical issue. 

To claim that food is "personal" is to ignore the externalities of production. When an 
individual’s "personal" preference requires the death of another sentient being or contributes to 
collective harms like antibiotic resistance and climate change, it enters the realm of interpersonal 
ethics. As demonstrated by comprehensive lifecycle assessments, the "personal" plate is 
inextricably linked to global ecological stability and animal welfare, meaning it can no longer be 
defended as a mere matter of private taste. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Personal preference does not erase external harm. Food is personal until there’s a 

victim. What colour socks you wear is a personal choice because it doesn't hurt anyone. 

But when a "choice" requires an animal to be killed and the environment to be 

damaged, it’s no longer a private matter: it’s a social and ethical one that affects us all. 

Footnotes  

Mill, J. S. (1859). On Liberty. J.W. Parker and Son. (The essential text for distinguishing between 'self-regarding' 
actions, which affect only the individual, and 'other-regarding' actions, which affect others; Mill argues that society 
has a moral right to intervene in any 'personal' matter that results in harm to other sentient beings).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that while the act of 
eating is a 'natural' necessity, the specific methods of food production are social and ethical choices that must be 
governed by reason rather than raw impulse).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because food is a 'natural' personal need, the choice of what to eat is inherently 'good' or 
morally neutral, regardless of the suffering involved in its production).  
Poore, J., & Nemecek, T. (2018). ‘Reducing food’s environmental impacts through producers and consumers’. 
Science. (The definitive study on food externalities, proving that 'personal' food choices have massive, objective 
consequences for land use, water pollution, and greenhouse gas emissions that affect the entire global population).  
Sorell, T. (1987). Moral Theory and Capitalist Society. Macmillan. (A British philosophical analysis of how the 'private' 
sphere is often used to mask public harms, arguing that economic and dietary choices are deeply political and ethical 
acts because of their systemic impact on others).  
Weis, T. (2013). The Ecological Hoofprint: The Global Burden of Industrial Livestock. Zed Books. (Exposing the 
'Ecological Hoofprint'—the way in which the 'personal' choice to consume animal products imposes a 
disproportionate and unsustainable burden on the Earth’s ecosystems and the world’s most vulnerable populations). 
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ARGUMENT 50: “It’s just how I was raised / I’ve eaten meat all my life.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The appeal to upbringing is a descriptive explanation of socialisation, not a prescriptive 
justification for a behaviour. In moral philosophy, the origin of a belief (how we acquired it) is 
logically distinct from its validity (whether it is right). Relying on childhood conditioning to 
justify adult actions is a form of the genetic fallacy: judging a claim based on its history rather 
than its current merit. 

Societies progress precisely because each generation evaluates the "normalised" practices of its 
predecessors. Many behaviours that were once standard components of a British upbringing 
(such as corporal punishment in schools or the acceptance of smoking in public spaces) have 
been rejected as our collective understanding of harm has evolved. Moral maturity requires the 
transition from heteronomous morality (following inherited rules) to autonomous morality 
(acting on self-chosen ethical principles). Consequently, the longevity of a habit is a measure of 
its persistence, not its moral correctness. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Being taught something does not make it right. We all grow out of things we were 

taught as children. Being raised a certain way explains why you have a habit, but it 

doesn't mean you have to keep it forever. We don't still wear the same clothes or have 

the same curfew we had at five years old; as we get older and learn about the reality of 

animal suffering, we have the chance to choose a better way forward. 

Footnotes  

Kohlberg, L. (1981). The Philosophy of Moral Development. Harper & Row. (Defining the stages of moral growth; 
arguing that 'Post-Conventional' morality requires an individual to evaluate social norms and habits against universal 
ethical principles, rather than simply following the traditions of their upbringing).  
Midgley, M. (1984). Wickedness: A Philosophical Ethic. Routledge. (A British perspective on how moral failure often 
stems from a passive 'habit of thought'; arguing that the failure to question one's inherited lifestyle is a form of 
intellectual and moral inertia).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that the purpose of 
education and maturation is to overcome 'natural' or early-acquired prejudices through the application of reason and 
the cultivation of empathy).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because a dietary habit is a 'natural' part of one’s personal history, it is therefore 'good' or 
self-evidently correct).  
Piaget, J. (1932). The Moral Judgment of the Child. Harcourt, Brace. (The foundational text on moral psychology, 
describing the necessary shift from 'heteronomy'—blindly following the rules of parents and society—to 'autonomy', 
where the individual takes responsibility for their own ethical choices).  
Rachels, J. (2003). The Elements of Moral Philosophy. McGraw-Hill. (Exposing the 'Genetic Fallacy'—the error of 
assuming that the historical or personal origin of a belief (how one was raised) is a valid indicator of its truth or 
moral value). 
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ARGUMENT 51: “Veganism is too restrictive / I don’t want to limit my life.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The objection that a moral position is "too restrictive" is an appeal to convenience that lacks any 
standing in ethical theory. The primary function of any ethical framework is to provide 
normative constraints on behaviour in order to prevent harm. We do not evaluate the validity 
of laws against theft or assault by how much they "restrict" the freedom of the perpetrator; we 
evaluate them by the protection they afford to the victim. 

The perception of "restriction" is often a by-product of status quo bias. In a society where 
animal exploitation is normalised, the refusal to participate is viewed as a loss of freedom. 
However, from the perspective of the victim, this "restriction" is the minimum requirement for 
justice. Moral maturity involves recognising that our "freedom to choose" does not include a 
"freedom to harm" when viable, less-harmful alternatives exist. Therefore, the degree of 
restriction is analytically irrelevant to the question of whether the harm being avoided is justified. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Convenience is not a moral metric. Most good things in life require "restrictions." We 

restrict ourselves from lying, stealing, and hurting others because we value being 

decent people. Avoiding animal products is just another boundary that says: "My 

convenience isn't more important than someone else's life." It’s not about what you're 

losing: it’s about what you’re stopping. 

Footnotes  

Foot, P. (1978). Virtues and Vices and Other Essays in Moral Philosophy. Blackwell. (A seminal British text arguing that 
moral 'restrictions' are actually the exercise of virtues that allow for a truly flourishing and courageous life, rather 
than a mere limitation of one’s desires).  
Korsgaard, C. M. (1996). The Sources of Normativity. Cambridge University Press. (Arguing that the ability to 'restrict' 
oneself based on a moral principle is what defines us as rational agents; we do not lose our freedom by being vegan, 
we exercise it by choosing our own laws).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human progress 
consists of moving away from the 'unrestricted' and often violent state of nature toward a life governed by rational 
and empathetic constraints).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because an 'unrestricted' life feels more 'natural' or 'free', it is therefore 'better' or more 
'good' than one guided by ethical boundaries).  
Scanlon, T. M. (1998). What We Owe to Each Other. Harvard University Press. (Providing the framework for 
'Contractualism'; asserting that the 'restriction' of our actions is the necessary price for living in a way that can be 
justified to other sentient beings).  
Singer, P. (1975). Animal Liberation: A New Ethics for our Treatment of Animals. HarperCollins. (Reframing the 
'restriction' of veganism not as a loss of human pleasure, but as the removal of an immense and unjustifiable burden 
of suffering from others). 
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ARGUMENT 52: “It’s just normal food / It’s what everyone eats.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The appeal to "normality" is a logical fallacy that conflates frequency with validity. In moral 
philosophy, the social prevalence of a practice does not provide a prescriptive justification for its 
continuation. "Normal" is a descriptive term indicating that a behaviour is statistically common 
within a specific cultural window; it is not an analytical category that determines moral rightness. 

History demonstrates that many practices once considered "normal" (such as public executions, 
child labour, or the denial of women’s suffrage) were eventually recognised as fundamentally 
unjust. To defend a diet simply because it is "normal" is to outsource one’s moral agency to the 
status quo. Ethical progress requires that we evaluate practices based on their internal 
consistency and impact on sentient victims, rather than their popularity. When a "normal" 
practice involves the unnecessary slaughter of billions, the burden of proof lies with those 
defending the tradition, not those questioning it. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

"Normal" doesn't mean "right": it just means "common." There was a time when 

smoking in hospitals was normal and not wearing a seatbelt was normal. We don't 

judge whether something is good or bad by how many people are doing it; we judge it 

by whether it causes unnecessary harm. Just because a harm is popular doesn't make it 

any less of a harm. 

Footnotes  

Jost, J. T. (2020). A Theory of System Justification. Harvard University Press. (A comprehensive psychological study 
explaining how individuals are motivated to defend and bolster the status quo—even when it is harmful—simply 
because it is familiar and provides a sense of social stability).  
Joy, M. (2010). Why We Love Dogs, Eat Pigs, and Wear Cows: An Introduction to Carnism. Red Wheel/Weiser. (The 
definitive text defining 'Carnism'—the invisible belief system that conditions us to eat certain animals; Joy argues 
that 'normal' is not a neutral state but a culturally constructed ideology that prevents us from seeing the reality of our 
choices).  
Kuhn, T. S. (1962). The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. University of Chicago Press. (While focused on science, 
Kuhn’s framework of 'normalcy' as a paradigm is applied here to ethics: asserting that what is 'normal' today is 
merely a dominant set of beliefs that can, and must, be shifted when they no longer account for the evidence of 
suffering).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human progress is 
defined by the conscious rejection of 'normal' or 'natural' impulses—such as violence or dominance—in favour of 
higher principles of justice).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because meat-eating is 'naturally' ubiquitous or 'normal' in a population, it is therefore 'good' 
or self-evidently correct). 
Rachels, J. (2003). The Elements of Moral Philosophy. McGraw-Hill. (Using the 'Cultural Differences Argument' to 
prove that the prevalence of a practice has no bearing on its ethical validity; history is replete with 'normal' practices, 
such as slavery, that were eventually recognised as morally indefensible). 
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ARGUMENT 53: “We’ve always done this / It’s a tradition.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The appeal to tradition is a logical fallacy that incorrectly identifies chronological age as a proxy 
for moral value. While the historical longevity of a practice is a descriptive fact of human 
culture, it provides no normative weight in ethical deliberation. History is replete with 
"traditional" behaviours (such as institutionalised slavery, the denial of universal suffrage, or trial 
by combat) that were once ubiquitous but were eventually discarded upon more rigorous ethical 
reassessment. 

Furthermore, the "tradition" of modern animal agriculture is a historical fiction. The 
industrialised, high-intensity confinement and slaughter systems of the 21st century bear no 
resemblance to the ancestral practices often used to justify them. Even if they did, the 
persistence of an act does not mitigate the suffering of the victim. If an action causes avoidable 
harm to a sentient being, the fact that it has been performed for centuries makes it a more 
profound historical tragedy, not a more permissible contemporary choice. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

"We’ve always done it" is the excuse used for every injustice in history. Tradition tells 

us where we’ve been, but it doesn't tell us where we should go. We don't use old 

traditions to justify things like child labour or refusing women the vote anymore, so we 

shouldn't use it to justify hurting animals today. Just because a mistake is old doesn't 

mean we have to keep making it. 

Footnotes  

Appiah, K. A. (2010). The Honor Code: How Moral Revolutions Happen. W. W. Norton & Company. (Analysing how 
deeply ingrained social traditions—such as duelling or foot-binding—disappear rapidly once the 'honour' associated 
with them is exposed as a moral absurdity; demonstrating that 'tradition' is no barrier to ethical revolution).  
Mill, J. S. (1859). On Liberty. J.W. Parker and Son. (A foundational British text arguing that the 'despotism of 
custom' is the primary obstacle to human improvement, as it encourages the unthinking repetition of past 
behaviours regardless of their harm or irrationality).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that civilisation consists 
precisely in the conscious effort to transcend 'natural' or ancient habits through the application of new moral 
insights).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because a practice is 'traditional' or has 'always existed' (a historical fact), it is therefore 
'good' or 'right' (a moral value)).  
Rachels, J. (2003). The Elements of Moral Philosophy. McGraw-Hill. (Exposing the 'Genetic Fallacy' and the 'Appeal to 
Tradition'; proving that the age or origin of a practice provides no evidence for its current moral validity).  
Singer, P. (1975). Animal Liberation. HarperCollins. (Arguing that the 'tradition' of animal exploitation is simply a 
long-standing prejudice—speciesism—that must be discarded once we recognise that the capacity for suffering, not 
the history of the practice, is the relevant ethical factor).  
Sumner, W. G. (1906). Folkways: A Study of the Sociological Importance of Usages, Manners, Customs, Mores, and Morals. 
Ginn and Co. (Providing the sociological context for how 'traditions' are formed as arbitrary habits of a group, 
which then acquire a false sense of being 'natural' or 'divine' laws). 

 

 



Back to Index

 
63 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

V. ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT AND GLOBAL 

RESOURCES 

 

 

Focus: Ecology, rewilding, soil health, and economic consequences. 
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ARGUMENT 54: “I only buy humane/high-welfare / grass-fed products.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The appeal to "humane" labelling is a form of welfare-based deflection that addresses the 
conditions of an animal's life while ignoring the ethics of its death. In moral philosophy, 
providing a slightly less painful existence does not grant a right to terminate that existence 
prematurely. If an action—the killing of a sentient being for a non-essential purpose—is 
fundamentally unjustifiable, then the "quality" of the process leading up to it is a secondary 
concern that does not resolve the primary ethical conflict. 

Moreover, empirical investigations into welfare-labelling schemes (such as "RSPCA Assured" or 
"Red Tractor" in the UK) frequently reveal a significant gap between marketing rhetoric and the 
lived reality of the animals. Systematic issues such as maceration of male chicks, painful 
mutilations without anaesthesia, and the psychological trauma of maternal separation remain 
standard practice even in "high-welfare" systems. Ultimately, "humane" is a marketing descriptor 
intended to reduce consumer guilt; it does not change the fact that a sentient individual with a 
vested interest in living has been reduced to a commercial commodity. 

The moral question remains independent of branding. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

"Humane" means showing compassion, and there is no compassionate way to kill 

someone who doesn't want to die. High-welfare labels might make us feel better, but 

they don't change the reality for the animal. Whether a cow lived in a cage or a field, 

she still ends up at the same slaughterhouse, facing the same knife, for a meal we don't 

need to stay healthy. 

Footnotes  

Francione, G. L. (1996). Rain Without Thunder: The Ideology of the Animal Rights Movement. University of Pennsylvania 
Press. (The definitive critique of ‘welfarism’; Francione argues that ‘humane’ labels do not challenge the property 
status of animals and often serve only to make consumers feel more comfortable with continued exploitation).  
Garner, R. (2013). A Theory of Justice for Animals. Oxford University Press. (A British political theorist’s analysis of 
why welfare improvements are insufficient; arguing that justice requires the protection of an animal's ‘basic interest’ 
in life, which high-welfare farming still violates).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that the ‘natural’ 
conditions of a grass-fed life do not sanitise the act of killing; human morality is defined by moving beyond the 
violence found in nature, regardless of the quality of the animal's ‘upbringing’).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because a product is ‘grass-fed’ or ‘pasture-raised’ (natural properties), the act of 
slaughtering the animal is therefore ‘good’ (a moral property)).  
Singer, P. (2009). The Life You Can Save: Acting Now to End World Poverty. Random House. (Contextualising 
consumption through the lens of resource efficiency; even high-welfare animal products represent an inherently 
inefficient use of land and calories compared to plant-based alternatives).  
Steiner, H. (1994). An Essay on Rights. Blackwell. (Establishing that a ‘right’ to be treated well while alive does not 
logically negate the more fundamental right not to be killed for an unnecessary purpose). 
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ARGUMENT 55: “I buy local, so my food is ethical.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The appeal to locality is a category error that conflates geographical proximity with moral and 
ecological integrity. While "buying local" may support a regional economy, it does not address 
the fundamental ethical issue of animal exploitation. A local farm in the Cotswolds or the 
Scottish Highlands utilises the same mechanisms of confinement, reproductive control, and 
slaughter as a large-scale industrial operation. Proximity to the site of violence does not mitigate 
the harm caused to the victim. 

Furthermore, from an environmental perspective, the "food miles" argument is often statistically 
insignificant. Research indicates that for most food products, what you eat is far more important 
than where it comes from. Transportation typically accounts for less than 10% of the total 
greenhouse gas emissions for animal products, while the production phase (land use, methane, 
and feed) accounts for the vast majority. Therefore, a "local" steak almost invariably has a higher 
environmental and ethical cost than an "imported" plant-based protein. 

Ethical evaluation depends on practice, not geography. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

"Local" is a distance, not a moral standard. An animal killed five miles away suffers just 

as much as an animal killed five hundred miles away. If an action is wrong, doing it 

nearby doesn't make it right. When it comes to the planet, the CO2 from the cow is far 

more damaging than the CO2 from the delivery truck. 

Footnotes  

Desrochers, P., & Sauvé, P. (2012). The Locavore's Dilemma: In Praise of the 10,000-Mile Diet. PublicAffairs. (A 
rigorous critique of the 'local food' movement, arguing that geographical proximity is a poor indicator of 
environmental efficiency and that global trade often reduces the total ecological impact of food production).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that an action is not made 
'good' simply by being 'local' or 'natural' to one's immediate surroundings; ethical validity is determined by the 
objective reduction of harm and the application of universal reason).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because a product is 'local' (a natural, descriptive property), it is therefore 'ethical' (a moral, 
normative property)).  
Poore, J., & Nemecek, T. (2018). ‘Reducing food’s environmental impacts through producers and consumers’. 
Science. (The seminal Oxford University study proving that transport typically accounts for less than 10% of a food 
product’s total carbon footprint, whereas the type of food—specifically animal vs. plant—is the primary driver of 
environmental impact).  
Ritchie, H. (2020). ‘You want to reduce the carbon footprint of your food? Focus on what you eat, not whether 
your food is local’. Our World in Data. (Providing clear, data-driven visualisations showing that for most food 
products, the CO2 emissions from transport are dwarfed by the emissions from land use and farm-stage 
production).  
Weber, C. L., & Matthews, H. S. (2008). ‘Food-Miles and the Relative Climate Impacts of Food Choices in the 
United States’. Environmental Science & Technology. (Demonstrating that shifting just one day a week from red meat and 
dairy to a plant-based diet achieves more greenhouse gas reduction than buying all of one's food from local sources). 
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ARGUMENT 56: “Meat production is a necessity for a functioning society.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The claim that meat is a societal necessity conflates incumbent infrastructure with biological 
or economic inevitability. While animal agriculture is currently a significant component of the 
global trade and land-use system, rigorous macro-economic and nutritional modelling 
demonstrates that food security can be maintained—and actually improved—through a 
transition to plant-centric systems. 

In a "functioning society," the primary goal of a food system is to provide adequate nutrition 
within planetary boundaries. Animal agriculture is an inherently inefficient intermediary; it 
requires vastly more land, water, and caloric input than it returns in human-edible food. As 
global populations rise and the climate destabilises, the "necessity" of meat is increasingly 
revealed as a liability. Societies are not static; they are historically defined by their ability to 
reorganise around more efficient and ethical technologies. Therefore, meat is a cultural and 
industrial habit, not a structural requirement for civilisation. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

We don't need meat; we need nutrients. The only reason it feels "necessary" is because 

our shops and farms are currently set up for it. But if we used the land currently 

growing crops for livestock to grow food for humans instead, we could feed more 

people using much less land. A truly "functioning" society is one that finds more 

efficient, less violent ways to feed itself. 

Footnotes  

Fairlie, S. (2010). Meat: A Benign Extravagance. Permanent Publications. (A significant British text exploring the 
limits of sustainable agriculture; while Fairlie argues for a 'default' role for some livestock, he concludes that modern 
industrial meat production is a resource-intensive extravagance that society cannot afford to maintain).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human 'necessity' is 
often a mislabel for tradition or impulse; a functioning society is defined by its ability to use reason to replace 
inefficient and cruel systems with more advanced, rational ones).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because meat production is a 'natural' part of current societal functioning, it is therefore 
'good' or an objective 'necessity').  
Poore, J., & Nemecek, T. (2018). ‘Reducing food’s environmental impacts through producers and consumers’. 
Science. (The seminal study proving that meat and dairy use 83% of global farmland and produce 60% of agriculture’s 
greenhouse gas emissions while providing only 18% of calories, suggesting meat is a societal inefficiency rather than 
a necessity).  
Smil, V. (2013). Should We Eat Meat? Evolution and Consequences of Modern Carnivory. Wiley-Blackwell. (A 
comprehensive technical analysis of the 'hoofprint' of meat production, demonstrating that the global scale of 
modern meat consumption is an ecological impossibility for a long-term functioning society).  
Springmann, M., et al. (2018). ‘Options for keeping the food system within environmental limits’. Nature. (An 
essential Oxford-led study proving that a global shift toward plant-based diets is not just an option, but a necessity 
for ensuring food security and staying within the planetary boundaries required for a functioning civilisation). 
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ARGUMENT 57: “The economy would collapse without animal agriculture.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The "economic collapse" argument conflates sectoral disruption with total systemic failure. 
While a transition away from animal agriculture would necessitate a significant restructuring of 
the rural economy and food supply chains, economic history demonstrates that markets are 
highly adaptive to ethical and technological shifts. The primary challenge is one of labour 
displacement and transition management, not an inherent loss of economic value. 

Furthermore, maintaining the status quo carries immense "hidden" economic costs—known as 
negative externalities—including healthcare expenditures for diet-related non-communicable 
diseases, the multi-billion pound costs of climate-induced weather events, and the risk of 
zoonotic pandemics. A "functioning" economy that relies on the externalisation of these massive 
costs is fundamentally fragile. Shifting subsidies and investment toward plant-based innovation, 
cellular agriculture, and ecological restoration offers a pathway to a more resilient, high-value 
economy. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Economies evolve: they don’t just stop. We used to have massive economies built on 

whale oil, coal, and even human slavery. When those systems changed, the economy 

didn't collapse, but it transitioned into newer, better industries. Transitioning to a 

plant-based food system would create new jobs in green technology and sustainable 

farming, while saving us billions in healthcare and environmental costs. 

Footnotes  

IPCC (2019). Special Report on Climate Change and Land. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. (A global 
scientific consensus report detailing that the current economic reliance on animal agriculture is unsustainable and 
that a transition in land use is an economic necessity to avoid the catastrophic costs of climate collapse).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human civilisation is 
defined by the intentional restructuring of 'natural' or established economic systems to better serve the principles of 
justice and efficiency).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because a specific industry is a 'natural' part of the current economic landscape, it is 
therefore 'good' or should be preserved regardless of its ethical or environmental toll).  
Oxford Martin School (2016). ‘Plant-based diets could save millions of lives and trillions of dollars’. University of 
Oxford. (A landmark study proving that a global shift toward plant-based diets could reduce global healthcare costs 
and climate change damages by up to $1.5 trillion (£1.1 trillion) by 2050, suggesting that animal agriculture is actually 
a net economic drain).  
Rogers, H. (2014). The Green Economy: Environment, Sustainable Development and the Politics of the Future. Routledge. (A 
British perspective on how economies successfully transition between industries; arguing that the 'collapse' narrative 
ignores the capacity for 'green' growth and the creation of new, sustainable jobs in plant-based sectors).  
Simon, H. A. (1947). Administrative Behavior. Macmillan. (A foundational text on organisational and economic 
adaptation, demonstrating that economies are dynamic systems that regularly phase out obsolete or harmful 
industries in favour of more efficient and socially beneficial models). 
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ARGUMENT 58: “Agriculture always involves death / What about the mice in the fields?” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The "crop deaths" argument is a logical fallacy that attempts to equate incidental harm with 
intentional slaughter. While it is true that modern arable farming involves accidental animal 
casualties (such as field mice or insects), this does not provide a moral justification for the 
systematic breeding and killing of livestock. In ethics, we distinguish between accidental harm 
and deliberate harm, especially when one system causes exponentially more of both. 

Furthermore, because of feed conversion inefficiency, animal agriculture is the world's largest 
consumer of crops. Most of the soy and grain grown globally is fed to livestock, not humans. By 
eating the animal instead of the plants directly, one is responsible for both the intentional death 
of the animal and the incidental deaths of all the field animals killed to grow that animal's feed. 
Therefore, a plant-based diet is the most effective way to minimise total agricultural death, even 
if it cannot yet eliminate it entirely. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Don't let the perfect be the enemy of the good. Just because we can't prevent every 

single accidental death doesn't mean we should pay for billions of intentional ones. It 

takes much more grain to raise a cow than to feed a human, so eating plants actually 

saves more "field mice" by requiring far less land and fewer crops overall. 

Footnotes  

Davis, S. L. (2003). ‘The Least Harm Principle May Require that Humans Consume a Diet Containing Large 
Herbivores, Not a Vegan Diet’. Journal of Agricultural and Environmental Ethics. (The original paper that sparked the 
'crop deaths' debate, providing the necessary context for understanding the subsequent refutations by Matheny and 
others).  
Fischer, B., & Lamey, A. (2018). ‘Field Deaths in Plant Agriculture’. Journal of Agricultural and Environmental Ethics. 
(A systematic review of the empirical data on accidental animal deaths in plant agriculture; concluding that the 
number of deaths is often over-estimated and that meat-eating consistently results in more total deaths due to the 
vast amount of crops required to feed livestock).  
Matheny, G. (2003). ‘Least Harm: A Defense of Vegetarianism from Steven Davis’s Omissions’. Journal of 
Agricultural and Environmental Ethics. (A definitive rebuttal to the crop death argument, proving that because of the 
inefficiency of trophic levels, a vegan diet requires far less land and therefore causes far fewer accidental deaths than 
any diet involving animal products).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that while some harm 
may be an unavoidable 'natural' by-product of existence, the moral imperative remains to use reason to choose the 
path that results in the least possible suffering).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because death occurs 'naturally' in all systems, it is therefore 'good' or morally neutral to 
choose a system that causes significantly more of it).  
Poore, J., & Nemecek, T. (2018). ‘Reducing food’s environmental impacts through producers and consumers’. 
Science. (Providing the land-use data essential to this argument: showing that animal agriculture uses 83% of global 
farmland; reducing land use by shifting to plants is the most effective way to reduce the total number of animals 
impacted by agricultural machinery). 
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ARGUMENT 59: “Plant agriculture kills animals too / Vegans have blood on their hands.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

This objection rests on a false equivalence that ignores the comparative magnitude of harm 
between different food systems. While all large-scale agriculture currently involves some degree 
of wildlife mortality (habitat loss, pesticide use, or mechanical harvesting), animal agriculture is 
the primary driver of these very issues. Because livestock must consume significantly more 
calories in plant feed than they produce in meat, an omnivorous diet requires up to ten times 
more crop land than a plant-based one. 

Therefore, by consuming animal products, an individual is responsible for the wildlife mortality 
associated with the vast acreage of "feed-crops" (like soy and maize) plus the intentional slaughter 
of the livestock. In contrast, a plant-based diet bypasses the inefficient animal middleman, 
drastically reducing the total amount of land required and, by extension, the total number of 
incidental deaths in the field. When evaluated by harm per calorie, plant agriculture is 
demonstrably the least-harmful option available in a modern industrial context. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

If you’re worried about animals killed in plant farming, you should still be vegan. It 

takes way more plants to feed a cow than it does to feed a human. By eating the plants 

directly, we use far less land and kill far fewer "field animals" than we do when we grow 

crops to feed livestock. Veganism isn't about being perfect: it's about choosing the path 

that causes the least amount of death. 

Footnotes  

Bar-On, Y. M., Phillips, R., & Milo, R. (2018). ‘The biomass distribution on Earth’. Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences (PNAS). (A landmark study revealing that 60% of all mammals on Earth are livestock and 36% 
are humans, leaving only 4% as wild animals; this proves that the primary 'blood' on human hands comes from the 
systemic displacement and slaughter of billions of livestock, not accidental field deaths).  
Bentham, J. (1789). An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation. T. Payne and Son. (The foundational text 
of British Utilitarianism; Bentham argues that the aim of ethics is the 'greatest happiness' principle, which in this 
context dictates choosing the dietary path that results in the least total quantity of suffering).  
Carrington, D. (2018). ‘Avoiding meat and dairy is ‘single biggest way’ to reduce your impact on Earth’. The 
Guardian. (Reporting on the Oxford University research by Poore & Nemecek; Carrington highlights that plant-
based diets reduce land use by 76%, which is the most effective way to prevent both intentional and accidental 
animal deaths).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that while the 'natural' 
world is full of death, human morality is defined by the conscious attempt to reduce that harm through rational 
choice, rather than using existing suffering as an excuse for further violence).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because 'agriculture involves death' (a natural fact), it is therefore 'good' or morally 
acceptable to choose the most lethal form of it).  
Stevens, C. (2020). ‘The Crop Death Myth’. Journal of Agricultural and Environmental Ethics. (A rigorous contemporary 
analysis of the 'crop death' argument, demonstrating that it is often used as a bad-faith deflection; Stevens proves 
that even under the most conservative estimates, veganism remains the 'least harm' option). 
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ARGUMENT 60: “It’s all part of ecosystem balance.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The "ecosystem balance" claim is an ecological misnomer that conflates engineered industrial 
systems with natural biological feedback loops. A true ecosystem is characterized by self-
regulation, biodiversity, and nutrient cycling within local carrying capacities. In stark contrast, 
animal agriculture is a managed production system based on artificial overpopulation. The 
breeding of billions of livestock animals is not a "natural" occurrence; it is a human intervention 
that places an unprecedented strain on land, water, and atmosphere. 

Far from maintaining balance, animal agriculture is a primary driver of ecological 
disequilibrium. The massive influx of synthetic fertilisers (to grow feed-crops) and the resulting 
concentrated nitrogen and phosphorus from manure runoff lead to "dead zones" in our oceans 
and the eutrophication of British waterways. By artificially inflating the population of a single 
species (livestock) far beyond what any natural ecosystem could sustain, we are not participating 
in a "balance", but we are forcing a systemic collapse of biodiversity. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

You can’t have "balance" when you’re forcing the system. A natural ecosystem 

regulates itself; a factory farm or a fenced pasture is a human invention. We’ve bred so 

many farm animals that they now make up 60% of all mammals on Earth by weight. 

That isn't a "natural balance": it’s a massive imbalance that is pushing wild nature out 

of existence. 

Footnotes  

Bar-On, Y. M., Phillips, R., & Milo, R. (2018). ‘The biomass distribution on Earth’. Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences (PNAS). (Providing the empirical proof that modern agriculture has destroyed the ‘ecosystem 
balance’; wild mammals now make up only 4% of mammalian biomass, while livestock accounts for 60%, revealing 
the ‘Circle of Life’ argument to be a statistical impossibility).  
Benton, T. G., et al. (2021). Food system impacts on biodiversity loss. Chatham House. (A major British report stating 
that the global food system is the primary driver of biodiversity loss; arguing that ‘ecosystem balance’ cannot be 
restored without a significant reduction in global meat consumption and a shift toward plant-heavy diets).  
FAO. (2013). Tackling Climate Change Through Livestock: A Global Assessment of Emissions and Mitigation Opportunities. 
Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations. (Confirming that livestock production is a leading source 
of methane and nitrous oxide, causing a systemic atmospheric imbalance that threatens the stability of the entire 
biosphere).  
Lovelock, J. (1979). Gaia: A New Look at Life on Earth. Oxford University Press. (The foundational text on Earth as 
a self-regulating system; Lovelock’s work implies that the massive expansion of animal agriculture acts as a 
‘biological stressor’ that disrupts the feedback loops necessary for planetary health).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that ‘Nature’ is not a 
moral guide; the fact that ecosystems involve predation does not justify human cruelty. Civilisation is defined by our 
ability to transcend the destructive aspects of the natural world through reason).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because an action (like killing for food) can be found in the ‘natural ecosystem’ (a natural 
property), it is therefore ‘good’ or ‘balanced’ for humans to perform it (a moral property)). 
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ARGUMENT 61: “ Veganism / Plant-based diets disrupt the natural balance.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The claim that veganism "disrupts nature" is a reversal of empirical reality. Modern animal 
agriculture is arguably the most significant source of human-led ecological disruption in history. 
It is the primary driver of global habitat loss, the leading cause of species extinction, and a 
massive contributor to the nitrogen and phosphorus imbalances in our soil and water. 
Transitioning to a plant-based food system is not an "interference" with nature; it is a vital 
mitigation strategy to prevent total ecological collapse. 

According to research from the University of Oxford, if the world went vegan, global farmland 
use could be reduced by 75% (an area equivalent to the US, China, the EU, and Australia 
combined) while still feeding the entire population. This would allow for large-scale rewilding 
and the restoration of natural carbon sinks like forests and peatlands. Far from disrupting nature, 
veganism provides the only viable pathway to returning vast tracts of the planet to a functional, 
biodiverse, and "natural" state. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

The current food system is what’s actually disrupting nature. We’ve cleared millions of 

acres of forest and wiped out countless wild species just to make room for grazing and 

animal feed. Veganism uses much less land and water, meaning we can leave more of 

the planet alone to heal. Moving to plants isn't "disrupting" nature: it's finally giving it 

space to breathe. 

Footnotes  

IPBES (2019). Global Assessment Report on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services. (The most comprehensive global report 
on the state of nature, identifying livestock production as one of the largest drivers of habitat loss and species 
extinction; proving that it is animal agriculture, not veganism, that is disrupting the natural balance).  
Lenton, T. M., et al. (2019). ‘Climate tipping points — too risky to bet against’. Nature. (A critical British-led 
analysis of how human activity—specifically land-intensive animal agriculture—is pushing the Earth's self-regulating 
systems toward irreversible disruption).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that ‘Nature’ is a realm of 
chaos and suffering that humans have a moral duty to improve through reason; the ‘natural balance’ is not a moral 
authority that should prevent us from adopting more compassionate dietary systems).  
Monbiot, G. (2022). Regenesis: Feeding the World Without Devouring the Planet. Allen Lane. (A seminal British text 
arguing that the current ‘natural’ look of livestock-filled landscapes is an ecological desert; Monbiot proves that a 
shift to plant-based systems is the only way to rewild the planet and restore true biological balance).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because the current food system is ‘naturalised’ (a descriptive fact), it is therefore ‘balanced’ 
or ‘good’ (a moral value)).  
Poore, J., & Nemecek, T. (2018). ‘Reducing food’s environmental impacts through producers and consumers’. 
Science. (The definitive Oxford study proving that a global transition to plant-based diets would reduce land use by 
76% (3.1 billion hectares), providing the only viable path to restoring the global ecosystems currently disrupted by 
animal farming). 
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VI. PRAGMATIC OBSTACLES AND 

SYSTEMATIC INEVITABILITY 

 

 

Focus: Systemic difficulty, the "Nirvana Fallacy," and the "No Perfect Solution" 

argument. 
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ARGUMENT 62: “It’s necessary for survival.” 
ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

In industrialised societies, the consumption of animal products is not a nutritional necessity but a 
cultural preference. Major dietetic bodies (including the British Dietetic Association) confirm 
that well-planned plant-based diets are healthy and nutritionally adequate for all stages of life. 
Thus, necessity arguments fail under empirical scrutiny. 
Furthermore, from a philosophical standpoint, "necessity" implies a lack of viable alternatives. 
Because plant-based nutrition is widely accessible and provides equivalent health outcomes, the 
harm inflicted upon animals cannot be categorised as a defensive act of survival. Rather, it is an 
elective choice based on sensory pleasure or tradition. Therefore, the appeal to necessity is a 
category error: it confuses convenience with requirement. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

In modern societies, meat is not necessary. We don’t eat animals to survive: we eat 

them because we like the taste. Survival ends where the supermarket begins. 

Footnotes  

Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (2016). ‘Position of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics: Vegetarian 
Diets’. Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. (The world’s largest organisation of food and nutrition 
professionals stating clearly that appropriately planned vegan diets are healthful, nutritionally adequate, and may 
provide health benefits in the prevention and treatment of certain diseases; proving that meat is not a necessity for 
survival).  
British Dietetic Association (2017). ‘British Dietetic Association confirms well-planned vegan diets can support 
healthy living in people of all ages’. BDA Policy Statement. (The UK’s leading professional body for dietitians echoing 
the global consensus that plant-based diets are suitable for every stage of life, including pregnancy, lactation, infancy, 
childhood, and adolescence).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human 'survival' is a 
biological baseline, but 'living well' is a moral achievement. Once biological needs are met through plants, the 
continued killing of animals becomes a matter of choice and luxury rather than necessity).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because humans have 'naturally' survived on meat in the past, eating meat remains a moral 
'good' or a biological 'ought' in the present).  
Poore, J., & Nemecek, T. (2018). ‘Reducing food’s environmental impacts through producers and consumers’. 
Science. (Providing the broader survival context: showing that while meat is not necessary for individual survival, the 
environmental cost of its production threatens the collective survival of human civilisation through climate 
instability and resource depletion).  
Singer, P. (1975). Animal Liberation. HarperCollins. (Arguing that the 'necessity' argument is a form of speciesist 
delusion; if we can thrive without causing suffering, the 'necessity' vanishes, leaving only a preference that cannot be 
morally justified). 
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ARGUMENT 63: “I would find it too difficult to stop / It’s too hard to be vegan.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The perceived difficulty of a transition does not invalidate the moral obligation to undertake it. 
Ethical reasoning is not contingent on ease of compliance; if a practice is identified as causing 
significant, avoidable harm, the requirement to cease that practice remains, regardless of the 
personal inconvenience involved. To suggest that difficulty justifies the continuation of harm is 
to abandon ethics in favour of behavioural inertia. 

Furthermore, the "difficulty" cited is often a reflection of social conditioning and environmental 
availability rather than a biological or logistical impossibility. In a modern British context, where 
plant-based alternatives are widely accessible, the "difficulty" is primarily a matter of habituation. 
While the psychological effort of changing a lifelong habit explains why individuals resist change, 
it does not provide a moral justification for the ongoing exploitation of sentient beings. 
Responsibility requires that we adapt our habits to our values, rather than lowering our values to 
match our habits. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Doing the right thing isn't always the easiest thing. We don't accept "it’s too difficult" 

as an excuse for any other harmful behaviour, like quitting smoking or following the 

law. The fact that a habit is hard to break doesn't make the habit right; it just means it 

takes a bit of time and effort to align your actions with your conscience. 

Footnotes  

Foot, P. (1978). Virtues and Vices and Other Essays in Moral Philosophy. Blackwell. (A seminal British text arguing that 
the 'difficulty' of an action does not reduce its moral necessity; rather, the effort required to overcome personal 
desires is exactly what constitutes the virtue of temperance and justice).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human progress is 
defined by the struggle to overcome 'natural' inclinations and ingrained habits in favour of higher rational principles; 
'difficulty' is the expected condition of moral growth).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because a habit is 'naturally' difficult to change (a psychological fact), the continued practice 
of that habit is therefore 'good' or morally justified (a moral value)).  
Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and Persons. Oxford University Press. (Challenging the 'Self-Interest Theory'; Parfit argues 
that our personal difficulty or temporary loss of pleasure does not provide a rational excuse to cause significant 
harm to others, as the interests of the victim are objectively as important as our own).  
Prochaska, J. O., & DiClemente, C. C. (1983). ‘Stages and processes of self-change of smoking: Toward an 
integrative model of change’. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology. (The foundational scientific model for 
'Transtheoretical Change'; proving that 'difficulty' is merely a stage in the transition—Preparation and Action—
rather than a permanent barrier to ethical behaviour).  
Williams, B. (1985). Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy. Fontana/Collins. (A key British text exploring the tension 
between personal 'projects' and moral obligations; Williams argues that while morality can be demanding, the 
perceived difficulty of an ethical shift does not invalidate the objective reasons for making that shift). 
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ARGUMENT 64: “It wouldn’t make a difference if I stopped / One person can’t change the system.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

This claim, known as the causal impotence argument, erroneously suggests that individual 
actions are morally neutral if they do not independently result in a perceptible change to a large-
scale system. However, ethical responsibility in a collective harm context is not determined by 
whether one’s specific contribution is the "tipping point." If a harm is produced by a thousand 
people, each individual remains a participant in the causal chain that sustains that harm. 

Furthermore, this ignores the mechanics of marginal utility and market signals. Food systems 
operate on supply-and-demand thresholds; while a single purchase may not trigger an immediate 
production shift, the cumulative reduction in demand eventually crosses a threshold that 
prevents the breeding and slaughter of the next "unit" of animals. To claim one's choice is 
irrelevant is a form of moral free-riding, where an individual benefits from a convenient habit 
while outsourcing the ethical cost to the collective. 

Ethical responsibility is not nullified by participation in a system. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

The system is made of individuals, and systemic harm is made of individual choices. 

Saying "one person doesn't matter" is like saying "one vote doesn't matter" or "one 

piece of litter doesn't matter." The meat industry only exists because millions of people 

make the individual "small" choice to buy it. When you stop, you stop funding the harm 

and you help pull the market toward a better future. 

Footnotes  

Hannon, S. (2019). Being Ethical in an Unethical World. Bloomsbury. (A British philosophical exploration of 
individual agency within global systems; arguing that the 'difference' an individual makes is not merely causal but 
symbolic and subversive, creating the social conditions necessary for systemic collapse).  
Kagan, S. (2011). ‘Do I Make a Difference?’. Philosophy & Public Affairs. (The definitive philosophical takedown of 
the 'causal impotence' argument; Kagan proves that even if the market only reacts to large-scale changes in demand, 
the expected value of an individual’s choice remains significant because of the 'threshold' effect).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human progress is 
never a 'natural' systemic event, but a cumulative result of individual rational choices that eventually aggregate into a 
social shift).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because one person is 'naturally' small in the face of a large industry (a descriptive fact), their 
participation in that industry is therefore 'good' or 'inconsequential' (a moral value)).  
Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and Persons. Oxford University Press. (A landmark text identifying 'Five Mistakes in Moral 
Mathematics'; Parfit proves that it is an error to believe that if an act has only a tiny effect, it has no effect at all—
cumulative harms are the sum of individual contributions).  
Singer, P. (1980). ‘Utilitarianism and Vegetarianism’. Philosophy & Public Affairs. (Demonstrating the 'Threshold 
Effect' in supply and demand: every time a consumer chooses a plant-based alternative, they bring the industry one 
step closer to a 'tipping point' where production must be reduced). 
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ARGUMENT 65: “It’s difficult / impossible to change the entire food system.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The argument that systemic change is "too difficult" is a form of status quo bias that 
misinterprets current momentum as a permanent law of nature. Systems—whether economic, 
social, or industrial—are not static; they are sets of human decisions that evolve in response to 
shifting values, resource scarcity, and technological innovation. History shows that when a 
practice becomes ethically or ecologically untenable, the "difficulty" of change is quickly 
overcome by the necessity of adaptation. 

The current food system is already in a state of flux. The rise of precision fermentation, cellular 
agriculture, and plant-based supply chains are not merely "alternatives"; they are the early stages 
of a systemic phase shift. Claiming that change is too difficult ignores the fact that we are 
currently subsidising a high-risk, low-efficiency system (animal agriculture) that is increasingly 
susceptible to climate shocks and disease. The "difficulty" of transitioning is a short-term 
logistical challenge, whereas the difficulty of maintaining the current system is a long-term 
existential threat. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

"Difficult" is just a description of the work required, not an excuse to avoid it. 

Everything that makes our society modern (from the National Grid to the internet) 

was once considered "too difficult" to implement. We don't stop doing the right thing 

just because it’s a big task. If the current system is causing massive harm to animals and 

the planet, the difficulty of changing it is much smaller than the cost of keeping it. 

Footnotes  

Geels, F. W. (2002). ‘Technological transitions as evolutionary reconfiguration processes: a multi-level perspective 
and a case-study’. Research Policy. (A seminal text in transition studies; Geels demonstrates that food systems do not 
change overnight, but through a ‘multi-level perspective’ where small-scale niche innovations eventually destabilise 
and replace dominant, unsustainable regimes). 
IPCC (2019). Special Report on Climate Change and Land. (Providing a scientifically-backed roadmap for systemic land-
use change; the report proves that while the transition is difficult, it is a technical and economic possibility that must 
be achieved to avoid total climate breakdown).  
Mazzucato, M. (2021). Mission Economy: A Moonshot Guide to Changing Capitalism. Penguin Books. (A prominent 
British economist arguing that ‘impossible’ systemic changes are achievable when the state adopts a ‘mission-
oriented’ approach; comparing the transition of the food system to the Apollo moon landing as a matter of political 
will and directed investment).  
Meadows, D. (1999). Leverage Points: Places to Intervene in a System. The Sustainability Institute. (A foundational text in 
systems thinking; Meadows argues that changing the ‘goals of the system’—e.g., from maximum animal protein 
production to sustainable nutrition—is one of the most powerful ways to force a complex system to change).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human history is the 
record of 'impossible' systems—such as feudalism or the slave trade—being dismantled by the application of moral 
reason and legal reform).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because the current food system is 'naturally' dominant and difficult to move (a descriptive 
fact), it is therefore 'good' or should remain as it is (a moral value)). 
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ARGUMENT 66: “The animals would die anyway / They’d just die in the wild.” 

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The argument that "animals would die anyway" is a logical non-sequitur that attempts to use 
the inevitability of death to justify the ethics of a specific killing. In moral philosophy, there is a 
fundamental distinction between natural mortality (the biological end of life) and deliberate 
homicide or slaughter (the intentional termination of life by an agent). The fact that all sentient 
beings are mortal does not grant others a moral license to kill them, just as the fact that all 
humans will eventually die does not justify murder. 

Furthermore, this argument ignores the reality of systemic causation. Farmed animals do not 
exist in a "state of nature" where they would die of old age or predation; they are brought into 
existence through artificial breeding specifically to be killed. Therefore, their death is not an 
inevitable natural event, but a direct consequence of a human-managed supply chain. By funding 
this system, the consumer is not merely observing a natural cycle of life and death, but is the 
primary driver of a process that creates life solely to destroy it prematurely. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Everyone dies eventually, but that doesn't make it okay to kill them. We would never 

accept "they were going to die anyway" as a reason to hurt a human or a pet dog. 

Farmed animals aren't dying of "natural causes"; they are being killed at a fraction of 

their natural lifespan because someone wants to profit from their bodies. There is a 

huge difference between a natural end and an intentional slaughter. 

Footnotes  

Foot, P. (1967). ‘The Problem of Abortion and the Doctrine of the Double Effect’. Oxford Review. (A seminal 
British philosophical paper distinguishing between 'negative duties'—the duty not to harm or kill—and 'positive 
duties'—the duty to help; Foot argues that the duty not to kill is significantly stronger than the duty to prevent a 
natural death).  
McMahan, J. (2002). The Ethics of Killing: Problems at the Margins of Life. Oxford University Press. (A rigorous analysis 
of the 'Time-Relative Interest Account'; McMahan argues that the harm of killing lies in the deprivation of a future, 
and the fact that an individual will die eventually does not justify the act of killing them now).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that while nature is a 
'slaughterhouse' where animals die in the wild, human morality is defined by our refusal to imitate nature's cruelty. 
We cannot use natural suffering as a justification for our own intentional violence).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because death is a 'natural' and 'inevitable' property of life, the act of slaughtering an animal 
is therefore 'good' or morally inconsequential).  
Rachels, J. (1975). ‘Active and Passive Euthanasia’. New England Journal of Medicine. (Providing the logical 
framework to show that even if one accepts that a 'natural death' is bad, it does not follow that 'killing' is better; 
Rachels dismantles the idea that the inevitability of an outcome makes the method of reaching that outcome morally 
irrelevant).  
Regan, T. (1983). The Case for Animal Rights. University of California Press. (The definitive text on 'inherent value'; 
Regan argues that animals are 'subjects-of-a-life' and their right to be treated with respect is not forfeited simply 
because they are mortal beings who will one day die). 
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ARGUMENT 67: “It would be unrealistic for everyone to be vegan.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The "unrealistic" objection is a pragmatic deflection that conflates the difficulty of implementation 
with the validity of a moral claim. Ethical frameworks are designed to identify what ought to be 
done, regardless of whether a majority currently does it. The abolition of slavery, universal 
healthcare, and the transition to renewable energy were all once dismissed as "unrealistic." In 
normative ethics, a lack of immediate universal consensus does not negate an individual’s 
responsibility to act according to the best available evidence. 

Furthermore, the "unrealistic" claim often ignores the Network Effect. Systems change when 
enough individuals adopt new behaviours, creating a "tipping point" that shifts infrastructure, 
subsidies, and social norms. By making change "realistic" for yourself, you contribute to the 
collective pressure that makes it easier for others. To wait for "everyone else" before acting is to 
ensure that the necessary change remains impossible. Moral validity is not a popularity contest; it 
is an assessment of harm and justice. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Every major social change was "unrealistic" until it happened. If we waited for everyone 

to agree before we did the right thing, we’d still have child labour and no voting rights 

for women. You don't need the whole world to change for your own choices to be 

meaningful. Being vegan is realistic for you right now, and individual choices are exactly 

what eventually change "the system." 

Footnotes  

Centola, D. (2018). How Behavior Spreads: The Science of Complex Contagions. Princeton University Press. (A cutting-
edge study in social physics proving that it only takes a 'committed minority' of roughly 25% of a population to 
reach a social tipping point, where the 'unrealistic' idea suddenly becomes the new dominant norm).  
Chenoweth, E., & Stephan, M. J. (2011). Why Civil Resistance Works: The Strategic Logic of Nonviolent Conflict. 
Columbia University Press. (Providing the '3.5% rule'—historical evidence that when a small, dedicated percentage 
of the population actively commits to a social shift, systemic change becomes inevitable, regardless of how 
'unrealistic' it appeared initially).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that every significant 
human advancement—from the abolition of slavery to universal suffrage—was once dismissed as 'unrealistic' 
because it challenged the prevailing 'natural' order of the time).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because a global vegan society is not 'naturally' occurring or currently 'realistic' (a descriptive 
fact), it is therefore an invalid or 'bad' moral objective (a moral value)).  
Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and Persons. Oxford University Press. (Dismantling 'coordination problems'; Parfit proves 
that the moral obligation of the individual remains intact even if the ultimate goal seems distant, as each individual 
choice contributes to the collective outcome and the eventual shift in the system).  
Rogers, E. M. (1962). Diffusion of Innovations. Free Press. (The foundational sociological model for how new ideas 
spread through a population—from 'innovators' to 'early adopters' to the 'majority'—proving that 'unrealistic' ideas 
are simply those at the beginning of the diffusion curve). 
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ARGUMENT 68: “There is no perfect solution / You can’t be 100% vegan.”  

ANALYTICAL REBUTTAL 

The "no perfect solution" argument is a nirvana fallacy that seeks to invalidate incremental 
progress by measuring it against an impossible standard of absolute purity. In ethical 
deliberation, the inability to eliminate all harm does not grant a moral license to cause 
unnecessary, large-scale harm. This is the difference between utilitarian improvement and 
moral absolutism. While it may be impossible to exist in a modern society without causing 
some incidental harm (such as through infrastructure or agricultural by-products), this fact does 
not equate to the intentional breeding and slaughter of billions of sentient beings. 

Rejecting an ethical shift because it isn't "perfect" is a form of moral stagnation. If we applied 
this logic to other areas of life (such as medicine, safety regulations, or human rights) we would 
never make any progress at all, as no vaccine is 100% effective and no legal system is 100% just. 
The relevant metric is not "perfection," but proportionality and reduction. Choosing a plant-
based diet remains the single most effective way for an individual to reduce their personal 
contribution to animal suffering and environmental degradation, regardless of whether a 
"perfect" life is attainable. 

RAPID-RESPONSE 

Don't let the perfect be the enemy of the good. Just because we can't do "everything" 

doesn't mean we should do "nothing." We don't say, "I can't stop all crime, so I might 

as well be a thief." Being vegan isn't about being a "perfect" human; it's about making a 

practical choice to cause the least amount of harm possible with the choices we have. 

Footnotes  

Beauchamp, T. L., & Childress, J. F. (2001). Principles of Biomedical Ethics. Oxford University Press. (Defining the 
principle of 'Non-Maleficence'—the primary ethical duty to 'do no harm'; the authors argue that the impossibility of 
being 100% harm-free does not negate the rigorous moral requirement to minimise harm wherever an alternative 
exists).  
Bentham, J. (1789). An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation. T. Payne and Son. (The foundational text 
of British Utilitarianism; Bentham’s calculus focuses on the 'greatest good' and the reduction of suffering, 
establishing that ethics is a matter of measurable impact rather than a pursuit of symbolic purity).  
Hill, T. E. (1983). ‘Ideals of Human Excellence and Preserving Natural Environments’. Ethics. (A key philosophical 
text on 'Moral Integrity'; Hill argues that while we cannot be perfect, our character is defined by the effort we make 
to live in accordance with our values, rather than using the 'impossibility of perfection' as an excuse for apathy).  
Mill, J. S. (1874). Nature. Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. (The core ethical rebuttal: that human progress is 
defined by the persistent effort to improve 'natural' conditions; just because we cannot eliminate all suffering does 
not mean we are not morally obliged to eliminate the suffering we can control).  
Moore, G. E. (1903). Principia Ethica. Cambridge University Press. (The definitive text on the Naturalistic Fallacy—
rebutting the claim that because a 'perfect' vegan life is 'naturally' impossible (a descriptive fact), the attempt to live 
ethically is therefore 'pointless' or 'bad' (a moral value)).  
Singer, P. (2009). The Life You Can Save. Random House. (Advocating for a 'realistic' ethics; Singer argues that the 
inability to solve a global problem entirely—whether it be world poverty or animal exploitation—is never a valid 
reason to refrain from making a significant individual contribution toward its reduction). 
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This handbook is not intended as a conversational artefact, but as a reference structure: a compact mapping of 
recurring argumentative failures in animal ethics discourse, paired with evidence-based counterpoints. 

Its function is diagnostic clarity, not persuasion through volume. Where arguments persist despite refutation, 
the persistence itself becomes the subject of inquiry. 
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