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A B S T R A C T

This thesis explores moral psychology, moral motivation, and the role
of social norms in explaining both why meat eating is generally not
recognized as a moral issue and why people tend not to be motivated
to stop eating meat even if they become intellectually convinced they
should. Analysing the moral psychology of meat eating reveals that a
lack of motivation to stop eating meat is not just a failure of reason, af-
fect, or motivation. Rather, it is at least partially a product of both em-
pirical and normative expectations about the people with whom one
interacts. The prevailing pro-meat norms within one’s society make
it difficult, though not impossible, for one to be motivated to treat
eating meat as a moral issue.

Despite caring about animals, most people eat meat with a clear
conscience. I argue that for people who care about animal suffer-
ing, the available justifications for eating meat fail; they either require
one to reject the moral badness of causing animals to suffer, to reject
that one should try to be a moral person, or to significantly restrict
the range of meat considered morally permissible. Nevertheless, be-
cause such justifications for meat eating are widely accepted, they
serve to mitigate the cognitive dissonance arising from eating meat.
Strategically avoiding unpleasant information about meat also serves
this goal. Importantly, both strategic ignorance and the employment
of justifications that are inconsistent with one’s other beliefs require
widespread acceptance in order to be effective.

Many people explicitly acknowledge that their meat eating cannot
be morally justified, yet eat meat with little or no guilt. The behaviour
of such conflicted carnivores poses a particular puzzle. Since these peo-
ple are motivated to act morally in many domains, an explanation
from “weakness of will” is not compelling. Thus answering this puz-
zle requires explaining the different motivating force of different con-
textual domains. I argue, following Shaun Nichols, that moral mo-
tivation requires both a set of normative rules and an affective re-
sponse. What, for the conflicted carnivore, distinguishes meat eating
from other moral issues is the lack of affective fit between their moral
beliefs about meat and those of their society.

Social factors play a key role in the practice of meat eating – eating
meat is, for most people, not just an expression of individual prefer-
ences or a result of individual beliefs about the permissibility of the
practice. Rather, descriptive norms govern what is available to eat and
social norms make it socially difficult to avoid eating meat. Hence, if
one is interested in changing meat-eating behaviour, it is not enough
to persuade people that eating meat is immoral – these practical and



social risks also need to be addressed. Furthermore, because the types
of meat which count as “food” are normatively defined, I argue that
if moral vegetarianism were widespread then, over time, meat could
be “taken off the table.” Thus in the right normative environment,
eating meat could become moralized.
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‘I just don’t want to eat an
animal that’s standing there
inviting me to,’ said Arthur,
‘It’s heartless.’
‘Better than eating an animal
that doesn’t want to be eaten,’
said Zaphod.
‘That’s not the point,’ Arthur
protested. Then he thought
about it for a moment.
‘Alright,’ he said, ‘maybe it is
the point. I don’t care, I’m not
going to think about it now.
I’ll just ... er ... I think I’ll just
have a green salad,’ he
muttered.

—Douglas Adams, The
Restaurant at the End of the

Universe
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I N T R O D U C T I O N : M E AT E AT I N G A S A P R O B L E M
F O R P H I L O S O P H Y

1.1 the puzzle of meat eating

Most people around the world eat meat, or would if they could afford
it. Most of those who eat meat do so with a clear conscience. Yet most
people also care about animals, find animal suffering upsetting, and
think it morally bad to cause animals to suffer, at least without jus-
tification. There is therefore a disconnect between how people view
the moral significance of animal suffering, including that of animals
killed for meat, and the moral complacency with which most peo-
ple eat meat. A similar disconnect can also be seen regarding other
widespread issues that arguably have significant moral implications,
including climate change, extreme poverty, and the exploitation of
workers in developing countries. Although these issues might intellec-
tually seem like morally pressing ones, many people deny them to be
moral issues. Furthermore, even when acknowledging them as moral
issues, people rarely treat them as urgent. Most people go about their
lives feeling moved neither to make any significant changes to their
own behaviour nor to advocate for improved policies. In this thesis,
I use the case study of meat eating to explore the puzzle of this dis-
connect. I argue that the prevailing norms in most societies make it
difficult, though not impossible, for someone to treat eating meat as
a deeply moral issue.

This is a thesis about moral psychology, moral motivation, and the
role of social norms in intuitive morality. It is not a thesis on substan-
tive normative ethics. I do not, therefore, argue for the immorality
of eating meat. Ethical arguments for a moral obligation to abstain
from eating meat have already been extensively covered from a va-
riety of angles, including consequentialist/utilitarian (Singer 1975),
rights-based (Regan 2004), Kantian (Korsgaard 2004), contractarian
(Rowlands 2002; Talbert 2006), virtue ethical (Hursthouse 2006), fem-
inist (Adams 2000), and framework independent (DeGrazia 2009; En-
gel 2000; McPherson 2016; Rachels 1997). While there are philosoph-
ical benefits to refining such arguments and developing new ones,
that is not my project. Instead, I seek to understand why existing
arguments seem to have so little practical effect on agents who care
about behaving morally.

This lack of practical success could be due to shortcomings in these
arguments or even due to the vegetarian position being fundamen-
tally mistaken. However, while some meat eaters have come to a con-
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sidered position regarding their meat eating, most have not. Many
rely on transparently poor arguments yet are confident their meat
eating is justified; many others go through life without ever seriously
considering the vegetarian position, let alone engaging with what
philosophers have to say. More interestingly, a non-trivial proportion
of meat eaters have concluded that they should not eat meat, but do
so anyway. All these observations make a prima facie case that the lack
of success of arguments against meat eating cannot be explained by
mere argumentative inadequacy. I therefore turn to a moral psycho-
logical approach to understanding the puzzle of meat eating.

Despite obvious moral implications relating to animal suffering
and death, meat eating is largely treated as a moral non-issue. Most
people, including most meat eaters, are distressed by animal suffer-
ing and consider mistreating animals to be immoral (Allen and Baines
2002; Plous 1993). For example, the idea of someone torturing an an-
imal for pleasure is abhorrent to such people. Yet their meat eating
seems, to them, perfectly justified, even though it is difficult to dis-
pute that the level of animal suffering involved in mainstream an-
imal agriculture is immense (for descriptions of standard practices,
see Foer (2009), Joy (2010), and Mason and Singer (1990) and Singer
(1975)). Knowledge of the animal suffering behind their food does not
noticeably detract from most people’s enjoyment of it, nor from their
self-perception as moral beings. As Bramble and Fischer (2016, p. 1)
observe, “Of course, we don’t want [the animals we eat] to suffer un-
necessarily. But judging by standard [...] farming practices, this desire
doesn’t run very deep.” People do not wish suffering and death to be
inflicted upon animals, but they do want cheap and plentiful meat
and, apparently, see this as a reasonable trade-off. Put simply, peo-
ple’s negative attitudes towards suffering inflicted on animals seem
to indicate that the suffering of animals for meat production should
be treated as at least a potential moral issue – one deserving moral
consideration even if not overriding moral action. It is not.

The problem of meat is that most people do not see it as a moral
issue despite their other moral beliefs. For the most part, meat eating
is treated not as something regrettable but all-things-considered jus-
tified. Rather, it is treated as falling altogether outside the scope of
morality. I therefore begin with the observation that most people find
the idea of deliberately hurting animals morally repugnant but also
find the idea of eating meat to be perfectly fine, and explore why it
is that the former does not commonly lead to a negation of the latter.
I seek to understand, through analysing the case study of meat eat-
ing, how reason, judgement, affect, belief, and motivation connect to
behavioural outcomes on a potentially moral issue. I also seek to un-
derstand how and to what extent one’s social environment influences
individual moral responses. Eating meat, particularly that of inten-
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sively farmed animals, gives rise to a puzzle: how is it that people
who care about animals can eat meat with such moral ease?

It might seem that there is a simple explanation for such behaviour
regarding meat eating and other comparable issues – people are weak
willed or just do not care. However, such answers are inadequate.
While meat eating is not, for the most part, treated as a moral is-
sue, most people strongly value doing the right thing in many con-
texts. While we can readily observe much immorality, we can also
observe much moral behaviour, and not just from exemplary individ-
uals. Ordinary people largely refrain from theft, murder, lying, and
other widely condemned activities, even where a cost-benefit analysis
would suggest wrongdoing to be the rational course of action. There
are many moral issues where compliance with ‘the right thing’, even
if imperfect, can be expected. In these cases, a disconnect between be-
lief and action is much rarer and more remarkable, and weakness of
will is a much lesser factor. Thus why people are poorly motivated to
avoid meat despite being motivated about other issues needs explaining.

Furthermore, many other issues are or have been treated as deeply
immoral in some societies without being treated as such in others. To-
day slavery is appalling to the average Westerner, but it hasn’t always
been. Torturing animals for fun is largely unthinkable today, but cat
burning was once an accepted form of entertainment. Eating whale
meat is morally repugnant for many Australians, but this meat is con-
sidered a delicacy in Japan. Similarly, all of us think certain issues
deeply important despite them not registering with others as even
being moral issues. Some people think abortion a grave moral wrong,
others think a grave wrong is done when women are denied this op-
tion. Some people find homosexuality morally abhorrent while others
see acting on one’s sexual orientation as morally neutral. Some peo-
ple think gun-carrying irresponsible and immoral, others are morally
outraged at the idea that gun rights might be restricted. While peo-
ple diverge on what they treat as serious moral issues, there is nev-
ertheless widespread convergence on the idea that some issues are
morally serious and deeply motivating. On some topics, a disconnect
like that experienced by many meat eaters is unremarkable; on oth-
ers, it would be seen as evidence of something being deeply wrong
with that person. The difference between these types of issues needs
explaining.

This discrepancy is not confined to meat eating. People frequently
claim to think one thing about what morality requires while doing the
opposite. They think climate change an important issue but drive in-
stead of taking public transport, think extreme poverty terrible while
spending money on frivolities, and think the exploitation of sweat-
shop workers inexcusable while buying clothing manufactured by
them. Yet although meat eating is just one of many issues that tend
to be non-motivating, it is worth exploring. First, like the issues men-
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tioned above, meat-eating behaviour is interesting in its own right,
especially to someone who agrees, at least intellectually, that it is a
serious moral issue.

However, even if one isn’t interested in meat eating for its own sake,
it has advantages as a model for understanding the broader puzzle of
how people form moral judgements and what motivates them to act
on those judgements. While living consistently with one’s beliefs is
rarely easy, it is easier for someone to adopt a vegetarian diet than for
the average Westerner to cut their carbon emissions to a level consis-
tent with safe global per-person emissions, or for a person to follow
an intellectual commitment to a movement such as effective altruism
to its logical conclusion. Unlike adopting a carbon-neutral lifestyle or
donating all unneeded money to charity, vegetarianism and even veg-
anism are possible while maintaining a relatively normal life. Hence,
of these complex cases of puzzling behaviour, meat eating is one of
the simpler ones to understand. It is therefore a sensible starting point
for understanding the factors involved in cases where people are ei-
ther intellectually or practically resistant to changing their behaviour
to be more in accordance with their apparent values. I hope that the
understanding of the puzzles involved in meat eating achieved in my
analysis can then be extended to understanding inaction and indiffer-
ence on issues like climate change and extreme poverty.

This project is informed by empirical work, but I do not pro-
vide a merely sociological or psychological explanation of the
puzzle of meat eating. Rather, I draw on empirical work to inform
long-standing philosophical debates on moral motivation, and
apply recent empirically informed philosophical work on social
and descriptive norms to the specific case of meat eating. I seek,
through the case study of meat eating, to provide an account of
how reason, affect, and social factors (especially norms) contribute
to something being treated as a deeply moral issue. My analysis of
the problem of meat eating both draws on and has implications for
a variety of philosophical sub-fields, including cognitive dissonance
theory, moral motivation, and social norm theory. I argue that
the justifications commonly employed in defence of meat eating
are a mechanism for cognitive dissonance reduction rather than
genuine justifications (Chapter 2), that both affect and convention
play important roles in causing someone to treat something such
as meat as a genuine moral issue (Chapter 3), and that meat eating
has the potential to be treated as morally serious, but only if norms
surrounding meat eating change in specific ways (Chapter 4). Thus
the questions philosophers ask about moral motivation need to
be reassessed and refocused away from a purely individualistic
perspective towards instead understanding individuals as socially
embedded and heavily influenced by what others around them do,
yet still having independent agency. Importantly, this way of framing
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the problem remains agent-centred – the social environment plays
an important but not determinative role, which makes the theory
testable.

It is worth noting a few limitations necessary to streamline my ar-
gument. First, for simplicity, I write only on meat eating, but much
of my analysis could also be extended to the consumption of dairy,
eggs, and other animal products for both food and non-food pur-
poses. Similarly, while what I say about meat eating has implications
for similar cases like those discussed above, I do not extend my dis-
cussion to those cases except to draw useful analogies; my thesis fo-
cuses squarely on meat-eating behaviour. Second, I conflate animal
suffering and animal death. Some meat avoiders are more concerned
with one, some with the other, and similarly some meat eaters will
be more sensitive to considerations from one side or the other. How-
ever, given contemporary mainstream farming practices, the two run
together in practice, and so separating out these motivations is un-
necessary. Third, I only focus on moral reasons for avoiding meat.
Some people are motivated to abstain from meat for health or envi-
ronmental reasons or due to religious prohibitions. While exploring
the interplay of these reasons would be interesting, I do not have the
space to do so here. Finally, my analysis is very much focused on meat
eaters in the developed world, and most of the empirical research I
draw on is limited to Anglophone countries. While my claims may
apply beyond these populations, further research would be necessary
to establish this.

1.2 summary and preview

I argue that the way people think about meat is, for the most part,
incoherent. Most people care about animals and think deliberately in-
flicted animal suffering morally bad. They do not, however, see meat
eating as morally bad, despite its causal connection to animal suf-
fering. The justifications people use tend to be ones they would not
accept in other domains, and many people cheerfully eat meat de-
spite claiming to think animal suffering for meat production a serious
moral issue. Analysing the moral psychology of meat eating reveals
that a person’s lack of motivation to stop eating meat is not just a
failure of reason, affect, or will. Rather, it is at least in part a product
of one’s social environment, influenced by both empirical expectations
(what one expects others will do), and normative expectations (what
one expects others expect one to do). It is easier to treat a behaviour
as deeply immoral if one expects that few people will do that thing.
Furthermore, it is easier to avoid something if one thinks one will
suffer sanctions of some sort for that behaviour, even if this is merely
the disapproval of those whose opinions one cares about. Thus the
inconsistencies in how people think about meat eating compared to
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other more straightforwardly moral issues are primarily enabled by
the collective acceptance of meat eating. The fact that meat eating
is normal produces a firewall between intellectual recognition of the
problem and the behaviour actually feeling wrong.

I start, in Chapter 2 by examining reason – the justifications put
forward by both philosophers and lay meat eaters. I argue that while
these justifications need not fail universally, they cannot do the nec-
essary work for any meat eater who at least sometimes eats the meat
of intensively farmed animals, values being moral, and thinks that
unnecessarily causing animals to suffer is morally bad. Hence these
justifications cannot absolve the ordinary meat eater in the developed
world unless he or she is willing to change other beliefs. All available
justifications either treat meat as a special case, require that the ani-
mals used for meat be entirely denied moral status, require that one
eat much less meat than most people consume, or require that the
animals raised for meat have much better lives and deaths, on aver-
age, than they currently do. Thus neither philosophical nor lay de-
fences can adequately justify meat eating for most meat eaters, given
their other beliefs. Rather, reasons are being marshalled to bolster
the pre-existing intuition that meat eating must be morally accept-
able. I then argue that these justifications nevertheless seem adequate
because meat eating is so common. The widespread nature of meat
eating makes it easy for meat eaters, through strategies of reducing
cognitive dissonance without resolving it, to hold mutually incom-
patible positions – people can strategically avoid thinking about the
problems with their justifications, as well as strategically avoid gain-
ing inconvenient information.

I then turn, in Chapter 3, to an in-depth examination of the con-
flicted carnivore. Such people present a puzzle for moral philosophy:
they are people who openly admit that eating meat is morally wrong
yet continue to enjoy eating meat while experiencing only minimal
psychological or moral discomfort. Such people reveal that it is not
enough to rationally persuade someone that justifications such as
those discussed in Chapter 2 fail and that eating meat (or, indeed,
any activity) is immoral – motivation will not necessarily follow from
such a realisation. I argue that explanations such as insincerity of
judgement or weakness of will are inadequate. Such explanations are
proximate rather than ultimate; they fail to say anything interesting
about what it is that distinguishes the conflicted carnivore’s response
to meat from either the committed vegetarian’s or from their own
response to issues they deem morally important. The conflicted car-
nivore has reasoned their way to a conclusion, but this alone is insuf-
ficient to motivate concordant action – he or she finds it easy to turn
away from thoughts of animal suffering. I argue that this is because,
while meat has been intellectually judged to be wrong, it does not
feel wrong. Because of the importance of something feeling wrong,
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an affective response is necessary to generate a strong moral judge-
ment. However, affect is not sufficient for a moralized judgement be-
cause affect can be suppressed, as it often is with animal suffering. I
then argue that the best way of making sense of the conflicted carni-
vore’s disconnect between expressed moral judgement and behaviour
is that social norms endorsing meat eating encourage the suppres-
sion of negative affective responses to meat such that these affective
responses are not seen as indicative of something being wrong.

Finally, in Chapter 4, I analyse the behavioural regularity of meat
eating. I argue that eating meat is not simply a means of satisfying
an individual desire, but is instead heavily influenced by the meat-
eating practices of others. Because of the operation of norms, giv-
ing up meat has many elements of a collective action problem. Early
adopters of vegetarianism face not only practical problems, but also
the risk of social sanctions, making acting early unattractive. Thus
the lack of moral motivation observed in many meat eaters is not
straightforwardly an individual failure, but rather derives from the
structure of norms and expectations extant in that person’s society.
As long as meat eating is widespread, it will not invite much, if any,
disesteem, even from individuals who personally disapprove. Thus
the reason people are not open to arguments about the immorality
of a practice such as meat eating, and why they so often fail to act
even when they apparently are persuaded, has more to do with social
factors than is often acknowledged: a person’s social environment is
more important than individual judgements for predicting behaviour.
This means, however, that if there is consensus within one’s reference
group, meat eating can be “taken off the table” such that the costs and
benefits of meat eating cease to be considered. I argue that if moral
vegetarianism were widespread, eating meat would invite disesteem,
thereby motivating compliance, which could, over time, lead to the
widespread moralization of meat.

Examining how people reason about meat eating reveals that point-
ing at individual explanations for moral failure, at least for wide-
reaching issues, is inadequate. While people may use poor justifica-
tions for why they take part in an activity that might seem wrong
given their other beliefs, their doing so is enabled by the widespread
endorsement of such justifications, which in turn makes such be-
haviour seem more excusable. Furthermore, collective inaction makes
it difficult to treat an issue as being deeply immoral even if one is
intellectually persuaded that one should – moralization requires an
affective response to the breaking of an endorsed rule, which is diffi-
cult if social conditions both encourage desensitization and explicitly
allow that behaviour. Hence understanding the norms surrounding
a practice is essential to understanding why it is or is not moralized.
Furthermore, if one’s goal is not just understanding but also effecting
change, then this is a necessary first step. Philosophers’ analyses of
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moral ‘failings’ therefore need to take into account the social frame-
work within which individuals operate.



2
J U S T I F Y I N G M E AT: T H E P U Z Z L E O F
G O O D - C O N S C I E N C E M E AT E AT I N G

2.1 why meat needs justification

The moral implications of eating meat are generally far from people’s
minds as they sit down to dinner. Yet most people hold beliefs that
are, prima facie, in tension with moral acceptance of their own meat
eating. Nevertheless, most meat eaters are comfortable with this be-
haviour – 89% of respondents in a recent study I conducted with John
Thrasher agreed that meat eating is morally acceptable (Thrasher and
Mayne 2018).1 In this chapter, I argue that for a significant proportion
of meat eaters, their belief that it is morally acceptable for them to eat
intensively farmed meat cannot be reconciled with their other beliefs
about morality and the moral status of animals. Such meat eaters are
in a state of cognitive dissonance with respect to their meat eating
– their beliefs about the moral status of animals cannot be straight-
forwardly reconciled with their belief in the moral permissibility of
meat eating. I then argue that although the justifications commonly
employed by meat eaters fail to establish the moral permissibility of
meat eating given other beliefs held, they nevertheless serve to allevi-
ate cognitive dissonance. Furthermore, the widespread acceptance of
meat eating makes it seem excusable, and is a key factor in making
the available justifications succeed in alleviating cognitive dissonance.

Meat eaters tend to hold beliefs that are prima facie at odds with
them seeing meat eating, as it is currently practised, as being morally
acceptable. Many meat eaters see themselves as animal lovers, and
have close relationships with their pets or a fondness for animals
more broadly. Even among those who dislike animals, few endorse
animal suffering, at least in the abstract – 97% of our study par-
ticipants agreed that other things being equal, animal suffering is
bad (Thrasher and Mayne 2018). Yet 86% of our survey respondents
thought both that eating meat is morally acceptable and that animal
suffering is bad (Thrasher and Mayne 2018). Meat eaters, particularly
the majority who eat meat from intensively farmed animals, “engage
in a diet that requires [animals] to be killed and, usually, to suffer”
(Loughnan, Bastian, and Haslam 2014, p. 104). Thus the animal suf-
fering involved in meat production should be a hurdle for meat eaters
who care about animals.

1 Participants (n=863) were recruited via Amazon Mechanical Turk, and were mostly
from the US. Data available on request.
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Because of this, meat eaters who care about animals may some-
times, when confronted with the suffering caused by their diet, feel
uncomfortable about its moral implications, experiencing a tension
between their enjoyment of meat and their self-image as loving and
compassionate people who are against animal cruelty. This tension
can lead to ambivalence: a study by Berndsen and Van Der Pligt (2004,
p. 71) found that 69% of meat eaters simultaneously experience both
positive and negative feelings toward meat or meat eating. Meat is
seen as good and tasty, but meat involves animal suffering, and de-
liberately inflicted animal suffering is seen as morally bad. Thus a
significant proportion of meat eaters agree that it would be morally
better if they ate less meat (45% of respondents in our survey) and
that it would be morally better if most people ate less meat (50% in
our survey) (Thrasher and Mayne 2018). Similarly, 49% of US adults
support a ban on factory farming and 33% support a ban on all an-
imal farming, despite 97% agreeing that “Whether to eat animals or
be vegetarian is a personal choice, and nobody has the right to tell
me which one they think I should do” (Reese 2017). These attitudes
appear inconsistent: a non-trivial proportion of meat eaters believe
their meat eating to be morally justified, or at least permissible, while
holding beliefs incompatible with this position.

Of course, something can be bad in isolation while being all-things-
considered justified. Thus, while meat eaters see a problem with an-
imal suffering, they consider eating meat to be morally permissible;
indeed, they must do so to eat it in good conscience. In this chapter,
I explore how this is managed. I first show that the most common
lay justifications for meat eating should not be able to make meat eat-
ing seem all-things-considered justified for a significant proportion
of meat eaters. I then show that the best available philosophical argu-
ments for meat eating also cannot, for most meat eaters, justify meat
eating as it is currently practised. My aim here is not to show that
all arguments in favour of meat eating fail. Rather, I show that most
people’s meat eating cannot be justified, given their other beliefs. Specif-
ically, I argue that meat eating cannot be justified for anyone who
holds the following three beliefs, which together form what I call the
meat trilemma:2

1. ceteris paribus, causing animals to suffer is morally bad because
of what it does to the animal – animals have moral status;

2. ceteris paribus, one should try to be a moral person and not act
in ways that have morally bad results; and

3. eating meat, including the meat of animals who were raised on
factory farms or can otherwise be reasonably inferred to have
led bad lives, is morally permissible.

2 In this, I loosely follow Milan Engel’s (2000) argument for vegetarianism from beliefs
most people already hold.
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Although the meat trilemma does not apply to all meat eaters – any
or all of these beliefs can be rejected – given our survey results, this
trilemma likely applies to a significant proportion of meat eaters. The
meat eating of people caught in the meat trilemma should be puz-
zling.

Given the third belief of the meat trilemma, it is also plausible
that moral issues with meat eating might be eliminated through lab-
grown or ‘humanely raised’ meat. This would, in theory, enable meat
judgement 3 to be replaced with:

3. Eating meat is morally permissible where producing this meat
has not caused any significant animal suffering.

However, while these options may offer possible solutions, they are
not currently available to the ordinary meat eater. Lab-grown meat
is not yet commercially available. As for ‘humane’ meat, there is a
question of whether humane guidelines are sufficient to ensure an
adequate quality of life,3 and even if they are, the moral permissibility
of ‘killing happy animals’ still requires argument, something beyond
the scope of this thesis. Nevertheless, for the purpose of this chapter,
it is enough to note that even if ‘humane’ standards are thought to be
adequate, very few people consistently eat meat only from humane
sources. Thus insofar as someone at least sometimes eats meat from
non-humane sources, eating that meat poses a problem for people
who endorse beliefs 1 and 2 of the meat trilemma.

Nevertheless, to most meat eaters, at least some of the justifications
for meat eating seem obviously right. However, I argue that the best
available justifications, both lay and philosophical, fail to resolve the
meat trilemma. They all either rely on false premises or require the
meat eater to give up or significantly and unpalatably alter either
belief 1 of the meat trilemma, and downgrade the moral status of an-
imals, or belief 3, and heavily restrict the meat they consider permis-
sible to eat. Thus for someone caught in the meat trilemma, typical
meat-eating behaviour cannot be justified.

Consideration of the lay arguments, however, reveals that even
though they fail to resolve the meat trilemma, these justifications help
alleviate cognitive dissonance. Cognitive dissonance is the unpleasant
feeling one experiences when one does something inconsistent with
one’s beliefs (Rabin 1994, p. 178). Even though the lay arguments can-
not clearly justify meat eating, they can ward off any negative feelings
by making meat eating seem justified, or at least excusable, especially
as there is moral wriggle room between something being morally bad,
and it being morally wrong such that one would be a bad person for

3 Even certified humane meat is subject to production pressures which result in the
need to trade off animal welfare against profitability. For example, the most stringent
humane certification standard for meat chickens in Australia, the ACO, allows a
stocking density of 12.5 birds per square meter, or 80cm2 per bird (Herron 2015),
still a crowded existence.
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doing it.4 Employment of strategic ignorance can further improve cog-
nitive dissonance management – meat eaters can deliberately avoid
learning about the lives of the animals they eat, and can also avoid
information that might undermine their pro-meat justifications. Im-
portantly for my broader argument, both these approaches require a
critical mass to be effective. If most people rejected the justifications
for meat eating, it would be difficult for one to endorse them; if few
people ate meat, it would be difficult to excuse it; if most people were
informed, then ignorance would be much harder to maintain.

2.2 lay defences of meat

Most people who eat meat will, if questioned, present justifications
for their meat eating. In this section, I canvass the most common lay
justifications for meat eating and show they cannot resolve the meat
trilemma. This is a negative project. Rather than demonstrating that
justifying meat eating is impossible, I merely aim to show that the
justifications most commonly put forward by everyday meat eaters
fail: they are either easily refutable on factual grounds (in the case
of strong necessity) or they require giving up beliefs constitutive of
the meat trilemma in ways unacceptable to most meat eaters. Specifi-
cally, since the meat eater who invokes these justifications is operating
within a framework of assumed morality, all examined lay justifica-
tions require either the first belief of the meat trilemma to be given
up, or the scope of permissible meat to be significantly reduced. In
Section 2.3, I then argue that a similar problem exists for the more
philosophically sophisticated arguments defending meat.

2.2.1 Direct justifications for meat – the 4Ns

Recent psychological research reveals that most explicitly stated justi-
fications for eating meat fall into one of four categories: Normal, Nat-
ural, Necessary, and Nice. 83-91% of the top 3 spontaneously offered
justifications for meat eating fall into one of these 4 categories (Piazza
et al. 2015), which together form the 4Ns of meat. Insofar as they are
taken to be valid, these justifications enable an outright rejection of
the immorality of meat. However, none of the 4Ns can block the vege-
tarian conclusion without either relying on easily refutable premises
or on assumptions denied by those same people in other contexts. Use
of the 4Ns therefore requires either a wholesale rejection of morality
(a rejection of belief 2 of the meat trilemma), or a denial that animals
matter morally and hence that causing them to suffer is bad (a rejec-
tion of belief 1). Hence, both individually and jointly, justifications in
the 4N categories fail to provide a resolution to the meat trilemma.

4 In Chapter 4, I directly examine the role social norms play in shaping what is seen
as wrong, and what seems merely bad.
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2.2.1.1 Necessary

Arguments grounded in necessity would offer the strongest justifica-
tion for meat eating, but they rest either on false premises or shaky
inferences. Necessity, prima facie, offers the strongest justification for
any activity. Necessity-grounded justifications for meat eating include
“It is necessary to eat meat in order to be healthy”, “A healthy diet re-
quires at least some meat”, “You cannot get all the protein, vitamins
and minerals you need on an all plant-based diet”, and “Human be-
ings need to eat meat” (Piazza et al. 2015, p. 118). High meat consump-
tion is correlated with strong beliefs that meat eating is necessary for
health (Rothgerber 2012). Whether belief in necessity causes heavy
meat eating or heavy meat eating encourages endorsement of neces-
sity, the necessity justification clearly plays an important role.

If meat consumption were necessary for survival (or for reasonable
health) then meat eating would be inevitable; vegetarianism would
be tantamount to a slow form of suicide (Joy 2010, p. 109). Hence
strong necessity could resolve the meat trilemma through introduc-
ing a higher-order consideration, a justification overriding the ceteris
paribus part of the first belief of the meat trilemma. Assuming for the
sake of the argument the truth of Kant’s maxim that ‘ought implies
can’, the necessity of meat would mean that refraining from eating
meat would, at most, be supererogatory in the most heroic and self-
sacrificial of ways; it could not be morally required. Thus participa-
tion in a practice that harmed others who have moral standing could
be morally justified.

However, the strong necessity claim – that eating meat is necessary
for survival or decent health – is false. While planning a balanced
vegetarian diet may be more difficult and require more planning than
eating meat, especially in a culture where this is not the norm, there
is good reason to believe that healthy vegetarianism is, at least in
theory, accessible to most people. For example, the American Dietetic
Association states that:

appropriately planned vegetarian, including vegan, diets
are healthful, nutritionally adequate, and may provide
health benefits in the prevention and treatment of certain
diseases. These diets are appropriate for all stages of
the life cycle, including pregnancy, lactation, infancy,
childhood, adolescence, older adulthood, and for athletes.
(American Dietetic Association 2016, p. 1266)

Similarly, while the Dietitians Association of Australia emphasises the
need for planning, they state that “A vegetarian diet can be healthy
as many plant foods are low in saturated fat and high in dietary fi-
bre” (Dietitians Association of Australia 2016b) and that “it is still
possible to obtain all the nutrients required for good health on a ve-
gan diet” (Dietitians Association of Australia 2016a). Hence the best
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dietary evidence currently available indicates that eating meat is not
necessary for health for most people, and indeed, that vegetarianism
offers health benefits. Even for someone unwilling to conduct such
research, the strong claim that meat is necessary for survival in de-
cent health is also readily refuted through a visible counter example:
healthy long-term vegetarians and vegans. Meat is clearly not univer-
sally necessary for health or survival, and thus strong necessity is not
available to most meat eaters.

Most of the time, however, necessity is not being employed in the
strong sense. Rather, “necessary” is being used to make the weaker
claim of “easier”. The claim is something along the lines of “Given
my goals and the amount of effort I am prepared to put into achiev-
ing them, it is necessary for me to eat meat.” Like strong necessity,
weak necessity aims to show that the harm to animals for meat pro-
duction is a justified bad rather than a moral wrong. For example,
someone unwilling to put time into researching plant-based nutri-
tion might claim that meat eating is necessary for them to achieve the
goal of remaining healthy. However, this invocation of weak neces-
sity presupposes not only that the meat eater’s goals are sufficiently
important to justify the animal suffering involved, but also that the
effort differential between the chosen path and a less harmful one
is sufficient to justify the animal suffering involved. In many cases,
as with the meat eater who desires to be healthy, it is plausible that
the importance of one’s goals could justify causing harm, absent al-
ternatives. However, the effort differential between the harm-causing
option and the next-best option remains morally relevant.

If one can easily achieve the same or a similar goal while doing less
harm, it is hard to justify the harm as “necessary”, even under weak
necessity. It is not clear that the effort involved in researching meat
alternatives is high enough to do the justificatory work required by
belief 1 of the meat trilemma – if the effort involved is thought to jus-
tify meat eating, then one must assign a very low importance to the
suffering of animals for meat production. Yet in other contexts, the
same people assign a much higher importance to such animal suf-
fering. For example, many meat eaters refuse to wear fur for animal
welfare reasons. Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that the amount of ef-
fort involved in pursing a less harmful path will be heavily influenced
by how prevalent alternative behaviours are, something I return to in
Chapter 4. Furthermore, even if strict vegetarianism is too effortful to
be expected of someone, most meat eaters could eat significantly less
meat (for example, choosing a vegetarian option where it is available)
without expending any additional effort, making it implausible that
the effort involved (and hence weak necessity) can resolve the meat
trilemma.

More interestingly, there is an asymmetry between how the neces-
sity claim is deployed to defend meat eating and how necessity func-
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tions in other moral contexts. Common sense morality tells us that
necessity can sometimes override the wrongness of an act. For ex-
ample, most people agree that necessity would justify killing one’s
assailant in self-defence, and this agreement is reflected in criminal
codes which excuse someone who kills in self defence (e.g. Crimi-
nal Code Act (1995, §10.4)). More reluctantly, many would concede
that necessity would justify smothering a baby to try to save the lives
of a group of people who would all be killed if discovered, as is
heart-wrenchingly described in Aaron Elster’s memoir of his child-
hood experience of the holocaust (Elster and Miller 2008). However,
in the staple moral tragedies of philosophical discussion, necessity is
invoked to justify an action which most of us would be reluctant to
carry out. Whatever the extenuating circumstances, few people de-
sire to smother a baby or to kill in self-defence, and most of us would
struggle psychologically for the rest of our lives with having been
forced to act in such a way. We would wonder if our action had truly
been necessary or if some alternative might have existed. Meat, how-
ever, is different. In the case of meat eating, necessity is invoked to
justify something we wish to do anyway. The necessity of meat is not
seen as regrettable; it is enthusiastically embraced, and its invoca-
tion requires assigning a very low moral status to the animals used
for food, and hence a (near complete) rejection of the idea that ani-
mals matter morally. Necessity does not, therefore, resolve the meat
trilemma.

2.2.1.2 Natural

Unlike arguments from necessity, justifications relying on the natural-
ness of meat eating need not rest on false beliefs. Justifications from
naturalness take forms along the lines of “It is only natural to eat
meat”, “Our human ancestors ate meat all the time”, “It is unnatu-
ral to eat an all plant-based diet”, and “Human beings are natural
meat-eaters – we naturally crave meat” (Piazza et al. 2015, p. 118).
Such statements may be true, but this in itself says nothing about the
morality of meat eating. Naturalness fails to bridge the is-ought gap.
Thus unlike strong necessity, it does not provide a sufficiently strong
justification to override belief 1 of the meat trilemma.

Naturalness is treated as offering strong support for meat eating,
yet whatever support naturalness offers can be overridden by other
considerations. Harm (e.g. to a raped woman, despite the ‘natural-
ness’ of a man’s sex drive) and social undesirability (e.g. public nu-
dity, despite clothing being ‘unnatural’) are both taken to make nat-
ural things wrong or undesirable. Hence for naturalness to justify a
practice, there needs to be a principled way of differentiating between
something natural and therefore good (as meat eating is alleged to be)
and cases where something natural is nevertheless bad (such as rape
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or public nudity). It is this differentiating mechanism, rather than
naturalness per se, which is doing the justificatory work.

It is doubtful that naturalness adds any weight to the permissibility
of a practice. Most writers on liberty have endorsed a “presumption
in favour of liberty”: individuals should be left free to make their
own choices, other things being equal (Feinberg 1984, p. 9). Thus if
something is not harmful, it should be permissible and naturalness is
not needed to further support it. Conversely, if something is harmful,
naturalness alone cannot counteract this, as the above examples show.
Hence justifications from naturalness can only be thought to work
if the harm caused to the animals eaten is assumed to be outside
the moral calculus. This assumption, however, is at odds with the
care for animals exhibited by those caught in the meat trilemma – it
requires a rejection of the first belief. Thus naturalness, as it tends to
be employed, cannot enable an escape from the meat trilemma.

Closer examination of natural-type justifications, however, reveals
they are less about what is natural and more about what seems normal
and is therefore thought to be good. What is natural and what is nor-
mal are conflated, and it is the normalcy of a practice that differenti-
ates natural-and-good from natural-but-bad. An example of this con-
flation is homosexual activity. Homosexuality is frequently referred to
as unnatural by its opponents, yet same-sex copulation is observed in
the animal kingdom (Bagemihl 1999). Homosexuality is therefore not
unnatural in the sense of “not found in nature”. Rather, it is against
the norms seen as important by those who oppose it.5 In the case of
meat, it is true that nearly all pre-modern humans ate meat, making
it natural in that sense. However, meat eating does not seem natural
to people in non-meat eating cultures (for example, 55% of Indian
Brahmins are lacto-vegetarian (Yadav and Kumar 2006), with vegetar-
ianism being dominant in some cultural groups in certain regions of
India). Nor does it seem natural to many second generation vegetar-
ians in Western societies. Similarly, while it is common to claim that
it is natural to want to eat meat, few Australians think it is natural to
want to eat horse-meat or dog-meat, even though eating these meats
is common in other cultures.6 It is the normalcy of meat eating in
one’s culture, rather than what would happen in a state of nature,
that gives rise to a sense of naturalness, as I will further investigate
in Chapter 4.

5 This is compatible with usage in natural law theory, which uses ‘natural’ not to mean
“found in nature” but rather something along the lines of “in accordance with the
laws of reason” (Finnis 2015, §1.1.1).

6 Hence, in order to avoid offending Western tourists, both Chinese and South Ko-
rean officials took steps to reduce the visibility of dog meat during, respectively, the
2008 Olympics in Beijing and the 2018 Winter Olympics in PyeongChang (BBC 2008;
McCurry 2017).
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2.2.1.3 Normal

The normal set of justifications rests on the idea that what is com-
monly done must be morally acceptable or at least not seriously
wrong: either the majority cannot be wrong, or even if they are, fol-
lowing along with them is excusable. Reasons proffered in this cate-
gory take forms along the lines of “It is normal to eat meat”, “It is
abnormal for humans not to eat meat”, “Most people eat meat, and
most people can’t be wrong”, and “It is common for people to eat
meat in our society, so not eating meat is socially offensive” (Piazza
et al. 2015, p. 118). Normalcy provides a cover – if it is commonplace
to do something wrong, then it is easy to believe that behaviour is
not seriously wrong and that one is not a bad person for engaging in
it.

Arguments from normalcy are applied in an ad hoc manner to
support things that receive social approval while not being seen as
excusing ‘normal’ things that do not. Many practices now thought to
be highly morally objectionable were once ‘normal’, including slav-
ery, racial apartheid, the subordination of women, foot-binding, and
the beating of children and animals (especially beasts of burden).
However, most people who defend meat eating by appeal to nor-
malcy would not agree with the relativistic claim that slavery, foot-
binding, child marriage and other such practices were morally ac-
ceptable when and where they were the norm. If an appeal to nor-
malcy would not persuade such people of the moral acceptability
of those practices, then normalcy itself is not doing the justificatory
work. Rather, familiarity with a practice makes it seem morally accept-
able, such that our normal seems justified while their normal does not.
Insofar as a practice is seen as immoral, normalcy can serve at most as
an excuse, but not as a moral justification; an appeal to normalcy thus
presupposes rather than establishes the moral acceptability of a prac-
tice. Justifying meat eating through normalcy presupposes that the
harm caused to animals in meat production is not a moral issue. Yet
this assumption is in tension with the first belief of the meat trilemma.
Therefore normal-type justifications cannot enable an escape from the
meat trilemma, though they provide an insight into the psychology
of meat eating, one that will be further explored in Chapters 3 and 4.

2.2.1.4 Nice

The pleasure gained from meat factors strongly in the justifications
given for meat eating. Indeed, enjoyment of meat had the highest
level of agreement in a study of Australian motivations for meat eat-
ing (Lea and Worsley 2003, p. 508). Reasons put forward in the nice
category take forms along the lines of “Meat is delicious”, “Meat adds
so much flavor to a meal it does not make sense to leave it out”, “The
best tasting food is normally a meat-based dish (e.g., steak, chicken
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breast, grilled fish)”, and “Meals without meat would just be bland
and boring” (Piazza et al. 2015, p. 118). It is strange, however, for
niceness to be acting as a moral justifications at all.

Pleasure is important. Intuitively, it needs to be allowed for in a
plausible moral framework. Nevertheless, the pleasure gained from
eating meat cannot do sufficient justificatory work to establish its
permissibility. It is widely accepted, including by most meat eaters,
that causing definite harm to others in order to gain pleasure is not
morally acceptable. For example, sadism is seen as morally problem-
atic because it involves non-consensually hurting others who matter
morally as a means to gaining pleasure. Furthermore, it seems prob-
lematic even if the sadist’s pleasure exceeds the harm to the victim.
Thus arguing that eating meat is acceptable or even good because of
the pleasure it brings presupposes that the suffering of animals either
does not matter at all, or matters extremely little.

Furthermore, while eating meat can give gustatory pleasure, the
relevant pleasure differential is not between eating meat and eating
nothing, but rather between eating meat and eating a similar vege-
tarian dish. Thus even if one holds that vegetarian meals cannot be
as good as those with meat, the differential is much less than com-
monly asserted (Engel 2000, p. 878). Given this, for anyone able to
enjoy vegetarian food, animal suffering would have to be considered
of extremely low or no importance for niceness to justify meat con-
sumption. Yet this is at odds with the moral value assigned to animals
in the first belief of the meat trilemma.

Many meat eaters would be horrified at the suggestion that
pleasure would justify directly mistreating an animal. Someone who
gains enjoyment from inflicting suffering on animals (including
animals of species used for food, let alone dogs or cats) in a way not
sanctioned by society will be seen by most as morally bankrupt.7

Yet many of these same people use pleasure to justify eating sim-
ilarly mistreated intensively farmed animals. In order to succeed,
nice-type justifications therefore require the animals used for meat
to be assigned a lower moral status than they are in other contexts.
Niceness therefore cannot justify meat eating unless one is prepared
to concede that hurting animals for pleasure is justified for sport,
entertainment, and sadistic pleasure, and not just for food. As with
justifications in the normal and natural categories, the invocation of
nice-type justifications presupposes the moral acceptability of meat
eating in order to work, and so cannot resolve the meat trilemma –

7 Pleasure is, however, a component in justifying other forms of suffering inflicted
on animals where it is sanctioned within one’s reference group. See, for example,
Roger Scruton’s (1998, Appendix 2) defence of fox hunting, or Hal Herzog’s (2010,
p. 149-173) discussion of cockfighting.
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the only way it can work is if belief 1 is given up, a difficult bullet to
bite.8

2.2.2 No-effect justifications

Above, I examined the most common approaches to justifying meat
eating directly. However, there is another common form of justifica-
tion, the no-effect justification, which accepts that meat production is
morally bad (or even wrong) but denies a personal moral obligation
to refrain from eating meat. Justifications that support this distinction
question the efficacy of personal abstention, claiming that the dietary
habits of one person (or one family) contribute little, if anything, to re-
ducing animal suffering in the meat industry. Such justifications serve
to block the connection between the purportedly negative act (eat-
ing meat) and the negative outcome (animal suffering) – they deny
the implicit premise in the meat trilemma that connects the first and
third beliefs. The animal suffering involved in meat production can
therefore be acknowledged to be bad without causal responsibility
attaching to the meat eater. Without the meat eater being causally re-
sponsible for the harms involved, it might seem as though the meat
trilemma has been dissolved. However, resolving the meat trilemma
in this way neglects other important moral concepts and so involves
inconsistent moral reasoning for anyone who is not a strict conse-
quentialist.

The no-effect claim can take a variety of forms, ranging from the
idea that once an animal has been killed, eating it cannot harm it, to
the claim is that any individual changes in meat purchase and con-
sumption will, due to noise in the supply chain from farmer to abat-
toir to supermarket to consumer, have no effect whatsoever on the
number of animals raised and killed for meat (e.g. Budolfson (2016)).
Even if various no-effect claims are empirically true, the way they
tend to be employed is inconsistent with much ordinary moral think-
ing; no-effect reasoning neglects moral concepts such as complicity
and integrity. Thus most employers of the no-effect claim use it in a
circular way. In assuming these concepts to be irrelevant in the case of
meat eating, they assume that meat eating is permissible in order to
justify meat’s permissibility. Thus irrespective of the empirical truth
of the no-effect claim, it cannot be straightforwardly used to justify
eating meat for meat eaters who value these other moral concepts.

No-effect reasoning is entirely consequentialist: the claim is that
since one’s actions have little or no impact, one might as well
continue. Yet few people approach morality from a purely con-
sequentialist perspective. Folk morality places weight on various
non-consequence-oriented intuitions; someone who considers only

8 Section 2.3.1 addresses a more philosophically sophisticated version of the Nice jus-
tification.
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consequences is aberrant. Consider the following vignette borrowed
from Julia Driver:

Blake believes that sentient animals have moral standing
and that, if eating meat harms animals, one ought not to
eat meat. However, she has recently read articles that indi-
cate that her individual choice to eat meat on any given oc-
casion makes no difference—it in no way reduces animal
suffering. She also believes that if she were to eat meat,
she would be part of something that does lead to dev-
astating harms to animals, however, since her individual
choice makes no difference, she decides to eat meat. Also,
precisely because she does care about reducing animal suf-
fering she makes sure to purchase meat only from large
industrial factory farms, rather than small, local, more hu-
mane producers. She does this because she believes that
her decision to buy meat from a small producer is more
likely to have an impact on production practices. She be-
lieves that she will be the cause of suffering if she buys
more humanely produced meat. Therefore, she should not
buy humanely produced meat, but, rather, buy meat pro-
duced on a massive industrial scale in which huge suffer-
ing is the norm. But, as long as she causes none of it, that
is perfectly okay. (Driver 2016, p. 68)

Blake is following impeccable no-effect reasoning, yet intuitively,
there seems something unsavoury about her behaviour. It is reason-
able to question Blake’s sincerity (or that of someone like her) in her
judgement that one ought not eat meat if doing so harms animals.
It seems not a justification, but rather a rationalization for a desired
behaviour (Driver 2016, p. 74).

People who utilize the no-effect justification reap the benefits of a
practice they claim to condemn. In doing so, they neglect many con-
siderations that would ordinarily factor into moral reasoning. If some-
one is using the no-effect claim sincerely, they admit that it would be
a good thing if most people stopped eating meat. Hence their contin-
ued cheerful meat consumption shows “an unwillingness to engage
in the cooperative enterprise of ending animal suffering” (Driver 2016,
p. 74). Meat eating is not unique in this regard: the same unwilling-
ness to act is a common response to other wide-ranging issues such
as reducing carbon emissions or avoiding purchasing products made
by exploited workers. This may be because it make sense to avoid be-
ing the schmuck who does good while nobody else does, something
I return to in Chapter 4. Nevertheless, the cheerful continuation of a
practice these meat eaters think would be best abandoned is hypocrit-
ical at best.

Furthermore, there are other more straightforward violations of
folk morality embedded in the no-effect justification. Meat eaters who



2.3 the inadequacy of philosophical justifications 22

admit that eating meat would be wrong absent the no-effect factor are
complicit in wrongdoing – they tolerate and benefit from a practice
that is by their own admission wrongful (Driver 2016, p. 75), and
wrongful such that they could not obtain what they want (cheap,
readily obtainable meat) without that practice. Intuitively, complicity
in wrongdoing seems to matter even absent any causal effect. Con-
sider, for example, someone who ineffectively participates in a mur-
der plot – the plot would have been just as successful without them.
In such a case it nevertheless seems appropriate to hold that per-
son blameworthy in some sense, even if causal responsibility is not
rightly attributable (Driver 2016, p. 71). Furthermore, as Mark Budolf-
son (2016) notes, given current technologies, killing animals is highly
essential to meat eating – one could not enjoy meat consumption with
any regularity unless animals were being killed, and one could not
enjoy cheap meat unless animals were subjected to harmful intensive
agricultural practices. This makes meat different to clothing or elec-
tricity, where the harms involved are not essential to production.9

There also seems to be a lack of integrity displayed by a no-effect
endorser – such a person follows the crowd because it is easy rather
than doing what seems to them to be right. Hence attributing moral
failing does not require also attributing causal responsibility.

The preceding considerations do not matter from a strictly con-
sequentialist perspective, but few people make moral decisions
on purely consequentialist grounds. Insofar as people employ
non-consequentialist considerations such as complicity or personal
integrity in other cases of moral reasoning, the exclusion of these
considerations when applied to eating animals is ad hoc. Thus the
no-effect justification can only rescue the strictly consequentialist
meat eater. For someone who thinks, as most meat eaters do, that
non-consequentialist moral considerations sometimes matter, taking
the position that the causal ineffectiveness of avoiding meat oneself
is sufficient to justify meat eating presumes that meat eating is a
non-moral issue in order to establish its moral permissibility. Hence
this approach also fails to resolve the meat trilemma with integrity.

2.3 the inadequacy of philosophical justifications

Philosophers’ arguments do not fare much better than those of
laypeople; they too cannot provide a satisfactory escape from the
meat trilemma. Many philosophers’ arguments do not defend meat
eating as it is practised, but rather defend the possibility of ethical
meat consumption or the consumption of life-enriching meals. Such

9 As Budolfson (2016) notes, the distinction between complicity with essential harm
and mere complicity with harm seems to capture how vegetarians who consume
non-meat animal products justify doing so despite the significant levels of harm
involved, particularly with caged eggs – unlike with meat, the harm is seen as non-
essential.
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arguments do not help the meat eater chowing down on meat not
endorsed by the argument. Those arguments that defend status quo
meat eating require the meat eater to accept unpalatable conclusions
– they require a rejection of the idea that it can ever be wrong to
cause animals to suffer because of what it does to the animal, and hence
require a rejection of the first belief of the meat trilemma. Thus even
if the arguments canvassed below succeed in defending meat eating,
they do not help the average person caught in the meat trilemma.

2.3.1 Arguments that achieve too little

The most common pro-meat position in the philosophical literature
is avocation for or defence of some form of conscientious carnivorism
such as that argued for by Michael Pollan (2006), Terence Cuneo
(2016) or Benjamin Lipscomb (2016). Although there are subtle dif-
ferences in their positions, all argue that it is not in principle wrong
to kill and eat animals: eating the meat of animals who have had a
good life and a swift and painless death is morally permissible. Yet
such a position does not provide a defence of meat eating as it is
currently practised. Rather, conscientious carnivorous requires a re-
jection of mainstream farming practices. For example, Pollan writes:

Even if animals can’t suffer like human beings, there is no
excuse for the cruelty that goes on in our factory farms
and feedlots. Believe me, the people who run those places
don’t waste any time thinking about animal suffering. If
they did, they’d have to go out of business. (Pollan 2009,
p. 255)

Thus even if such approaches succeed in establishing the moral per-
missibility of some meat eating, they do not provide a defence of
meat eating as it is currently practised. Rather, they argue against it.
Yet few people eat only meat that would meet these criteria. Thus few
meat eaters can employ such an argument with integrity.

A similar line of argument is that raising animals for meat, which
necessarily involves killing them, gives a chance at life to animals
who would not otherwise have been born. For example, Christopher
Belshaw (2016) argues that meat eating can be good for animals inso-
far as the practice causes animals to be brought into existence who
have, on balance, good lives . This argument, too, requires that the
animals in question live good lives. However, on this basis, he rules
out mainstream farming practices:

Animals in factory farms suffer a premature death, consid-
erable pain throughout their lives, and considerable, and
discomfiting, restrictions on their freedom. I shall say al-
most nothing more about this. There is little point either in
defending the indefensible or in attacking a practice that
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almost every reader here will already condemn. (Belshaw
2016, p. 11-12)

Such arguments therefore also entail a rejection of the acceptability of
much current meat production and consumption.

Other defences are even more circumscribed. For example, Donald
Bruckner (2016) argues that not only can meat eating be permissible,
but that a consequentialist vegetarian has reason to eat fresh road-kill:
because the animal is already dead, less harm will come from eating
it than from eating plant-based foods that necessarily have environ-
mental costs associated with production and transportation. Similarly,
Singer and Mason (2007, p. 238-244) consider freeganism (salvaging
food thrown away by supermarkets, usually from dumpsters) an eth-
ical option, even where it includes meat, as it reduces waste and does
not contribute to demand for animal products. Such approaches are
extended by Bob Fischer (2018), who argues for the permissibility of
eating road-kill, bivalves, and insects. While these arguments may
show ethical ways of eating meat, they do not defend meat eating as
it is commonly practised. They merely provide a limited way of eat-
ing meat that does not conflict with the first two beliefs of the meat
trilemma.

More vigorous defences of meat eating face similar problems. For
example, Roger Scruton (1998) argues against the concept of animal
rights. Given that he establishes, to his satisfaction, the absurdity of
the animal rights position, he argues that it is permissible to use ani-
mals for our purposes, including consumption that causes premature
death. Nevertheless, he denies the acceptability of intensive animal
agriculture, writing that:

Someone who was indifferent to the sight of pigs confined
in batteries, who did not feel some instinctive need to
pull down these walls and barriers and let in light and
air, would have lost sight of what it is to be a living an-
imal [... A] true morality of animal welfare ought to be-
gin from the premise that this way of treating animals is
wrong, even if legally permissible. (Scruton 1998, p. 102,
emphasis added)

Thus again, even if Scruton succeeds, his argument does not establish
the moral permissibility of eating intensively farmed meat.

The most sophisticated defence of meat eating I have come across
is by Loren Lomasky. In a nuanced application of the nice justification
discussed in Section 2.2.1.4, Lomasky (2013) unapologetically defends
meat eating, arguing that the exquisite dining pleasures afforded by
meat are an important (though neither necessary nor sufficient) fac-
tor in a life well lived. His point is not just that eating meat gives
pleasure, but that the specific form of the pleasure can be morally
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important, akin to the life-enriching pleasure of seeing a great and fa-
mous artwork in person or attending an excellent concert (Lomasky
2013, p. 193). He argues that because of the key role meat plays in
life-enriching meals, eating meat, including that of intensively raised
animals, can be morally permissible. According to Lomasky, meat’s
permissibility requires that the costs of animal suffering for meat pro-
duction be balanced against the combined benefits of enjoyment to
meat eaters and the pleasures that these animals would not have had
without the life granted to them by the practice of meat eating. He
claims that the practice of meat eating is beneficial to both humans
and farmed animals, and thus animal suffering and death can be jus-
tified by the role meat plays in the good life. While Lomasky avoids
interrogating what farming practices his standard would rule out, he
thinks it can justify most if not all current farming practices.

However, even if Lomasky’s moral calculus is correct, it does not
justify anywhere near the levels of meat consumption found in most
developed nations. Lomasky defends meat eating not just because it
brings pleasure, or because (as he claims) meals containing meat pro-
vide more pleasure than vegetarian meals, but because meals contain-
ing meat allow the opportunity for unique and exquisite dining plea-
sures and valued aesthetic experiences. Yet many meat-containing
meals, such as the cheap takeaway burger or the weeknight stir-fry,
are expected to be ordinary or even mediocre. Lomasky (2013, p. 181)
argues that such forgettable meals provide a necessary background
against which exquisite meals can shine. Yet if it is the exquisite meat-
containing meals that justify meat eating, then Lomasky’s argument
does nothing to justify the eating of meat-containing meals which can
reasonably be expected to fall far short of that standard. The base-
line against which exquisite meat-containing meals can be judged
can just as easily be set by vegetarian meals as by meals containing
meat. Thus while Lomasky’s argument can, if it succeeds, justify eat-
ing exceptional meals containing meat (or ones that can be reasonably
expected to have a good chance of being exceptional), it cannot justify
the practice of everyday meat eating.

The majority of philosophical arguments for the permissibility of
meat eating do not attempt to defend common agricultural practices.
Instead, they explicitly rule out a defence of such practices and in-
stead defend a much more circumscribed subset of meat. Lomasky’s
argument, while defending a greater range of practices, fails to de-
fend ordinary everyday meals containing meat. Thus even if those
arguments succeed, the scope of the ‘good meat’ they defend is far
too narrow to enable good-conscience meat eating given current prac-
tices.
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2.3.2 Arguments that achieve too much

Few philosophers defend contemporary animal agriculture – Timothy
Hsiao’s (2015, 2017) work is the only direct defence of factory farming
I have been able to find. Of the philosophical arguments which either
directly or indirectly support contemporary animal agriculture, all re-
quire accepting premises unpalatable to most meat eaters. Specifically,
they require a rejection of the first belief of the meat trilemma: they
all accord no moral status to animals. Thus these arguments cannot
be used with integrity by people caught in the meat trilemma unless
those people are willing to revise their beliefs about the moral status
of animals.

The most historically prominent position from which to defend
contemporary meat eating is Descartes’. Descartes (1637, p. 139-141)
argued that unlike people, animals are mere automata who are not
sentient and so do not feel pain – they merely give the appearance of
suffering. Thus acts which appear to be cruel or callous are morally
permissible; thinking those acts cruel or callous is mere sentimental-
ity. As Tom Regan (2004, §1.7-1.8) argues, such a position is extremely
implausible given current scientific knowledge about the common
evolutionary origins of humans and non-human animals – given our
shared neural architecture, it makes no sense to think that the capac-
ity to experience pain evolved only in humans. More deeply, however,
irrespective of the possible merits of this argument, it has implications
which most meat eaters would be unwilling to accept. Endorsing this
argument requires accepting the position that hurting animals of any
species is never wrong for what it does to the animal; it is a rejection
of belief 1 of the meat trilemma. It requires the meat eater who uses
this defence to hold that someone who is cruel to animals purely for
enjoyment does no wrong (except, perhaps, to their own character),
and this is not a bullet that many meat eaters will be prepared to bite.

The argument from contractarianism, such as that articulated by Pe-
ter Carruthers (1992, p. 194-196), faces a similar problem. Carruthers
does not deny that animals can feel pain, but instead argues that be-
cause animals are not rational agents, they are not part of the social
contract.10 Thus according to Carruthers, we have only indirect duties
toward animals – our only duties to them stem from a respect for the
sympathies of animal lovers, or from a concern for the effects good or
bad treatment of animals may have on our character (Carruthers 1992,
p. 194). As such, “there is no basis for extending moral protection to
animals beyond that which is already provided. In particular, there
are no good moral grounds for forbidding hunting, factory farming,
or laboratory testing on animals” (Carruthers 1992, p. 194). On this
approach, affection or sympathy can ground care toward an animal,

10 Contractarianism need not be hostile to non-rational agents, see, for example, Van-
DeVeer (1979).
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but this care is not owed to the animal. Hence Carruthers reaches
the same position as Descartes, albeit for different reasons: animals,
in and of themselves, fall entirely outside the scope of morality. En-
dorsing his argument therefore again requires the meat eater to bite
the same unpalatable bullet: hurting animals is never wrong because
of what it does to the animal, only because of effects it may have on
people.

Timothy Hsiao (2015, 2017) presents the only direct and explicit
defence of intensive animal agriculture I have been able to locate, and
his argument faces similar problems. Hsiao accepts that industrial
farming practices inflict significant pain on and cause harm to
animals. However, he argues that the harm involved in killing a
non-human animal is analogous to the harm involved in killing a
rose bush – neither is morally significant (Hsiao 2017, p. 41). Unlike
Descartes, he grants that animals have a mental life, but he denies
that simply having a mental life is sufficient for moral status. Instead,
he argues that a capacity to reason, rather than merely having a
welfare, is what grounds moral status.11 Causing pain or harm is
therefore only wrongful – only morally significant – when it occurs
in beings “capable of rational agency” (Hsiao 2015, p. 279-280) and
thus “animal suffering is not morally salient [because] animals
lack the required features necessary for membership in the moral
community” (Hsiao 2017, p. 38). Like Carruthers’ argument, Hsiao’s
requires establishing that all non-human animals lack moral status
and hence that there are no limits on what can permissibly be done
to animals, except where this affects the sensibilities of others or
causes harm to a person’s character. While this approach may, if all
premises are accepted, justify meat eating as currently practised, the
cost is one which most meat eaters, particularly those who identify
as animal lovers, will be unwilling to pay.

The literature in defence of meat eating does not, for the most part
defend meat eating as it is currently practised. Most arguments, even
if they succeed, do not succeed in defending most of the meat that is
eaten – in particular most chicken and pork. Those defences that do
not exclude the meat of ‘unhappy animals’ are few, and require hold-
ing that animals have no intrinsic moral worth. Rejecting the belief

11 Since many humans (including infants and people with severe cognitive disabilities)
lack the capacity to reason, he suggests that the capacity to reason which matters
is not actualized capacity to reason but rather a root capacity for reason. This root
capacity is claimed to exist in all human beings but in no non-human animals. How-
ever, Hsiao (2015, p. 288) is not committed to this, acknowledging that it may instead
be that people who cannot reason also lack moral status. It is also plausible that
someone following a similar line of argument could draw the line of having suffi-
cient reasoning capacity for moral status elsewhere, including for example the great
apes or dolphins while excluding less ‘intelligent’ animals. However, it is highly
implausible that such an approach could draw boundaries where the average meat
eater wants them. In particular, it would be difficult to draw the boundary to include
dogs and cats within the moral sphere while excluding pigs and cows.
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that animals have moral value is something that few people currently
caught in the meat trilemma would be willing to do, and so these
arguments cannot do the needed justificatory work.

2.4 maintaining good-conscience meat eating

Thus far in this chapter, I have established that for most meat eaters,
their belief in the moral acceptability of meat eating is inconsistent
with their other beliefs. Nevertheless, most meat eaters eat meat in
good conscience and continue to feel confident that meat eating is
morally acceptable even when confronted with the shortcomings of
the available justifications. This section presents a sketch, to be ex-
tended in the following chapters, of why this is. I argue that justifi-
cations like the ones described above, along with strategic ignorance,
play an important role in managing cognitive dissonance – they make
meat eating seem excusable even if they fail as justifications. Further-
more, I argue that they succeed in this function because meat eating
is so widespread. Meat’s widespread acceptance also makes it easy
to treat the animal suffering involved in meat production as being
merely bad rather than morally wrong. This distinction between bad
and wrong also helps with cognitive dissonance management.

Eating meat is, for most people, enjoyable. However, this enjoyment
comes with psychological costs. Contemplation of animal suffering is
unpleasant, as is the idea that in eating meat one might be morally re-
sponsible for at least some of this suffering. The disconnect between
the enjoyment of meat and the discomfort with animal suffering can
give rise, in many meat eaters, to the unpleasant feeling of cognitive
dissonance. Because cognitive dissonance is unpleasant, people are
motivated to reduce it. According to Matthew Rabin (1994, p. 178),
cognitive dissonance can be reduced in one of two ways: modifying
one’s behaviour (in this case, by limiting meat consumption to ‘ethi-
cal’ choices, or eliminating it altogether), or modifying one’s beliefs.
Justifications like those described above are an attempt to do the latter,
and they work.

Such justifications can help alleviate cognitive dissonance. Meat
eaters who endorse the 4Ns feel less guilt about their meat eating
than people who avoid thinking about the issue (Piazza et al. 2015, p.
123). Furthermore, guilt about dietary choices negatively correlates
with strength of endorsement of these justifications (Piazza et al. 2015,
p. 123). Thus irrespective of the philosophical rigour of these argu-
ments, they play a role in making meat seem morally acceptable –
they alleviate cognitive dissonance. However, because of their lack of
rigour, there is a psychic cost to maintaining those beliefs:

In general, there is likely to be a natural, intellectually hon-
est set of beliefs about the morality of an activity. Devel-
oping beliefs that differ from this level is costly because
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it may intrinsically conflict with other parts of a person’s
belief system, and reintegrating it can involve laborious
intellectual activity. (Rabin 1994, p. 180).

Justifications like those discussed above can therefore help manage
cognitive dissonance. However, doing so imposes the cost of seeking
out these justifications and buttressing them as necessary when they
are challenged. This cost is inversely proportional to how widespread
acceptance of these justifications is. The more widely accepted a posi-
tion or behaviour, the easier it is to convince oneself that it is morally
acceptable. Conversely, if nobody else thinks an activity is ethical,
then it is hard to convince oneself that it is (Rabin 1994, p. 179). Justi-
fications can therefore help manage the cognitive dissonance arising
from meat consumption, but the prevalence of meat eating is impor-
tant to enabling this function.

This may be because, as Mercier and Sperber (2011) argue, reason-
ing primarily evolved to serve an argumentative role. Reasoning is
therefore primarily used to bolster an existing position – people tend
to think of reasons to support what they already believe, and rely
on others to highlight weaknesses in their position rather than think-
ing of counter-arguments themselves (Mercier and Sperber 2011, p.
65). Thus as long as a position is not challenged, weak arguments in
favour of that position can survive without being scrutinized. Con-
versely, where a position is likely to be disputed, one will be faced
with counter-arguments which need to be addressed.

Hence an important mechanism for maintaining dissonant beliefs
is avoiding unwanted information – both information that would un-
dermine one’s justifications and information that would make salient
the moral implications of what one is doing. In cases of strategic ig-
norance, people avoid information that might cause them to have to
change their behaviour. Strategic ignorance is therefore a way of keep-
ing the costs of maintaining intellectually dishonest beliefs low. For
example, Onwezen and Weele (2016, p. 97) demonstrated experimen-
tally that people are less inclined to behave selfishly if informed how
their choices will affect others. However, given the choice, a signif-
icant proportion of people will decline to be informed (i.e. adopt
strategic ignorance) and continue to “engage in personally maximiz-
ing strategies” (Onwezen and Weele 2016, p. 97). Strategic ignorance
thus enables people to make selfish choices while maintaining plausi-
ble deniability (both to themselves and to others) about having done
so.

A clear example of strategic ignorance can be observed in the re-
sults of a study by Dana, Weber, and Kuang (2007). They found that
in a dictator game variant where players had the choice between keep-
ing $5 for themselves while giving $5 to the other participant, or keep-
ing $6 for themselves while giving $1 to the other, 74% chose the fair
division. However, self-maximizing choices became far more com-
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mon when the possibility of strategic ignorance was introduced. In
the variant allowing strategic ignorance, players again had the choice
between receiving $5 or $6, with either $1 or $5 going to the receiver.
However, whether the pairing was $5-$1, $6-$5 or $5-$5, $6-$1 was
obscured unless the dictator chose to gain this information. In this
variant, 46% of participants chose to remain strategically ignorant
and receive $6, while only 47% chose to learn how much the receiver
would gain and then chose the fair option. Without knowledge of the
recipient’s payoffs, senders had a 50% chance of choosing the option
most beneficial to the recipient while also choosing the option most
beneficial to themselves; with knowledge of the recipient’s payoffs,
senders risked being forced, by feelings of empathy or guilt, to choose
the option less beneficial to themselves. Hiding behind ignorance en-
abled players to maximize their payoffs without seeing themselves as
bad (Dana 2005, p. 211). Thus many players chose to remain ignorant
of how their choice would affect the other player.

These two studies reveal that foregoing even freely obtainable in-
formation about harms to others (strategic ignorance) can enable self-
serving misconduct. Instead of directly violating moral rules (which
suggests malicious intent), one can instead circumvent them (Dana
2005, p. 206). Strategic ignorance thus allows a sufficient level of plau-
sible deniability – one can make self-interested decisions in good con-
science even where information that one should act otherwise is read-
ily available.

Strategic ignorance can help avoid making both the suffering of an-
imals and the inadequacy of justifications salient. Self-maximising be-
haviour (in the form of eating meat) can be enabled by strategically ig-
noring information about the conditions under which farmed animals
live, for example by turning away from undercover videos or refusing
to read vegetarian literature. Experimental research by Onwezen and
Weele (2016, p. 99) confirms this – they found that many consumers
admit to ignoring information about the experiences of fast-growing
chickens and avoiding thinking about these possibilities when buying
chicken meat. Furthermore, this strategy works. Onwezen and Weele
(2016, p. 100) found that “a higher score on willingness to ignore is
associated with experiencing fewer negative emotions and less per-
ceived responsibility.” Such strategically ignorant meat eaters:

experience low amounts of negative emotions. These con-
sumers score high on the willingness to ignore and ap-
pear to strategically ignore the issue. They feel responsible
themselves, but they also feel that others are responsible.
The results imply that these consumers feel responsible
but strategically ignore the issue. As a result, they expe-
rience low levels of cognitive dissonance. (Onwezen and
Weele 2016, p. 102)
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Thus strategically ignorant meat eaters can avoid contemplating
whether or not meat eating should be treated as a moral issue. In
avoiding the issue, they avoid the need to revise either their beliefs
or their dietary habits.

Strategic ignorance can also help maintain justifications. Belief in
the necessity of meat eating might be maintained by avoiding infor-
mation about the nutritional possibilities of a vegetarian diet, espe-
cially as seeking out such information requires some effort. Likewise,
the belief that normalcy, naturalness, and niceness justify meat eat-
ing can be maintained by avoiding thinking about the problems with
those justifications. Strategic ignorance is therefore an effective strat-
egy for keeping meat-related cognitive dissonance under control.

However, strategic ignorance is only possible where ignorance is
plausibly possible. The more widely available information on a given
topic is, the higher the effort required to remain ignorant (Rabin 1994,
p. 179). Thus while strategic ignorance about meat is a tactic adopted
by individuals, it relies on not being extensively challenged to suc-
ceed. A knowledge threshold exists – once this threshold is exceeded,
not knowing becomes seen as culpable and blameworthy rather than
as an excuse. For most meat eaters, those to whom my conditions ap-
ply, good-conscience meat eating therefore requires that meat eating
be a widespread practice. The justifications discussed in Section 2.2
could not alleviate cognitive dissonance if they were not widely ac-
cepted, and strategic ignorance would be much harder to maintain if
most people were well informed.

Another important factor is perceived excusability. Many people
agree that it would be morally good to stop eating meat while deny-
ing that they have a moral obligation to do so – they treat vegetarian-
ism as being supererogatory. We all fail to act as well as we should
in some areas – we purchase cheap and disposable products that are
environmentally irresponsible, use too much energy, fail to donate to
charities, and eat meat. Yet always choosing the morally good option
is extremely demanding, and few people aspire to live up to the util-
itarian ideal of always choosing the option that maximises the good.
Given that we see ‘good’ people who fail to act on these issues, it
seems consistent that one can be a good person while also failing
to always do the right thing, and that one can even do morally bad
things without thereby being a bad person.

Intuitively, some moral failings are excusable. Given that always
choosing the morally better option seems too onerous and failing
can be excusable, it is not clear that meat should be singled out as
demanding action. Because meat eating is widespread, it intuitively
seems to belong in the category of excusable wrongs. It may be hard
to justify being a good person while going on murderous sprees –
such things simply are not done. However, it is much easier to jus-
tify that one is a generally good person while manifesting a common
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moral failing such as eating meat. This explanation again points to
the importance of what other people do. If meat eating were uncom-
mon, it would be difficult to justify one’s meat eating in the same
way – it is difficult to see oneself as a good person who occasionally
does bad things when the occasional bad one commits is one deeply
condemned by one’s society. I return to this idea in Chapter 4 when
I explore the role other people’s behaviour has in shaping how meat
eating is understood.

2.5 conclusion

When ethical dilemmas are discussed, whether by philosophers or
by laypeople, any number of factors tend to be weighted for and
against different options. However, the factors most commonly taken
to support meat eating are not seen as having much if any weight in
‘real’ moral issues.

Of the blocking justifications discussed, only strong necessity can
make acceptable something that would otherwise be morally wrong;
weak necessity, naturalness, normalcy and niceness merely give one
reasons in favour of something morally neutral. Yet most meat eaters
could gain adequate nutrition from a meat-free diet; for them, the
strong necessity claim is false, and patently so given the existence of
healthy long-term vegetarians. Justifications from weak necessity, nat-
uralness, normalcy and niceness also fail to resolve the meat trilemma.
The effort involved in avoiding meat is insufficient for weak necessity
to do the necessary work. We do not take the naturalness of some-
thing to have independent moral value – only natural things that we
also approve of are defended in that manner. Likewise, we do not
think that historical practices such as slavery or the practices of other
cultures such as female genital cutting were or are justified by their
normalcy. Nor do we take potential pleasure to justify harming oth-
ers who have moral status. The use of such justifications requires that
animals do not have moral status, yet the moral status of animals,
including animals of species commonly killed for meat, is affirmed
by those to whom the meat trilemma applies. The no-effect justifica-
tion fares similarly – many people who utilize it have strong feelings
about the importance of integrity or complicity with wrongdoing, at
least in other domains. Hence this justification can only rescue the
strict consequentialist. Yet most people caught in the meat trilemma
follow a folk morality that involves many deontological considera-
tions, and so their invocation of the no-effect defence is ad hoc.

The more sophisticated philosophical arguments in favour of meat
eating do not fare any better. Most have an extremely limited scope:
they aim to justify eating meat where it would otherwise ‘go to waste’,
or only of animals who have lived good lives. Such arguments justify
meat eating for people prepared to be extremely selective about the
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meat they eat, but they cannot help the meat eater who wishes, in
good conscience, to continue eating the purchased meat of intensively
farmed animals – to continue eating meat that is cheap and easy to
source. Others try to justify meat eating on its unique aesthetic value,
but this fails to defend ordinary meat consumption. Philosophical
arguments that can be used to defend the everyday consumption of
intensively farmed meat require that the endorser of those arguments
give up the belief that animals have moral status. While this might be
endorsed by some meat eaters, most will find this repugnant and shy
away. Such people cannot justify their meat eating through reference
to these arguments.

Most people’s meat eating therefore cannot be justified without the
revision of important beliefs about the general permissibility of caus-
ing animals to suffer, or about how one should respond to moral
demands. Hence the available justifications cannot explain away the
prima facie moral badness of meat eating. Yet the justifications I have
discussed are resistant to being dispelled. This is because they play
an important role in managing the cognitive dissonance that arises
in meat eaters who also care about animals. To manage cognitive
dissonance, people are motivated to maintain these beliefs even in
the face of contrary evidence. Along with strategic ignorance (delib-
erately avoiding inconvenient information) these justifications enable
good-conscience meat eating. However, the success of these strate-
gies depends on their being widely accepted – otherwise the effort to
maintain beliefs about the justifiability of meat eating would be much
greater.

Meat eating provides an interesting moral case study – it is un-
like prototypical moral cases like theft and murder which are tempt-
ing only in extreme circumstances. Instead, eating meat is something
which many people either have some doubts about or explicitly think
immoral, but nevertheless strongly desire to do. It tends not to be
justified as a regrettable but necessary evil, but rather to be embraced
enthusiastically. My analysis of the common justifications for eating
meat highlights that most meat eaters begin from the position that
eating meat is not a moral issue; the justifications they employ would
not be accepted by those same people if applied to something thought
to be immoral. Rather, their perceived justificatory acceptability pre-
supposes that meat eating is not morally wrong. Because of this, as
I will argue in Chapter 3, reasoning with someone is unlikely to per-
suade them to change their behaviour. At most, it will turn them into
a conflicted carnivore, someone who is persuaded that meat eating is
immoral but does it anyway. The widespread acceptance of meat eat-
ing makes it seem excusable even if not strictly justifiable – thus a
meat eater can think they do something bad in eating meat without
thereby doing something wrong. In other words, badness does not
straightforwardly reduce to wrongness, and the meat eater implicitly
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exploits this argumentative lacuna to eat meat in good conscience. In
Chapter 4, I therefore explore how social norms shape what is likely
to be perceived as merely bad, and what is likely to be perceived as
wrong.



3
T H E P U Z Z L E O F T H E C O N F L I C T E D C A R N I V O R E

3.1 meat is bad, pass me the chicken

When confronted with an unambiguously moral issue, people tend to
be highly motivated to comply with what morality requires. Under
ordinary circumstances, for example, it is easy not to steal even if we
badly want a thing that we cannot otherwise obtain. Similarly, it is
easy for most people to remain motivated not to murder another per-
son, even if they are making one’s life extremely difficult. Indeed, the
very idea of being forced by circumstance to violate one’s morals by
stealing or killing is upsetting. Abstention from meat, however, tends
to be hard to motivate, even for most people who claim to think meat
production and consumption a serious moral issue. In this chapter, I
seek to understand the difference between strongly motivating moral
issues, and issues where, as with meat eating, it is easy to turn away
from the moral implications of what one does. To this end, I focus on
conflicted carnivores: people who admit that the justifications described
in Chapter 2 fail yet continue to eat meat, mostly in good conscience.
Their explicit acknowledgement of the immorality of their diet gen-
erates an interesting puzzle: how is it that they can say that animal
suffering for meat production is a moral issue, yet find it easy to turn
away? I argue that a strongly motivating judgement requires both a
rule endorsed by a person (and usually by their society) and an af-
fective response to violations of that rule. Given that we do not have
rules against eating meat, the first component is not present and so
affective responses, even if experienced, tend not to be treated as car-
rying morally important information.

Although it can be readily observed that people do not consistently
do what they profess to think is the right thing, this should neverthe-
less be a puzzling rather than a mundane fact about human behaviour.
As Michael Smith (1994, p. 6) highlights, it simply does not make
sense to say “Yes, you have persuaded me that I should φ, and I have
no extenuating circumstances, but nevertheless, I won’t do it.” Yet
this is precisely what the conflicted carnivore does. Such behaviour
seems to exhibit not just a lack of moral fibre, but also a failure of
rationality: it seems that such a person has failed to understand what
making a moral judgement entails.

It might therefore seem that the conflicted carnivore’s behaviour
can be explained semantically, but such an answer is philosophically
uninteresting. Many people (moral judgement internalists) deny that
a moral judgement is being made at all in cases like that of the con-
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flicted carnivore. For simplicity, I follow ordinary language usage
in calling the conflicted carnivore’s judgement a moral one. How-
ever, my argument does not rely on this terminological choice, and
readers who object can replace “moral judgement” with “moral-like
judgement”. My interest is in why the conflicted carnivore’s judge-
ment against meat is not motivating, not in whether it should be
called a moral judgement proper. I argue that irrespective of the meta-
ethical position one takes regarding the connection between moral
judgement and motivation, the fact that the conflicted carnivore is
not motivated to comply with their judgement about meat, but is
motivated to comply with other ‘moral’ judgements, is a discrepancy
that needs explaining. No meta-ethical position on what constitutes
a moral judgement can explain why it is that the conflicted carnivore
is not motivated to stop eating meat but is motivated to comply with
at least some moral judgements.

I propose that a first step towards understanding the conflicted
carnivore’s behaviour can be made by applying Paul Rozin’s idea of
moralization. When a judgement is moralized, it becomes internalized
such that acting against it feels deeply wrong. In other words, mor-
alization is the process by which a judgement is transformed from
one which would be recognized as a moral judgement by external-
ists (but not internalists) to one that would be recognized by both
externalists and internalists. A conflicted carnivore, by definition, has
not moralized their judgement against meat. Conversely, a struggling
vegetarian has partially moralized their vegetarian position, while the
vegetarian to whom the very idea of consuming animal flesh is abhor-
rent has more completely moralized their judgement against meat.
However, using moralization to provide an answer again generates
a question: what causes moralization, and why is it only sometimes
triggered in the case of meat?

To answer this, I canvass a number of psychologically informed
theories of moral judgement. I first argue that people cannot consis-
tently reason their way into making and acting on moral judgements
based on abstract intellectual arguments alone. I then turn to senti-
mentalist theories, which are better able to account for cases where
a meat eater fails to be affectively moved by meat. Nevertheless, I ar-
gue they are unable to offer a sufficient explanation for why deeply
distressing affective stimuli so often fail to provoke a moralized re-
sponse. I conclude by arguing that the under-determinacy of affec-
tive responses can be explained by Shaun Nichols’s (2004) Sentimen-
tal Rules framework: something tends to be treated as properly moral
(i.e. moralized) where there is both a negative affective response to
that thing and an endorsed rule against the activity that generates the
affective response. Although this rule can be a strongly internalized
personal rule, in most cases, effective rules will be socially endorsed
ones. Hence, the behaviour of others will have a strong influence on
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the likelihood of an intellectual judgement about a moral issue be-
coming moralized, as will be more thoroughly explored in Chapter 4.

3.2 the conflicted carnivore

Conflicted carnivores are people who explicitly endorse the idea that
they morally ought not eat meat, but nevertheless enjoy eating it and
experience little guilt.1 In my study with John Thrasher, 55% of sur-
vey respondents agreed that meat eating is morally unacceptable, but
nevertheless reported liking and eating meat (Thrasher and Mayne
2018). While such people rationally reject pro-meat arguments like
those discussed in Chapter 2, their behaviour stands in contrast: both
behaviourally and emotionally, meat eating seems to be ‘not a big
deal’. They may feel an occasional pang of guilt about their meat
eating, but for the most part, the moral conflict is not serious.

The tension between how conflicted carnivores think they should
feel and act and how they actually feel and act is nicely captured
in the following reflection by social psychologist Jonathan Haidt, a
continuing conflicted carnivore:

Singer’s approach to the ethics of killing animals changed
forever my thinking about my food choices [...] Singer’s
clear and compelling arguments [in Animal Liberation] con-
vinced me on the spot, and since that day I have been
morally opposed to all forms of factory farming. Morally
opposed, but not behaviorally opposed. I love the taste of
meat, and the only thing that changed [...] after reading
Singer is that I thought about my hypocrisy each time I
ordered a hamburger. (Haidt 2006, p. 165)

A similar tension was experienced by novelist Jonathan Safran Foer,
whose lasting vegetarianism was reached only after years of alternat-
ing between vegetarianism, guilty meat eating, and enthusiastic meat
eating:

What our babysitter said made sense to me, not only be-
cause it seemed true, but because it was the extension to
food of everything my parents had taught me. We don’t
hurt family members. We don’t hurt friends or strangers
[...] I had to change my life. Until I didn’t. My vegetarian-
ism, so bombastic and unyielding in the beginning, lasted
a few years, stuttered, and quietly died. I never thought
of a response to our babysitter’s code, but found ways

1 Strictly speaking, such people are omnivores, not carnivores. All humans, even those
who adhere to a strict vegan diet, are technically omnivores, as ‘omnivore’ is a bio-
logical designation regarding what one is able to digest, not what one chooses to eat
(see Joy (2010, p. 30) for further discussion). However, the term ‘carnivore’ readily
conveys the idea of a meat eater and allows for a catchy category name.
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to smudge, diminish, and forget it. Generally speaking, I
didn’t cause hurt. Generally speaking, I strove to do the
right thing. Generally speaking, my conscience was clear
enough. Pass the chicken, I’m starving. (Foer 2009, p. 7,
emphasis original)

Prima facie, it seems that conflicted carnivores like Haidt and the
young Foer are making a moral judgement against meat eating, but
for some reason, this moral judgement is failing to be manifested, or
to be manifested in a sustained way, in their actions.2 Thus conflicted
carnivores pose an interesting puzzle – they endorse through their be-
haviour something they claim to disavow. They are people who seem
to have been persuaded, yet simultaneously remain un-persuaded, by
the arguments for vegetarianism.3

3.3 a puzzle on any view of morality

Conflicted carnivores seem to have made a moral judgement against
meat eating: they admit that eating meat is morally wrong. This
judgement, however, fails to motivate them to stop eating meat. This
motivational deficit needs to be explained, and it needs explaining ir-
respective of how one views the connection between judgement and
motivation.

There are four ways to understand the connection between a per-
son’s moral judgement and their motivation to act on it:

1. Strong internalism: If one makes a moral judgement then one
is necessarily and overridingly motivated to act in accordance
with that moral judgement; being motivated is a definitional
component of making a moral judgement (e.g. Mackie’s (1977)
reading of Plato).

2. Weak internalism: If one makes a moral judgement and is prac-
tically rational (i.e. not suffering from weakness of will or a
related phenomenon), then one is necessarily motivated to act
in accordance with that moral judgement (e.g. Smith (1994)).

3. Generic connection (externalist): When people make moral
judgements they tend, perhaps due to deep facts about human
nature, to be motivated to act in accordance with that judge-
ment, but this motivation is not conceptually necessary (e.g.
Hume (1740)).

2 While some conflicted carnivores reduce meat consumption or avoid the most egre-
gious of animal products such as veal or foie gras, such reduction is insufficient to
resolve the puzzle. Such people nevertheless eat meat, and when they do, they enjoy
doing something they consider to be wrong.

3 As discussed in Chapter 1, this form of inconsistency extends well beyond meat
eating, but I limit my focus to this case study.



3.3 a puzzle on any view of morality 39

4. Contingent connection (externalist): The connection between
moral judgements and motivation is merely contingent on one
or more other factors; people will sometimes be motivated
by moral judgements, and sometimes they won’t (e.g. Brink
(1989)).

Each of these positions might seem to have implications for how
the conflicted carnivore’s behaviour is to be understood. However,
a closer inspection reveals that while each gives an account of how
much, if at all, the motivational gap should matter for how the con-
flicted carnivore’s judgement is understood, none of them explains
the cause of this gap.

3.3.1 Internalist positions

If there is a necessary connection between making a moral judgement
and being motivated to act on it, then it might seem that the conflicted
carnivore’s motivational gap can be readily explained as stemming
from insincerity of judgement or weakness of will. However, such ex-
planations fail to address the deeper and more interesting questions
of why some judgements tend to be sincere while others are not and
why judgements about meat generally fall in the latter category.

Both strong and weak internalism hold that it is conceptually nec-
essary for a moral judgement to be motivating. Strong internalism
is the conceptual claim that necessarily, if one sincerely judges that
one ought to φ, then one will be overridingly motivated to φ without
needing any accompanying desires (Rosati 2014, §3.2). Hence it is not
possible to judge that one should φ without thereby being overrid-
ingly motivated to φ. Under this conception of morality, a judgement
that is not complied with is not sincere and is therefore not a moral
judgement. Hence the conflicted carnivore’s judgement against meat
eating simply is not a proper moral judgement.

Conversely, weak internalism holds that when one makes a moral
judgement, one necessarily gains some motive to act in accordance
with that moral judgement (Rosati 2014, §3.2). Under weak internal-
ism, a moral judgement must necessarily be at least somewhat mo-
tivating, though this motivation need not be sufficient to generate
compliance. Hence, if one judges that it is morally wrong to φ, this
necessarily gives one at least some motivation not to φ. Similarly, if
one judges that it is morally right to φ, then one will necessarily be at
least somewhat motivated to φ. This understanding of moral judge-
ments allows that the conflicted carnivore’s judgement may be sincere
but insufficiently motivating.

The strong internalist understanding of moral judgement seem-
ingly provides a straightforward explanation for the conflicted car-
nivore’s judgement-behaviour discrepancy: the conflicted carnivore
simply has not made a genuine and sincere moral judgement. This
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explanation might also sometimes apply on the weak internalist ac-
count. However, this analysis of the situation can be accepted without
it providing an interesting answer to the puzzle. An explanation is
needed at a lower level – the question becomes “What is it about sin-
cere moral judgements that distinguishes them from insincere ones,
and why are the conflicted carnivore’s judgements of the insincere
variety?” Merely categorizing the judgement as insincere provides
no explanation: it does not say anything about why the judgement
is insincere, nor what it would take to convert it to a sincere moral
judgement.

On the weak internalist view, there is also another possibility: it
could be that a sincere moral judgement is being made, but that the
conflicted carnivore is “weak willed”. Weakness of will is an intu-
itively plausible explanation for a variety of moral failings, yet it fails
to provide a helpful explanation for the conflicted carnivore’s appar-
ent motivational deficit. People commonly exhibit weak will in cer-
tain moral (and non-moral) domains while not struggling in others.
A person might, for example, cheerfully eat meat all their life de-
spite thinking this to be wrong, while never stealing or even being
seriously tempted to. This is particularly interesting in cases where
a conflicted carnivore might, on reflection, admit they think eating
meat to be morally worse than petty theft, while being strongly moti-
vated to avoid the theft, but not the meat.4 Thus an explanation from
weakness of will again raises a deeper and more interesting question:
“Why do conflicted carnivores (and some avowed ethical eaters) suf-
fer from weakness of will regarding meat when they have little or no
difficulty complying with other moral demands?” Weakness of will
does not explain the motivational deficit. Rather, it highlights some
of the underlying factors a fuller explanation will need to account
for. Thus the puzzle of the conflicted carnivore remains a puzzle on
internalist understandings of morality.

3.3.2 Externalist positions

Externalists deny “that it is a conceptual platitude that necessarily
moral judgments motivate” (Rosati 2014, §3.2). Rather, a moral judge-
ment is motivating only if it is accompanied by a desire that causes
one to want to comply. On such a view it is unsurprising that con-
flicted carnivores are not motivated by their judgement against meat
– clearly, the necessary desire is missing. Nevertheless, there remains
a question of what it is that makes some moral judgements motivat-
ing, and why this factor is absent for the conflicted carnivore.

Explaining the conflicted carnivore’s motivational gap as stemming
from the lack of a motivating desire is again too shallow. The first ex-
ternalist way of understanding the connection between judgement

4 Thanks to Shaun Nichols for helping me draw this point out more clearly.
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and motivation is as a generic connection: the prototypical moral
judgement is motivating, but any given moral judgement need not
be motivating. The other possibility is that the connection between
judgement and motivation is purely contingent: some moral judge-
ments are accompanied by motivation to comply, some are not. On
both these conceptions, one can say that moral judgements need not
motivate and that the conflicted carnivore’s judgement just is of the
non-motivating kind. However, this is not an interesting explanation
as it does not indicate what factor or factors transform mere moral
judgements into motivating ones, nor why these factors are absent
for the conflicted carnivore but present for vegetarians and vegans.
An interesting explanation should also say something about what
would cause the conflicted carnivore’s mere moral judgement to be
transformed into a motivating one. Thus the conflicted carnivore’s
judgement-motivation gap also remains a puzzle on externalist con-
ceptions of morality.

3.3.3 The common threads

The above discussion reveals that despite initial appearances, the in-
ternalism/externalism debate is ultimately orthogonal to answering
the puzzle of the conflicted carnivore. None of the discussed under-
standings of the connection (or lack thereof) between judgement and
motivation can provide a sufficient explanation of the conflicted car-
nivore’s motivational gap. If one rejects that the conflicted carnivore
has made a genuine moral judgement (i.e. if one holds that the con-
flicted carnivore does not really think that eating meat is wrong), then
either something must be blocking this judgement, or some key ingre-
dient must be missing, and an interesting answer to the puzzle must
say what this is. Similarly, if one thinks that weak internalism is true
and that the conflicted carnivore is making a genuine and somewhat
motivating moral judgement, then why is the motivation generated
by the conflicted carnivore’s judgement so weak? Alternatively, if one
thinks that there is no necessary connection between making a moral
judgement and being motivated to comply, and that the conflicted
carnivore’s judgement is simply missing the extra factor necessary to
generate motivation, what is this missing factor and what would it
take for this factor to be present? Irrespective of how one thinks the
connection between moral judgement and moral motivation is best
explained, the conflicted carnivore’s motivational gap still needs an
explanation. The remainder of this chapter will provide the begin-
nings of such an explanation, one which can be accepted irrespective
of the position one takes on the meta-ethical possibilities discussed
above.
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3.4 components of moralized judgement

To understand, at a deeper level, why someone would eat meat de-
spite thinking it wrong, we must understand the psychology of moral
judgement and how it connects to moral motivation. Not all moral is-
sues are experientially alike. Some moral behaviour is automatic and,
for the most part, easy to comply with. Other moral demands are,
subjectively, demanding. For example, refraining from stealing comes
with costs, especially where the risk of being caught is low. However,
for most people, most of the time, stealing is simply unthinkable. Sim-
ilarly, most people coming across a lost child would feel compelled
to stop and help. In these cases, behaving morally requires little or
no willpower. Rather, effort would be required to ignore one’s inner
moral promptings and follow through on the immoral choice.

In other cases, meat eating being a prime example, the moral cal-
culus for most people does not lead to judgement-compliant action.
Although conflicted carnivores say they consider meat eating to be
immoral, eating meat doesn’t feel wrong to them. Thus their intellec-
tual judgement against meat does little or nothing to influence their
behaviour. While meat eating may, intellectually, seem worse than
other wrongful behaviours such as petty theft, it is much harder to
resist.

The thinkability of meat can be a problem even for people who
have committed to a meat-free diet. A recent study by the Humane
Research Council (2014) found that 84% of vegetarians and vegans
abandon the diet (p. 4), while 16% of current vegetarians and veg-
ans admit to having lapsed at some point (p. 9).5 Willpower can be
required to stop eating meat and the will sometimes fails.6 For exam-
ple, Marta Zaraska writes:

Sometimes, if no one can see me—and this is really dif-
ficult to admit—I nibble on a slice of sausage or a strip
of bacon. It doesn’t happen often—maybe once every six
months or so. The taste usually disappoints me. I feel
guilty over harming the poor cow, pig, or chicken and
swear I’ll never do it again. And then, sure enough, I do
it again [...] There is something in it [...] that keeps luring
me back. (Zaraska 2016, p. 5)

5 Specifically, 84% of people who have been vegetarian or vegan at some point in their
lives no longer are. One third of former vegetarians maintained the change for three
months or less (Humane Research Council 2014, p. 5). It is unlikely that such people
were able to develop strong vegetarian habits; eating meat would have remained
highly thinkable for them.

6 Though this study did not distinguish between those who are vegetarians for ethical
reasons and those following a vegetarian diet primarily for health or weight-loss rea-
sons, many ethical vegetarians struggle to consistently maintain a strict vegetarian
diet.
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Yet for other vegetarians and vegans, the very idea of consuming
animal flesh is repellent; willpower has no role to play.

The difference between the meat-tempted and the meat-repelled
vegetarian highlights that ‘moral’ judgements can, prima facie, arise
in different ways. They can stem from an intuitive and affect-backed
response which need not be rationally endorsed, or can be the prod-
uct of an intellectual, rationally endorsed process. In the literature,
the former are described as System I judgements, the latter as System
II judgements (Stanovich and West 2000, p. 658).7 In everyday dis-
course, both judgements generated by System I and System II can be
termed ‘moral judgements’. However, they track two different under-
standings of morality. There is a morality that is easy to comply with
because it is less demanding and is accompanied by strong internal
motivation (judgements generated by System I), and there is a moral-
ity that is difficult to live up to (the realm of System II judgements
unsupported by System I).

Much of the moral philosophy literature is concerned with the
debate about what we should consider ‘true moral judgement’. As
Jeanette Kennett and Cordelia Fine (2009, p. 80) note, where inputs
into a moral decision conflict, the ‘real’ moral judgement can be un-
derstood in different ways. It can be seen as the one most influen-
tial on action, the one that best meets our concept of what a moral
judgement is, or the one which has normative authority. I want to
sidestep this debate and leave open the conceptual question of what
should be termed a genuine moral judgement. Instead, I focus on
judgements about potentially moral issues. This includes both issues
that are unambiguously immoral (for example, murder), and issues,
such as meat eating, where this is less clear. I wish to explore ques-
tions surrounding how, and to what extent, motivation is generated
(or not) by the different inputs into what are colloquially referred to
as ‘moral judgements’. As such, I conform to colloquial usage, using
the term moral judgement inclusively for both action-guiding and non-
action-guiding judgements about what morality requires. However,
as argued in Section 3.3, the ensuing discussion should be of interest
even to someone who rejects the use of the term ‘moral judgement’
for non-motivating judgements.

3.4.1 Moralization

Paul Rozin’s 1999; 1997 idea of moralization is useful for capturing
the difference between those moral judgements that are deeply mo-
tivating and those that are not. According to Rozin (1999, p. 218),
“Moralization is the process through which preferences are converted
into values”. A preference is seen as morally neutral (Rozin 1999, p.

7 As will be discussed below, a judgement that is initially the product of System II can
over time also become a System I judgement.
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220); it is something about which others can legitimately disagree,
and something about which one can easily change one’s mind. How-
ever, when a preference is transformed into a value, it becomes gen-
eralized. When moralization occurs, something one personally takes
a con-attitude towards instead becomes seen as something which ev-
eryone should disapprove of.

Values are more motivating than preferences. Unlike preferences,
values becomes an important part of one’s self-conception; they are
internalized and treated as stable and central to the self (Rozin, Mark-
with, and Stoess 1997, p. 67). A value is emotionally laden; the idea
of violating it tends to be accompanied by disgust. While both prefer-
ences and values are linked to affective systems, violations of values
tend to induce “strong moral emotions, such as anger, contempt, dis-
gust, guilt, and shame” (Rozin, Markwith, and Stoess 1997, p. 67). A
preference not to eat meat might be readily outweighed by other pref-
erences. In contrast, a value of not eating meat will be much harder
to override since the idea of violating a value is deeply unpleasant.
A moralized judgement will always be motivating (though not neces-
sarily overridingly so); a merely moral judgement, as I am using the
term, need not be motivating. In other words, a moralized judgement
is a judgement that a weak internalist would recognize as a moral
judgement.

Moralization requires re-categorization. According to Rozin (1999,
p. 219), moralization on an individual level occurs where new infor-
mation induces someone to realize that an activity, previously seen as
morally neutral, actually falls under the purview of an existing moral
belief. This information can be cognitive (e.g. learning that gelatin is
an animal product) or affective (e.g. seeing a fish gasping for air). The
new information causes one to begin responding to the re-categorized
activity in the same way as other activities covered by that moral be-
lief. For example, a pescatarian might reject eating fish and become
a vegetarian after the affective salience of the sight of fish struggling
for air brings fish under that person’s existing rule of ‘don’t eat dead
animals’ (Rozin 1999, p. 219). This “moral piggybacking” can be seen
in Foer’s quote from Section 3.2:

What our babysitter said [about killing and eating ani-
mals] made sense to me, not only because it seemed true,
but because it was the extension to food of everything my
parents had taught me. We don’t hurt family members.
We don’t hurt friends or strangers. (Foer 2009, p. 7)

Foer’s realisation that he should not eat animals piggybacked on his
belief that causing harm is wrong. Animals, previously outside his
moral sphere, were brought into it, albeit imperfectly. Moralization,
however, was incomplete; his affective response to the idea of harm-
ing people was not fully translated to the idea of contributing to
harming animals. Moralization requires re-categorization to happen
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not (just) at an intellectual level, but at an instinctive one such that
the moralized thing feels wrong.

The conflicted carnivore has made an intellectual moral judgement
against meat, but this judgement is only moralized partially, or not at
all. Conversely, moral vegetarians and vegans moralize meat, though
to varying degrees – some occasionally lapse, whereas for others,
meat is deeply suffused with moral wrongness to the point where
it holds no temptation. Below, I turn to psychologically informed ac-
counts of moral judgement. I argue that affect is important but not
sufficient for making a moralized judgement, and that prevailing so-
cial norms will also have an important role to play.

3.4.2 Reasoning against meat

Philosophical arguments put forward in favour of one or another
moral position tend to rely on an internalist model of morality where,
through reason and logic, the philosopher can persuade his or her
interlocutor to abandon their false beliefs, accept the better conclu-
sion, adopt the associated moral position, and thereby change their
behaviour. This certainly seems to be Singer’s (1975) approach in An-
imal Liberation, and also the approach of many other philosophers
writing on animal ethics. If they can show people how bad meat pro-
duction is, they can persuade them that meat eating is wrong. If peo-
ple see that meat eating is wrong, they will stop eating meat, and the
world will become a better place for animals.

However, the evidence suggests that people’s ability to reason
themselves into a moral position and act on it is limited. Empirical
research points to only a weak correlation between professed nor-
mative beliefs and action (Eagly and Chaiken 1993, Wicker 1969,
via Bicchieri 2017, p. 10, 48). Some professed normative beliefs are
consistently action-guiding while others play little or no action-
guiding role. For example, Rust and Schwitzgebel (2014) found that
ethics professors appear to embrace more stringent views regarding
the requirements of morality than both non-ethicist professors and
professors in other disciplines. However, ethicists are not statistically
likely to behave better than their peers, let alone to live up to their
professed beliefs. Most relevantly, ethics professors were significantly
more likely to rate meat eating as morally bad: 60% compared to 45%
of non-ethicist philosophers and only 19% of other academics (Rust
and Schwitzgebel 2014, p. 96-97). However, when asked about their
most recent evening meal, ethicists did not appear to be behaving
better: 37% reported having eaten the flesh of a mammal the night
before, compared with 33% of non-ethicist philosophers, and 45% of
non-philosophers; the difference was marginal, and not in favour of
the ethicists. Ethicists were somewhat more likely to report no meat
consumption in the past week (27% of ethicists compared to 20% of
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other philosophers, and only 13% of non-philosophers), but were
nevertheless far from being consistent with their professed beliefs.

For reasons to be explored below, it seems that the moral judge-
ments these ethicists reason themselves into play little or no action-
guiding role in their lives. These judgements are not, for the most
part, being moralized, and so these moral beliefs do not pose a practi-
cal barrier to divergent action. Being rationally persuaded by a moral
argument is not sufficient for moralization.

If those who think about ethics for a living fail to be motivated by
their intellectual moral judgements, it is hardly surprising that others
also fail to reason their way into changing their behaviour. Indeed,
this is the puzzle of the conflicted carnivore: such people seem to
have reasoned their way to a conclusion without following through
on it. Something more than reason alone must be required to generate
moralization.

3.4.3 The importance of affect

Experimental findings in the psychology of moral judgement indicate
that rational processes play a lesser role in everyday moral judgement
than many of us would like to believe. This has lead to a resurgence
in the popularity of theories of moral judgement that privilege the
role of affect, including neo-sentimentalism (Gibbard 1990; McDowell
1998; Wiggins 1987), social intuitionism (Haidt 2001), and sentimen-
tal rules (Nichols 2004). The role of affective and intuitive processes
is also acknowledged by those in the rationalist camp. For example,
while arguing for a rationalist conception of moral judgement Ken-
nett and Fine (2009, p. 91) admit that “Nonetheless, Haidt (2001) is
right to emphasize the relative rarity of conscious, controlled process-
ing in everyday life.” I argue that irrespective of how one conceives
of ‘true’ moral judgement, we cannot ignore the role that affect plays
in people’s responses to moral, or potentially moral, issues. Neverthe-
less, while affect is important for moralization, I argue in Section 3.4.4
that it cannot fully account for the process, and so in Section 3.4.5 I
argue for the role of rules.

A well known example of the role of affect in moral judgement
comes from social psychologist Jonathan Haidt’s (2001, p. 814) incest
study. Study participants were presented with a story of brother-sister
incest where all possible harms had been eliminated. It was consen-
sual; they used two forms of contraception; they only did it once and
found it enjoyable but decided not to repeat the experience; and they
decided to keep it to themselves, not as a shameful secret, but as one
bringing them closer together. When asked about the moral accept-
ability of what the siblings did, most study participants immediately
responded that it was wrong. However, when asked to justify this re-
sponse, study participants searched for reasons but most could only
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suggest possible harms already ruled out by the scenario. In the end,
they had no recourse except to insist that incest just is wrong, and
intrinsically so, despite the lack of possible harms resulting from it in
this particular case.8

Haidt (2001, p. 817) describes these study participants as “morally
dumbfounded” – “they would stutter, laugh, and express surprise at
their inability to find supporting reasons, yet they would not change
their initial judgements of condemnation.” He claims that the partici-
pants made an intuitive judgement of wrongness regarding the story
based on the feeling of disgust most of us experience when contem-
plating the idea of incest. Yet they were not satisfied with condemning
the incest on this basis alone – they wanted to be able to provide other
reasons for their judgement, and were perturbed by their inability to
do so. Prima facie, it seems that in such cases, the negative affective
response to the thought of incest was sufficient to generate a strong
moral judgement, even absent any ability on the part of the partici-
pants to defend their position, i.e., absent any rational processes.

It is noteworthy that participants were steered towards harm-based
reasons that presupposed a consequentialist moral framework, and
that many participants’ reasons could be accepted on a deontic
framework where rules such as ‘incest just is wrong’ can be accepted
without being grounded in harm (Royzman, Kim, and Leeman 2015,
p.308). I will argue for the role such rules play in moralization in
Section 3.4.5. Nevertheless, the disgust response clearly plays an
important role in making the rule seem an important one.

The importance of affective responses can provide the beginning
of an answer to this chapter’s puzzle. Because of the role of affec-
tive responses, our process of moral reason-giving when engaging in
a moral disagreement does not, except very rarely, directly change
minds – our own or others’. If eating meat feels right to a person, rea-
soning with them is highly unlikely to change their mind about this.
A comparable situation arises if eating meat feels wrong. Reasoning
without affect is ineffective. What reason-giving does, when it is suc-
cessful, is elicit new intuitions that change the way the facts of the
case are interpreted; reason giving can make new facts of the situa-
tion salient, allowing affective responses to be reinterpreted, giving
rise to a different moral judgement (Haidt 2001, p. 820). However,
reason-giving will only succeed if it can cause the case in question to
be reinterpreted as falling under the domain of an already strongly
accepted moral rule – a re-categorization of the type discussed in Sec-
tion 3.4.1 – thereby enabling moralization. Otherwise, it will not lead
to a change in judgement or behaviour.

Reason-giving might sometimes directly lead someone to change
their behaviour, if they are strongly motivated to act consistently with

8 This is not to say that sophisticated answers to why the incest was wrong are not
possible, only that most study participants were unable to articulate such reasons.
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their beliefs. Haidt (2001, p. 819) admits that direct reflection on the
moral facts of a situation can sometimes lead to a change of mind
through sheer force of logic, with philosophers being likely candi-
dates for such a change. This accords with the Humean notion that
reason can move us to act if it can reveal to us how to achieve some
already existing desire, such as a wish to behave morally, whatever
that may require (Hume 1739, T 2.3.3). However, direct reflection will
rarely be effective, and can only succeed where intuitions about the
case are weak to begin with.

In cases where intuitions are stronger, reasoning that diverges from
one’s affective response will lead to a dual attitude, where the intuitive
judgement sits below the surface of the explicitly endorsed principle.
The dual attitude stems from a disconnect between System I and Sys-
tem II processing, as discussed in Section 3.4. Where deliberative Sys-
tem II thinking contradicts the answer given by the intuitive System I
– where the ‘gut’ contradicts the head – the answer given by System I
will continue to feel right, even if one intellectually knows that it isn’t
(Greene 2009, Haidt 2001, p. 819, 2000). Experientially, the dual atti-
tude is like viewing an optical illusion – knowing about an illusion
does not make the sense of the illusion go away, and seeing past the
illusion, if it is possible at all, takes effort.

Thus one might, as I did, reason oneself into the position that the
incestuous siblings did nothing wrong, while nevertheless feeling un-
easy about this conclusion; the reasoned System II is unable to over-
ride the affect-informed System I judgement. This is analogous, al-
beit in reverse, to the experience of some readers of a text like An-
imal Liberation. Such a reader might be intellectually persuaded of
the wrongness of meat eating without being motivated to change.
Just as Haidt’s incest study participants said that the incest just was
wrong without being able to justify why, many meat eaters feel just as
strongly that eating meat just is permissible, even if they cannot jus-
tify their position well (as seen in Chapter 2), or if like the conflicted
carnivore, they explicitly cannot justify it.

The feeling that eating meat is permissible, despite an intellectual
judgement to the contrary, drives a dual attitude. System II says
“wrong”; System I says “delicious”. This is a key part of why argu-
ments like Singer’s so commonly fail to effect change. Even when
such arguments manage to persuade intellectually, they usually fail
to produce the affective response necessary for a unified judgement.
Rational argument alone will rarely, if ever, be successful in motivat-
ing change – it may lead to an intellectual moral judgement, but not
a moralized judgement. At most, rational argument might lead to a
dual attitude where the intuitive feeling that meat eating is accept-
able will continue to exert a strong countervailing force against this
intellectual judgement. To borrow Haidt’s (2001) analogy, trying to
change someone’s mind through reasoning alone is like wagging a
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dog’s tail to make it happy. Dogs wag their tails because they are
happy, but as philosophers should know, a =⇒ b does not mean
that b =⇒ a; wagging a dog’s tail will not make it happy. Likewise,
people cannot be reasoned into a moralized judgement, affective in-
put is also required. Moralization requires persuading not System II,
but System I.

Thus an affective response tends to be necessary for moralization,
and its role can be decisive in turning people vegetarian. Many peo-
ple report their decision to become vegetarian (even if their vegetari-
anism was short-lived) being precipitated by an emotional bond with
an animal of a species commonly used for food. Similarly, seeing dis-
tressing footage of slaughter can lead to disgust at the thought of
eating animal flesh (e.g. Haidt (2006, p. 165), Hamad (2013)). It is also
common to hear or read an account of someone raising an animal
with the intention of killing and eating it, only to find themselves
unable to follow through on the killing, or, having killed the animal
finding themselves unable to enjoy the meat. Affective responses to
animal suffering or death can, as Haidt suggests, lead to the moral-
ization of meat.

3.4.4 The problem with an affective explanation

While affect can lead to the moralization of meat, it need not, and
so the presence or absence of an affective response cannot solve the
puzzle of the conflicted carnivore. Most people, confronted with and
moved by the same affective stimulus that motivates the vegetarian,
are not lead to moralize meat. For example, more often than not, emo-
tional difficulty killing animals oneself will turn someone off back-
yard animal raising without turning them off eating meat. Similarly,
many people find footage of slaughter upsetting without this causing
them to disapprove of the slaughter itself – indeed, in many cases,
the vulnerability to upset is interpreted as a personal failing, leading
to the conclusion that one should ‘toughen up’, not that one should
change one’s diet.

Avoiding negative feelings from aversive stimuli can generally be
achieved either by treating the source of the stimulus (e.g. helping
someone in pain), or by removing oneself from the stimulus (e.g. look-
ing away or leaving the room). Experimental evidence suggests that
in core moral cases, most people will help even when avoidance is
easier, but will otherwise choose the path of least resistance (Nichols
2004, ch. 2). Hence not all instances of suffering generate a moralized
desire to help.

Where negative affective responses are reasoned as being inappro-
priate, they can be suppressed or overridden. For example, Wheat-
ley and Haidt (2005) found that study participants made more se-
vere moral judgements when disgust was induced and relevant to
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the scenario at hand, but were largely able to disregard induced dis-
gust where feelings of disgust were inappropriate to the case. Neg-
ative affective responses can be ignored. In the case of meat, people
have a preference not to be confronted with the distress of witness-
ing animal suffering, but this preference can be satisfied just as well,
and achieved more easily, by avoiding and suppressing the stimulus
rather than by acting to reduce that suffering. Avoiding animal suf-
fering is, for most people, a preference; preventing animal suffering
is not a value. Insofar as avoiding exposure to animal suffering is an
acceptable resolution to the problem, animal suffering is not being
treated as properly moral.

Negative affect relating to meat tends not to have a lasting effect.
For example, after discussing how reading Animal Liberation failed
to move him to change his behaviour, Haidt provides a contrasting
description of the apparent success of affective impetus:

I watched in horror as cows, moving down a dripping
disassembly line, were bludgeoned, hooked, and sliced
up [...] For days afterward, the sight of red meat made
me queasy. My visceral feelings now matched the beliefs
Singer had given me [...] I became a vegetarian. For about
three weeks. (Haidt 2006, p. 166, emphasis added)

Here, the visceral affective input eliminated the desire for meat al-
together, but only temporarily. For a time, the sight of meat held a
different valence for Haidt. Rather than eliciting thoughts of a de-
licious flavour and memories of meals enjoyed in good company,
the meat instead served as a reminder of a horrific process. Hence
disgust, rather than desire, was elicited. Yet this change lasted only
three weeks. Given his negative affective response to meat, Haidt de-
veloped a strong preference not to eat it. However, this preference
was not transformed into a value; it was not moralized. Hence, as
his visceral affective response to meat faded, so did his motivation to
remain vegetarian. The process of meat production was seen as bad,
but not as wrong in any deep sense.

Negative affective stimulus can be seen as bad, even upsettingly
bad, without thereby being seen as having wrong-making properties.
Signs of animal suffering, thoughts of animal death, or disgust at
animal flesh or blood, all of which can arouse disgust (among other
emotions), tend to have a fleeting impact. Absent moralization, the
bad thing will not be seen as demanding a response, and so avoidance
will be seen as an appropriate means of dealing with the negative
stimulus. An affective response is necessary for moralization. It is
not, however, sufficient.

Of course, there is a normative question about the extent to which
affective responses such as disgust should play a role in moral delib-
eration, i.e. whether disgust or upset ought to be treated as markers
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of wrongness.9 I do not here take a position on the weight we ought
to assign to emotion when deliberating on moral issues. Rather, the
key empirical observation is that disgust and other emotions play a
strong role in moralizing an issue,10 but that they do so only under
certain circumstances. Given the empirical role disgust tends to play,
the difference between those cases where disgust leads to moraliza-
tion and those where it does not will provide a piece to the puzzle
of the conflicted carnivore. Exposure to suffering need not generate
a perceived moral obligation to remedy its source; it may just lead
to a desire to avoid being further exposed. The affective explanation
is therefore insufficient – it does not tell us whether a negative stim-
ulus such as information about animal suffering will be treated as
something unpleasant, to be avoided in whatever way is easiest, or as
something wrong, to be responded to even at some personal cost.

3.4.5 Contextualising affect: the role of convention

The under-determinacy of the affective explanation can be remedied
by understanding moralization as requiring both an affective re-
sponse and a normative framework prohibiting the thing that caused
the affective response. According to Nichols (2004), rules govern-
ing behaviour can be either moral or conventional. Moralization
accompanies moral rules, but not conventional rules.11 Meat eating,
however, is prohibited by neither moral nor conventional rules.

According to Nichols (2004, p. 26), moral rules are seen as very
serious, generalizable (they are seen to apply to (almost) everyone),
and possessing extra-conventional justification (they are wrong for
reasons other than just because ‘we just don’t do that’, often to do
with causing harm or being disgusting). Because of this, no authority
figure can give one permission to break a moral rule. For example,
murder is wrong, no matter who gives you permission to commit
it.12

Conversely, conventional rules need not be obligatory, are recog-
nised as not being binding on out-group individuals, and are
authority-contingent. For example, while we expect to shake hands
in business environments, we understand that people from other
cultures may have different and equally valid conventions, such as
bowing. Furthermore, given permission by an authority figure to
act contrary to a conventional rule, the force of the rule dissipates

9 See Kelly (2011, ch. 5) for an overview of the literature and an argument against
relying on disgust.

10 A point with which Kelly (2011, ch. 4) agrees
11 Note that convention is used here in the colloquial sense, not the strict Lewisian

sense (see (Lewis 2002)).
12 Not every case of killing will be understood as murder. Nevertheless, when killing

is sanctioned by an authority figure, as in an execution or in war, an important part
of the process is that it is framed as not-murder – i.e. outside the scope of the rule.
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(without necessarily disappearing entirely). The meanings of conven-
tional rules “are defined by the constituted system in which they are
embedded” (Turiel, Killen and Helwig 1987 via Nichols 2004, p. 5);
the meanings of moral rules are (more or less) absolute.

Conventional rules are the society-specific rules a child learns grow-
ing up – they form a normative framework governing what is for-
bidden, what is permissible, and what is obligatory (Nichols 2004,
p. 5-8). These rules regard issues such as the correct forms of ad-
dress towards other people, correct table etiquette, or the appropriate
attire for a given situation. Moral rules overlap with conventional
rules: like conventional rules, they are taught to children and agreed
upon by society. However, moral rules have an important additional
factor: in addition to fitting into this socially sanctioned normative
framework, they are also backed by an affective response. Thus one
experiences a visceral response to a violation, or even the idea of a
violation (Nichols 2004, p. 26).13 While the breach of a social conven-
tion, for example the wearing of too informal attire to an event, does
not usually provoke a strong response in an observer, a breach of a
moral rule does. Because of the affective component, moral norms are
held more strongly than conventional norms – the very idea of violat-
ing them tends to be upsetting in a way that the idea of violating a
conventional norm is not.14 While both moral and conventional rules
have normative force, the normative force of moral norms transcends
mere convention, while still relying on convention.

Without a rule, an upsetting thing is neither a moral nor a con-
ventional violation. As a society, we do not have rules against killing
or eating animals, and so meat eating and associated processes are
not treated as moral issues even when they elicit a strong negative
affective response. Without the rule component, the affective compo-
nent can be stifled. This explains why many issues that generate an
affective response, including meat, are not treated as moral – rightly,
in many cases. Many things that generate an aversive response are
not, and should not be, treated as immoral. For example, vaccinating
a reluctant child is the right thing to do, even if the child’s protes-
tations are upsetting. Similarly, seeing someone punched in a box-
ing match elicits an affective response, but we do not normally think
their opponent did anything wrong. Such behaviour is expected and
consented to in that context, and so disapproval tends to be stifled
even if one personally objects to boxing. Likewise, while the sight of

13 The affective response need not be present in every case, but it is likely that if a
person failed to experience the affective response for a prolonged period of time, the
rule would come to lose much of its force (Nichols 2004, p. 27).

14 The distinction between moral and conventional rules is not, however, always clear
cut. Some rules are treated as being moral by some but conventional by others, for
example, the permissibility of smoking in a school, or the permissibility of eating
pork. Hence some people may respond viscerally to what seems to someone else a
merely conventional violation.
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blood can elicit disgust, we do not treat someone who is bleeding
as having done something morally wrong – we do not have norms
against bleeding because we recognize that this is something outside
a person’s control. Absent the normative component, an upsetting sit-
uation is not treated as wrong.15 Hence a negative affective response
alone, like that experienced by Haidt, is not enough to motivate a
moralized response to meat or any other issue.

Furthermore, social pressures mediate affective responses. For ex-
ample, while some things appear to be innately and universally dis-
gusting, such as “the pungent smell of rotting garbage on a hot sum-
mer day”, many disgust responses are learned, and what is seen as
disgusting can vary across individuals and cultures (Kelly 2011, p.
11). For example, the idea of eating pork may be disgusting to a Jew
or Muslim while being appetizing to people from other backgrounds.
Social pressures thus play a role in people’s affective responses to
meat-related stimuli.

For the most part, people are normatively encouraged to tolerate
or avoid the aspects of meat that have the potential to generate neg-
ative affective responses. For example, raw meat frequently gener-
ates a disgust response in children and some adults (especially those
who have not been acclimatised to handling it), but the normative
framework in which most of us are raised encourages desensitisation
(i.e. learning to suppress the disgust response in order to handle raw
meat) rather than moralization. Similarly, undercover videos taken
in factory farms and slaughterhouses are frequently highly distress-
ing, triggering our affective aversion to seeing deliberately inflicted
harm. Yet as Melanie Joy (2010, p. 132) notes (and as seems to have
happened in Haidt’s case), this distress usually wears off with little
or no long term effect. Furthermore, in most cases, even this tempo-
rary upset can be avoided simply by refusing to look. Most societies’
normative frameworks have generic rules prohibiting causing unnec-
essary harm, but killing animals for food is seen as necessary,16 and
so our normative framework encourages us to turn away rather than
to moralize. Lacking normative reinforcement, information about the
problems of meat production and its attendant negative feelings are
readily forgotten. Thus meat eating is seen as morally acceptable, or
even desirable, despite the negative affective responses it can engen-
der.

Not only does the absence of normative rules against something
such as meat cause it not to be treated as moral, convention also im-

15 Many vegetarians and vegans treat meat eating as wrong, despite the lack of norma-
tive rules discussed. This can be explained as they employment of an idiosyncratic
understanding of the rules extant in their society, for example, by treating rules
against causing harm as applying to a broader than usual target group (including
animals) (Nichols 2004, p. 156).

16 The necessity of eating meat is frequently put forward as a justification for the moral
acceptability of killing animals (Bastian et al. 2012), as was discussed in Chapter 2.
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portantly mediates who is, and who is not, a possible subject of moral
violation. In such cases, an affective response to a stimulus will be
present (to varying degrees) in most people. However, although the
affective response is present and the act is of a sort otherwise prohib-
ited by convention, the target of the act is such that the conventional
prohibition either is not triggered or is overridden by a norm of ex-
plicit approval. Our society has rules against killing, and people ex-
perience an aversive response to witnessing it, but these conventional
rules do not extend universally. They apply to human beings and are
extended to some animals, particularly pets, but they extend neither
to animals used for food nor to those considered “pests”.

Being outside the group to which social norms forbidding harmful
acts apply can account for how we interact with animals of species
commonly killed for meat, as well as for our historical treatment of
other out-groups. Nearly every culture studied by anthropologists
has norms prohibiting a range of harmful acts (Nichols 2004, p. 142).
However, there is significant variation both in what is considered
harmful and whom it is impermissible to harm (Nichols 2004, p. 142-
143). In no culture is all killing prohibited, though a few cultural
groups, Jains among them, come close.

Norms determine which killings are wrong and which are outside
the scope of morality. In every culture, some plants can be killed; in
almost every culture, some animals can be killed; and in most cul-
tures, some people can be killed. Today, the killing of farmed ani-
mals is treated as amoral, but historically, many peoples were also
excluded from the scope of norms against killing. For example, the
attempt of British settlers to exterminate the Australian Aborigines
was a case where the killing of humans was viewed in an amoral way.
The killing of Aboriginal people was, appallingly, seen as morally
good insofar as it improved the lot of white Australians, as the lives
of Aboriginal people themselves were not considered to have moral
value (Ryan et al. 2017). Aboriginal people were therefore not cov-
ered by then-existing norms against killing. In the historical case, an
affective response would have been experienced by most on witness-
ing the death of any human, but as the norm against killing only
extended to cover white settlers, the killing of Aboriginal Australians
was, for many, not moralized. Today, in Western societies, the norm
against killing extends to all people (except, to some extent, criminals
and enemy combatants), but does not, for the most part, extend to
animals. Thus in Western cultures such as Australia, the killing of
humans and some non-human animals (pets and endangered or cute
species) is moralized, while the killing of other animals, particularly
animals regularly used for meat, is not moralized. It is possible for
individuals to extend harm norms to cover animals – this is what
vegetarians and vegans who moralize meat achieve, and is also how
our current normative bounds have been stretched from more circum-
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scribed historical bounds (Nichols 2004, p. 156). However, doing this
is not straightforward.17

Not only do our norms explicitly exclude ‘meat’ animals, there are
other norms endorsing meat eating. Thus while the affective factor
separates moral rules from conventional rules, convention also cir-
cumscribes morality. It determines who is a member of the moral
community – who is protected by the rules and who is not (Nichols
2004, p. 142-143). Convention mediates the affective response, telling
one whether or not a given target is an appropriate locus of moral con-
cern. Because of prevalent social rules, negative affective responses to
meat-related prompts tend to be stifled rather than treated as indicat-
ing a moral issue.

3.5 conclusion

Many people eat meat despite claiming to think meat eating morally
wrong. Such people, conflicted carnivores, manifest an interesting
disconnect between their professed moral judgements and their be-
haviour. This disconnect cannot be adequately explained by calling
the moral judgement insincere, by rejecting motivational judgement
internalism, or by calling the conflicted carnivore weak-willed. Each
of these explanations, even if accepted, raises deeper questions about
the difference between the conflicted carnivore’s relationship to meat
and his or her relationship to other moral issues where motivation to
follow through on moral judgement is present. Rather, understanding
this disconnect begins with observing that irrespective of whether or
not the conflicted carnivore’s judgement should rightly be considered
a genuine moral judgement, it is not a moralized judgement. For the
conflicted carnivore, eating meat is judged to be wrong only in the
abstract; avoiding it is not an internalized value. This contrasts with
the attitude of many committed vegetarians, for whom the perceived
immorality of meat makes it unappealing. It also contrast with the
conflicted carnivore’s own behaviour in other parts of life, where do-
ing the perceived-to-be-immoral thing would be unthinkable. A good
explanation of the conflicted carnivore’s motivational deficit needs to
address the basis of this difference, which requires understanding
what is involved in making a moralized judgement.

While simply thinking about the issue may, in rare cases, be enough
to motivate behavioural change, I argued that affective input is an es-
sential ingredient for making a moralized judgement. Much of the
conflicted carnivore’s behaviour can therefore be understood by ob-
serving that although their intellectual System II reasoning says that
eating meat is wrong, the intuitive, affect-driven System I says that
meat is morally fine. In cases of such a dual attitude, resisting the
verdict of System I is effortful and therefore unlikely to be sustained.

17 I explore this idea further in Chapter 4.



3.5 conclusion 56

However, such an explanation is still insufficient. In many cases, such
as after viewing graphic footage of slaughter, meat can be accompa-
nied by significant negative affect without this generating moraliza-
tion. In such cases, System I and System II can be in agreement, at
least for a time, without this generating sustained change.

This affective under-determinacy can be remedied by recognizing
that moralization requires both an affective response to something,
and a normative framework prohibiting such actions. This approach
can make sense of the fact that often the response to an unpleasant
stimulus is not a moralized response, but rather a desire to simply
avoid it – absent a normative framework, the stimulus indicates some-
thing bad without indicating something wrong. Thus the conflicted car-
nivore who has been exposed to a meat-related affectively upsetting
stimulus may turn away; our culture’s normative framework explic-
itly tells us that such things are not a sign that something wrong is
happening. Hence whatever affective response a person might feel
when exposed to the reality of animal suffering for meat production
is likely to be attenuated; the reality of the violence of meat is norma-
tively de-emphasised. Furthermore, the location of the harm is out-
side the standard socially recognised normative framework – we do
not treat farmed animals as being the appropriate targets of norms
against causing harm, and so any affective response is likely to be
processed as aberrant. It is not treated as a reliable indicator of a
moral issue, but is instead seen as something which can and should
be dismissed.

Nevertheless, some people do internalize moral rules which do not
have widespread acceptance, vegetarians and vegans being two such
groups. In order to better understand this phenomenon, it is neces-
sary to turn to an analysis of how norms surrounding meat eating
have formed, how they currently operate, and how they might be
changed. In the next chapter, I turn to a more rigorous explanation
of the development and contemporary function of these norms, and
why some people but not others are able to challenge them success-
fully.



4
N O R M S O F M E AT

4.1 meat eating as a collective behaviour

In our society, meat eating is the default. It is therefore easy for peo-
ple to avoid seeing meat as a moral issue (Chapter 2) and to avoid
treating it as a moral issue even if they are intellectually convinced
that they should (Chapter 3). In this chapter, I turn to an analysis of
how current social dynamics support meat eating practices and what
this says about the factors that could precipitate change. Following
Christina Bicchieri’s terminology, I argue that meat eating is largely a
descriptive norm but also has elements of a social norm. Because of this,
approaches that focus on directly persuading people to change their
behaviour are unlikely to be effective and may even backfire. Rather,
a norms-based approach that recognizes that people are sensitive to
both normative and empirical expectations is more likely to influence
change. I then argue that if enough people could be motivated to
change, a tipping point could be reached where anti-meat norms take
hold and, over time, the eating of animals would become moralized.

I begin, in Section 4.2, by following Pettit and Brennan (2005) in
suggesting that an important motivator for moral behaviour is a con-
cern for seeking esteem and avoiding disesteem (what Adam Smith
(1774) calls “approbation”). Hence people will adjust their behaviour
to increase expected esteem. Social norms can therefore incentivise
moral behaviour, but only where people expect to receive esteem for
complying with norms or disesteem for violating them. Because meat
eating is so widespread, it is close to neutral with respect to esteem,
and so in our current social environment, esteem considerations are
unlikely to motivate or sustain meat-avoiding behaviour.

Thus understanding how people think about the morality of
meat eating and the role esteem considerations play requires un-
derstanding the nature of this behavioural regularity. Therefore, in
Section 4.3, I turn to an analysis of the practice of meat eating, draw-
ing on Cristina Bicchieri’s (2006, 2017) recent work on social norms
and collective practices. Bicchieri divides behavioural regularities
into customs, descriptive norms, and social norms. Customs arise
where people independently converge on a behaviour because it is
individually advantageous (Bicchieri 2017, p. 15). Descriptive norms
arise where people converge on a behaviour because converging is
rational given what others are doing (Bicchieri 2017, p. 19). Finally,
social norms arise where people converge on a behaviour because of
both first order empirical expectations and second order normative
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expectations (Bicchieri 2017, p. 35). I argue that meat eating does not
straightforwardly fit into any of these categories, as different people
within Western societies conform for different reasons. Nevertheless,
I argue that meat eating as a custom is relatively rare and that for
most people, it is a descriptive or social norm. Thus any useful
analysis of meat eating must take into consideration the way these
norms shape behaviour.

I then, in Section 4.4, turn to an exploration of what it would take
to change existing practices surrounding meat consumption. I argue
that while some people have a strong independent drive to eat meat,
most people will be sensitive to various incentives. Because meat eat-
ing is widespread, conforming to the meat eating behavioural reg-
ularity is an easy way to meet nutritional needs. However, if fewer
people ate meat, it would be less accessible and possibly also more
costly. Hence without the descriptive norm of meat eating in place,
meat eating would be less easy and therefore less attractive. I then
note that there are also people for whom the social norm aspects of
meat eating have a strong influence – such people would be open
to change absent social pressures to conform to meat eating. Hence
small changes in the second order normative expectations of such
people could result in behavioural changes.

It is therefore important to understand the factors that enable or
impede norm change. That is the focus of Section 4.5. Norm sensitivity
and risk perception both influence whether someone will be prepared
to deviate from an established social norm (Bicchieri 2017, p. 172-182).
Education campaigns can undermine norm sensitivity by undermin-
ing reasons for meat eating and providing reasons not to eat meat.
However, reducing norm sensitivity is necessary but not sufficient
for norm change; such approaches ignore the role of risk. A potential
vegetarian also needs to be prepared to break with tradition – with
socially expected behaviour – which requires that they perceive the
risks of transgressing meat norms to be low enough to warrant action
(Bicchieri 2017, p. 166).

I conclude by arguing that if anti-meat norms were to become es-
tablished, then the risk of sanctions, such as disesteem for eating
meat, would motivate compliance in most current meat eaters, and
would, over time, lead to the moralization of meat eating. Hence, if
one thinks that as a society we should eat less or no meat, my analysis
indicates a possible route for widespread change.

4.2 meat as socially endorsed

One’s social environment influences both how one thinks about
meat and one’s willingness to reduce or eliminate meat consumption.
Many people think that for moral reasons most people should eat
less meat – 50% of respondents in our survey agreed (Thrasher
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and Mayne 2018). Yet given prevailing norms, most of these people
continue to eat meat. Many others, or so I argue, would conform to
predominant vegetarianism, as people do in parts of India where
lacto-vegetarianism is the norm. Even if this conformity to vegetarian-
ism were initially reluctant, I argue that given time and a conducive
normative environment, many initially reluctant conformers would
come to endorse anti-meat norms and treat meat eating as immoral.
However, since the vast majority of people interact predominantly
with meat eaters, they have no social motive to change. Furthermore,
many people, while sympathetic to arguments for vegetarianism,
express concern that their independently going vegetarian would
lead to little or no improvement in outcomes for animals (e.g.
Budolfson (2016)). Hence both willingness to reduce or eliminate
meat consumption and the ways people think about the morality of
meat eating are significantly dependent on what other people do.

Because of meat eating’s prevalence, it tends not to seem partic-
ularly bad, even for people who agree on an intellectual level that
eating meat is immoral. As explored in Chapter 3, even people who
agree that eating meat is morally wrong continue, for the most part,
to eat meat with little guilt. Furthermore, even most strict vegans do
not properly treat meat eating as a moral issue. For example, most
moral vegetarians and vegans would avoid associating with an un-
apologetic racist but will happily associate with unapologetic meat
eaters. This inconsistency in how meat is treated compared to other
moral issues is, I argue, directly tied to just how common it is.

The subjective urgency of complying with a moral demand tends
to vary depending on how prevalent compliance is. Many studies
find only a weak correlation between personal normative beliefs and
action (e.g Eagly and Chaiken (1993) and Wicker (1969)). Stated per-
sonal normative beliefs are insufficient to determine action. Nor do
they seem to have much influence. Rather, where empirical expec-
tations about what others will do diverge from personal normative
beliefs, it is the empirical expectations which tend to drive behaviour
(Bicchieri and Xiao 2009). Thus, given that most people eat meat, in-
dividual normative beliefs about the immorality of meat, even where
present, are unlikely to motivate vegetarianism on their own.

People care about their own self-interest but also care about behav-
ing (or being perceived as behaving) appropriately. As Adam Smith
noted, on average, people’s behaviour can be best explained by as-
suming them to be fundamentally self-interested:

It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or
the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard
to their own interest. We address ourselves, not to their
humanity, but to their self-love, and never talk to them of
our own necessities, but of their advantages. Nobody but
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a beggar chooses to depend chiefly upon the benevolence
of his fellow-citizens. (Smith 1776, p. 8)

Yet Smith also notes that self-interest does not preclude people from
valuing morality and behaving in self-sacrificing ways:

How selfish soever man may be supposed, there are evi-
dently some principles in his nature, which interest him
in the fortune of others, and render their happiness neces-
sary to him, though he derives nothing from it except the
pleasure of seeing it. (Smith 1774, p. 11)

In evaluating a course of action, people care both about the overall
outcomes likely to be produced by that course of action and the per-
sonal costs and benefits. For someone who thinks that animals matter
morally and that eating meat contributes to unjustified animal suffer-
ing, avoiding (intensively farmed) meat leads to good outcomes, all
things considered. However, these all-things-considered goods come
at a personal cost, and self-interest will incline one towards choosing
the lower-effort and more enjoyable option, which is, for most peo-
ple, continuing to eat meat. Thus the feasibility of ‘moral’ behaviour
is constrained by self-interested motives. If a course of action leads
to all-things-considered good outcomes, but not personally good out-
comes, then it is unlikely to be perceived as either attractive or feasi-
ble.

For someone who enjoys eating meat, reducing or eliminating meat
is a self-sacrificing behaviour – it involves effort and a certain loss of
enjoyment.1 Hence for the conflicted carnivore described in Chapter 3,
there is a conflict between the perceived moral behaviour – vegetar-
ianism – and what they want – continued meat consumption. How-
ever, an important self-interested motive factoring into cost-benefit
analyses is the desire to gain esteem and avoid disesteem, i.e. the de-
sire for a good reputation (Pettit and Brennan 2005; Smith 1774). This
consideration has the potential to influence decisions about meat con-
sumption, but it currently has little effect.2

Unlike with straightforwardly moral issues, there are few social
factors to induce vegetarianism, making vegetarianism a relative rar-
ity. Moral behaviour apparently counter to self-interest can largely
be explained by people behaving in ways that will enhance their im-
age.3 The level of esteem or disesteem to be gained for particular

1 Avoiding meat need not be seen as a sacrifice, as will be explored in Section 4.5.
However, since most meat eaters will at least initially frame avoiding meat as a
sacrifice, this perspective must be used as a starting point for understanding the
practice of meat eating.

2 Thanks to Michael Smith for explicitly drawing my attention to the interplay of self-
interest and esteem in generating moral behaviour.

3 Even invisible moral behaviour can be explained by such an account: internalizing a
value and acting on it consistently may be a more effective route to building esteem
than making a calculated decision each time.
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behaviours is determined by what other people are doing; the degree
of esteem gained for ‘good’ behaviour or disesteem incurred for ‘bad’
behaviour is affected by the baseline for that behaviour in one’s group
(Pettit and Brennan 2005, p. 19). If everyone is acting well, compliance
gains no esteem, but divergence attracts disesteem. Conversely, if ev-
eryone is behaving badly, bad behaviour will not attract disesteem,
but good behaviour may attract esteem.

Thus one’s moral ideals may matter less than what the average per-
son around one does. Because most people in mainstream Western
societies eat meat, meat eaters do not tend to attract disesteem, even
from vegetarians who feel strongly about the immorality of meat eat-
ing.4 Given the current baseline, one can gain esteem by purchasing
free range meat or following ‘meat free Mondays’ without needing to
go all the way to vegetarianism or veganism. It should therefore be
unsurprising that there are significantly more conflicted carnivores
than there are vegetarians.

Furthermore, while there is some potential to gain esteem for ‘do-
ing the right thing’ when few are, morally exemplary behaviour can
bring disesteem rather than esteem. People tend to seek the esteem
and avoid the disesteem of those in their reference network – the set
of people whose opinions matter and hence to whose social norms
one is inclined to conform. The reference network tends to be the
people one interacts with regularly – family, friends, and perhaps
colleagues – but can also be constituted primarily by geographically
removed people such as members of an expatriate’s home culture
(Bicchieri 2017, p. 19, 33-34). Because of this, people will, other things
being equal, tend to carry out acts that attract esteem and avoid acts
that attract disesteem from those they care about with little thought
for the esteem of people outside their reference network (Pettit and
Brennan 2005, p. 19). However, which acts will attract esteem, dises-
teem, or be esteem-neutral varies across time and place. Different cul-
tures value different things, but even more important than the broad
culture of one’s society are the values of the subculture or peer group
in which one is embedded. The attitudes of mainstream society may
not matter much if one is deeply embedded in a subculture with
different values. Thus vegetarianism’s esteem implications will vary
depending on one’s reference network. In most reference networks,
however, vegetarianism will not bring esteem.

This can be because of a disagreement about what morality re-
quires, or due to a moral ‘tall poppy syndrome’. In the first case,
meat advocates might think vegetarians are doing something wrong,
for example, putting farmers’ livelihoods in jeopardy or advocating
for a reduction in welfare for people living in developing countries.

4 However ex-vegetarians seem to be judged more harshly, suggesting that they are
judged against a vegetarian reference group rather than broader society.
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Hence a disagreement about what morality requires can straightfor-
wardly lead to a loss of esteem for ‘moral’ behaviours.

However, one can also attract disesteem for agreed-to-be-moral be-
haviour. We tend to respect and esteem people who are trustwor-
thy, generous, or upstanding, yet feel uncomfortable around exem-
plars. As Susan Wolf (1982) notes, if someone follows their principles
too strongly, we may respect them but find being around them un-
pleasant. Someone who tries too hard is often perceived as a ‘goody
two shoes’ motivated by a desire for superiority rather than genuine
morality. Furthermore, judging something to be morally wrong re-
quires blaming or condemning those who carry out that action, and
people who lay blame or condemnation too readily are unpleasant
to be around (Baier 1965, p. 1). People tend to react negatively to
others who are perceived as being more moral than themselves, par-
ticularly when they think they are being negatively judged (Minson
and Monin 2012). Because most people see themselves as moral in-
dividuals, being confronted with evidence that others are behaving
significantly more morally can prompt a backlash against the appar-
ently more moral person. This backlash enables a positive self-image
to be maintained without behavioural change (Rabin 1994; Rothger-
ber 2014). Hence attempts to persuade people to abandon meat eat-
ing can reinforce the meat eating status quo rather than undermining
it, as people who are ambivalent about their meat eating may feel
challenged by vegetarians and respond by pre-emptively judging the
vegetarian. Vegetarianism can therefore bring disesteem rather than
esteem.

Because of these factors, it does not make sense, socially, to aspire
to be moral as such. Rather, it makes sense to calibrate one’s moral be-
haviour so as to be approximately as moral, across various issues, as
one’s peers – slightly better in some respects, slightly worse in others,
but aiming for a “B+” overall (Rust and Schwitzgebel 2014; Schwitz-
gebel and Rust 2015). From an economy of esteem perspective, this is
reasonable; people calibrate their level of ‘moral’ behaviour to bring
close to maximum esteem (Pettit and Brennan 2005, p. 16). Doing
things that would cause reproach will bring disesteem and should
be avoided (in mainstream Western society, things like stealing, lying,
or eating dog-meat), but excessive goodness, especially that which
might make one seem sanctimonious, should also be avoided. Com-
pliance with what one thinks one morally ought to do will therefore
be calibrated to be neither significantly more nor less self-interested
than what others do. What other people within one’s reference group
do therefore matters – this sets the baseline against which one’s ac-
tions will be esteemed or disesteemed.

For example, as mentioned in Chapter 3, empirical research by
Joshua Rust and Eric Schwitzgebel (2014; 2015) found that ethics pro-
fessors tend to have much more stringent views than other profes-
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sors about what morality requires, but are not statistically more likely
to behave more ethically as a result of those views, let alone to live
up to their own standards. Of particular interest is the finding that
ethics professors were significantly more likely to rate meat eating as
morally bad, but when asked about their most recent evening meal,
did not appear to be behaving better than other groups. In Western
societies, and in most subcultures within Western societies, behaving
in line with one’s peers enables one to be “moral enough” while still
consuming meat. After all, our empirical expectations are that most
people – including most people who say meat is bad – will eat meat. It
is therefore unsurprising that the ‘moral’ behaviour of avoiding meat
is not prioritized.

Because meat eating is so widespread, disesteem for engaging in
the practice is unlikely. In mainstream Western society, eating meat is
close to neutral with respect to esteem. In some circles, conspicuous
consumption of meat can raise esteem, particularly when it is used to
signal masculinity (Rothgerber 2012; Ruby and Heine 2011). In other
circles, avoiding meat can bring esteem for environmental, health, or
moral reasons. However, most people do not feel strongly about the
diets of others, though some meat eaters may feel antipathy towards
conspicuous moral vegetarianism (Minson and Monin 2012). Given
how common meat eating is, it therefore makes little sense, in the
general case, to disesteem people for eating meat. One can still earn
a “B+” in morality while eating meat.

Furthermore, the knowledge that the ‘immoral’ option is the norm
increases the likelihood that one will also take the immoral course of
action – and in mainstream Western society, everyone knows that just
about everyone eats meat. Knowledge that the immoral action is com-
monplace reduces the risk of sanctions or disesteem. Yet many mor-
alizing campaigns emphasise the prevalence of the behaviour they
wish to eradicate. For example, many animal activists highlight the
number of animals killed each year for food, an approach that indi-
rectly reinforces the fact that meat eating is incredibly widespread.
As Cialdini et al. note:

Within the statement “Look at all the people who are do-
ing this undesirable thing” lurks the powerful and under-
cutting normative message “Look at all the people who
are doing it.” (Cialdini et al. 2006, p. 5)

The influence of normalizing an undesired practice is backed up by
diverse experimental studies. For example, participants in a dictator
game, where one person (the dictator) is given a sum of money and
is free to decide how to distribute that sum between themselves and
another ‘player’, were more likely to keep more for themselves if told
that other participants had also kept more for themselves (Bicchieri
and Xiao 2009). Similarly, above-average theft was observed when vis-
itors to Arizona’s Petrified Forest National Park were told “Your her-
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itage is being vandalised every day by theft losses of petrified wood
of 14 tons a year, mostly a small piece at a time” (Cialdini et al. 2006,
p. 5). Similarly, the fact that meat eating is so widespread makes it
difficult to combat. Not only does its widespread nature indicate that
one will not be disesteemed for eating meat, it indicates that many
others are reaping the benefits of this behaviour such that individ-
uals who abstain are unreasonably sacrificing their self-interest. The
problem of meat is therefore not a problem of changing the behaviour
of individuals, but of changing whole groups.

4.3 analysing the collective behaviour of meat eating

Most people around the world eat meat regularly, or would if they
could afford to.5 Eating meat is therefore both statistically the norm
and seen as normal; following a vegetarian or vegan diet is neither.
For anyone interested in changing meat-eating behaviour, it is there-
fore important to understand the factors driving meat eating – in
particular, the extent to which those factors are individual and the
extent to which they are social. Many philosophers (including Bic-
chieri (2006, 2017), Brennan et al. (2013), Lewis (2002), Pettit (2002),
and Vanderschraaf (1995)) have provided accounts of norms and col-
lective behaviours. This section provides an overview of the different
types of collective behaviours and argues that meat eating is shaped
by both empirical and normative expectations.

I use Cristina Bicchieri’s (2006, 2017) framework as an entry point
for analysis because her account is operational – unlike other avail-
able norm frameworks, it allows both the identification of the condi-
tions under which a norm exists and the conditions under which it is
followed, and also suggests ways of identifying norms independently
of observed behaviour (Bicchieri 2017, p. 65). It is also the most exten-
sive empirically informed philosophical account not only of how to
understand norms, but also of how they may change. Nevertheless,
despite important differences, her account is largely compatible with
the claims of other theorists such as those listed above, and for the
analysis that follows, the differences between these frameworks are
unlikely to have much, if any, effect.

5 Meat consumption rises with wealth in developing countries. As incomes rise above
poverty levels, people in most countries are eating more meat than ever before (Mur-
phy and Allen 2003).
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4.3.1 Types shared behaviours

On Bicchieri’s (2006, 2017) system of classification, a regularity in col-
lective behaviour can be a custom, a descriptive norm, or a social
norm.6

4.3.1.1 Customs

The simplest form of shared behaviour is a custom. A custom is a
“pattern of behaviour such that individuals (unconditionally) prefer
to conform to it because it meets their needs” (Bicchieri 2017, p. 15).
Social expectations play no role in the rise of a custom (Bicchieri 2017,
p. 16). People just happen to converge on a behaviour because it in-
dividually meets their needs, irrespective of what those others are
doing. For example, umbrella use can arise as a custom because peo-
ple find it useful to protect themselves from the rain. Whether others
are also using umbrellas is irrelevant. Because adhering to a custom
enables people to meet a need, individuals are likely to persist in the
customary behaviour regardless of what they observe (Bicchieri 2017,
p. 15). Thus, for example, umbrella use during rain is likely to per-
sist irrespective of what other people are doing. Regularities of this
form therefore result from individual rather than social preferences.
Conformity to a custom is not driven by a desire to conform, but is
instead a side effect of people’s individually rational behaviours.

4.3.1.2 Descriptive norms

A descriptive norm is a regularity that results from conformity to em-
pirical but not normative expectations. It is “a pattern of behaviour
such that individuals prefer to conform to it on condition that they
believe that most people in their reference network conform to it (em-
pirical expectation)” (Bicchieri 2017, p. 19, emphasis original). For com-
pliance with a descriptive norm, it is enough that one expects that
others will behave in a certain way – given that other people are con-
forming to the regularity in question, one’s best mechanism to reach
one’s goals is to also conform. For example, the side of the road on
which one drives is a straightforward descriptive norm – the choice of
side is not significant, but everyone must converge on the same one.
Rules of etiquette are also descriptive norms: one must follow them
to avoid being thought uncouth, but failing to conform will hurt one-
self far more than others. Fads or fashions are also descriptive norms.
For example, in a desire to appear fashionable, a woman might wear
skirts of a certain length. Given that (almost) all fashionable women
are currently doing this, if she wants to be considered fashionable,

6 Bicchieri’s definitions of these terms differ from both ordinary usage and usage by
other philosophers. Thus the definitions given below should be borne in mind when
considering my later analysis.
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she should do the same. Yet at least prima facie, there is no expecta-
tion that she should conform if being fashionable is not something to
which she aspires. Descriptive norms motivate compliance because
not conforming with the descriptive norm directly makes it harder
for one to achieve particular goals.

Descriptive norms can be actively harmful. For example, bribery is
a descriptive norm that leads to worse overall outcomes in societies
where that norm is followed. Nevertheless, if one has the empirical
expectation that bribery is common in a society, then it is prudent
to take and offer bribes, even if one disapproves. While bribery can
take on aspects of a social norm (for example, those who take a stand
against bribery can be punished by those who strongly benefit from
corruption), it can be self-sustaining even without any normative ex-
pectations. Conforming to the descriptive norm enables people to
meet their goals – getting something done for the briber, and getting a
bit of extra cash for the bribed. The empirical expectation that bribery
is common means that it neither makes sense for someone to refuse
to bribe (they should expect their task will not be done or will take
far too long), nor to refuse to take a bribe (they are missing out on an
income stream they could enjoy without any likely sanctions). Taking
the moral high ground will be costly – deviating from a descriptive
norm, although it can hurt others as well, primarily hurts the devi-
ator. The expectation that bribery should (pragmatically) take place
therefore exists alongside the normative belief that bribery should not
occur. Hence descriptive norms can exist without supporting norma-
tive expectations, and can even run be counter to them.

4.3.1.3 Social Norms

The last type of collective behaviour is a social norm. Social norms
are maintained through both empirical and normative expectations.
They usually solve collective action problems where the individually
rational action and the collectively rational action pull in different
directions. Through the weight of normative expectations, sometimes
strengthened by sanctions, social norms make it individually rational
for people to conform to the collectively rational option:

A social norm is a rule of behavior such that individuals
prefer to conform to it on condition that they believe that
(a) most people in their reference network conform to it
(empirical expectation), and (b) that most people in their ref-
erence network believe they ought to conform to it (norma-
tive expectation). (Bicchieri 2017, p. 35, emphasis original)

For a social norm, one not only expects that others will comply with
the regularity, one also expects that others expect that one should
comply (a second order normative expectation). For example, one
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might comply with a norm of reciprocity not only because one ob-
serves others reciprocating, but because one expects disapproval oth-
erwise. This may further be supported by personal moral or pruden-
tial beliefs, e.g., that it would be wrong or imprudent not to recipro-
cate, but this is not necessary (Bicchieri 2017, p. 126).

Unlike with descriptive norms, where coordination is rational sim-
ply in virtue of being the best way of reaching a goal, the rational-
ity of following a descriptive norm comes from the costs imposed
on defectors. These costs can range from mere disapproval to active
punishment. Aversion to these costs is what, in the general case, over-
comes the temptation to defect (i.e. to act in a straightforwardly self-
interested way). A social norm can become internalized such that
compliance becomes valued for its own sake even in the absence of
others’ normative expectations (Brennan et al. 2013, p. 196). However,
because there are often costs to compliance when others defect, com-
pliance with a social norm tends to break down in the presence of
significant defection, even among those who have internalized the
norm (Bicchieri 2017, p. 75, 153-154). Hence the possibility of sanc-
tions plays an important role in maintaining social norms.

4.3.2 Categorizing meat eating

There is undoubtedly a behavioural regularity surrounding meat eat-
ing: most people eat meat. However, determining the form this reg-
ularity takes is not trivial, and is complicated by the fact that, as
Bicchieri (2017, p. 3) notes, the same practice can take the form of a
custom in one population, a descriptive norm in another, and a social
norm in yet another. Furthermore, within one population, people can
conform to a regularity for different reasons, both at the subgroup
and the individual level (Bicchieri 2006, p. 204-205). Such complica-
tions apply to meat eating.

At first glance, meat eating might seem to be a custom. It is
not, however, a straightforwardly independent behaviour. In the
basic case, meat eaters desire meat because they enjoy the taste and
because it allows them to meet nutritional goals. Hence, meat eating
does not seem to be driven by conformity to either the normative or
empirical expectations of others. However, classifying meat eating
purely as a custom fails to explain important facets of the practice.
In any given society, the potentially nutritious flesh of many species
of animal, eaten in other societies, is not only not eaten, but not even
recognized as food. Individual preference cannot explain why, in any
given society, people tend to eat the meat of only a few animals, with
those few varying from society to society. Dogs, pigs, cows, whales,
and horses are all eaten in some parts of the world while their
meat is viewed with revulsion in others. This strong and moralized
distinction between ‘edible’ and ‘non-edible’ animals indicates the
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presence of internalized norms rather than people merely acting on
individual preferences.

Furthermore, the ease of using meat to fulfil one’s individual needs
is a function of meat’s ready availability, which in turn relies on meat
eating being widespread. Empirical expectations about what others
will do are therefore strongly tied to empirical expectations about
the ease of sourcing meat. Thus while meat eating may simply be a
straightforward way of meeting a need for some (in particular, for
those who will happily eat the flesh of any animal), or a personal
norm for others (particularly those who would hunt or raise their
own animals even if meat were not readily available), it is not, for the
most part, simply a behaviour stemming from individual preferences.
Expectations about what others will do play a role in both what one
can obtain and what one is willing to countenance eating.

The next option is a descriptive norm. Most societies, and all West-
ern societies, have converged on meat-containing meals as a solution
to our nutritional needs, and it can therefore be difficult to obtain
tasty and nutritious meat-free meals, especially outside urban cen-
tres. Often the only options might be chips or a garden salad – an un-
satisfactory meal. The empirical expectation that others will eat meat
leads to the valid inference that meals containing meat will be easy to
obtain, whereas sourcing meat-free meals will take non-trivial effort.
Furthermore, following the crowd tends to be comfortable, especially
when one is uncertain as to the best path (Bicchieri 2017, p. 22). Eat-
ing meat, like following broad fashion trends, allows one to fulfil a
need in a straightforward manner while not standing out. Conversely,
vegetarianism makes one stand out in a way that many find difficult.
A study by the Humane Research Council (2014, p. 7) found that 63%
of former vegetarians disliked the way their vegetarian diet had made
them “stick out from the crowd”. Thus the co-ordination point people
have reached of building meals around meat makes deviation from
the norm costly, both socially, in terms of being perceived as different,
and practically, in terms of being able to find alternatives.

The empirical expectation that others eat meat (and do not eat veg-
etarian meals) generates the expectation that not eating meat oneself
will be difficult. Especially as most people also enjoy the taste of meat,
this expectation is sufficient to ensure compliance with the norm in
the absence of strongly motivating reasons for non-compliance. Be-
cause deviating from the norm of meat eating primarily hurts the
deviator, both in terms of effort and enjoyment, meat eating seems a
descriptive norm. Yet something that starts off as a descriptive norm
can take on a normative valence, and this has happened, to an extent,
with meat eating.

Meat eating involves aspects of a social norm while also being sup-
ported by other social norms, in particular norms of hospitality. Not
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eating meat can complicate social interactions. For example, Michael
Pollan recalls from his period of vegetarianism that:

Other people now have to accommodate me, and I find
this uncomfortable [...] As a guest, if I neglect to tell my
host in advance that I don’t eat meat, she feels bad, and if I
do tell her, she’ll make something special for me, in which
case I’ll feel bad. (Pollan 2006, p. 314, emphasis original)

Traditional norms of being a dinner guest require one to eat what is
provided and to express gratitude for it. Following a non-standard
diet can inconvenience others, leaving room for social pressure to
conform. Although there is now an increased awareness of and will-
ingness to cater to dietary restrictions for health, religious or moral
reasons, many people (35% in our survey) will still negatively judge
a guest who fails to adhere to these traditional hospitality norms
(Thrasher and Mayne 2018). Thus announcing that one will not eat
meat can be socially fraught.7

Many people contemplating vegetarianism also report a fear of so-
cial sanctions beyond the above described discomfort, and most peo-
ple who avoid meat have run into some level of hostility because of
their dietary choices. Many meat eaters value the practice of meat eat-
ing and defend it against the threat to its continuance posed by meat
abstainers. Thus a non-trivial number of meat eaters will go out of
their way to mock vegetarians, treat them with hostility, and pressure
them to eat meat. In doing so, they enforce norms of meat eating, even
if only through relatively mild social sanctions. Although these sanc-
tions are generally mild, a fear disapproval or mockery can be suf-
ficient to dissuade someone who is only weakly motivated. Further-
more, men who avoid meat are rated as less masculine (Rothgerber
2012; Ruby and Heine 2011), and thus normative expectations regard-
ing how a man should behave can reinforce meat-eating behaviour in
men, adding an extra challenge for men considering vegetarianism.
The fact that meat eating can be normative is particularly obvious in
moral vegetarians who reluctantly eat meat to keep the peace in var-
ious social situations. My brother did this around my father for over
a year! Sanctions for vegetarianism tend to be mild, but for someone
on the fence, they can nevertheless be the difference between making
a change and sticking to the status quo. Meat eating is therefore not
only supported by other norms but can also be enforced by directly
pro-meat-eating social norms.

7 While it may seem obvious to many meat eaters that a vegetarian refusing to eat
meat is unacceptably violating hospitality norms and being an inconvenience, con-
sidering alternative scenarios is illuminating. For example, consider that a host, in-
stead of serving a beef stew, served a dog-meat stew. In this case, it would seem
perfectly acceptable for a desire to not eat dog to trump norms of hospitality. Thus
the expected order of precedence among norms is itself normatively governed.
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The meat eating regularity cannot, therefore, be straightforwardly
categorized. For some, eating meat is a personal norm that will be fol-
lowed even in a meat-hostile environment. Such people may strongly
value the flavour of meat and would go out of their way to eat meat
even if it were difficult to source. Others eat meat as a custom – it is
a straightforward way of meeting nutritional needs that just happens
to coincide with what others do. However, many eat meat because
they follow a descriptive norm – given that most people in their so-
ciety eat meat, it makes sense for them to do the same. Meat eating
can also be a social norm, one with which most people cheerfully
comply (i.e. the norm is internalized and endorsed), but which can
force compliance out of reluctant but norm-sensitive individuals. In-
sofar as normative expectations are a factor in a non-trivial number
of people’s meat-eating decisions, a norm-based analysis can aid both
in developing an understanding of the current state of affairs and in
pointing toward strategies for reducing meat consumption. Although
not everyone’s dietary decisions are norm-sensitive, many people’s
are (to varying degrees), and people at the margins may change their
behaviour in response to relatively small shifts in normative and/or
empirical expectations.

4.4 changing norms of meat

If the above analysis is correct, then for a significant proportion of
the population, meat eating is sensitive to empirical and/or norma-
tive expectations. This reinforces the themes of Chapters 2 and 3 –
meat eating is a practice sensitive to others’ choices and hence ar-
gumentation alone is unlikely change behaviour. Thus if one is in-
terested in transforming meat-eaters into vegetarians, these norm-
sensitive social factors must also be addressed. For vegetarianism to
become widespread, it would be necessary to undermine current pro-
meat norms. However, since meat eaters have independent as well as
norm-supported reasons to eat meat, simply undermining pro-meat
norms will be insufficient – establishing anti-meat norms will also
be required. This section deals with the former; the latter will be ad-
dressed in the next section.

4.4.1 Unravelling pro-meat norms

There are two variables determining whether someone will be will-
ing to stray from an established norm: their sensitivity to the norm in
question, and their attitude to risk with respect to that norm. Norm
sensitivity has to do with the number and strength of independent
reasons a person has to support a given practice. Someone with high
norm sensitivity has internalized the norm and will endorse many
reasons to support it (Bicchieri 2017, p. 165). To such a person, some-
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one who departs from the norm acts not just imprudently, but wrongly
(Brennan et al. 2013, p. 198). Most meat eaters will put forward rea-
sons like “Meat tastes good” and “It’s easier to eat meat”, but some-
one highly sensitive to meat-eating norms might also say things like
“Animals exist to be eaten”, “It’s not manly to be vegetarian”, or “Veg-
etarians are trying to destroy the livelihoods of good, hard-working
farmers”. For such people, eating meat forms a part of their identity.
They will therefore be resistant to information counter to meat eat-
ing (Onwezen and Weele 2016; Ruby and Heine 2011). Conversely,
someone with low norm sensitivity will have no reasons to follow
the norm except reasons tied to the existence of the norm – a fear of
disapproval or sanctions.

However, norm sensitivity is not fixed. For example, gaining infor-
mation about the animal suffering caused by meat production and
the availability of alternatives can reduce someone’s norm sensitiv-
ity, making them more willing to stop eating meat despite prevalent
norms. A reduction in sensitivity to meat norms is therefore an im-
portant factor in someone stopping meat consumption, one in which
information campaigns can play a role. Nevertheless, this alone is not
enough. Whether new information will motivate someone sufficiently
for behavioural change will depend on the original level of sensitivity
(including strength of norm endorsement), the magnitude of the shift
produced by the new information, and the perceived risks of acting
counter to the norm.

Risk sensitivity and risk perception together form the other key
factor determining if someone will be prepared to abandon an exist-
ing norm. Risk sensitivity is an individual’s openness to risk-taking
and is a stable personality trait (Bicchieri 2017, p. 174). Some peo-
ple are naturally more risk-seeking, others are inherently risk-averse.
Conversely, risk perception is an individual’s evaluation of the risks
of violating a specific norm, and this varies from norm to norm and
situation to situation (Bicchieri 2017, p. 174). The more closely the gen-
eral population adheres to a norm and the stronger the likely sanc-
tions for non-compliance, the greater the perceived (and actual) risks
associated with non-compliance (Bicchieri 2017, p. 174). Individual
risk perception deviates from the mean both because of errors in risk
estimation and because some individuals are more or less vulnera-
ble to sanctions than the average person. These two aspects of risk
combine to create a risk attitude for a given person towards a spe-
cific norm, which will vary across the population. Thus some people
– those who have a favourable risk attitude – will be willing to act
earlier than others, if they have reason to.

Attitudes to risk and perceptions of risk affect willingness to
transgress a norm. While risk sensitivity is relatively immutable,
changes in social conditions can alter perceived risk, and unless per-
ceived risk is addressed, the most sophisticated education campaign
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cannot hope to gain widespread success. If the risks of violating a
norm are seen as being too high, people will, at most, become per-
suaded that they ought to act while nevertheless remaining unwilling
to do so. Since the perceived normative expectations of others are a
proxy for the likelihood of sanctions, normative expectations are an
important component of risk perception (Bicchieri 2017, p. 174-175)
– stronger normative expectations lead to a higher perceived risk of
transgression. Thus the strength of adherence to a norm influences
both the perceived and actual risks of transgressing that norm.

Moreover, as I explored in Section 4.2, people tend to care what
others think of them even without any perceived risk of sanctions.
The risks of violating social norms of meat eating are usually quite
low: disapproval and some mockery are likely to be the only social
consequences. Nonetheless, these social effects, in combination with
the consequences of violating the descriptive norm – the difficulty
of finding food one can eat – can be sufficient to counteract weak-
to-moderate motivation to change. Fear of others’ ill opinion can be
sufficient to keep more risk-averse people complying, and a small but
vocal minority of meat eaters clearly think badly of vegetarians (Min-
son and Monin 2012). A candidate for early change must therefore
be someone to whom these concerns do not apply, or someone who
has less reason than most to care. Hence people who are relatively
risk-insensitive with respect to a particular norm are candidates to be
early abandoners, if they have reason to – that is, if they also have
low norm sensitivity and reasons to transgress.

Bicchieri (2017, p. 163) calls people with low norm sensitivity and
low risk perception trendsetters. Trendsetters are willing to abandon a
norm early and, in doing so, can pave the way for others. In visibly
breaking a norm, trendsetters reduce the proportion of people fol-
lowing it and so decrease, at least slightly, the perceived and actual
risks others face for violating that norm (Bicchieri 2017, p. 184). If the
trendsetter is the right sort of person – someone who has influence
either within their social circle or in media – others may also imitate
them (Bicchieri 2017, p. 169-170, 194-204). However, whether trendset-
ters will be able to set change in motion or will simply remain on the
fringe depends on just how much their risk perception and norm sen-
sitivity differs from that of others. If their actions reduce perceived
risk enough that others follow suit, trendsetters can trigger change.
However, if they are not able to reduce the risk of action below the
necessary threshold for the next most likely candidate to be confident
in changing, then the trendsetters will remain a fringe (Bicchieri 2017,
p. 184). With each trendsetter who acts, the bar for the next actor is
lowered, and if enough can be persuaded to act, a tipping point can be
reached, precipitating widespread change.

Because of the role of trendsetters, norms, when they change, do
not change linearly. Rather, change starts with a trickle which may
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or may not turn into a flood. For any established norm, norm sen-
sitivity and risk perception are jointly sufficient to motivate compli-
ance in most people. However, there will be a few at the margins
who could be induced to change their behaviour through a relatively
small shift in either their norm sensitivity or their risk perception.
This can be seen in Gerry Mackie’s (1996) analysis of the decline of
foot-binding in China. Contrary to the slow petering out of the pro-
cess which might have been expected, once change began, the new
norm took over within only a few years. There was a generation in
which, across most families, the older daughters had their feet bound
while younger daughters escaped the practice altogether. The practice
of foot-binding was not intrinsically valued by the majority of prac-
titioners, but was rather seen as a necessary evil in order to secure a
good marriage for daughters (Mackie 1996). Once a critical mass was
reached, the risk to marriage prospects from not binding disappeared,
and so the norm could safely be abandoned. Similarly, Anthony Ap-
piah (2010) documents how norms of slavery in the British empire,
foot-binding in China, and duelling in England were overturned such
that these once-approved practices quickly became deeply moralized.
These examples reveal that long-stable norms can be rapidly over-
turned once momentum is gained; norms are fragile and break read-
ily once non-compliance reaches a critical mass. Meat-eating norms
might also change rapidly, if sufficient momentum can be gained.

Not only does each person who either becomes a vegetarian or
openly admits that they ought to reduce the perceived risk of veg-
etarianism, each person who endorses the vegetarian conclusion by
their actions also increases the psychic cost of meat eating for remain-
ing meat eaters. The smaller the percentage of people who appear
to endorse a particular activity as ethical (or ethically permissible),
the harder it is to maintain to oneself that it is (Rabin 1994, p. 179).
Fewer people endorsing meat eating would make it harder for re-
maining meat eaters to continue to maintain the sorts of justifica-
tions discussed in Chapter 2. Hence, a sufficient number of people
abandoning meat eating could trigger a cascade of change in both
behaviour and belief.

Of course, as my discussion of meat eating as a custom revealed,
people have independent reasons to want to eat meat, most promi-
nently enjoyment of its taste. This makes meat eating importantly
different to a practice like foot-binding, which mothers often strug-
gled with, as is revealed by the Chinese proverb “A mother can’t love
both her daughter and her daughter’s feet at the same time” (Mackie
1996, p. 1000). However, the practice of slavery is perhaps more anal-
ogous – like meat eating, slavery directly benefited practitioners, de-
spite its moral and human costs. There is therefore precedent for
enjoyed practices also being rapidly abandoned and replaced with
norms that sanction that practice, as will be examined below. Sim-
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ilarly, for widespread vegetarianism to take hold, overturning pro-
meat norms would likely prove insufficient: existing norms would
need to be replaced by anti-meat norms.

4.4.2 Establishing anti-meat norms

In Chapter 3 I argued that both an affective response and a norma-
tive framework prohibiting an act are needed to generate a moralized
judgement against it. I noted that many aspects of the raising and
killing of animals for food have the potential to generate a negative
affective response but that the current normative framework encour-
ages desensitization rather than treating this response as morally rel-
evant. I also observed that although it is possible for some individu-
als to moralize a position based on a personal normative framework,
moralization is most likely to succeed where the normative frame-
work has widespread endorsement. I now turn to an exploration of
how social norms could come to weigh against meat eating.

Norms currently support meat eating and disincentivise vegetari-
anism. However, norms can shift; mildly pro-meat norms could be
replaced by anti-meat norms. A change in expectations about de-
scriptive norms can sometimes be sufficient to motivate behavioural
changes, though this is unlikely to be enough to change behaviour
surrounding meat. For example, a series of studies by Cialdini and
colleagues (as described in Bicchieri (2006, p. 63-70)) demonstrate that
where empirical evidence suggests that people do not litter (i.e. where
no litter is present), littering is rare (11-18%). However, where the
environment is already dirty, rates of littering increase significantly
(32-40%), and they increase even more dramatically where littering
behaviour is directly observed (54%). These studies reveal that while
some people consistently litter and some never do, many are sensitive
to what they expect others to do and adapt their behaviour accord-
ingly even where they have no reason to expect to be seen. Similarly,
changes in empirical expectations alone could encourage some peo-
ple to reduce or eliminate meat consumption.

Social norms can even more strongly reduce or entirely stop par-
ticipation in activities that people enjoy or otherwise desire, espe-
cially where those activities occur in public. For example, in recent
decades, smoking has gone from something acceptable, encouraged,
and widely enjoyed, to a frowned-upon activity. Its disapproval (at
least by peers) dissuades many from taking it up, and can motivate
others to stop – a non-smoking social norm has taken hold, albeit im-
perfectly, in our society. Hence disesteem for violating a social norm
and esteem for complying with it can change the cost-benefit ratio of
the norm-governed activity, shifting the point at which an activity is
rational and thus leading to norm compliance. Esteem considerations
can also, over time, lead to norm internalization and moralization. Ini-
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tially, anti-meat norms would likely produce mostly grudging confor-
mity. Many might follow the norm in public but violate it in private,
and some would flout the norm publicly. However, given time, meat
eating could become moralized for most people, and could even be-
come unthinkable. If, as with smoking or littering, people came to ex-
pect both that most others would not eat meat and that others would
judge them negatively for doing so, then anti-meat norms could take
hold.

We eat both in public and in private, and norms have more po-
tential to impact public than private eating. Much food consumption
is done privately, either only with family or entirely alone. What is
done where nobody can see cannot be subject to esteem considera-
tions – private meat consumption, especially where the meat can be
obtained in relatively anonymous ways, will continue, at least in the
short term. Similarly, in a family context, meat eating is more likely
to persist – we will probably know if our family members desire to
eat meat, enabling a different normative context to apply within the
home.

Yet meals are frequently communal and social affairs where there
is plenty of scope for norms to exert a strong influence, both descrip-
tively through influencing what is available, and normatively by in-
fluencing how people think their meat eating will be perceived. In
such an environment, norms, modulated by esteem considerations,
are likely to have a strong influence. For example, 27% of respon-
dents in our survey agreed they would order a vegetarian meal if
dining out with a group who all ordered vegetarian meals (Thrasher
and Mayne 2018). Many people, expecting to be disesteemed for eat-
ing meat, would avoid it in a public dining setting. Furthermore, were
it disesteemed, meat would become less available in restaurants, su-
permarkets, and other sources of food. This would change people’s
empirical expectations about the comparative ease of a vegetarian
compared to a meat-centred diet.

Over time, norms can shape not just what people do in public, but
also how they think. Given a sufficient period of anti-meat norms, it
is likely that meat would cease to be seen as food – even by people
who are currently enthusiastic defenders of meat eating. With time,
reluctant conformity where people refrain from a desired activity to
avoid disesteem could transform into sincere norm endorsement and
the moralization of meat eating. The raising and killing of animals
for meat could become as intuitively immoral as the whipping of
downed carthorses.

4.5 moralizing meat

As highlighted in Chapters 2 and 3, both the justifications put forward
by ordinary meat eaters and the ways in which conflicted carnivores
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respond to meat reveal that in an important sense, meat eating simply
is not treated as a moral issue. Even where it is intellectually acknowl-
edged as such (and often it isn’t), both meat-eating behaviour and the
justifications put forward in its defence treat meat eating as an issue
of personal choice rather than a moral issue with implications for
others who matter morally. This section explores why even strict veg-
etarians often fail to fully moralize meat, and how meat could become
widely moralized.

4.5.1 The current moral status of meat

The thinkability of an act comes largely from how prevalent it is in
one’s society; a rational assessment of its badness has little impact.
If something just is not done, it can become unthinkable for norm-
sensitive people; if it is done, it tends to be thinkable even if one
strongly disapproves. As noted in Chapter 3, conflicted carnivores
might think that eating meat is objectively worse than petty theft,
yet feel a strong aversion to the latter while having no compunctions
about the former. Meat eating is highly thinkable.

Yet, as Jean Hampton (2006, p. 109, emphasis original) observes,
most people do not think that “constraining ourselves so that we do
not rape or murder or steal imposes a cost upon us”. Not all possible
costs enter into ordinary cost-benefit calculations. However, for meat
eaters and many people avoiding meat, the costs of giving up meat
do factor into calculations. Eating meat is thinkable in a way that
murder is not; the forgone opportunities tend to remain salient. Con-
versely, many vegetarians and vegans re-conceptualize meat so that
avoiding it is not seen as a cost – meat is instead seen as something
to which they were never entitled. For such people, meat is taken off
the table as an option, just as murder or rape are not options, mak-
ing long-term compliance easier. However, insofar as meat eating is
common, it remains thinkable for all but those with a strongly in-
ternalized personal norm against it, even among those who disagree
that it is morally permissible. If, however, due to a change in norms,
meat eating became rare and subject to disapproval, it could be more
broadly moved outside the realm of the thinkable.

Currently, even most vegetarians and vegans with strongly inter-
nalized personal norms against meat eating and a strong disgust re-
sponse to meat have not fully moralized meat. Moral rules are gen-
erally understood as being universalizable – if something is morally
wrong for someone to do, then it is wrong for anyone to do. Even
though extenuating circumstances may make a ‘wrong’ act all-things-
considered acceptable such that the actor is not blameworthy, the act
itself nevertheless remains wrong (Nichols 2004, p. 26). Yet the major-
ity of moral vegetarians do not strongly universalize their judgement
against meat. Rather they accept that others will eat meat.
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Genuinely moralizing a socially sanctioned practice is difficult. On
P.F. Strawson’s (1962) account of indignation, making a moral judge-
ment requires that one consider it appropriate that others should re-
sent one for failing to act accordingly, and that one feel indignation
on observing others failing to comply. Yet it is common for vegetari-
ans to adopt a form of relativism regarding meat – to say that while
they think meat eating wrong, it is acceptable for others to eat meat.
Furthermore, even those who maintain that meat eating is wrong for
all people nevertheless tend to refrain from judging others even if, in
some sense, they disapprove. Thus few, if any, vegetarians are mak-
ing a Strawsonian moral judgement against meat. The strong feelings
required by Strawson’s conception of moral judgement rely on the
disapproved of behaviour not being uncommon – resenting every-
body is taxing, just as disesteeming everyone is taxing. Even if meat
eating is unthinkable on a personal level, other people’s meat eat-
ing remains thinkable. Maintaining a strong moral position against a
common behaviour is unsustainable.

This disconnect between personal morality and universalizable
morality exists in the moral reasoning of both adults and children.
There is strong evidence that children intuitively pick up moral rules,
knowing that moral rules are universalizable, whereas conventional
rules are not (Nichols 2004, p. 6). Yet vegetarian children also fail to
universalize their judgements about meat eating.

A study of the moral reasoning of children under the age of ten,
comprising of independent vegetarians (children of meat-eating
parents who independently decided to become vegetarian), family
vegetarians (vegetarian children of vegetarian parents), and non-
vegetarians (meat-eating children of meat-eating parents) found that
vegetarian children do not properly moralize their vegetarianism
(Hussar and Harris 2010). Hussar and Harris (2010) found that
all the independently vegetarian children and most of the family
vegetarian children cited harm to animals as a motivating factor in
their vegetarianism – their reasoning was other-regarding. However,
children of all groups judged the meat eating of other people to be
morally acceptable. Unsurprisingly, meat-eating children thought
their meat eating morally unproblematic. However, both groups of
vegetarian children also thought it was morally acceptable to eat
meat as long as the meat eater had not made a commitment to being
vegetarian. Furthermore, all children, including meat-eating children,
thought it was morally wrong for a vegetarian to eat meat. Thus
rather than focusing on harm to animals, the salient factor for all
these children appeared to be whether or not someone was violating
their personal moral code. Children would judge people harshly for
violating their own code even when they disagreed with that code. Thus
judgements about the moral permissibility of meat eating seem to
rest on individual moral commitments, whereas judgements about
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the permissibility of other alleged moral wrongs tend to be treated
as deriving from objective moral facts.

We do not ordinarily think that a commitment to not φing is neces-
sary for φ’s wrongness. We think that stealing is wrong, and would
not accept a defence along the lines of “I never said I thought steal-
ing was wrong” or “I never committed to not stealing”. The same
goes for a variety of other wrongs, especially criminal wrongs. Thus
it seems that for intuitive wrongness, a prior commitment is neces-
sary for a behaviour against which no norm exist, but where a such
a norm exists, the behaviour is treated as just wrong irrespective of
the commitments of the wrongdoer. Hence as long as meat eating is
widespread, it cannot be treated as a proper moral issue; irrespective
of personal normative stance, meat will be seen as food.

4.5.2 Changing the categorization of meat

‘Food’ is a normatively governed category. Thus meat could, through
norm change, become categorized as not-food. Most potentially nu-
tritious animal flesh is not conceived of as food – what is thinkable as
food is shaped by descriptive and social norms. The category of ‘edi-
ble’ animals is much smaller than the category of animals which can
be (and in other cultures are) eaten. As Melanie Joy (2010, p. 11-13)
argues, our perceptions of meat are far more important than any facts
about it. This is why, for most Westerners, a dish believed to be beef
can be enjoyed even if it is actually dog, and conversely, why disgust
lingers if one has been made to believe that a dish contains dog-meat
even if it does not. Thus although most meat eaters think it obvious
that the meats they eat are ‘food’, this categorization is much more
malleable than it initially seems.

In any society, there is a small and limited number of animals that
are generally recognized as ‘edible’. However, this categorization is
not based on anything intrinsic to the animals. Which animals are
in the ‘edible’ category and which are not varies between cultures.
Nevertheless, strong taboos against eating animals outside the ‘edi-
ble’ category are a constant. Dogs, horses, whales, and pigs are all
animals whose meat is enjoyed in some cultures while their meat is
regarded with revulsion in others. This cultural variation reveals that
the different ways we think (or do not think) about animals affects
the way we see their meat. As Hal Herzog (2010) observes, we only
eat animals we feel ambivalent towards – we eat neither those we
love (pets or particularly cute animals) nor those we hate (pests or
particularly ugly animals), with different cultures drawing category
lines in different places. While some adventurous eaters take pleasure
in sampling flesh from a variety of sources, most people feel uncom-
fortable eating anything outside a narrow band. For most people, the
flesh of an animal that is a ‘meat animal’ is seen as simply meat; the
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flesh of other animals cannot be separated from the animal that was
(Joy 2010, p. 11-13), and thus cannot be seen as ‘meat’. Norms thus
inform which animals can be eaten, and which cannot even be seen
as food.

Given that what is ‘food’ is a norm-governed category, compared to
what is ‘in theory edible’, a shift in norms could take meat ‘off the ta-
ble’. This may at first seem implausible, but many practices that were
once both normatively encouraged and enjoyed are now not just seen
as wrong, they are effectively unthinkable. Practices ranging from rit-
ualistic cat burning to bear baiting to public corporal punishment
were not just cruel practices employed in the service of goals such as
deterrence of criminals, they were also enjoyed as participatory spec-
tacles when they served no greater purpose (Pinker 2011, p. 144-148).
Yet as Nichols (2004, p. 143-144) documents, anti-harm norms have
consistently been expanding over the centuries to cover ever more
categories of people, as well as many animals. Violence is becoming
less and less accepted. When a new group is added to the list of those
against whom violence is unacceptable, or a new practice becomes un-
derstood as harmful, norm change tends to happen abruptly, on the
scale of years rather than generations. Support for practices newly cat-
egorized as harmful has therefore dropped abruptly and turned to re-
vulsion once a critical mass of society accepted that re-categorization.
This change can be so extreme that people who enjoyed participation
in the above-described practices in their youth frequently came to
later regard them not just as wrong, but as incomprehensible (Pinker
2011, ch. 7). Norms can reverse to the point where the original nor-
matively encouraged behaviour is deeply moralized.

If a critical mass of people were to abandon meat eating, vegetari-
anism could become ‘normal’ – as it is in parts of India, if for different
reasons to those which drive most Western vegetarians.8 As long as
meat is common, it is thinkable and cannot be properly moralized. If,
however, it were to cease to be normal, then given the aversion peo-
ple have to seeing suffering, it is probable that, like cat burning, pig
eating would also become unthinkable.

Thus far, I have argued that given the right normative environment,
meat eating could become a deeply moralized behaviour. Of course,
transitioning to such an environment will be difficult and may seem
implausible, especially as vegetarian movements have long existed
but have gained little traction. I do not attempt here to provide a road
map to norm change – that is a task for psychology or sociology. Nev-
ertheless, it is worth briefly demonstrating that widespread change
for the sake of animals can occur even where this inconveniences the
people making the change.

8 Around 40% of all Indian households are lacto-vegetarian (Delgado, Narrod, and
Tiongco 2003, §2.3), and among certain subsets of the population, particularly adher-
ents of Jainism, as well as many geographic groups of Brahmins, vegetarianism is
both normatively and empirically expected.
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One example, documented by Martin Balluch (2006), is an Aus-
trian ban on eggs from caged hens, implemented with popular sup-
port. Animal activists were able to leverage widespread disapproval
of the conditions under which battery hens lived (opposed by 86%
of the population) to gain general support for a battery hen ban. Im-
portantly, this ban was supported even by people who bought cage
eggs – there was a willingness to sacrifice a certain level of personal
convenience given assurance that this sacrifice would be effective in
securing better welfare outcomes for Austrian chickens. In this case,
an assurance of collective action, achieved through legal change, im-
proved conditions for animals.

Of course, a collective agreement to ban meat production is ex-
tremely implausible in the current environment in any Western na-
tion. Nevertheless, it is possible that, given time and the right impetus,
meat eating may become restricted to subcultures or eliminated alto-
gether. My analysis has revealed that if one is interested in changing
meat-eating behaviour, multiple factors need to be addressed. Sensi-
tivity to existing norms of meat eating need to be reduced and pos-
itive reasons to avoid meat adopted. These changes can be aided by
information campaigns and even argumentation. However, such an
approach will be ineffective unless complemented by efforts to ad-
dress both the practical and social barriers to avoiding meat. Practi-
cal barriers can be addressed by increased availability of vegetarian
options. While this change will depend in part on demand, other re-
strictions on the prevalence and desirability of vegetarian food can
be addressed by improved alternatives to farmed meat, including
high-quality plant-based mock meats or even cultured meat. Simi-
larly, while many of the social factors disincentivising meat avoidance
are dependent on the number of vegetarians in a society, other social
pressures can be alleviated by changing attitudes towards vegetarians
and vegetarianism without necessarily attempting to change attitudes
to meat. These are tasks for activists and entrepreneurs, but they can
nevertheless be approached in ways informed by this philosophical
analysis.

4.6 conclusion

Meat eating is common in most societies, and where it is not common,
it is generally an aspiration. It is normal – eating meat is what most
people do – but more than this, it is a norm. Both the empirical and
normative expectations people hold contribute to their meat-eating
behaviour. Thus norms of meat eating make vegetarianism challeng-
ing at multiple levels. The normalcy of meat makes it easy for people
to justify eating the meat of intensively farmed animals, even where
ignoring the suffering involved goes against their broader moral be-
liefs (Chapter 2). The normalcy of meat also makes it difficult to mo-
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tivate behavioural change even where one thinks one should (Chap-
ter 3), and even if one is motivated to change, the normalcy of meat
can make it difficult to sustain that change.

While most people value being moral (or being perceived to be
so), this incentive is tempered by self-interested considerations. In the
case of meat eating, such considerations are most prominently conve-
nience and taste. These considerations need to be traded against the
value of acting morally, and the way one expects others to perceive
one’s choices plays an important role in how that trade-off is under-
stood. Given that most people eat meat, one can be sufficiently moral
according to societal standards while continuing to eat meat, making
motivating vegetarianism difficult. Hence norms surrounding meat
eating shape the potential for people to see meat eating as a genuine
moral issue, and thus the likelihood they will be motivated to act.

According to Cristina Bicchieri’s norm framework, regularities in
behaviour can be motivated in different ways. Customs are followed
because a particular behaviour is the best way for individuals to
meet their needs independently of what others are doing. Descrip-
tive norms receive conditional adherence based on what others are
doing; a descriptive norm makes conformity the best way of reaching
one’s goals insofar as one expects others to also conform. In contrast,
social norms rely on both normative and empirical expectations. It
is rational to conform to a social norm, even if one dislikes it, if one
both expects that others will conform (empirical expectations) and
also expects that others expect that one should conform (second or-
der normative expectations).

While at first glance meat eating may seem to be merely a cus-
tom, it is not – both empirical and normative expectations play a non-
trivial role in sustaining the practice. First, the behaviour of others
shapes expectations about the relative ease or difficulty of obtaining
meat-containing and vegetarian meals. Second, normative expecta-
tions shape which animals one can and cannot eat. The flesh of some
animals (in mainstream Western society, mostly fish, cows, chickens,
and pigs) is seen as ‘meat’, whereas the flesh of others (for example,
horses, dogs, and whales) is seen as inedible. Third, many vegetarians
and vegetarian-sympathetic people report social pressure to eat meat
– normative expectations make it difficult to not eat meat, particularly
when one is eating amongst others. While meat eating is merely a cus-
tom for some, it is a descriptive norm for others, and a social norm
for many.

Thus attempts to motivate vegetarianism that do not address the
relevant normative and empirical expectations are highly unlikely to
succeed. This is why merely refuting the justifications for meat eating
discussed in Chapter 2 tends to be insufficient for changing people’s
behaviour. For practical persuasion, it is necessary to address both
what one expects others to do, and what one expects others to expect



4.6 conclusion 82

one to do. The people most likely to be receptive to acting on a pro-
vegetarian message – potential trendsetters – will be those who have
both low norm sensitivity (i.e. people who do not have strong reasons
to eat meat and who are receptive to anti-meat messages) and who
also perceive the risks of vegetarianism to be low (i.e. people who
expect relatively little social fallout and who think that they will be
able to get decent food as vegetarians). This may be why students
are particularly receptive to pro-vegetarian messages – many have
moved out of their parents’ home and are no longer under pressure
to fit in with their family’s meals, but also have not yet developed
relationships or become parents, both of which make change more
difficult and risky. The key point, however, is that approaches that
focus on education (i.e. reducing norm sensitivity) while neglecting
risk perceptions are unlikely to gain much traction.

Because categories like ‘food’ are normatively constructed, if suf-
ficient people adopt vegetarian norms, then a cascade could be trig-
gered, inducing vegetarianism even in people who are currently re-
luctant to cease eating meat. Although vegetarianism has existed as a
fringe movement throughout most of human history, rarely reaching
this tipping point, if such a tipping point is reached, it is likely that
aversion to harm will result in the moralization of eating the flesh of
once-living animals.



5
C O N C L U S I O N

The way the majority of meat eaters think about meat is incoherent.
Most meat eaters’ justifications are inconsistent with their broader
moral beliefs – the justifications do not justify, but rather seek to ex-
cuse a desired activity. Many meat eaters actively avoid contemplat-
ing what is involved in producing the meat they eat. Others freely
acknowledge that it is immoral for them to eat meat, but do so any-
way, without experiencing any significant guilt. The suffering of an-
imals for meat production is arguably a serious moral issue, but, as
with comparable issues such as extreme poverty and climate change,
it is rarely seen as an issue that demands personal action. This thesis
has explored the moral psychological reasons underpinning both the
widespread failure to recognize meat eating as a moral issue, and the
continued consumption of meat even by most people who recognize
it as a moral issue. I have argued that the inconsistencies in how peo-
ple reason about meat are deeply tied to meat’s normalcy – both in
terms of its being common and its being supported and enforced by
descriptive and social norms.

As someone who hopes to reduce human-inflicted animal suffer-
ing, instead of following the well-trodden path of presenting ethical
arguments for an obligation to stop eating meat, I have pursued what
I hope is a more productive path: seeking to understand why those
arguments tend to be ineffective. I have therefore explored why it
is that some issues are treated as being deeply moral such that ‘do-
ing the wrong thing’ is effectively unthinkable, why other issues, if
they are even recognized as being wrong, are treated as violable, and
why meat eating tends to fall into the latter category. In doing so, I
have shown that argumentative persuasion targeting individuals is
unlikely to be effective; social factors rather than individual beliefs
about morality shape not only willingness to act on an issue, but
also ability to recognize an issue as a moral one demanding action.
The understanding of how people reason about moral issues gained
through my analysis should be illuminating both to people interested
specifically in the issue of meat eating and those interested in moral
reasoning more broadly.

In Chapter 2, I argued that meat eating seems easy to justify not
because the available justifications succeed, but because meat eating
is common. I examined the lay justifications for meat eating and ar-
gued that they were all inadequate for any meat eater who endorses
the meat trilemma:
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1. ceteris paribus, causing animals to suffer is morally bad because
of what it does to the animal – animals have moral status;

2. ceteris paribus, one should try to be a moral person and not act
in ways that have morally bad results; and

3. eating meat, including the meat of animals who were raised on
factory farms or can otherwise be reasonably inferred to have
led bad lives, is morally permissible.

Strong necessity requires denial of readily available information
about the potential for a healthy vegetarian lifestyle: it relies on a
manifestly false belief, at least in the general case. All the other lay
justifications – weak necessity, normalcy, naturalness, niceness, and
no effect – require treating meat eating differently to issues that are
widely accepted as being moral ones. They all require accepting
reasoning that would have been rejected when considering a more
clearly moral issue such as theft or murder. In other words, they
assume meat’s moral permissibility in order to establish it. None can
resolve the meat paradox.

I then examined the more sophisticated philosophical arguments
and found that they fare no better. Most sophisticated defences of
meat eating explicitly rule out defending the most commonly con-
sumed type of meat – meat from intensively raised animals who can
reasonably be inferred to have experienced non-trivial levels of suf-
fering. Thus these defences are not available to any meat eater who
thinks animals matter morally and who at least sometimes eats the
meat of such animals. Another defence could only justify eating meat
where it could reasonably be expected to provide an exceptional din-
ing experience. Those philosophical arguments that either directly or
indirectly defend eating the meat of animals irrespective of the an-
imals’ quality of life required that all animals be treated as having
no moral status in their own right. Given, however, that most people
think that mistreating animals can at least sometimes be wrong be-
cause of what it does to the animal, I argued that this is not a bullet
most meat eaters would be prepared to bite. Thus the best available
philosophical arguments also fail to justify meat eating for ordinary
meat eaters.

Despite these inadequacies, however, most meat eaters do not ex-
perience guilt regarding their meat eating. I argued that justifications
like those I examined, along with strategic avoidance of unwanted
information, play a role in managing cognitive dissonance. Because
such justifications are widely accepted, they can be used to maintain
the belief that eating animals is morally acceptable, even though this
conflicts with other beliefs. This causes some cognitive load. However,
due to meat eating’s prevalence, these justifications are rarely chal-
lenged, and so little cognitive load is incurred. This mechanism of
dissonance management is further reinforced by strategic ignorance
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– deliberately avoiding information that might render the plight of
farmed animals salient, or make one’s justifications for eating meat
seem flimsy. Thus good-conscience meat eating is, I argued, depen-
dent on its being widespread.

In Chapter 3 I turned to exploring the puzzle of the conflicted car-
nivore. Conflicted carnivores, by definition, agree that morally, they
ought not eat meat. They do so nonetheless, and experience little
ensuing guilt. I argued that irrespective of whether the conflicted car-
nivore’s judgement against meat is perceived as sincere, there is a
motivational gap to be accounted for: why is it that the conflicted
carnivore makes sincere or motivating moral judgements in some do-
mains but does not include meat eating in this class of judgements? I
argued that the conflicted carnivore’s judgement about meat’s imper-
missibility is not being moralized – the intellectual judgement that
eating meat is wrong is not converted into a feeling of wrongness. I
argued that because of our socially endorsed normative structure, af-
fectively upsetting stimuli connected to meat are treated as something
to be avoided rather than addressed; negative affective responses to
meat are not treated as carrying moral information. Hence meat is
not being moralized.

Following Shaun Nichols (2004), I argued that a moralized judge-
ment requires two components: a negative affective response and a
normative framework indicating that the thing under judgement is
wrong. While it is possible to moralize something based on an in-
dividual moral norm, socially endorsed rules tend to play this role,
and our society-wide rules do not say that eating animals in wrong
– indeed, they say the opposite. Thus an intellectual judgement that
meat eating is wrong tends to be supported neither by a strong affec-
tive response nor by a society-level normative rule. Instead, because
the rule is absent, the affective response, where present, tends to be
suppressed. I argued that this enables meat eating to seem morally ac-
ceptable despite intellectual judgements to the contrary. Thus for con-
flicted carnivores, too, the fact that meat eating is both widespread
and widely accepted makes it easy to ignore one’s intellectual moral
judgement against meat eating.

Hence in Chapter 4, I turned to an analysis of the behavioural reg-
ularity of meat eating. I sought to understand how social dynamics
shape the way people currently think about meat and what could
change this. I argued that while meat eating might seem to be sim-
ply the collective expression of individual preferences (what Cristina
Bicchieri (2017) calls a custom), it is, in most cases, a behaviour heav-
ily influenced by social factors. People eat the meat of only a small
fraction of potentially edible species, and generally view the meat of
other species not only with suspicion, but with revulsion. What is ed-
ible and what is not are normatively governed. Furthermore, the fact
that meat eating is widespread whereas vegetarianism is relatively
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uncommon makes it easy to obtain meals containing meat but diffi-
cult to source tasty and nutritious vegetarian meals, and even harder
to find vegan ones. The expectation that others will eat meat there-
fore leads to the empirical expectation that one should also eat meat
if one wants eating to be straightforward. Thus meat eating has as-
pects of what Bicchieri calls a descriptive norm. Furthermore, a nor-
mative aspect often attaches to meat eating. People can experience
implicit or explicit social pressure to conform to what most people
eat, especially in social situations where eating differently can incon-
venience one’s host. Thus many people experience meat eating as a
social norm. This norm is usually internalized – a norm with which
one agrees and wants to comply – but it can also exert unwanted
power on a weak-willed conflicted carnivore.

Meat’s status as a norm is a double-edged sword – it currently
helps to entrench meat eating, but could work against it. Given, how-
ever, that eating meat also satisfies a personal preference, simply
overturning pro-meat norms would be insufficient – anti-meat norms
would also need to be established. For the abandonment of a ‘bad’
norm, it is ineffective to simply persuade individuals that they should
abandon it, as should be obvious from the number of conflicted car-
nivores who have been persuaded but do not act. Changing people’s
behaviour therefore requires acting on both norm sensitivity (the
range and strength of reasons people have to support the norm) and
risk (the perceived risk of deviating from the norm). The specifics of
how to achieve this are a task for psychologists and social scientists,
not philosophers. Nevertheless, I have highlighted how such research
might be productively directed.

In arguing for the role played by norms, I have not given a merely
sociological explanation of why people eat meat. Rather, in show-
ing how people reason about meat eating specifically, and moral is-
sues more generally, I have uncovered important implications for how
philosophers ask questions about moral behaviour in general. The
way we look at moral ‘failures’ should not ask questions only about
individual factors such as rationality, sincerity, affect, or will. The soci-
ety in which a person is embedded must also be examined. Focusing
on the failures of abstracted individuals misses essential insights into
what motivates moral behaviour. I have shown that individual moral
decision-making is deeply embedded in a wider social environment.
How other people behave with respect to an issue affects both indi-
vidual willingness to even entertain it as an issue of moral import,
and also one’s ability to convince oneself to act on an issue that has
intellectually been recognized as morally significant. Thus the way
we as philosophers ask questions about moral reasoning needs to be
reassessed – it needs to take social factors into account while contin-
uing to recognize individuals as the locus of moral decision-making.
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My analysis also has implications for the practice of ethical argu-
ment. If people are not engaging with arguments and are not mo-
tivated to change their behaviour even where they are intellectually
persuaded, arguments such as those presented by ethicists are un-
likely to change minds. Thus although arguments in ethics may be
valuable as philosophical exercises, engaging in ethical argument is
not a fruitful pastime if the goal is changing minds and behaviour.
Thus philosophers who are engaging in ethical argument with the hope
of changing minds would do better to apply philosophical scrutiny to
broader issues surrounding the culture of the issue in which they are
interested.

Though I have explored the discrepancies in how people think
about meat eating, such discrepancies are not unique to this issue.
It is likely that people rationalize their inaction on other issues such
as failing to act on climate change or extreme poverty in ways sim-
ilar to those explored in Chapter 2, and they do so for similar rea-
sons. People also fail to act on their intellectual moral judgements
about these other issues, probably for reasons like those explored in
Chapter 3. Similarly, it is likely that the same or similar social factors
to those explored in Chapter 4 influence attitudes and behaviour re-
garding these other issues. Thus while my analysis focused on meat
eating, someone interested in understanding the moral psychology
of other comparable issues could adapt my approach, likely finding
many similarities (as well as some interesting differences) between
how people think about meat eating and how they think about these
similar moral issues.

Individuals make judgements and choices, but they do so within
a social environment. While personal moral beliefs can play a role,
they are frequently overwhelmed by factors in one’s social environ-
ment. My analysis of the moral psychology of meat eating reveals
that someone not being motivated to stop eating meat is not just
a failure of reason, affect, or motivation. Rather, it is at least a par-
tial product of one’s social environment, which can make it rational
to conform to what others are doing irrespective of one’s personal
beliefs about what morality requires. Furthermore, one’s social envi-
ronment makes it difficult to achieve or maintain moral clarity about
an issue that is not widely treated as a moral one. It is likely that
one’s social environment plays a similar role in other issues I have
not explicitly discussed. Ignoring one’s role in climate change may be
similarly enabled by the fact that few people act to reduce their emis-
sions. Similarly, the fact that most people do not give significantly to
charities and buy cheap products without consideration for how they
were manufactured likely reassures people that their own behaviour
in this domain is morally acceptable. While there are subtle differ-
ences between these cases, all are issues which are largely ignored in
mainstream Western society, meaning social pressures to behave ‘well’
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are largely absent. Thus understanding the causes and effects of these
social pressures is essential to understanding how people respond to
moral issues.
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