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Industrial animal agriculture imposes terrible costs on our health, on animals, and on the
environment. From antibiotic resistance and an increased risk of future pandemics, to battery cages
and gestation crates, to greenhouse gas emissions and manure runoff, the conclusion that we should
oppose the way animals are used in agriculture is overdetermined. But agreeing that our current
food system is indefensible is not the same thing as agreeing on what to replace it with. For many,
the only ethical alternative is to transition towards a vegan food system. But could it be that they’re
being a bit hasty? Perhaps it’s possible (even desirable) to create a food system that includes
animal products while respecting animals’ rights? This is the conclusion Josh Milburn defends in
his provocative book, Food, Justice, and Animals.

Milburn’s book is partly motivated by the various fringe cases that are often used to challenge
the main argument for veganism. That argument goes something like this: sentient animals have
moral rights not to be harmed by us; animal agriculture violates animals’ rights; consuming animal
products supports animal agriculture; we should not support industries, or institutions, that violate
animals’ rights; ergo, we shouldn’t consume animal products.

For those of us who believe that animals have rights, the above argument seems pretty strong.
But critics have rightly pointed out some exceptions. For example, suppose you rescue some hens
from a factory farm, and suppose those hens lay some eggs. Consuming those eggs in the privacy
of your home doesn’t seem to support animal agriculture, and since hens are often indifferent
towards their eggs, it needn’t harm the hens you rescued either. Similarly, consider the fact that
some invertebrates are unlikely to be sentient (unlikely to have valanced mental states such as pain
or pleasure). Is there anything wrong with consuming, say, bivalves or jellyfish? Maybe, since
“unlikely” is not the same as “impossible.” But if it really is unlikely that they’re sentient, then it’s
unlikely that they have rights.

Milburn’s other main source of motivation is cellular agriculture: a type of agriculture that
produces animal products by growing them at the cellular level. Producing animal products via cell
cultures allows us to partially remove animals from the production process: though we may still
need animals for purposes of obtaining cells,we can nonetheless produce chicken, beef, and other

meats without literally killing the animals they come from. As Milburn puts it, cellular agriculture
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gives us a way of “having our cake and eating it too — or having our cow and eating her too” (20).

It’s important to keep in mind that Milburn’s book is in ideal theory. Unlike non-ideal theory,
which is about what we can feasibly do, here and now, to make our society more just, ideal theory
is about perfect justice (14-15). Milburn is specifically interested in whether a perfectly just food
system would be vegan (entirely plant based), or whether it would include some non-vegan
elements (some animal products). Rescue hens, invertebrates, and cellular agriculture are
interesting to him because they suggest that we could design a food system that includes some
animal products and yet respects animals’ rights (2-3). One promising possibility Milburn explores
is that sentient contributors, such as cows who provide cells for purposes of growing cultivated
meat, or chickens who produce eggs, be granted workers’ rights, such as the right to be fairly
compensated, or the right to a safe work environment (121-7 and 143-50). But saying that an ideal
food system would include some animal products is very different from being against veganism. In
our current food system, it’s very difficult to find animal products that were produced in a rights-
respecting manner. For example, the eggs available for purchase are mostly from factory-farmed
hens, and the meat available for purchase is mostly from slaughtered animals. Though there are
some opportunities available for those who wish to consume animal products and respect animals’
rights, e.g., consuming oysters may be permissible, Milburn’s book gives us reason to believe that
for most people, here and now, an ethical diet should be largely vegan (172-5).

Over the course of the book, Milburn presents various arguments for why an ideal food system
would include some animal products. One of his more obvious (but still important) points is that a
vegan food system is more restrictive, and thus less able to accommodate diverse ways of living,
than one which includes animal products (22-31). In my review, however, I’'m going to focus on
one of his less obvious points: that a vegan food system is less respectful of animal rights than one
which includes certain animal products.

Regarding animal rights, one of Milburn’s concerns is that arable agriculture harms animals
(34-6). This might seem like an odd worry, but Milburn’s right that growing crops harms animals
in a variety of ways. Some of these harms, such as those done by pesticides, can perhaps be
avoided by finding other ways to manage rodents and other so-called pests. Other harms, such as
those which are accidentally caused by the use of agricultural machinery, are perhaps harder to
avoid. To be clear, Milburn doesn’t think that arable agriculture is more harmful to animals than

industrial animal agriculture. He’s well aware that huge quantities of crops must be grown to feed
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livestock, and thus that industrial animal agriculture is, in his words, “doubly harmful” (35).
Milburn’s point, rather, is that some forms of animal agriculture, such as cellular agriculture or
farming invertebrates, might be less harmful to sentient animals than arable agriculture is. If so, we
have good reason to reduce our reliance on arable agriculture by including those forms of animal
agriculture in our food system (35-6).

As the italics suggest, | used the word “might” deliberately. Milburn’s argument is tentative,

and for good reason. In his previous book Just Fodder: The Ethics of Feeding Animals (2022),

Milburn argued that the harms done by arable agriculture can largely be averted by shifting to
vertical agriculture (121-6). The idea is to reduce our need for cropland, and thus the harm we do to
the animals who live there, by growing food indoors with hydroponic or aeroponic systems, and by
layering crops on top of one another. It’s similar to building condominiums: we reduce the need for
land by expanding upwards rather than outwards. Any argument grounded in the harms of arable
agriculture will have to be very tentative, since arable farming isn’t the only way to grow plants.

Milburn has a second animal rights worry about vegan food systems, though. He worries that a
completely plant-based food system has no place in it for the animals it liberates (36-8). Consider a
human analogue. Liberating human slaves doesn’t mean that they should be kicked out of the
societies they live in, or that they should be cared for until they eventually die. When a society
abolishes slavery, former slaves should be given a place in it, preferably as citizens and paid
workers. The same goes for liberated animals.

The idea that liberated animals are owed a place in society isn’t new: it’s a common idea
among political philosophers who write about animals (see Donaldson’s and Kymlicka’s Zoopolis:

A Political Theory of Animal Rights, 2011, Chapters 4 and 5). Though Milburn presents this idea

as an intuition, I think we can say some concrete things about it. Think about what it would mean
to liberate farmed animals without finding a place for them. Both killing them and kicking them out
of our society are presumably out of the question, so we’re left with caring for them. Is it
unobjectionable to simply care for them? Maybe, but caring for animals who provide no economic
benefit is costly, especially if those animals continue to reproduce. If we try to introduce some sort
of ban on reproduction, though, it seems likely that we’ll violate animals’ reproductive rights
(whatever those may be). Certain limits on animal reproduction will probably have to be imposed
regardless, since excessive reproduction imposes an unfair burden on society. That said, if finding a

place for liberated animals is more compatible with respecting their reproductive rights, then that’s
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a clear advantage.
All in all, Food, Justice, and Animals is a sophisticated, thought-provoking book that

significantly advances our understanding of what a just food system would be. I highly recommend

it.

Kyle Johannsen, Trent University
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