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Introduction 

Traditional academic work on non-human animals,
1 

which largely ignores the political 

and ethical aspects of humans' interactions with non-humans, has led in recent decades to the 

emergence of more radical scholarship addressing these issues directly, sometimes called Critical 

Animal Studies (CAS) (McCance). Some work which might be grouped into CAS can be found 

in radical environmental philosophy, particularly coming out of the ecofeminist tradition, which 

sees hierarchy and domination as fundamental to our broken relationship with non-human 

animals and the resultant abuse and mistreatment our society visits upon them (Adams, Sexual 

Politics; Kheel). However, these works often underplay the interlocking political and economic 

systems which support and benefit from those broken relationships, and often little is said about 

the revolutionary project of getting to a society with better relationships to the non-human world. 

At the same time, theories of anarchism have a deep critique of exploitation and unjustified 

authority, as well as well developed programs of revolutionary change. Anarchist critiques and 

vision have already proven to be valuable resources for a small but growing body of anarchism-

informed CAS which avoids some of the gaps in the ecofeminist approach (Torres; Best; Nibert; 

Nocella). 
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 This is not to say, however, that anarchist thought is always sensitive to our domination of 

non-human animals. There is disagreement and debate among anarchists as to how non-human 

animals ought to be regarded. Though nearly all anarchists are against the unnecessary suffering 

of other animals, and have strong critiques of our exploitation of nature, they disagree about 

what our relationship with non-human animals ought to be. This comes into particular focus 

around the issue of the use and consumption of animal products. As we will see, some 

anarchists—such as the CAS authors noted above as well as activists in the Animal Liberation 

Front or ALF—advocate for veganism. Others—such as so-called “anarcho-primativists” 

activists and writers like Jensen (“Language”) or Zerzan—support hunting and perhaps some 

forms of non-coercive semi-domestication. Still others—such as activists and scholars following 

the Social Ecology of Murray Bookchin—believe that how we relate to animals (human and 

otherwise) should be primarily dictated by the demands of a healthy ecosystem, rather than 

ethical obligations to an individual animal. Yet all three visions could be seen as informing 

conflicting visions of CAS. To help resolve these conflicts, I suggest that work in ecofeminist 

studies, in particular the work of Val Plumwood, might contribute to anarchist theory on ethical 

human-animal relations. 

 In this paper, I will first review some of the contributions anarchism can make to work on 

non-human animals. I will then explicate the different positions on veganism found within 

anarchist theory as a way into this intellectual tradition's positions on non-human animals, and 

argue that the ideas on which different kinds of anarchism agree can be a useful contribution to 

the discourse on humans' relationships with non-humans. I will also attempt to resolve some of 

the tensions within anarchism in regards to veganism, and show that the work of Val Plumwood 

can offer an at least prima facie plausible solution to the debate. However, I will show that while 
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Plumwood's position can resolve many of the questions of domination and exploitation which are 

so central to anarchist thought, there is an important remainder of compassion, which cannot be 

so easily addressed. Ultimately I will show that anarchism and some of the more radical strains 

of environmental philosophy such as ecofeminism can greatly contribute to each other and to 

Critical Animal Studies. 

 

Anarchism and Animals 

Due to the underrepresentation and misrepresentation of “anarchism” in mainstream 

conversation and academic discourse, it is perhaps necessary to briefly address what is meant by 

the term. As Cochrane writes:  

The word 'anarchy' has been subjected to a gross (and arguably ideological) distortion in 

its meaning. Equated in everyday usage with chaos, disorder, and unprovoked violence, 

and even terrorism, an ecopolitics described as anarchist is thus unfortunately likely to 

inspire fear and revulsion in those unfamiliar with this political orientation. Moreover, 

others who possess only a limited understanding of the term—and this is especially true 

of many social democrats and state-centered socialists—tend to dismiss the anarchist 

rejection of the state as naïve and simplistic, insisting instead that the state is essential for 

the ordering of complex modern societies. (“Bioregion” 3) 

To these two ideas of anarchism as chaos or naïveté we might add the idea of “libertarianism”, 

which in the U.S. is synonymous with an opposition to the state, either entirely or at anything 

above a minimal level, but coupled with an acceptance of capitalist economic relations. 

Anarchists coming out of the traditional left-wing orientation of anarchism see libertarianism as 

being an incompatible ideology. Anarchism is opposed to domination and exploitation in all 

forms, not merely as embodied in the state, and so it rejects libertarianism's endorsement of the 

“unaccountable private tyrannies” (Chomsky) of corporations. These three versions of 

“anarchism” are common in mainstream and academic discourse (Nozick). 
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 Of course, anarchism is a term that covers widely diverse beliefs and, as we will see in 

this paper, anarchists often disagree with each other over quite important topics. Nevertheless, 

there are some shared key characteristics, and these look very different from the popular 

conception of the term. A helpful definition of anarchism was provided by the highly influential 

anarchist thinker Peter Kropotkin. Anarchism, he writes, is 

The name given to a principle or theory of life and conduct under which society is 

conceived without government—harmony in such a society being obtained, not by 

submission to law, or by obedience to any authority, but by free agreements concluded 

between the various groups, territorial and professional, freely constituted for the sake of 

production and consumption, as also for the satisfaction of the infinite variety of needs 

and aspirations of a civilized being. (Kropotkin, “Anarchism” 914) 

This idea of “free agreements” is based on Kropotkin's idea of “mutual aid”, the idea that in 

nature virtually all species engage in cooperation (rather than “the war of all against all” 

common in the kind of popularized Darwinism against which Kropotkin was responding) for 

survival, both within and between species (Kropotkin, “Mutual Aid”). For over a hundred years, 

then, anarchists have been developing an analysis of the problems of unjustified hierarchy, 

exploitation, and domination, and insisting that the state is not a solution to these problems but 

rather a servant of the abuses of capitalism as well as itself inherently a locus of domination and 

illegitimate hierarchy. Anarchists moreover indicate the  social, cultural, interpersonal, and 

internal radical changes that are necessary to redress these wrongs and, without imposing 

inflexible rules on the future, they provide descriptions of what an an-archic, non-coercive, non-

exploitative society might look like (Proudhon; Goldman; Jensen, “Endgame”). 

 Though anarchism is underrepresented in mainstream academic discourse (Graeber), 

there have been a few attempts to bring its insights to bear on questions in environmental 

philosophy and bioethics (Cochrane; Torres), and its presence in CAS is growing. The attempt 
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most relevant to this paper is “Beyond the human: extending ecological anarchism” by Matthew 

Hall. In this essay, Hall argues that the theoretical critique of coercive authority and illegitimate 

hierarchy in anarchism “Represents a promising basis for a more environmental culture” (374). 

Yet, as Hall points out, anarchism's usefulness as a resource for environmental philosophy does 

not mean that all anarchism has an adequate or useful conception of the natural world. There has 

been some in-depth work in anarchist theory on the environment (Reclus; Bookchin; Zerzan; 

Jensen, “Language”), however this is not universal across all branches of anarchist thought. For 

example, some strains of anarchism, though opposed to intra-human oppression in all its forms, 

recapitulates the human separation from and superiority to the rest of nature, and thereby justifies 

any exploitation of the world which benefits humans (Hall 378). As a result, Hall calls for the 

merging of the analysis of power in anarchism and its explicitly political program with the 

analysis from radical environmental philosophy (particularly coming out of ecofeminist 

philosophy) of the divide between humans and non-humans in our culture and its basic 

grounding of our abuse of the non-human Other (386-8). One author whose work Hall suggests 

is particularly useful in this merging of anarchist and radical environmental thought is 

ecofeminist philosopher Val Plumwood, whose reflections on vegetarianism I will be engaging 

with below. This paper can thus be seen as an attempt to put Hall's suggestion into practice in the 

particular case of veganism. 

 A good example of the potential contribution of anarchism to mainstream political theory, 

of the divisions between different versions of anarchism, and of the usefulness of radical 

environmental philosophy in helping us out of these divisions within anarchist thought, can be 

found in the anarchist debates over consuming non-human animals and their products. The 

consumption of non-human animals is a highly contentious issue, and questions within anarchist 
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theory—for instance: Is eating animals another form of exploitation or domination of nature, or 

is it, on the contrary, an expression of our continuity with nature? Can the eating of animals be 

done both justifiably and unjustifiably depending on context, and, if so, what are the 

requirements?—put simple claims against hierarchical, subject-object distinctions between 

human nature to the test, and force us to deepen our analysis. In the next sections we will look at 

the positions different versions of anarchism have taken with respect to the consumption of non-

humans and their products, and use the work of Plumwood to move towards the resolution of 

these disagreements. 

 

Veganarchism 

In 1995, the anarchist activist and writer Brian Dominick published an influential 

pamphlet entitled “Animal Liberation and Social Revolution”, which promoted a necessary 

connection between anarchism and veganism, into a movement he called “Veganarchism”. As he 

writes in the pamphlet: 

I am vegan because I have compassion for animals; I see them as beings possessed of 

value not unlike humans. I am an anarchist because I have that same compassion for 

humans, and because I refuse to settle for compromised perspectives, half-assed 

strategies and sold-out objectives. As a radical, my approach to animal and human 

liberation is without compromise: total freedom for all, or else. ... Any approach to social 

change must be comprised of an understanding not only of social relationships, but also 

of the relationships between humans and nature, including non-human animals. ... No 

approach to animal liberation is feasible without a thorough understanding of and 

immersion in the social revolutionary endeavor. (5) 

It should be pointed out that here Dominick is continuing a tradition within anarchism beginning 

with (at least) the anarchist writer and philosopher Élisée Reclus, who at the beginning of the 

twentieth century wrote a strikingly modern biocentric defense of vegetarianism, arguing that our 

treatment of non-human animals is intimately connected to wars of colonization and our general 
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domination of nature, and that these phenomena must be addressed as manifestations of the 

single problem of our desire to dominate and exploit (Reclus). 

 Dominick and other veganarchists (Zezima) agree with those feminist, critical race, and 

class analyses (Adams, Sexual Politics; Spiegel; Torres) that connect the exploitation of non-

humans with the oppression of marginalized groups of humans. Dominick writes that intra-

human oppression such as racism, sexism, classism, and ageism are based on the same roots as 

oppression of non-humans, and must be addressed as a whole: “To decide one oppression is valid 

and the other not is to consciously limit one’s understanding of the world; it is to engage oneself 

in voluntary ignorance, more often than not for personal convenience” (10). 

 Dominick argues that veganism is not merely a consumer choice, even an ethically 

motivated one, enacted within a capitalist system. Indeed, he is very critical of liberal 

conceptions of veganism which worry about the suffering of non-human animals but do not see it 

as a problem of domination and exploitation that is inextricable from the larger problems of 

capitalism. As Dominick writes,  

Pure vegetarianism is not veganism. Refusing to consume the products of non-human 

animals, while a wonderful life choice, is not in itself veganism. The vegan bases her 

choices on a radical understanding of what animal oppression really is, and her lifestyle 

choice is highly informed and politicized. ... Many vegetarians fail to see the validity of 

human liberation causes, or see them as subordinate in importance to those of animals 

who cannot stand up for themselves. (8) 

 

So while veganism is in part a change of consumption patterns, for anarchists there is no illusion 

that consumption alone will make the requisite changes, nor even that one is not hurting animals 

(human and non-human) when consuming anything within the industrial capitalist social and 

economic system of domination and exploitation. Rather, veganism is a natural outcome of a 

resistance to domination and exploitation. As Torres argues, “As a needless and unnecessary 
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form of hierarchy, anarchists should reject the consumption, enslavement, and subjugation of 

non-human animals for human ends, and identify it as yet another oppressive aspect of the 

relations of capital and a needless form of domination” (209). This is a radical position, but one 

that does occur in the more radical wing of mainstream thought on non-human animals, in 

particular ecofeminism. Ecofeminism has been defined as supporting the idea that “There are 

important connections—historical, experiential, symbolic, theoretical—between the domination 

of women and the domination of nature” (Warren 126).  As part of these connections, many 

ecofeminists argue that “speciesism”—an intentional parallel of sexism—is the root of our 

exploitation of non-humans (Collard and Contrucci; Adams, Sexual Politics; Kheel). 

 The difference between anarchist veganism or veganarchism and other radical vegan 

discourses is the perception of, as Dominick says, “The need for total revolution” (9), 

veganarchism also has a model of how that revolution could be pursued, and some indication of 

what non-exploitative, non-hierarchical relationships might look like. These understandings are 

where anarchism can be most helpful for work on connecting diet to a richer political practice. 

For example, veganarchists critique the idea of working for welfare laws to protect non-human 

animals as a means to get us to a non-dominating relationship. The state and its laws, as 

Dominick points out, are on the side of those with power and decidedly anti-animal (11). 

Anarchists argue generally (Bakunin; Goldman; Berkman) that the state and its laws are 

inherently unjust because they are founded on forced coercion, and always recapitulate current 

unjust power relations because they are captured by the interests of the already-powerful. Thus 

while some reforms may be allowed to go through, ultimately the fundamental power 

relationships cannot be changed from within the political system. 
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 The same critique is also applied to working within the economic system. Anarchists 

believe that mere consumption within capitalism will likewise fail to bring about the change 

needed. As Dominick writes, “Such thinking exposes the liberal vegetarian’s ignorance not only 

of human oppression, but of the deep-seated connectedness between the capitalist system at large 

and the industries of animal oppression” (Dominick 8). Even more than petitioning the state, 

petitioning capitalism via consumptive choices will not lead to a dismantling of the 

fundamentally unjust power relationships in the economy. Indeed, many anarchists have 

criticized the tendency of modern institutions and even social movements to get us to define 

ourselves and our possible actions in terms of consumption, and see this as a continuation of the 

diminution of our freedom that our social, political, cultural, and economic systems have long 

pursued. As Derrick Jensen has argued, our redefinition from “citizen” to “consumer” “Is as 

wrenching, alienating, demeaning, disempowering, and wrong as this culture's previous 

redefinition of us from human animals in functioning communities to citizens of nation-states. 

Each of these redefinitions gravely reduces our range of possible forms of resistance” (Jensen, 

What We Leave 259). Anarchists, then, believe that opposition to the entire interlocking system 

of power is essential to making fundamental change, and veganarchists include within that ambit 

our relationship with non-human animals.  

 One might wonder, however, if systematic change is the only thing that can be effective, 

why veganarchists would also call for eliminating the consumption of non-human animal 

products from our own individual lives at all. We might well ask whether it would not be more 

effective to devote our time and energy toward systematic change and not worry about the 

ultimately irrelevant personal choices we make. Here it is important to understand the anarchist 

concept of the “propaganda of the deed.” This term has sometimes been used to refer only or 
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primarily to violent deeds which show that the powerful can be resisted effectively (Most). 

However its common meaning in modern times has been as a form of prefigurative politics 

(Breines; Graeber), the idea that anarchists must not only advocate for different relationships 

based on cooperation and mutual aid, nor only fight to achieve them, but must also show that 

such relationships are possible and begin to create them. As the anarchist writer Gustav Landauer 

wrote, “The state is a relationship between human beings. ... One destroys it by entering into 

other relationships” (Landauer, “Destroying” 123). Thus veganarchists believe that they ought to 

not only fight to change our current domination of non-human animals, but should also 

simultaneously begin to build an alternative society characterized by different relations with non-

human animals. 

 

Compassion and Alienation 

One final point in the veganarchist argument must be addressed, because as we will see 

below, though it too comes out of traditional anarchist theory, it is the least compatible with non-

vegan anarchism. An important concept in anarchism (as well as in the works of Hegel and 

Marx) is alienation. For anarchists, alienation usually means the inability of people to see their 

exploitation and their consequential belief that the domination of their lives by the state and 

corporations is justified (Zerzan). For veganarchists, this alienation includes an ignorance of the 

realities of our exploitation of non-human animals. This entails keeping much of the work of 

“meat” production
2
 away from the public, for example by making it illegal to film animal cruelty 

in factory farms and slaughterhouses (Carlson). However, for veganarchists, even hunters in our 

society are alienated from animal suffering
3
. This is because our culture reinforces the idea that 

humans are uniquely superior to other animals, that we are natural predators and carnivores, and 
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that non-human animals do not particularly suffer as they are raised in captivity for the purpose 

of being slaughtered (AbdelRahim). 

 The idea that this alienation is a large part of why we consent to this system is based on 

an argument from natural compassion. Veganarchists are committed to the idea that humans have 

a natural compassion toward the suffering of others, and that other orientations such as 

callousness or taking pleasure in others' pain are unnatural and require effort to create and 

maintain. As Dominick says in his chapter on alienation, “The vegan understands that human 

exploitation and consumption of animals is facilitated by alienation. People would not be able to 

live the way they do—at the expense and suffering of animals—were they to understand the real 

effects of such consumption” (14). This argument is based in part on children's reactions to the 

suffering of all animals, and an implicit argument in phenomenology: there is an appeal that you, 

the reader, do in fact have intersubjective compassion for the suffering and death of others, both 

human and non-human.  

 

Disagreements 

Not all anarchists are vegan. In this section I will look at some of the prominent critiques 

of veganism within the anarchist tradition and in anti-hierarchical philosophy. I will largely 

ignore those critiques which arise from the branches of anarchism that do not see non-human 

animal suffering as significant, which means avoiding (for example) Social Ecology, an 

important strain in anarchism started by Murray Bookchin. Social Ecology worries about the 

environment and humans living sustainably within it, but sees a concern for the suffering of non-

human animals as “Cheapen[ing] the meaning of real [human] suffering and cruelty” (Bookchin 

362). Instead, I will concentrate on those strains of anarchism that take seriously non-human 
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animals and see their suffering, and our domination of them, as important issues, but which do 

not believe that veganarchism is the right way to have a better relationship with other animals. 

One prominent type of criticism is that veganarchism is, inescapably, the very things it denies 

being: consumerist, reformist, welfarist, and so on. Essentially these claims are that the 

veganarchist arguments against these positions are insufficient, and perhaps necessarily so, 

because by pursuing veganism one reinforces the exploitative institutions in our society. 

 One example of this sort of internal critique (that veganarchism fails by its own 

standards) is found in the writings of Peter Gelderloos, who has directly criticized veganism in 

several papers
4
 (“Consumer Activity”; “Anarchist Perspective”). It is worth pointing out that 

Gelderloos's critiques are not unusual, and he is not anti-animal. As he says, for example, 

“Unlike veganism, animal liberation is, in my view, an important part of a full anarchist 

movement” (“Consumer Activity” 11). Nevertheless, “Fighting the exploitation of animals and 

veganism are not the same thing, and the question of whether the latter is useful for the former is 

also necessary to debate” (“Anarchist Perspective” 3-4). He has written that, at best, the term 

“vegan” brings together both people working for animal liberation and people working to save 

capitalism (for example those whose reason for veganism is that it will make our current system 

more sustainable), and so ought to be abandoned as a confusing ideology (3-4). At worst, 

Gelderloos argues, veganism will reinforce the systems of domination to which anarchists object, 

because it is inherently about consumption, and so contributes to the capitalist system, meaning 

that 

All profit made from the buying and selling of this [vegan] food represents a return on 

investment, a cash flow that a diverse web of banks, insurance companies, and investors 

turn right around and put into other industries—the weapons industry, clothing 

manufacture, vivisection, adventure tourism, prosthetic devices, turkey factories, cobalt 

mining, student loans, it doesn’t matter. ... Not only does veganism encourage an 
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ignorance of market mechanisms, it also conflates consumption with agency and thus 

promotes a fundamental democratic myth. (Gelderloos, “Anarchist Perspective” 9-10) 

Earlier we saw that considered veganarchism does not believe that purchasing and eating vegan 

food will bring about social change, and acknowledges that change at the level of systems must 

be pursued to actually help non-human animals. On this point vegan and non-vegan anarchists 

who care about non-human animals agree. The difference is whether maintaining vegan 

consumption while working toward this end is important. For veganarchists, recall that vegan 

consumption is seen as prefigurative politics via propaganda of the deed in the Landauerian 

sense. Gelderloos and similar anarchist writers disagree. For Gelderloos, anarchists who live a 

vegan lifestyle are not showing another possible world, because that vegan lifestyle would not be 

possible outside of the abundance and easy access  of a wide variety of food provided by the 

industrial capitalist agricultural system. Anarchists who are actually using the propaganda of the 

deed by creating alternative economies outside of the dominant system, according to Gelderloos, 

quickly find that they have to abandon a vegan diet in order to have enough food to survive 

(Veganism: Why Not 11).  

 The internal critique, then, rests on two assumptions: (1) that a vegan lifestyle pursued 

today makes achieving a world free of domination more difficult because it shores up 

hierarchical and exploitative institutions, and (2) that a vegan society in the future which does 

not use an industrial, destructive food system is impossible. It seems that these questions are 

partly empirical and partly theoretical, but perhaps not impossible to answer. Presumably it 

would involve looking seriously at efforts being made toward intensive vegetable farming 

without industrial inputs (e.g. permaculture), and at societies which are largely vegetarian and/or 

vegan but do not have the privileged access to our industrial food system that the stereotypical 
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white Western vegan does (e.g. communities in India and among Ital Rastafari). As far as I know, 

however, there have been few if any attempts to lay out a positive program as a response to these 

internal critiques. 

 Other than these internal critiques, there is another, more fundamental, form of criticism 

of veganism from within the anarchist tradition. This external critique rejects one of the key 

tenets in veganarchism: that it is wrong to kill or harm another sentient creature. For anarchists, 

the central wrong is domination and exploitation, and so if killing sentient creatures is always 

wrong, that must be because it is a form of domination. Indeed, veganarchists since Reclus (to 

anachronistically label him as such) have argued that killing is a profound form of domination. 

However, death is a natural part of the world and of life, and in nature often occurs at the hands 

of a predator. If one is committed to the idea, as anarchists are, that domination and exploitation 

are not inevitable parts of nature (unlike predation), then killing for food does not seem to be 

necessarily an act of domination. As Gelderloos writes, “The predator does not dominate the 

prey, nor does it negate them. It enters into a relationship with them, and this relationship is 

mutual—or in other words, of a sort that anarchists should find interesting and potentially 

inspiring” (“Anarchist Perspective” 5).  

 Moving away from non-human predation to the world of human societies, many 

anarchists (including many veganarchists) value contemporary and historical indigenous cultures 

which operate or operated anarchically as useful models. Some non-vegan anarchists, however, 

argue that few if any of these societies were vegan or saw being vegan as a desirable goal. 

Rather, non-vegan anarchists point to scholarship on indigenous societies (Whyte) which argue 

that these societies show there can be reciprocal but non-identical relationships between species 

that are anarchic and just, even if those just relationships involve killing. As Derrick Jensen 
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suggests in a chapter where he advocates for eating meat while fighting to save non-human 

animals and their ecosystems, “When you take the life of someone to eat or otherwise use so you 

can survive, you become responsible for the survival—and dignity—of that other’s community” 

(Endgame 138). This critique turns the argument from alienation back against veganarchists. 

Here vegans are the ones who are so alienated from nature that they are able to imagine that 

suffering and death are not necessary parts of a natural and whole life, and to imagine that it is 

possible to consume without causing suffering to non-human animals. 

 The external more than the internal critique, if true, poses a serious problem for any 

version of veganarchism, although not for all forms of veganism. Some forms of non-anarchist 

veganism may survive this critique because they argue on utilitarian, religious, or some other 

grounds that killing is always wrong regardless of its relationship to domination. The idea that 

anarchism and veganism necessarily imply each other is, however, cast into question by the 

external critique. To examine this question, I will next turn to the ecofeminist environmental 

philosophy of Val Plumwood, and show that her account can resolve this concern, although I will 

also argue that there is an unresolved remainder in Plumwood’s work. 

 

Ontological and Contextual Veganism 

In her articles “Integrating Ethical Frameworks for Animals, Humans, and Nature: A 

Critical Feminist Eco-Social Analysis”, and “Animals and Ecology: Towards a Better 

Integration”, Plumwood describes most vegetarians as subscribing to what she calls “ontological 

vegetarianism”
5
 which is the idea that “Nothing morally considerable should ever be ontologized 

as edible or as available for use” (Plumwood, “Integrating” 287). Plumwood argues that 
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ontological veganism is inherently built on a profound and problematic separation between 

humans and non-humans.  

 This separation becomes clear, for Plumwood, when we consider the case of predation in 

nature. How are we to judge a wolf killing and eating a deer? If the ontological vegan says that 

the wolf is wrong to do so but doesn't know any better, then she is saying that humanity is special 

because humans have recognized a profound truth about nature of which no other animal is 

aware. Such a position also commits us to a strong moral realism and the claim that carnivores 

ought to become scavengers, which we might not want to hold. If the ontological vegan instead 

says that it is not wrong for the wolf to eat the deer, then she is saying that humanity has a 

special duty to others that no other species has, and depending on how this is cashed out, it will 

most likely come down to another kind of human exceptionalism. This might not be a problem if 

vegans are willing to bite the exceptionalism bullet, but given that most seem to be committed to 

ecological and biocentric arguments, it might be a bitter pill. Certainly for veganarchists, who 

advocate veganism as a critique of humanity's domination of non-humans, it is a serious problem 

and very akin to the external argument in the previous section. 

 Plumwood, however, describes another kind of vegetarianism, which she calls 

“contextual vegetarianism” (Plumwood, “Integrating” 289)
6
. This is the position that “It is not 

human predation itself we need to oppose, as in the ontological view, but what certain social 

frameworks have made of predation” (289). This allows us to justify vegetarianism in, for 

example, “Most urban contexts” (289), because of how non-human animals are treated in our 

society. Such a position can also continue to motivate a strong opposition to animal abuses and 

cruelty and a commitment to having a better relationship with them. That better relationship, in 

the end, however, will not be any kind of vegetarianism. Rather it will be what she calls 
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“Ecological Animalism” (Plumwood, “Ecology” 1), a position that “Supports and celebrates 

animals and encourages a dialogical ethics of sharing and negotiation or partnership between 

humans and non-human animals, while undertaking a re-evaluation of human identity that 

affirms inclusion in animal and ecological spheres” (2). This negotiation or partnership will 

necessitate humans ethically eating non-human animals—and, for Plumwood, ethically being 

eaten by non-human animals (Plumwood, “Surviving”)—in order to be ecologically compatible. 

 If this idea of contextual vegetarianism or veganism is combined with the anarchist points 

earlier about reciprocal, non-identical responsibilities that make killing a mutually positive rather 

than dominating relationship, then it might look as if we can resolve the differences between 

vegan and non-vegan anarchists. Non-vegans might be right that there can be homeworlds in 

which it is morally acceptable to eat non-human animals, but doing so is a terrible burden, and 

occasions a profound responsibility to that animal, its species, and its (and our) ecosystem. Those 

homeworlds are all ones in which we are not dominating those we eat, but rather live in 

complicated, non-identical, non-symmetrical, yet deeply reciprocal relationships of mutual aid. 

As we live in nothing like this kind of world now, then we currently have not earned the ability 

to eat non-human animals, and we ought to work toward that kind of world. Thus vegan and non-

vegan anarchists could at least in theory come together as “contextual veganarchists”. 

 If this position were accepted, and all anarchists were to become committed to contextual 

veganarchism, there still might be disagreement on whether or not to eat non-human animals 

today, while working toward that kind of a world. This disagreement would especially arise in 

situations where the alternative was at least arguably an even worse relationship. For example, 

when dealing with deer overpopulation, killing them and eating them might be a less 

disrespectful relationship than killing and not eating, or forcibly sterilizing, these animals. In 
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such a situation, these imagined contextual veganarchists might think that the contextually most 

appropriate thing to do (assuming they didn't have the power to reintroduce wolves into the area 

to work as an ecological check) would be to eat the deer after killing them, while others would 

disagree. Even in the case of this sort of disagreement, however, contextualism gives the proper 

scope to this personal disagreement, and shows that contextual veganarchists who disagree on 

particular questions of context agree on social, economic, and political goals. Thus contextual 

veganarchists who dumpster dive to eat meat would be closer to the contextual veganarchist who 

never eats meat than is a capitalist, ontological vegetarian who is content to have the rainforest 

cut down to grow soybeans. 

 

The Remainder of Compassion 

Prima facie contextual veganarchism might seem to be a useful road toward 

reconciliation, since it takes seriously many of the concerns in both camps, and gives a 

contextualized answer to the question of whether killing is or is not a form of domination. 

However, it ignores the veganarchist argument from compassion, which is a kind of moral 

remainder, and may ultimately make the above resolution impossible.  

 For some, perhaps most, vegans, their aversion toward and desire to oppose non-human 

animal suffering did not follow out of ontological commitments. Rather the converse: from an 

early age, many vegans had an intersubjective, phenomenological compassion for the the 

suffering of non-human animals, and the intuition that this suffering was wrong, that was 

inexplicable within the ontology of their society, as is the case for many children (Pallotta; 

Hussar & Harris). For this reason they rejected that dominant ontology, and either discovered or 

re-invented veganism. This is not the sort of compassion that can be altered by a more nuanced 
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understanding of the question. Rather, the compassion toward non-humans, and the intuition that 

killing any animals to consume them is wrong is, for these vegans, a basic intuited truth which 

feeds up into more complex understandings of the world. The existence of this reaction may 

imply at least that committed vegans are unlikely to be brought around to eating meat in any sort 

of homeworld of different intersubjective relationships with non-humans. In other words, for at 

least some vegans, there is no relationship one could have with non-human animals that would 

justify eating them, any more than for at least some anarchists there is a homeworld in which we 

have a relationship to other humans that justifies our exploitation and domination of them. 

 This might be viewed as a mere idiosyncrasy on the part of these vegans, but recall the 

veganarchist argument that this compassion is the natural state for people to be in, from which 

they are alienated by society. It is difficult to resolve which reaction (compassion or non-

compassion) is the more natural or less alienated to the suffering of non-humans, but research 

into empathy among very young children is at least suggestive (Hamlin et al.; Pallotta; Hussar & 

Harris). One interesting example of the tension between an ecological outlook and intuitive 

compassion is found in Derrick Jensen’s work. Jensen defends non-human animals because of 

his compassion toward them, yet he is not vegan. In his book, A Language Older Than Words, he 

speaks seriously about the silencing of animal suffering in our culture (as well as the suffering of 

human women, children, and other marginalized groups), and the imperative we all have to resist 

this silencing of alienation and listen. Listening to the suffering of others and taking it seriously 

might make killing and eating others a problem, and in the book he relates a friend's story about 

a flock of coots in a lake, which when approached by a bald eagle would wait for a time before 

one coot flew up and was eaten by the eagle (209). This story is presented as possibly being a 

case of non-human animals being willing to be eaten, and it seems to be an attempt to find a way 
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out of the tension brought on by compassion (not a very likely one, unfortunately, given how 

often in nature non-human animals react very negatively to being preyed upon). 

 We are left, then, with a moral remainder in this attempt to solve the differences between 

vegan and non-vegan anarchists. Veganarchists may be committed to the idea that supporting a 

non-hierarchical ecology is a good thing, and acknowledge that this sort of ecology includes 

predation, yet nevertheless be unable to fully reconcile their compassion with the argument that 

they should therefore be willing in some contexts to kill and consume other animals.  

 

Conclusion 

As we have seen, anarchist thought has much to offer mainstream discourse. In the case 

of the question of the larger issue of our treatment of non-human animals, anarchism offers a 

systematic understanding of the underpinnings of our culture's domination of non-humans, and 

offers a program of resistance. Among anarchists who take non-human animals seriously, 

whether vegan or non-vegan, there are broad agreements that our domination of other animals is 

intimately interwoven in our social, cultural, economic, and political systems, and anarchism 

suggests strategies such as solidarity, propaganda of the deed, radical resistance, and others 

(which I have only briefly touched on in this paper), which might allow us to change even such 

deeply institutionalized injustices. Anarchism, then, has much to offer Critical Animal Studies, 

and greater links between anarchist animal activists and CAS scholars seems warranted. 

 We have also seen that some of the work in radical environmental philosophy, such as the 

ecofeminist writings of Val Plumwood, can deepen the conversation in anarchist discourse, and 

may help to resolve some of the apparent problems between vegan and non-vegan anarchists. 

This is all to the good, and suggests further combinations and collaborations between the two 
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discourses. However, in the case of consuming what is produced from the suffering of non-

human animals, the unavoidable phenomenal compassion may be a stumbling block to this 

hybrid system. Regardless, it is clear that anarchist animal activists, and anarchism-informed and 

ecofeminism-informed CAS scholars, can greatly benefit from increased dialogue. 

 

 

Notes

 
1 In this paper I will follow many scholars in using the phrase “non-human animals” to highlight 

the fact that humans are animals as well, rather than some entirely different thing set apart from 

the animal world. 

 
2 As some authors, such as Carol Adams (Sexual Politics) have pointed out, part of the 

“production” is the creation of the term “meat” in the first place, which Adams argues is a “false 

mass term” alienating us from the corpse of an animal that suffered and died. 

 
3 Most ecofeminists, too, see hunters as alienated from suffering. See, for instance, Collard and 

Contrucci, Adams (Neither Man nor Beast) and Kheel. This is in contrast to some feminist work 

outside the ecofeminist tradition, such as Strange’s Woman the Hunter, which sees hunting as a 

way of disrupting patriarchy and celebrating women's power. 

 
4 In this paper I am engaging with Gelderloos's strongest arguments, and ignoring others I find 

weaker, such as arguing that vegetarianism is inherently unhealthy. 

 
5 Plumwood refers to vegetarianism rather than veganism, but uses it in the way we have been 

using veganism in this paper. 

 
6 Plumwood did not invent the term “contextual vegetarianism,” nor pioneer using it in an 

ecofeminist context. Deane Curtin uses the phrase in an argument for care ethics being brought 

to bear on our relationships to non-human animals. However, Plumwood’s formulation, in 

particular the goal of “Ecological Animalism”, is the most useful for our present purposes. 
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