Why Are We Outraged About Eating Dog, but Not Bacon?
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THE CONVERSATION

Images of distressed, caged puppies on their way to

be slaughtered at Yulin dog meat festival in China have
caused outrage around the world. Angry Facebook posts,
tweets and online petitions supported by the likes of
Ricky Gervais and Simon Cowell direct us to gruesome

photos of dead dogs, skinned and boiled and hung up on
butchers hooks.

I too find myself heartbroken by these images. But as

a vegan | find myself wondering why isn't there more
outrage in the world over the slaughter of other animals.
For instance, each year in the US roughly 110m pigs are
killed for meat. Where is the same public outcry over
bacon?

The simple answer is emotional prejudice. We just don't
care enough about pigs for their needless suffering

to pull at our heartstrings. As Melanie Joy, social
psychologist and expert on “carnism” points out, we

love dogs, yet we eat pigs, and there are simply no good
moral reasons for such hypocrisy. One popular argument
is that we should care more about dogs because of their
superior social intelligence.

This Twitter user is typical:

Tian Simpao ,
A @fujiwaral24

"l just want to say, have you ever seen a pig protecting its
master? Have you ever seen guide-ducks or police
chickens?"
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Q7 & See Tian Simpao's other Tweets

However this belief really just reflects the fact that
people spend more time getting to know dogs than
pigs. Many people have dogs as pets and through this
relationship with dogs we've come to learn about
them and care deeply for them. But are dogs really that
different from other animals we eat?

Though obviously not identical, dogs and pigs are quite
similar in all the features that seem to count morally to
most people. They have similar social intelligence with
rich emotional lives, both can use human-given cues

to locate objects, both might be able to use a mirror to
locate objects (though research suggests pigs might have
an advantage here) and, of course, both animals have a
deep capacity to suffer and a desire to avoid pain.

So whether you believe, like the philosopher Peter Singer,
that sentience should be the basis of our assigning moral
value to an agent, or you believe, like Peter Carruthers,
that higher intelligence or the capacity to act according
to moral principles should be the basis, then dogs and
pigs seem to be on equal footing. Yet where are the
global protests on behalf of pigs?

As a psychologist who studies the way people think
morally, | am sobered (and saddened) by the cold truth
that people are often blind to the inconsistencies in their
thinking, particularly when animals are involved. Andrew
Rowan, director of the Center for Animals and Public
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Policy at Tufts University, once observed that: “the only
consistency in the way humans think about animals is
inconsistency”. His statement is increasingly being backed
up by new psychology research.

How are people inconsistent?

For one, people allow the wrong factors to influence
their judgements of an animal’'s moral standing. People
often think with their heart rather than their head. For
example, in one recent study conducted by my lab (not
yet published) we presented people with images of farm
animals and had them decide how wrong it would be

to harm them. Unknown to participants, however, they
were either presented baby animals (baby chicks, for
example) or adult animals (fully grown chickens).

By a large margin people said it would be more wrong
to harm the baby animals than the adult animals. And
why? Additional measures showed it was because baby
animals are cute and evoke feelings of warmth and
tenderness in people, while adult animals do not. The
intelligence of the animal had nothing to do with the
moral value that was assigned.

While these results may not be terribly surprising, they
do highlight a problem with our moral hardware. Our
morals seem to be guided in this case by involuntary
emotions rather than careful reasoning.

Second, we are inconsistent in our use of "facts”. We
tend to think the evidence is always on our side — what
psychologists call myside bias. In one study | simply had
people rate their level of agreement or disagreement
about a number of potential benefits of going vegetarian.
The benefits ranged from environmental benefits to
animal welfare, health, and financial benefits.
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TeachKind

| thought people would be divided about the benefits
of going vegetarian, endorsing some of the arguments
but not all of them. This is not at all what | found.

People did not simply endorse one or two benefits; they
either endorsed all or none of them. In other words,
people recruited all of the arguments that supported
their foregone conclusions about eating meat or going
vegetarian.

Thirdly, we are quite flexible in our use of information
about animals. Rather than thinking carefully about the
issues or the facts, we tend to endorse evidence that
supports our desired views. In another recent study not
yet published, carried out with Steve Loughnan from
the University of Edinburgh, we had people tell us how
wrong it was to eat one of three different animals. One
animal was a fictitious, alien animal they had never
encountered before; a second was a tapir, a strange
animal that is not used for food in their culture; finally,
there was a pig.

All participants received the same information about the
animal's intelligence and cognitive capacities, but people
only thought it was wrong to kill the alien and the tapir
for food. For the pig, participants ignored the intelligence
information when making their moral judgement. It

is normal that we eat pigs — and this seemed to be
sufficient to lower pigs' moral value, despite their equal
intelligence.

Thus, while the vegan inside me is puzzled to see people
get upset about the use of dogs as food yet not think
twice about chowing down on a pork chop, my inner
psychologist is not at all surprised. Our moral psychologies
are good at finding fault, but not when the spotlight is
turned toward our own practices and preferences.
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Discussion Questions

1. According to the author, humans feel outraged and heartbroken by the thought of slaughtering and serving dogs

as food but don't experience the same reaction to the thought of slaughtering and serving pigs as food. Do you
agree or disagree with his claim? Explain your answer.

2. Is the popular argument that we should care more about dogs because of their “superior social intelligence” a
strong one? Why or why not? Use evidence from the article to support your answer.

3. How did the participants in the study by the author's lab respond when presented with images of baby animals?
How did they react when presented with images of adult animals? Do you think individuals who are thought to
be “cute” deserve more respect and consideration than those who are not? Explain your answer.

4. Explain the myside bias and the problems it presents.

5. In Steve Loughnan's study, how did participants’ feelings about the alien and the tapir differ from their feelings
about the pig? Why?



