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Abstract: 

Consumers who desire to abstain from purchasing animal products for ethical reasons can find 

the task challenging. The current economic system in the U.S. is systematically biased against 

ethical consumption. Three elements of our current system push consumers and producers 

toward exploitation. First, limited information limits consumer power. Second, competition 

limits producers’ power. Finally, government actions support animal consumption. None of these 

biases are necessary. The second half of this chapter outlines possible reforms that will help 

structure a more humane consumer culture. The important insight is that we can shape 

institutions to ensure that ethical alternatives are competitively priced and that consumers have 

the information necessary to make ethical choices. 
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 While few today gainsay the effectiveness of market economies for delivering goods and 

services to consumers, there are significant critiques of the current economic system in the 

affluent world. To animal advocates and ethicists, the treatment of animals in our economic 

system is seems particularly egregious. Normal practices include experimentation in product 

development, the subjugation of free-living animals to the logic of “resource management,” and, 

most notably, the breeding and slaughter of millions of animals for human food. This systemic 

abuse of animals is often strongly determined by economic motivations, and so it is tempting to 

attribute animal abuse to our economic system.1 While it is certainly true that animals have 

suffered tremendously under other economic arrangements, there are some central attributes of 

consumer-oriented market economies that have particularly bad results for animals. Many of the 

worst excesses of our economic system can be checked by better laws and institutional 

arrangements. To craft such laws, however, we have to have a clear grasp of particular 

institutional barriers to animal well-being.  

 The material success of market economies is largely attributable to decentralized 

decision-making,2 which is the basis for two phenomena that are also at the heart of animal 

exploitation. First, decentralized action allows individual firms and consumers to buy and sell 

based on local information, while communicating information about demand and costs to the rest 

of the economy through price changes. Second, individuals have an incentive to experiment with 

different products and production techniques, and face competitive pressure to adopt those that 

are the most cost-effective. For shorthand, I will refer to these two elements of market economies 

as the “efficient use of information” and “competition.” The first allows changing customer and 

producer needs and desires to be efficiently communicated across the system; the second ensures 

that firms produce at the lowest economic cost. 

 These two attributes, along with counter-productive government action, have created a 

system in which consumers have great power over a very limited set of options. Consumers are 

not in a position to express specific ethical preferences or hold firms accountable for their 

production techniques. Producers, in turn, are free agents only as long as they choose to produce 

very specific goods in the lowest-cost manner. Both consumers and producers learn to care about 

a narrow set of goals, and act accordingly. In this world, non-human animals almost always 

come out behind. Their health and well-being is sacrificed to lower the cost of the products made 

out of their bodies. Moreover, none of the agents feel free to change their behavior in an ethically 

significant way. Absent systemic change, we are all stuck in a fatal equilibrium. 

 

                                                 
1 Bob Torres, Making A Killing: The Political Economy of Animal Rights (AK Press, 2007); David Nibert, Animal 

Rights/Human Rights, 1st ed. (Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2002); Steven McMullen, Animals and Economics, 

Palgrave Macmillan Animal Ethics Series (London: Palgrave Macmillan, Forthcoming); Steven McMullen, “Is 

Capitalism to Blame? Animal Lives in the Marketplace,” Journal of Animal Ethics, Forthcoming. 
2 F. A. Hayek, “The Use of Knowledge in Society,” The American Economic Review 35, no. 4 (September 1, 1945): 

519–30. 
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Competition in a Consumer Economy 

 Competition, a central element of market economies, is a powerful positive force. In 

order to produce goods and services at a large scale, a firm must meet some need or desire of 

customers, and do so at the lowest possible cost. There are many different kinds of waste that are 

avoided effectively in a competitive market, and so competition ensures that the resources that 

we use go toward a productive end. Competition can also ensure that firms behave ethically in 

some dimensions. Firms whose products do not deliver what they promise can be replaced by a 

firm that is more reliable or honest. In competitive labor markets, better employers can “steal” 

productive workers from firms that treat them poorly. 

 Most importantly, if consumers have a strong preference for a visible improvement in a 

firm, it is difficult for the firm to avoid said improvement in a competitive market. Customers 

have successfully demanded that restaurants source their animal products from companies that 

avoid the worst abuses. In fact it is reasonable to expect firms in more competitive industries to 

be more responsive to consumers. Kotkin, Hall, and Beaulier argue that, in order to succeed, 

firms must behave ethically, especially when it comes to building trust among trading partners 

and ensuring customer satisfaction.3  

 However, there are also cases in which competition can lead to unethical behavior. In 

animal agriculture, competition has pushed farmers toward practices which have diminished the 

welfare of animals. If a farmer tried to raise pigs using the less inhumane methods common 50 

years ago, she would find that her farm lost money quickly. Giving pigs space to move around 

and a natural habitat is more expensive than the standard sterile concrete slab. Given the low 

profit margins among farmers, it is impossible for a farmer to adopt more expensive, and more 

humane, methods unless they have dedicated customers willing to pay a higher price. 

 The primary criterion that determines whether competition will encourage or discourage 

ethical behavior is profit. More competitive industries will exhibit more profitable ethical 

behaviors and more profitable unethical behaviors.4 In less competitive industries, firms have 

more latitude to pursue goals other than profit, since higher costs or lower revenues are less 

likely to push the firm out of business. This form of market discipline has very real advantages 

when it creates a race-to-the top, as with innovation in consumer electronics – every firm is 

spurred by competition to produce higher quality and more affordable products. The same 

process, however, can create a race-to-the bottom in terms of animal welfare or environmental 

impact if firms are not limited by customers or regulation. 

 This competitive process also has impacts on the population of producers in the market. 

Producers that are unwilling to engage in the race-to-the bottom may choose not to enter those 

                                                 
3 Rachel Kotkin, Joshua Hall, and Scott Beaulier, “The Virtue of Business: How Markets Encourage Moral 

Behavior,” Journal of Markets & Morality 13, no. 1 (2010): 45–58. 
4 Andrei Shleifer, “Does Competition Destroy Ethical Behavior?,” American Economic Review 94, no. 2 (May 

2004): 414–18, doi:10.1257/0002828041301498. 
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industries, and those who are more willing to engage in kind of competition will be more likely 

to choose to enter. This competition trains producers to think a certain way, and care about 

certain goals. The constant attention that a firm must pay to profitability in a competitive market 

means that, internally, the organization of a firm will be designed to pursue that goal over and 

above other goals, even if individuals within those firms have loftier priorities. This means that 

those who do have ethical reservations about animal cruelty, even if they work in animal 

agriculture, will find it difficult to make changes in a large organization that is designed to 

pursue other goals. 

 Finally, note that this competitive pressure will also determine the direction of innovation 

in an industry. Firms and industries constantly explore new products and production methods, 

but the kinds of changes that are given investment and attention are those that are likely to be 

profitable. The result is a significant investment into marginal changes to the current production 

model. Only when customers demand alternatives to meat and dairy products will firms have a 

strong incentive to research plant-based foods. Even the notable growth of meat and cheese 

alternatives is subject to competition with traditional meat producers.5 Recent changes in 

consumer demand have caused a spike in plant-based alternatives, but this is small compared to a 

century of research into efficient industrial production in animal agriculture.  

 

Consumer Information 

 We know consumers dislike the way that animals are treated in the economy, and that 

they are, on average, willing to pay money to save animals from the horrors of modern industrial 

animal farming. Norwood and Lusk ran a series of experiments in which consumers were 

educated about animal production methods, and then given a choice to forego real money to give 

animals a better life. They found that, in this experimental setting, the average consumer was 

willing to pay $0.44 more per dozen eggs for a marginal improvement in hen welfare (move 

from a cage to a cage-free barn system), whereas such a move actually increased production 

costs by only $0.35.6 In practice only a small percentage of customers purchase cage-free eggs, 

however, for two reasons. First cage-free eggs usually sell for more than a dollar more than 

conventional eggs, so the price includes a significant mark-up above and beyond the normal 

profit margin and increased costs. Second, most consumers don’t go into the store with the same 

information or opportunities that Norwood and Lusk provided for their experiment participants. 

 In fact, the information available to customers about animal welfare, or even the presence 

of animal ingredients, is severely limited. Eggs are one of the few products where there are well-

                                                 
5 “Silicon Valley Gets a Taste for Food,” The Economist, March 7, 2015, 

http://www.economist.com/news/technology-quarterly/21645497-tech-startups-are-moving-food-business-make-

sustainable-versions-meat. 
6 F. Bailey Norwood and Jayson L. Lusk, Compassion, by the Pound: The Economics of Farm Animal Welfare 

(Oxford University Press, USA, 2011), chap. 9. 
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established differences between products based on animal welfare-related practices. Even in the 

case of eggs, however, customers have little knowledge of what the difference is, for the hens, 

between caged and cage-free production methods. Those that are well-informed, because they 

have done their research, know that cage-free production provides only a modest improvement in 

welfare for hens. There is actually an intractable ignorance that is forced upon consumers of 

animal products: customers have, in most cases, no access to information about production 

methods, and limited information about how the standard methods impact animal welfare. So 

while customers have a demonstrated concern for animal welfare,7  this concern is rarely 

translated into changes in behavior. 

 This ignorance is not willful. In a complex economy with long supply chains, it is 

difficult to collect consistent data about product attributes that are not visible. While meat can 

probably be traced from a particular supermarket to a wholesaler, and possibly even to a 

processing plant, even that much information is not visible on the packaging. It would likely be 

impossible to trace a hamburger back to a specific farm, much less learn any details about said 

farm. Even retailers, buying meat in large quantities from dedicated suppliers usually cannot get 

access to information about production practices if they desire. Moreover, if it is extremely 

difficult to trace a hamburger back to a farm, it will be many times more difficult to investigate 

the sourcing of ingredients for complicated processed foods. 

 This lack of information is asymmetric. Farmers certainly have the ability to provide 

information to customers, but the system makes credible communication of ethically relevant 

information impossible.8 Even if a firm decided to sell “humane” animal products, and labeled 

them clearly for customers, the supply chain distance prevents a customer from being to verify 

the claim. In the absence of verification, a claim to be “humane” becomes a slogan that any 

product could adopt, whether true or not. In such an environment, customers would rightly 

discount any claims about being “humane” or “environmentally sustainable” just as we all ignore 

the hopelessly vague words “high quality” or “gourmet” when they are endlessly stamped on 

consumer products. 

 Moreover, if consumers don’t trust companies to actually offer humane products, then the 

cheaper, inhumane, goods will always get the most customers, driving the more expensive truly 

humane products out of the market. This is a well-studied example of a type of failure in the 

marketplace – producers cannot respond to demands for quality if they cannot demonstrate that 

                                                 
7 Olof Johansson-Stenman, Should Animal Welfare Count?, Working Papers in Economics (Göteborg University, 

Department of Economics, 2006), http://ideas.repec.org/p/hhs/gunwpe/0197.html; Norwood and Lusk, Compassion, 

by the Pound; Jayson L. Lusk, F. Bailey Norwood, and J. Ross Pruitt, “Consumer Demand for a Ban on Antibiotic 

Drug Use in Pork Production,” American Journal of Agricultural Economics 88, no. 4 (2006): 1015–33; Richard M. 

Bennett and Ralph J.P. Blaney, “Estimating the Benefits of Farm Animal Welfare Legislation Using the Contingent 

Valuation Method,” Agricultural Economics 29, no. 1 (2003): 85–98, doi:10.1111/j.1574-0862.2003.tb00149.x; 

Susan M. Chilton, Diane Burgess, and W. George Hutchinson, “The Relative Value of Farm Animal Welfare,” 

Ecological Economics 59, no. 3 (September 20, 2006): 353–63, doi:10.1016/j.ecolecon.2005.11.003. 
8 McMullen, “Is Capitalism to Blame? Animal Lives in the Marketplace.” 
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quality at the point of sale.9 Moreover, consumers will only be willing to pay extra for animal-

friendly products to the degree that they trust the sellers of such products.10 

  

Considering “Meatless Meat” 

It is worth noting that while purportedly humane animal products will always suffer these 

information problems, vegan products will not. The vegan label is simple enough that, absent an 

outright lie by the producer on the ingredient list, customers will have fewer problems 

interpreting and trusting the information given to them. Thus vegan products provide a space for 

people to express a preference for an ethical alternative to industrial animal mistreatment. So 

while “vegan” is a harder sell for many than “humane” in terms of lifestyle change, there is 

reason to be optimistic about vegan products’ ability to compete with traditional animal products 

in the midst of the current economic system. 

Moreover, there are reasons to be optimistic about plant-based meats as an alternative to 

the “humane” farming alternatives. The central conflict between more and less humane 

agricultural systems today revolves around the extent to which we can technologically 

manipulate animals in order to make them more efficient meat producers. Modern animal 

agriculture has sacrificed the normal habitat, diet, genetics, and habits of animals in order to 

produce meat at a lower cost. Humane producers do similar things, but in a limited fashion, 

usually with higher costs. Vegan meats, however, whether they are grown in a lab or fashioned 

out of legumes, can take full advantage of industrial manufacturing methods without sacrificing 

animal lives. 

 The benefits if industrialization and scale should not be ignored. As people become more 

productive in the wider economy, their time becomes more valuable, and more expensive. One 

of the most significant expenses in agricultural organizations, therefore, is human time. 

Industrialization allows fewer individuals to produce much greater quantities of food, through 

the standardization of methods and the development of more specialized tools. Vegan meat 

products have the potential to be produced on a very large scale, reducing the cost significantly. 

There is a real prospect for a healthier, more environmentally sustainable, vegan meat alternative 

that costs half the price of the tradition meat alternative.  

  

 

                                                 
9 George A. Akerlof, “The Market for ‘Lemons’: Quality Uncertainty and the Market Mechanism,” The Quarterly 

Journal of Economics 84, no. 3 (August 1, 1970): 488–500, doi:10.2307/1879431. 
10 Giuseppe Nocella, Lionel Hubbard, and Riccardo Scarpa, “Farm Animal Welfare, Consumer Willingness to Pay, 

and Trust: Results of a Cross-National Survey,” Applied Economic Perspectives and Policy 32, no. 2 (June 1, 2010): 

275–97, doi:10.1093/aepp/ppp009. 
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Pro-Meat Government 

 To get a complete understanding of the ways in which the economy is biased in favor of 

animal industries, we must also examine recent government action. In the United States, the 

federal government encourages conventional meat consumption in three broad ways: subsidies, 

advertising, and nutrition advice. While plenty could be written also about government support 

for experimentation, or the public slaughter of free-living animals, or inadequate enforcement of 

anti-cruelty laws, these three areas have the biggest impact on the consumer economy. 

 First, the government heavily subsidizes agriculture in the United States. In addition to 

the subsidies that are directly aimed at animal products, farm subsidies also disproportionately 

target crops that are used for animal food, thus dramatically decreasing the cost of industrial 

animal production. As a result of this government aid, animal products like milk and eggs are 

sold for prices lower than the actual cost of production. These subsides give producers more 

stable profits and attract more customers. David Robinson Simon calculates that 2/3 of farm 

subsidies, directly or indirectly support the production of meat, fish, dairy and eggs.11 In contrast, 

very little support ends up going toward the fruits and vegetables that make up a more healthy 

and ethical diet. The result is that the industries that depend heavily on animal exploitation are 

given a favorable position in the market relative to other foods that are more ethically produced.  

 Farm subsidies will encourage broader consumption through lower prices, but the 

government tries to reach consumers even more directly through the check-off programs that 

advertise for various food industries. Producers pay a mandatory tax to the government that is 

used to fund industry-wide advertising efforts, through the USDA Agricultural Marketing 

Service. While there are programs for fruits and vegetables, the largest programs, and the biggest 

advertising campaigns, are for the meat and dairy industries. While participation in these 

programs is mandatory for producers, there is good reason to believe that they are benefiting 

economically. Harry Kaiser finds, across the research on the topic, that these programs return 3 

to 16 times more revenue than they cost the producers.12 While these programs are small relative 

to total food advertising, their presence as a public mandate demands some scrutiny.  

 The final way in which the federal government promotes the consumption of animals is 

through the United States Department of Agriculture’s nutrition guidelines. This government 

nutrition advice creates a standard vocabulary for education efforts and determines the contents 

of school lunch programs. It is worth noting that, until recently, it would have been difficult to 

craft a vegan diet using these guidelines, because they emphasized the need for protein and 

calcium from animal sources. The political nature of these guidelines has become readily 

                                                 
11 David Robinson Simon, Meatonomics: How the Rigged Economics of Meat and Dairy Make You Consume Too 

Much-and How to Eat Better, Live Longer, and Spend Smarter (Newburyport, MA: Conari Press, 2013), chap. 5. 
12 Harry M. Kaiser, “Background Brief on Checkoff Programs” (Perishable Pundit, August 2009), 

http://www.perishablepundit.com/docs/kaiser-backgroundbrief.pdf. 
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apparent in recent years, given the strong industry response to a recent proposal by a committee 

to recommend less meat consumption in order to help the environment.13 

 

Reforming the system 

Animal exploitation is a far-reaching phenomenon, and so the economic systemic causes 

described here can only begin to describe the problem. That said, the underlying forces that 

describe our economy are broad and pervasive, and these arguments are especially important for 

understanding commercial animal use. One of the key conclusions we can draw from this 

analysis is that this systemic exploitation of animals is not necessary – it is contingent on the 

particular economic arrangements that have developed in the last 150 years. Furthermore, this 

exploitation can be avoided. Accordingly, my next task will be to outline the kinds of changes 

that will encourage systemic economic change. 

 The most fundamental change that would alter the place of animals in the economy is to 

change the nature of ownership. The near-absolute control that human owners have over animals 

underlies a legal framework that will be difficult to change in a piecemeal fashion. Ownership of 

animals need not be eliminated entirely for animals to be given far more respect and power, 

however. What is essential is that animal interests should be recognized in law, on their own 

merits, in a consistent fashion.14 Crafting this kind of legal change, while important, is beyond 

the scope of this chapter. Instead, I will focus on changes that would make consumerism less 

destructive for non-human animals. 

 

Eliminate Government Support for Animal Consumption 

 The first target for change is the government support for animal consumption. Between 

subsidies, nutrition advice, and advertising, the government explicitly encourages consumers to 

engage in heavy consumption of meat, dairy, and eggs. Reversing this would be conceptually, 

though not politically, simple. The nutrition guidelines that influence consumers and school 

lunch menus are updated on a regular basis. At minimum, these could be changed to reflect the 

possibility of a healthy vegan diet. Doing so would go a long way toward alleviating popular 

misconceptions about protein and vitamins that plague the popular conversation about diet. 

Government advertising efforts would also be easy to eliminate, since their political support is 

                                                 
13 Allison Aubrey, “Will The Dietary Guidelines Consider The Planet? The Fight Is On,” NPR.org, February 26, 

2015, http://www.npr.org/blogs/thesalt/2015/02/26/389276051/will-the-dietary-guidelines-consider-the-planet-the-

fight-is-on. 
14 Steven McMullen and Daniel Molling, “Environmental Ethics, Economics, and Property Law,” in Law and Social 

Economics: Essays in Ethical Values for Theory, Practice, and Policy, ed. Mark D. White (New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2015); Alasdair Cochrane, Animal Rights Without Liberation: Applied Ethics and Human Obligations 

(New York: Columbia University Press, 2012). 
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not strong. The check-off programs that exist are inconsistent and largely exist to coordinate 

advertising across industries. Realistically, eliminating these programs would have a small 

impact on aggregate consumption habits given the magnitude of private party advertising. 

 Eliminating government agricultural subsidies that support animal products would be a 

promising step, if only because it would ask consumers to pay a price that accounted for more 

the cost of producing meat and dairy. If eliminating agricultural subsidies is not politically 

possible, it would be enough to reform the subsidies so that more diverse healthier foods get 

similar subsidization. This would make a healthier plant-based diet more affordable. Simon goes 

so far as to propose a tax on all products that contain any animal components.15 Doing so would 

not only reverse the harmful effects of subsidies, it would start to address the hidden 

environmental and health costs associated with diets heavy in animal products. 

 They overarching problem with government support of animal products is that consumers 

end up choosing to purchase meat, leather, dairy, and eggs not solely on the merits of these 

goods, but partially because the system has been stacked in favor of these items.  They are priced 

below the cost of production, the external costs to health and the environment are hidden, and 

authorities have worked to convince us that they are healthy. An ethical consumer capitalism 

must start with a level playing field at the least, and at best, it would add the hidden costs into the 

price of goods so that people can see the full cost of a hamburger when they choose to eat one. 

 

 

Provide Better Information 

  Leveling the subsidy playing field will only do a small part to open up opportunities for 

consumers to act ethically. If we are forced to act with a dearth of information, it is impossible to 

choose well. Since individual producers cannot easily communicate with consumers in a credible 

fashion, consumers do not have the ability to express a preference for more ethically produced 

goods. Thus, if products sold without context or information, the market will always favor the 

cheapest goods, and competition will drive out any ethical innovations that add costs. This race-

to-the bottom has created a market for animal product where the low cost of meat has made it 

accessible to all, but the conditions in which animals are raised and slaughtered is almost 

universally condemned. 

 The information void can be easily solved by an external body. Private labeling standards 

have proliferated, certifying producers as organic, vegan, gluten-free, or humane. These outside 

certification standards tend to be rarely implemented and costly – focusing only on high-margin 

goods, and avoiding the mass-produced goods that make up the staples for most consumers. Yet, 

                                                 
15 Simon, Meatonomics. 
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in a world where the government can require that all food report the amount of trans and 

saturated fat, or the zinc content, it is also reasonable to ask firms to report the carbon footprint 

of their products, or whether the product was tested on animals.  

 A universal labeling mandate would make the labeling process much cheaper, since all 

producers would be automatically tracking the same metrics. Consumers would quickly learn to 

interpret the standardized information. Leslie and Sunstein have argued persuasively that simply 

labeling consumer products, in a standard manner, would make significant gains for animals with 

minimal coercion.16 Most importantly, providing ethically relevant information allows 

consumers to turn the institution of the market toward good ends. Just as competition will drive 

producers toward ethical or unethical ends, depending on the profit opportunities, providing 

information can create the opportunity for competition on the basis of these standard metrics. 

Firms would work to reduce their carbon footprint, or their impact on animals, in an attempt to 

attract the minority of customers that make decisions on these bases.  

 On the part of the consumers, labeling ethically-relevant information would create a shift 

in logic, allowing consumers to apply broader ethical criteria when allocating their purchasing 

power. Ethical consumption, therefore, could move beyond coffee and canned tuna, and quickly 

change the markets for a broad set of goods. 

 

Regulation 

 In some cases, where there is unambiguous harm done to animals, and it is difficult for 

consumers to hold producers accountable, stricter regulation is required. For a broad array of 

goods, consumers are not directly purchasing the product, or do not have options. For example, 

few consumers have any real latitude in choosing which prescription drugs they take. In a case 

like this, if a consumer was committed to avoiding goods that were developed with animal 

experimentation, they have few options. In other cases, the supply chain is simply too convoluted 

to expect any real consumer-based accountability. Should a consumer refuse to purchase services 

from a technology company whose servers are powered with electricity generated with coal 

mined via destructive mountain-top removal?  

 Because consumer-accountability is limited in so many cases, even with good 

information, there is a place for government action that rules out the most destructive production 

practices. Regulations of this type are already numerous. Efforts to ban gestation-crates in pork 

production, or limit the dumping of pollutants into rivers are often politically successful. Such 

laws create minimum standards within which firms can compete and innovate. Well-crafted 

                                                 
16 Jeff Leslie and Cass Sunstein, “Animal Rights Without Controversy,” Law and Contemporary Problems 70, no. 1 

(January 1, 2007): 117–38. 
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regulation frees up consumers and producers to focus their attention, and competition in other 

directions, without worry about the most ethically problematic cost-cutting measures. 

The difficulty with such efforts is that they are politically costly. Given the need to spell 

out each protection and limitation in detail, and then gather political support, the result is 

inevitably arbitrary and unpredictable. Moreover, human regard for other animals is already 

arbitrary and tradition-laden. The end result is strong protection for those animals and eco-

systems that win the political popularity contest, and little protection for all others.17 

 

An ethical consumer? 

 The institutions that shape consumer capitalism have far-reaching effects on consumers 

and, too often, dire consequences for other animals. The powerful information-aggregating and 

accountability mechanisms that are at the heart of market competition too often push firms and 

consumers in the direction of unthinking acceptance of destruction and exploitation. Fortunately 

this is a contingent, and not a necessary outcome. Given the right incentives, information, and 

rules, consumers could be empowered to express ethical preferences about the economy. In the 

absence of more radical reform of our economic and political institutions, these small changes 

could have far-reaching positive consequences. 

 One of the most promising avenues of ethical innovation in the economy is the 

production of sustainable, healthy, cheap vegan meat products. By providing these alternatives in 

the marketplace, private companies are able to economically disrupt the dominant meat markets. 

They are doing the research that large meat producers could have been doing years ago, but 

failed to do so, largely out of a failure of vision. As these products become available, and grow 

less expensive, they can provide real alternatives for consumers who are income-constrained and 

also care for animals, the environment, and their health. 

 Even these changes, however, would always leave in place the possibility of grave 

injustice. In some ways, systemic changes like those described here ought to be entertained as an 

exercise in reaching for a second-best solution to the chronic problem of animal exploitation. 

That said, for those who are tempted to believe that economic systems are, in some sense, 

ethically neutral, it is important to consider all of the biases built into these institutions, and ways 

that they could be eliminated. In this sense, an ethical consumer capitalism would be a system 

that allowed consumers to easily express preferences for an ethical economy in their actions, 

unlike the current system that pushes consumers toward complicity with animal exploitation. 

 Consumers are not the only moral agents in the economy. Producers, especially farmers, 

grocers, pharmaceutical researchers, and clothing manufacturers are also economically 

                                                 
17 Siobhan O’Sullivan, Animals, Equality and Democracy, 1st ed. (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011). 
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constrained in ethically problematic ways. Ethical problems with eating animals aside, it is very 

difficult for farmers to raise animals using any method other than those lowest-cost methods that 

abuse animals. Clothing retailers severely limit their market if they sell vegan clothing, and 

grocers usually cannot avoid selling meat and dairy. These constraints are real, and worth 

considering in detail. However, an ethical consumer market is necessary before any of these 

agents further down the supply chain can be free to act ethically themselves. 

 


