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Veganism is a moral imperative for all humans, and especially, we argue, for
ourselves as Jews, who hold ourselves itself to a high ethical standard. Humans’
treatment of animals is governed by the principle of “tza’ar ba’alei chayim” (“the
suffering of living creatures”), which prohibits the “causing of sorrow” to any living
creature. Examples of compassion towards animals in Judaism include the
injunction that animals may not work on the Sabbath, and we are forbidden to
muzzle an ox to prevent it from eating while it is working in the field. Although
animals are not morally equivalent to human beings, Judaism recognizes that
animals are sentient beings, with interests that must be protected. Another way of
saying this is that, in Judaism, animals have moral status. If so, this has important
ethical implications for how we may treat them. In Jewish law, even though animals
may be used for human benefit, the infliction of unnecessary harms is prohibited.
The philosopher David deGrazia argues that the principle of nonmaleficence is
central to all moral systems: “A system of thought that did not embrace
nonmaleficence would hardly be recognizable as a moral system”, he writes. The
principle of nonmaleficence requires that, “other things equal, we should not harm
others; put another way, we should not harm them unnecessarily” (deGrazia). If
inflicting pain and death on animals for the mere pleasure of humans is not
unnecessary, it is not clear what would count as “unnecessary”. And since modern
agribusiness inflicts enormous harms and suffering on animals in the production of
animal products, veganism, we argue, is a Jewish imperative.
There are many reasons for Jews to become vegan: animal agribusiness is complicit
in many ills that befall our society, from impacting massively on global warming,
land degradation, water usage and pollution. Animal agriculture is the single largest
contributor to global warming; according to the Worldwatch Insitute, livestock and
their by-products actually account for at more than half of annual worldwide human
caused greenhouse gas emissions. The beef industry is the single leading cause of
deforestation in the Amazon, as forests are cleared to grow crops for animal feed.
The meat and dairy industries are also water-intensive -- each year, “well in excess
of 50 billion litres of bloody water goes down the drain at abattoirs around South
Africa” - “A small abattoir like the one at Grabouw, outside Cape Town, which
slaughters 1500 sheep and 180 cattle a week, uses around 5.37 million litres of
fresh water to do so” - that’s 2 1/3 full size Olympic swimming pools. Turning one
chicken into meat at t he abattoir takes an estimated 14 litres of water. Channelling
grain through animals instead of feeding it directly to humans is an extremely
inefficient way to feed the poor. Animal agriculture also takes food out of the

mouths of the poor - in South Africa, 520 000 tons of grain is grown for human
consumption, but about 10 times more than that - 5.25 million tons is grown for
animal feed. Animal agriculture is also depleting our oceans - in 2014, 300 000 tons
of anchovy were hauled out of SA water to become fish meal for chickens, pigs and
cows in factory farms. Many scientists blame the fishmeal industry for pushing the
African Penguin to the brink of extinction. According to the UN Food and
Agriculture Organisation, “approximately 75% of the world’s fisheries are either
exploited or depleted due to fishing, which will likely lead to the complete depletion
of currently fished fish stocks by 2048.”
But these ills are largely extrinsic – even if were the case that animal agribusiness
did not contribute to these problems, the ethical argues for veganism would still
suffice to mandate us to adopt it.
South Africans eat more meat than any other country in Africa – almost double the
amount of the #2 country. The meat, dairy and poultry industries in South Africa
inflict the most horrendous harms on sentient animals. Every year in South Africa,
well in excess of a billion animals are killed for food after having led lives of misery
and torment. The numbers are staggering: 2.8 million young pigs, 2.9 million cattle
and calves, over 6 million sheep, lambs and goats, and 1 billion broiler chickens.
Every month in SA we slaughter the numerical equivalent (84.3 million) of 1.5 times
the entire human population of South Africa – and this number excludes aquatic
animals, animals in the informal sectors, and animals considered ‘by-products’ of
the industry.
Not only are the numbers of animals killed by the meat, poultry, dairy and fishing
industries immense, but so is the suffering. Most of the animals we slaughter are
complex emotional, intelligent beings. Chickens are normally highly sociable beings
- they form complex social hierarchies and remember the faces and ranks of more
than 100 other birds. Mother hens cluck to their chicks while sitting on her eggs –
and they chirp back to her from inside their shells. In SA, there are 24 millions egglaying hens in South Africa at any given time. They are de-beaked and de-clawed,
without anaesthetic, before being crammed into cages so tightly that they are
unable to spread their wings. They live their short, wretched lives in an area smaller
than the size of an A4 piece of paper. End-of-lay hens are discarded by the poultry
industry – featherless and broken, they are sold to informal traders. A further 24
million chicks – the males, which are regarded as wasteful “by-products” – are killed,
usually by being ground up alive or gassed. Over 600 000 dairy cows produce 3
billion litres of milk annually in SA. Impregnated in order to lactate, they suffer
enormous psychological distress at the loss of their calves, which are removed
before they are weaned. A cow will bellow for her calf for days after it is taken away
from her. Calves raised within the dairy industry are de-horned without pain relief;

those considered ‘by-products’ – the male calves, which are useless to the dairy
industry - are killed at birth or sold into impoverished settlements, where, deprived
of their mothers’ colostrum, most die in infancy. The dairy industry’s own
estimates put these figures at about 200 000 male calves per annum.
Most of the meat in SA comes from animals killed in the food industry in their
infancy – these young animals are slaughtered at a very small portion of their
natural life span.
Most of the above practices are in fact illegal under SA law, but because they are
widespread and entrenched, it is considered ‘business as usual’.
So-called free range or organic animals frequently fare no better; for one thing, the
terms ‘organic’ and ‘free range’ have no legal definition in SA – ‘free range’ chickens
may still be de-beaked, for example, and ‘organically-raised’ calves have their small
horns chemically or surgically removed with no pain relief. And so-called ‘free
range’ animals slaughtered for their meat must still endure the horrors of the
abattoir – it is practically impossible to slaughter animals for consumption on a large
scale humanely. Moreover, there is little, if any, welfare related inspection by
independent auditors - although there are supposed to be veterinarians at every
abattoir, at least on a part-time basis, to oversee animal welfare, covert
investigations have shown that atrocities regularly occur.
The treatment and slaughter of animals raised for consumption demeans us as
human beings by violating every single moral principle that we hold dear. There are
so many tasty many plant-based food options available that are not the product of
torment, product and killing.
Going vegan helps to battle climate change, deforestation, land degradation, water
scarcity, world hunger and animal suffering. There are many reasons to go vegan,
and no good reasons not to. Given the enormous harms that are caused by animal
agribusiness, going vegan is the clear moral choice. As Jews, we must not only
prevent suffering, but also ensure that the earth is sustained for future generations.
By supporting animal agribusiness, we are digging the graves of our grandchildren
with our knives and our forks.
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1 in 4 South Africans go to bed hungry
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Overﬁshing

BaQery Chickens
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Male chicks thrown in trash
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Egg layers
(free range)
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There is no diﬀerence between the pain of humans and the pain of other living
beings, since the love and tenderness of the mother for the young are not
produced by reasoning, but by feeling, and this faculty exists not only in humans
but in most living beings. (Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed)
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Veal Calf
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“Loving kindness is greater than laws …” (Talmud)
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• With thanks to Compassion in World Farming
SA for informa7on and images.
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