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Vegetarianism: Religious or Environmental?


What do following all religious teachings, reducing your environmental footprint, and standing up against animal cruelty all have in common? They can all be achieved by switching to vegetarianism.  There are more people today that are vegetarians than ever before and there is a reason for that.  America today is living in a world where ignorance is bliss.  We as Americans just accept these perfectly packaged pieces of meat and don't question where it comes from or the consequences that come along with eating it.  I am going to be exploring all about the horrible injustices in the meat industry today, not only to the animals but to the American people and our environment as well.  There are many reasons why people all over the country are making the informed decision to stop eating meat, but I am going to only talk about three which are the meat industries effect on the environment, the animal cruelty involved in the industry today, and various religious teachings. 

The three main issues that the meat industry poses are the loss of land, air pollution, and the exploitation of our limited water sources.  Nitrous oxide, carbon dioxide, and methane gas are the three largest contributors to global warming and greenhouse gasses.  The meat industry is the single largest contributor of methane gas and nitrous oxide (Rajt).  Nitrous Oxide is 300x as potent as Co2 and Methane is 20x as potent, so this has some very severe consequences on our atmosphere.


Water is another finite resource that the meat industry is exploiting.  Currently it takes 2,500 gallons of water to produce just one pound of meat as opposed to the 25 gallons that it takes to produce a pound of wheat (PETA).  Not only does the meat industry use a lot of water, they are also contaminating water.  This is because they feed the animals grains which are not natural food for them so their excrement often times is full of contaminants which is then often times leaked into the streams and rivers surrounding the feed lots.  The contamination of our fresh water is a huge problem in our current world where less than 3% of the earth’s water is fresh water and of that, much of it is not available for us to drink (Holmes).  


Land is also a finite resource that the meat industry is abusing.  Kelly Freston who is a writer for AlterNet reports that 5 million acres of the Amazon are lost every single year to the meat industry (Freston).  The loss of land is contributing the destruction of our natural ecosystems and extinction of the species that live there.  

The most disturbing aspect of the meat industry is the cruelty that is involved in the industry today.  The industry is all about producing the most meat for the least amount of money and because of this the animals are having to pay.  Chickens are the most obviously exploited animals in the industry; there were more chickens slaughtered last year than all other farm animals combined, but not one single federal law that protects them from abuse.  PETA did an inside investigation that shows footage of chickens being put by the thousands in small cages where they cannot even open one wing, and are walking around on their own excrement and dead cage mates.  They are also often times fed so many hormones that it often results in heart attacks at a young age and the lack of ability to walk or use their own legs.  Chickens often times spend their entire lives in confinement, without ever getting to see sunlight or the grass fields that they are naturally supposed to live in (Chickens Used For Food).  Chickens are not the only farm animals that are kept in confinement their entire lives, 99% of the 15 billion animals that were killed for food last year never got the luxury of seeing the light of day (Holmes).  


Cows also are the subject of severe abuse in the meat industry today.  When they are first born they have their horns and testicles cut off without any use of painkillers.  The rest of their lives aren’t any easier.  They live in small cages and are fed a grain diet which is not natural for their digestive process, which can produce a variety of health problems for them.  Often before their death they are hung up by their hind legs high up in the air, still fully conscious, to have their throats slit and their bodies mutilated.  In a interview with a slaughter house worker that was published in the Washington Post he was reported saying “They die piece by piece” (Freston).  


One way that religion can be defined is, a belief system that guides your everyday actions.  Almost every religion advocates for a vegetarian or vegan diet, so why doesn’t the number of religious people in America equal the amount of vegetarians?  The answer might simply be that people are unaware or it could also have something to do with the current trend in “cherry picking” ones religion to choose what you want to follow.  If people were as concerned with religion as they often times say they are, they would in turn be much more concerned about the environment and the treatment of the animals that we eat.  Through out the course of this class we have read multiple books that specifically outline the different religions and what their diet should be based on the scriptures or people that they follow.  Every single one of these makes a point to talk about treating all things with respect, which if you look at the current meat industry is clearly not the case.  There are a ton of religions that advocate a meatless diet and I am going to be organizing them into three groups: the Western religions, Indian religions, and Indigenous traditions.  


The first group that I want to look at is the Western religions which include Islam, Christianity, and Judaism.  We read a book in class called “Animals and World Religions” by Lisa Kemmerer where she talked extensively about western traditions and utilized passages from the bible that specifically outline a vegetarian diet.  One of the quoatations that she used is “For the fate of humans and the fate of animals is the same. As one dies, so does the other. They have the same breath, and humans have no advantage over the animal; for all is meaningless. All go to one place; all come from dust and all return to dust. Who knows if the spirit of humans goes upward and the spirit of the animal goes downward to the earth." (ECCLES 3:19-21)  This is a quote from the Old Testament which in Judiasm is called the Hebrew Bible and applies to both religions.  Islam is more vocal in their advocation of a vegetarian diet.  The Qur’an “desires no injustice to his creatures.” Muslims think that each creature has rights and are expected to respect them and pay to each one what is due.  Most fundementally, islamic law protects the earths varied creatures from cruelty and exploitation at the hand of humanity, which definitely includes factory farming.


Indian Religions include Hinduism, Jainism, and Buddhism.  This group of religions all very strongly and openly rejects the idea of eating meat. Jainism is the most intense of the group, they will not even eat fruits or vegetables unless they were already dying.  Jains believe very strongly in ahimsa which means that you cannot show any violence to living things, and they even extend this to elements like ice.  Hinduism and Buddhism also believe in ahimsa, however this only really extends to humans and animals.  Buddhists and Hindus don’t have a problem with a plant based diet like the Jains do but they still would very strongly disapprove of factory farming and the injustices being done to our animals.  Hinduism even has examples of gods that are part animal and part human such as Ganesha who has a elephant head.  They don’t see the differences that humans and animals have as being justification for putting humans above animals.  


Indigenous traditions believe that there is “personhood” in everything and that all plants and animals are equal.  We are all interconnected and need each other to survive.  Many of these traditions even believe that animals created our world, so there is a very clear respect and appreciation for animals in these traditions.  Although, these people often times do eat meat, but it is always hunted by them and all animals they eat are respected by killing them in ways that avoid suffering.  This is completely different than the way that meat is being produced today, and in their traditions they would say that factory farming is very bad and disrespectful to the creatures that created our entire planet.  

Even though there are many reasons to switch to vegetarianism on one side of the argument, there are still many people who think that eating meat is something that humans need to continue doing.  One of the most popular arguments among meat eaters today is that people have been consuming meat for thousands of years, and are natural omnivores (vegetarianism).  This is a valid point considering that all of our ancestors and relatives before us all consumed a diet consisting of meat and vegetation, so why would we switch now?  


Another point that many people make is that we need the jobs that the meat industry provides, especially in today’s failing economy.  The meat industry is a huge American business, and the people who work at the feed lots and slaughter houses probably cannot afford to loose their jobs. They did a study that showed “In 2009, more than 526,290 workers were employed in the meat and poultry packing and processing industries. Their combined salaries total more than $19 billion” (The United States Meat Industry At A Glance).   


Not only does the industry provide our people with jobs, but it also is the belief of many that it is our right as Americans to decide whether to consume meat or not.  Having the government force people into vegetarianism or shutting down the industry that is in place today takes away our rights as Americans to make the choice for ourselves (Statement of Beliefs).  

Although the opposition makes valid points, switching to vegetarianism makes much more sense with the way that the industry is today.  The argument that is often used which refers to humans eating meat since the beginning of time is valid, but no longer can be used in today’s world due to the changing industry.  Our ancestors were living in a hunter gatherer society where they would hunt and kill their own food, which had a much smaller environmental footprint and it was much more humane to the animals than today’s industry.  Humans do not need meat in order to live healthy lifestyles and in fact, many studies show that we would be much better off if we eliminated meat from our diets anyway.  


When discussing the jobs that would be lost if we removed the meat industry, many people don't know that a lot of the people working in these slaughter houses are not American citizens to begin with.  It is a long standing practice of the meat industry to put adds in papers in places like Mexico where the people are poor, and bring them up to America to work for less than minimum wage (Williams).  Many of the people working in this industry are abused and under paid, so eliminating this industry would really be helping to move America forward in bringing all industries to the standard of the labor laws set in place. 


 As far as the people who think that eating meat is our right as Americans, cant we all agree that there should be some limits to our personal freedoms when others can be harmed?  “Animals raised for food are routinely treated in ways that would result in felony cruelty-to-animals charges if dogs or cats were the victims” (PETA).  As a result, our personal freedoms should not include something that involves such inhumane treatment to the animals.  

Henry David Thoreau once said “I have no doubt that it is a part of the destiny of the human race, in its gradual improvement, to leave off eating animals, as surely as the savage tribes have left off eating each other when they came in contact with the more civilized” (Thoreau).  There are many things that you can do to help fight against the injustices that are going on in the meat industry today, the most important being cutting meat out of your diets.  It is important to remember that every time you step into a restaurant or grocery store and buy something you are casting a vote for the produce and food that you want to be served.  By sticking to vegetarian options you are showing the industry that the way they are producing our food is wrong, and you are holding them to a higher standard.  The meat industry today is bad for our spiritual health, the health of the planet, and the future of our farm animals. 
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