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Animal rights abolitionism, or ‘abolitionism’ for short, is an approach to the moral treatment of non-human animals which advocates against the exploitation of non-human animals. The term invites comparisons between the plight of human slaves and non-human animals, a comparison Marjorie Spiegel dubs “the dreaded comparison.” Similar comparisons are sometimes made, like Isaac Bashevis Singer labeling the suffering of non-human animals an “eternal Treblinka.” As Spiegel points out, “at first glance, many people might feel that it is insulting to compare the suffering of non-human animals to that of humans,” and one might think this insult is magnified when the comparison is to oppressed groups of people who have often been likened to animals as a way of denigrating them (Spiegel 1988, 14). 


I aim to defend three points. First, it is often racist or otherwise objectionable to compare the plight of non-human animals to the plight of oppressed humans, like for instance to say that factory farmed non-human animals are treated as badly as, or worse than, enslaved Africans. Second, animals rights advocates should accept this point, because it is an illustration of one of the ways in which the circumstances of injustice can make it impossible to do the right thing, and to deny this point would be to ignore the weight of the various injustices at issue, including the injustices with which the animal rights advocates are most centrally concerned. Third, by looking at the ways in which comparisons between non-human animals and oppressed humans are objectionable, we can also find ways of mitigating their objectionable nature, and thus find more defensible and less fraught ways of engaging in advocacy for non-human animals.


In defense of my first point, I argue that because humans live in deeply speciesist cultures, the implicatures of such comparisons include objectionable content, namely the notion that the relevant oppressed humans are of a low moral status in virtue of being similar to the non-human animals they are being compared to. It is very difficult to cancel these implicatures because doing so requires escaping from speciesism in ways which are difficult, if not impossible, given how pervasive speciesism is. Moreover, these comparisons bring to mind similar explicitly racist comparisons made to justify mistreatment of humans. These two reasons together render many comparisons racist or otherwise objectionable.


In defense of my second point, I argue that we fail to take speciesism seriously if we do not recognize its pervasiveness, and so non-human animal advocates should accept rather than resist the first point. It is Pollyannaish to pretend the dreaded comparison is not typically objectionable.

In defense of my third point, I argue that advocates who belong to the group of oppressed humans who are part of the analogy are in the best position to potentially cancel the objectionable implicatures, and are sometimes better able to tell when calling to mind explicit racism is acceptable, and thus this gives animal advocates who do not belong to these groups reasons to amplify the voices of those who do belong to these groups.
