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1. Introduction: Locavorism 

In recent years, locavorism has garnered a great deal of support both from popular writers               

and activists such as Catherine Friend, Barbara Kingsolver, Michael Pollan, and Joel Salatin             

(of Polyface farms), but also from academics in various fields. The movement--hence its             

namesake--focuses on acquiring food (and, to a lesser extent, other goods) from a local              

source, and thus limiting “food miles.” Locavorism has many benefits, the majority of which              

are environmental: it not only alleviates the obvious costs of transporting food, but it also               

decreases our dependence on an industrialized food chain which limits pollution and other             

environmental hazards. 

However, focusing solely on the “local” doesn’t fully capture the heart of the             

movement. The environmental benefits of sourcing food locally are overridden if, for example,             

the food is raised on a CAFO. While it might be true that buying meat from a local CAFO                   

saves food miles, and thus on fossil fuels, these benefits are minimized by the overwhelming               

harms to the environment (including, but not limited to, the use of fossil fuels) that industrial                

farms are known to cause. One of the primary motivations for adopting a locavore’s lifestyle               

is to minimize environmental costs. Thus, reducing food miles is only one part of the               

locavore’s overall philosophy, which includes various practices devoted to sustainability and           

minimizing environmental damage.  

There is a trend in the locavore movement to encourage not only the purchase of               

locally raised meat, but also of meat that is more sustainably raised than on CAFOs. In fact,                 
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several locavores argue that eating meat is necessary to eat a truly local and sustainable diet.                

In this paper, I argue that while the benefits of locavorism are important, locavores fail to                

attend to the significant value that non-human animals have. Drawing on the work of Tom               

Regan and Richard Swinburne, I argue that non-human animals have inherent value. I go              

on to support a No-Meat Eating Principle derived from a Principle of Respect for Non-human               

Animals, claiming that insofar as non-human animals have inherent value, we are not             

permitted to eat them for mea. Thus, I argue that the locavore’s argument in favor of meat                 

eating (which relies on a premise that non-human animals have only instrumental value) is              

unsound. In Section 5, I consider two possible alternative premises the locavore might use in               

an argument for ethical meat eating: that non-human animals have less inherent value than              

the environment; and that non-human animals suffer less by being raised and eaten for meat               

than the environment would suffer if we did not raise animals for meat. I argue that both of                  

these premises are false. Thus, I conclude that it is not permissible to eat meat in order to eat a                    

local, sustainable diet. 

 

2. Locavorism and Eating Meat: The Argument 

Locavores argue that to genuinely respect nature--to eat a sustainable,          

environmentally-friendly diet--it is not just permissible, but necessary to eat meat (for some,             

depending on their location). Of course, no locavore argues that this meat should be produced               

in a way that is unsustainable. Instead, there is a trend in the locavore movement to                

encourage the purchase of “happy,” “humane,” “compassionate,” or “ethical” meat. The idea is             

that eating a vegan (and probably also a vegetarian) diet is worse, in certain locations, than                

eating meat. For example, Pollan claims:  
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The vegan utopia would also condemn people in many parts of the country to              

importing all their food from distant places...The world is full of places where the best,               

if not the only, way to obtain food from the land is by grazing (and hunting) animals                 

on it--especially ruminants, which alone can transform grass into protein. To give up             

eating animals is to give up on these places as human habitat, unless of course we are                 

willing to make complete our dependence on a highly industrialized national food            

chain. That food chain would be in turn even more dependent than it already is on                

fossil fuels and chemical fertilizer, since food would need to travel even farther and              

fertility--in the form of manures--would be in short supply. Indeed, it is doubtful you              

can build a genuinely sustainable agriculture without animals to cycle nutrients and            

support local food production. (Pollan 2006, 326-327) 

And while Pollan states that eating meat is only necessary in certain locations (though, of               

course, these locations are numerous--so numerous, in fact, that it may be impossible given              

the current human population to avoid them), he indicates that eating meat may be              

necessary in any location. Some locavores argue that it is not possible to grow food anywhere                

in a sustainable way without using non-human animals. For example, Kathy Rudy claims,             

“From an environmental perspective, removing animals from farms has been devastating.           

There has never once been a healthy ecosystem on the planet that did not include animals.                

There has never once in all of human history been a culture that farmed without any                

animals” (Rudy 2012, 28). Rudy’s ideal is that all people ought to buy their meat and produce                 

from small, local, pastoral farms:  

The current revival of the small farm...practices the kind of sustainable agriculture            

that has been in existence on the planet for over 12,000 years. Plants and animals               

occupy the same space at different times; mammals such as pigs, goats, and sheep eat               
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the parts of the plant that we cannot eat (stalks, leaves, vines, etc.), along with many                

weeds. Poultry thrives on bugs and pests. Ruminants such as cattle and buffalo graze              

nonarable land and transform something we cannot eat (grass) into something we can             

(meat). These animals all excrete a fertilizer that not only nourishes future plants, it              

also anchors the topsoil and keeps it from running off. The best small farms strive to be                 

“closed system”--meaning they import almost nothing onto the farm (animals          

reproduce themselves through good husbandry practices, seeds are saved from the           

strongest plants for next year’s crops, etc.). Such self sufficiency forms the core of              

agricultural sustainability” (Rudy 2012, 27-28). 

These arguments that conclude that locavores must eat meat either tacitly or explicitly             

rely on a consequentialist premise that, when making food choices, what is of the utmost               

importance is the overall environmental impact of one’s diet. While this principle has it’s roots               

in Aldo Leopold’s “land ethic,” especially as understood by J. Baird Callicott, I wish to provide                

a principle that better incorporates the modern locavore’s insistence on sustainability. I claim             

that these arguments rely on the:  

(POS) Principle of Sustainability (With Respect to Food Choices): Food choices           

are right insofar as they tend to maintain or enhance the quality of the environment. 

Pollan clearly endorses this principle: “If our concern is for the health of nature--rather than,               

say, the internal consistency of our moral code or the condition of our souls--then eating               

animals may sometimes be the most ethical thing to do” (Pollan 2006, 326-327). It is clear                

that this principle is (a) consequentialist insofar as it focuses solely on the impact of our food                 

choices on the environment, and (b) environment-centric insofar as it places the primary             

locus of value on the health (quality) of the environment. While not explicit, it is likely that                 

most proponents ultimately value the environment of the entire planet; however, most of the              
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decisions we make will directly impact our local environment and thus local considerations             

likely play a central role in evaluating our food choices.  

It is important to note that the argument that eating meat is required (or the               

argument that it is permitted) by the POS is contentious. Some (such as Henning,              

McWilliams, Singer and Mason, and Stanescu, just to name a few) argue that meat              

production, regardless of scale, is worse for the environment than vegetable production.            

Others argue, on alternative consequentialist grounds, that eating meat is problematic--while           

it may be the best practice for the environment, it violates other consequentialist principles              

insofar as it encourages masculinity and domination (see, for example, Pilgrim or Stanescu).             

Moreover, most locavores agree that because of the POS, meat eating must be reduced insofar               

as it uses a great deal of land, water, and fossil fuels. For the purposes of this paper, however,                   

I will ignore these issues. Instead, I will focus on a deontological claim against eating meat.  

 

3. Locavores and the POS: Non-human Animals Have Only Instrumental Value 

As stated, the Principle of Sustainability (with respect to our food choices) places the              

environment as its highest good. But just because a principle claims that the environment is               

the highest good doesn’t automatically entail that all else has merely instrumental good. It              

might be the case that while the POS should primarily govern our food choices, there are                

other ethical principles which would override it in the case of conflicts. For example, Sterba               

argues in favor of “A Principle of Human Preservation: Actions that are necessary for meeting               

one’s basic needs or the basic needs of other human beings are permissible even when they                

require aggressing against the basic needs of individual animals and plants or even of whole               

species or ecosystems” (Sterba 1995, 196). This principle entails that humans have more than              

just instrumental value, and there are cases when this principle might be in conflict with the                
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POS (for example, in cases where the population is too big to survive without causing               

environmental damage). Presumably, in those cases, one is permitted to damage the            

environment with a certain food choice in order to stay alive.  

While Sterba’s principle is not explicitly consequentialist, it could be interpreted as            

such. However, it may also be the case that the POS could be overridden by a more obviously                  

deontological principle. For example, suppose it turned out that killing humans for food, in              

some circumstances, tended to enhance the quality of the environment. Many people would             

reject this practice, supporting a ban on cannibalism and a principle such as:  

(NCP) No-Cannibalism Principle: It is always wrong to kill humans for food. 

Likely, when faced with a conflict, people would choose to violate the POS in favor of the NCP                  

because they think that humans have inherent value. Thus, the NCP is supported by a more                

general principle:  

(PRH) Principle of Respect for Humans: We are to treat humans in ways that              

respect their value.  1

Because humans have inherent value, we must respect them. Killing and eating humans does              

not respect their inherent value. Thus, it is always wrong to kill humans for food. Based on                 

the PRH, no human can be killed and eaten regardless of the potential good consequences of                

doing so.  

So, in endorsing the NCP, one claims that humans have inherent value. But insofar as               

the POS is used in arguments for meat eating, with no corresponding Principle of Respect for                

Non-human Animals, its proponents implicitly claim that non-human animals have no           

inherent value (and that they are merely instruments).  

1 This principle closely follows Regan’s Respect Principle, but restricts it to humans only (Regan 
2004, 208). I will return to a discussion of Regan’s actual principle  in section 4.  
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Rudy, however, argues against this point. She claims that locavores do value            

non-human animals: 

The vast majority of farmers in locavorism have a reciprocal and connected            

relationship with their animals; they name them, they provide care for them, they             

allow them room to roam outside, they let them live much longer lives than industrial               

farms, they encourage mothers to care for their young, they feed them well, provide              

clean and warm shelter (sometimes in the human’s home), they often spare those             

special animals that seek human connection, and mostly they dread slaughter.” (Rudy            

2012, 30)  

While it might be true that the farmers described don’t see their non-human animals as               

having no value, it is not clear that the idea of owning non-human animals is consistent with                 

the view that they have inherent (or even non-monetary) value. As Stanescu writes: 

What most concerns me is that these expressions of feelings of care for animals serve               

to mask the simple reality that for the entirety of their lives, these animals live as only                 

buyable and sellable commodities, who exist wholly at the whim of their “owners...” As              

long as animals can be owned, bought, sold, and treated at their “owners” whims, the               

concept of loving animals will have little impact. While some individual “owners” may             

choose to treat their animals better than others, the idea that animals can be “owned”               

at all reinforces the notion that animals exist only as human property and, as such, the                

concept of loving animals loses its power as a societal critique.” (Stanescu 2013 108) 

While I think it’s possible that meat eaters accept that non-human animals have inherent              

value (as I will explain in part 5), I am sympathetic to Stanescu’s argument. Moreover, even                

if they don’t assume non-human animals have merely instrumental value, they do think that              

their value is such that they can be used for human purposes (nutrition), so if non-human                
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animals have any inherent value, it is easily overridden. Hence, I will proceed in the next                

section as though meat eating locavores assume that non-human animals have only            

instrumental value.  

 

4. In Favor of Principle of Respect for Non-human Animals 

So far, I have argued that the locavore who advocates for sustainable meat eating relies on                

the Principle of Sustainability. I have then argued that locavores who use the POS to support                

ethical meat eating believe that individual non-human animals have no inherent value that             

prevents their use by humans. According to the locavore, we cannot make deontological             

claims against eating meat as we might in the case against cannibalism. In what follows, I                

will argue that this view is incorrect. I argue that non-human animals do have inherent               

value, and in favor of:  

(PRA) Principle of Respect for Non-human Animals: We are to treat           

non-human animals in ways that respect their value.  

This entails a parallel to the NCP, the:  

(NMP) No-Meat Eating Principle: It is wrong to kill and eat non-human animals             

for food.  

Therefore, I claim that locavores are not permitted to eat meat insofar as they base               

their decision on the POS. The NMP overrides the POS just as the NCP overrides the POS                 

forbidding us to kill and eat humans, even when doing so would have the best environmental                

consequences. While there may be environmental costs of not eating meat, these costs are              

trumped by the duty to refrain from killing non-human animals for meat. I argue in favor of                 

the PRA and the NMP by drawing on the work of Tom Regan and Richard Swinburne.  

In The Case for Animal Rights, Regan endorses a general Principle of Respect:  
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(RRP) Regan’s Respect Principle: “We are to treat those individuals who have            

inherent value in ways that respect their value.” (Regan 2004, 248)  

He goes on to argue that (many) non-human animals have inherent value and so we ought                

to respect that value. Regan argues that a sufficient (but not necessary) condition for an               

individual to have inherent value  is that the individual is the subject-of-a-life. He explains:  

Individuals are subjects-of-a-life if they have beliefs and desires; perception, memory,           

and a sense of the future, including their own future; an emotional life together with               

feelings of pleasure and pain; preference- and welfare-interests; the ability to initiate            

action in pursuit of their desires and goals; a psychophysical identity over time; and an               

individual welfare in the sense that their experiential life fares well or ill for them,               

logically independently of their utility for others and logically independently of their            

being the object of anyone else’s interests. Those who satisfy the subject-of-a-life            

criterion themselves have a distinctive kind of value--inherent value--and are not to be             

viewed or treated as mere receptacles (Regan 2004, 243).  

One way to use Regan’s criterion (though not exactly the way he uses it) is to argue that he                   

has explained what it is about humans, including those who do not have the capacity for                

moral action, that gives them inherent value. We can then go on to argue (as Regan does in                  

the first part of his book), that many non-human animals are the subject-of-a-life. Since what               

happens to the subject-of-a-life matters to the subject, we have moral duties with respect to it                

(even if it is not a moral agent, but a moral patient). Together, RRP and the claim that                  

non-human animals have inherent value entail the PRA (Principle of Respect for            

Non-human Animals).  

Regan’s claim that “given the postulate of inherent value, no harm done to any moral               

agent can possibly be justified merely on the grounds of its producing the best consequences to                
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all affected by the outcome” (Regan 2004, 239) supports the No-Cannibalism Principle. One             

is not permitted to cannibalize, even if the consequences would be spectacular, because             

humans have inherent value. Likewise, if Regan is correct and non-human animals also have              

inherent value, then we can justify the NMP (No-Meat Eating Principle) in the same way.  

However, it’s not clear why being the subject-of-a-life is sufficient for having inherent             

value. Others have given alternative criteria. For example, following Peter Singer (but with a              

decidedly deontological twist), one could argue that sentience alone is a sufficient condition             

for having inherent value. Following a tradition in Christian thought, Swinburne (1998,            

171-175, 189-192) argues that non-human animals have inherent value insofar as they            

intentionally and spontaneously act with purpose; and are unconflicted and unopposed           

(though not free in a robust sense). He claims that such actions are intrinsically good, and                

because some non-human animals are capable of acting in this way, they themselves have              

inherent worth. For Swinburne, the ability to exercise causal power in a self-directed way is               

sufficient for inherent value.  

I suggest that we approach this problem a slightly different way, by thinking about a               

new invention--a kind of experience machine for chickens called “Virtual Free Range.” While             

it might not make exactly clear the sufficient conditions for inherent value, this reality-based              

thought experiment provides evidence that non-human animals do have inherent value.           

Regan points out that there is an important difference between those individuals with             

inherent value and those without. Individuals with inherent value are more than just             

receptacles for pleasurable experiences. He explains, “The inherent value of individual moral            

agents is to be understood as being conceptually distinct from the intrinsic value that attaches               

to the experiences they have (e.g., their pleasure or preference satisfactions), as not being              

reducible to values of this latter kind, and as being incommensurate with these values” (235).  
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Nozick shows (among other things) that humans have inherent value by appealing to             

the experience machine (a kind of virtual reality in which you are hooked up to some                

machine in a lab, but have the experiences as though you were living life in the “real world”).                  

He claims that we should not want to enter the experience machine, even if in the experience                 

machine our lives would be fully pleasurable, or fulfilling, or the like--even if all of the                

experiences would be positive. While he gives several reasons to reject the experience machine,              

the lack of freedom and access to the truth are among them. Even if we cannot point to                  

exactly what is missing in the experience machine, the fact that we wouldn’t enter it suggests                

that we are not mere receptacles; we are valuable for something besides our experiences; we               

have inherent worth.  

Nozick admits to not being precisely sure what it is that matters besides our              

experiences. But, if we have the same intuitions regarding non-human animals, and if we can               

neither elaborate what it is exactly that makes the experience machine for humans             

problematic nor conclude that this does not apply to non-human animals, then we can also               

conclude that non-human have inherent value. Nozick explains: “Without elaborating on the            

implications of this, which I believe connect surprisingly with issues about free will and causal               

accounts of knowledge, we need merely note the intricacy of the question of what matters for                

people other then their experiences. Until one finds a satisfactory answer, and determines that              

this answer does not also apply to animals, one cannot reasonably claim that only the felt                

experiences of animals limit what we may do to them” (45).  

While Nozick wrote in 1974, the experience machine was a matter of science fiction.              

Today, however, things like Oculus Rift (a virtual reality headset for gaming) are headed              

towards making Nozick’s experience machine a reality. And recently, a company called            

Second Livestock is working on an Oculus Rift-type virtual reality headset for chickens. As              
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described on the company website, “Eliminating the need for the physical space required for              

free-range livestock our Virtual Free Range™ gives livestock the experience of Free Range life              

while in the safe confines of our facility.” In short, the company is working on creating an                 2

experience machine for chickens. If it’s true that non-human animals are just receptacles of              

experiences, and have no inherent value, then keeping the chickens in the conditions similar              

to a CAFO while outfitting them with the Virtual Free Range device is perfectly acceptable.  

There are, however, reasons to resist this claim. While the chickens in the experience              

machine (presumably) would have pleasurable experiences, their lives would be worse than if             

they were legitimately free. While they would have some pleasurable experiences, they would             

be entirely unfree to exercise causal their power in a self-directed way. They wouldn’t have               

any opportunities to actually do the kinds of things that chickens like to do--pluck bugs from                

the grass, protect their chicks, etc. They wouldn’t even get to stretch their wings or walk                

around. They would be in CAFOs--they just wouldn’t know that’s where they were. This              

suggests that something like being self-directed is important, even for chickens. (Though,            

perhaps sentience or being the subject-of-a-life makes self-direction important.) The intuition           

that the experience machine for chickens is not, all things considered, the best (of course, it                

may be better than living in a CAFO without the technology), indicates that non-human              

animals, including chickens, do in fact have inherent value. 

Thus, insofar as non-human animals have inherent value, they are subjects of Regan’s             

Respect Principle. Thus, we ought to expand the No-Cannibalism Principle to count for             

non-human animals and endorse the No-Meat Eating Principle as well.  

 

 

2 http://www.secondlivestock.com/public/vfr.php  
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5. When Principles Conflict 

So far, I have defended the view that non-human animals have inherent value and have used                

this claim, in conjunction with a Respect Principle, to support a No-Meat Eating Principle. I               

will conclude by addressing two parallel areas of potential conflict. First, I will address the               

claim (A) that the NMP and the PRH are in conflict--that in order to survive, humans need to                  

eat meat. Second, some might argue (B) that the environment has inherent value, generate a               

parallel Principle of Respect for the Environment (PRE), and then claim that the NMP              

conflicts with it. This strategy could used by a locavore who claims that it is untrue that she                  

thinks of non-human animals as mere instruments, but chooses to eat meat anyway.  

(A) One might claim that the NMP and the PRH are in conflict. The PRH instructs us                 

to treat humans in ways that respect their value. This surely entails allowing them to survive.                

Thus, if humans require meat in order to survive, we must allow humans to violate the NMP                 

and eat meat. While some may attempt to make this argument for all humans, they are                

unlikely to be successful. This is, of course, an empirical question, and I’m not a scientist, but                 

I will note that “It is the position of the American Dietetic Association and Dietitians of                

Canada that appropriately planned vegetarian diets are healthful, nutritionally adequate, and           

provide health benefits in the prevention and treatment of certain diseases” (ADA 2003, 748).              

Given that it is unlikely that most adults must eat meat to survive, this conflict is moot.                 

However, this may not be true for pregnant women, other nutritionally vulnerable people,             

and the like. Thus, not in all cases, but in certain cases, it may be the case that there is a                     3

legitimate conflict between NMP and PRH.  

(B) One might sensibly claim that the environment itself has inherent value. Based on              

RRP, then, we can generate: 

3 See Paxton George 1994 for an interesting related discussion.  
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(PRE) Principle of Respect for the Environment: We are to treat the            

environment in ways that respect its value.  

This entails that in certain cases (perhaps the ones that locavores like Pollan argue require               

meat eating), the PRE conflicts with the NMP.  

Suppose that in both of these cases, the objector makes the decision to eat meat. This                

decision must be justified in light of the conflict with NMP. There are two ways in which the                  

objector may do this. (1) The locavore could argue that (A) while both non-human animals               

and humans have value or (B) both non-human animals and the environment have value,              

the value of (A) humans or (B) the environment is higher than that of non-human animals.                

(2) Alternatively, the locavore could apply something like Regan’s:  

(WOP) Worse-off Principle: “Special considerations aside, when we must decide to           

override the rights of the many or the rights of the few who are innocent, and when the harm                   

faced by the few would make them worse-off than any of the many would be if any other                  

option were chosen, then we ought to override the rights of the many” (Regan 2004, 308).  

Applying this principle, along with the claim that (A) humans or (B) the environment would               

be made worse-off, would justify meat eating.  

I think that case A is significantly different from case B. Thus, I claim that in some                 

special cases (desert island scenarios, nutritional deficiencies, etc.), where the survival of a             

human is at stake, eating meat is permissible because of WOP. However, I do not think that                 

this is the case for the locavore--either when the justification relies on the claim that the                

environment has more value than individual non-human animals, or when the justification            

relies on the claim that the environment would be made worse off. I’ll consider each claim in                 

turn.  
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First, it is false that the environment has more value than individual humans. For one,               

I am sympathetic to Regan’s claim that inherent value doesn’t come in degrees and is thus                

incommensurable (Regan 2004, 236-237). But even if we allow for degrees of inherent value,              

I think that the claim is false. Imagine two kinds of worlds: one with a healthy natural                 

environment that includes non-human animals but no humans and one that has no animals              

whatsoever. I argue that the first world has more value than the second (though this doesn’t                

entail that the world with no non-human animals has no value at all). Consider              

self-direction--one of the conditions connected to inherent value and possessed by many            

non-human animals. One of the reasons that being self-directed is especially relevant to value              

is because it allows individuals to purposefully complete certain actions that have value, such              

as protecting one’s young and kin, sacrificing one’s life for another’s, and other acts of               

altruism. This is part of the reason that individuals who possess self-direction add value to a                

world, and so a world with those actions is more valuable than one without. While a world                 

with no animals is surely valuable, it is missing the kinds of acts that require self-directed                

individuals.  

Second, while it’s possible that the environment would be harmed in Pollan’s “vegan             

utopia,” it is unclear that this is necessarily the case. This again is an empirical question. It                 

may be true that there has as of yet been no sustainable farms that don’t include non-human                 

animals, but this doesn’t mean that it is a necessary truth. New technologies such as               

hydroponics, rooftop gardens, etc. may provide a way to grow vegetarian food sustainably             

and without the use of non-human animals. Even if the environment is harmed, though, it is                

unlikely that, given a requirement to use whatever means possible to minimize those harms,              

it will be worse off, precisely because the environment is neither sentient nor the              

subject-of-a-life.  
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6. Conclusion 

The locavore who argues from the Principle of Sustainability to allowing (or requiring) meat              

eating either assumes that non-human animals have merely instrumental value or assumes            

that their value is such that it can be easily overridden by environmental concerns. I have                

argued that both of these disjuncts are incorrect. First, I argued that non-human animals do               

have inherent value. Thus, based on a Principle of Respect, I generated a No-Meat Eating               

Principle. I went on to argue that the NMP cannot be overridden by claiming either that the                 

environment has more inherent value than non-human animals or that the environment            

would suffer more by our refraining to eat meat than non-human animals would suffer by               

our doing so. The locavore cannot argue in favor of meat eating on the basis of the POS.                  

Therefore, it is not permissible to eat meat in order to eat a local, sustainable diet. 
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