(11/8/02 -- Letter to Andrew Hammoude in response to his notes of 10/25/02)

I am specie-ist.
Despite the fact that you never responded to my e-mail, I have been thinking a lot about the notes you sent me.  I would like to respond to some of the points you raised:

You describe the portion of Karen’s work that involves animal experimentation as the moral equivalent of slave trading and child prostitution.  Once again, I’m going to use the words absurdly reductionist to characterize your contention here, because, quite simply, it is absurdly reductionist.  Are you a complete moral relativist?  Is there not a spectrum of good and evil along which you range people? 

To put it another way, let me respond to your “Second Defense” regarding benefits.  Again, do we not acknowledge a moral continuum here?  I guess I do.  There is good and evil in this world and it does a disservice to intelligent discourse to engage in the kind of sophistry that equates Karen’s work with that of a sex trader because both could be justified in terms of the benefits they bring.  “Benefits may be big, and benefits may be small, but despite Karen’s attempt to relabel them with lofty phrases such as ‘important work,’ that is all that they remain.”  I can’t agree with this statement.  Put quite simply, the environmentally conscious work that Karen does causes pain to fish but ultimately is done to effect positive ecological change, something many people can agree is a “good” worth the pain caused.  I haven’t done a poll or anything, but I suspect most people whom we identify as moral and ethical beings would agree that the harm caused to a child prostitute far outweighs the benefit produced.  It doesn’t matter if the john can try to justify raping a child on the basis of the physical thrill (and he wouldn’t in any case).  The point is that in our moral community, such as it is, we are capable of distinguishing between these two examples and seeing one as “worse” than the other.

Why is this?  Well, I guess I have had to look into my heart and face the (ugly, in your view) truth that, quite simply, I see animals as lower than humans in the pecking order of our moral community.  I am specie-ist.  What’s the big difference for me among the three examples you cite -- slave trading, child prostitution, and experimenting on fish?  The first two involve people; the final one involves animals.  But I won’t leave it at that.  I would describe myself as anti-vivisectionist regarding animal testing that could be described as “frivolous.”  Is there no difference between using rabbits to test cosmetics and subjecting fish to toxins in an effort to better understand and improve our natural environment?  And what about the fact that the vast improvement in the general health of Western populations in the last two centuries is due almost entirely to research which involved animal experimentation.  Are you willing to give up vaccines, antibiotics, general anesthesia, complex operative techniques, heart/blood pressure medication or cancer treatments?
 So you would say, who decides what is “frivolous”?  And I would answer, we do, as a society.  We weigh the benefits (not whether they are big or small, but qualitatively) and we make a decision.  And we do this a thousand times a day.  So to answer your challenge to me:  no, I don’t describe the terrorist bomber’s actions as a “necessary evil.”  Again, we have a spectrum of behavior here.  Clearly killing people to publicize your cause is the wrong path to take. But interestingly enough, like the work that Karen does, the terrorist bombing happens precisely because the group -- whether Palestinians or white supremacists -- feels there is no alternative.  But we both know there are alternatives for these groups.  They can lobby for their cause, they can appeal to the international community.  You don’t like the work that Karen does and you think that she should stop doing it, so her alternative you would say, is to cease doing it.  No, we don’t have to know what toxins kill which fish in our environment (or how to stop HIV from killing off Africa’s populations).  But we want to know, not just for our own benefit, but for our environment (including the fishes’) benefit.

So, to respond to your Question 2, it would follow from what I’ve argued, that no, I would not “use the glip phrase ‘necessary evil’” regarding toxicological experimentation on a human being.  But fish are not human beings.

As for Question 3, again, absurdly reductionist.  Nobody’s hands are entirely clean in this world.  John Franco may not be in favor of a woman’s right to choose (though I doubt this); Ursula may defend the scum of the earth (I don’t know what kind of lawyer she is);  Scott Shaw actually told me that he had been involved in toxicological research on fish in the past and that he had told you about that.*  But I think you would describe him as a friend.  Shall we kick him out of the book group because of it?  What about me?  Now that you know my views will you kick me out too?  I’ve heard you occasionally eat meat but I still respect your right to call yourself a vegetarian.  We both know there is a world of difference between Joseph Mengele and Karen or any of the other people I have mentioned.  Again, it is a matter of the qualitative differences that you so breezily dismissed on page 2.  Karen causes pain to fish to produce a benefit that many would agree is a good benefit.  Mengele experimented on Jews to produce a benefit that in moral terms can only be described as “bad.”  Can you not see the difference here?  

Why are we able to make these judgements?  Because we are an evolving moral community.  Maybe one day we will have evolved sufficiently to find specieism and animal experimentation unacceptable.  But until the time comes that we have figured out how to train heart surgeons without having them experiment first on dogs (and I pray that day comes soon) I know what my choice is going to be every time between saving my dad’s life and a dog’s.

You know I just re-read what I have taken to calling your “manifesto,” and I have to pause here in my notes and just tell you how upsetting and insulting I found your tone to be.  I considered you a friend, but friends do not write things like “I can run rings around you.  From my point of view the discussion is rather like playing a game with a child...Shame on you...When you use the phrase ‘necessary evil,’ I know instantly where this comes from and what it says about you.”  Shame on you, Andrew!  You don’t know the first thing about me.  I attempt to engage you in polite debate and you reply with sneering contempt and anger and I really don’t deserve that. 

It is not that I don’t think there are valid reasons to be anti-vivesectionist.  And we could debate this until the cows come home (or get killed off by the fastfood industry).  You know my position now.  I am specieist.  I believe that we are more important than animals.  So, yes, I am a product of my time and values.  But what, I wonder, gives you the right to attack me and Karen so vehemently?  Look at yourself.  Are you entirely morally consistent?  Where are the microchips made that you use in your computer work?  If I learn that they are made by people in bad conditions working for peanuts does that give me the right to compare you to Adolph Hitler?  You would be right to think such a comparison laughable.

I wanted to learn of your views and appreciate that you took the time to write them out for me.  But I find your tone and approach profoundly alienating.  I don’t want to bring this up at the book group for a vote, because first of all, Karen does not want to have anything to do with you and I can’t say I blame her.  But I wish you hadn’t taken the arrogant, condescending, and frequently insulting tone that you did.  As I mentioned in my e-mail, even in a passionate debate such as this, there is room for courtesy and I have rarely seen you be discourteous in the book group.  In fact, I have always liked you a lot.  But your manifesto showed me a side of you that I really don’t like.  And it is a shame, because I have really enjoyed participating in the group, and I had considered you a friend.

*  Because I was deeply upset about this, I talked to Scott about our exchange and he mentioned that he had told you about this when you and Bonnie were learning to scuba dive -- that he himself had learned how when catching fish for cancer experiments at Fred Hutchinson laboratories.

