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This book is dedicated to all of the exploited animals, whose liberation is my greatest dream, and to the humans who are working hard to make this dream a reality.
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FOREWORD
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If you are wondering whether to read this book, it must mean you are curious about animal liberation: You aren’t exactly sure what it means, perhaps, or you are moved by the plight of animals and wish to explore further. I’m certain you will find a lot in here that will impact and motivate you, such as the reasons why those of us who advocate for animals’ rights see the link to other movements as absolute and undeniable. For anyone who is already an activist or who has decided to become one, you are sure to find inspiration, thoughts that might not have occurred to you before, ideas that you can adopt or adapt, and words to cherish.

Brittany Michelson has collected a splendid set of narratives from people who, for myriad reasons, found themselves, often unexpectedly, embracing the idea of animal liberation. It dawned on each of them at some point in their lives that the concept of injustice couldn’t rightly, logically, or reasonably be limited to the human animal. They realized that injustice occurs when we fail to connect the dots between ourselves and those who were not born in exactly the same physical form as ours.

The writers’ ethical evolutions often began with a question. Alexandra Paul found herself wondering at the “absurdity” of ranking kittens over hamsters, and hamsters over frogs, and asked herself why this was any different from assigning degrees of value to human beings who are often considered “lower on the societal rung.” Brittany Peet loved “Smokey,” a bear she often visited at a roadside zoo as a child. Later, she pondered how, back then, she could have been so oblivious to his loneliness and the desolation of his confinement to a barren cage. Jasmine Afshar questioned how people could empathize with the torment she experienced when she was sexually violated, yet dismiss the torment inherent in the routine assault of female animals whose bodies are exploited for meat and milk. Dani Rukin “came out” for animals, casting aside her leather jacket, long after coming out as a lesbian because, after initially mocking vegans, she began to wonder how diversity could rightly be limited to a single species.

Sometimes the animals themselves asked the questions, simply by being present or with an expression. Karen Davis’s beloved parrot, Jasmin Singer’s waifish cat, the monkey spotted by Jo-Anne McArthur chained to a windowsill high in the Andes—all seemed to nudge them in the direction of animal liberation. Was it recognizing the universal look of despair or hope or sadness in the face of a desperately thirsty pig, seen through the metal slats of a truck in the blistering heat, that changed Anita Krajnc’s life? Or was that suffering pig, one among many, who was about to pass through the slaughterhouse gates, someone—and I mean someone—she already understood? After all, she was trying to live, and teach her students to live, as Tolstoy advised: “When the suffering of another creature causes you to feel pain, do not submit to the initial desire to flee from the suffering one, but on the contrary, come closer, as close as you can to he who suffers, and try to help him.” Anita was charged with criminal mischief for rushing to that pig and offering water, but from her compassionate action, many others came to see that animal liberation is something to work for.

Some writers, like Kathy Stevens and Gene Baur, started sanctuaries, taking in animals with nowhere else to find safety and comfort. Wayne Hsiung left his legal career to start a group that challenges the lack of legal protections for other-than-human beings. Shaun Monson became a filmmaker, whose epic film Earthlings has opened more eyes and minds and hearts to the reality of animal exploitation than perhaps any other.

At the end of this book, the individual writers’ experiences seem to be summed up in a verse from Sean Hill’s poem:


As alone as you may feel sometimes

you are never alone

we are all in this together

the vision to transform the world,

elevate everyone’s innate potential

by teaching sacred respect for all life forms



Please read this book. Pass it on to others. And take its lessons to heart, because the Golden Rule requires each of us to do unto others as we would have them do unto us. And that is the message of animal liberation.

Ingrid Newkirk

founder and president of PETA
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INTRODUCTION
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Animal rights: the rights of animals, claimed on ethical grounds, to the same humane treatment and protection from exploitation and abuse that are accorded to humans

Activism: the use of direct and noticeable action to achieve a result, usually a political or social one


“Animal rights are not a gift we give to animals. They are a birthright we have taken from them.”

—Ryan Phillips

“Animals have qualities we find important to the legal rights of humans—like self-awareness, the need for sovereignty, and the capacity for suffering, love, and empathy. We will never fully dismantle the injustices humans suffer without deconstructing the same problems that lead to animal suffering.”

—Marc Bekoff




As an animal rights activist, it is common to hear remarks such as:


“What about human rights?”

“Don’t you care about humans?”

“There are so many human problems in the world; let’s solve those first.”



There’s a widespread view that our own issues should be solved before animal issues are addressed, as if we need to demonstrate loyalty to our own species before advocating on behalf of others. This promotes the ideology of human superiority and reinforces a disconnect between humans and nonhumans. What we should be acknowledging is our interconnectedness: the fact that all beings have the capacity for love, joy, pain, and fear. Animal rights and human rights are inextricably connected. For example, there are multiple human and environmental issues that stem from animal issues. If we want to create a peaceful world, we must pay close attention to the ways in which human and nonhuman issues are related and honor the interdependence between our species and others.

Societal conditioning has taught us that certain animals are to love and other animals are to eat, wear, and use. Speciesism is the assumption of human superiority and involves the designation of values or special consideration solely on the basis of species classification. Speciesism is what underlies the notion that a dog is a beloved member of the family, while the purpose of a chicken is to be eaten. Civil rights, women’s rights, gay rights, and other social justice causes have people who fight for their own rights, the rights of their loved ones, and those of their fellow citizens. Human rights movements operate from the ability of humans to use words and actions to stand up for their cause. The animal rights movement is the sole exception: nonhuman beings do not have the benefit of being able to speak for themselves or organize a protest, although they do resist being harmed, as is evident by their struggle, their vocalizations, and their attempts at escape. These are their forms of protest. Yet animals are disregarded because of their inability to communicate in our language, which makes them entirely dependent upon humans to prevent their exploitation. We hold the unique position of being both their greatest threat and their only hope.

In today’s world, there is greater reason than ever to consider the plight of animals and the impact of animal agriculture on the planet. More and more environmentalists are advocating for a plant-based diet, considering that animal agriculture is a leading cause of greenhouse gas emissions, ocean dead zones, water pollution, deforestation, and species extinction. The planet simply cannot sustain itself with the present mass-industrialized system. Add this to the increasing number of health issues related to the consumption of animal products, and it becomes undoubtedly clear that it behooves humanity to work together to end animal farming.

Some people’s commitment to plant-based eating is due solely to environmental concerns, or health reasons—to reverse ailments, heal disease, or prevent health issues from occurring. Then there are those of us who do not consume, wear, or use animal products because we believe that animals’ lives are their right and that harming them for any purpose is unjust.

This is a time in history when the stories of the marginalized have risen to the surface. As a species that has the ability to advocate for others, we have a moral imperative to protect the most innocent and vulnerable among us and to inspire others to take action. Animal rights activism is an obligation for living on a planet where humanity dominates and uses nonhumans in every conceivable way—for food, fashion, experimentation, and entertainment. The multifaceted objective of the animal rights movement is to denormalize violence against animals, change the deeply rooted mentality of speciesism, honor that nonhuman animals are individuals, establish rights on their behalf, and liberate them from suffering.

Australian philosophy professor Peter Singer’s book Animal Liberation (1975) is widely considered to have set the modern animal rights movement in motion. Today, it is one of the fastest-growing social justice movements in society, and the imprint it is making on humanity is notable. Many prominent people from various fields—scholars, scientists, philosophers, and physicians, among others—have either joined the movement, support the movement, or at least acknowledge it as a necessary part of the equation of social justice. Intersectionality—the interconnected nature of social categorizations such as race, class, and gender—has become more widely honored and understood, and activists across other social justice movements are recognizing the importance of animal rights.

The liberation of nonhuman beings is vital to the whole of the planet’s success and is necessary for peace on earth. The activists who are featured in this collection believe that being vegan is the least we can do, and that engaging in activism is necessary. Vegan chef, wellness coach, and writer Tracey Narayani Glover said “Fundamentally, vegans advocate for the values that all social justice movements uphold. They focus on the nonhumans, but what they are really advocating for is a society in which no sentient being is used as a means to another’s end. They are fighting for the elimination of all forms of prejudice and oppression.”

It is a profound decision to commit ourselves to living vegan, which enables us individually to diminish animal suffering and concurrently reduce our carbon footprint. Yet it’s a decision on another level to stand up boldly for what one believes in, which often requires putting our comfort levels aside—and in some cases our freedom on the line—to make our cause heard. Being an activist is necessary for the message we seek to convey to the public: that animals are individuals with their own sense of purpose and that they deserve the right to their lives. There is a growing unit on the front line of this rising movement, armed with compassion and a strong belief in justice for all beings. As animal rights activists, we are committed to standing up for those who are viewed by society at large as products, as commodities to be used; those who, through tradition and conditioning, are deemed unworthy of rights.

This collection spotlights diverse voices in the animal rights movement with the intention of inspiring those who are sparked by the vision of a more ethical world. From attending protests and marches, engaging in public outreach, spearheading campaigns, bearing witness, doing open rescue, holding demonstrations, and establishing sanctuaries, animal rights activism takes on multiple forms. In the following pages, activists from different backgrounds reveal their perspectives on animal rights, their experiences taking action for animals, the challenges they’ve faced, and the meaning of activism in their lives.

I am honored to be part of the animal rights community—to be among a passionate, dedicated group of humans devoted to taking action for those who cannot take action for themselves. Anyone—from any walk of life—can join a movement and become an activist. It is my hope that these stories will inspire and empower you to take action for a cause that you greatly value.

Let our voices be heard and our actions be bold.
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I

Seasoned Warriors: Inspiring & Transforming







How I Became a “Poultry” Rights Activist Who Started an Organization Some Said Would Never Fly



Karen Davis, founder of United Poultry Concerns
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People often ask how I started as an academic and ended up an animal rights activist rescuing and defending the rights of chickens and turkeys. Other than glimpses, I did not know these birds until I was in my forties. In the 1980s, I was teaching English at the University of Maryland-College Park and pursuing a PhD in Victorian Literature. I expected to teach literature for the rest of my life. But caring about animals was in my blood as was my lifelong revulsion at seeing them suffer. My feelings nurtured a profession that had not been foreseen but that now seems inevitable.

Growing up in Altoona, Pennsylvania, I knew cocker spaniels and terriers as family pets and beagles as hunting dogs. In grade school I had a parakeet named Wiffenpoof whom I loved. One day I came home and he was gone. Unforgivably, my mother had given him away. When a baby robin fell out of its nest in our yard in the spring, I was so upset I couldn’t sleep. I sobbed inconsolably on the sofa when our neighbor’s white duck was killed by a car in front of our house. One year, my parents brought home two yellow chicks at Easter, and then they were gone. Later we visited a farm with a dark barn filled with young white chickens, and my mother pointed to two of them and said they were our Easter chicks. Long after it happened, a memory emerged into consciousness of my best friend Betsy’s father pulling a brown hen out of a shed under their house. He laid her on a stump and chopped her head off with a hatchet. Her head lay clucking on the ground and her body ran around the yard. This memory fits with other recollections I have of insouciant animal abuse as a child, like my father beating bats to death in the attic. My father, a lawyer, affected an unsentimental attitude. He hunted rabbits, squirrels, and pen-raised pheasants for sport. He said “Everything hunts the rabbit,” so shooting them wasn’t an issue for him. As a child, I had a hand-carved wooden ring-necked pheasant I colored with crayons. Later I understood that ring-necked pheasants were raised solely to be shot. Occasionally a wounded pheasant would hit the windshield of a car on a country road.

For thirty years I was a meat eater. I didn’t connect meat, milk, or eggs with animals in a way that involved experiences or feelings. My brothers and I would fight over who got the first slice of roast beef on Sundays. At home, I would eat leftover meat off other people’s plates, a habit I continued as a waitress at restaurants. I ate so much steak one summer in the 1960s that the landlady of the boardinghouse where I was staying in Norwalk, Connecticut bought me a steak knife. In Baltimore in the early 1970s, I’d run to the Lexington Market after graduate school classes and buy a barbecued chicken, which I took to my room and devoured on the floor.

While working as a juvenile probation officer in Baltimore, I bought a blue-fronted Amazon parrot whose loneliness in a cage obsessed me to the point where I could not rest until I rescued her one night after work. My beloved parrot Tikhon lived with me for twenty-two years until she died in 1994. It was during that time, in the early 1970s, that I read an essay by Leo Tolstoy called “The First Step.” He argued that vegetarianism is a necessary first step to living nonviolently—an effort he made late in his life when he renounced foxhunting and other cruel pleasures that had plagued him for years with guilt and remorse. Tolstoy’s description of cows and lambs in the Moscow slaughterhouse he visited caused me to stop eating animals. I agreed conceptually with Tolstoy and later with Peter Singer’s argument in Animal Liberation, but in both cases it was the searing evocation of animals and their misery that converted me. I had never “supported” eating animals to begin with but had merely done what I was brought up to do, so I didn’t need to be persuaded to change my opinion on the subject. I regretted my thoughtless animal abuse and did not miss eating meat. 	

In 1974, I moved to San Francisco, where I worked briefly at a deplorable “no-kill” dog and cat shelter before returning to the East Coast and graduate school. One day I saw an ad for World Laboratory Animals Day in Lafayette Park near the White House. Despite fearing the images I would see there, I decided to go anyway. As I looked at the faces and bodies of animals tortured in laboratory experiments, I vowed never again to forsake animals to this same fate, because I could not bear their suffering. From that day forward I was an animal rights activist. Throughout the 1980s I volunteered for everything happening for animals in the Washington, DC, area. I read about the plight of animals past and present while participating in PETA-sponsored rodeo demonstrations, rallies to free the Silver Spring monkeys from the National Institutes of Health, trips to Hegins, Pennsylvania, to protest the Labor Day pigeon shoots, and much more. When a PETA van drove a bunch of us to Salisbury, Maryland, one day to protest in front of the Perdue chicken slaughter plant on the main highway across from a McDonald’s restaurant, I saw truckloads of chickens for the first time, and tears poured out of my eyes at the sight of them.

In 1989 I founded the Animal Rights Club at the University of Maryland. We campaigned to get the administration to approve alternatives to dissection and provide vegetarian options in the dining hall. Our biggest campaign, reported on by the New York Times and Time magazine, was to get the University of Maryland to remove chicken slaughter mogul Frank Perdue from the Board of Regents, to which he’d been appointed by Maryland’s governor. Perdue served out his two years, but during that time our crusade dominated the opinion pages of the student newspaper, The Diamondback, and we followed Perdue and his bodyguards to every Regents meeting across the state with our placards, disruptions, and shouts of “Cluck You, Frank Perdue!”

Gradually I knew I was going to focus my activism on farmed animals. Working as a summer intern at Farm Sanctuary in Avondale, Pennsylvania, in 1987, I fell for all of the animals but especially the chickens and turkeys, for whom I felt a particular affinity. Together these birds represent 98 percent of land animals raised and slaughtered for food in the United States. The overwhelming majority, in the billions, are chickens. By then I had met the hen my husband named Viva who, more than any other single factor, precipitated my decision to found United Poultry Concerns in 1990. She’d been abandoned in a wooden shed, where she had been raised with a small flock of chickens by our landlady for slaughter. Probably she was left behind because she was crippled and thus overlooked under the shelf, where she crouched in the dirt before I lifted her out of there and took loving care of her in our home until she died. My story of “Viva, the Chicken Hen,” first published in Between the Species: A Journal of Ethics in 1990, has caused many people by their own account to stop eating chickens and to see all chickens in a new and deeply sensitized light.

Who was it that said, “I’m so low down I declare I’m looking up at down?” That’s rather how it was when I decided to start an advocacy group for chickens and turkeys in the late 1980s and was told by some that if I was going to “do” farm animals, I had better do pigs, because people weren’t “ready” for chickens. However, the whole point of activism is to find ways to get people ready. I remember hearing a demonstrator tell a newspaper reporter at a chicken slaughter protest, “I’m sure Perdue thinks we’re all a bunch of kooks for caring about chickens, but . . .” My question is: What difference does it make what the Tysons and Perdues of the world think? Imagine one of their CEOs standing in front of the camera, pleading “I know the animal rights people think I’m a kook, but . . .”

Notice came that my organization United Poultry Concerns was officially a 501(c)(3) nonprofit in October 1990. We promote the compassionate and respectful treatment of domestic fowl and address the treatment of these birds in food production, science, education, entertainment, and human companionship situations. Our work includes a sanctuary for chickens, turkeys, and ducks and the promotion of an animal-free diet. We published the first issue of our quarterly magazine Poultry Press, which began as a four-page newsletter, in 1991. In the 1990s, United Poultry Concerns led two major campaigns: a fight for legislation that would include birds under the federal Humane Methods of Slaughter Act (from which they are still excluded), and a fight to expose and eliminate the US egg industry practice of starving hens for days and weeks at a time, the practice known as forced molting, to manipulate the economics of egg production. I discuss both of these complicated, high-profile campaigns in my book Prisoned Chickens, Poisoned Eggs: An Inside Look at the Modern Poultry Industry.

Before moving from the Washington, DC, area to rural Virginia in 1998 to accommodate our sanctuary, I spent hours at the National Agricultural Library in Beltsville, Maryland and in the halls of Congress lobbying for poultry slaughter legislation. Among the volumes of poultry science publications at the library was a book by avian specialist Lesley J. Rogers called The Development of Brain and Behaviour in the Chicken (1995). Years earlier, I had sat on the floor of a room in Baltimore devouring a barbecued chicken. Then I sat on the floor of the Beltsville agricultural library devouring a book that said “It is now clear that birds have cognitive capacities equivalent to those of mammals, even primates,” and “With increased knowledge of the behaviour and cognitive abilities of the chicken has come the realization that the chicken is not an inferior species to be treated merely as a food source.” Along with much else, Rogers wrote of the battery cages in which the majority of egg-industry hens have been confined since the 1960s: “In no way can these living conditions meet the demands of a complex nervous system designed to form a multitude of memories and to make complex decisions.” I wished then, as I do now, that I could inscribe these words in the hearts and minds of every human being and generation to come. What I did do immediately was rush to inform my colleagues working on farmed animal issues about this book and its strong statements that could be quoted without piecing together the usual equivocations of industry-based “science.”

Soon after, I decided to write a book about turkeys, and in 2001 More Than a Meal: The Turkey in History, Myth, Ritual, and Reality was published. Through my sanctuary work I came to know turkeys as individuals with distinct personalities, sensitivities, and intelligence. As with chickens, I was struck by the discrepancy between the actual birds and the demeaning stereotypes. Each November, the run-up to Thanksgiving was filled with media stories satirizing turkeys in contrast to the sentimental piety bestowed on Plymouth Rock and the Puritans. As part of my research, I visited the history museum Plymouth Plantation in Plymouth, Massachusetts. I spent a day on the floor of the gift shop reading everything I could find about the place of turkeys in Native American cultures and the continental landscape encountered by the Europeans. I walked out that night with an armload of books. In More Than a Meal, I wrote: “While it is fair to say that turkeys were not treated particularly well by Native Americans, a worse fate awaited them under the European invaders and their descendants, who conducted a full-scale assault upon the species.” I have much to say about turkeys in my book reflecting my own experiences along with illuminating reports by others going back centuries.

Some animal advocates consider farmed animal sanctuaries a waste of resources better spent on “bigger” things, but I disagree. A good sanctuary provides an educational opportunity for visitors, staff, and volunteers as well as rescuing animals from a life of misery and oblivion. Thanks to the Internet, people who cannot physically visit a sanctuary can visit one online. Our sanctuary birds are an invaluable source of information that has enabled me to challenge false claims by cockfighters, farmers, and agribusiness interests (and yes, the sanctuary birds’ essential nature and activities are intact despite the debilitating breeding that has weakened their bodies and the horrible living conditions they endured before they were rescued).

In September 2000, United Poultry Concerns organized the first national forum in the United States on the Role of Farmed Animal Sanctuaries in the Animal Advocacy Movement. Our forum focused on the concept and ethical obligations of the farmed animal sanctuary by addressing issues such as:


• Is rescuing and giving a permanent shelter to farmed animals “enough?”


• Does the physical labor and veterinary care the sanctuary demands use resources that could be better spent on other projects to help farmed animals?

• How does the farmed animal sanctuary deal with the deluge of animals at the door?

• Is purchasing farmed animals to save them from abuse and slaughter a morally legitimate form of rescue?

• Is it right or wrong to rescue farmed animals illegally?

• How do farmed animal sanctuaries get funding?



The previous year United Poultry Concerns presented the first conference in the United States (or anywhere else to my knowledge) on Direct Action and Open Rescues. On June 26–27, 1999, nine months after moving our headquarters and sanctuary to Machipongo, Virginia, on the Eastern Shore, I conceived and organized this historic conference, inspired in part by animal rights philosopher Tom Regan, who wrote in his book The Struggle for Animal Rights that instead of wearing masks and concealing their identity, “right strategy and right psychology is for the people who liberate animals to come forth and identify themselves as the people who did it.” Regan was challenging the Animal Liberation Front practice of concealing rescuers behind masks, versus disclosure of personal identity as a strategy for achieving animal liberation through appeals to public perception and conscience. Back then, attention to the plight of animals raised for food was still relatively new in the United States. In 1987, when the first ALF action at the Beltsville Maryland Agricultural Research Center was carried out, even ALF activists who used the term “animal rights,” according to Ingrid Newkirk in Free the Animals, “had not yet incorporated the systemized abuse of ‘farm animals’ into their agendas, couldn’t ‘see’ an attack on the farm industry at all.” One reason they couldn’t envision such an attack was that they didn’t yet “see” the billions of chickens and other animals locked out of sight in the industrial compounds to which they were relegated in the mid-1950s.

In keeping with Tom Regan’s perspective, I was drawn to the strategy developed by prominent Australian activist Patty Mark of what she called the Open Rescue, in which undercover investigators show their faces and admit to rescuing animals and documenting the conditions of their abuse instead of liberating animals behind a mask. I invited Patty to speak at our conference. Her presentation, including video footage of her Action Animal Rescue Team’s rescue of chickens and pigs from factory farms, created the revolution in farmed animal rescue strategy in the United States.

By chance, our conference coincided with a televised ALF raid at the University of Minnesota showing rescuers clad from head to toe in black. All rescues were shot at long-distance angles, making it difficult to be sure in some cases what kinds of animals were being pulled out of laboratory cages. The focus was on the rescuers, whose manner expressed no empathy for the animals for viewers to identify with. By contrast, Patty Mark’s video of a well-planned rescue of several hens from a battery-cage facility focused attention on the agonized hens being carefully extricated from unimaginable filth, and on the compassionate gentleness and firmness of the rescue team, who, as part of their operation, contacted the police, got arrested, and explained their mission with the intention of putting battery-hen farming visibly on trial before the public and in the courtroom. As I describe in my article “Open Rescues” in Terrorists or Freedom Fighters, our conference on Direct Action inspired three highly publicized undercover investigations of battery-caged hen facilities in the United States in 2001. To this day, Patty Mark’s Open Rescue is the model for farmed animal investigative and rescue operations in North America, even though most contemporary activists are unlikely to know the history.

Unlike some other kinds of animals, rescued farmed animals cannot be set free in a forest or field. For one thing, many chickens, turkeys, and ducks bred for the poultry and egg industries are white and unable to camouflage themselves in the natural world. Birds, pigs, sheep, and others bred specifically for meat suffer from congenital lameness and other infirmities that only years of regeneration could eliminate from their gene pool. Most farmed animals have endured some form of bodily mutilation at birth, such as debeaking or tail docking, weakening their chance of survival on their own. Thus, a successful farmed animal rescue necessarily involves sanctuary for the animals who are rescued. Investigation, rescue, and sanctuary care are all forms of direct action for animals.

Farmed animal sanctuaries are places where the public has a chance to see farmed animals as individuals in the light of being treated with respect and reciprocating the experience of love and interspecies companionship. A sanctuary puts faces on the countless billions of invisible beings whose only true rescue can come by being rescued from dinner plates and the vocabulary of belittlement and food. This form of rescue must be the ultimate goal of farmed animal sanctuaries and implicit in all forms of animal activism at every level from individual to organizational. Rescuing Viva the chicken hen in 1985 and getting to know her helped foster my decision to found an organization dedicated to liberating all chickens for a life worth living, and by extension enabling all animals to fulfill their lives.






Documenting Invisible Animals: Photography as a Tool for Change



Jo-Anne McArthur, photographer and founder of We Animals Media
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My path as a photojournalist has taken me to over fifty countries on six continents, where I have encountered animals who have endured unimaginable pain and suffering, and others fortunate enough to be cared for, or living freely. Because my work focuses on our complex relationship with animals, people assume that I’m driven by a deep love for animals, but that’s only part of the story. I do this work because I’m deeply concerned about what we’ve done to the animal kingdom, and its effects on the planet and humanity.

Years ago, I learned something that empowered me to do this intense, yet rewarding work. As a photographer, I had a powerful tool in my hands—one that could change the course of history; one that could change hearts and minds about how we treat animals; one that could show us hope and a way forward. I’ve been taking pictures for twenty years now, going to the ends of the earth in order to tell the stories of animals who so desperately need our help. This became my life’s mission, and there is no turning back. Despite its drawbacks, I wouldn’t exchange this life of travel and photography for any other.

Dreamers like me need mentors, and they have never been in short supply. As a young woman, I watched with great fascination the life and career of Dr. Jane Goodall. Emboldened, I recognized that if people like her could live adventurous lives, blaze new trails, and fight for animals, I could do the same. During my geographic and literary studies at university, I took an elective black-and-white printing course, and my love affair with photography thus began. An encouraging friend taped a note to my locker, with Goethe’s famous words written on it:

Boldness has genius, power and magic in it . . . BEGIN IT NOW.

To this day, I have kept that tattered note on the wall in my office as inspiration. In 1998 I was backpacking with friends in the Andean mountains of Ecuador, when we came across a monkey chained to a windowsill. He seemed to have been trained to pick the pockets of passersby. Tourists crowded around to take pictures. I elbowed my way into the crowd to take pictures as well, but for an entirely different reason. I wasn’t amused, but appalled that this wild animal was held captive for human use. I knew that what I was witnessing was wrong. Through another lens, this monkey was viewed more or less as an object. Through my own, I wanted to show a form of slavery, perpetrated upon a complex, sentient being.

[image: images]

My long-term body of work is called We Animals. We are all animals, after all, but we humans forget. Our anthropocentric hierarchy is so entrenched, it’s invisible. We Animals examines our relationships with other animals around the globe by highlighting this hierarchy. It became a book in 2013, the same year that Liz Marshall’s award-winning documentary film The Ghosts in Our Machine was released, which followed me as I did animal investigative work in Europe and North America. Recently, I published a second book, Captive, which is my contribution to the growing conversation about the ethics of captivity. I spent years thinking about the issue and months planning and shooting the work, observing us with my camera as we observe them. Captive shows that we often fail to really see the individuals who are right before our eyes. Instead, we might see an object for our entertainment, or the ambassador for a species. Do we really continue to believe that the complex emotions and behaviors they exhibit, such as despondency, loneliness, and despair, which are stereotypic of captive animals, offer no true insight into their experiences?

[image: images]

As I grew into this career in photojournalism, I realized there was something doubly wonderful about the act of taking pictures. The camera always felt like a passport for me, or an all-access pass into the lives of others. Taking photographs helped to satisfy my curiosity about who we are and why we do the things we do. And how wonderful to realize that I could give by taking photographs. That, whether human or animal, I could help the subjects I was photographing by showing the world what I was seeing; that I could bear witness to the wrongs in this world in order to help start a conversation about how things need to change.

[image: images]

I have sailed through the luminous Antarctic Ocean to document brave activists intercepting whale poachers, and spent months in the fecund forests of Uganda and Cameroon documenting efforts to end the bushmeat trade. I’ve posed as a buyer of macaque monkeys in Asia to expose the cruelty of the wildlife trade, and I’ve snuck into bear bile farms, to film how Asiatic moon bears live in the miserable confines of cages barely larger than their own bodies. In some cases, the footage I’ve obtained has helped close farms, and in all cases, this work has helped to raise public awareness about the cruelty animals endure at our hands.

For conflict photographers, our job is to do our best to capture the moments that tell the story of those who are at ground zero. It’s in these moments that photographs can galvanize, enrage, and inspire. It’s here that still images move. A vital part of creating change is documenting, gathering visual proof, and bearing witness to what is and what should never again be. Photography helps create history; it makes visible what should be, and will be, in the history books.
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It seems that anywhere I choose to travel, there’s an animal story that needs to be told. Part of being a photojournalist is that you have your eyes wide open to the important issues of our time. The stories of animals are incredibly underreported. By and large, we simply want to see images of wildlife’s majestic beauty or cute, cuddly images of puppies and kittens. Anything else is too painful. I understand. It is painful. I’m thankful that now, we are more willing than ever to turn our collective gaze to their plight. From the ivory trade to hunting, from the cultural practices that harm animals to those whom we eat and wear, we must look, and we must not turn away. Seeing is a key ingredient to transformation, and it’s something we all can do.

Everyone asks how I can handle bearing witness to so much violence. It is undoubtedly brutal, but I find catharsis in action, and momentum surges through people who choose to not turn away. We’re amid a global rise of engagement in animal journalism, a collective seeing. Photographs and stories can foster change, and this is what keeps me grounded.

Because the stories of these individuals need to be seen as far and wide as humanly possible, I have made over twelve thousand of my animal images available for free, via our We Animals Archive, to any person or organization helping animals. Since its launch in March 2017, we have fulfilled more than 1,500 requests for images in support of animal advocacy and conservation worldwide. We Animals—once a solo project—has now grown into a small but mighty international media agency. We Animals Media is a team of seven staff and almost a dozen creative contributors, focusing on photography, filmmaking, and journalism, with the goal of illuminating important but untold stories of animals worldwide and galvanizing people to be part of the change.
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As frequent travelers in an increasingly accessible world, we have even more opportunities to revere animals and to live alongside instead of against them. We can enjoy and learn from their natural behaviors by observing them in the wild, rather than paying money to see them swimming circles in a tank, or circumnavigating well-worn grooves into the dirt of small, uninteresting enclosures. We must avoid buying their body parts as trinkets or as folk medicine. I’ve seen young primates on chains in the markets, because their families were poached so that we might sample some chimpanzee meat or buy a gorilla-hand ashtray. We can avoid tourist traps like elephant riding, as well as circuses, rodeos and bullfight. Elephants are taken from their families and subjected to the practice of Phajaan, a horrific breaking of the spirit, before we can climb on their backs, for example. We can visit and support reputable wildlife centers and sanctuaries, and we can aim our telephoto lenses, instead of guns, at animals. Of this I am certain: exploitation and domination of other animals have no place in an enlightened society.
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One of my greatest joys is combining my big loves: photography, travel, and volunteerism at animal sanctuaries and rescue centers. My three all-time favorite trips have been to Elephant Nature Park in Thailand, Ape Action Africa in Cameroon, and recurrent trips to Farm Sanctuary in the United States. At Elephant Nature Park, rescue and rehabilitation efforts provide a safe haven for abused elephants and challenge the traditions of tourism by helping trekking camps transition to an ethical model where elephants are no longer exploited. Ape Action Africa is home to over 350 primates rescued from the bushmeat and pet trades in western Africa. The great apes are on the verge of extinction, and we need all hands on deck in order to save these species. Since its beginnings, Farm Sanctuary has rescued tens of thousands of animals used for food, while educating people about animal sentience and the horrors of industrialized farming. (My first Farm Sanctuary visit in 2003 inspired me to become vegan.) The women at the helm of these organizations, Saengduean “Lek” Chailert, Rachel Hogan, and the Farm’s National Shelter Director Susie Coston are featured in my photo project Unbound about women on the front lines of animal advocacy worldwide.
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There are still many stories to tell, and thankfully a growing number of journalists are seeking out and sharing the stories of animals who need our help. As I’ve traveled the world, I have observed that women greatly outnumber men in animal advocacy work. In fact, women make up 60–80 percent of animal advocates in the Western world. I felt that this was a fact worth uplifting and celebrating. The Unbound Project gives visibility to the trailblazing work of women and their organizations. These women are leaders in conservation, sanctuary work, law, science, the arts, philosophy, and journalism.

This leads me to the most important message that I can share. Every single one of us, in all of our actions, can make a difference for animals. No act of compassion is too small. Just as I’ve found my voice for animals through photography, so too can you find your voice for those who need our help. Figure out what you love to do and what you are most skilled at doing, and use those skills to make the world a better place. What is happening to animals is an emergency. Just as I have, tape these words on your wall, or in your notebook, as a reminder:

BEGIN IT NOW!






The Spectrum of Life: Not the Same but Equal



Shaun Monson, documentary filmmaker
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Several years after I made the documentary Earthlings, activists began hosting private screenings of “the scariest movie you will ever see.” The screenings were free of charge, held in movie theaters, and some event planners even budgeted to pay viewers $5 each if they sat all the way through it. This was intriguing to moviegoers, particularly in October. In fact, the closer to Halloween, the better. Hollywood has always had a perennial interest in the genre of horror. People the world over have strong appetites for gory imagery, from gladiators killing each other in the arenas of ancient Rome to ultimate fighting championships today. Violence in movies, television shows, and video games is no different.

From a conscious perspective, however, it’s sad to think of a documentary as a horror film. In Hollywood terms, this suggests mixing genres, except for one notable difference. The nonfiction film is not a fantasy. Documentary horror means that humankind commits such acts in reality. Sadder still is the realization that such acts are considered normal. This brings to mind a lecture by Joseph Campbell about the cycles of the world through the origin of myth. The principal image was that of the ages of gold, silver, bronze, and iron. In India these ages are of the four, the three, the two, and the one. In the age of the four, the golden age, a sacred cow, representing the Goddess of Virtue, stands on all four legs. In this period of time, according to the myth, you didn’t have to look for your soul’s companion. Lovers were born together. The rivers ran with wine, the trees rippled beautiful melodies, and the whole world, even the soil itself, was sweet as sugar to eat. The houses had no doors, for there was nothing to keep out. People were very happy in those days, and they didn’t have to think about what they should do because they automatically acted virtuously. Then came the age of silver, or the third age, when the symbol of a cow representing the Goddess of Virtue suddenly appeared standing on three legs. This time people were not quite so virtuous. They had to pause to consider what should be done and how they should behave, but they would act virtuously even so. And though they were not as tall or as beautiful as those from the golden age, from our point of view today they were still divine. Then comes the age of bronze, or the second age (counting backward), when the cow of virtue appears standing on only two legs. Of course, a cow can’t stand on two legs, so at this time a “prop” is brought into being. This began the period of scriptures and of little writings that would tell people how to behave. It represents the period of the coming of religion into the world. Religion was unnecessary before, because people acted righteously and correctly of their own accord. No promptings, no spiritual preceptors, no temples or rituals were required. But by the bronze age they had drifted or forgotten and stood corrected. When I heard this lecture, I figured this was our age, but Campbell took the myth a step further. It is into the age of iron, our unfortunate time, where the sacred cow appears standing on only one leg, teetering, really, because at this point nobody knows their own true nature anymore. The worst of it, according to Campbell, is that people wouldn’t even read scriptures, or holy writings, and when they did, they didn’t understand them, and came into collision with one another over what they should or shouldn’t mean.
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