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      Americans choose to eat less than .25% of the known edible food on the planet.

       

       

    
      

      The Fruits of Family Trees

      
      WHEN I WAS YOUNG, I would often spend the weekend at my grandmother’s house. On the way in, Friday night, she would lift me from the ground
         in one of her fire-smothering hugs. And on the way out, Sunday afternoon, I was again taken into the air. It wasn’t until
         years later that I realized she was weighing me.
      

      
      My grandmother survived the War barefoot, scavenging other people’s inedibles: rotting potatoes, discarded scraps of meat,
         skins, and the bits that clung to bones and pits. And so she never cared if I colored outside the lines, as long as I cut
         coupons along the dashes. And hotel buffets: while the rest of us erected Golden Calves of breakfast, she would make sandwich
         upon sandwich to swaddle in napkins and stash in her bag for lunch. It was my grandmother who taught me that one tea bag makes
         as many cups of tea as you’re serving, and that every part of the apple is edible.
      

      
      Money wasn’t the point. (Many of those coupons I clipped were for foods she would never buy.)

      
      Health wasn’t the point. (She would beg me to drink Coke.)

      
      My grandmother never set a place for herself at family dinners. Even when there was nothing more to be done — no soup bowls
         to be topped off, no pots to be stirred or ovens checked — she stayed in the kitchen, like a vigilant guard (or prisoner)
         in a tower. As far as I could tell, the sustenance she got from the food she made didn’t require her to eat it.
      

      
      In the forests of Europe, she ate to stay alive until the next opportunity to eat to stay alive. In America, fifty years later,
         we ate what pleased us. Our cupboards were filled with food bought on whims, overpriced foodie food, food we didn’t need.
         And when the expiration date passed, we threw it away without smelling it. Eating was carefree. My grandmother made that life
         possible for us. But she was, herself, unable to shake the desperation.
      

      
      Growing up, my brothers and I thought our grandmother was the greatest chef who ever lived. We would literally recite those
         words when the food came to the table, and again after the first bite, and once more at the end of the meal: “You are the
         greatest chef who ever lived.” And yet we were worldly enough kids to know that the Greatest Chef Who Ever Lived would probably
         have more than one recipe (chicken with carrots), and that most Great Recipes involved more than two ingredients.
      

      
      And why didn’t we question her when she told us that dark food is inherently healthier than light food, or that most of the
         nutrients are found in the peel or crust? (The sandwiches of those weekend stays were made with the saved ends of pumpernickel
         loaves.) She taught us that animals that are bigger than you are very good for you, animals that are smaller than you are
         good for you, fish (which aren’t animals) are fine for you, then tuna (which aren’t fish), then vegetables, fruits, cakes,
         cookies, and sodas. No foods are bad for you. Fats are healthy — all fats, always, in any quantity. Sugars are very healthy.
         The fatter a child is, the healthier it is — especially if it’s a boy. Lunch is not one meal, but three, to be eaten at 11:00,
         12:30, and 3:00. You are always starving.
      

      
      In fact, her chicken and carrots probably was the most delicious thing I’ve ever eaten. But that had little to do with how it was prepared, or even how it tasted. Her
         food was delicious because we believed it was delicious. We believed in our grandmother’s cooking more fervently than we believed
         in God. Her culinary prowess was one of our family’s primal stories, like the cunning of the grandfather I never met, or the
         single fight of my parents’ marriage. We clung to those stories and depended on them to define us. We were the family that
         chose its battles wisely, and used wit to get out of binds, and loved the food of our matriarch.
      

      
      Once upon a time there was a person whose life was so good there was no story to tell about it. More stories could be told
         about my grandmother than about anyone else I’ve ever met — her otherwordly childhood, the hairline margin of her survival,
         the totality of her loss, her immigration and further loss, the triumph and tragedy of her assimilation — and though I will
         one day try to tell them to my children, we almost never told them to one another. Nor did we call her by any of the obvious
         and earned titles. We called her the Greatest Chef.
      

      
      Perhaps her other stories were too difficult to tell. Or perhaps she chose her story for herself, wanting to be identified
         by her providing rather than her surviving. Or perhaps her surviving is contained within her providing: the story of her relationship
         to food holds all of the other stories that could be told about her. Food, for her, is not food. It is terror, dignity, gratitude, vengeance, joyfulness, humiliation, religion, history, and, of course, love. As if the
         fruits she always offered us were picked from the destroyed branches of our family tree.
      

      
      

      Possible Again

      
      UNEXPECTED IMPULSES STRUCK WHEN I found out I was going to be a father. I began tidying up the house, replacing long-dead lightbulbs, wiping windows, and
         filing papers. I had my glasses adjusted, bought a dozen pairs of white socks, installed a roof rack on top of the car and
         a “dog/cargo divider” in the back, had my first physical in half a decade . . . and decided to write a book about eating animals.
      

      
      Fatherhood was the immediate impetus for the journey that would become this book, but I’d been packing my bags for most of
         my life. When I was two, the heroes of all of my bedtime stories were animals. When I was four, we fostered a cousin’s dog
         for a summer. I kicked it. My father told me we don’t kick animals. When I was seven, I mourned the death of my goldfish.
         I learned that my father had flushed him down the toilet. I told my father — in other, less civil words — we don’t flush animals
         down the toilet. When I was nine, I had a babysitter who didn’t want to hurt anything. She put it just like that when I asked
         her why she wasn’t having chicken with my older brother and me: “I don’t want to hurt anything.”
      

      
      “Hurt anything?” I asked.
      

      
      “You know that chicken is chicken, right?”

      
      Frank shot me a look: Mom and Dad entrusted this stupid woman with their precious babies?

      
      Her intention might or might not have been to convert us to vegetarianism — just because conversations about meat tend to
         make people feel cornered, not all vegetarians are proselytizers — but being a teenager, she lacked whatever restraint it
         is that so often prevents a full telling of this particular story. Without drama or rhetoric, she shared what she knew.
      

      
      My brother and I looked at each other, our mouths full of hurt chickens, and had simultaneous how-in-the-world-could-I-have-never-thought-of-that-before-and-why-on-earth-didn’t-someone-tell-me? moments. I put down my fork. Frank finished the meal and is probably eating a chicken as I type these words.
      

      
      What our babysitter said made sense to me, not only because it seemed true, but because it was the extension to food of everything
         my parents had taught me. We don’t hurt family members. We don’t hurt friends or strangers. We don’t even hurt upholstered
         furniture. My not having thought to include animals in that list didn’t make them the exceptions to it. It just made me a
         child, ignorant of the world’s workings. Until I wasn’t. At which point I had to change my life.
      

      
      Until I didn’t. My vegetarianism, so bombastic and unyielding in the beginning, lasted a few years, sputtered, and quietly
         died. I never thought of a response to our babysitter’s code, but found ways to smudge, diminish, and forget it. Generally
         speaking, I didn’t cause hurt. Generally speaking, I strove to do the right thing. Generally speaking, my conscience was clear
         enough. Pass the chicken, I’m starving.
      

      
      Mark Twain said that quitting smoking is among the easiest things one can do; he did it all the time. I would add vegetarianism
         to the list of easy things. In high school I became a vegetarian more times than I can now remember, most often as an effort
         to claim some identity in a world of people whose identities seemed to come effortlessly. I wanted a slogan to distinguish
         my mom’s Volvo’s bumper, a bake sale cause to fill the self-conscious half hour of school break, an occasion to get closer
         to the breasts of activist women. (And I continued to think it was wrong to hurt animals.) Which isn’t to say that I refrained
         from eating meat. Only that I refrained in public. Privately, the pendulum swung. Many dinners of those years began with my
         father asking, “Any dietary restrictions I need to know about tonight?”
      

      
      When I went to college, I started eating meat more earnestly. Not “believing in it” — whatever that would mean — but willfully
         pushing the questions out of my mind. I didn’t feel like having an “identity” right then. And I wasn’t around anyone who knew
         me as a vegetarian, so there was no issue of public hypocrisy, or even having to explain a change. It might well have been
         the prevalence of vegetarianism on campus that discouraged my own — one is less likely to give money to a street musician
         whose case is overflowing with bills.
      

      
      But when, at the end of my sophomore year, I became a philosophy major and started doing my first seriously pretentious thinking, I became a vegetarian again. The kind of willful forgetting that I was sure meat eating required felt too paradoxical to
         the intellectual life I was trying to shape. I thought life could, should, and must conform to the mold of reason. You can
         imagine how annoying this made me.
      

      
      When I graduated, I ate meat — lots of every kind of meat — for about two years. Why? Because it tasted good. And because
         more important than reason in shaping habits are the stories we tell ourselves and one another. And I told a forgiving story
         about myself to myself.
      

      
      Then I was set up on a blind date with the woman who would become my wife. And only a few weeks later we found ourselves talking
         about two surprising topics: marriage and vegetarianism.
      

      
      Her history with meat was remarkably similar to mine: there were things she believed while lying in bed at night, and there
         were choices made at the breakfast table the next morning. There was a gnawing (if only occasional and short-lived) dread
         that she was participating in something deeply wrong, and there was the acceptance of both the confounding complexity of the
         issue and the forgivable fallibility of being human. Like me, she had intuitions that were very strong, but apparently not
         strong enough.
      

      
      People get married for many different reasons, but one that animated our decision to take that step was the prospect of explicitly
         marking a new beginning. Jewish ritual and symbolism strongly encourage this notion of demarcating a sharp division with what
         came before — the most well-known example being the smashing of the glass at the end of the marriage ceremony. Things were
         as they were before, but they will be different now. Things will be better. We will be better.
      

      
      Sounds and feels great, but better how? I could think of endless ways to make myself better (I could learn foreign languages,
         be more patient, work harder), but I’d already made too many such vows to trust them anymore. I could also think of endless
         ways to make “us” better, but the meaningful things we can agree on and change in a relationship are few. In actuality, even
         in those moments when so much feels possible, very little is.
      

      
      Eating animals, a concern we’d both had and had both forgotten, seemed like a place to start. So much intersects there, and
         so much could flow from it. In the same week, we became engaged and vegetarian.
      

      
      Of course our wedding wasn’t vegetarian, because we persuaded ourselves that it was only fair to offer animal protein to our
         guests, some of whom had traveled great distances to share our joy. (Find that logic hard to follow?) And we ate fish on our
         honeymoon, but we were in Japan, and when in Japan . . . And back in our new home, we did occasionally eat burgers and chicken
         soup and smoked salmon and tuna steaks. But only every now and then. Only whenever we felt like it.
      

      
      And that, I thought, was that. And I thought that was just fine. I assumed we’d maintain a diet of conscientious inconsistency.
         Why should eating be different from any of the other ethical realms of our lives? We were honest people who occasionally told
         lies, careful friends who sometimes acted clumsily. We were vegetarians who from time to time ate meat.
      

      
      And I couldn’t even feel confident that my intuitions were anything more than sentimental vestiges of my childhood — that
         if I were to probe deeply, I wouldn’t find indifference. I didn’t know what animals were, or even approximately how they were farmed or killed. The whole thing made me uncomfortable, but that didn’t imply that anyone
         else should be, or even that I should be. And I felt no rush or need to sort any of this out.
      

      
      But then we decided to have a child, and that was a different story that would necessitate a different story.

      
      About half an hour after my son was born, I went into the waiting room to tell the gathered family the good news.

      
       

         “You said he! So it’s a boy?”

         
             “What’s his name?”

         
                 “Who does he look like?”

         
                     “Tell us everything!”

      
     

      
      I answered their questions as quickly as I could, then went to a corner and turned on my cell phone.

      
      “Grandma,” I said. “We have a baby.”

      
      Her only phone is in the kitchen. She picked up after the first ring, which meant she had been sitting at the table, waiting
         for the call. It was just after midnight. Had she been clipping coupons? Preparing chicken and carrots to freeze for someone
         else to eat at some future meal? I’d never once seen or heard her cry, but tears pushed through her voice as she asked, “How
         much does it weigh?”
      

      
      A few days after we came home from the hospital, I sent a letter to a friend, including a photo of my son and some first impressions
         of fatherhood. He responded, simply, “Everything is possible again.” It was the perfect thing to write, because that was exactly
         how it felt. We could retell our stories and make them better, more representative or aspirational. Or we could choose to
         tell different stories. The world itself had another chance.
      

      
      

      Eating Animals

      
      PERHAPS THE FIRST DESIRE MY son had, wordlessly and before reason, was the desire to eat. Seconds after being born, he was breastfeeding. I watched him
         with an awe that had no precedent in my life. Without explanation or experience, he knew what to do. Millions of years of
         evolution had wound the knowledge into him, as it had encoded beating into his tiny heart, and expansion and contraction into
         his newly dry lungs.
      

      
      The awe had no precedent in my life, but it bound me, across generations, to others. I saw the rings of my tree: my parents
         watching me eat, my grandmother watching my mother eat, my great-grandparents watching my grandmother . . . He was eating
         as had the children of cave painters.
      

      
      As my son began life and I began this book, it seemed that almost everything he did revolved around eating. He was nursing,
         or sleeping after nursing, or getting cranky before nursing, or getting rid of the milk he had nursed. As I finish this book,
         he is able to carry on quite sophisticated conversations, and increasingly the food he eats is digested together with stories
         we tell. Feeding my child is not like feeding myself: it matters more. It matters because food matters (his physical health
         matters, the pleasure of eating matters), and because the stories that are served with food matter. These stories bind our
         family together, and bind our family to others. Stories about food are stories about us — our history and our values. Within
         my family’s Jewish tradition, I came to learn that food serves two parallel purposes: it nourishes and it helps you remember.
         Eating and storytelling are inseparable — the saltwater is also tears; the honey not only tastes sweet, but makes us think
         of sweetness; the matzo is the bread of our affliction.
      

      
      There are thousands of foods on the planet, and explaining why we eat the relatively small selection we do requires some words.
         We need to explain that the parsley on the plate is for decoration, that pasta is not a “breakfast food,” why we eat wings
         but not eyes, cows but not dogs. Stories establish narratives, and stories establish rules.
      

      
      At many times in my life, I have forgotten that I have stories to tell about food. I just ate what was available or tasty,
         what seemed natural, sensible, or healthy — what was there to explain? But the kind of parenthood I always imagined practicing
         abhors such forgetfulness.
      

      
      This story didn’t begin as a book. I simply wanted to know — for myself and my family — what meat is. I wanted to know as concretely as possible. Where does it come from? How is it produced? How are animals treated, and to
         what extent does that matter? What are the economic, social, and environmental effects of eating animals? My personal quest
         didn’t stay that way for long. Through my efforts as a parent, I came face-to-face with realities that as a citizen I couldn’t
         ignore, and as a writer I couldn’t keep to myself. But facing those realities and writing responsibly about them are not the
         same.
      

      
      I wanted to address these questions comprehensively. So although upwards of 99 percent of all animals eaten in this country
         come from “factory farms” — and I will spend much of the rest of the book explaining what this means and why it matters —
         the other 1 percent of animal agriculture is also an important part of this story. The disproportionate amount of this book
         that is occupied by discussion of the best family-run animal farms reflects how significant I think they are, but at the same
         time, how insignificant: they prove the rule.
      

      
      To be perfectly honest (and to risk losing my credibility on page 13), I assumed, before beginning my research, that I knew
         what I would find — not the details, but the general picture. Others made the same assumption. Almost always, when I told
         someone I was writing a book about “eating animals,” they assumed, even without knowing anything about my views, that it was
         a case for vegetarianism. It’s a telling assumption, one that implies not only that a thorough inquiry into animal agriculture
         would lead one away from eating meat, but that most people already know that to be the case. (What assumptions did you make
         upon seeing the title of this book?)
      

      
      I, too, assumed that my book about eating animals would become a straightforward case for vegetarianism. It didn’t. A straightforward
         case for vegetarianism is worth writing, but it’s not what I’ve written here.
      

      
      Animal agriculture is a hugely complicated topic. No two animals, breeds of animals, farms, farmers, or eaters are the same.
         Looking past the mountains of research — reading, interviewing, seeing firsthand — that was necessary even to begin to think
         about this stuff seriously, I had to ask myself if it was possible to say something coherent and significant about a practice
         that is so diverse. Perhaps there is no “meat.” Instead, there is this animal, raised on this farm, slaughtered at this plant, sold in this way, and eaten by this person — but each distinct in a way that prevents them from being pieced together as mosaic.
      

      
      And eating animals is one of those topics, like abortion, where it is impossible to definitively know some of the most important
         details (When is a fetus a person, as opposed to a potential person? What is animal experience really like?) and that cuts
         right to one’s deepest discomforts, often provoking defensiveness or aggression. It’s a slippery, frustrating, and resonant
         subject. Each question prompts another, and it’s easy to find yourself defending a position far more extreme than you actually
         believe or could live by. Or worse, finding no position worth defending or living by.
      

      
      Then there is the difficulty of discerning the difference between how something feels and what something is. Too often, arguments
         about eating animals aren’t arguments at all, but statements of taste. And where there are facts — this is how much pork we
         eat; these are how many mangrove swamps have been destroyed by aquaculture; this is how a cow is killed — there’s the question
         of what we can actually do with them. Should they be ethically compelling? Communally? Legally? Or just more information for
         each eater to digest as he sees fit?
      

      
      While this book is the product of an enormous amount of research, and is as objective as any work of journalism can be — I
         used the most conservative statistics available (almost always from government, and peer-reviewed academic and industry sources)
         and hired two outside fact-checkers to corroborate them — I think of it as a story. There’s plenty of data to be found, but
         it is often thin and malleable. Facts are important, but they don’t, on their own, provide meaning — especially when they
         are so bound to linguistic choices. What does a precisely measured pain response in chickens mean? Does it mean pain? What
         does pain mean? No matter how much we learn about the physiology of the pain — how long it persists, the symptoms it produces,
         and so forth — none of it will tell us anything definitive. But place facts in a story, a story of compassion or domination,
         or maybe both — place them in a story about the world we live in and who we are and who we want to be — and you can begin
         to speak meaningfully about eating animals.
      

      
      We are made of stories. I’m thinking of those Saturday afternoons at my grandmother’s kitchen table, just the two of us —
         black bread in the glowing toaster, a humming refrigerator that couldn’t be seen through its veil of family photographs. Over
         pumpernickel ends and Coke, she would tell me about her escape from Europe, the foods she had to eat and those she wouldn’t.
         It was the story of her life — “Listen to me,” she would plead — and I knew a vital lesson was being transmitted, even if
         I didn’t know, as a child, what that lesson was.
      

      
      I know, now, what it was. And though the particulars couldn’t be more different, I am trying, and will try, to transmit her
         lesson to my son. This book is my most earnest attempt to do so. I feel great trepidation as I begin, because there is so
         much reverberation. Putting aside, for a moment, the more than ten billion land animals slaughtered for food every year in
         America, and putting aside the environment, and workers, and such directly related issues as world hunger, flu epidemics,
         and biodiversity, there is also the question of how we think of ourselves and one another. We are not only the tellers of
         our stories, we are the stories themselves. If my wife and I raise our son as a vegetarian, he will not eat his great-grandmother’s
         singular dish, will never receive that unique and most direct expression of her love, will perhaps never think of her as the
         Greatest Chef Who Ever Lived. Her primal story, our family’s primal story, will have to change.
      

      
      My grandmother’s first words upon seeing my son for the first time were “My revenge.” Of the infinite number of things she
         could have said, that was what she chose, or was chosen for her.
      

      
      

      Listen to Me:

      
      “WE WEREN’T RICH, BUT WE always had enough. Thursday we baked bread, and challah and rolls, and they lasted the whole week. Friday we had pancakes.
         Shabbat we always had a chicken, and soup with noodles. You would go to the butcher and ask for a little more fat. The fattiest
         piece was the best piece. It wasn’t like now. We didn’t have refrigerators, but we had milk and cheese. We didn’t have every
         kind of vegetable, but we had enough. The things that you have here and take for granted . . . But we were happy. We didn’t
         know any better. And we took what we had for granted, too.
      

      
      “Then it all changed. During the War it was hell on earth, and I had nothing. I left my family, you know. I was always running,
         day and night, because the Germans were always right behind me. If you stopped, you died. There was never enough food. I became
         sicker and sicker from not eating, and I’m not just talking about being skin and bones. I had sores all over my body. It became
         difficult to move. I wasn’t too good to eat from a garbage can. I ate the parts others wouldn’t eat. If you helped yourself,
         you could survive. I took whatever I could find. I ate things I wouldn’t tell you about.
      

      
      “Even at the worst times, there were good people, too. Someone taught me to tie the ends of my pants so I could fill the legs
         with any potatoes I was able to steal. I walked miles and miles like that, because you never knew when you would be lucky
         again. Someone gave me a little rice once, and I traveled two days to a market and traded it for some soap, and then traveled
         to another market and traded the soap for some beans. You had to have luck and intuition.
      

      
      “The worst it got was near the end. A lot of people died right at the end, and I didn’t know if I could make it another day.
         A farmer, a Russian, God bless him, he saw my condition, and he went into his house and came out with a piece of meat for
         me.”
      

      
      “He saved your life.”

      
      “I didn’t eat it.”

      
      “You didn’t eat it?”

      
      “It was pork. I wouldn’t eat pork.”

      
      “Why?”

      
      “What do you mean why?”

      
      “What, because it wasn’t kosher?”

      
      “Of course.”

      
      “But not even to save your life?”

      
      “If nothing matters, there’s nothing to save.”
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      Modern industrial fishing lines can be as long as 75 miles — the same distance as from sea level to space.

      

       

      
      1.

      
      George

      
      I SPENT THE FIRST TWENTY-SIX years of my life disliking animals. I thought of them as bothersome, dirty, unapproachably foreign, frighteningly unpredictable,
         and plain old unnecessary. I had a particular lack of enthusiasm for dogs — inspired, in large part, by a related fear that
         I inherited from my mother, which she inherited from my grandmother. As a child I would agree to go over to friends’ houses
         only if they confined their dogs in some other room. If a dog approached in the park, I’d become hysterical until my father
         hoisted me onto his shoulders. I didn’t like watching television shows that featured dogs. I didn’t understand — I disliked — people who got excited about dogs. It’s possible that I even developed a subtle prejudice against the blind.
      

      
      And then one day I became a person who loved dogs. I became a dog person.

      
      George came very much out of the blue. My wife and I hadn’t broached the subject of getting a dog, much less set about looking
         for one. (Why would we? I disliked dogs.) In this case, the first day of the rest of my life was a Saturday. Strolling down
         Seventh Avenue in our Brooklyn neighborhood, we came upon a tiny black puppy, asleep on the curb, curled into its ADOPT ME vest like a question mark. I don’t believe in love at first sight or fate, but I loved that damned dog and it was meant to
         be. Even if I wouldn’t touch it.
      

      
      Suggesting we adopt the puppy might have been the most unpredictable thing I’d ever done, but here was a beautiful little
         animal, the sort that even a hard-hearted dog skeptic would find irresistible. Of course, people find beauty in things without
         wet noses, too. But there is something unique about the ways in which we fall in love with animals. Unwieldy dogs and minuscule
         dogs and long-haired and sleek dogs, snoring Saint Bernards, asthmatic pugs, unfolding shar-peis, and depressed-looking basset
         hounds — each with devoted fans. Bird-watchers spend frigid mornings scanning skies and scrub for the feathered objects of
         their fascination. Cat lovers display an intensity lacking — thank goodness — in most human relationships. Children’s books
         are constellated with rabbits and mice and bears and caterpillars, not to mention spiders, crickets, and alligators. Nobody
         ever had a plush toy shaped like a rock, and when the most enthusiastic stamp collector refers to loving stamps, it is an
         altogether different kind of affection.
      

      
      We took the puppy home. I hugged it — her — from across the room. Then, because it — she — gave me reason to think I wouldn’t
         lose digits in the process, I graduated to feeding her from my palm. Then I let her lick my hand. And then I let her lick
         my face. And then I licked her face. And now I love all dogs and will live happily ever after.
      

      
      Sixty-three percent of American households have at least one pet. This prevalence is most impressive because of its newness.
         Keeping companion animals became common only with the rise of the middle class and urbanization, perhaps because of the deprivation
         of other contact with animals, or simply because pets cost money and are therefore a signifier of extravagance (Americans
         spend $34 billion on their companion animals every year). Oxford historian Sir Keith Thomas, whose encyclopedic work Man and the Natural World is now considered a classic, argues that
      

      
      
         the spread of pet-keeping among the urban middle classes in the early modern period is . . . a development of genuine social,
            psychological, and indeed commercial importance. . . . It also had intellectual implications. It encouraged the middle classes
            to form optimistic conclusions about animal intelligence; it gave rise to innumerable anecdotes about animal sagacity; it
            stimulated the notion that animals could have character and individual personality; and it created the psychological foundation
            for the view that some animals at least were entitled to moral consideration.
         

      

      
      It wouldn’t be right to say that my relationship with George has revealed to me the “sagacity” of animals. Beyond her most
         basic desires, I don’t have the faintest clue what’s going on in her head. (Although I have become convinced that much, beyond
         basic desires, is going on.) I’m surprised by her lack of intelligence as often as I’m surprised by her intelligence. The
         differences between us are always more present than the similarities.
      

      
      And George isn’t a kumbaya being who wants only to give and receive affection. As it turns out, she is a major pain in the
         ass an awful lot of the time. She compulsively pleasures herself in front of guests, eats my shoes and my son’s toys, is monomaniacally
         obsessed with squirrel genocide, has the savant-like ability to find her way between the camera lens and the subject of every
         photo taken in her vicinity, lunges at skateboarders and Hasids, humiliates menstruating women (and is the worst nightmare
         of menstruating Hasids), backs her flatulent ass into the least interested person in the room, digs up the freshly planted,
         scratches the newly bought, licks the about-to-be-served, and occasionally exacts revenge (for what?) by shitting in the house.
      

      
      Our various struggles — to communicate, to recognize and accommodate each other’s desires, simply to coexist — force me to
         encounter and interact with something, or rather someone, entirely other. George can respond to a handful of words (and choose
         to ignore a slightly larger handful), but our relationship takes place almost entirely outside of language. She seems to have
         thoughts and emotions. Sometimes I think I understand them, but often I don’t. Like a photograph, she cannot say what she
         lets me see. She is an embodied secret. And I must be a photograph to her.
      

      
      Just last night, I looked up from my reading to find George staring at me from across the room. “When did you come in here?”
         I asked. She lowered her eyes and lumbered away from me, down the hall — not a silhouette so much as a kind of negative space,
         a form cut out of the domesticity. Despite our patterns, which are more regular than anything I share with another person,
         she still feels unpredictable to me. And despite our closeness, I am occasionally thrilled, and even a bit scared, by the
         foreignness of her. Having a child greatly exacerbated this, as there was absolutely no guarantee — beyond the one I felt
         absolutely — that she wouldn’t maul the baby.
      

      
      The list of our differences could fill a book, but like me, George fears pain, seeks pleasure, and craves not just food and
         play, but companionship. I don’t need to know the details of her moods and preferences to know that she has them. Our psychologies
         are not the same or similar, but each of us has a perspective, a way of processing and experiencing the world that is intrinsic
         and unique.
      

      
      I wouldn’t eat George, because she’s mine. But why wouldn’t I eat a dog I’d never met? Or more to the point, what justification
         might I have for sparing dogs but eating other animals?
      

      
      

      A Case for Eating Dogs

      
      DESPITE THE FACT THAT IT’S perfectly legal in forty-four states, eating “man’s best friend” is as taboo as a man eating his best friend. Even the most
         enthusiastic carnivores won’t eat dogs. TV guy and sometimes cooker Gordon Ramsay can get pretty macho with baby animals when
         doing publicity for something he’s selling, but you’ll never see a puppy peeking out of one of his pots. And though he once
         said he’d electrocute his children if they became vegetarian, I wonder what his response would be if they poached the family
         pooch.
      

      
      Dogs are wonderful, and in many ways unique. But they are remarkably unremarkable in their intellectual and experiential capacities.
         Pigs are every bit as intelligent and feeling, by any sensible definition of the words. They can’t hop into the back of a
         Volvo, but they can fetch, run and play, be mischievous, and reciprocate affection. So why don’t they get to curl up by the
         fire? Why can’t they at least be spared being tossed on the fire?
      

      
      Our taboo against dog eating says something about dogs and a great deal about us.

      
      The French, who love their dogs, sometimes eat their horses.

      
      The Spanish, who love their horses, sometimes eat their cows.

      
      The Indians, who love their cows, sometimes eat their dogs.

      
      While written in a much different context, George Orwell’s words (from Animal Farm) apply here: “All animals are equal, but some animals are more equal than others.” The protective emphasis is not a law of
         nature; it comes from the stories we tell about nature.
      

      
      So who’s right? What might be the reasons to exclude canine from the menu? The selective carnivore suggests:

      
      Don’t eat companion animals. But dogs aren’t kept as companions in all of the places they are eaten. And what about our petless neighbors? Would we have
         any right to object if they had dog for dinner?
      

      
      OK, then:

      
      Don’t eat animals with significant mental capacities. If by “significant mental capacities” we mean what a dog has, then good for the dog. But such a definition would also include
         the pig, cow, chicken, and many species of sea animals. And it would exclude severely impaired humans.
      

      
      Then:

      
      It’s for good reason that the eternal taboos — don’t fiddle with your shit, kiss your sister, or eat your companions — are
            taboo. Evolutionarily speaking, those things are bad for us. But dog eating hasn’t been and isn’t a taboo in many places, and it isn’t in any way bad for us. Properly cooked, dog meat
         poses no greater health risks than any other meat, nor does such a nutritious meal foster much objection from the physical
         component of our selfish genes.
      

      
      And dog eating has a proud pedigree. Fourth-century tombs contain depictions of dogs being slaughtered along with other food
         animals. It was a fundamental enough habit to have informed language itself: the Sino-Korean character for “fair and proper”
         (yeon) literally translates into “as cooked dog meat is delicious.” Hippocrates praised dog meat as a source of strength. The Romans
         ate “suckling puppy,” Dakota Indians enjoyed dog liver, and not so long ago Hawaiians ate dog brains and blood. The Mexican
         hairless dog was the principal food species of the Aztecs. Captain Cook ate dog. Roald Amundsen famously ate his sled dogs. (Granted, he was really hungry.) And dogs are still eaten to overcome bad luck in the Philippines; as medicine in China and Korea; to enhance libido
         in Nigeria; and in numerous places, on every continent, because they taste good. For centuries, the Chinese have raised special
         breeds of dogs, like the black-tongued chow, for chow, and many European countries still have laws on the books regarding
         postmortem examination of dogs intended for human consumption.
      

      
      Of course, something having been done just about everywhere just about always is no kind of justification for doing it now.
         But unlike all farmed meat, which requires the creation and maintenance of animals, dogs are practically begging to be eaten.
         Three to four million dogs and cats are euthanized annually. This amounts to millions of pounds of meat now being thrown away
         every year. The simple disposal of these euthanized dogs is an enormous ecological and economic problem. It would be demented
         to yank pets from homes. But eating those strays, those runaways, those not-quite-cute-enough-to-take and not-quite-well-behaved-enough-to-keep
         dogs would be killing a flock of birds with one stone and eating it, too.
      

      
      In a sense it’s what we’re doing already. Rendering — the conversion of animal protein unfit for human consumption into food
         for livestock and pets — allows processing plants to transform useless dead dogs into productive members of the food chain.
         In America, millions of dogs and cats euthanized in animal shelters every year become the food for our food. (Almost twice
         as many dogs and cats are euthanized as are adopted.) So let’s just eliminate this inefficient and bizarre middle step.
      

      
      This need not challenge our civility. We won’t make them suffer any more than necessary. While it’s widely believed that adrenaline
         makes dog meat taste better — hence the traditional methods of slaughter: hanging, boiling alive, beating to death — we can
         all agree that if we’re going to eat them, we should kill them quickly and painlessly, right? For example, the traditional
         Hawaiian means of holding the dog’s nose shut — in order to conserve blood — must be regarded (socially if not legally) as
         a no-no. Perhaps we could include dogs under the Humane Methods of Slaughter Act. That doesn’t say anything about how they’re
         treated during their lives, and isn’t subject to any meaningful oversight or enforcement, but surely we can rely on the industry
         to “self-regulate,” as we do with other eaten animals.
      

      
      Few people sufficiently appreciate the colossal task of feeding a world of billions of omnivores who demand meat with their
         potatoes. The inefficient use of dogs — conveniently already in areas of high human population (take note, local-food advocates)
         — should make any good ecologist blush. One could argue that various “humane” groups are the worst hypocrites, spending enormous
         amounts of money and energy in a futile attempt to reduce the number of unwanted dogs while at the very same time propagating the irresponsible no-dog-for-dinner taboo. If we let
         dogs be dogs, and breed without interference, we would create a sustainable, local meat supply with low energy inputs that
         would put even the most efficient grass-based farming to shame. For the ecologically minded it’s time to admit that dog is
         realistic food for realistic environmentalists.
      

      
      Can’t we get over our sentimentality? Dogs are plentiful, good for you, easy to cook, and tasty, and eating them is vastly
         more reasonable than going through all the trouble of processing them into protein bits to become the food for the other species
         that become our food.
      

      
      For those already convinced, here’s a classic Filipino recipe. I haven’t tried it myself, but sometimes you can read a recipe
         and just know.
      

      
     
         Stewed Dog, Wedding Style

         First, kill a medium-sized dog, then burn off the fur over a hot fire. Carefully remove the skin while still warm and set
            aside for later (may be used in other recipes). Cut meat into 1" cubes. Marinate meat in mixture of vinegar, peppercorn, salt,
            and garlic for 2 hours. Fry meat in oil using a large wok over an open fire, then add onions and chopped pineapple and sauté
            until tender. Pour in tomato sauce and boiling water, add green pepper, bay leaf, and Tabasco. Cover and simmer over warm
            coals until meat is tender. Blend in puree of dog’s liver and cook for additional 5–7 minutes.
         

     
      
      A simple trick from the backyard astronomer: if you are having trouble seeing something, look slightly away from it. The most
         light-sensitive parts of our eyes (those we need to see dim objects) are on the edges of the region we normally use for focusing.
      

      
      Eating animals has an invisible quality. Thinking about dogs, and their relationship to the animals we eat, is one way of
         looking askance and making something invisible visible.
      

      
      2.

      
      Friends and Enemies

      
      DOGS AND FISH DON’T GO together. Dogs go with cats, kids, and firemen. We share our food and beds with them, bring them on planes and to doctors,
         take joy in their joy, and mourn their deaths. Fish go in aquariums, with tartar sauce, between chopsticks, and at the far
         end of human regard. They are divided from us by surfaces and silence.
      

      
      The differences between dogs and fish couldn’t seem more profound. Fish signifies an unimaginable plurality of kinds, an ocean of more than 31,000 different species unleashed by language each time
         we use the word. Dogs, by contrast, are decisively singular: one species and often known by personal names, e.g., George. I am among the 95 percent
         of male dog owners who talk to their dogs — if not the 87 percent who believe their dogs talk back. But it’s hard to imagine
         what a fish’s internal experience of perception is like, much less try to engage with it. Fish are precisely attuned to changes
         in water pressure, can cue in to a diverse array of chemicals released by the bodies of other sea animals, and respond to
         sounds from as far away as twelve miles. Dogs are here, padding mud-pawed through our living rooms, snoring under our desks. Fish are always in another element, silent and unsmiling,
         legless and dead-eyed. They were created, in the Bible, on a different day, and are thought of as an unflatteringly early
         stop in the evolutionary march toward the human.
      

      
      Historically, tuna — I’ll use the tuna as the ambassador of the fish world, as it’s the most eaten fish in the United States
         — were caught with individual hooks and lines, ultimately controlled by individual fishermen. A hooked fish might bleed to
         death or drown (fish drown when unable to move), and then be hauled into the boat. Larger fish (including not only tuna, but
         swordfish and marlin) would often only be injured by the hook, their wounded bodies still more than capable of resisting the
         pull of the line for hours or days. The massive power of larger fish meant that two and sometimes three men were required
         to pull in a single animal. Special pickax tools called gaffs were (and still are) used to pull in large fish once they were
         within reach. Slamming a gaff into the side, fin, or even the eye of a fish creates a bloody but effective handle to help
         haul it on deck. Some claim that it’s most effective to place the hook of the gaff under the backbone. Others — like the authors
         of a United Nations manual for fishing — argue, “If possible gaff it by the head.”
      

      
      In the old days, fishermen painstakingly located schools of tuna and then muscled in one after another with pole, line, and
         gaff. The tuna on our plates today, though, is almost never caught with simple “pole and line” equipment, but with one of
         two modern methods: the purse seine or the longline. Since I wanted to learn about the most common techniques for bringing
         the most commonly eaten sea animals to market, my research ultimately turned to these dominant methods of tuna fishing — and
         I’ll describe them later. But I had plenty to consider first.
      

      
      The Internet is overflowing with video footage of fishing. Shitty B rock as soundtracks to men behaving as if they just saved
         someone’s life after reeling in a wearied marlin or bluefin. And then there are the subgenres of bikini-clad women gaffing,
         very young children gaffing, first-time gaffers. Looking past the bizarre ritualism, my mind kept returning to the fish in
         these videos, to the moment when the gaff is between the fisher’s hand and the creature’s eye. . . .
      

      
      No reader of this book would tolerate someone swinging a pickax at a dog’s face. Nothing could be more obvious or less in
         need of explanation. Is such concern morally out of place when applied to fish, or are we silly to have such unquestioning
         concern about dogs? Is the suffering of a drawn-out death something that is cruel to inflict on any animal that can experience
         it, or just some animals?
      

      
      Can the familiarity of the animals we have come to know as companions be a guide to us as we think about the animals we eat?
         Just how distant are fish (or cows, pigs, or chickens) from us in the scheme of life? Is it a chasm or a tree that defines
         the distance? Are nearness and distance even relevant? If we were to one day encounter a form of life more powerful and intelligent
         than our own, and it regarded us as we regard fish, what would be our argument against being eaten?
      

      
      The lives of billions of animals a year and the health of the largest ecosystems on our planet hang on the thinly reasoned
         answers we give to these questions. Such global concerns can themselves feel distant, though. We care most about what’s close
         to us, and have a remarkably easy time forgetting everything else. We also have a strong impulse to do what others around
         us are doing, especially when it comes to food. Food ethics are so complex because food is bound to both taste buds and taste, to individual biographies and social histories. The choice-obsessed modern West is probably more accommodating to individuals
         who choose to eat differently than any culture has ever been, but ironically, the utterly unselective omnivore — “I’m easy;
         I’ll eat anything” — can appear more socially sensitive than the individual who tries to eat in a way that is good for society.
         Food choices are determined by many factors, but reason (even consciousness) is not generally high on the list.
      

      
      There is something about eating animals that tends to polarize: never eat them or never sincerely question eating them; become
         an activist or disdain activists. These opposing positions — and the closely related unwillingness to take a position — converge
         in suggesting that eating animals matters. If and how we eat animals cuts to something deep. Meat is bound up with the story
         of who we are and who we want to be, from the book of Genesis to the latest farm bill. It raises significant philosophical
         questions and is a $140 billion–plus a year industry that occupies nearly a third of the land on the planet, shapes ocean
         ecosystems, and may well determine the future of earth’s climate. And yet we seem able to think only about the edges of the
         arguments — the logical extremes rather than the practical realities. My grandmother said she wouldn’t eat pork to save her
         life, and though the context of her story is as extreme as it gets, many people seem to fall back on this all-or-nothing framework
         when discussing their everyday food choices. It’s a way of thinking that we would never apply to other ethical realms. (Imagine
         always or never lying.) I can’t count the times that upon telling someone I am vegetarian, he or she responded by pointing
         out an inconsistency in my lifestyle or trying to find a flaw in an argument I never made. (I have often felt that my vegetarianism
         matters more to such people than it does to me.)
      

      
      We need a better way to talk about eating animals. We need a way that brings meat to the center of public discussion in the
         same way it is often at the center of our plates. This doesn’t require that we pretend we are going to have collective agreement.
         However strong our intuitions are about what’s right for us personally and even about what’s right for others, we all know
         in advance that our positions will clash with those of our neighbors. What do we do with that most inevitable reality? Drop
         the conversation, or find a way to reframe it?
      

      
      

      War

      
      FOR EVERY TEN TUNA, SHARKS, and other large predatory fish that were in our oceans fifty to a hundred years ago, only one is left. Many scientists predict
         the total collapse of all fished species in less than fifty years — and intense efforts are under way to catch, kill, and
         eat even more sea animals. Our situation is so extreme that research scientists at the Fisheries Centre of the University
         of British Columbia argue that “our interactions with fisheries resources [also known as fish] have come to resemble . . . wars of extermination.”
      

      
      As I came to see, war is precisely the right word to describe our relationship to fish — it captures the technologies and techniques brought to
         bear against them, and the spirit of domination. As my experience with the world of animal agriculture deepened, I saw that
         the radical transformations fishing has undergone in the past fifty years are representative of something much larger. We
         have waged war, or rather let a war be waged, against all of the animals we eat. This war is new and has a name: factory farming.
      

      
      Like pornography, factory farming is hard to define but easy to identify. In a narrow sense it is a system of industrialized
         and intensive agriculture in which animals — often housed by the tens or even hundreds of thousands — are genetically engineered,
         restricted in mobility, and fed unnatural diets (which almost always include various drugs, like antimicrobials). Globally,
         roughly 450 billion land animals are now factory farmed every year. (There is no tally of fish.) Ninety-nine percent of all land animals eaten or used to produce milk and eggs in the United States are factory farmed. So although there are important exceptions, to speak about eating animals today is to speak about factory farming.
      

      
      More than any set of practices, factory farming is a mind-set: reduce production costs to the absolute minimum and systematically
         ignore or “externalize” such costs as environmental degradation, human disease, and animal suffering. For thousands of years,
         farmers took their cues from natural processes. Factory farming considers nature an obstacle to be overcome.
      

      
      Industrial fishing is not exactly factory farming, but it belongs in the same category and needs to be part of the same discussion — it is part of the same agricultural coup.
         This is most obvious for aquaculture (farms on which fish are confined to pens and “harvested”) but is every bit as true for
         wild fishing, which shares the same spirit and intensive use of modern technology.
      

      
      Captains of fishing vessels today are more Kirk than Ahab. They watch fish from electronics-filled rooms and plot the best
         moment to rope in entire schools at a time. If fish are missed, the captains know it and take a second pass. And these fishers
         aren’t just able to look at the schools of fish that are within a certain distance of their boats. GPS monitors are deployed
         along with “fish-attracting devices” (FADs) across the ocean. The monitors transmit information to the control rooms of fishing
         boats about how many fish are present and the exact location of the floating FADs.
      

      
      Once the picture of industrial fishing is filled in — the 1.4 billion hooks deployed annually on longlines (on each of which is a chunk of fish, squid, or dolphin flesh used as bait); the 1,200
         nets, each one thirty miles in length, used by only one fleet to catch only one species; the ability of a single vessel to
         haul in fifty tons of sea animals in a few minutes — it becomes easier to think of contemporary fishers as factory farmers rather than fishermen.
      

      
      Technologies of war have literally and systematically been applied to fishing. Radar, echo sounders (once used to locate enemy
         submarines), navy-developed electronic navigation systems, and, in the last decade of the twentieth century, satellite-based
         GPS give fishers unprecedented abilities to identify and return to fish hot spots. Satellite-generated images of ocean temperatures
         are used to identify fish schools.
      

      
      Factory farming’s success depends on consumers’ nostalgic images of food production — the fisherman reeling in fish, the pig
         farmer knowing each of his pigs as individuals, the turkey rancher watching beaks break through eggs — because these images
         correspond to something we respect and trust. But these persistent images are also factory farmers’ worst nightmares: they
         have the power to remind the world that what is now 99 percent of farming was not long ago less than 1 percent. The takeover
         of the factory farm could itself be taken over.
      

      
      What might inspire such change? Few know the details about the contemporary meat and seafood industries, but most know the
         gist — at least that something isn’t right. The details are important, but they probably won’t, on their own, persuade most
         people to change. Something else is needed.
      

      
      3.

      
      Shame

      
      AMONG MANY OTHER THINGS WE could say about his wide-ranging explorations of literature, Walter Benjamin was the most penetrating interpreter of Franz
         Kafka’s animal tales.
      

      
      Shame is crucial in Benjamin’s reading of Kafka and is imagined as a unique moral sensibility. Shame is both intimate — felt
         in the depths of our inner lives — and, at the same time, social — something we feel strictly before others. For Kafka, shame
         is a response and a responsibility before invisible others — before “unknown family,” to use a phrase from The Trial. It is the core experience of the ethical.
      

      
      Benjamin emphasizes that Kafka’s ancestors — his unknown family — include animals. Animals are part of the community in front of which Kafka might blush, a way of saying that they are within
         Kafka’s sphere of moral concern. Benjamin also tells us that Kafka’s animals are “receptacles of forgetting,” a remark that
         is, at first, puzzling.
      

      
      I mention these details here to frame a small story about Kafka’s glance falling upon some fish in a Berlin aquarium. As told
         by Kafka’s close friend Max Brod:
      

      
      
         Suddenly he began to speak to the fish in their illuminated tanks. “Now at last I can look at you in peace, I don’t eat you
            anymore.” It was the time that he turned strict vegetarian. If you have never heard Kafka saying things of this sort with
            his own lips, it is difficult to imagine how simply and easily, without any affectation, without the least sentimentality
            — which was something almost completely foreign to him — he brought them out.
         

      

      
      What had moved Kafka to become vegetarian? And why is it a comment about fish that Brod records to introduce Kafka’s diet?
         Surely Kafka also made comments about land animals in the course of becoming vegetarian.
      

      
      A possible answer lies in the connection that Benjamin makes, on the one hand, between animals and shame, and on the other,
         between animals and forgetting. Shame is the work of memory against forgetting. Shame is what we feel when we almost entirely
         — yet not entirely — forget social expectations and our obligations to others in favor of our immediate gratification. Fish,
         for Kafka, must have been the very flesh of forgetting: their lives are forgotten in a radical manner that is much less common
         in our thinking about farmed land animals.
      

      
      Beyond this literal forgetting of animals by eating them, animal bodies were, for Kafka, burdened with the forgetting of all
         those parts of ourselves we want to forget. If we wish to disavow a part of our nature, we call it our “animal nature.” We
         then repress or conceal that nature, and yet, as Kafka knew better than most, we sometimes wake up and find ourselves, still,
         only animals. And this seems right. We do not, so to speak, blush with shame before fish. We can recognize parts of ourselves
         in fish — spines, nociceptors (pain receptors), endorphins (that relieve pain), all of the familiar pain responses — but then
         deny that these animal similarities matter, and thus equally deny important parts of our humanity. What we forget about animals
         we begin to forget about ourselves.
      

      
      Today, at stake in the question of eating animals is not only our basic ability to respond to sentient life, but our ability
         to respond to parts of our own (animal) being. There is a war not only between us and them, but between us and us. It is a
         war as old as story and more unbalanced than at any point in history. As philosopher and social critic Jacques Derrida reflects,
         it is
      

      
      
         an unequal struggle, a war (whose inequality could one day be reversed) being waged between, on the one hand, those who violate
            not only animal life but even and also this sentiment of compassion, and, on the other hand, those who appeal for an irrefutable
            testimony to this pity.
         

         War is waged over the matter of pity. This war is probably ageless but . . . it is passing through a critical phase. We are
            passing through that phase, and it passes through us. To think the war we find ourselves waging is not only a duty, a responsibility,
            an obligation, it is also a necessity, a constraint that, like it or not, directly or indirectly, no one can escape. . . .
            The animal looks at us, and we are naked before it.
         

      

      
      Silently the animal catches our glance. The animal looks at us, and whether we look away (from the animal, our plate, our
         concern, ourselves) or not, we are exposed. Whether we change our lives or do nothing, we have responded. To do nothing is
         to do something.
      

      
      Perhaps the innocence of young children and their freedom from certain responsibilities allow them to absorb an animal’s silence
         and gaze with more ease than adults. Perhaps our children, at least, have not taken a side in our war, only the spoils.
      

      
      My family lived in Berlin in the spring of 2007, and we spent several afternoons at the aquarium. We stared into the tanks
         — or tanks just like the tanks — that Kafka had stared into. I was particularly taken by the sight of sea horses — those strange,
         chessman-like creatures that are a favorite of the popular animal imaginaire. Sea horses come not only in the chessman variety,
         but also in soda straw and plantlike shapes, and range in size from one to eleven inches. I am clearly not the only one fascinated
         by the perpetually startling appearance of these fish. (We desire to look at them so much that millions die in the aquarium
         and souvenir trade.) And it is just this odd aesthetic bias that makes me spend time on them here, while I pass over so many
         other animals — animals closer to our realm of concern. Sea horses are the extreme of the extreme.
      

      
      Sea horses, more than most animals, inspire wonder — they draw our attention to the astonishing similarities and discontinuities
         between each kind of creature and every other. They can change color to blend in with their surroundings, and beat their dorsal
         fins nearly as fast as a hummingbird beats its wings. Because they have no teeth or stomach, food moves through them almost
         instantly, requiring them to eat constantly. (Hence such adaptations as eyes that move independently, which allow them to
         search for prey without turning their heads.) Not terribly good swimmers, they can die of exhaustion when caught in even small
         currents, so they prefer to anchor themselves to sea grasses or coral, or to each other — they like to swim in pairs, linked
         by their prehensile tails. Sea horses have complicated routines for courtship, and tend to mate under full moons, making musical
         sounds while doing so. They live in long-term monogamous partnerships. What is perhaps most unusual, though, is that it is
         the male sea horse that carries the young for up to six weeks. Males become properly “pregnant,” not only carrying, but fertilizing
         and nourishing the developing eggs with fluid secretions. The image of males giving birth is perpetually mind-blowing: a turbid
         liquid bursts forth from the brood pouch, and like magic, minuscule but fully formed sea horses appear  out of the cloud.
      

      
      My son was not impressed. He should have loved the aquarium, but was terrified and spent our time there pleading to go home.
         Perhaps he encountered something in what were, for me, the mute faces of sea animals. More likely he was afraid of the wet
         dimness, or the throat clearing of the whirring pumps, or the crowds. I figured if we went enough times, and stayed long enough,
         he would realize — eureka! — that in fact he enjoyed being there. It never happened.
      

      
      As a writer aware of that Kafka story, I came to feel a certain kind of shame at the aquarium. The reflection in the tanks
         wasn’t Kafka’s face. It belonged to a writer who, when held up to his hero, was grossly, shamefully inadequate. And as a Jew
         in Berlin, I felt other shades of shame. And there was the shame that came with being a tourist, and with being an American
         as photos of Abu Ghraib proliferated. And there was shame in being human: the shame of knowing that twenty of the roughly
         thirty-five classified species of sea horse worldwide are threatened with extinction because they are killed “unintentionally”
         in seafood production. The shame of indiscriminate killing for no nutritional necessity or political cause or irrational hatred
         or intractable human conflict. I felt shame in the deaths my culture justified by so thin a concern as the taste of canned
         tuna (sea horses are one of the more than one hundred sea animal species killed as “bycatch” in the modern tuna industry)
         or the fact that shrimp make convenient hors d’oeuvres (shrimp trawling devastates sea horse populations more than any other activity). I felt shame for living in a nation of unprecedented
         prosperity — a nation that spends a smaller percentage of income on food than any other civilization has in human history
         — but in the name of affordability treats the animals it eats with cruelty so extreme it would be illegal if inflicted on
         a dog.
      

      
      And nothing inspires as much shame as being a parent. Children confront us with our paradoxes and hypocrisies, and we are
         exposed. You need to find an answer for every why — Why do we do this? Why don’t we do that? — and often there isn’t a good one. So you say, simply, because. Or you tell a story that you know isn’t true. And whether or not your face reddens, you blush. The shame of parenthood —
         which is a good shame — is that we want our children to be more whole than we are, to have satisfactory answers. My son not only inspired
         me to reconsider what kind of eating animal I would be, but shamed me into reconsideration.
      

      
      And then there’s George, asleep at my feet while I type these words, her body contorted to fit the rectangle of sun on the
         floor. Her paws are paddling in the air, so she is probably dreaming about running: Chasing a squirrel? Playing with another
         dog in the park? Maybe she’s dreaming about swimming. I’d love to get inside that oblong skull of hers and see what mental
         baggage she’s trying to sort through or unload. Occasionally, when dreaming, she’ll let out a little yelp — sometimes loud
         enough to wake herself up, sometimes loud enough to rouse my son. (She always falls back asleep; he never does.) Sometimes
         she’ll wake from a dream panting, jump to her feet, get right up near me — her hot breath pushing against my face — and look
         directly into my eyes. Between us is . . . what?

   


End of sample
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