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MERLE HOFFMAN
O N T H E I S S U E S
I have always had a problem with a
style of consistency that demands
seeing things in black and white —
holding the line for political purity.
The kind that the Catholic left
preaches, a "seamless ethic of life"
(argued most clearly by Joseph P.
Cardinal Bernardin) which states that
those who oppose nuclear war and the
death penalty (because of a belief in
the sacredness of all human life and
an opposition to taking it) should
naturally be of like mind and oppose
abortion. Not limited to the Catholic
left, this argument has been taken up
by those on the catholic traditional
left, particularly articulated by Vil-
lage Voice columnist Nat Hentoff who
sees inconsistencies in the politics of
those who espouse a woman's right to
choose along with supporting the con-
cept of animal rights. "Why can't the
prochoicers see that the fetus is like a
baby seal in utero?"

Personally, I have been ridiculed on
numerous occasions for my vegetari-
anism, refusal to wear furs and sup-
port of a concept of "radical compas-
sion" in which animals are viewed and
related to as beings in and of them-
selves, as opposed to products for the
use of human greed and desire. The
argument diluted to its basics goes
something like "How can you not eat
animals and argue for their 'rights'
when you are involved in the killing of
thousands of unborn babies every
year? After all, isn't a fetus as impor-
tant as a kitten?" This thinking ar-
gues for a style of superficial consis-
tency that assumes that the driving
force behind both the prochoice and
animal rights movements is a type of
sloppy sentimentality — misplaced
"love" for the cuteness of animals on
the one hand and misplaced under-
standing of the ultimate humanity
and moral authority of women on the
other.

I have always "loved animals." Not
the kind of love that wallows in meta-
phor and anthropomorphizing, but the
kind that includes respect, awe and
awareness of "otherness." Most par-
ticularly, I have been moved by their
purity. Seemingly untouched by "free
will" (as we have philosophically de-
fined it), unable to change themselves,
filter themselves, redefine or mytholo-
gize themselves, they remain as they
are, who they are and what they are.

When I was 16 years old, there were
two things that I wanted: A dog and a
red fox coat. The animal represented a
friend and ally for a reclusive only

child who spent four hours a day prac-
ticing the piano. The red fox coat was
glamour, sexual power and the ulti-
mate "rites des passage" into woman-
hood. I was 18 when I bought my first
fur coat, and, by the time I was in my
30s, had three of them.

Getting the dog was more of a prob-
lem than the fur coat. My father and I

The horrors

and brutality of

vivisection

filled my waking

and sleeping

moments

for months

prevailed after many tearful scenes
against my allergic mother's refusal
and we went to the ASPCA where I
immediately fell in love with a black
and white mutt.

"Sheba", as I called her, was short
lived in my home. My mother's aller-
gies proved stronger than my need and
I was sans animal again after only
three weeks.

Years later, my first act of independ-
ence after leaving my parents' home
was the acquisition of Pascha, a red
Persian cat, the first of many animals
who would eventually share my life. I
remember someone asking me once —
"How can someone like you who loves
animals so much wear fur?" My answer
to the best of my recollection was "It's
just because I do love animals so much
that I like to have them close to me. All
life is sacrifice — each part of the eco-
logical process gives itself to the next
level so that all can survive." I thought
I was being consistent.

But even then there were rumblings.
Slight hints of problems, like visualiz-
ing menus. Baby lamb chops, roast
suckling pigs, milk- fed veal, baby back
ribs and other epicurian delights
started to take on lives of their own. I
started to think about what, or should
I say whom, I was eating. But not for
very long. These quick jolts of reality
were like a chronic sense of deja vujust
below the surface of my mind. The
existence of another reality that was
buried would emerge in little bursts of
disturbing awareness from time to time.

In the past I was fond of telling the
stories of my adventures in the Cornish
countryside, of which the highlight was
always the fox hunting. I remember
the pickets at the pubs where we would
begin our hunts at 6 a.m. There were
always one or two elderly women with
signs — quotes from Oscar Wilde, "Fox
hunting is the unspeakable chasing
after the uneatable." These women
were always a source of amusement
and ridicule to us. I thought they were
slightly off balance.

Because I "loved" animals so much, I
travelled thousands of miles to view
them in their natural habitats and
visited East Africa twice. I remember
many evenings in the African bush
talking of the four-legged wonders of
the day, all this taking place in opu-
lent, animal- furnished rooms, my feet
resting on the beautiful skin of a slaugh-
tered leopard and the stuffed heads of
antelope and cheetah looking at me
from the walls.

Then there were the souvenirs that
enabled me to take a little of Africa
home; the elephant-foot coffee table,
the giraffe tail bracelets, the ivory
pendants, etc. All the animal memora-
bilia that reminded me so much of all
the animals that I "loved."

In graduate school, as a student of
experimental psychology, I was re-
quired to learn the principles of
Pavlovian conditioning. This was ac-
complished by "training" a laboratory
rat to press a bar in a cage at specific
intervals. The length of the intervals
were varied to prove the psychological
learning axiom of the benefit of inter-
mittent positive conditioning. You give
the rat a pellet every other time he
presses the bar and he learns to press
it very quickly. Of course, after the rat
learned his lessons well, he was "sacri-
ficed," the normal animal experiment-
ers' euphemism for killed.

We reverently studied Harlow's clas-
sical experiments in maternal depriva-
tion. Reading how baby monkeys were
torn from their mothers at birth and
put in cages with "wire mothers." How
they would feebly attempt to nurse the
cold hard steel and eventually become
withdrawn and neurotic and how this
was an experimental prototype for
human childhood maladaptive behav-
ior. I remember feeling disturbed by
this but I was in graduate school for
psychology—you didn't question these
things. It would be a few years until
Jenifer Graham, a brave 15-year-old,
would challenge the psychological
academic establishment by refusing to
dissect a frog, and the morality and
necessity of all animal experimenta-
tion would become a passionate public
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