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Abstract

For many thousands of people worldwide, the COVID-19 pandemic is providing painful proof
of the inadequacies and failings of a profit-based capitalist world economy. Blame for the
emergence of the virus is being directed at the wildlife trade and wet markets located
especially in China and Southeast Asia. This reflects a disconnect from the broader relations
and practices that contribute to increased human-wildlife interactions and increased risks of
viral transmission, and contributes to the demonization of practices deemed ‘other’. To
avoid future, perhaps worse, risks to global health, the common foundations and
interdependencies between animal uses need to be recognised. This in turn requires
challenging the systemic exploitation of all animals commodified under the animal industrial
complex - as food, entertainment, fashion, research, and companionship. This paper focuses
on these two points: 1. The commodification of animals under current capitalism, and 2. The
connections between animal uses. It aims to underscore the importance of an integrated
understanding of all our practices as being both with and in nature, not apart from it, and
encourage a holistic, as opposed to fragmented, approach to ending the exploitation of all
animals. Safe, sustainable, and equitable societies will only be achieved through an
integrated worldview that organizes nature based on the inherent value of life and not its
expendability.

Introduction

For many thousands of people worldwide, the COVID-19 pandemic is providing painful proof
of the inadequacies and failings of a profit-based capitalist world economy. However,
thousands of commodified animals® — among them those used for entertainment, sport,
research, and companionship, as well as for food - are equally if not more vulnerable under
this system because they have no legal status and few, if any, protections.

Most of these animals, suddenly stripped of value as the industries for which they were bred
or captured are deemed non-essential, are not being given much thought. Certainly wild
animals have become a topic of mainstream media, but the trade in these animals is being
portrayed as though it is a discrete, easily identifiable set of activities, disconnected from all
other uses of animals. This is a grave oversimplification for three reasons. First, it elides the
interconnected and co-constitutive nature of all practices involving animals. Second, it
ignores how these practices are shaped by, and shape, unequal distributions of power based
especially on ‘race’, ethnicity, class, religion, and gender. Finally, it deflects attention from
other practices in which western nations are heavily invested, and which play an active role
in shaping the conditions that make crises like this not just likely but increasingly probable.

One of the consequences of this power-inflected discourse around COVID-19 has been the
demonization of China and other parts of Southeast Asia and Africa for their practices
involving the farming, trade, and live sale of wildlife. However, before continuing to point
the finger, it is important to appreciate that this crisis is a result of our treatment of all
animals, and nature in general, as commodities. Any response that does not recognise this

L For readability, | use the term ‘animal(s)’ throughout in place of nonhuman animals.



common foundation and the interdependencies between animal uses will leave humans
vulnerable to further, perhaps worse, health risks, and continue to consign millions of
animals to precarious lives lived (often just for moments) on a knife-edge of value. This
paper focuses on these two points: 1. The commodification of animals under current
capitalism, and 2. The connections between animal uses. It aims to underscore the
importance of an integrated understanding of all our practices as being both with and in
nature, not apart from it, and encourage a holistic, as opposed to fragmented, approach to
ending the exploitation of all animals.

Animals, capitalism, and COVID-19

Animals are part of vast, globally connected industries that commodify their bodies not only
for food, but also fashion, entertainment, research, and companionship. Together, these
industries and the practices that constitute them comprise the animal-industrial-complex
(Noske, 1989). This is defined by Twine (2012: 23) as:

[...] a partly opaque and multiple set of networks and relationships between the corporate
(agricultural) sector, governments, and public and private science. With economic, cultural,
social and affective dimensions it encompasses an extensive range of practices, technologies,
images, identities and markets.

As Twine outlines, the notion of industrial complexes is not new, but its application to the
political economy surrounding animals offers a way to conceive both the scope and scale of
this economy, and arguably provides a more stark demonstration of the abstract, pitiless
logics of capitalism. And while critiquing the treatment of animals under capitalism
constitutes an already extensive body of literature (for example, Adams, 1997; Barua, 2016;
Collard, 2020; Collard and Dempsey, 2013; Gillespie and Lopez, 2015; Nibert, 2017; Shukin,
2009; Torres, 2007; Twine, 2010; Wadiwel, 2015), these perspectives are largely confined to
critical animals studies (CAS) and have yet to penetrate related disciplines to any significant
degree, or more mainstream discourses. Hence, in a special issue devoted to the socio-
economic impacts of a virus associated with the wildlife trade, it is worth reiterating some of
the fundamental arguments.

With profit being their primary motive, animal-based industries rely on an ongoing supply of
cheap, expendable labour that can be conceived as both physical and metabolic (Wadiwel,
2018) — meaning the appropriation (and enhancement) of animals’ physical and biological
nature in the service of producing viable commodities with exchange value. Whether this
value derives from their edibility, wearability, speed, strength, size, genetic attributes,
docility, ferocity, beauty, cuteness, friendliness, submissiveness, or any number of
marketable qualities, it is the increasing ‘production’ of these sellable qualities that is
important, not the animals as individuals. In this sense, their life’s labour is directed
primarily if not wholly at satisfying human ‘needs’ in the most optimally efficient way. In
fact, as Wadiwel explains, the expenditure or ‘leakage’ of labour directed elsewhere, beyond
that needed for basic survival, is conceived as resistance to the extraction of maximum value
and is minimized and redirected towards increased production as much as possible - by
limiting mobility, controlling nutrition and circadian rhythms, and shortening life. Often this
equation is pushed too far and compromises profit. These lives are expendable, but only
after maximum value has been harvested. It can be a fine line for capitalist logic — investing
just enough in your labouring bodies to optimise profit without losing their compliance.

Marx explained how over time this balance has been achieved with regard to human labour.
It is now generally accepted that productive humans need sufficient time to eat, sleep, and



ideally also play. Not accounting for this time can compromise labour output and even lead
to resistance, which is bad for profits. The machine runs more smoothly if it minimises the
risks of its labour revolting — through either incapacity or refusal to work. Healthy, happy,
and willing enough bodies are good for capitalism. This is the theory behind Marx’s working
day, subsequently enshrined in national laws in response to the 8-hour or short-time,
movement. Though imperfect and not always effective, unions and various human rights
laws exist to safeguard the human body from being (excessively) exploited. However, this
balance and ‘care’ in the provision of life’s basics is very precarious, being largely dependent
on there being a demand for labour. When this demand dries up in societies that have
drifted inevitably towards insecure and zero hour contracts - which now account for more
than 60% of the world’s employed population (ILO, 2018) - continuing to care for these
human lives makes no financial sense.

The consequences of this are currently being measured in dramatic increases in evictions,
homelessness, food poverty, and domestic abuse. However, these consequences are not
equally distributed. In England and Wales, black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) workers
are a third more likely to be in insecure work (TUC, 2017). This systemic inequality is part of
the reason why BAME people in the UK and elsewhere represent a disproportionate number
of those who become critically ill and/or die after contracting COVID-19. Capitalism is not
the only ideology at play here.

It is no coincidence that most labour-related laws and safeguards are directed at protecting
bodies that are variously non-white, non-western, female, young, differently abled or
otherwise minoritised. Compared to the pinnacle of humanity — the white, western, adult
male — these bodies are united by “their citizenship of the space of the Other or the
‘subhuman’” (Ko, 2017: 89). In capitalism’s thirst for cheap labour, they are also the most
vulnerable, illustrating why patriarchy, supremacism, colonialism, and capitalism make such
perfect bedfellows. Considered closer to ‘nature’, the appropriation of these bodies as a
replaceable natural resource for physical, reproductive, and emotional labour, is naturalized
—they have historically been determined to be both biologically and cognitively inferior to
the western, white, (i.e. cultured) adult male and therefore naturally oriented to their
assigned role in the system. The nature/culture binary as articulated by ecofeminist scholars
(for example Karen Warren, Carolyn Merchant, Val Plumwood) can thus be seen as the toxic
fount from which all oppressions draw their sustenance, and from which capitalism gains its
direction. Jason Moore further argues that, while initially helpful, it is the persistent
conceptual deployment of this duality that is now limiting our capacity to develop the
radically alternate language, methods, and narratives necessary to move beyond capitalism
(2015: 4-5).

However, humans are not the only, or the largest, source of ‘subhuman’ labour for the
capitalist machine. As human property with no legal status and limited capacity for revolt or
resistance (Hribal, 2010), animals are permanent ‘sub-humans’ in this equation. Even more
so as nature and all its bounties (meaning gifts or rewards) is further conflated with ‘Mother’
— Mother Earth, Mother Nature, and including certain animals and nations as mothers
(Gaard, 2004; Gray, 1979; Narayanan, 2019) - effecting a doubling-up of exploitability under
the constitution of the objectified mother as perpetually available, self-sacrificing, and
inexhaustible. Hence, for commodified animals tasked with producing value as cheaply as
possible, the toll this takes on them as individuals is of little consequence when more can be
readily produced or ‘gifted’ to replace them. Eating and sleeping may be accepted as
minimum requirements, but often not much else.



Examples of this ruthless accounting abound in animal farming: the use of hormones and
selective breeding to accelerate growth and production resulting in chickens and pigs whose
legs are unable to support their weight, turkeys too big to procreate naturally, ‘dairy’ cows
unable to walk due to excessive milk production, and chickens who lay so many eggs that
they are ‘spent’ after just two years (Taylor, 2017). In other industries too, qualities are
aggressively pursued in quantities: dogs are bred to enhance features that become
detrimental to their health and limit their capacity to live freely or live at all; racehorses are
bred for speed and light bones making them prone to often fatal injuries; exotic animals are
bred to maintain a supply of cute, profitable babies. Many failures accompany these efforts
to push the edge of value as far as it will go — those that don’t make the grade or are so
severely compromised they are unable to live for long. Even more ruthless is the routinized
ending of lives that immediately have more use value dead — male chicks, male calves,
wastage associated with racing industries (horses and dogs), and surplus genetic ‘stock’
associated with captive breeding programmes and zoos.

The labour costs borne by all these animals and many more demonstrate the logical
consequences of an unchecked profit-motive, and foreground the subservience to and
potential expendability of all life under the law of capital growth. It is this expendability that
is especially foregrounded by the pandemic as the primary uses for animals that made it
through the initial brutal accounting to become visual entertainment, sport, research
subjects, and companions, have been suspended or dissolved. And as many humans are
experiencing, left with no other value, and no intrinsic value or rights, investments in their
daily maintenance can no longer be justified. But unlike humans, many face the prospect of
legalised extermination.

Some zoos are coming to terms with the possibility of having to kill some ‘if not all’ of their
animals (BBC, 2020d), feed some of their animals to others (BBC, 2020c), or shut down
permanently (Hawkins and Lazell, 2020). This is in addition to the thousands of healthy
animals that zoos cull every year due to being unwanted surplus or to maintain genetic
integrity. As Sam Threadgill of Freedom for Animals (UK) explains, “without breeding and
maintaining stocks of captive animals for people to look at, the animals wouldn’t be in this
even more dire situation” (personal communication).

Racehorses and greyhounds are already at high risk in industries that rely on large numbers
of animals being born to make them financially viable, with consequent over-supply and
high annual ‘wastage’. With racing suspended, UK advocacy organisations are anticipating a
spike in welfare issues and potential widespread culling. After the 2008—2009 financial crisis,
the number of racehorses sent to abattoirs in Britain and Ireland doubled (Doward, 2012)
and the IMF predicts that the COVID-19 recession will be “far worse” (Rappeport and
Smialek, 2020).

There are also hundreds of thousands of animals that are part of struggling tourist
operations (for example elephants in Thailand (Alberts, 2020)); millions of laboratory
animals who have become surplus to requirements and face mass culling (Scott-Reid, 2020;
Grimm, 2020); and many thousands more in rescue centres which are struggling through
lack of funds, have had to suspend intake, or are facing closure (BBC, 2020b; BBC, 2020a;
Kelner, 2020). While there are reports of increased adoptions, charities warn of the
consequences for these animals post-pandemic when people regain their social/work lives
(Udale-Smith, 2020), and there are reports of increased numbers of pets being abandoned
(Parry, 2020).



COVID-19 may be highlighting the vulnerability of these animals’ lives, but it is merely the
exacerbation of an already tenuous existence. Commodified animals are always at risk of not
matching up to what is required of them to be considered of value, and also of shifting
values. However, when the system of exchange as a whole is shaken, they face the
possibility of mass extermination simply because the services they provide are no longer a
priority or are considered a risk to humans.

Cases of extreme cruelty, abuse, and suffering within these industries are often exposed, but
highlighting these alone can create the impression that they just need to be cleaned up and
better regulated. Yet however ‘loved’ and well cared for some of these animals may be,
securing a return on investment is the rationale behind their existence and all the practices
of breeding, ‘breaking’, training, coercion, control, and killing this existence entails. They are
objects in human lives, not subjects of their own.

Interestingly, compared to those animals affected economically by the pandemic, it seems
that traded wildlife have so far been less affected, with reportedly little long term change
expected in local markets (Knowles and Boyle, 2020). This has not been the case with
previous pandemics. Millions of pigs have been part of a mass cull in response to the 2019
swine flu outbreak (van der Zee, 2019). Repeated outbreaks of avian flu prompt frequent
mass cullings totalling millions of birds (Jutzi and Domenech, 2006). And in the UK, over 4
million cows were destroyed during the BSE crisis in the early 1990s, while a decade later,
over 10 million were incinerated in response to an outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease
(Newkey-Burden, 2018). Thousands more are killed in the UK every year due to TB (see
www.tbfreeengland.co.uk).

Some, though not all of these viruses are thought to originate in wild animals. But the origins
are typically not easy to pinpoint, with humans often playing a role in the ‘reassortment’ of
the virus as it evolves in complex, non-linear ways (Gibbs et al., 2009; Mena et al., 2016).
The 2009 strain of swine flu has been described as a ‘quadruple reassortment’ involving both
North American and Eurasian virus strains circulating between pigs, humans, and birds, and
facilitated especially by the concentration of animals on farms, especially CAFOs or
concentrated animal feeding operations (Hospital, 2016; Mena et al., 2016; Schmidt, 2009).
It is estimated that over 280,000 deaths resulted from this outbreak, with 51% of those
located in Africa and Southeast Asia (Roos, 2012). To date, COVID-19 is associated with
220,000 deaths.

This highlights the ongoing fallacy of our insistence on viewing nature as separate from
humans, whose component parts can be conceived of and used as discrete entities. Rather,
to paraphrase Moore (2015: 3), nature is us, it is inside us and around us. “Humans make
environments and environments make humans — and human organization”. Capitalism is
above all “a way of organizing nature” (ibid: 2). Our uses of animals are therefore united by
thinking that is both ideologically (capitalism) and ontologically (the nature/culture binary)
misguided. Of more immediate significance, they are also united on a practical level. For
capitalism, supremacism, colonialism, patriarchy, and human exceptionalism exist only in
action (Foucault, 1980: 89). They describe relational forces that are exercised through
everyday actions or practices and it is through these performances that systemic power
relations are constantly reproduced and reinforced. My final section therefore focuses on
the co-constitutive practices that constitute and maintain the animal industrial complex.

Connections between animal uses
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Many scientists, among them the eminent conservation biologist Thomas Lovejoy, continue
to single out the “illegal wildlife trade” and especially wildlife markets and wet markets in
south Asia and Africa (Weston, 2020). Indeed, over 200 groups and individuals, most
associated with animal advocacy and conservation (including the Born Free Foundation and
the Jane Goodall Institute), have called for a ban on wildlife markets (Wiggins, 2020).
However, this over-simplistic account, inflected with supremacism, tows the traditional line
during a crisis of this sort (ie. one that affects western nations) of placing blame elsewhere,
drawing a dividing line between ‘them’ and ‘us’, and ignoring the more complex roots of a
problem in which the west and its practices are directly implicated. As van Uhm notes in
relation to the illegal wildlife trade, “the Western focus is considered to be too much on
African and Southeast Asian source countries, without a critical reflection on their own
market” (2016: 260).

A more culturally balanced view on the current pandemic recognises that China’s peasant
farmers have been forced on to more marginal lands due to the increasing domination of
animal farming by large-scale industrial interests (Spinney, 2020b). Many of these interests
have also taken over the most lucrative markets for wild animals, so that small-scale farmers
have to turn to more exotic species to make money. At the same time, and reflecting the
global trend, the production and consumption of meat especially from cows, pigs, and
chickens, continues to increase in China, and is part of a thriving import and export trade
with the US, Australia, New Zealand, the UK and other countries.

Powerful elites, tourists, and pet owners/collectors contribute to maintaining a market for
exotic wildlife (Actman, 2019; Belicia and Islam, 2018; TRAFFIC, 2008). Much of this is
entirely legal and provides the infrastructures and networks on which the illegal trade
piggybacks. Increased contact with exotic species and increased opportunities for viral
spillover cannot be pinned solely on ‘the illegal wildlife trade’ as some easily identifiable
entity, or on wet markets. Even more so since the terminology around wild vs farmed
animals is not reflective of shifting and unstable practices, just as animals bred for
entertainment may become meat, or animals bred for companionship can become research
subjects. Categories are not as neat in reality as in theory.

As noted, practices involving wildlife have been blamed for previous virus outbreaks
believed to have originated in Southeast Asia. Most articles refer to the role of population
growth (Bell et al., 2004), human encroachment (Johnson et al., 2020), and increased food
production in increasing deforestation and thus human-wildlife interactions. However,
looking at this in more detail, rampant reforestation in Southeast Asia is linked primarily to
overseas demand for timber, the production of industrial export crops including coffee,
rubber, and palm oil, the spread of agriculture, and large-scale infrastructure projects
(Drollette, 2013). A 2014 report on forest conversion identifies commercial agriculture as an
important driver of deforestation in nearly all tropical countries and implicates developed
nations and multilateral institutions like the World Bank in directly and indirectly financing
these activities (Lawson, 2014). And while it may not be the leading cause of deforestation in
some areas of Southeast Asia, animal agriculture is given a free pass as it is in most
discussions concerned with habitat loss and biodiversity. Consider the vilification of cats,
both domestic and feral, deer, brumbies in Australia, and other animals perceived as threats
to animal agriculture, including badgers, dingoes, feral dogs, coyotes, wolves and others.

Indeed, the demonization of the wildlife trade and wildlife markets as a result of this
pandemic is stark compared to the decades long damage to environments, climate, and
health wrought by animal agriculture, which is recognized by key organizations as one of, if



not the, leading cause of habitat loss (IPBES, 2019; Steinfeld et al., 2006). That the animal-
industrial complex is so directly implicated in the Covid-19 pandemic and the climate crisis,
with myriad animals being substantial victims of both, only emphasises the cycles of violence
that result from capitalist commodification, and the ideologies of exceptionalism that justify
them.

An equally, if not more deadly virus could just as easily evolve from other farming practices
involving domesticated animals, fish, or even insects. However, it is the production and
consumption of wild animals by ‘other’ people that is considered problematic and unethical
here. If westernised nations are going to blame COVID-19 on the illegal wildlife trade,
wildlife markets and the demand for bushmeat, they also need to consider their own role in
the organization of nature. Ongoing demand for timber, coffee, and meat, and for wildlife as
entertainment, sport, food, and pets, help justify continuing deforestation on a massive
scale that dwarfs the impact of small-scale peasant farmers trying to eke out a marginalised
livelihood from farming animals that, just like cows, pigs, chickens and other ‘food’ animals,
are legally designated as natural resources.

There can be no dividing lines when trying to unpack the workings and impacts of the animal
industrial complex, and there is no-one place to properly assign blame. Along with the pet
industry, the majority of trafficked live wild animals are destined for the zoo trade (UNODC,
2016: 74). Indeed the two are closely entwined. Animals are laundered to appear legal,
including fraudulent claims of captive breeding (WWF, n.d.). Zoos, scientific/conservation,
and commercial breeding establishments, both legal and illegal, can provide these
laundering services, or zoos may buy the animals directly (Barnett and Wasley, 2004).
Trafficked animals seized by regulatory bodies may also end up in zoos, a system of re-
homing that is known to be abused by traffickers (Sollund, 2019). Captive breeding of wild
animals is undertaken not only by accredited zoos, but also private zoos and collectors who
may sell them as pets, tourist attractions, for hunting, and to other zoos.

Zoos come in all shapes and sizes, and most are not accredited — only 10% are accredited in
the US according to the Association of Zoos and Aquariums. Besides the exotic and wild, a
range of animals may end up in different kinds of zoos, including ‘farm’ animals and even
greyhounds (Lewis, 2017). Others may be used to feed captive zoo animals. Copenhagen Zoo
feeds horses, rabbits, calves, goats and even zebra to their lions (BBC, 2017), as do zoos in
the US (Haynes, 2007). Thoroughbred horses also end up in the meat trade for human
consumption, many prematurely killed as ‘wastage’ due to poor performance, injury, or loss
of value for breeding. Greyhounds bred for racing face similar fates, and also enter overseas
meat markets after being sold on for racing and/or breeding. Greyhounds, along with other
dogs, cats, horses, rabbits, rats, monkeys, and other wild animals are also used as research
subjects. A small number of these animals may be fortunate enough to be rescued and find
a home in a shelter or sanctuary, some of which are supported by associated industries.
However, these cannot always provide for their future and they may be killed if a permanent
home cannot be found.

Breeding of any animals contributes to this cycle of shifting, dissipating, and lost value. But
this is just one of several mechanisms that are fundamental to the exploitation and
oppression of animals across the entirety of the animal industrial complex. Others include
coercion, control, containment, separation and isolation (from social and cultural bonds —
Rose’s ‘double death’ (2004) - and especially between mother and offspring), training, trade,
and of course killing. These mechanisms unite systems of nonhuman and human oppression,
further emphasizing their multidimensionality (Ko, 2019).



In response to the current pandemic, evolutionary biologist Rob Wallace said, “We can
blame the object — the virus, the cultural practice — but causality extends out into the
relationships between people and ecology” (Spinney, 2020a). The war against animals
(Wadiwel, 2015) thus becomes a war against ourselves. We lose when it makes us sick. We
lose when it destroys the air, the water, ecosystems, and the climate. And we lose when
livelihoods disappear. But most of all, animals lose, in their billions. Addressing the costs to
nonhuman life of the animal industrial complex should not depend on there being larger
human costs. That is capitalist accounting, and this ideology has constructed a false
consciousness that we are struggling to extract ourselves from — one that makes it very
difficult for most people to imagine any other way of organizing our societies, and of relating
to each and every ‘other’.

My observations are not new. Many writers and scholars over the years have been
explaining why we need to think differently about our economies, among them Arundhati
Roy (2014), Naomi Klein (2014), and David Harvey (2014). Even the UN recognises that the
writing is on the wall for capitalism (Ahmed, 2018). | am also not an economist or a political
scientist and so cannot articulate what an economy not based on profit that does not exploit
animals or any ‘others’ would look like, or how to get there. But again, many skilled and
experienced scholars and experts are addressing these very questions (Shantz and
Macdonald, 2013; Albert, 2014; Wall, 2015; Kaufman, 2012; Hahnel and Wright, 2016).

In sum, and returning to the key points of this paper, the COVID-19 pandemic emphasises
everything that is wrong with capitalism, the exploitation of animals, and a fragmented
approach to problems. Stopping the wildlife trade and shutting down wet markets is not a
solution. As | have shown, the animal industrial complex is composed not only of mutually
dependent and co-constitutive practices, but also shared techniques, materials, and
infrastructures that encompass their own sets of practices and involve extensive and
powerful economic enterprises. These enterprises do not exist ‘out there’. Our everyday
practices — involving food, entertainment, sport, fashion, and pets - shape and sustain them.

To avoid future, perhaps worse, risks to global health and nonhuman lives, and also make
greater inroads towards addressing climate change, the commodification of all animals’ lives
and bodies needs to stop. There are ways this can be done with compassion and respect,
helping those currently dependent on these systems transition to alternative livelihoods, as
is happening in farming (Nittle, 2020). This proposal will raise justified concerns. However, a
growing body of literature addresses questions relating to the dissolution of animal
agriculture, while the ethics of, and alternatives to other practices, such as animal
experimentation, pet breeding, zoos, and racing are also being rigorously examined.

And if it seems insensitive or irrelevant to speak of animal exploitation at this time,
considering the many human hardships, it is important to understand, as | have hopefully
illustrated, that all human oppressions — based on ‘race’, ethnicity, gender, class, age,
religion, ability or other perceived difference — operate through the same mechanisms, and
all are super-charged under capitalism. Human and nonhuman oppression cannot be treated
separately. But the exploitation of animals as part of the animal industrial complex demands
much greater attention than it currently receives. Safe, sustainable, and equitable societies
will only be achieved through an integrated worldview that organizes nature based on the
inherent value of life and not its expendability.
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