
AN ETERNAL TREBLINKA

T he noted social theorist Hannah Arendt 
coined the phrase “banality of evil” to describe 
the routinized violence carried out by “good 
Germans,” from prison guards to bureaucrats, 
during the Nazi era in Germany.  This same 

phrase describes quite well the everyday violence against 
animals caught in the net of imprisonment, torture, 
and killing by humans.  In so-called research labs like 
Huntingdon Life Sciences, cleaning fluids, pesticides, food 
dyes, and many other toxic products are regularly tested in 
massive doses on fully conscious beagle puppies, monkeys, 
and rabbits (see, www.shac.net). Lynx, foxes, baby harp 
seals, mink, and other wild animals are trapped, clubbed, 
and killed, then stripped of their skins so that the rich can 
wear luxury items (see www.seashepherd.org and www.
animalliberationfront.com). In the year 2000, an astounding 
45 BILLION animals across the globe were killed so that 
human animals--by nature, herbivores--could consume the 
flesh of other animals. The vast majority of these animals 
were confined in concentation camps euphemistically known 
as “factory farms”, their genetically altered bodies stuffed full 
of hormones and antibodies and then mutilated, without 
anaesthesia, before being killed.  Mutilated? To reduce 
damage and enhance profit, male pigs have their testicles 
and most of their teeth pulled out by pliers; baby chicks are 
have their beaks sliced off with hot blades; ducks and geese 
are forced-fed by having a metal tube shoved down their 
throats; and bulls are de-horned just to name a few regular, 
grotesque practices. This transformation of animals into 
commodities is both colossal and horrific. 
     Of course, none of this efficient, everyday violence against 
animals is actually acknowledged by either the industries or 
the public. A corporate media cocoon coddles us with ad-
vertising images of dancing pigs, chickens lifting weights, 
and happy cows. And state sanctioned public education is 

typically silent about anything controversial or antagonist 
to corporate interests. So this routine of violence continues 
while we are comforted by the illusion that we love animals.  
In fact, life for the animals is, as the novelist Isaac Bashe-
vis Singer noted, “an eternal Treblinka.” The real question is 
“why do we hate animals so much?”
     In many ways the animal circus is the most disgusting 
form of animal abuse.  It is not possible even to make a pre-
tense of arguing the medical or nutritional benefits (most 
animal testing and flesh eating yield neither) of this mode of 
animal abuse. Violence against wild animals in the  circus is 
for the purely gratuitous purpose of “entertainment.” 
     The violence in animal circuses comes in several distinct 
forms. Except for the tiny percentage of the time when they 
are “performing,” lions, tigers, bears, elephants, and other 
“circus” animals mostly are kept chained or caged. By nature, 
each of these animals was born into freedom. Their natu-
ral  lifeways involve roaming vast areas, hunting or grazing, 
forming social bonds, procreating, raising their young, and 
living out their natural life spans.  Circuses, like zoos, are 
animal prisons (except that animals did absolutely nothing 
to deserve their imrisonment), denying the animals any ves-
tige of their natural life experience.  On numerous occasions 
circus animals deprived of necessary heating, cooling or ven-
tilation have died in transit to or from a circus show. Last 
year, a two year old Ringling Bros. lion named Clyde died in 
a sweltering animal train in the Mojave desert en route to a 
“performance” in Fresno. Frank Hagan, a veteran Ringling 
Bros. employee who was later fired, handed an affadavit to 
federal investigators stating that the animal died from lack 
of water and extreme heat. Hagan also stated that Ringling 
Bros. instructed employees not to discuss the incident with 
the federal authorities. Surely many similar instances of ani-
mal death have gone unreported.
     Of course, some  argue that humans have no way of 
knowing how the animals feel about their confinement; 
perhaps, they say, animals prefer the security of the cage 

to the uncertainties of the wild.  But trust your own eyes 
and common sense: would any animal prefer to exhibit the 
neurotic behavior of these unfortunate animals--to pace, 
stare vacantly,  hide, or cringe? Would any animal prefer the 
rope burns and chain marks, the sore and infected feet, and 
significantly shorter life spans that circus and other captive 
animals experience? Would an animal that prefers its cur-
rent situation turn on its “trainers” and “fans” in a fit of rage? 
According to People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, 
since 1990 over 60 people have been killed and more than 
130 injured in elephant rampages alone. I, personally, have 
never seen anything as pathetic as the look of terror and 
rage in the eye of Tyke, a circus elephant who rampaged in 
Honolulu and killed her “trainer” and injured a dozen spec-
tators. Tyke was killed in a hail of gufire soon after simply 
for doing what any healthy, wild and free animal would do 
in those circumstances.
     But most significantly, while you run the risk of facing 
animal enterprise terrorist charges under the Animal En-
terprise Act, try simply opening a cage or cutting the chains 
holding a captive animal, and see if the animal prefers its 
captvity. Wild animals were meant to be in the wild, not in 
cages and chains and certainly not performing tricks for hu-
man entertainment.  After all, that’s why they’re described 
as “wild.”
     Beyond the matter of their imprisonment, violence is 
inherent in the process of breaking and training animals.  To 
be transformed into performers, captured wild animals are 
first broken by being forced to their knees, immobilized by 
having their legs chained, and then systematically beaten by 
their “trainers” until they learn who is in control.  Whips, 
baseball bats, electric prods, and bullhooks are used under 
the ears, inside the mouth, in the anus, and in other sensitive 
places to condition the animals to respond to commands. 
(Neither the tools nor their use are regulated by the patheti-
cally weak and largely unenforced federal Animal Welfare 
Act.) Once enough violence has ensued, the “trainer” need 

only tap the particular area of the animal’s  body to get an 
animal to respond. This, the end result of systematic vio-
lence, is the “clean” part of animal training--the only part 
actually witnessed by circus-goers. 
     Fortunately, activists captured video of the actual vicious-
ness of circus animal training by Tim Frisco, the “animal care 
director” of Carson and Barnes Circus. Frisco, instructing 
student trainers in this sadistic art, sinks a bullhook into an 
elephant and, as the elephant screams in pain, tells the novice 
trainers to “hurt ‘em.... Make ‘em scream.... Sink that hook 
into em... When you hear that screaming, then you know 
you got their attention.” Significantly, Frisco warns the new 
trainers that they have to beat the animals into submission 
backstage so that the animal needn’t be physically punished 
“in front of a thousand people.” (The Carson Barnes and 
other video will be displayed by Fresno Voices for Animals 
during the upcoming Ringling protest.) Frisco learned the 
trade from his father, a Ringling Bros. circus trainer. 
     To top off the lifetime of violence and abuse suffered by 
circus animals, at the end of their lives, when they are no 
longer of commercial value, some circuses (and some zoos, 
as well as breeders) sell and ship the animals to what have 
become known as “canned hunting” establishments. The 
Humane Society of the United States defines canned hunt-
ing as “killing an animal inside an enclosure for the purpose 
of obtaining a trophy” and estimates that there are over one 
thousands of these little shops of horror around the US. The 
HSUS notes that most states allow canned hunting; no fed-
eral law bans it; and and that the practice is exempted under 
the federal Animal Welfare Act. 

WHAT CIRCUS WOULD JESUS PAY TO SEE?
  (CIRQUE DE SOLEIL!)

     For some people simple common sense and compasison 
are not sufficient to spark opposition to the circus and other 
forms of animal abuse.  All religions contain dictates against 
violence towards and abuse of animals. In the first creation 
story in Genesis, for example, God creates humans to be 
“masters” of the animals, yet the creation of animals and hu-
mans alike is “good”. This general goodness of God’s creation 
is reflected in the vegan diet God prescribes for humankind. 
God said “See, I give you all the seed-bearing plants that 
are upon the whole earth, and all the trees and seed-bearing 
fruit; this shall be your food.” As in Christianity, Islam holds 
that dominion over animals is not unconditional and that 
those who abuse creation are the lowest of the low. Islamic 
teachings include the recognition of human-like commu-
nity among many species of non-human animals, animals 
as teachers,  and human-animal communication. Islam also 
holds that animals have consciousness, that humans and 
animals must share resources, limit animal testing and the 
use of fur to necessity, and strictly forbids all forms of staged 
animal fights.
     In conjuction with compassion and purity of heart, the 
Buddhist Shurangama Sutra forbids killing or harming ani-
mals and contains unequivocal instructions on vegetarian 
diet, except where the climate and soils cannot sustain fruits 
and vegetables. Among other masters, Thich Nhat Hanh de-
scrbes reverence for life as the first precept of Buddhism and 
explicitly prohibits animal killing and abuse. Similarly, in 
Hinduism the Bhagavad Gita (verse 5.18) asserts that one 
who has attained awareness comprehends the unity of all 
beings. Animal souls like human souls are meant to progress 
to a higher stage of awareness. As each soul exists for a par-
ticular reason, killing an animal interrupts the progression of 
souls and thus causes great suffering.
     Finally, in indigenous traditions, ceremonies precede 
the killing of animals; participants recognize their kinship 
with animals and ask forgiveness for taking their life, noting 
that it was only so that the people could live. No part of an 
animal is wasted, and ethical teachings consistently remind 
people that killing or harming animals wantonly is an act of 

supreme ignorance and threatens the harmony that holds 
human and non-human nature in balance. Along with writ-
ten law, police, jails, and private property, these cultures also 
lack fast food, circuses, and zoos.
     Secular ethics similarly prohibits cruelty to animals. Utili-
tarianism recognizes the sentience of non-human animals. 
As any ehtical calculus is premised on maximizing plea-
sure and minimizing pain, any act that results in harm to 
an animal must be balanced by a greater degree of well be-
ing. Conceivably, one could argue that the pain an animal 
might experience in a medical test (assuming there is no 
other way to obtain the knoweldge) might be outweighed 
by the medical benefit to human beings.  Obviously no such 
argument can be made in regards to the pleasure a human 
might take in having a flesh sandwich or, even more so, see-
ing a beaten and caged animal let out to perform a trick. This 
is the premise of Peter Singer’s ground-breaking work ANI-
MAL LIBERATION. It is an instance of what Singer calls 
“speciesism” to discount the animal’s interest altogether. 
     This is precisely what happens most of the time when a 
human being is actually forced to confront animal cruelty, 
whether in the circus or elsewhere. They hold that “well, af-
ter all, it is only an animal.” But while there are obvious and 
crucial diferences, human and non-human animals are not 
entirely different. Consideration must be given to qualities 
that are similar between the two groups if ethical action is to 
follow. Otherwise the fundamental premise of ethical mu-
tuality--that we should treat others as we would like to be 
treated--will be violated. 
     This is the crucial point: who do we consider as “others.” 
Historically, especially in the west, humans have completely 
discounted non-human animals as entirely alien, their voices 
completely silenced.  As with non-white racial groups and 
women, some differences in degree have been taken to mean 
a comprehensive difference in kind. Hence, slavery, genocide 
against native people, and discrimination against women. 
This is not an argument for voting rights for non-human 
animals. Obviously, they lack the judgment and foresight to 
vote. But so do many humans--children, those with severe 
mental disabilities, senile people, and most republicans. But 
that obviously doesn’t mean that we are ethically in a posi-
tion to inflict pain, suffering, or take the life of members of 
these groups. We acknowledge that in other respects they 
are similar. Though there is a difference in kind, there is not 
an absolute difference in type. The same holds for animals; 
insofar as they are alive, are interested in freedom, have a 
way of life, and can experience pleasure and pain, we ought 

not harm them in any way unless we can demonstrate some 
higher well being that outweighs their suffering. 
     In fact, it is precisely our unique human character as be-
ings capable of rational choice that obligates us to act ethi-
cally, especially toward those who are in a weak or disadvan-
tageous position. Not to do so towards animals deforms our 
moral character toward both non-human animals and other 
humans. In the end, it is as simple as Alice Walker once ob-
served “The animals of the world exist for their own reasons.  
They were not made for humans any more than black people 
were made for white, or women created for men.” Funda-
mentally, ethics is about recognizing the interests of others. 
An authentically ethical world cannot exist as long as the 
interests of any others, including animals, are ignored.

VIOLENCE: 
“A DOWNWARD SPIRAL”

     Martin Luther King described violence as “a downward 
spiral.” Similarly Cesar Chavez noted that economic depri-
vation, rodeos, and cock fighting are “all cut from the same 
defective cloth: violence.” The violence inflicted on circus 
animals is no different. Violence against animals is not dis-
connected from other acts of violence. It has been deter-
mined, for example, that many sadistic criminals engaged 
in violence against animals as youths.  More generally, when 
humans find excuses for enaging in cruelty to any sentient 
beings they will more readily find a rationale for acting cru-
elly toward other human beings. How often, in times of war 
or in acts of genocide, are human counterparts derided as 
“animal” or “sub-human” and thus presumably worthy of 
violent destruction?  
     In the western tradition, this recognition of the con-
nection between violence to animals and violence among 
humans goes back at least to the sixth century BCE. The 
ancient Greek philosopher Pythagoras noted “For as long 
as men massacre animals, they will kill each other. Indeed, 
he who sows the seed of murder and pain cannot reap joy 
and love.”  Please be an activist for peace, joy, and love. Join 
Fresno Voices for Animals in protest aginst Ringling Bros. 
Circus. Never attend animal circuses, and warn your friends 
and neighbors about the abuse of animals in the circus. 

(For further detailed, gripping accounts of elephant training 
please see PETA’s “The Plight of Elephants in Circuses.”)

TYKE, AN ELEPHANT WHO WENT ON A RAMPAGE IN HONOLULU, WAS KILLED IN A GUNFIRE 
AFTER KILLING HER TRAINER AND INJURING DOZONS OF SPECTATORS
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