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A PR ETHICAL CASE STUDY
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appendix are emotionally upsetting
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Ethics “A greater means to the greater good” (about social movement communication ethical guidelines): this
current paper must be cited as a conference presentation. CITATION: Freeman, C. P. (2007) “Who’s Harming
Whom? A Public Relations Ethical Case Study of PETA’s Holocaust on Your Plate Campaign.” Public Relations
Division, International Communication Association (ICA) conference, San Francisco, CA. May 2007.

Abstract

Little existing research explores the special ethical challenges most applicable to social
movement organizations as they struggle to use persuasive communication campaigns to
redefine accepted social practices into social problems. As a case study, this paper evaluates
People for the Ethical Treatment of Animal’s controversial 2003-04 international “Holocaust on
Your Plate” vegetarian campaign to determine its strengths and weaknesses from the standpoint
of public relations ethics, using TARES principles and ethical theory as a guide. Issues of
respect and minimizing harm take center stage.
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“Our grandchildren will ask us one day: Where were you during
the Holocaust of the animals? What did you do against these horrifying crimes?
We won’t be able to offer the same excuse for the second time, that we didn’t know.”
-Isaac Bashevis Singer (1904-1991) Nobel Laureate and Holocaust survivor (masskilling.com, 2003)

In February 2003, the outspoken and media-savvy animal rights group People for the
Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) launched its self-professed “controversial” Holocaust on
Your Plate campaign to promote vegetarianism by attacking the cruelty of modern farming
methods. The fundamental premise was to use quotes from Jewish scholars comparing the
Nazi’s mistreatment and mass killing of Jews in the 1940s to factory farming’s mistreatment and
mass killing of nonhuman animals today. The campaign centered on a traveling exhibit that
consisted of eight 60 square-foot photo panels (shown in the appendix). The main page of the
campaign’s web site, MassKilling.com (2003), describes the exhibit by saying “PETA’s thoughtprovoking display…spotlights this disturbing parallel by juxtaposing stomach-churning images
of Jews’ and animals’ experiences.” PETA took the public exhibit on a year and a half tour
through eighty-five cities across North America and Europe, garnering much media attention and
strong reactions, including boycotts, along the way (Prescott, 2006).
People’s mixed emotional reactions, from outrage to sympathy, revealed the richness and
complexity this Holocaust on Your Plate campaign would provide as an ethical case study with
which to wrestle. As both a media scholar and animal rights activist, I was interested in the
controversy surrounding this campaign and wondered about its utility and ethicality as a
communications tool to promote vegetarianism. Does a largely ignored compassionate cause like
saving animal lives justify the use of controversial means to gain attention, and were these means
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unethical or just controversial and misunderstood? In this textual analysis, I use the TARES
principles and ethical theory as methodological tools with which to evaluate the campaign’s
strengths and weaknesses from the standpoint of public relations ethics, structuring the analysis
around three key components: the communicator, the message, and the audience.

LITERATURE REVIEW
There has been little academic research on the special ethical challenges most applicable to
social justice movements as they struggle to use persuasive communication campaigns to
redefine accepted social practices, like meat-eating, into social problems. How can they best deal
with the clash of values that occurs when their utilitarian version of the “common good” isn’t
commonly accepted? To begin to examine this problem in the scholarly literature, I start with
the broader area of persuasion ethics, especially exploring communications challenges that are
unique to social movements. Getting progressively more specific, I provide background on
moral philosophy in animal rights, the challenges of overcoming the human/animal dualism,
PETA’s public relations style, and vegetarian campaign issues, finishing with a detailed
description of PETA’s Holocaust on Your Plate campaign.

Persuasion Ethics:
Since the ancient Greeks first started theorizing on the topic of rhetoric and the art of
persuasion, concern over its ethicality has been a factor (Marsh, 2001). Aristotle believed that
rhetoric should demonstrate truth, and he proposed there were three kinds of proof by which the
audience could judge the truthfulness of an argument: ethos (credibility of the speaker), pathos
(quality of appeal to audience emotions), and logos (validity of the reasoning). Today, perhaps
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the two most fundamental and overarching values associated with ethical rhetoric are truth and
avoidance of harm (Bivins, 2004). Specifically, when it comes to what constitutes truthfulness,
Bivins (2004) highlights the need for persuasive messages to both be accurate and to provide
adequate context and completeness to avoid being misleading.
Truthfulness also aids in the related ethical goal of avoiding harm. Linda Steiner (1989)
suggests an ethic of care should inform persuasion in order to prevent harm to publics. She states
this is achieved by communicators showing respect for the dignity and integrity of the audience
members. Towards the goal of respect, many scholars place an emphasis on the value of twoway communication (the symmetrical model) as a way to build a healthy public dialogue and
democratic community more so than does pure one-way advocacy communication (asymmetrical
model) (Grunig 2001; Wilkins & Christians, 2001).
A major conflict of interest that threatens ethical communications is the public relations
practitioner’s direct need to serve his/her client’s interests versus his/her indirect responsibilities
to serve the public’s interest (Fitzpatrick & Gauthier, 2001). To counterbalance this client-bias
and the corresponding utilitarian profit-motive that accompanies commercial communications,
many ethical theories related to public relations favor duty-based/Kantian ethics instead of
consequential/utilitarian ethics. However, when the communicators are non-profit social
movement organizations (SMOs), and are, in theory or intent, promoting the greater good instead
of their own self-interest, one might wonder if they are bound to the same obligation to favor
duty-based ethics over utilitarian ethics? While simply having altruistic goals does not justify
using any means to achieve them, one could make a case that challenges SMOs face, such as
marginalization, lack of resources and lack of choices, should factor more specifically into public
relations theories to provide more guidance for SMOs in a corporate-dominated media
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environment (Bronstein, 2006). Alinsky’s Rules for Radicals (1971) addresses the real
communications challenges and balance of power issues SMOs face, but many might critique his
brand of situational ethics as weighing too heavily on the utilitarian end of the scale.
Even the PRSA code of ethics does not adequately address the special needs of in-house
SMO communicators. While PRSA principles such as advocacy, honesty and disclosure of
information do apply to SMOs, other PRSA principles seem more applicable to practitioners who
work in a firm serving multiple clients of a business nature. The conflict of interest between
serving the self-interests of a commercial client and the need to be socially responsible do not
apply as directly to SMO communicators. Therefore the ethical issues that do apply to SMOs are
more likely based on the ethicality of the communication act/means itself in not being too
utilitarian rather than concern over SMOs being motivated to seek selfish ends. The conflicts that
are most likely to arise within SMO campaigns regard value clashes and potential disconnects
between the public’s definition of the common good and that of the SMO’s, as evidenced in the
public backlash against PETA’s Holocaust on Your Plate campaign.
Social Movements and Communication Challenges:
Battling to transform a hegemonic view of reality in the dominant discourse is a major
communications challenge unique to SMOs. Stewart, Smith and Denton (2001) explain that
SMOs need to convince the public that not only is the public’s accepted view of reality based on
a faulty premise but the situation deserves to be defined as a “problem” that warrants their
immediate attention. The authors suggest that SMOs enable their target audiences to see that the
problem is indeed severe and not being solved by the authorities, proving it requires social
intervention. Tactics SMOs can use to create presence include the use of persuasive words,
stories, gory pictures, and revelations of inconsistencies in institutional practices. Finally, the
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audience must be made to feel that its assistance will indeed result in a better future and that
overcoming the status quo is not impossible.
As if battling hegemonic worldviews is not challenging enough, SMOs also face a harder
time gaining media attention in which to address the public in the first place, as a lack of
financial resources often precludes much use of paid advertising. When it comes to news
framing of social issues, scholars have demonstrated that the news tend to support dominant
organizations and the status quo while marginalizing or criticizing less powerful or minority
groups, often focusing on their protest actions more than the issues (Gitlin, 1980; Fishman, 1980;
Ryan, 1991; Tuchman, 1978). It is more challenging for less powerful groups to gain access to
media coverage than it is for mainstream, official sources with more resources, so activists often
have to escalate their protest activities to retain attention (Danielian, 1992; Gamson, 1988).
Eley (1992) warns social movements that the “public sphere” in which they are forced to
operate is no longer to be optimistically defined as a civic forum for public consensus but as a
corporate-owned site of structured ideological negotiation. And in today’s highly mediated
global environments, Jamieson (1988) argues that visual rhetoric plays an essential role in
creating presence for one’s issues through the eyes of global audiences who do not all speak the
same languages. Therefore, image events, such as PETA’s graphic displays in the Holocaust
campaign, are now a standard strategy of political action within public discourse (for both grassroots and mainstream groups) and should not be interpreted merely as desperate stunts
(Jamieson, 1988, Gronbeck, 1995).
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The Animal Rights Movement, Moral Philosophy and the Human/Animal Dualism:
Certainly the animal rights movement faces an enormous challenge in redefining the
social status and perception of nonhuman animals so that animals are considered inherently
valuable beings rather than just instrumentally valuable resources. The goal of the movement is
to reduce discrimination based on species, called “speciesism,” in order to end the massive
exploitation of nonhuman animals (Singer, 1990). At the root of this challenge is the need to
deconstruct the deep-seated yet largely unfounded human/animal dualism which has been
present in the West since the beginnings of Judeo-Christian origins and has been reinforced
throughout history via Cartesian-influenced science (Derrida, 2004; Dunayer, 2001; Wolfe,
2003). The human/animal dualism socially and ethically privileges humans as unique, reasoning,
moral beings who have overcome their primitive animality through evolution and culture, or
alternately in the Judeo-Christian worldview, as soulful beings created in God’s image who were
meant to rule over the animal kingdom (Lawrence, 2005). This hierarchical notion of human
dominance has also been used to oppress other human groups, such as women, blacks, Jews, etc.
by comparing them with “lowly” animals, thereby dehumanizing them (Adams, 1990, Spiegel,
1997). The latter practice also explains why PETA and the Jewish scholars’ comparison of the
mistreatment of Jewish people to the mistreatment of nonhuman animals may seem racist or
insulting to some based on historical context.
When it comes to any media campaign on behalf of animal rights specifically, Munro
(1999) recognizes that the movement faces the challenge of redefining normal animal use as
abuse, “animal movement activists seek to stigmatize and mark as deviant what many people
perceive as normal, legitimate, mainstream activities…The animal movement must transform the
moral meanings associated with the worst of these practices, redefining them as socially
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irresponsible.” Munro (1999) agrees with ethicist Peter Singer’s (1990) contention that the
animal rights movement’s survival depends on its ability to maintain the moral high-ground in
campaigns. The opposition knows this, since a common strategy of the counter-movements is to
frame animal rights activists as misanthropic. This tactic serves to call into question the
movement’s morals, or at least their moral priorities, playing off of the public’s deep-seated
beliefs in human superiority.
Perhaps the counter-movements do a better job at connecting with the public’s values
than does the animal rights movement. Munro (1999) mentions a critique by Goode that states
that most animal rights campaigns fail because they “lack moral capital, in that their arguments
do not resonate with what most people believe and with how most people behave.” His concerns
are legitimate because the mainstream public’s beliefs tend to coincide more with animal welfare
viewpoints that still allow nonhuman animal use rather than with rights viewpoints that do not
allow nonhumans to be used as a resource. Marsh references a description by Wright of the
mixed feelings the average American has about animal use, “I still eat meat, wear a leather belt,
and support the use of animals in important scientific research. But not without a certain amount
of cognitive dissonance.” It is by publicly exposing the valid reasoning for this dissonance that
the animal movement can effect change, and no other animal protection group creates more
dissonance than PETA.

People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals:
PETA is the largest animal rights group in the world, and thanks to its media savvy, it is
also one of the most well known. PETA was founded by Alex Pacheco and Ingrid Newkirk 25
years ago in Washington, DC after the founders conducted an undercover investigation of a
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primate research lab, resulting in the first ever conviction of an animal researcher for cruelty.
Now headquartered in Norfolk, VA and under the direction of Newkirk, PETA has expanded to
include international offices and boasts over a million members and supporters (PETA main web
page, n.d.). PETA’s mission states it works for animal rights “through public education, cruelty
investigations, research, animal rescue, legislation, special events, celebrity involvement, and
protest campaigns.”
PETA’s major professed accomplishments are ending many research experiments; taking
the first animal issue to the U.S. Supreme Court; proving many violations of the Animal Welfare
Act; banning circuses in certain cities; ending large cosmetic companies’ animal testing
practices; getting various designers, retailers, and models to boycott fur; and convincing the
world’s largest buyers of animal products (McDonalds, Burger King, and some grocery chains)
to enact strict farmed animal welfare standards for suppliers (PETA milestones, 2006). In 2004,
PETA had revenues of over $29 million, employed approximately 170 full-time paid staff, was
mentioned in the print media over 11,000 times, had over 30 million people visit its web sites,
and filled over 150,000 requests for vegetarian starter kits (PETA annual review, 2004).
In one of the few academic articles published on PETA’s media activism, Simonson
(2001) uses an audio metaphor by which to analyze PETA’s successful public relations switch
from relying primarily on news-based social protest (discordant noise based on dissonance)
towards adopting a more pop-cultural, celebrity-endorsed entertainment approach (pleasurable
cultural rhythm) in the 1990s. Simonson contends that PETA’s previous conflict-oriented
approach often backfired in the news media, “they aim to be noticeable; they hope to interfere
with practices and systems of meaning, and in the process of doing those things they strike some
sensibilities as jarring or discordant” (p.401). Simonson believes the news media offer limited
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opportunities for successful delivery of confrontational rhetoric for SMOs. So PETA now
chooses more popular or comical approaches to reaching audiences through entertainment, even
though it runs the risk of seeming sensational, trendy, trivial, or even offensive.
Newkirk explains that because the news media do not find everyday animal exploitation
newsworthy, PETA is forced to turn to more sensational campaigns and be “stunt queens” to get
any attention for issues (Younge, 2/24/06, p. 12). Some of PETA’s more renowned campaigns
illustrate that it is not afraid to push the boundaries of good taste to get noticed. In addition to the
Holocaust on your Plate campaign, consider these others: “I’d Rather Go Naked than Wear Fur”
(which feminist disliked due to naked supermodels); “Got Beer?” (which Mothers Against Drunk
Drivers disliked for promoting alcohol over milk); “Jesus was a Vegetarian” (upsetting many
Christians); and a short-lived “Got Prostrate Cancer?” campaign featuring New York Mayor
Guliani (upsetting most people, and for which PETA publicly apologized). PETA seems to have
an “any PR is good PR” attitude where it aims to appeal to the masses. In that regard, Newkirk
admits that PETA is not snobby and is willing to “slut it out with the best of them,” (p. 407),
which reveals her pragmatic approach to competing in what she contends to be a shallow,
commercial media environment.

Vegetarian Campaigns:
The animal issue that has become a focus for PETA and many other animal rights groups
in recent years is the need to reduce farmed animal suffering through the promotion of humane
farming reforms and vegetarian diets. This focus grew from the realization that agribusiness is
responsible for far more animal deaths than all other exploitative industries combined (FARM,
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2005). USDA statistics reveal more than 10 billion1 land animals are raised and killed for food
each year, which equates to a million animals systematically killed every hour of every day in
the United States alone.
Based on viewing agribusiness as a system of enslavement, philosopher Tom Regan
(2003) contends that the “total abolition of commercial animal agriculture” (p. 1) is a goal of the
animal rights movement. To further explain the ethical rationale, Singer (1990) argues that
animal agribusiness, whether free range or intensive, is a speciesist practice because it controls
and sacrifices the lives of farmed animals (major interests for the nonhuman animals) to satisfy
humans’ taste for flesh, milk, and eggs (minor interests for the human animals). Considering the
fact that humans can healthfully live on a plant-based diet, a fact supported by the American
Dietetic Association (ADA, n.d.), Singer (1990) asserts that we should make it a “simple general
principle to avoid killing animals for food except when it is necessary for survival” (p. 229). For
this reason, ethical vegetarianism is a tenet of animal rights philosophy.
Vegetarian campaigns make practical as well as ethical sense for the movement because
of the direct financial influence the public has over agribusiness as consumers, fitting Stewart,
Smith and Denton’s (2001) definition of a problem the public can help end. If vegetarian
campaigns can successfully make consumers feel culpable and uncomfortable financially
supporting farmed animal suffering, they may be able to get people to change their consumption
habits to support plant-based foods instead. This was PETA’s goal in the Holocaust campaign.

1

This figure does not count the millions of sea animals caught or farmed for food, as the industry measures them in
pounds, not lives.
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PETA’s Holocaust on Your Plate Campaign:
PETA’s news release (2/25/03) announcing the Holocaust on Your Plate exhibit and
website begins by stating this project is inspired by quotes (which were included in the release)
from Jewish scholars recognizing the similarity between the orchestrated Nazi genocide of the
Jews and the mass killing of nonhuman animals. It describes this parallel by stating that the
Nazis dehumanized their human victims in many of the same ways that factory farms objectify
nonhumans. The news release also contains several quotes from the campaign coordinator at
PETA, Matt Prescott, and mentions that he had members of his family murdered by the Nazis.
Prescott contends that both the Holocaust and factory farming are based on the “same mindset”
that allows us to commit atrocities on those we view as “different or inferior.” He explains the
goal of the campaign by saying, “we are asking people to allow understanding into their hearts
and compassion onto their tables by embracing a nonviolent, vegan diet that respects all life”
(PETA, 2/25/03).
The web site’s (2003) main page continues to stress personal responsibility to prevent
violence by stating that, “if we are revolted by comparisons between the plight of animals and
the plight of human victims of oppression, it can only be because we are not yet prepared to
accept our own role in the animals’ fate.” It implicitly emphasizes our need to take
accountability to help victims in atrocities, such as the animal victims of farming violence, by
saying that if we “accept that it is unnecessary and wrong, then we must do something about it.”
In some spaces on the web site and on one of the eight exhibit panels it expressly states that
people should end this killing by going vegetarian.
The MassKilling.com web site contained the photos from the exhibit as well as many
quotes and stories from Jewish scholars, survivors, and family members of victims. The web
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site, which has since been removed, had hits from millions of viewers who were able to gain
more context on the campaign by reviewing its pages of text describing the similar ways that the
Jews and farmed animals were systematically transported, mistreated, and then killed en masse.
In addition to the web site, Prescott explains the campaign also contained a TV advertisement
and a billboard that they attempted to run approximately two weeks after a tour left some major
cities. However, due to the controversy surrounding the campaign, the TV ad was accepted in
only 16 markets, and rejected in just as many, and the billboard was only accepted twice, while it
was rejected nine times (Prescott, 2006).
Prescott (2006) states that since the campaign was designed to reach people directly,
PETA’s main focus was on the public exhibits, which was a new technique it had not used in any
other campaigns. Matt and other PETA representatives of Jewish descent accompanied the
exhibit to each city and talked with viewers, handing out printed information to those interested.
Despite the fact that the exhibit was banned from some cities and got some negative publicity,
Prescott says he experienced much positive response from exhibit viewers, stating “most people
understood the comparison and agreed that no one should be abused because they are different –
whether their differences are based on religion, sex, race, or species.” He even describes the
public response in Warsaw, Poland as “entirely positive.” He tempers this by saying “of course,
the exhibit did anger some people, but such a reaction was expected, as no one likes to have their
own suffering compared to the suffering of others.” Prescott felt the Jewish community “largely
supported” the campaign, as PETA received thousands of supportive calls and letters.
However, a review of the many international news stories surrounding the campaign
shows a much more negative overall response than was Prescott’s experience on the ground.
However, since the news is more conflict-oriented, perhaps it is not surprising that they would
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emphasize the controversy over the support. News stories often quoted Jewish leaders who
complained about the campaign, using adjectives such as offensive, disrespectful, exploitative,
insensitive, painful, and unethical. The Greater London Authority banned the public display
saying “anything belittling or suggested equivalent to the murder of millions of people in the
Holocaust is entirely unacceptable to the people of London” (Kirby, 5/7/04, p. 18). Other city
councils who banned it tended to say it was because it was a “violation of societal norms and
expectations” (Farber, 10/6/04). The Anti-Defamation League criticized the campaign as a
“debasement” saying it was “offensive” for PETA to use Holocaust imagery (Moore, 8/31/05).
In fact, the Holocaust Museum, which had originally sold PETA the pictures, issued a cease and
desist order because it felt the images were being exploited, and their misuse was a “gross
perversion” of the museum’s mission (Farber, 10/6/04). However, despite these public criticisms
and protests, the tour continued as planned and ran its course through September 2004, with
Prescott describing it as a success.
Six months after the campaign ended, PETA director Ingrid Newkirk, sent out a news
release apologizing for the pain the campaign caused to anyone while attempting to explain her
original altruistic intentions. She states that the negative response from many in the Jewish
community was something that she did not expect nor intend, as the entire campaign was
designed and funded by members of the Jewish community. Her final statement expressed a
desire for unity by explaining that although they (PETA) embarked on the campaign…
…with misconceptions about what its impact would be, we always try to act with
integrity, with the goal of improving the lives of those who suffer. We hope those we
upset will find it in their hearts to work toward the goal of a kinder world for all,
regardless of species.
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS
Analysis of this campaign seeks to answer the following questions:
1) What are the campaign’s strengths and weaknesses from the standpoint of public relations
ethics? The intent here is not to come up with a definitive or absolutist stance on the
campaign’s ethicality as a whole but rather to explore its many facets, embracing all its
complexities in full context to identify its ethical pros and cons.
2) What recommendations, if any, could be made to improve the ethicality of the campaign?
Both of these questions must be considered within the context of recognizing the special
discursive challenges that radical SMOs like PETA face in both problematizing the accepted
practice of animal-rearing and meat-eating and doing so in a hegemonic media environment
(Munro, 1999; and Stewart, Smith & Denton, 2001).

METHODS
This research includes both a textual analysis of campaign materials and international
news coverage as well as an informal interview with the campaign coordinator. Since this
campaign ended over a year ago, data had to be collected through direct contact with PETA as
well as through news searches in the Lexis-Nexis database. Since the www.MassKilling.com
web site was removed, PETA directly sent me the text and photos that the web site previously
contained (all photos are in the appendix). I then phoned the campaign coordinator, Matt
Prescott, who said he was happy to answer my interview questions via email, which provided
insight into a campaign manager’s perspective on the public relations aspects of the campaign’s
design, implementation, and effectiveness. Per my request, he also provided me with the initial
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news release, plus Newkirk’s full apology letter, and a photo of what a sample public exhibit
looked like (photo 1 in appendix). I also conducted a Lexis-Nexis news database search under
the keywords “Holocaust AND PETA,” revealing 125 articles. I printed off and reviewed the full
text of 18 of the most varied, lengthy and applicable news articles from the first 50 entries to
gain a basic understanding of the public’s general response to the campaign.
For the ethical analysis, several scholars have provided useful guidelines for evaluating
the ethics of persuasive communication. Baker and Martinson (2001) noticed there were
overlapping aspects of all such definitions of ethical persuasion, so they designed their TARES
test as a way to encapsulate all these common principles into one model. The five principles
represented in the TARES acronym are Truthfulness of the message, Authenticity of the
persuader, Respect for the audience, Equity/fairness of the appeal to the audience, and Social
responsibility for common good. Sproule (1980) also provides a useful checklist for ethical
communication, focusing on Kantian concepts like motives, universal application, right means,
and proper fit with social values. I focused the analysis on evaluating the campaign according to
both TARES (Baker & Martinson, 2001) and Sproule’s (1980) principles.
Following a basic structure guided by Aristotle’s notion of ethos, logos and pathos in
persuasion, the upcoming findings section is organized around three main communication
elements: (although recognizing that they are by no means mutually exclusive categories): the
communicator, the message, and the audience/society. Applicable TARES principles are
considered within each of the ethos, logos, and pathos categories. Additionally, even though my
perspective is influenced by a non-speciesist (or animal rights) worldview, I also considered a
more mainstream humanistic (or welfare-oriented) worldview in analyzing this campaign as well
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as considering both duty-based and utilitarian ethics so that multiple perspectives would be
acknowledged and validated.

FINDINGS
1. The Communicator:
Duty-based ethics tend to drive ethical concerns over the actions (means) and motives of
the communicator. PETA’s motives for this campaign were altruistic, and Newkirk admitted that
she never meant or expected to offend the Jewish community or cause them any pain, as she had
the backing of many Jewish leaders in the campaign design and funding. Additionally, Kant’s
categorical imperative asks us to consider whether this action would be right if used in general.
Use of shocking and emotionally upsetting visual imagery of human atrocities is certainly not
something to be used in general in all media campaigns, however, I believe using it carefully and
thoughtfully as a parallel in a serious attempt to help end other mass killings does seem
justifiable. However, a mainstream (albeit speciesist) perspective would likely argue that human
genocide is not comparable to mass killings of other animals; the latter view would perceive this
campaign as setting a precedent for misuse that should not be universally repeated.
Another important aspect of Kant’s categorical imperative requires that we never use a
human being as a means to an end (and a non-speciesist postmodern ethical interpretation would
expand this principle to protect all sentient beings). In this regard, the campaign is complicated,
as many of the complaints centered on a perception that PETA misused or exploited the
Holocaust images (and indirectly the victims themselves) in order to gain attention for what was
largely perceived to be an unrelated “animal husbandry” issue. However, images of nonhuman
animals were also used for shock value, but I saw no complaints that these nonhumans were
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“used” as a means. Some may perceive that PETA used both these victims’ imagery as merely a
tool, but no disrespect was meant for the dignity of life in either case. In fact, it was just the
opposite because the campaign only used shocking imagery of abuse as a call for everyone to
have more respect for the sanctity of all life so that no living beings will continue to be treated as
a means to any oppressor’s ends.
TARES suggests the communicator’s actions must be authentic, which involves showing
integrity, virtue, and sincerity. Certainly, PETA is sincere in its desire to reduce animal suffering
by having people go vegetarian, so the campaign goals do authentically match the SMO’s
mission. However, some may accuse PETA of being disingenuous when claiming that it never
expected to offend the Jewish community, considering the common-sense knowledge that use of
Holocaust imagery is clearly a highly sensitive issue not to be taken lightly. Additionally,
PETA’s stance on the campaign’s effectiveness seems contradictory as, on one hand, it claims
the campaign was highly successful and got a largely positive response, but it still acknowledges
surprise that the campaign simultaneously hurt many people’s feelings. It seems to undermine
the sincerely of Newkirk’s public apology for Matt Prescott (2006) to state that the campaign
was a great success and PETA would not do anything differently in hindsight. It would be more
honest for PETA to use a utilitarian defense and say it knew the campaign would offend many
people (or that it did not care if it did offend), but PETA thought those people needed to be
offended so they would open their eyes to their role in a modern day “holocaust.”
A final point to bring up regarding authenticity is my contention that PETA was the
wrong organization to deliver this sensitive, complicated, and intellectually challenging message
because it does not have the proper “ethos” to pull it off. Due to its reputation for outlandish,
sensational, and often offensive media “stunts,” including putting pies in people’s faces, PETA
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has often intentionally made itself the laughing stock and lost credibility as a rights organization
to be taken seriously. Yet, knowing its own reputation, PETA attempted to address an issue of
the utmost gravity to the public – human genocide. Despite the solemnity and professionalism
with which PETA tried to address the issue (much more serious than their normal celebrity
approach), I do not think the public could dissociate the self-professed reputation of the
messenger as a “stunt queen” from the sanctity the message warranted. While a different animal
protection group with a better image may have had a more appropriate reputation to match the
serious tone of this campaign, I do not think any other major group would have risked it because
it is simply too “aggressive” and controversial to fit anyone else’s media modus operandi.

2. The Message:
The first principle of the TARES test asks us to examine the truthfulness of the message.
Using Bivins’ (2004) two truth components (accuracy and context) as a guide, the campaign
does seem truthful. I do not see any inaccuracy or deceit in the facts or visuals used in the
campaign, and the context seems sufficient in cases where the audience either went to the web
site or was able to talk to a PETA representative at the exhibit and read a pamphlet. However, I
contend that the use of TV ads and billboards to convey this message likely does not allow for
adequate context to be given on a complicated and sensitive issue such as this, whereas a
documentary, book, or lecture might provide much more thorough context. The campaign web
site did reference books on this topic, such as Patterson’s Eternal Treblinka (2002), a book
which provides a lot of information on this comparison devoid of any disturbing images.
Realistically, the shocking photos were a key strategic element of visual rhetoric that
enabled this to become an image event, according to Jamieson’s (1998) definition. The photos
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allowed the campaign not only to attract more attention but also to translate the metaphorical
message quicker and with more visceral impact than any written/text-oriented campaign could
have. So, from a utilitarian standpoint, the use of the images does have some validity if it indeed
did lead people to go vegetarian and decrease animal killing. However, it seemed many people
found the use of the images so offensive that they were distracted or even repelled from the
vegetarian and animal rights message, which would mean the campaign was unsuccessful from a
utilitarian standpoint. For example, the news media coverage rarely mentioned vegetarianism or
nonhuman animals at all, except when referencing how inappropriate it was to parallel human
“genocide” or “murder” with animal “husbandry” or “mistreatment.” The media rarely
emphasized the issues the nonhumans face and humans’ role in their suffering, which was the
whole point of the campaign.
Considering that the campaign likely would have caused fewer people emotional pain if it
had excluded the graphic photos of human Holocaust victims, and considering that the visuals
were more offensive than effective at achieving the goal in most instances, then a strong case
could be made that the campaign would have been more ethical if it had left out any Holocaust
imagery and just focused on factory farming imagery with quotes from Jewish scholars. As a
modification of this idea, the campaign could have restricted the use of the upsetting Holocaust
imagery to the web site so people could have chosen to avoid it if they wanted. It is especially
hard to avoid the tragic images when they are on television or a billboard, which makes their use
in these public venues less appropriate.
Even without the upsetting images, it is the basic human-animal analogy that some see as
specious, calling the overall logos of the message into question. If one does not perceive of the
killing of animals in agribusiness for purposes of food as a true parallel to the killing of Jews in
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Nazi death camps for purposes of greed/political power or bigotry, then the overall message does
not make sense or seem legitimate. I believe this was the case with many viewers, as most people
currently feel that it is okay to breed and use nonhumans as food resources. And while the
campaign’s logic makes perfect sense to non-speciesist viewers, that fact is somewhat ethically
irrelevant since those viewers are likely to already be vegetarian and are therefore not in the
intended target audience. However, the message text and photo analogies did much to provide
solid evidence and reasoning to justify the validity of the parallel between the killings. So just
because many in the public could not (or chose not to) open their minds to consider the
message’s validity, does not mean that the logos of the campaign was actually weak or lacking.

3. The Audience/Society:
A key ethical determinant to any persuasive communication is consideration for the
audience’s interests (Bivins, 2004; Grunig, 2001; Marsh, 2001; Steiner, 1989; Wilkins &
Christians, 2001). I would argue that this area comprises the largest ethical lapses in the
campaign. Beginning with the TARES principle of respect for the audience, one could argue that
PETA did not show proper respect for the feelings of the audience because it subjected them to
emotionally upsetting images. To PETA’s credit, Newkirk did later apologize for the pain the
campaign caused some people, even if she did not regret the campaign as a whole nor state that
they would not do it again. Some may rightly see the campaign as disrespecting the audience by
also insinuating that meat-eaters and animal farmers are akin to Nazis. It is true that the
campaign asks people to take accountability for the killing they financially support, thereby
implicitly accusing them of being guilty of turning a blind eye to murder they could choose to
prevent. But the sheer fact that the campaign assumes the audience is capable of feeling guilty
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over hurting animals shows it ultimately respects the audience for possessing a strong sense of
compassionate ethical values. This plays off Munro’s (1999) idea of activating the cognitive
dissonance people naturally feel over their use of animals.
Others would argue that if the campaign truly wanted to show respect for the values of
the audience, it would not have mocked the public’s current humanist value system (often based
in religion) which prioritizes human life over nonhuman animal life. Indeed, many of the cities
which banned the exhibit and advertisements did so because they deemed it to be offensive to the
social norms of the community. In this respect, the campaign clearly fails to build community,
mutual understanding, or strengthen relationships, which are hallmarks of symmetrical
communications ethics models (Grunig, 2001). Although, as a caveat to the issue of appealing to
community-held values, at its heart, the campaign does support the overall value of protecting
the innocent from violence, which certainly is a socially acceptable value in the community; so
even though some people found the specifics of the message offensive to certain social values
they cherish, the campaign cannot be accused of promoting completely anti-social or dangerous
values in total disregard of community standards.
Regarding the campaign’s ability to foster public dialogue, that is debatable. While it
certainly did encourage much public discussion and media attention, most of it simply reflected
the public’s outrage over the comparison of human lives to animals rather than a willingness to
deeply investigate the ethics of their own dietary choices or the destructive logic of the
constructed human/animal dichotomy. Matt Prescott (2006) contends in his direct experience the
campaign was successful at getting many people to talk and understand the connection between
all oppression. This success seems to be more on a personal level than a public one because
outside of some positive op-eds and letters to the editor, the proposed issue of factory farm
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cruelty and meat-eating was unfortunately not debated much in the larger public forum as a
result of this campaign. Instead of debate, there seemed to be more of a consensus that the
campaign’s use of Holocaust imagery to promote vegetarianism was simply tasteless, insensitive,
and offensive. In which case, the public just reconfirmed their collective belief in sustaining the
human/animal dualism. Interestingly, the party that was most directly attacked in the campaign
(by being compared to Nazis) was animal agribusiness, yet the agribusiness industry did not
appear to feel the need to publicly protect itself or protest. Since the media and public did not
make factory farming an issue in the public controversy, agribusiness could simply lay low
knowing that ironically PETA looked more like the real bad guy than they did.
Overall, ethical issues regarding the audience/society stem from a concern that persuasive
communication should avoid causing any unjustified harm. A viewpoint sympathetic to animal
rights could then justify this campaign’s ethicality by arguing that the harm that meat-eaters
cause to nonhumans when they support mass slaughter outweighs the harm the campaign causes
to some people by hurting their feelings. Certainly, if one type of harm has to be chosen over the
other, most people would agree that preventing murder is more important than preventing
temporary emotional discomfort. However, what many people do not agree on with PETA is the
idea that killing nonhumans for food really constitutes “murder,” or unjustified harm, or that
slaughterhouse killing of nonhumans is comparable on any level to murder of humans. PETA’s
is perhaps an idea ahead of its time.

DISCUSSION
The findings demonstrate the complexity of this public relations case and how no one
right answer exists but rather a collection of options appealing to different ethical perspectives
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and worldviews. In response to the first research question seeking an assessment of the
campaign’s strengths and weaknesses, if we based a summary around the TARES principles,
truthfulness and authenticity might be seen as campaign strengths, while equity and social
responsibility would be questionable, and respect for the audience would likely be the largest
weakness. Expanding the evaluation beyond just TARES principles, other strengths include the
campaign’s design and implementation by Jewish activists; its altruistic intentions to address the
under-appreciated problem of factory farm cruelty; its emphasis on face-to-face dialogue at the
exhibits; the context given to support the human/animal parallel on the web site and at the
exhibits; and the proper sober tone given to the campaign design, despite its being an image
event (i.e. PETA avoided its usual sensational PR tactics of being comical or using celebrities).
The campaign’s weakest elements were: PETA’s poor ethos; a public perception by many
that graphic Holocaust photos were exploited as a means to an unrelated end; the use of some
commercial media venues lacking appropriate context and seriousness; a lack of proper respect
for people’s emotions regarding a tragic historic event; and a perceived lack of respect for the
audience’s values and social norms. The latter audience oversights led the campaign to fail to
meet Wilkins & Christians’ (2001) ethical standards of fostering relationships, a sense of
community, or a meaningful public dialogue on the key social problem of raising animals for
food, particularly in the media. However, a caveat is the two-way symmetrical communication
(Grunig, 2001) that occurred between the public and PETA representatives at the exhibit.
In response to the second research question, I think the ethicality of the campaign could
have been improved, and overall harm to people minimized, if the main image event primarily
centered on factory farming photos, with all Holocaust comparisons done with scholarly quotes
and text so no images of human victims were shown, at least not in public. Additionally, the
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campaign could have avoided advertising because it did not allow for the proper context and
depth the audience would need to reflect on this highly sensitive and complex philosophical
issue. And more context and intellectual stature could have been provided by adding a lecture or
book tour by Jewish scholars in accompaniment with the exhibits. Finally, I think the group of
Jewish individuals who worked on the campaign’s design and funded it should have been its sole
sponsor, not PETA.
I cannot fault any animal rights group for attempting to publicly deconstruct the
destructive human/animal dualism, as it serves as the basis for the systematic killing of animals
that Derrida (2004) refers to as the worst kind of violence, “the purely instrumental, industrial,
chemico-genetic treatment of living beings” (p. 73) who suffer a “genocidal torture” (p. 67) at
the hands of man. However, despite my agreement with the goals and intentions of the
campaign, my final decision after all this analysis confirms my initial reaction back in 2003, that
PETA was the wrong group to attempt such a sensitive and philosophical campaign. PETA has
been effective at enacting some landmark changes for animals, but its reputation had to take a hit
in order to attract media attention for nonhumans in this hegemonic environment. As a result,
PETA is not known as a particularly sensitive, serious, or rational organization. It has not earned
the kind of credibility it would take to gain the public’s respect and trust to the point where
people might be willing to open their hearts and minds to consider a new perspective on whether
their carnivorous diet is indeed a form of mass murder.
In considering whether PETA lost the “moral high-ground” that Munro (1999) argues is
necessary in animal campaigns, I think it did to a large extent in this case. This is mainly because
the use of the Holocaust imagery was largely perceived by the public as insensitive and
exploitative. Even though the minor harm to people caused by the campaign’s use of these
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images is trumped by the campaign’s justified desire to stop the major harm to nonhumans, it
would be preferable to design this campaign in a way that also avoided harming the very people
they sought to convince.
Moving forward, future studies should continue to explore the special ethical issues SMO
campaigns face in trying to sell a new ideology, as it has complications quite different from a
corporate campaign selling a standard product or service or a charity promoting a commonly
accepted social good. While social marketing literature on ethics may serve as a guide
(Andreasen, 1995; Smith, 2001), much of this is geared towards promotion of behavioral
changes for health rather than enacting radical changes in worldviews. So in tackling this latter
challenge, SMOs need practical ethical guidance for using persuasive communication in ways
that are respectful, foster unity, and retain ethos – realizing it is hard to show sincere respect for
your audience’s social values when you seek to change them. And, returning to Simonson’s
(2001) audio media metaphor, it is an additional challenge for an SMO like PETA to make a
sound that will truly resonate with its audience on such a serious social issue when it is having to
scream to be heard.
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APPENDIX
PHOTO 1: Sample of PETA public exhibit (in Stockholm, Sweden)
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