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      Veganisms                     

     Robert     C.     Jones    

          Introduction 

 Th ose of us living in affl  uent consumer culture under late capitalism, 
where plant-based alternatives to meat and dairy are readily available, 
are morally obligated to adopt vegan practice. Th e source of this obli-
gation is grounded in a widely held belief, namely, that—all else being 
equal—unnecessary suff ering and premature death are bad things and 
that acting with relatively minimal cost to oneself to contribute to 
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a decrease in violence, objectifi cation, domination, exploitation, and 
oppression is something we should all aspire to.  1   When I say that we  2   
are obligated to adopt vegan practice, not just any type of “vegan prac-
tice” will do, so I want to argue for a specifi c type of veganism I call 
 political veganism . I will do that toward the end of this chapter since I 
fi rst want to establish that it is morally wrong for the vast majority of 
us living in high-income, highly industrialized, consumer cultures—
such as the majority of us living in the Global North—to consume 
animal  3   products. 

 To clarify, the argument is not an argument for some kind of universal 
veganism; that is, I will not argue that every human being on the planet 
is morally obligated to become vegan. Not because I don’t believe it—I 
do—but because (a) the question of whether an indigenous Inuit sub-
sistence hunter must stop consuming all animal products is complicated 
and not my focus in this chapter, and (b) I prefer to focus my argument 
on those of us living in Western societies. 

 Instead, I off er what I call a “localized version” of the argument 
for veganism. Th at is, it’s an argument that applies only locally, not 
universally, the scope of which is directed, as I said, toward those of 
us living in consumer culture under late capitalism where plant-based 
alternatives to meat and dairy are readily available. Central to the argu-
ment is the claim that both factory farming and so-called “humane” 
farming are morally problematic. However, describing the treatment 
of nonhuman animals used in food production and why these prac-
tices are unnecessary and immoral is not the focus of this chapter. 
Knockdown arguments for why both methods of animal farming are 
morally wrong are successfully made elsewhere.  4   Instead, I want to 
focus on a challenge generated by the central premise of the argument 
for veganism, a challenge that,  prima facie , threatens to undermine the 
obligation to embrace veganism for those who believe that going vegan 
decreases the suff ering and death of sentient beings (which, I imagine, 
is the reason why a majority of ethical vegans go vegan in the fi rst 
place). In answering this objection, I discuss a number of solutions 
that I believe, jointly, meet the challenge. Finally, I explore various 
kinds of veganisms and advocate for political veganism. But for now, 
let’s fi rst have a look at the localized argument for veganism.  
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    An Argument for Ethical Veganism  5   

     1.    It is wrong to cause suff ering and/or premature death unless there is 
good enough reason.  6     

   2.    Th e production of animal products causes animals suff ering and/or 
premature death.   

   3.    Consumption of animal products increases the production of animal 
products.   

   4.    With minimal hardship (if any), a vast majority of those of us living in 
high-income, highly industrialized, consumer cultures (such as those 
of us living in the Global North) can fl ourish without consuming 
animal products.   

   5.    A vast majority of those described in (4) consume animal products not 
because such products are physiologically or nutritionally necessary 
but for convenience or taste preference.   

   6.    Convenience or the satisfaction of taste preference are not good 
enough reasons to justify the harm that the consumption of animal 
products causes to animals.   

   7.    Th erefore, it is morally wrong to consume animal products (1–6).   
   8.    Th erefore, a vast majority of those living in high-income, highly indus-

trialized, consumer cultures ought to stop consuming animal products.     

 Th e argument is pretty straightforward and compelling (to me, at least), 
but the argument for veganism faces what some see as a serious factual and 
conceptual challenge to the central premise of the argument, namely (3), con-
sumption of animal products increases the production of animal products.  7    

    A Puzzle About Ethical Veganism: The Causal 
Impotence Objection 

 To argue that the raising and commodifi cation of other-than-human ani-
mals for consumption is morally bad is one thing; to argue that individ-
ual consumers ought not to purchase animal products is quite another. 
Th e reason being that there’s a bit of a puzzle—located in (3) of the argu-
ment—that few vegans address. 
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 Recall premise (3) of the argument: Consumption of animal products 
increases the production of animal products. Th e relation implicit in (3) 
is a  causal  relation. Th at is, the idea behind (3) is that my consuming 
(“consuming” in the sense of my acting as a market  consumer ) animal 
products creates demand for animal products, and thus, (indirectly)  causes  
an increase in the production of animal products, and thus, an increase 
in animal suff ering. Th e assumption behind ethical veganism—and most 
likely the central reason why a vast majority of vegans go vegan in the fi rst 
place—is that going vegan decreases animal suff ering. By going vegan, 
according to the argument, you somehow contribute  directly  to decreas-
ing suff ering on both small ranches and factory farms. 

 I recently ate at the Southern California vegan fast-food chain Native 
Foods, where, after ordering at the counter, I was handed a placard 
with my order number on it. Th e placard read, “Crispy Battered Native 
Chicken Wings: One order saves three chickens!” What exactly does this 
mean? It can’t mean that there are three chickens somewhere who are 
waiting to be slaughtered on a factory farm whose lives are spared when I 
order the Crispy Battered Native Chicken Wings. 

 Maybe what the placard means then is something like this: Th ree 
chickens won’t be born, won’t come into existence, and won’t suff er the 
horrible lives and deaths of factory-farmed chickens because I order the 
Crispy Battered Native Chicken Wings. But how exactly does that work? 
It can’t mean that I thwart the plan of some egg producer, who is wait-
ing for the thumbs-up to hatch another three chickens, by ordering this 
particular vegan dish. Besides, you cannot save a nonexistent being, so it 
can’t mean that. I think the charitable read is something like this: When 
consumers—as a  group —order Crispy Battered Native Chicken Wings 
instead of actual chicken wings, the demand for chicken decreases, 
causing the chicken market to produce fewer  chickens. Translating this 
market decrease into number of chickens actually “saved,” and divid-
ing by the number of consumers who order the Crispy Battered Native 
Chicken Wings, you get the average number of chickens that each 
individual consumer saves when ordering the Crispy Battered Native 
Chicken Wings, which in this case is three. But is that really what is 
intended by the claim on the placard? And even if it is, is it all really that 
simple? Th e answer seems to be no. 
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 Critics argue that this kind of linear causal story connecting individual 
consumer choice to changes in market supply gets the real-world facts 
all wrong. Markets like the chicken market are too massive to be sensi-
tive to the purchasing behaviors of any single consumer. And since the 
overwhelming majority of individual consumers have nothing at all to do 
directly with agribusiness, or the raising or killing of “livestock,” an indi-
vidual consumer’s choice to refrain from the purchase or consumption of 
animal products makes  no diff erence at all  in decreasing the number of 
animals suff ering and dying on factory farms. Th is is known as the  causal 
impotence objection  to ethical veganism. 

 One might object on the grounds that this kind of challenge is too 
abstract and that it’s obvious that purchasing meat causes animal suff er-
ing and death; hence, annoying “hypothetical” puzzles like this should be 
dismissed out of hand as so much philosophical sophistry. However, it 
would be too fast a dismissal. 

 First, it’s easy to imagine someone in the real world reasoning in the 
following way: Whether or not I order the chicken won’t change any-
thing. Regardless of what I do, the ag industry will do what it’s going to 
do and the animal rights movement will do whatever it’s going to do, so 
what I do makes no diff erence. So I guess I’ll just order the chicken. 

 Second, it’s certainly true that, (a)  collectively , consumers of animal 
products (e.g., meat eaters) cause harm to animals.  8   However, from the 
truth of (a), it does not follow that (b) a particular consumer of animal 
products causes harm to animals. An inference from (a) to (b) would be 
fallacious since it’s possible for (a) to be true while (b) is false.  9   But let’s 
look more closely at the claim made by the Native Foods placard. It would 
seem that such claims make a kind of simplistic assumption, namely, that 
supply is sensitive to demand. But imagine the following case. I decide to 
prepare chicken for dinner, so I head to my local supermarket and purchase 
a  frozen chicken. As Robert Bass points out, this purchase has “no eff ect 
on the killing, packaging, freezing and shipping of that chicken a week or 
two earlier…the decision weeks earlier to raise a certain number of broilers 
from eggs, or the decision months or years earlier to operate the chicken 
house where the chicken spent her life. Nothing I do brings it about that 
one chicken more or less is raised for food.”  10   

Veganisms 19



 At this point, you might think that my purchasing that one chicken 
refl ects an increase in demand for chicken, and that an increase in demand 
will lead to a  future  increase in supply, and thus, one more chicken will 
be slaughtered as a result of my purchase. But you would be wrong for a 
few reasons. First, supermarkets order more chickens than they expect to 
sell since waste and spoilage are built into the ordering process. Second, 
supermarkets in particular, and agribusiness more generally, are so huge 
that the chicken market is insensitive to individual consumer decisions. 
But if this is so, why is it wrong for individuals to purchase or con-
sume animal products such as frozen chicken? Just how responsible are 
we in causing suff ering and harm to other animals when we consume 
their bodies produced in the industrialized system, and what diff erence 
might we make as individuals? It seems that individual consumers are 
powerless  qua  individuals to cause change in such an enormous market. 
If so, then (3) is false, and individual vegans make virtually no diff erence 
whatsoever in decreasing animal suff ering; therefore, ethical vegans who 
believe that their individual purchases have direct causal effi  cacy on the 
lives of nonhuman animals (as the Native Foods placard suggests) are, at 
best, confused. Th is causal impotence objection stands as a challenge to 
the obligation for individuals to go vegan.  

    Solutions 

 Vegans have a number of responses to the causal impotence objection. I 
want to discuss just a few solutions and argue that these solutions can, in 
concert, answer the challenge. 

 Th e fi rst response is simply to deny the claim of causal impotency and 
ask: How can an individual make no diff erence if  together  we make a 
diff erence? If collective action has causal impact (which it does), then at 
least  some  individual instances must have causal impact. Collective action 
is not some kind of spooky “metaphysical” occurrence, but a combina-
tion of individual actions that can each have a variety of impacts. Th ough 
seemingly imperceptible, there is nonetheless some impact (albeit, 
very small) that, when combined with the very small impacts of other 
consumers, results in causal eff ect. 
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 For example, it may be that my action serves as a trigger or threshold. 
Suppose that the butcher only makes a call to order more chickens when 
the 100th chicken breast is purchased, or the poultry industry only 
reduces production when a threshold of 10,000 people stop purchasing 
chicken. It may seem that if you are not the one who purchases the 100th 
chicken breast or are not the 10,000th person who gave up chicken prod-
ucts, your refraining from such purchases makes no diff erence. However, 
your refraining aff ects the timing of slaughter or the cessation of slaugh-
ter. Th is is an impact, even if it is not a direct impact on any particular 
individual. So buying or not buying animal bodies does make a diff er-
ence. Further, no matter what the causal impact of your refraining from 
consuming animal products, what is certain is that your not going vegan 
is practically certain to delay any threshold event happening, and there-
fore, practically certain to result in excess animal suff ering.  11   

 A second response revolves around the notion of role modeling. 
Many involved in vegan practice infl uence others who, in turn, infl u-
ence others, and so on. Th is kind of role modeling may be understood 
as a species of the broader phenomenon of  social contagion  in which 
an action of a particular type makes another action of that type more 
likely. Th us, veganism can increase the probability that others become 
vegan, which increases the probability that the collective action of 
the aggregate more quickly brings about a reduction in the number 
of animals produced for food and other consumer goods, decreasing 
animal suff ering and bringing about a decrease in violence, exploita-
tion, and domination.  12   

 With regard to private actions like eating leftover chicken when no 
one else is around (or will ever witness or even fi nd out about), doing so 
may actually increase the chance that one may, in the future, eat more 
chicken. Veganism urges us to conceptualize chicken or pig bodies, for 
example, as “not food,” much the way many in Western cultures think of 
dog bodies as “not food.”  13   As people begin to view the corpses of oth-
ers as inedible, the probability that they will want to consume “leftover” 
bodies is lowered. Someone aspiring to be the kind of person who acts 
to minimize suff ering and oppression will thus adopt strategies that will 
stabilize their ability to act on their values and refrain from consuming 
animal products even in the case of private consumption.  14   
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 A third response expands on a notion mentioned above, namely, 
conceptualizing animal bodies as food. Lori Gruen  15   argues persuasively 
that the very act of ontologizing animals as food, of putting animals in 
the category of the edible, strips them of their individual personalities 
and interests. Animals have interests beyond not suff ering that matter—
for example, being allowed to live their lives with their family members 
and not being killed simply to satisfy someone else’s culinary desires. 
Being categorized as edible, in industrial societies, renders these beings 
as disposable and consumable. When we place nonhuman animals in the 
category of “things,” commodities to be bought and sold, we change both 
the relationships we have with them and how we think of those relation-
ships. As humans, we understand ourselves as not in the category of the 
edible, and this understanding, in part, shapes how we construct our 
relations with each other and the ways of life we share. If we were instead 
to think of our bodies and other people’s bodies as food, the value of our 
bodies and ourselves changes. 

 In response, it might be argued that since both human and nonhuman 
animals are, in fact, consumable, the problem is not that we ontologize 
animals as food, but that we ontologize animals as meat. Val Plumwood  16   
argues that while “meat” represents reductionism, domination, alien-
ation, and commodifi cation, “food” suggests an acknowledgment of 
our ecological selves. But Plumwood confl ates the fact that we are all 
 consumable with the fact that we categorize some bodies as “edible” and 
others as “nonedible.” Th at humans could be consumed as prey in cer-
tain contexts is distinct from the social categorization of certain others as 
edible. To be vegan is not to deny ecological entanglement, but to suggest 
a reconceptualization of animals in their living bodies as fellow creatures 
with whom we can be in empathetic relationship and for whom we must 
have deeper respect.  17   

 A fourth response involves not the notion of individual causal effi  -
cacy, but relies instead on the notion of complicity, group causation, and 
group function. Elizabeth Harman,  18   for example, argues that actions can 
sometimes be morally wrong, not because they make any diff erence to 
the amount of suff ering in the world, but because they involve a kind of 
joint causation, which is neither necessary nor suffi  cient for an eff ect. As 
per Harman’s view, one need not make a causal diff erence to have good 
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reason to refrain from participating in collective wrongs. For example, 
it is wrong to participate in group bullying even if your joining the bul-
lying makes no diff erence to how badly the victim is hurt. For example, 
imagine a case where the bullying victim is so upset that he is not pay-
ing attention to who is actually verbally bullying him, and so it would 
make no diff erence whether you join the bullying. In other words, the 
causal story for the harm perpetrated upon the bullied is overdetermined 
by the number of the bullying group. For Harman, though refraining 
from individual acts of meat consumption may have little or no eff ect on 
decreasing animal suff ering, it may still be wrong to (a) participate as a 
joint cause in such a collective wrong, or (b) fail to participate as a joint 
cause in a collective good. Th us, Harman identifi es two moral reasons 
for individuals to adopt vegan practice independent of whether doing 
so has any direct or indirect causal eff ect on decreasing animal suff ering. 
By consuming animal products, one is (a) participating as a  joint cause  
in practices that cause animal suff ering and/or premature death and (b) 
failing to participate in a movement that can do a lot of moral good.  19   

 Expanding on the notion of complicity and group function, Adrienne 
Martin  20   argues that even if adopting vegan practice makes no causal dif-
ference to decreasing animal suff ering, not doing so makes the consumer 
complicit in animal suff ering in that the consumer shares responsibil-
ity for the direct harms perpetrated by meat, egg, and dairy producers. 
Martin’s notion of complicity hinges on the notion of role-taking and 
group function. For Martin, individual consumers of animal products are 
complicit in the harm and suff ering experienced by animals not because 
they contribute directly or indirectly to such harm, but because they will-
ingly participate as members of a consumer group that has the function 
of signaling demand. According to Martin, such a collectivized liability 
account of responsibility is eminently plausible:

  Everyone who voluntarily joins [in the bullying] thereby participates in a 
cooperative project aimed at making the victim suff er, and it is surely right 
that each individual participant is thereby liable to be blamed for the victim’s 
suff ering, even if the suff ering would be just as bad if the ringleader (say) were 
the only tormentor. What matters here is not whether there is some chance 
that an individual will make a diff erence to the suff ering, or even that each 
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individual is a joint cause. What matters is that the individual willingly 
adopts the role of participant in a group, knowing or at least suspecting that 
the group has the function of making its victim suff er. Th e individual is 
thereby liable to be blamed for what other group members do qua partici-
pants, including succeeding in the group’s purpose; this liability stands even 
if the individual does not actually contribute to the victim’s suff ering.  21   

 Likewise, the non-vegan willingly adopts a role as a participant in a  con-
sumer group  that one knows (or ought to know) serves a function of sig-
naling increased demand to meat, egg, and dairy producers. And in this 
way, consuming animal products makes one complicit in the animals’ 
suff ering and/or premature death. Conversely, in order not to be com-
plicit, one must (at the very least) refrain from the consumption of ani-
mal products, regardless of whether such refraining is causally effi  cacious 
in reducing animal suff ering and/or death. 

 Th ough none of these responses individually provides a knockdown 
rejoinder to the causal impotence objection to veganism, it is clear that 
taken as a group they do in fact adequately provide a rational basis to 
adopt vegan practice. Just what the vegan practice should look like is the 
focus of the following section.  

    Veganisms 

 Clearly, there are strong grounds for accepting the localized argument for 
veganism. As a rational and eff ective response to hierarchical, systemic, 
speciesist human violence perpetrated against nonhuman animals, veg-
anism plays an indispensable role in dissolving such violence. However, 
there are a number of ways of conceiving of veganism. 

    Identity Veganism 

 In adopting vegan practice, a number of ethical vegans see veganism pri-
marily as an  individual lifestyle choice , an expression of their commit-
ment to decreasing (and ultimately ending) the suff ering and death that 
accompanies the commodifi cation of sentient nonhuman beings. 
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 Since many ethical vegans may believe (wrongly) that no animals are 
harmed in the production of their vegan consumer goods and foodstuff s, 
this ethical vegan “lifestyle” may sometimes be accompanied by a sense 
of ethical purity, a belief that once one adopts a vegan lifestyle, one then 
has “clean hands” and may carry on one’s consumerism with a clear con-
science. Seen as a kind of litmus test of one’s commitment to social justice 
for animals, veganism may sometimes be thought as the “moral baseline” 
for those seeking to end the suff ering and domination of other-than- 
human animals. Th ough there are debates among vegans about ques-
tions of purity and commitment, there appears to be a growing public 
perception of vegans, a kind of  vegaphobia   22  —which may be based in 
fact, prejudice, or more likely a combination of both—that vegans see 
themselves as better than and morally superior to non-vegans; that they 
may sometimes appear to be “preachy”; and that they may exhibit a kind 
of self-righteous zealotry, acting as the “vegan police” who promulgate 
veganism as the universal, one-and-only way to fi ght systemic violence 
against animals.  23   It was perhaps proponents of identity veganism that 
prompted philosopher Val Plumwood to describe vegans as

  crusading [and]…aggressively ethnocentric, dismissing alternative and 
indigenous food practices and wisdom and demanding universal adherence 
to a western urban model of vegan practice in which human predation fi g-
ures basically as a new version of original sin, going on to supplement this 
by a culturally familiar methodology of dispensing excuses and exemptions 
for those too frail to reach their exacting moral norms of carnivorous self.  24   

 Such vegans are sometimes perceived—rightly or wrongly—as judging 
non-vegans (including ovo-lacto vegetarians) as shirking their responsi-
bility or being self-indulgent or simply cruel.  25   Th is view, that the only 
ethical way to live is to adopt a vegan lifestyle, is called  identity veganism  
by Gruen and Jones.  26   What distinguishes identity veganism from other 
kinds of veganism is that identity veganism is more about the practitio-
ner’s self-image, state of mind, and attitude (particularly regarding them-
selves vis-à-vis non-vegans) than about consumer behavior. Th ough,  qua  
consumers, the behavior of identity vegans may be indistinguishable from 
that of other types of vegans, it is a kind of deluded self- righteousness of 
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some identity vegans that distinguishes them from other kinds of vegans. 
If followed strictly and universally, identity veganism is thought to con-
fer clean hands and a clean conscience. As the name implies, this sort of 
veganism is often thought of as an identity, or individual lifestyle choice, 
and is sometimes characterized—again, rightly or wrongly—as exuding 
an air of moral certitude and superiority.  27   

 However, there are at least two reasons why identity veganism is not a 
kind of veganism to be endorsed. First, identity veganism is, at best, naïve 
and Pollyannaish and, at worst, a way to insulate oneself from a terribly 
inconvenient truth. For in late-capitalist consumer culture, even vegans can-
not escape the cycle of state-supported, systemic, industrialized violence and 
destruction of animals and their habitats. Vegan or not, we all have blood on 
our hands. Try as they might to believe otherwise, identity vegans must face 
the fact that regarding our contributions to the objectifi cation of animals 
and the consumption of animal products, there is no “moral sainthood.”  28   

 Second, since the central focus of identity veganism practice is the 
rejection of and abstention from the consumption of  nonhuman animal  
products, identity vegans may fail to attend to the lives of other sentient 
beings who may suff er to produce their consumer goods— specifi cally, 
 human  sentient beings. For example, workers of the Global South 
exploited to produce identity vegans’ nonanimal product–containing 
consumer goods may not be considered in the equation relating personal 
consumer choice with a reduction or elimination of suff ering. Neither 
may identity vegans dedicate their practice to the environmental costs of 
their vegan consumerism. Th e circumstances driving their “clean hands” 
self-image may exclude damage to habitat that the production of vegan 
foodstuff s may (and often do) incur. Th is discussion leads me to the next 
kind of veganism I wish to address, boycott veganism.  

    Boycott Veganism 

 Like identity veganism, the guiding principle behind  boycott veganism   29   
is a rejection of the purchase and consumption of all animal products 
with less (or no) consideration for the human or even environmental 
costs. Yet,  unlike  identity vegans, boycott vegans may very well accept 
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that a by-product of the web of production of even vegan foodstuff s may 
involve the harming of individual sentient nonhuman animals. However, 
as identity veganism is not to be endorsed, neither is boycott veganism. 

 First, boycott veganism (like identity veganism) sees vegan practice 
as a kind of individual lifestyle choice, ignoring the larger social, cul-
tural, economic, and political contexts in which systematized, institu-
tional violence, suff ering, exploitation, domination, objectifi cation, and 
commodifi cation of both human and nonhuman animals are required to 
produce consumer goods of all kinds, including “vegan” consumer goods. 
As Jenkins and Stanescu make powerfully clear:

  [B]oycott veganism confl ates conspicuous consumption with ethical action 
and political change....Simply replacing animal with plant-based products 
only transfers capital to global corporations through diff erent mechanisms; 
boycott veganism serves to reinforce capitalist institutions and neoliberal 
social structures that promote the commodifi cation of life and disguise 
market forces as neutral, amoral means of distributing social goods.  30   

 Some identity and boycott vegans (e.g., “Taco Bell vegans”) either tacitly 
or actively condone the continued existence of the very same exploit-
ative consumer-capitalist structures that produce things such as the milk 
found in milk chocolate (which they refuse to consume), and the cacao 
produced using child slave labor (which they may willingly or perhaps 
unknowingly consume),  31   or palm oil, a ubiquitous ingredient found in a 
large number of prepared “vegan” foods produced by clear-cutting which 
devastates endangered (and non-endangered) species’ habitats.  32   

 Second, by reducing veganism to individual consumer choices, boycott 
vegans unwittingly reinforce the belief that by “voting” with your vegan 
dollars you can make real moral progress and eff ect political change, leav-
ing the exploitation of human and nonhuman animals and the unprec-
edented catastrophic global destruction of the natural environment and 
animal habitats to the will of consumer-capitalist markets.  33   

 Importantly, boycott vegans fail to acknowledge that a vegan lifestyle, 
particularly in the Global North, can be an environmentally high-impact 
lifestyle. For example, the packaging from vegan food doesn’t take up less 
space in the landfi ll or consume fewer resources just because the food is 
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vegan.  34   Additionally, boycott vegans overlook the fact that in terms of net 
suff ering, harm, and destruction, being a high-consuming vegan can, in 
some contexts, be more damaging than being a meat eater.  35   With regard 
to behaviors that most impact global climate change, much attention 
is paid to the ways that people’s home energy use, travel, food choices, 
and other routine activities aff ect their emissions of carbon dioxide 
(CO 2 ) and, ultimately, their contribution to global warming. However, 
the reproductive choices of an individual are rarely incorporated into 
 calculations of their personal impact on the environment. Yet, the extra 
emissions of fossil CO 2  that an average individual causes when he or 
she chooses to have children far exceed the lifetime emissions produced 
by the original parent. In the USA, for example, each child adds about 
9,292 tons of CO 2  to the carbon legacy of an average female, 5.7 times 
her own lifetime emissions. Even more startling is the fact that the poten-
tial savings from reduced reproduction are huge compared to the savings 
that can be achieved by changes in lifestyle. For example, a woman in 
the USA who adopted six basic, nonreproductive lifestyle changes would 
save about 486 metric tons of CO 2  emissions during her lifetime, but, if 
she were to have two children, this would eventually add nearly 40 times 
that amount of CO 2 —an astonishing 18,584 metric tons—to the earth’s 
atmosphere.  36   Again, my point here is that boycott vegans may overlook 
the fact that in terms of net suff ering, harm, and destruction, being a 
high-consuming vegan can, in some contexts, be more damaging than 
being a meat eater. It’s probable that a Michael Pollanesque omnivore 
who has no children, doesn’t own a car, rides her bike everywhere, and 
doesn’t travel by plane nor shop at Walmart can have a less-damaging 
welfare and environmental footprint (or hoofprint) than a conscientious 
boycott vegan who produces two children, drives a Prius, often travels 
by plane, and purchases vegan products at Walmart. Additionally, it is 
the poor and impoverished of the Global South who will take the brunt 
of climate change in the coming decades.  37   Clearly, a diff erent kind of 
vegan practice is called for, one that engages with, rather than ignores, the 
global devastation to which even a vegan practice can contribute.  
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    Revisionary Political Veganism 

 Th e kind of veganism that I advocate I call revisionary political veganism 
(or just political veganism, for short). Political veganism has three vir-
tues: It is (a) revisionary, (b) aspirational, and (c) intersectional and 
inclusionary.  38   

 Political veganism is in part a  revisionary  project in that it calls for a 
rejection of the conventional concept of veganism as an individual lifestyle 
or consumer choice. Political veganism reappropriates the term “vegan” 
to include a moral and political commitment to active resistance against 
institutional and systemic violence, exploitation, domination, objectifi ca-
tion, and commodifi cation directed against all sentient beings—human 
and nonhuman—as well as the natural environment that supports and 
sustains them.  39   In this sense, veganism becomes a kind of stance—an 
anticonsumer-capitalist stance—toward economic and political struc-
tures of violence and oppression. 

 Political veganism—in fact,  all  veganisms—can be only  aspirational . 
Th e belief that abstaining from animal products allows one to avoid com-
plicity in harming other animals ignores the complex dynamics involved 
in the production of consumer goods of all kinds, global entanglements 
we engage with each time we purchase and consume food of all sorts. 
Living today, even for vegans, involves participating in the deaths of sen-
tient individuals. Vegan diets have welfare footprints in the form of wide-
spread indirect harms to animals, harms often overlooked or obscured 
by advocates of identity and boycott veganism. Th ough vegans have 
attended to the tragedy that farmed animals experience, few pay much 
attention to the harms other animals suff er in the production of vegan 
foodstuff s. For example, the raising and harvesting of crops in industrial-
ized agriculture harms and kills a large number of sentient fi eld animals 
such as mice, voles, rabbits, and birds in the production of fruits, veg-
etables, and grains produced for human (not livestock) consumption.  40   
Even if some vegans can practice “veganic” farming, few of us can aff ord 
to create food in this way. 
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 All aspects of consumption in late capitalism involve harming others, 
human and nonhuman. When we live with companion animals, other 
animals will have to die, most obviously to feed those animals. But even 
if they are vegan, dogs and cats will kill and eat other animals if they get 
a chance.  41   While neither ignoring nor resigning oneself to these reali-
ties, as political vegans we acknowledge our complicity in these institu-
tional vices, while doing the best we can to minimize them. Not to do 
so would be bad faith.  42   Political veganism commits us to striving for a 
moral goal, as something one works at rather than something one is. Of 
course, there is overlap between identity and boycott vegans on the one 
hand and political vegans on the other. In diff erent contexts, someone 
who recognizes that veganism can be but an aspiration may also express 
her commitments in ways that make it seem more like a lifestyle. 

 However, to see that veganism is only aspirational is not to see vegan-
ism as  merely  an aspiration. To call oneself a political vegan while continu-
ing consciously and without necessity to act in ways that condone animal 
exploitation (e.g., proclaiming your aspirations to vegan commitments 
while ordering a cheeseburger at your favorite fast-food restaurant) would 
be to disingenuously appropriate the language of veganism and, again, be 
inauthentic and act in bad faith. Despite wanting it to be otherwise, vegan 
or not, we cannot live and avoid killing, even if only indirectly. Given all 
this, veganism can be but an aspiration, and  imagining otherwise is an 
illusion. Political veganism incorporates this fact into practice, imagining 
and earnestly trying to actualize—to the best of one’s ability—a world 
in which there is no violence, exploitation, or oppression, while working 
at the individual, political, cultural, and structural levels to reduce harm 
and foster a vegan world, while fully recognizing that, even as vegans, we 
are complicit in this cycle of violence. 

 Finally, the greatest virtue of political veganism is that it is intersec-
tional and inclusionary. Political veganism acknowledges the connec-
tions between and rejects the structures of oppression—such as human 
exceptionalism, speciesism, racism, sexism, ableism, and militarism—
while emphasizing the relationships between the consumption of ani-
mal products and environmental destruction. Th us, political vegans 
reject the notion of a meat-eating environmentalist, feminist, or queer 
advocate. Such binaries are not aligned with the goals of dismantling 
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speciesism and eradicating the commodifi cation and consumption of 
nonhuman animals.  43   

 Political veganism is wide in scope and limited not only to a rejection 
of the consumption of animal products but also to a rejection of the 
structures and institutions that link the commodifi cation and exploita-
tion of animals, vulnerable human populations, and the environment. 
Th us, political veganism is not a personal dietary lifestyle choice, but 
rather an active and engaged worldview dedicated to an inclusion of non-
human animals in social justice theory and practice.  44   

 Political veganism acknowledges the link between structural vio-
lence and exploitation, and the consumer-capitalist structures that drive 
demand for vegan foodstuff s and other “vegan” consumer goods. Th ese 
include the experiences and suff erings of nonhuman animals and human 
workers in slaughterhouses, the traffi  cking and slavery of farmwork-
ers who grow and pack vegan foodstuff s, and the impoverishment of 
Bangladeshi children who are beaten and forced to work 20-hour shifts, 7 
days a week, for pennies to produce clothing containing no animal prod-
ucts for retailers such as Walmart—to point out just a few.  45   Political veg-
ans also recognize the role that state-sponsored subsidies of agribusiness 
play in the dietary racism that results when such subsidies make avail-
able high-fat, cheap, animal-based foods in impoverished neighborhoods 
truly in need of healthful, whole, plant-based foods. Given that political 
veganism can be but aspirational, sincere political vegans do their best to 
decrease their contribution to global suff ering by actively opposing these 
industries and the fetishizing of commodity consumer culture.  46   

 If taken seriously, political veganism has some interesting—if not 
counterintuitive—consequences. For example, on the one hand, some-
one in the Global North with disposable income who eats an exclusively 
plant-based diet solely for reasons of personal health or who abstains 
from eating animal products out of concern for “animal rights” but who 
purchases “vegan” (e.g., non-leather) consumer goods from Walmart 
while cognizant of the conditions under which those kinds of items are 
produced would not be vegan in the sense that I am characterizing politi-
cal veganism. Conversely, I can imagine a “fellow traveler” who earnestly 
and sincerely aspires to political veganism, but who lacks the resources, 
income, or employment (e.g., a freegan and perhaps a poor, vulnerable 
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single parent) and “dumpster dives,” or in some other way chooses to take 
in animal bodies or their by-products for sustenance, who could con-
stitute a political vegan in the sense that I am articulating. Rather than 
seeing these seemingly odd consequences as a defi ciency, they instead act 
to highlight the virtues of political veganism, illustrating why political 
veganism is both revisionary and aspirational.   

    Conclusion 

 I have argued that those of us living in affl  uent consumer culture under 
late capitalism, where plant-based alternatives to meat and dairy are 
readily available, are ethically obligated to adopt vegan practice. I have 
provided an argument for localized veganism and answered a number 
of objections to it. Further, I have identifi ed a number of veganisms 
and advocated for one, namely, political veganism. I ultimately argue 
that vegans are obliged to actively engage with and resist those power 
structures built on speciesism, violence, oppression, exploitation, dom-
ination, objectifi cation, and commodifi cation of all sentient beings—
human and nonhuman—and their habitats. I see political veganism 
not merely as a theoretical construct, but as a call to action and engage-
ment by those of us in the Global North to retreat from our destruc-
tive consumer- capitalist ontologies and use our privilege to reduce and 
ultimately eliminate suff ering, while forging moral and just relations of 
care, compassion, and respect.  

                                                  Notes 

     1.    I present here an ethical argument for veganism. Th e argument for veg-
anism is even more compelling when we consider the environmental 
argument for veganism (i.e., the horrendous environmental destruction 
caused by the industrial–grain–oilseed–livestock complex. See Tony 
Weiss,  Th e Ecological Hoofprint: Th e Global Burden of Industrial Livestock  
(London: Zed Books, 2013).   
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   2.    I am assuming that the target audience of this collection of essays is those 
of us living in the affl  uent Global North in consumer culture under late 
capitalism. Th at’s who I mean here by “we.”   

   3.    Th e term “animal” is fraught and troublesome. Th e use of the term acts 
only to reinforce  human exceptionalism , a paradigm of division and 
oppression that perpetuates the dangerous and misguided notion that 
those sentient beings, commonly referred to as “human beings”—who 
are normatively and operationally interpreted as metaphysically distinct 
from and morally superior to so-called “animals”—are outside and 
“above” membership in the “animal kingdom,” a distinction that has 
served the interests of the dominant species at the expense of those 
oppressed species. However, rather than entirely repudiating this linguis-
tic convention in this chapter, for ease of the reader I will instead use the 
terms “animals,” “nonhuman animals,” and “other-than-human animals” 
to refer to so-called nonhuman “animals.”   

   4.    See, for example, James Rachels, “Th e Basic Argument for Vegetarianism” 
in  Food for Th ought: Th e Debate Over Eating Meat , ed. Steve F. Sapontzis 
(Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2004), 70–80, Dan Imhoff ,  Th e 
CAFO Reader: Th e Tragedy of Industrial Animal Factories , (Berkeley: 
Watershed Media, an imprint of U California Press, 2010), Mark 
Hawthorne,  Bleating Hearts: Th e Hidden World of Animal Suff ering , (UK: 
Changemakers Books, 2013), and Hope Bohanec,  Th e Ultimate Betrayal: 
Is Th ere Happy Meat? , (iUniverse, 2013).   

   5.    Th e basic infrastructure of this kind of argument is found in Mylan 
Engel, “Why YOU Are Committed to the Immorality of Eating Meat” 
in  Social and Personal Ethics , 4th edition, ed. William Shaw (Belmont, 
CA: Wadsworth Publishing Company, 2002), 212–21, and James 
Rachels, “Th e Basic Argument for Vegetarianism” in  Food for Th ought: 
Th e Debate Over Eating Meat , ed. Steve F.  Sapontzis (Amherst, NY: 
Prometheus Books, 2004), 70–80.   

   6.    Within the context of the relation of speciesism to the treatment of non-
human animals, reasons that are “good enough” are varied and, some 
believe, not uncontroversial. I’m not interested in those debates as I 
believe the notion as I am using it is pretty straightforward. All I need to 
run this argument is for you to agree that— ceteris paribus —satisfying my 
taste or desire for bacon is not good enough reason to slaughter a pig. 
Th ere are many arguments against this conclusion, but none that I know 
of that are not speciesist.   
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   7.    See Robert Bass, “What Can One Person Do? Causal Impotence and 
Dietary Choice,” unpublished manuscript (2014), for a clear and thor-
ough treatment of this challenge to vegan practice, namely, the  casual 
impotence objection .   

   8.    By “products,” in the term  consumers of animal products , I intend the 
products of animals—such as meat, eggs, and dairy—produced by the 
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