WEEK FOUR: ETHICAL
DAY TWENTY-SIX:
THE SOCIAL VEGAN

the social vegan
When you go vegan, be prepared – it’s going to bother A LOT
of people. The trick is to learn how to react and interact in
certain situations. Trust me, the more passionate and
enthusiastic you are about this lifestyle when you get started,
the more of your energy will be drained. To me, the things I
started reading about in books like Eating Animals were so
shocking that I honestly thought anyone who’d learn the truth
would immediately go vegan. Therefore, social situations
often turned into heated debates. Why is it that eating meat is
such a sensitive topic and yet people seem to be so blind to
what is really going on?
The real problem – Carnism
Here’s a concept you may have never heard of: carnism. This
might sound a little confusing at first, but I think it will help you
understand why it’s so difficult to talk to some people about
veganism, no matter your approach. The real problem lies
much deeper, namely in the fact that most people don’t even
realize there is a problem. Vegetarians and vegans still
represent a minority, while the majority of people won’t see
anything wrong with eating meat at all. They may even say
that it is OK to consume the flesh of animals because that’s
just the way things are and the way things have always been.
Here is what Melanie Joy, author of Why We Love Dogs, Eat
Pigs and Wear Cows, has to say about that:

the social vegan
“It’s just the way things are. Take a moment to consider this
statement. Really think about it. We send one species to the
butcher and give our love and kindness to another apparently
for no reason other than because it’s the way things are.
When our attitudes and behaviors towards animals are so
inconsistent, and this inconsistency is so unexamined, we can
safely say we have been fed absurdities. It is absurd that we
eat pigs and love dogs and don’t even know why. Many
of us spend long minutes in the aisle of the drugstore mulling
over what toothpaste to buy. Yet most of us don’t spend any
time at all thinking about what species of animal we eat and
why. Our choices as consumers drive an industry that kills ten
billion animals per year in the United States alone. If we
vegan survival guide choose to support this industry and the
best reason we can come up with is because it’s the way
things are, clearly something is amiss. What could cause an
entire society of people to check their thinking caps at the
door–and to not even realize they’re doing so? Though this
question is quite complex, the answer is quite simple:
carnism.”
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Carnism is the invisible belief system according to which it is
OK to eat some animals, while it is deemed widely
unacceptable to consume others. Which animals are food and
which aren’t varies depending on the geographical region and
the time period. A carnist is so deeply conditioned that even if
they are confronted with the definition of carnism and the
evidence of animal cruelty, they’ll still have a hard time
feeling compassion and realizing that there is something
wrong with their behavior. They choose, instead, to believe
the myths of meat, namely that eating it is natural, normal and
necessary. While it can be argued that humans have
consumed meat for long periods of time and it might therefore
be considered “natural”, so have rape, cannibalism and
murder, yet no one seems to be wishing for these to be
continued. Eating meat is not in the least bit necessary for
good health or survival. In fact, it causes harm to overall
health and more and more scientists now acknowledge that a
vegan diet is not only safe, but much healthier than one
based in meat.

the social vegan
I know this may be a bit much to take in all at once, especially
if veganism is still new to you, but I want you to be prepared
for the kinds of situations you may be facing as it’s not always
easy to have to defend yourself over and over again. It’ll be
worth it though! Here are a few situations you may find
yourself in and some tips on how to deal with them.
Being vegan in a non vegan world
The percentage of vegans worldwide, while rapidly growing, is
still minimal. That means that while you have made the
realization that cutting out animal products is better for you
(for whichever reason, the animals, your health or the
environment), most people haven’t. You’ll notice that even
though you are just sharing something about yourself, it
is often perceived as a threat to those surrounding you. You’ll
say something like “I’m a vegan because I care about
animals” and all the other person will hear is “You’re not a
vegan, so you don’t care about animals!”. While you’re busy
just doing what you’re doing, to others, you’re a constant
reminder of what they aren’t doing or should be doing.
To test this theory, try the following, tell some people that you
went vegan to improve your health and then tell a few other
people that you went vegan because you think it is wrong to
kill animals for food. You’ll be astonished by the different
reactions.
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I often experience that when people notice that I eat a lot of
fruit. They’re curious and want to know more about the health
benefits of a plant-based diet. As soon as I bring up ethics,
however, the same people can get very defensive.
The most important thing I’ve learned when it comes to those
situations is to take a step back and try to see things from the
other person’s perspective. We eat meat because the society
we live in makes us believe that it is natural, necessary and
normal, not necessarily because we are evil beings. When I
still ate meat, I had no idea that what I was doing could be
considered a bad thing. Realizing the truth about the meat
and dairy industries can therefore be very shocking and even
traumatizing. You need to slowly reconnect the dots and
unlearn so much of what you’ve been taught all your life. For
some, this happens in an instant, but for others it may take a
while longer and that’s OK. As a vegan, what you can do is
just continue spreading the word and talking about it. There’ll
be those who won’t want to hear it, but to be honest, I don’t
necessarily want to hear about all of their stories either, but I
listen politely and patiently, so I don’t think it’s too much to ask
for them to do the same. You will quickly notice whether or not
someone is interested. Another important thing is not to
expect instant results. You never know what an impact you
may have on others, whether they show it or not. I think that
it’s comparable to planting seeds.
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Even if the person you talk to ridicules you or doesn’t show
any reaction at all, they’re likely to continue thinking about
your words later on and that’s a small victory in itself.
Some say that you shouldn’t practice proselytism or push your
beliefs on others. I don’t think that talking about what you’re
passionate about is a bad thing as long as you do it in a
respectful manner, and using terms like “pushing your beliefs
on others” or “proselytism” is meant to dismiss whatever
you’re saying without taking the context into consideration.
Plus, if you don’t talk to people about veganism for fear that
there might be a few who don’t want to hear it, you also miss
out on opportunities to talk to people who are open to the
message. I wish someone would have told me about
veganism many, many years ago. Had I not been interested, I
would have sacrificed three minutes of my life and then have
been able to move on, but I probably would have been very
interested and it could have changed my life so much sooner.
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“And on your analogy between food choices and one’s
choice of faith, I’d like to point out just how vastly different is
the choice to eat animal products from one’s choice of faith.
Just believing in a faith or atheism is a personal decision that
does not necessitate harm to others. Any belief system —
secular or religious — can become either an impetus for
living a compassionate life or justifying a violent way of life.
Yet eating animal products always necessitates — at the very
minimum enslavement, violence and death to animals for food
products we have no biological need for. We should
categorically reject animal exploitation for all the same
reasons we categorically oppose the same for humans.”
– Robert Grillo (from www.freefromharm.org)
If you see that someone is just trying to provoke you, feel free
to simply move on or say whatever you want. I once had
dinner with about five non vegans and one other vegan. They
bombarded me with mostly rude comments and critical
questions and I got very frustrated trying to make them see
my point of view. There’s nothing I could have said to make it
any better because they were just deliberately trying to
provoke me.
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When they found out that my friend was a vegan too, they
asked him “Why?” and he just said “It’s simple. To annoy
people.” As they looked at him in confusion, he elaborated: “I
thought of becoming a vegetarian, but that’s socially
acceptable in so many places now, so I wanted to find
something that would really annoy people: veganism.” The
others had no idea what to respond to that and after a few
awkward moments, they just changed the subject. Had I
learned to do the same back then, it would have saved me a
lot of energy. Of course, not every interaction will result in
conflict. There are also plenty of people who are just curious
about veganism and will ask you many questions about it.
Eating out as vegan (with or without friends)
Eating out as a vegan can be pretty unpredictable. I’ve had
some of the best vegan meals at non vegan restaurants and
bad experiences in places that looked vegan friendly. A few
factors come into play when eating out (especially with non
vegan friends). One of them is the choice of restaurant. The
easiest solution would be to find a vegan restaurant (you can
find vegan and vegan friendly cafes and restaurants
anywhere via the websites and apps www.happycow.net and
www.vegman.org). If there aren’t any vegan restaurants near
you, you can find vegan options at almost any place (although
they may not be on the menu and you’ll have to ask the waiter
or chef).
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So, in theory, even if your friends chose a steak house, you
could still find something to eat. What often surprises me
though is how forthcoming my friends are in those situations.
Often, they will be the ones suggesting a place with
more vegan options so as not to make me feel uncomfortable.
Once you’re at the restaurant, you can either explain to the
waiters that you’re a vegan or, if you’re tired and impatient,
just say you’re a vegetarian who’s allergic to eggs, dairy and
honey. The phrase I use most often is “I don’t eat any animal
products, including fish, dairy, eggs and honey. Do you have
any options for me?”. I’ve eaten at many different
restaurants since going vegan (almost all non vegan) and I
have never been in a situation where the answer was no. Tip:
if you can, call or e-mail the restaurant a day or two in
advance. Chefs often love a challenge and if you give them
enough time to prepare, chances are you will get a
more creative and elaborate meal.
So, what about when someone invites you over to their place
for dinner? So often, I hear people say that they don’t really
like meat and would love to be vegetarian or vegan but they
wouldn’t want to be impolite by imposing their culinary
choices on their hosts.
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I don’t know about you, but if a friend of mine hates carrots,
the last thing I would want to do is make them feel like they
have to eat carrots when they’re at my place because I
happen to like them (makes sense, doesn’t it?). If the people
who are inviting me over for a meal don’t know I’m vegan, I
just say “Thank you for inviting me, I’d love to come. I just
need to tell you that I don’t eat any animal products/that I’m a
vegan. But don’t worry, I can bring my own dish.” In 90% of
cases, they tell me that it’s not a problem and that they’ll
gladly prepare a vegan option (which I have learned to just
accept and not feel guilty about. After all, it’s not like I’m
asking them to loan me a million dollars...). The other 10%
are either a bit annoyed or have no idea how to prepare
anything vegan, in which case I’m more than happy to bring
my own dish and have them try it.
The undercover approach
As soon as you go vegan, you’ll be viewed as a self
proclaimed expert (on health, nutrition, the environment,
biology, evolution, ethics, psychology and much more) by
those who aren’t vegan. That’s not always a comfortable
situation to be in, especially if you’re one of those people who
find the transition difficult.
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I often receive messages and comments from people who tell
me they’d love to go vegan but they’re afraid to fall off the
wagon and have other people judge them. I knew someone
who was in that very situation. He wanted to be a vegan, but
at times he still had cravings for non vegan foods. The
thought of being labeled and having everyone watch his every
step put so much pressure on him that it almost made him no
longer want to go vegan. What he did instead was kind of
brilliant. He went vegan, but didn’t tell anyone, not even his
closest friends or family members, about his decision. And
guess what? No one noticed. For months, he’d just choose
vegan options without calling them that. If people did notice
something, he would simply say that he didn’t feel like eating
meat that day or make up some other excuse. In the first five
months of being an undercover vegan, he had meat twice and
other animal by-products a handful of times. It was something
he needed to do in the beginning to make it easier, but soon
enough he noticed that he just didn’t like or want these foods
anymore and only then did he feel comfortable enough to tell
people that he was a vegan. My mom, who’s in her 60s,
went vegan shortly after I did and had to deal with a lot more
criticism from people her age. So, on nights when she just
wanted to be left alone and not be attacked, she also chose
not to say she was a vegan. Once she prepared a vegan
meal for 7 people without telling them the food was vegan.
Everyone talked about how delicious it was, no one noticed
the absence of meat, eggs and dairy.
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Lastly, when you go vegan, you may feel very alone and
misunderstood at times, especially if none of your friends or
family members are vegan. This is where turning to the vegan
community might help. There are many online groups and
platforms where you can meet and/or ask fellow vegans for
advice. You’re not necessarily going to get along with
someone just because they’re vegan, but there is definitely an
instant sense of community. You can also use Facebook
groups, Instagram and Twitter to look for potlucks and meetups near where you live.
Vegan activism
“I am only one, but I am one. I cannot do everything, but I can
do something. And I will not let what I cannot do interfere with
what I can do.”
– Edward Everett Hale

