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Popular utilitarian welfarist group,
Vegan Outreach, maintains that in
order to help non-human animals
now, we must adopt a strategy which
aims to reduce suffering, regardless
of means.  However, there are critical
inconsistencies, misconceptions, and
outright misuses of terminology which
undermine any real benefit to non-
human animals.  Despite their self-
designation as a “[…] nonprofit
organization dedicated to reducing
animal suffering by promoting a
vegan lifestyle,” Vegan Outreach in
fact hinders veganism with notions of
extremism and promotion of
reductionism or vegetarianism.

Veganism as Extremist

Vegan Outreach states in their 2009 “Why Vegan” pamphlet:
 

Being vegan isn’t about being perfect or pure—it’s about reducing suffering (14).
 

The 2002 version states:

Being vegan isn’t about avoiding a list of ingredients […] (14).
 

The 2008 Guide to Cruelty-Free Eating furthers that veganism can be difficult:
 

[…] especially if you try to change too fast or hold yourself to too high a standard.  The
important thing is to do the best you can (30).
 

It’s a good thing that society doesn’t hold the same low standards for rapists.  It would be great
news for molesters everywhere if they could avoid moral obligations by simply doing the best they
can.

Remember:  Continuing to eat cheese while avoiding meat and eggs does much more good
than scrapping the whole idea because you can’t be completely consistent (Guide to
Cruelty-Free Eating 30).
 

The implication in the above quotes is that veganism is somehow difficult, unobtainable, militant, or
even utopian.  Rather than defining veganism as a moral refusal to participate in violence or the
absolute baseline required for taking the exploitation and use of non-human animals seriously,
veganism, is instead framed as one of many opportunities for reducing suffering.  In effect, this
statement refutes the moral necessity of veganism and opens the door to reductionism.  If veganism
isn’t about being perfect or pure, what’s the harm in sneaking a donut with your morning coffee?

Sneaking that whey-tainted donut might be acceptable for Vegan Outreach:

For instance, it can be prohibitively expensive and time-consuming to shun every minor or
hidden animal-derived ingredient.  More importantly, avoiding an ever-increasing list of
these ingredients can make us appear obsessive, and thus lead others to believe that
compassionate living is impossible. This defeats our purpose:  ending cruelty to animals!”
(Guide to Cruelty-Free Eating 2008: 24)
 

Apparently having moral consistency and absolute abstinence against an evil is obsessive.  Does
the same go for child abuse, rape, murder, or cannibalism?  Would it be acceptable to beat a child
to avoid appearing obsessive?  Is it impossible to completely abstain from beating a child?  Of
course it is, and there’s nothing obsessive about holding abstinence from violence and wrongdoing
as the absolute baseline.

Vegetarianism and Reductionism as Progress
 

We can already see progress in just the past decade—public concern for farmed animals’
interests and condemnation of factory farms, as well as more vegetarians, near-
vegetarians, and vegetarian products (A Meaningful Life:  Making a real Difference in
Today’s World 2008: 14)
 

Is reductionism and vegetarianism really progress?  Is the underlying moral injustice being
addressed if we continue to participate in non-human animal use?  Is the focus on factory farms
and the ignoring of exploitation in “humane” farming progress?

Despite the organization’s name, “Vegan” Outreach, the organization is merely an animal advocacy
organization which utilizes veganism as one of many tools to reduce suffering:

In order to prevent the most suffering, it’s important we each take an approach we can
sustain.  After reviewing this booklet, some people may decide to go vegan immediately;
others may choose to eat fewer animal products and explore more vegetarian meals.  […]
…veganism is best viewed as a tool for reducing suffering (Why Vegan 2009:  14).
 

The notion of veganism, vegetarianism, and reductionism as mere tools is perhaps most evident in
their publication and distribution of the “Try Vegetarian!” pamphlet:

[…] eating vegetarian is likely the most effortless—and enjoyable!—way to have a
profoundly positive impact as often as every day” (Try Vegetarian 2003).
 

As an organization that openly advocates vegetarianism, is it really appropriate to operate under the
name, “Vegan Outreach?”  

Vegan Outreach’s 2008 “Guide to Cruelty-Free Eating,” intended for meat eaters, vegetarians, and
vegans alike, presents a results-based approach:

When you first discover the reality of modern animal agriculture, avoiding all producers from
factory farms might seem too big a change.  But don’t be overwhelmed—just take small
steps.  For example, you could eliminate meat from certain meals or on certain days.  As
you get used to eating less meat and find alternatives you enjoy, it may become easier to
eliminate meat altogether (Guide to Cruelty-Free Eating 2008: 3).
 

As a vegan outreach organization, it seems strange that veganism is not promoted as a baseline,
but here, reductionism is suggested to be morally acceptable and consistent. Furthermore, this
statement specifically targets factory farming.  Support of “humane” farming, then, could logically be
assumed by readers to constitute a “small step.”  After all, it’s all about reducing suffering, right?

Ultimately, living with compassion means striving to maximize the good we accomplish, not
following a set of rules or trying to fit a certain label.  From eating less meat to being vegan,
our actions are only a means to an end:  decreasing suffering (Guide to Cruelty-Free
Eating 2008: 3)
 

Can reduction of suffering ever truly be accomplished and can abolition of non-human animal use
ever be reached so long as so-called vegan organizations maintain that the exploitation of non-
human animals is sometimes acceptable?
 

For every person you persuade to become vegetarian, dozens of farmed animals will be
spared from suffering each year! (A Meaningful Life 2008: 23)
 

The argument that vegetarianism somehow makes a real difference for non-human animals is an
empirical fallacy.  There is no continuum whereby vegetarians necessarily progress to veganism. 
Further, vegetarianism does nothing to challenge the property status of non-human animals.  Often,
vegetarianism causes more suffering than it reduces in that many vegetarians simply replace non-
human animal flesh with non-human animal excretions.  Milk, eggs, and other non-flesh non-human
animal products involve far more suffering than that of flesh.

Veganism as the Moral Baseline

Vegan Outreach posits:

The question isn’t, “Is this vegan?” but, “What is best for preventing suffering?” (Guide to
Cruelty-Free Eating 3)
 

The answer to that question is:  “GO VEGAN.”  Veganism is the only moral choice if we truly want to
reduce suffering, respect the moral standing of non-human animals, and ultimately reach total
abolition of non-human animal use.  There’s nothing hard about it, there’s nothing obsessive about
it, and there’s nothing inconsistent about it.  

More About: abolition · animal rights · welfarism
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Mal Jarvis says:

My biggest gripe with "A Meaningful Life" is the section on staying healthy, which lumps the
health case for veganism into a “vegetarianism is a wonder diet/meat is a deadly poison”
message. Meat is indeed poison - witness the high rates of cancer/heart disease etc - but
vegetarianism per se is not a "wonder diet" if it still includes lots of dairy, eggs, refined
sugar/flour, junk food, caffeine, alcohol etc and insufficient fresh fruit and vegetables. 
The essay also suggests that isolated cases of people doing badly on a vegan diet invalidates
the health argument for veganism, which is clearly untrue. 
In my experience, a well-researched case for health is the highest-leverage area to focus on,
as it affects people personally - I have seen many people go vegan overnight for health
reasons, and once vegan they start to care more about the animals and the environment.

September 13, 3:27 AM

Andrew says:

Adam - please re-read my comment. I did not say that the author has likened Vegan Outreach
to molesters and rapists. The "these people as rapists and molesters" was a reference to
people who could not convert from carnivorism to 100% veganism overnight.

I think statements like ["It’s a good thing that society doesn’t hold the same low standards for
rapists. It would be great news for molesters everywhere if they could avoid moral obligations
by simply doing the best they can"] and ["Would it be acceptable to beat a child to avoid
appearing obsessive? Is it impossible to completely abstain from beating a child?"] clearly try
draw links between animal/animal-product consumption and rape/beating a child/molestation.
The author uses these analogies to illustrate that doing the best one can, in the author's
opinion, isn't good enough.

Of course I'm honest enough to admit I might be wrong - if other people don't see these links
in the original article, I'm more than happy to apologis

September 11, 3:33 PM

Allen says:

Adam, you (and Francione) do not have a monopoly on abolitionist theory and have no right
to usurp the term to mean only those who share your narrow viewpoint. I encourage your to
take a step out from this property status centered world view and understand that opening
people's minds to widening their circles of compassion is a legitimate and effective means to
encouraging vegan lifestyles. 

By "all or nothing" I mean that your approach is akin to saying "go vegan right now or do
nothing at all." I think that approach encourages more people to do nothing at all. I think the
"do as much as you can now and keep improving in the direction of veganism" approach is
much more effective. In any case, either approach has some merit and we would all do better
to support each other rather than continue splitting hairs and arguing semnatics and abstract
theory. 

Constuctive criticism is welcome in this debate. Unwarranted attacks with weak supporting
evidence are not.

September 11, 1:15 PM

Adam says:

"Vegan Outreach is focusing on the ends. It's literature seemingly has one goal - to broaden
the appeal of a animal-conscious lifestyle. It recognises that many people would struggle to
convert from a meat-eating diet to Veganism overnight. Rather than shun these people as
rapists and molesters (as the author of this article has implied), Vegan Outreach takes an
inclusive approach and encourages each step on the path.

Vegan Outreach is not hindering veganism with notions of extremism. That's being done far
more effectively by articles such as this."

Vegan outreach absolutely does not focus on the ends. They take no position against
removing the property status of animals. Instead, they work to better the means by which we
exploit animals. This is akin to making rape more humane or murder less painful.

Corey did not imply the people of VO are "rapists and molesters" this is an unfair
characterization deserving of an apology, Andrew.

September 10, 5:03 PM

Adam says:

...by shifting the cultural paradigm to a society where animals are not property. Vegan
Outreach's campaigns seek not to abolish the property status of animals. In fact, they only
recommend veganism as a single way of many to reduce suffering. VO's stance is that a step
in the right direction is reducing the suffering of animals in so far as this does not interfere
with our need to use them as property.

VO is centered around a serious logical fallacy which ends up strengthening the property
status of animals and miseducating the public.

September 10, 5:01 PM

Adam says:

"veganism is not the baseline and often people feel alienated when you present it to them as
such. Based on my own experience of talking to non-vegans about veganism, I doubt very
much that a "100%-or-nothing" approach will help to convince many of them. Kevin is right in
pointing towards the cultural norm, and I think VO is working relatively effectively towards
changing this norm and making people think. Hence I find their work valuable, even if I don't
completely agree with the underlying philosophy."

I have done my share of vegan advocacy and I can tell you this "alienation" or "scare people
away" idea of vegan advocacy is pure crap. Furthermore, it is no more constructive to
miseducate the public as a solution.

The abolitionist approach is not "all-or-nothing" as many people have said (though no
abolitionist has.) We define veganism as the starting point and all change is gradual. We can
take steps in the right direction not by attempting to "reduce suffering" but...

September 10, 4:59 PM

Adam says:

Fantastic article, Corey.

We need to allow ourselves to be critical of organizations who claim to protect the interests of
animals. While the people in these orgs may be well-meaning, we cannot ignore how their
campaigns seriously miseducate people into believing we can simply change how animals are
exploited and killed rather than truly protecting their interests by removing them of their
property status.

September 10, 4:56 PM

Artiel says:

Regarding a few of the comments about how impossible it is to be Vegan as animal products
are used in EVERYTHING, this is not because they are necessary. It is because there is
SUCH an enormous amount of waste from the animal industry they are constantly looking for
ways to sell and use their discarded animal parts that they create niches. Animal products are
everywhere simply because of human greed.

September 9, 2:14 PM

Allen says:

Anyone using a computer to write a blog or post a comment is using animal products. Animal
products are used in almost everything. If veganism is about the endless list of ingredients we
aren't going to convince anyone to go vegan. We should focus on getting people to make the
changes they can in the direction of veganism. Vegan Outreach is a great organization. 

Is anyone else tired of these nonsensical rants by so-called "abolitionists" who do nothing but
attack other vegans and abolitionists? They are even trying to claim that anyone who doesn't
agree with their narrow view of effective vegan advocacy as a welfarist. Wrong! We are still
abolitionists, we just think that your all or nothing approach will lead to, well... nothing.

September 9, 10:46 AM

em says:

"Apparently having moral consistency and absolute abstinence against an evil is obsessive...
Is it impossible to completely abstain from beating a child? Of course it is, and there’s nothing
obsessive about holding abstinence from violence and wrongdoing as the absolute baseline."

While I do agree with your article, non-vegans paying for the products of abuse is slightly
different from actually abusing a creature. I would draw more of an analogy between fair trade
chocolate and non-fair trade chocolate (which often involves child slave labor). I'm not sure if
that helps or harms your argument, tho, as plenty of people still choose their taste buds over
child welfare and labor reform in other countries.

September 9, 3:25 AM

Chris says:

I am neither a fan of Singer's utilitarianism (as a philosophical position I find it very
problematic), nor of Peta. I also agree that veganism is the only truly consistent way of
reducing suffering and respecting the moral standing of non-human animals. And, having
been a vegan for three years now (I was vegetarian before), I agree that is not as difficult as
people commonly assume to adopt a vegan lifestyle. Nevertheless, the reality (sad as that
may be) is that for most people, veganism is not the baseline and often people feel alienated
when you present it to them as such. Based on my own experience of talking to non-vegans
about veganism, I doubt very much that a "100%-or-nothing" approach will help to convince
many of them. Kevin is right in pointing towards the cultural norm, and I think VO is working
relatively effectively towards changing this norm and making people think. Hence I find their
work valuable, even if I don't completely agree with the underlying philosophy.

September 8, 6:06 PM

Risotto Queen says:

Andrew, great point. I wholeheartedly agree. We need more advocates such as yourself.

Thank you.

September 8, 5:18 PM

Franklin Wade  says:

A really great brochure from UPC: Life Can Be Beautiful - Go Vegan!
go to upc-online.org to view.

September 8, 3:56 PM

Andrew says:

When our focus shifts from the "ends" (a reduction and ultimate elimination of non-human
suffering), and instead focuses on the "means" (veganism versus vegetarianism, reductionism
versus abolitionism, honey eaters versus bee befrienders), we might further our sense of
moral superiority over the masses, but we should be under no illusions that that our
intellectual banter is doing anything to reduce animal suffering in the world. 

Vegan Outreach is focusing on the ends. It's literature seemingly has one goal - to broaden
the appeal of a animal-conscious lifestyle. It recognises that many people would struggle to
convert from a meat-eating diet to Veganism overnight. Rather than shun these people as
rapists and molesters (as the author of this article has implied), Vegan Outreach takes an
inclusive approach and encourages each step on the path.

Vegan Outreach is not hindering veganism with notions of extremism. That's being done far
more effectively by articles such as this.

September 8, 1:12 PM

veghead says:

100% veganism is just not possible, even for the estimable Gary Francione, unless you stop
driving your car, live in a cave, wear a mask and watch your feet to avoid inhaling or
squashing bugs, avoid virtually all meds and anything whose ingredients were ever tested on
animals, inspect restaurant kitchens to make absolutely sure no animal ingredients were
used, etc. I do agree that vegetarianism is an unacceptable ethical compromise.

September 8, 1:05 PM

Elaine Vigneault says:

Here's the reality: VO pamphlets work. They work better than any other current pamphlet
available. People understand them. People are persuaded by the photos, the stories, the
facts. 

I could make my own and I plan to eventually. But for now, I'll continue to hand out VO
pamphlets because they work. They make vegans.

So until  you can offer criticism along with superior alternatives, your criticism is completely
hollow and you're not doing the animals any favors. Make or find a better leaflet or STFU.

September 8, 11:54 AM

John says:

The thing is, it is impossible to be 100% vegan. Anyone who thinks otherwise is either
ignorant or deluded. Animal products were used to make the computer that Corey wrote this
article on. All medicines and most food additives have been tested on animals, which means
that processed and fortified foods aren't vegan. The byproducts of animal slaughter are used
in growing the grains and vegetables we eat, and animals were killed by farm equipment
when those grains and vegetables were harvested. 

So, since pure veganism is impossible, should we give up and and go back to eating pork
chops? Of course not! We do the best we can. Since we can't eliminate suffering, we make
the choices that cause the least suffering. That's all that V.O. is saying.

September 8, 9:46 AM

Chris says:

I am neither a fan of Singer's utilitarianism (as a philosophical position I find it very
problematic), nor of Peta. I also agree that veganism is the only truly consistent way of
reducing suffering and respecting the moral standing of non-human animals. And, having
been a vegan for three years now (I was vegetarian before), I agree that is not as difficult as
people commonly assume to adopt a vegan lifestyle. Nevertheless, the reality (sad as that
may be) is that for most people, veganism is not the baseline and often people feel alienated
when you present it to them as such. Based on my own experience of talking to non-vegans
about veganism, I doubt very much that a "100%-or-nothing" approach will help to convince
many of them. Kevin is right in pointing towards the cultural norm, and I think VO is working
relatively effectively towards changing this norm and making people think. Hence I find their
work valuable, even if I don't completely agree with the underlying philosophy.

September 8, 4:27 AM

Nathan Schneider says:

Solid article. I'll mention yet another problem with "Vegan" Outreach, derived, as they
generally are, from the utilitarian theory underlying their approach.*

VO almost never mentions uses of nonhumans outside of food. Someone relying on them for
info about veganism would almost surely believe it is a diet. Look at 'Why Vegan? — no
indication that being a vegan involves anything beyond what one eats.

This stems from their take on the fact that more nonhumans are used for food than all other
purposes. Rather than identifying what is morally consistent with the right of nonhumans not
to be enslaved, and building a strategy around that, VO advocates anything they think will
bring net reductions of suffering, including nonvegan things.

*It really does match up with Singer's philosophy, listen: is.gd/30Vry. For instance, Singer's
notion of "diminishing marginal returns" (23:50) is echoed in VO's disdain for concerning
ourselves with all but the most prominent ingredients in food.

September 8, 12:11 AM

Jamie says:

Kedar wrote:"Bashing on other animal advocacy groups hurts the cause and makes
abolitionists look like fools to the world. Get over yourselves and start working for the animals,
not your own egos".

Oh, so it's okay for YOU to bash non-welfarists? Hmnnn, interesting, not to mention pretty
darn arrogant and hypocritical.

There's nothing to "get over". Abolitionists aren't the ones running around screaming "victory"
every second week and exchanging awards every third week. That's what the welfarists have
become expert at, despite the fact that billions of animals are still living and dying in misery
every hour of every day. So maybe you'd better open your eyes and see which type of activist
truly has the ego issue and needs to return to working for the animals (hint: it's the welfarists).

September 7, 10:37 PM
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