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Who are you Nathan Schneider?

I am an animal. I am a sentient being. I am a mammal. I am a
primate. I am a great ape (taxonomically speaking, not ego tripping
here!). I am a member of the species Homo sapiens. I strongly
suspect that I share these traits with everyone reading this
interview. I was born in 1983 and I have lived in Cincinnati, an
American city, since that time.

What inspired your becoming vegan?

I'll give what is certain to be an excessively long and biographical
answer. My brother first became a vegetarian in 1997 or 98, his
first year in college. I can remember a family dinner where my
mother, father, and I were eating the flesh of pigs, while my
brother abstained. I teased him a little and claimed I would never
give up ‘meat’. Not surprisingly, I was wrong. In the summer of
1999, I stopped consuming the muscle tissues and other body parts
of nonhuman animals. This was sparked by reading "The Cell from
Hell" in Popular Science magazine. It linked the feces of enslaved
pigs with propagation of the microbe Pfiesteria, which can kill fishes
and have other effects similar to the more infamous red tide. This
was particularly poignant as the beach has always been one of my
favorite places, and I read the article while returning from a family
vacation in North Carolina, where millions of pigs are bred and killed
for ‘food’. Not long after, I ate a cheeseburger made of cows' flesh
and milk knowing it would be the last time I intentionally ate
‘meat’.

So, that fall, I began my first year of High School as a vegetarian. I
hardly told anyone about this change in my life. I often took cheese
and mayonnaise sandwiches for lunch. In fact, for fear of
embarrassment, I tried to hide the fact that they didn't contain
slices of nonhuman animals' flesh (both class and gender norms
were probably at play). As years went on, I gradually changed more
behaviors. Around 2001, I bought a belt made out of someone's
skin knowing it would be the last time I purchased ‘leather’. I rarely
referenced the propaganda of any advocacy group, but did I
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convince my parents to match my one time fifty-dollar donation to
PETA in 2002. As a reminder of darker times, I still have the
membership card they sent me. Early on in my college years, which
started in late 2002, I occasionally said that I was some very high
percent vegan (99, or whatever). If anyone asked why, my default
answer dealt with environmental devastation. At this time, I was
consuming chickens' eggs and cows' milk when integrated within
baked goods or other ‘foods’, but never by themselves.

Around 2005, I came to believe, quite strongly, that vegetarianism
was problematic. I began calling myself a vegan, with no percentage
qualifier. When this came up in conversation with my mother, she
refuted my claim. In early 2007, I created a Facebook group called
"Vegans Against Vegetarianism". Although I carefully chose the ‘-
ism’ form of the word to indicate it wasn't a personal attack on
anyone, I feel the creation of that group came from a place of anger
and frustration. The original group description indicates that I saw
veganism as a diet. I tried to argue that everything wrong with
nonhuman flesh also applies to avian eggs and mammalian milk (of
course I didn't use this kind of language). I discussed matters of
treatment, using chickens and cows like machines, and
environmental problems stemming from the inefficient allocation of
grains and other plant foods.

Also in early 2007, probably for want of something in which to take
solace, I began searching for podcasts about veganism. Eventually,
I found the Vegan Freaks. When I first listened though their
interviews with Gary Francione, the content didn't quite register.
However, within the next day or two I did something of a double
take to the effect of: "hey, what the heck was that, I've never
heard this before". I eagerly listened again, and began reading
everything by Francione I could. This was before
abolitionistapproach.com existed, but he had been blogging since
late 2006, and there were some resources available at a website for
the Animal Rights Law Clinic he ran in the 1990s with Anna
Charlton. I soon bought and began reading though his "Animals,
Property, and the Law" (1995), "Rain Without Thunder" (1996), and
"Introduction to Animal Rights" (2000).

I was quite upset when my mother said I wasn't a vegan. Don't tell
my former self, but she was right. I'm not sure at what specific
moment I was truly a vegan, but it definitely came after discovering
Francione and the Vegan Freaks. In the summer of 2007 I started a
blog, and I've been reading, writing, and thinking about veganism
and the rights of sentient beings ever since.

I'd like to make something clear: Although I was vegetarian before
I was vegan, and it took me several years to become vegan, I
derive no conclusions for advocacy from these facts. Unequivocal
vegan education is effective, and it relays a morally coherent
position that is true to the educator's views (I would hope so
anyway).

Vegetarianism is an incomplete response to nonhuman exploitation.
It is analogous to someone who enslaves other humans deciding to
free only those individuals aged over 50 years. Obviously, human
animals older than 50 should not be used as property, and
nonhuman animals should not be bred, enslaved, and killed such
that we can consume their bodies. However, in both cases, the
fundamental question has been totally missed. Not to mention, the
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vegetarian will often increase his/her/zir consumption of secretions
taken from nonhuman animals, and the hypothetical enslaver of
humans would probably just buy more individuals younger than 50.

When and how did you start referring to yourself as an
abolitionist-vegan?

My blog is titled "Vegan Abolitionist", and some of my colleagues
label themselves with this term (not because of me though). A
greater number use ‘abolitionist vegan’. Occasionally there are
discussions about which way it should be ordered. I think the
importance of this matter can easily be overstated, but I'll address
it anyway.

Some have said that ‘abolitionist vegan’ contrasts with ‘regulationist
(or welfarist) vegan’. If this is case, and it merely suggests that one
is both an abolitionist and a vegan, as opposed to a regulationist
and a vegan, I am okay with that.

However, some have used ‘abolitionist vegan’ to indicate an
individual who is somehow ‘vegan’ in a different way than others
who can legitimately describe themselves as ‘vegans’. Terms like
‘ethical vegan’, ‘dietary vegan’, ‘environmental vegan’, and ‘health
vegan’ are used in a similar manner. They all suggest that there are
several kinds of veganism, or that veganism denotes multiple
related but unique positions. This is similar to saying, which is
actually true, that there are many kinds of feminism, or that
feminism denotes multiple related but unique positions (‘radical
feminism’, ‘anarcha-feminism’, ‘eco-feminism’, ‘post-modern
feminism’, and so on).

I hold that there is just one variety of veganism; that veganism
denotes a single phenomenon. Essentially, being vegan involves
adopting a particular ethical stance (recognizing that sentient
nonhumans are irreplaceable persons who shouldn't be exploited or
murdered) as well as the behaviors consistent with that stance (not
participating in the exploitation and murder of nonhumans to the
greatest extent possible in our deeply speciesist society).

Somewhat amusingly, ‘vegan abolitionist’ can be interpreted as
indicating someone who wants to abolish veganism (the term ‘prison
abolitionist’ is constructed in this way). But the main problem is
that it might give the impression one can be an abolitionist without
being a vegan. On the one hand, this is true, depending upon what
is being abolished. For example, if the stated commitment is to
abolish human slavery, there is no reason that must entail
becoming vegan. However, ‘vegan abolitionist’ will generally be used
in the context of nonhuman slavery, the abolition of which does
require veganism.

In short, I identify with both ‘vegan’ and ‘abolitionist’, but both
methods of combining the terms seem to bring more trouble than
they are worth.

Have you noticed that there are those who really miss the
point, now-a-days, in regards to what a genuine vegan is?

Yes. Our failure in this regard is troubling. I suspect many will have
seen the YouTube video where approximately 20 humans walking a
street in San Francisco are asked if they know "what a vegan is".
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Many respondents didn't have the slightest idea. The few who
thought they knew mentioned various dietary restrictions.

I believe this experiment should spark some reflection among vegan
advocates. What kind of answers would we like to receive? How
should the word vegan resonate within society? What should ‘the
vegans’ be viewed as standing for? How much clearer can we make
our message? How simple can a definition of veganism become
before it looses something essential? Who is giving false accounts of
veganism, and what can be done about it?

Here's where I think we should be looking to get, as sort of a
waypoint on the path to the ultimate goal of a world where the
word vegan isn't even needed: First, a high likelihood that when
conducting a similar exercise with 20 randomly selected humans, at
least one would actually be vegan. Second, a majority of those who
aren't vegan giving an answer like: "a person who thinks it is wrong
to kill or exploit [nonhuman] animals for any reason" or "someone
who tries to avoid using [nonhuman] animals for food, clothing,
entertainment, or anything else".

What were some of the historic founding principles of
veganism that you feel are important to keep alive?

This is an interesting time. Most of the individuals who first
identified as vegan and founded the Vegan Society in England are
no longer alive. Additionally, veganism has been decentralized in
that the role and influence of the ‘society’ has diminished
significantly. I didn't even know there was an American Vegan
Society until maybe two years ago. If we want to get veganism
back on track, so to speak, working through the various vegan
societies won't be much more than a minor component of the
solution. The primary problem we face today is that many now see
veganism as a plant-based diet, not a comprehensive anti-
exploitation stance. The original Vegan Society is probably
contributing to this in subtle ways, but the definitions of vegan upon
which they base their work still clearly reject all nonhuman
exploitation. So this shift in the perceived meaning of veganism has
happened in spite of their persistence.

Some have proposed we ‘reclaim’ the ‘original’ understanding of the
word vegetarian. They would make it denote a completely
herbivorous diet. Based on my reading of history, I contend that
‘vegetarian’ never meant this in any official or widely recognized
capacity. In 1847, the first Vegetarian Society was formed at a
convention in Ramsgate, England. The objectives they declared:
"induce habits of abstinence from the flesh of animals as food, by
the dissemination of information upon the subject, by means of
tracts, essays, and lectures, proving the many advantages of a
physical, intellectual, and moral character resulting from vegetarian
habits of diet". As I see it, any effort to change the definition of
vegetarianism will be hindered by both an almost unanimously
agreed upon contemporary definition, and over 150 years of
conceptual baggage.

The word vegan is a different story. Within a few years of being
introduced, there was no doubt that it meant far more than just
dietary change. In other words, we do have history on our side. In
addition, the rise in activist groups and corporations
misrepresenting and co-opting veganism has mostly occurred within
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the past decade or two. Arguably, because the history is there, it
will never be too late or impossible to reclaim ‘vegan’. But the
longer we continue down this path, the more difficult things
become. At some point, although no time soon, I would begin to
seriously consider abandoning the term.

As for the availability of primary source documents from the history
of veganism, I'm pretty disappointed. This is partly why I
transcribed Eva Batt's 1964 essay "Why Veganism" and made it
available on the internet. By the way, Batt, who served many roles
within the Vegan Society starting in 1954, said the following:
"veganism is one thing and one thing only—a way of living which
avoids exploitation whether it be of our fellow men, the animal
population, or the soil upon which we all rely for our very
existence".

Many of the best vegan historical materials are currently provided,
somewhat ironically, by the International Vegetarian Union. I
anticipate the day when the internet contains every issue of both
The Vegan News, which Donald Watson personally wrote, printed,
and distributed from the original issue in November 1944 until
1946, as well as the first few decades of The Vegan, which has been
the official publication of the Vegan Society since 1946. I love
looking at this kind of stuff, so the prospect gives me chills. But the
main point is that these would be invaluable resources for the
vegan community, which is not really connected to its heritage. If
anyone reading this knows how we can make these documents
available, please contact me with ideas, or take the initiative
yourself to get the ball rolling.

With that said, I believe there are currently enough readily available
materials to stitch together a solid impression of our history. It is
clear the first vegans stood for more than eating an herbivorous
diet, or vegetarianism minus birds' eggs and ruminants' milk. I'd
like to highlight something written by one of Donald Watson's early
comrades, Leslie Cross, who was arguing against the traditional
understanding of vegetarianism before ‘vegan’ was coined. Later, in
the 1960s, he helped establish a society devoted to marketing plant
milks, which exists to this day as Plamil Foods. During his tenure as
vice president of the Vegan Society, Cross contributed "Veganism
Defined" to the spring 1951 issue of Vegetarian World Forum
magazine. He quoted from "revised and extended rules" recently
adopted by the society: "the word veganism shall mean the doctrine
that man [sic] should live without exploiting animals". Cross also
shared his vision of a future where "the idea that his fellow
creatures might be used by man for self-interested purposes would
be so alien to human thought as to be almost unthinkable".

Can you offer some examples of how the media and even
animal advocates are diluting and/or corrupting the meaning
of vegan?

Misrepresentations of veganism are everywhere. It's irresponsible
and unfortunate. The most common error is suggesting that
veganism is a diet. This tends to happen in three distinct ways,
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whether the source is news media, reference materials, or activist
propaganda. First is conflating veganism with vegetarianism, which
actually is a diet. The term ‘veg*n’ is one manifestation of this
phenomenon. Second is an explicit definition. IDA (In Defense of
Animals) says in one of their FAQs: "a vegan is someone who
chooses not to eat any food that comes from animals (i.e., meat,
dairy and eggs)". The third method is not giving a definition, but
using ‘vegan’ within the context of food and not indicating it has
implications beyond diet. The group that calls itself Vegan Outreach
claims to have distributed over 11 million copies of their "Why
Vegan?" pamphlet. All of the guidance it provides is related to food.
So what is undoubtedly the most popular piece of ‘vegan literature’
isn't even about veganism!

I want to make a few more remarks about ‘Vegan Outreach’. One
goal of this group is changing the definition of vegan to comply with
their utilitarian ideology derived from the philosophy of Peter Singer
(a enthusiastic proponent of their work). In 1980, Singer said:
"Vegetarianism is, for me, a means to an end rather than an end in
itself. Whether we ought to be vegetarians depends on a lot of facts
about the situation in which we find ourselves". VO says almost
exactly the same thing today, but uses ‘vegan’ where Singer used
vegetarian. They contend that "veganism is not an end in and of
itself", but "merely a tool to reduce suffering". The ‘vegan’ of this
group is nothing more than a predominantly herbivorous diet. This
stems from their calculated reaction to more nonhumans being
exploited for food than all other purposes. VO's eating guidelines
are littered with exceptions that might be allowed or necessitated in
order to satisfy the overriding concern of reduced suffering. For
instance, openly objecting to consumption of bees' honey can "make
the vegan case seem absurd", and asking about ingredients at a
restaurant can make veganism seem "petty and impossible". In the
end, it is highly doubtful their appropriated ‘vegan’ can even meet
the standard of ‘strict vegetarian’.

As for the news media, there are countless examples, but I'll
choose one that will be familiar to many readers. Remember the 6-
minute CNN segment that appeared on YouTube under the title
"Vegan Revolution" in 2008? Well the opening remarks of
correspondent Alina Cho link "going vegan" with "a plants only
diet", and the piece never deviates from this pattern. An example of
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a dictionary providing a problematic definition is WordNet 3.0, which
many online services utilize. Its entry for vegan states: "a strict
vegetarian; someone who eats no animal or dairy products at all". 

We should keep in mind, however, that news media and reference
materials would be less apt to get it wrong if the majority of ‘animal
advocates’ were themselves genuine vegans, and unequivocally
presented their veganism to others. As with many issues, the
problem and solution both start with us.

Could you describe the behavior of someone who really
understands the core of veganism?

Veganism is both principle and practice. That is, the ethical stance
taken by vegans is what helps them form moral judgments about
how to act. We live in a complex world run by speciesists, and there
is exploitation and death at nearly every turn. Based on where we
live, our economic situation, and other factors, some vegans have
more or less ability to avoid certain manifestations of what they
fundamentally oppose. It is impossible to create a definitive and
exhaustive list of behaviors that can be expected of all vegans.

What I can say is that vegans envision a world where our
‘domestication’ (breeding and enslaving) of nonhumans has ceased.
They are committed to the fact that it is morally wrong to murder
or otherwise use anyone who is sentient as a resource. Vegans view
sentient beings as irreplaceable persons who have intrinsic value. In
other words, they hold that the importance of someone's continued
existence and freedom from subjugation is not determined by any
external factor, certainly not ‘market value’ or the opinion of any
human.

You can attempt to summarize the behaviors that stem from these
positions, which are essentially different ways of saying the same
thing. Here is how I would do this: To the greatest extent possible
in our deeply speciesist society, vegans don't participate in the
exploitation or murder of nonhuman animals. This applies to all
relevant aspects of their life: from what they eat and wear, to how
they entertain and educate themselves, to the products they use for
cleaning their bodies and dwellings. 

Some of my colleagues would prefer "as far as one reasonably can"
in place of "to the greatest extent possible". I actually consider both
problematic. The later option arguably sets an unattainable
standard. However, attaching the condition ‘in our deeply speciesist
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society’ helps mitigate this factor. As for the other option, while I
trust the "reasonable" of my colleagues, I simply believe the notion
is excessively flexible and open to interpretations skewed by
convenience or tradition. I would rather error on the side of ‘too
rigorous’, and hopefully set a tone conducive to diligent rejection of
nonhuman exploitation.

While crafting an accurate definition is important, it can only take
you so far. A few sentences cannot answer all questions, or provide
perfectly clear guidance in every situation we might encounter.
Individual vegans must make the daily choices about how to
behave. Generally, this is no problem. If you can avoid wearing
someone's feathers, or visiting a track to watch horses be compelled
to race, then that is what you do. Hopefully, when it comes to
making the more difficult moral judgments, many of which involve
social interaction, vegans can rely on a vibrant community willing to
provide advice and support.

No matter the decision making process, vegans start from the
assumption that being implicated in using or killing someone who is
sentient cannot be justified. We can often be excused, typically on a
standing basis, for reluctantly participating with certain instances of
nonhuman exploitation. But this doesn't change the fact that using
sentient beings is wrong. For example, many vegans ride in or on
bikes, cars, and busses that have tires containing stearic acid, which
is commonly derived from the body fat of slaughtered cows.
However, this doesn't make it ‘okay’ to use that substance, to which
a society of vegans would find an alternative.

Adding some more thoughts on this topic, I think there is a problem
with the refrain: ‘you can't be 100% vegan’. It assumes veganism is
just a set of ideal behaviors, and that complying with it means
complete detachment from all exploitation or killing. In other words,
to be ‘100% vegan’ means you are perfect with respect to
involvement with any harm experienced by nonhuman animals. I
hold that one's veganism cannot be measured in percentages,
unless they are 100 and 0, yes or no. Veganism accounts for the
fact that perfection is unattainable. If it didn’t, there could be no
discussions about what words best summarize how vegans should
be expected to act.

Being vegan does not mean conforming to a predetermined set of
behaviors. Rather, vegans have adopted an ethical stance that they
earnestly and carefully apply in their daily lives. Obviously,
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considering the contexts in which we all live, there can be no ideal
or perfect outcome to that process. This is a deeply speciesist
world, and we risk harming others simply by engaging in the basic
activities necessary for survival, like movement.

If at any point during this answer you thought, "what about those
who are vegan for health reasons?" Simple, they aren't really
vegans. They might be strict or total vegetarians, or their habits can
be described outright, but they aren't vegan.

Assume, for a moment, that veganism actually is nothing more than
a set of behaviors that can be pursued for any number of reasons.
Now focus on just a selection of them that would be widely agreed
upon and relate to different areas of human life (i.e. more than just
food). My contention is that only a certain kind of ethical stance can
logically support every behavior you are considering (hint:
opposition to ‘cruelty’ doesn't cut it). Also, because that ethical
stance can have such a vast range of behavioral implications, which
might vary with our circumstances and change as new forms of
exploitation emerge, it is clear that veganism cannot be reduced to
an immutable catalog of do's and don'ts.

Clearly, there is a strong connection between our physiological
health and not eating the secretions and bodies of nonhuman
animals. But the same cannot be said of wearing someone's skin,
visiting the confinement facilities we call zoos, or buying someone
from a ‘pet’ store. A similar analysis applies to all other ‘reasons for
being vegan’ frequently offered. For example, take
environmentalism. While this matter can become rather complex, it
will suffice to say that ‘freeganism’, which vegans reject, has
tremendous ecological appeal, and the possibility of transgressing
nonhumans' rights ‘sustainably’ is irrelevant to vegans.

Can you share with us some examples of speciesist language
we have been conditioned with in regards to nonhumans, and
some of your preferred alternative words or phrases?

The other day, while at my parents' house, I saw the cover of a
recent Newsweek magazine that says "What the Spill Will Kill" over
a picture of a sea turtle. I asked each of them what is wrong with
the text. It took a few seconds, but they both recognized that the
‘what’ should be ‘who’ (or ‘who and what’ assuming the piece
addresses the destruction of plant life). The language on that cover
is speciesist. Just imagine the same cover featuring a picture of a
human. Replacing the nonhuman with the human is always a good
test for determining if our language is speciesist (though it can be
more involved than this).

Two hallmarks of speciesist language are using euphemisms to help
shield us from confronting the reality of exploitation (‘euthanize’
instead of kill—when death doesn't serve the individual's interests),
and referring to people who aren't human as though they were
things (‘it’ instead of he, she, or ze). Speciesism creeps into other
areas, such as our curse words/insults (‘bitch’—also sexist) and
expressions (‘kill two birds with one stone’).

I'd like to quickly highlight one problematic construction: Integrating
the purpose for which someone was bred, or is currently enslaved,
within the nomenclature we use to reference them. Examples
include ‘companion animal’, ‘draft animal’, ‘beef cow’, and ‘layer
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hen’. This language has the effect of making someone's oppression
seem natural and proper. I mean, what else would you expect of
‘draft animal’ other than pulling things for humans? A ‘beef cow’ is
an enslaved cow who will almost certainly be killed and eaten by
humans. (The speciesist grammar check of Microsoft Word wants
the previous sentence changed to say "an enslaved cow that".)
However, this fact is incidental to the cow's existence and future,
not an essential part of who he/she/ze currently is or must become.
Had I lived in America during the early 1800s, when millions of
humans, either abducted from Africa or the descendants of such
individuals, were being used as resources almost exclusively to pick
cotton, hopefully I would not have referred to these persons as
‘cotton humans’ or ‘picker animals’.

For a more thorough analysis, see Joan Dunayer's "Animal Equality"
(2001). The book concludes with a glossary of problematic
language, and her suggested replacements. She also created a
similar but less comprehensive handout (pdf).

Just looking at this document, I have no problems with her "terms
to avoid" list, but I'll share a few minor differences with the
"alternatives". I agree that "pelt", which comes from a Latin word
for skin, is technically more accurate than saying ‘fur’. However,
because it is an innocuous sounding term that humans don't
typically associate with themselves, I feel it serves as a euphemism.
I prefer the much more relatable ‘skin and hair’. As for the phrase
"other animals", it is imprecise (and potentially confusing) in
sentences that don't explicitly answer the question ‘other than who?
’ For example, the statement ‘it's wrong to exploit other animals’,
doesn't provide an answer. I would assume the author meant ‘it's
wrong to exploit nonhuman animals’, but the author could just as
easily be saying ‘it's wrong to exploit all animals’ (including humans,
since the author is an animal). Finally, I tend to favor possessive
forms. For example, ‘cows' milk’ rather than "cow milk". If
discussing milk taken from a single person, I would say ‘a cow's
milk’. However, of course, most mammalian milk sold is a mixture
taken from many enslaved individuals.

Do you have any special recommendations or links you can
share with us?

I am currently finishing up an essay titled "Veganism: The One and
Only" that will address several of the topics raised during this
interview in much greater depth. I recommend checking that out in
the future! It will be on my blog (vegan-abolitionist.blogspot.com).
All the links I want to share can be found in the sidebar there. Tons
of great podcasts, websites, books, and other resources.

To conclude, I'd like to briefly share my excitement about Google
Books, Project Gutenberg, Internet Archive, and any other service
providing no-cost access to fully searchable books and journals from
decades or centuries past. The three I just mentioned all provide
numerous primary sources dealing with human/nonhuman relations.
Here are some sites doing this specifically: Animal Rights History,
The Animal Rights Library, and International Vegetarian Union. I
believe we are quickly approaching a time when essentially every
text that has ever been published (of which a physical copy can be
found) will be obtainable in this way. Of course, copyrights will
prohibit certain items from being available for free, but the power
and value of these resources is still incredible. For example, maybe

http://www.google.com/books?id=v_DtAAAAMAAJ
http://dl.dropbox.com/u/1380060/AvoidingSpeciesistTerms.pdf
http://vegan-abolitionist.blogspot.com/
http://www.google.com/books
http://www.google.com/books
http://www.gutenberg.org/
http://www.archive.org/
http://www.animalrightshistory.org/
http://www.animal-rights-library.com/
http://www.ivu.org/history/
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you question what a historian wrote about Sylvester Graham. She
provided a quote from "Lectures on the Science of Human Life"
(1839), but you wonder if it might have been misinterpreted. This
kind of situation can be dealt with so easily now. Not too long ago I
was reading an article that referenced "No Animal Food", a book
from 1910 by Rupert Wheldon, who argued against eating any
ingredient derived from nonhuman animals. I thought: "wow, I'd
love to look through that". To my pleasant surprise, it only took a
quick Google search to make this happen. I suspect that ten or
twenty years ago, considerably more effort and time would have
been involved. While there is plenty of crap on the internet, these
kinds of developments help balance it out.
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