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Is Half a Vegan Better Than None?

I post cute animal videos on Facebook. My cat is one of
my favorite beings. My favorite childhood journey was to
the Catskill Game farm, where you fed little bottles of
milk to the baby lambs, pigs and deer. The pigs and I
both squealed with delight. Clearly, I am an animal nut.

My love for animals led me stop eating meat and poultry
15 years ago, but I've never been able to make the leap to
veganism, and I constantly feel guilty about it. Am I
weak, cruel, vain? Perhaps. I love ice-cream, omelets,
and salmon; shoes, belts and bags. I draw the line at
buying leather coats, which is really just to save face -- I

don't want what I'm wearing to scream "dead animal carcass." Leather shoes are smaller and less
conspicuous.

My friend Kathy Freston, author and conscious eating activist, might cut me some slack. At a recent New
York media luncheon hosted by the uber zen Pure Yoga, Freston was quizzed by Gotham 's finest health
and lifestyle reporters about incorporating veganism into their families' lives. In her latest book, Veganist
(her pithy sobriquet courtesy of husband Tom), Freston recommends "leaning in" to a vegan diet by first
giving up meat one day a week, substituting it with tasty cruelty-free alternatives that mimic meat.
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Though clearly she recommends eventually moving to a vegan, whole foods diet, these initial small
changes alone can improve your health, the environment, and of course, lessen animal suffering. Her
approach is spot on for the American public -- no way are most people going to go from Philly cheese
steaks to marinated tofu skewers in 0 to 60. 

But I feel like I've been "leaning in" for 15 years and it's high time to take the leap to veganism. I've used
little, self-deceptive tricks to hold out this long. For years I blindly (and somewhat intentionally)
operated under the incorrect assumption that in buying leather products I was simply utilizing the by-
products of meat eaters. I now know that's not true. And while I do seek out 100% man-made shoes --
and there are some stylish ones out there if you know where to look -- if really taken by a pair of leather
boots, I will buy them. For the most part, I buy non-leather handbags (ladies, they're also a lot lighter so
no shoulder fatigue), and belts if they're decent looking. But again, if I fall in love with something leather,
I seem unable to keep myself from buying it.

Wearing leather is perhaps even more egregious than eating meat. We're not even getting nourishment
or protein (which you can also get from non-animal sources). It's about vanity. Even worse, much of our
leather comes from nations where animals are notoriously badly treated, including India (cows are not
sacred everywhere in India) and China where, infamously, they also eat cats and dogs. Have a look at
PETA's disturbing information on this.

What about fish? I still eat it, though I stopped with lobster because of the boiling alive thing (especially
after having looked one in the beady eyes in the lobby fish tank). But that's about it. With fish, they live in
an environment that's foreign to us. They're harder to relate to than furry mammals, our brethren. I
justify eating them because fish lead normal lives until they're caught, unlike farm animals who have
miserable lives until they're slaughtered.

However, I'm learning that farmed fish are packed in like, well, sardines, and get about a cup of murky,
chemical laden water to swim around in. No one should eat them. Perhaps a day on a fishing boat
watching nets full of fish squirm and jump and gasp for life might cure me of my fish habit, or seeing the
unfortunate sea turtles, dolphins and other lovely aquatic creatures that get caught in the nets.

I thought I was off the hook with eggs. "Free range" was my get out of jail free card. But after finally
forcing myself to watch some undercover videos on farmsanctuary.org of the atrocious conditions egg
farm chickens live in and how most of the male chicks are killed at birth (ground to death -- talk about
grisly), I've had to rethink eggs.

With dairy, you guessed it, you're not just using a cruelty-free by-product. Again, most of the males of
the species are disposed of just after birth though some are yanked from their mothers to live short,
horrible lives in dark little crates where they are raised for veal. And female dairy cows lead short lives
too, just a couple of miserable years being repeatedly impregnated to keep the milk machine going 24/7
before they are worn out and killed for hamburger meat.

Now, I don't believe that humans were never supposed to have consumed animals or used their by-
products. We needed to, for shelter, food, tools, and much more. Some cultures still need to for survival.
But I believe that as humans become more humane, and despite all the evil deeds that still go on in the
world, we have evolved and it's part of our path to move away from animal products. Maybe we're meant
to use some animal by-products -- eggs and milk and wool (though dairy has the protein casein, a proven
cancer promoter) -- but to do it without cruelty could perhaps only be accomplished on a small farm. The
size and needs of our society make it difficult to meet demand. But still, there are many ways it could be
done more humanely, even with mass production, though the agriculture lobby is strong and resistant.
And as Mark Bittman explained in his recent New York Times op-ed piece, some states are trying to pass
"ag-gag" laws, making it a criminal offense for animal rights activists to make undercover videos of farm
animal abuses.

So, I know all of this now, have cringed at the images, and sometimes feel galvanized to cross the bridge
to veganism. But I stop short. Why? What do I need to happen? Should I watch a majestic salmon swim
upstream or visit a slaughterhouse? Must a magic flying cow talk to me in a dream?

Seriously, all you veganists out there, what made you take the leap? Was it a word, an image, an
experience? Or was it just selflessness? And until I "get it," until I surrender my selfishness, is half a
vegan better than none?

Follow Val Brown on Twitter: www.twitter.com/valbrownUK
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Veganacious

Sarah Kiser

2 minutes ago (1:51 PM)

Val,

* You may be seeing the changes towards more veganism as sacrifices (to your lifestyle). They are
not sacrifices in my view. They are steps towards completing oneself and attaining a life where
avoiding unecessary harm is clear and attainable. If one feels the imposition of 'sacrifice' one is just
beginning to comprehend all that is denied to animals.

* Looking at being half vegan as a 'half full cup Vs a half empty cup' can be avoided when we can
have the 'full cup', by seeing and respecting animals as whole beings( thus we become whole and
connected as well). That is genuine balance, not a juggling act.

3 minutes ago (1:50 PM)

I was vegetarian for a long time, and made the leap into veganism in January 2011. I started
researching the industry, and couldn't stomach the way the animals are treated. I felt selfish for
eating eggs and dairy- there are many cruelty-free substitutes out there, and it was not necessary
for me to eat eggs or dairy to survive. So the fact that I was choosing to eat them anyways, and
support an industry where most of the animals are mistreated made me feel so sad. I started
experimenting with alternatives like Daiya cheese, nutritional yeast, soy-based ice cream, 72%+
dark chocolate and more. I will never go back. These alternatives do a great job at satisfying any
cravings, and they don't require an animal to suffer. I think it's great that you have stopped eating
meat, and are looking into other options. But I'd say you should challenge yourself to go further- try
some of the alternatives. Once I stopped consuming dairy and other animal products, I felt so much
better about the way my body felt and about the choices I was making. Here's a quote that I like to
refer to: "We are a species uniquely capable of imagination, rationality, and moral choice – and that
is precisely why we are under an obligation to recognize and respect the rights of animals." —Brigid
Brophy

1 hour ago (12:24 PM)

While I appreciate your honest soul-searching, there is appears to be an implicit misunderstanding
of what veganism means. It means having respect for other living beings, refusal to commodify
others. It means acceptance of their right to live their own lives. For me, it means looking at how all
things are connected. Once you realize that a cow or a chicken has individuality, there is no way
they can be seen as a flesh/feather/leather producers. They are individuals who want to live. Moving
towards veganism is really easy, because the principles are so simple and so clear. They are about
non-violence, feeling connected to all of life, taking down the vehicles of exploitation. Once I knew
that dairy meant a grieving mother and a brutalized infant, there was no turning back. It has also
meant a whole new world of food, a host of wonderful new friends, and a clearer conscience. It is a
decision one makes, pure and simple. And it impacts every other facet of life: world hunger,
deforestation, violence, water and soil resources, climate instability, and the future of life on this
planet. Perhaps the question is this: why would anyone want to ingest pain and suffering?
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2 hours ago (12:19 PM)

I think something that will help you make the full jump to being vegan Val is to read these articles: 
http://animals.change.org/blog/view/pregnancy_at_slaughter_what_happens_to_the_calves_part_1
http://animals.change.org/blog/view/pregnancy_at_slaughter_what_happens_to_the_calves_part_2?
http://animals.change.org/blog/view/pregnancy_at_slaughter_what_happens_to_the_calves_part
_3_graphic
http://animals.change.org/blog/view/your_dairy_dollars_at_work
http://news.change.org/stories/defining_abuse_yes_all_farmed_animals_are_abused

and a spectacular speech which will really make it all make sense is this speech. Please listen to it:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=es6U00LMmC4

2 hours ago (12:02 PM)

Hi Val,

What made me make the "leap" to veganism? After I began writing & speaking about why I was a
vegetarian & opposed to the use of other animals as experimental test subjects, I began to face the
contradictions I was living with. Having to articulate to others why I hold the positions I do causes
me to think deeply about them - I prefer to make sense when I talk!! So, since I realized that I could
see no justification for using other animals as if they were just things - as if they were nothing more
than trees or rocks - I had to bring my actions into accord with those convictions. The only way to
do that was to become vegan.

Is "half a vegan" better than none? Well, of course any progress one makes toward their goals is
better than no progress. That you are asking the question at all shows that you take the matter
seriously & are trying to make progress. That's a good thing. But, suppose I was a thief who broke
into the homes of others every Saturday night of every week. Suppose one day I realized there was
something not quite right in that & from then on I only broke into homes twice per month. Would it
really be honest then to say that "half a thief" was better? It would seem not, unless I was really
committed to ending my thievery altogether. I wonder: What would be stopping

4 hours ago (10:15 AM)

I became vegan, basically overnight. For forty years prior I had eaten meat and dairy pretty much
every day. It was not one thing that led to my decision. Because I was concerned about my
vegetarian turned vegan son's health. I began a serious study of veganism. If you can read past
billions of dollars of industry propaganda the facts are quite clear. Veganism is much better for your
health, the earth, and, of course, for the animals. 

Actually, I didn't become vegan. I did not tell myself I would NEVER eat this or that again. I am sure
I would have gone back to eating burgers in a week. No. I said to myself, "I will do my best to
choose things which are vegan and healthy." Each time I eat, I will do my best to steer myself to
healthy and vegan. It was not too long before it was not an issue at all. I have never enjoyed what I
eat as much as I do now. Being vegan is fun. I discover new foods and new interesting people
every day. I have been vegan for nearly ten years. I am much healthier at 50 than I was at 40. And
I am loving every minute.

5 hours ago (8:50 AM)

I finally went vegan because I ran out of excuses. I remember thinking to myself "the animals don't
need my excuses, they need me to stop torturing and killing them." It sounds cheesy, but that is
exactly how it happened. I stopped being able to pretend that dairy/eggs/meat etc. were not directly
connected to torture and death. I didn't want to cause any more misery.
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12 hours ago (1:35 AM)

it has never been easier and more delicious to live vegan (nor more urgent!). it is not about
deprivation or sacrifice, and even if it was, it would be worth it considering the immense suffering
that these poor creatures go through- not to the mention all the other horrible negative effects of
animal agriculture. go make the leap and i guarantee you will not look back bc your values of
kindness, compassion, and mercy will now be consistent with your actions. signed- passionate and
vegan loving foodie of over 26 years!

15 hours ago (10:29 PM)

Isn't fish meat?

Anyway, I think there's gray area with everything we do. Not everything's black and white... some
meat's better than others. I worry more about the environment... which is a little more tangible than
animal rights. They say that our meat consumption is responsible for as much, if not more... GHG
emissions than transportation. And for every calorie you get out of meat, you put 10 calories or so
into it, in the form of grain. One of the most reasonable views I've seen on it, comes from Lester
Brown, in "Plan B 4.0", which you can read for free online. He says that if everyone on the planet
just moved down the food chain a little bit... it would have very significant effects on the environmen
t. Think about it. When was the last time you flew over the US and didn't see grid after grid of
farmland laid out? It's probably reasonable to assume that most of that is going towards our meat
consumption.

I think the best thing we can do is just be conscious. Know what your animal consumption does to
your health, the environment, and their well being. Buy local and organic. If you're choosing
between chicken and beef, chose chicken because of the lower environmental impact. Know how
the animals are treated... whether they're really in a pasture or range. Eat only sustainable (wild-
caught) fish. The world will be better off.

15 hours ago (10:50 PM)

The whole "livestock produce more GHG than transportation" stuff has been thoroughly
debunked. Our own EPA estimates that only 6.3% of GHG emissions are from agriculture,
and that would include non-animal ag as well (http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/emissio
ns/downloads11/US-GHG-Inventory-2011-Executive-Summary.pdf). Organic increases
GHG emissions because more land is required to grow the same amount of food. And as
far as animal welfare goes, there is clearly no worse choice than poultry. Beef cows spend
a couple of months in a feed lot which isn't great, but at least they spend their first 16
months on pasture as opposed to an entire life in a cage.

3 hours ago (10:31 AM)

Actually, it has not been debunked. It has only been aggressively countered by a
very highly paid industry propaganda campaign. The original United Nations report
made it quite clear that 18% was the total CO2 equivalent contribution of livestock
production. They did not say that livestock directly emit 18% of greenhouse
gasses. That is greater that all forms of transportation combined. The contribution
from livestock production comes from many factors beyond the simple emission of
greenhouse gasses from cows. And, that is just the global warming impact of
livestock production. The environmental devastation from livestock production goes
far beyond it's major contribution to global warming. Not to mention the devastation
caused to human health around the world as a consequence of the Western meat
and dairy diet.
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16 hours ago (10:04 PM)

Sorry, half a vegan is not better than none. But cheer up because half a vegan is better than full
vegan! 

All those warm and fuzzy "be nice to animals" feelings are merely genetically hardwired sentimenta
lism that helped our species survive, so a half a vegan is not quite as misinformed about the
existence of good and evil as a full vegan.

18 hours ago (7:34 PM)

Thanks for your thoughtful article. I'm about where you are -- I have had almost no meat in over 25
years, but I do eat fish, dairy and some animal by-products like eggs. I do wear leather, although I
sometimes feel a little guilty about it.

I believe that being extreme or fanatical about anything is unwise. So, yes, I think that half a vegan
is better than none. Even the Dalai Lama (according to his recent autobiography) eats an
occasional pork bun.

Call me nuts, but I do thank the animal or fish who gave his/her life for our food when I do partake
or serve for others to partake.

19 hours ago (7:12 PM)

I've been asking myself the same question. I'm new to the change in diet. I saw a pic of Bob Harper
for the farm sanctuary walk last year, so I checked their site out. I haven't had meat, pork, or poultry
since. I like my eggs and fish as well. I've been rethinking the eggs, wondering about the conditions
the chickens are kept in. Baby steps, it's a work in progress I suppose. I started working out 3
weeks ago, as well. So, the healthy change in diet should compliment that. I hope to live a long and
healthy life, and be in shape as well. Good luck on your journey toward veganism.

19 hours ago (6:48 PM)

Watch 'Earthlings' - it's very difficult, and heartbreaking, and informative. If you can make it through
that film and still want to go out in your leather shoes to nosh on salmon... well, I don't know what to
offer you.

But yes, being half a vegan is better than none. Thank you for challenging yourself to think about
veganism - it's not the "leap" that people think it is.
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