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“Discussing veganism with people who are omnivores is too
difficult. You have to start with vegetarianism.”

Every vegan has heard this notion expressed many,
many times; indeed, it passes for conventional wisdom
among those of us who take animal ethics seriously.

I would like to suggest that the conventional wisdom on this
matter is wrong and that we should educate everyone, includ-
ing and particularly omnivores, about veganism and should
never promote vegetarianism as morally preferable to being
an omnivore.

There is no morally significant distinction between flesh and
other animal products. Animals used in dairy are generally
kept alive longer than those used for meat, are treated every bit
as badly if not worse, and end up in the same slaughterhouse.
Moreover, the slaughter of animals for meat and the dairy
industry are inextricably intertwined in that there would be
no veal industry without the dairy industry and dairy cows
are all slaughtered and consumed.

I have said many times that if I were forced to choose be-
tween eating a steak or drinking milk and I was to make the
decision solely on the basis of suffering, I would choose the
steak. To promote vegetarianism rather than veganism is sim-
ilar to—and as nonsensical as—promoting eating the meat
from spotted cows rather than the meat from cows without
spots.

When we promote this artificial distinction, it is even more dif-
ficult for someone who gives up flesh to go vegan because she
sees no reason to. As often as I have heard animal advocates
urge that we should promote vegetarianism rather than vegan-
ism, I have heard vegans say that they remained vegetarians
for many years before going vegan because they believed that
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theywerebeing“compassionate”andactingmorally,andwere
dischargingtheirmoralobligationstoanimalsbynoteating
fleshbuteatingdairyproducts.

Weshouldneverpresentfleshassomehowmorallydistinguish-
ablefromdairy.Totheextentitismorallywrongtoeatflesh,
itisasmorallywrong—andpossiblymoremorallywrong—to
consumedairy.

Howdoweraisetheissueofvegan-
ism?
Animaladvocatesoftenaskme:howdoweraisetheissueof
veganismwithomnivoreswithouthavingthemturnusoffat
theoutset?

It’seasierthanyouthink.Asageneralmatter,itisalmost
alwayseasiertohaveadiscussionwithsomeoneifthatperson
doesnotfeelthatyouarejudgingherinanegativewayand
ifyouengagethethinkingprocessesoftheotherperson.

Soitisalwayspreferabletodiscussthematterofveganismin
anon-judgmentalway.Rememberthattomostpeople,eating
fleshordairyandusinganimalproductssuchasleather,wool,
andsilk,isasnormalasbreathingairordrinkingwater.A
personwhoconsumesdairyorusesanimalproductsisnot
necessarilyorusuallywhatarecentandunpopularAmerican
presidentlabeledan“evildoer.”

Themosteffectivewaytogetsomeoneto“get”veganismisto
demonstratehowitfitswithwhatshealreadybelieves.You
candothisinanumberofways.Here’sanactualexampleof
anexchange,lightlyedited,thatIhadrecentlyonalivechat
program:
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Third,Iencouragethosewhoreallyareunwillingtogovegan
immediatelytofollowthe“Vegan1-2-3”plan.Thisintroduces
veganisminthreestages.Thepersongoesveganforbreakfast
forsomeperiodoftime(afewweeks,amonth).Sheseeshow
easyitisandhowdeliciousandsatisfyingaveganbreakfast
is.Shethengoesveganforlunchforsomeperiodoftime,and
thenfordinner,andthenshe’svegan.

AlthoughIthinkthattheVegan1-2-3planispreferableto
eating“happy”meatordairy,Ineverconcedethateating
animalproductsisevermorallyright.Ialwayswanttobe
clearthatveganismistheonlypositionthatmakessenseif
youtakeanimalinterestsseriously.Theotherpersonisalways
clearthatevenifsheisnotreadytogoveganimmediately,
nothingshortofveganismwilldischargetheimportantmoral
obligationinvolved.

Conclusion
DonaldWatson,whofoundedTheVeganSocietyin1944and
wholivedahealthy,activelifeuntilpassingonin2005,main-
tainedthatdairyproducts,suchasmilk,eggs,andcheese,
wereeverybitascruelandexploitiveofsentientanimallifeas
wasslaughteringanimalsfortheirflesh:“Theunquestionable
crueltyassociatedwiththeproductionofdairyproducehas
madeitclearthatlacto-vegetarianismisbutahalf-wayhouse
betweenflesh-eatingandatrulyhumane,civiliseddiet,and
wethink,therefore,thatduringourlifeonearthweshould
trytoevolvesufficientlytomakethe‘fulljourney.’”Healso
avoidedwearingleather,woolorsilkandusedafork,rather
thanaspadeinhisgardeningtoavoidkillingworms.

LetusinstillinothersthereverenceforlifethatDonald
Watsonhadandthathepassedontous.
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“Do you agree with the notion that it is wrong to inflict un-
necessary suffering or death on animals?”

“Yes, of course.”

“We could have an interesting discussion about the fine points
of “necessity,” but would you agree that it is wrong to inflict
suffering and death on animals for reasons of pleasure, amuse-
ment, or convenience?”

“No brainer. Sure. I really objected when it was revealed
that [American football player] Michael Vick was involved with
fighting dogs. I think it’s barbaric to do that.”

“Why?”

“It’s obvious. It’s wrong to make animals suffer and die for
our amusement.”

“Do you eat meat or cheese or drink milk?”

“Yes, I do not eat much beef because I know it’s bad for you
but I eat pork, chicken, and fish. And I love cheese and ice
cream.”

“What is the difference between what you’re doing and what
Michael Vick did?”

“What? I don’t understand.”

“Well, Michael Vick imposed suffering and death on animals
because he enjoyed the results. Those of us who eat meat and
dairy impose suffering and death on animals because we enjoy
the results. We just pay someone else to do the dirty work.”

“But surely there’s a difference.”

“What is that difference? You don’t need to eat animal prod-
ucts. Indeed, many mainstream health care professionals agree
that animal products are detrimental to human health. And
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animal agriculture is unquestionably an ecological nightmare.
The best justification that we have for inflicting pain, suffer-
ing, and death on more than 56 billion animals annually, not
counting fish, is that they taste good.”

“I never thought of it like that.”

We had another follow-up chat about the treatment of cows in
the production of dairy. Three days later, the person involved
in this exchange wrote to tell me that she had decided to
become vegan.

Incremental steps
I am often asked what to say to a person who expresses agree-
ment with the moral theory of veganism but says that she
cannot go vegan right away.

First of all, I always emphasize that it is easy to go vegan. I
very consciously reject the notion promoted by many animal
advocates that veganism is difficult. It’s easy. I have been a
vegan for 27 years now. It was more difficult when I started
but it was not that difficult, even in 1982. In 2009, it’s a
breeze. And if you want to eat healthily and avoid prepared
foods, it’s even easier.

Second, I never encourage anyone to eat cage-free eggs or
“happy meat” or organic milk, etc. First of all, all of these
animals are tortured. Although animals who are supposedly
raised in “free-range” circumstances, or whose products are
advertised as “organic,” are raised in conditions that may be
slightly less brutal than the normal factory farm, they are all
still tortured. I will never portray these products as anything
but what they are: gimmicks that are intended to make hu-
mans feel more comfortable about consuming nonhumans.
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