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Veganized: How Cultural Entrepreneurs Mainstreamed a Movement 

 

Abstract 

In the last few years, veganism transformed from a marginalized animal rights movement 

into a mainstream lifestyle. This shift occurred through the promotional work of change agents 

called cultural entrepreneurs. Drawing on over 150 interviews with these movement leaders, I 

describe three archetypes that emerged inductively from the analysis: Icons (image entrepreneurs), 

Informers (knowledge entrepreneurs), and Innovators (market entrepreneurs). Collectively, cultural 

entrepreneurs sacrifice ideological purity in pursuit of popularity. However, they are both enabled 

and constrained by the national contexts in which they are embedded. I compare the United States 

with two “shadow cases” that represent barriers to (France) and openings for (Israel) cultural 

diffusion. In both cases, veganism is tightly coupled with animal rights, which paradoxically stalls the 

movement in France, but fuels it in Israel. These divergent outcomes are explained by how the 

national contexts mediate veganism via the sociohistorical, cultural, and movement-specific 

conditions in each country. While mainstreaming broadens appeal, the process involves tradeoffs, 

specifically between boundary expansion versus porousness, cultural legitimation versus elitism, and 

incumbent allies versus cooptation. The dissertation brings together theoretical insights from classic 

literature on social movements and status, emerging literature on lifestyle movements and 

consumption, and organizational literature on cultural entrepreneurship to explain how an ideology- 

based social movement transforms into a consumption-based lifestyle movement. The tradeoffs 

cultural entrepreneurs make compromise the movement’s ideological core, but ultimately represent 

their attempts to broaden the societal acceptance of veganism both nationally and beyond.  
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CHAPTER I 

Veganism as a Lifestyle Movement 

 
Veganism is no longer a marginalized cultural practice. Throughout the twentieth century, 

the non-consumption of animals for ethical, environmental, health, philosophical, or spiritual 

reasons seemed extreme to many (Cherry 2016; Maurer 2002). In the last few years, however, the 

popularity of veganism has surged. According to a Gallup poll, the number of self-identified 

“vegans” in the U.S. tripled from 1 percent in 2012 to 3 percent in 2018, now comprising almost 10 

million Americans.1 Other data suggests that the proportion may be as high as 6 percent.2 Beyond 

the growth of vegans, 23 percent of Americans report eating less meat since 2019 and a third of 

these say they are consuming plant-based products.3 Flexitarianism is most common among younger 

generations, with 13 percent of Gen Z and about 10 percent of Millennials and Gen X eating meat 

only occasionally.4 Data commissioned by the Plant-Based Foods Association shows that the U.S. 

retail sales of plant-based foods grew 11 percent in 2018 compared to only 2 percent for the total 

retail food market, with the market value of plant-based products now worth $4.5 billion.5 

Meanwhile, a Mintel report shows that “cruelty-free” cosmetic launches have more than doubled 

over the past 5 years.6 Whether or not people “go vegan”, there is a growing interest in this way of 

life. As a leading industry report states, veganism is “no longer a niche lifestyle choice but a 

prominent feature of mainstream food culture.”7   

 
1 Gallup, 2020. “Nearly One in Four in the U.S. Have Cut Back on Eating Meat.” Link.  
2 PR Newswire. June 2017. “Top Trends in Prepared Foods 2017”. Link.  
3 Baum & Whiteman LLC. 2019. “2018 Trends of the Year: Plant-Based Foods Go Mainstream.” Link.  
4 Food Marketing Institute. March 2019. “The Power of Meat 2019: FMI and Foundation for Meat and Poultry 
Education & Research” Link.  
5 Plant-Based Foods Association. July 2019. Link.  
6 Mintel. August 2018. “How Can Beauty Companies Make the Most of Veganism’s Rising Popularity?” Link.  
7 Hartman Group. July 2019. “Plant-Based Alternatives Are Not the Biggest Threat to the Meat and Dairy Industries” 
Link.		
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These developments suggest an intriguing sociological question: How does a marginal 

cultural practice become mainstream? I define mainstreaming as the process by which a cultural 

practice becomes accepted and normalized in society (Maxwell 2019). In this dissertation, the degree 

of mainstreaming refers not only by the number of self-identified vegans, but also the prominence 

of veganism in the public sphere (Bail 2014) as evidenced by media attention, celebrity endorsement, 

proliferation of restaurants and options, growth in consumption of plant-based products by non-

vegans, number and success of vegan companies, and money invested in emerging startups. While I 

concentrate on veganism as the case in question, the broader theoretical motivation is to understand 

how an ideology transforms into a lifestyle and the consequences of this shift. 

I argue that the puzzle of why veganism mainstreamed can be solved by considering 

veganism distinctly from animal rights. Much of the research on veganism has considered it be 

synonymous with the animal rights (AR) movement, focusing on political action as the primary site 

of social change (Cherry 2016; Jasper and Nelkin 1992). Yet this focus obscures the transformation 

of veganism from a social into a lifestyle movement. Unlike social movements, which are 

conceptualized as organized collective action aimed at the state or corporations (Benford and Snow 

2000; McCarthy and Zald 1977), the emerging literature on lifestyle movements conceives of 

movements that are structurally more diffuse and oriented toward personal identity and lifestyle 

consumption (Haenfler, Johnson, and Jones 2012; Wahlen and Laamanen 2015).  

The distinction between veganism as a social movement or lifestyle movement is significant 

since it focuses our attention on the key agents working to bring about this change. In social 

movements, the key change agents are activists who agitate the state and corporations to meet 

certain demands. Activists typically use confrontational tactics such as demonstrations, protests, and 

sit-ins (Benford and Snow 2000; McCarthy and Zald 1977). By contrast, in lifestyle movements the 

key change agents are cultural entrepreneurs (Battilana 2006; Lounsbury and Glynn 2019). These 
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individuals use consensus-based tactics that emphasize cooperation, compromise, and adaptation to 

dominant institutional structures rather than confrontational opposition to norms and practices 

(Kucinskas 2014; Sunstein 2019). As such, this dissertation seeks to remedy the gaps left both by 

social movements and lifestyle movements literature to study the key agents who bring about change 

within newly emerging lifestyle movements.  

Drawing on over 150 interviews, I analyze three archetypes of cultural entrepreneurs that 

emerged inductively from the analysis: Icons, Informers, and Innovators. I describe how each type 

contributes uniquely to the mainstreaming of veganism. Icons are image entrepreneurs, embodying 

veganism as an aspirational and desirable way of life as chefs, athletes, celebrities, and social media 

influencers. Informers are knowledge entrepreneurs, disseminating the information used to adopt 

veganism as doctors, researchers, filmmakers, and non-profit actors. Finally, Innovators are market 

entrepreneurs who create consumer products that make the lifestyle easier to adopt as company 

founders, CEOs, investors, and philanthropists. Collectively, cultural entrepreneurs sacrifice 

ideological purity in the pursuit of popularity.  

Given that veganism is a global movement, I consider how this cultural practice is 

mainstreaming not only in the United States, but also two other national contexts that represent 

barriers to, and openings for, cultural diffusion: France and Israel. In both contexts, veganism is still 

tightly coupled with the AR movement, highlighting its salience as a lifestyle movement in the U.S. I 

show that these “shadow cases” represent a purity paradox: despite their emphasis on ideological 

purity, while this rigidity stalls the movement in France, it does not do so in Israel. As I show, the 

key to understanding this paradox is an analysis of how national contexts, which consist of 

socioeconomic, cultural, and movement-specific conditions, mediate cultural entrepreneurs’ 

attempts to promote veganism in each society.  
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The implications of the dissertation are severalfold. Empirically, the study draws on a novel 

and substantial original set of qualitative data that examine a cultural practice over several years and 

across a broad landscape of national contexts. Conceptually, it clarifies the distinction between 

classic social movements and emerging lifestyle movements as well as specifies archetypes of cultural 

entrepreneurs. Analytically, it illuminates our understanding of the dynamics involved in the 

mainstreaming process and in particular, the tradeoffs inherent to this type of social change. The 

story of mainstreaming is not as simple as the market corrupting an ideology, but about how the 

leaders of lifestyle movements make strategic choices given opportunities and constraints. 

Ultimately, the dissertation seeks to critically examine personal choice as the site of social change in 

contemporary neoliberal society.  

In this chapter, I proceed as follows. First, I outline the conceptual context that motivates 

the dissertation, showing how the dissertation weaves together various strands of literature. I begin 

with classic cultural sociology of social movements and status as my starting point, and then discuss 

the relevance of newly emerging literature on lifestyle movements and consumption. Second, I 

describe the foundational literature on cultural entrepreneurship and describe the three archetypes 

that emerged inductively from the analysis for the explanatory model. Next, I draw on theories of 

national context from comparative cultural sociology and introduce the three case studies that will 

demonstrate how macro-level socioeconomic, cultural, and movement-specific conditions shape the 

micro-level efforts of cultural entrepreneurs. Finally, I discuss the study methodology, including data 

collection, analysis, and reflexivity. I end with a more detailed outline of the dissertation as a whole.  
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CONCEPTUAL CONTEXT 

 Current literature on veganism is premised on studying it from a social movement 

perspective. While this perspective is valuable, I argue that we gain instructive insights from 

considering veganism distinctly as a newly emerging lifestyle movement based on individual 

consumption rather than political protest. This distinction is not only conceptual, but empirically 

important in order to understand its growing mainstream appeal. In the next section, I review the 

literature that discusses veganism within the context of the animal rights movement, then discuss 

emerging literature on lifestyle movements and argue why veganism should be considered as such, 

and finally weave in relevant insights from the cultural sociology of lifestyles to holistically 

understand the mainstreaming of veganism in contemporary society.  

 

Veganism in the Animal Rights Movement  

Vegetarianism has been practiced historically for a variety of ethical, environmental, health, 

philosophical, and spiritual reasons, especially in Eastern religious traditions such as Jainism, 

Hinduism, and Buddhism that promote ahimsa, the practice of “non-violence” (Spencer 2000). While 

there are several figures in Western antiquity who advocated the practice, mostly famously 

Pythagoras, vegetarianism gained momentum in the West through a complex process of cultural 

diffusion which included colonial cooptation (Stuart 2012). Prominent figures such as Percy Shelley, 

Leo Tolstoy, and George Bernard Shaw advocated for vegetarianism, drawing on rhetoric from 

Eastern traditions to advocate for a lifestyle of “moral purity”. In the United States, vegetarianism 

was promoted by proponents of the “natural hygiene” movement such William Metcalfe, Sylvester 

Graham, and William A. Alcott who believed the consumption of animals to be morally “impure” 

(Iacobbo and Iacobbo 2010; Maurer 2010; Miller 2018; Shprintzen 2013).  
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Vegetarianism crisscrossed with three distinct cultural threads: healthism, environmentalism, and 

speciesism. Each “ism” was motivated by a different moral preoccupation: healthism with the purity of 

food, environmentalism with conservation of the planet, and speciesism with the welfare of animals. 

In 1944, these three trends were braided together by an English woodworker named Donald 

Watson. Watson’s life choices contrasted sharply from the English mining town in which he grew 

up, as he avoided cigarettes, alcohol, and registered as a conscientious objector during WWII. 

Watson lamented the decision of The Vegetarian Society (founded in 1847), to permit its members 

to consume animal by-products, muddling the definition (Gregory 2008). Endeavoring to promote 

complete cessation of consumption, Watson and his wife founded The Vegan Society whose stated 

mission is: “To seek an end to the use of animals by man for food, commodities, work, hunting, 

vivisection, and all other uses involving exploitation of animal life by man.”8  

In this longer timeline, the animal rights (AR) movement of the 1970s, which emphasized 

speciesism over and above other concerns, is a historical anomaly. This entrenchment may be 

attributed primarily to the publication in 1975 of a seminal book called Animal Liberation, by the 

Australian moral philosopher Peter Singer.9 The book’s premise is that ethical behavior should be 

measured by the extent to which it reduces the suffering of sentient beings, a philosophical 

perspective known as utilitarianism. Singer argues that since animals, like humans, can feel pain, they 

are worthy of the same respect afforded to the human species. Singer argues against speciesism, the 

“assignment of different moral worth based on species membership” (Caviola et al. 2018: 1011). 

Conceptualized in the 1970s in parallel with other “isms” highlighting unjust discrimination, such as 

racism and sexism (Horta 2010), psychologists have since translated the philosophical idea into a 

psychological construct, and provide evidence that there is indeed a “near-universal belief that 

 
8 The Vegan Society. 2018. “Ripened by Human Determination: Seventy Years of the Vegan Society.” The Vegan Society 
Archives. Vegetarian Messenger and Health Review 1935: 317-318. Link. 
9 Singer, Peter. 1975. Animal Liberation: A New Ethics for Our Treatment of Animals. HarperCollins.  
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humans are intrinsically more valuable than individuals of other species” (Caviola et al. 2018: 1011). 

This work has influenced other scholars, including Melanie Joy, whose concept of “carnism” (Joy 

2011) refers to a subset of speciesism that classifies some animals as food.  

While Singer does not advocate for the idea of “animal rights” per se, the publication of his 

book marked a turning point in the movement, and solidified veganism as the practical solution to 

contribute to the “greatest good”. While the early animal rights movement focused on the use of 

animals in medicine, cosmetics, and fashion—including the notorious People for the Ethical 

Treatment of Animals (PETA), whose protesters threw red paint on fur coats (Jasper and Nelkin 

1992)—in the mid-1980s, activists began to focus more of their attention on farmed animals, the 

vast majority of animals consumed by humans as food. According to Cherry (2016: 3), a sociologist 

of animal rights, “this shift reflected the fact that farmed animals accounted for the vast majority of 

animals killed for human purposes.” 

By the 1980s, the Humane Society of the United States (HSUS), the most prominent 

organization working on behalf of animals, stated that farmed animals comprised 99 percent of all 

animals killed by humans each year, with only 1 percent being used for leather, experiments, 

entertainment, hunting or trapping, and companion animals euthanized in animal shelters. Veganism 

came to be viewed as a means to an end—a way to advocate for a reduction first, and then eventually 

the elimination of animal use. Along with this shift, new social movement organizations (SMOs) 

were established, including The Farm Animal Rights Movement (FARM), which organizes the 

annual Animal Rights National Conference, Farm Sanctuary, Vegan Outreach, Compassion Over 

Killing, and Mercy for Animals, all of which are considered animal welfare agencies (Cherry 2016). 

While most animal rights activists in fact practiced veganism in their personal lives, the movement 

promoted vegetarianism instead, as it was perceived as “less extreme” (Fox and Ward 2008a).  
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Given this history, it is not surprising that current literature on veganism considers it 

through an animal rights lens. A classic book is Jasper and Nelkins’s The Animal Rights Crusade 

(1992), which discusses the history and motivations of the AR movement in the U.S., analyzing the 

tactics and strategies used by activists to gain public attention. A more recent book is Cherry’s 

Culture in Activism (2016), which compares the relative success of the American and French animal 

rights movements, and the cultural tools available to activists in each context based on the 

institutional logics that organize their efforts (see also Cherry 2014; 2010; 2006). Other scholars have 

examined topics such as: the philosophical arguments for veganism in the context of animal rights 

(Ciocchetti 2012; Almassi 2011), the cultural meaning of meat consumption (Swatland 2010; Bohm 

et al. 2015), individual motivations for adopting a vegan identity (Cherry 2006; Larsson et al. 2003), 

emotional work done by activists (Greenebaum 2012a; Greenebaum 2012b; Jacobsson and 

Lindblom 2013; Fox and Ward 2008b), how animal rights activists are perceived by outsiders (Cole 

and Morgan 2011; Sneijder and Molder 2005), and the intersection between veganism and feminism 

(Greenebaum and Dexter 2018; Ruby and Heine 2011; Calvert 2014; Adams 1990).  

While this literature is instructive, it is focused almost exclusively on the classic 

manifestations of social movements: leafleting, demonstrations, protests, and other collective action 

via the channel of social movement organizations (SMOs), or else the subjective experience of 

activists. These approaches emerge from the classic contentious politics perspectives, most notably the 

resource mobilization and political process approaches. The former examines how social movements 

acquire resources and mobilize participants around shared goals (McCarthy and Zald 1977), while 

the latter analyzes how the state provides “openings” for social movements to emerge (McAdam 

2001; Tarrow 2011; Skocpol 1994). In turn, cultural sociologists critiqued these perspectives for 

treating social movement actors as overly rational and for ignoring the cultural context (Benford and 

Snow 2000; Polletta 2008; Polletta and Jasper 2001). Yet despite their insights regarding the cultural 
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resonance of symbols, narratives, and frames of social movements, these perspectives still largely 

focus on movements based on protests against the state or corporations via collective channels.  

Conceptually, veganism is mostly closely aligned to the new social movement (NSM) paradigm 

(Melucci 2009). The NSM paradigm emerged in the 1980s in Europe to analyze social movements 

that appeared in the 1960s and contrasted sharply from former movements organized around class 

issues. The “new” movements were organized around ascribed characteristics such as race, age, or 

sexuality (Goodwin and Jasper 2015; Meyer and Minkoff 2004). NSMs typically feature the struggle 

for recognition by a marginalized group (Lamont et al. 2016), and place emphasis on individual 

change by believing that the “personal is political” (Larana et al. 1994). Such struggles resonated with 

the cultural turn in social theory, and especially with framing approaches that viewed culture as an 

area of protest in which there would be contests over meanings, symbols, and identities (Cohen 

1985). Unlike the activists of “old” movements, who were concerned with the unequal distribution 

of material resources, the “new” activists were more concerned with cultural recognition of identity 

claims (Melucci 2009).  

While most NSMs are based on identities, some are premised on value-based ideologies, 

such as pacificism, environmentalism, or human rights, and express their grievances through   

SMOs, public protest, and political action (Micheletti 2003). As far as veganism is coupled with the 

animal rights movement, lifestyle movements are a natural extension of NSMs. To the extent that 

veganism is considered a lifestyle choice distinct from convictions surrounding animal rights, it 

should be considered not as an NSM, but instead as a distinct lifestyle movement. A vegan identity is 

not based on ascribed characteristics such as race, gender, or sexuality—it is premised on specific 

lifestyle choices. I contend that the proper lens through which to analyze veganism, and which better 

explains its rising popularity, is to consider it as lifestyle movement. As we will see, the modern 

vegan lifestyle movement actually represents a return to the original three “isms”—healthism, 
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environmentalism, and speciesism—as well as the dawn of a new one: capitalism. Cultural 

entrepreneurs are no longer on the fringes of society or separate from the churn of capitalism, but 

are instead strategically using the market to reshape veganism into a covetable, commercial lifestyle 

choice. 

 

Veganism as a Lifestyle Movement 

Lifestyle movements are those that “consciously and actively promote a lifestyle, a way of 

life, as a means to foster social change” (Haenfler, Johnson, and Jones 2012: 2). These movements 

are distinguishable based on three characteristics: lifestyle choice as a tactic for social change, the 

central role of personal identity work, and a diffuse structure compared to traditional social 

movements (Haenfler, Johnson, and Jones 2012). While social movements feature organized, 

change-oriented collective action focused on the state or corporations, lifestyle movements are those 

that advocate for a lifestyle that in some way challenges the status quo. Although lifestyle 

movements are distinct from social movements, they can nevertheless arise from the same 

“discursive field”, the meaning-making landscape from which cultural narratives and frames are 

drawn (Snow 2004). In other words, social movements inspire ideas that filter into the lifestyle 

movement discourse, as is the case between the animal rights and vegan movements.  

Unlike in social movements, where the source of identity is either an ideology or an ascribed 

social characteristic based on social position, in lifestyle movements the source of identity is the set 

of lifestyle choices, which often stem from certain worldviews. Individuals participate in lifestyle 

movements simply by taking individual actions that they subjectively believe have implications 

beyond their personal lives. For example, in the environmental movement, acts as varied as choosing 

to buy a Prius (Lorenzen 2014a), engaging in urban food cultivation (Dobernig and Stagl 2015), or 

living in an eco-conscious community (Ergas 2010) signal political consciousness, at least 
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subjectively to those taking these actions if not also the wider public. The same is true in the vegan 

movement, in which choosing to wear a jacket made of faux leather or consuming a burger made of 

pea protein instead of animal flesh are considered not only means of individual expression (Giddens 

1991), but also engagement in the broader vegan lifestyle movement. I outline the key conceptual 

distinctions between social and lifestyle movements in Table 1.1 below. 

 

Table 1.1 Comparing Social vs. Lifestyle Movements 

 Social Movement Lifestyle Movement 

Source of Identity Ideology, Social Position Lifestyle Choice 

Type of Engagement Political Action Economic Action 

Social Change Collective Protest Individual Consumption 

Change Agents Social Activists Cultural Entrepreneurs 

 

Despite their potential politicization, those who participate in lifestyle movements do not 

always link their consumption choices to explicitly political issues, such as in the case of “buyouts” 

or the conscientious boycott of certain goods (Gotlieb and Cheema 2017; Johnston 2018). Some 

engage non-confrontationally in what Kennedy, Johnston, and Parkins (2018) term “small-p 

politics”, meaning that the aim is not contentious politics but cultural change. In this rhetoric, it is 

not activists but consumers that are deemed the ideal agents of change through their life choices. 

The underlying assumption of what Lorenzen (2012: 455) calls the lifestyle change strategy is that “small 

lifestyle changes will snowball into more significant changes and, potentially, into collective action.” 

As such, those who participate in lifestyle movements are oriented to spreading cultural values 

through the choices they make in everyday life.  

 While the vegan and animal rights movements certainly intersect, their distinctiveness is 

evident in the moral preoccupations they espouse. While the AR movement is primarily motivated 
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by speciesism, the vegan movement is also concerned with healthism and environmentalism. In this 

way, it also overlaps with the “plant-based” food tribe. As I will detail in Chapter 2, this term refers 

to those following a predominantly or exclusively vegan diet without the encompassing moral 

ideology around animal ethics. As with other “food tribes”—paleo, keto, or gluten-free (Egan 

2016)—that have emerged in the last few years, this term reflects a growing healthism imperative 

that considers individual health choices as the ultimate domain of personal responsibility (Epstein 

and Mamo 2017; Hoffman et al. 2013). Indeed, research shows that among health-conscious 

consumers, most choose the plant-based food tribe.10  

 The diversity of terms and motivations begs the question of whether one can even refer to a 

single “vegan movement”. I argue that considering the vegan movement as a singular entity allow us 

to recognize the intertwined interests and fates of those who share the same cultural landscape 

(Miller 2018). The vegan movement’s overlap with related movements—including most closely 

animal rights (a social movement) and plant-based (a food tribe)—illuminates the reality that it 

encompasses several intersecting moral concerns, just as it has historically. Although those who 

espouse animal rights and follow a plant-based diet may also consider themselves as choosing a 

“lifestyle”, conceptually the former is more closely aligned with an ideology, while the latter may not 

be motivated by social and political consciousness.  

The vegan movement also intersects with other food-related movements such as organic 

(Lee, Hiatt, and Lounsbury 2017), non-GMO (Sato 2013), local (Kennedy, Parkins, and Johnston 

2018), and grass-fed (Weber, Heinze, and DeSoucey 2008). These connections offer insights into the 

rich tapestry of social meanings as well as reveal internal dynamics around food. In Figure 1.1. 

below, I outline the three “isms” that underlie the vegan movement, and which are once again 

evident in the new vegan wave. 

 
10 Pew Research Center. 2016. “The New Food Fights: U.S. Public Divides Over Food Science.” Link.  
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Figure 1.1 The Three “Isms” 

 

Lifestyles, Food, and Inequality 

While the newly emerging literature on lifestyle movements is illuminating, it often lacks a 

critical eye linking lifestyles to inequality. To rectify this, I turn to the long tradition of cultural 

sociology that connects lifestyles to differential social outcomes. Max Weber (1922) classically 

argued that consumption choices signify status. Indeed, he theorized that status groups are 

distinguishable from classes precisely because they are based on “styles of life” cultivated through 

the choice of goods that afford “social honor” or prestige, and which serve to exclude others 

through “social closure”. Similarly, Thorstein Veblen (1899) coined the term conspicuous consumption to 

describe the process whereby elites use particular material goods, especially those without functional 

use such as hand-wrought silver cutlery, as a way to signal their esteemed “leisure class” rank. 

Drawing on this tradition, Pierre Bourdieu argued that although it may appear idiosyncratic, cultural 

“taste” for everything from music to food is shaped by one’s “habitus”—the set of dispositions and 

orientations that signal one’s social class position.  

VEGAN
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In these conceptualizations, lifestyles are the preferences, activities, and ways of interacting 

with material culture that not only express individual identity but also broadly signal group 

membership. In doing so, they buttress existing status hierarchies through symbolic boundaries 

necessary to the formation of social boundaries (Lamont and Molnar 2012). Indeed, recent 

sociological work reinforces the insight that lifestyles shape unequal outcomes. Lifestyle choices may 

be as broad as the kinds of schools we attend (Khan 2012), jobs we strive for (Rivera 2017), spouses 

we marry (Brooks 2001), art we buy (Holt 1997), home renovation projects we undergo (Sherman 

2018), and even the way we parent (Lareau 2011). In other words, status is about signaling social 

position, opportunity hoarding, and social exclusion, and lifestyles signal what kinds of life choices 

we have access to and which are out of reach.   

Food choice is a particularly salient expression of class inequality as it is an unavoidable 

dimension of everyday life, and an obvious arena to address the issue of “taste”. Bourdieu wrote 

surprisingly little on food itself, but argued that one’s preferences for foodstuffs is perhaps among 

the most telling markers of social position, signifying freedom from or adherence to economic 

necessity. As Warde (2015: 54) writes, “Bourdieu showed that food preferences are coded in such a 

way that they convey messages about social worth.” Indeed, food intersects with all three types of 

cultural capital—embodied, objectified, and institutionalized. It is embodied in that it literally builds 

“bodily capital” and corporality itself (Wacquant 2016; Mears 2011). It is objectified in that it exists 

as an artefact of economy and culture to be consumed in socially defining ways. Finally, it is 

institutionalized since the dynamics of how food comes from the land to our table is a highly 

complex social, economic, and political “food chain” (DeSoucey 2016). Indeed, as Kennedy, 

Baumann, and Johnston state, “food is a key area where symbolic boundary work takes place, since 

food’s many roles include facilitating group boundaries and conferring distinction” (2018: 4). 
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The patterns that determine how and why we eat have been labelled as “foodways” by 

scholars (Guptill, Copelton, and Lucal 2017), and there is a salient intersection between status and 

the ethical dimension of foodways. While all manner of moral convictions from religion to cultural 

taboos have shaped food consumption in every society (Douglas 196; Warde 2015), ethical 

convictions have also served as a signifier of status (DeSoucey 2016). The term “foodies” refers to 

consumers that demonstrate their high status through a “refined palate” that adjudicates between 

subtle signifiers such as the authenticity and exoticism of food, ultimately determining its “quality” 

(Johnston and Baumann 2015). Recent work suggests that some of the highest-status consumers are 

not only aesthetically oriented foodies, but also those who incorporate ethical concerns onto their 

plates (Johnston, Szabo, and Rodney 2011).  

Kennedy, Baumann, and Johnston (2018) use survey data to examine the conditions under 

which ethical consumption becomes a high-status practice. Conceptualizing the “aesthetics” and 

“ethics” dimensions of food, they identify four distinct clusters of consumers through inductive 

analysis: foodies (aesthetics only), ethical consumers (ethics only), ethical foodies (aesthetics and 

ethics), and those without either aesthetic or ethical ideals. Undoubtedly, there are low-status and 

subcultural ways of being an ethical consumer, such as the dumpster-diving “freegans” (Barnard 

2016), and high-status consumers can be concerned only with aesthetics or with ethics. Based on 

cross-sectional data of 828 food shoppers in a range of discount and premium grocery stores in 

Toronto, Canada, their results show that the consumers perceived to have the highest status are 

those that combine both aesthetic and ethical considerations into their food choices (Kennedy, 

Baumann, and Johnston (2018).  

These findings bolster earlier research on an emerging high-status “eco-habitus” (Carfagna et 

al. 2004; Paddock 2014; Lorenzen 2014b) that is being incorporated into the contemporary notion 

of what it means to be a high-status consumer. The highest status consumers today may only admire 
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a diamond ring if it is ethically sourced or lab-grown, or a luxury vehicle if it is an electric Tesla 

Model S. Even more subtly, high cultural capital is signified through inconspicuous consumption such as 

expensive educational credentials, food from local farmer’s markets, and solar panels installed on the 

roofs of eco-conscious bungalows (Currid-Halkett 2018). As Kennedy, Baumann, and Johnston 

state, “by orienting toward aesthetics and ethics simultaneously, consumers are able to most 

effectively enjoy both ideals and materialism, or to most effectively balance competing goals of 

democracy and distinction” (2018: 17). In choosing products that are both expensive and ecological, 

many high status consumers connote their high status not only through their ability to expend 

capital, but also demonstrate the wherewithal to do so in a “conscious” manner.  

While they may appear trivial, lifestyles demarcate important symbolic and social boundaries, 

and cultural practices around food are a particularly salient source of distinction. Yet while dynamics 

of social differentiation are undoubtedly at play in lifestyle movements, because they attempt to 

spread cultural values, ultimately their goal is to broaden the boundaries of inclusion. We will 

explore the tension between simultaneously reifying a lifestyle as something aspirational and out of 

reach while promoting it widely in more detail in the final chapter of the dissertation, on the 

tradeoffs of relying on elites for cultural legitimation.  The way lifestyle movements broaden 

boundaries is via the market. As I will show in this dissertation, the vegan lifestyle movement is the 

domain of “conscious capitalists” (Mackey and Sisodia 2013) who believe there is no contradiction 

between the pursuit of ethical principles and neoliberal capitalism. 

 
Consumption and the Market 

Existing literature on the intersection between social movements and the market assumes 

that the two are in opposition to one another. Research examines how citizens target corporations to 

demand change (Bakker et al. 2013; Pellow 2007; Seidman 2003; Soule 2012) or how corporations 

co-opt or grant concessions to grieving citizens (Laufer 2003; King 2008). To the extent that social 
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movements have been considered in tandem with the market, research examines how activism leads 

to the emergence of new market sectors (Weber, Heinze, and DeSoucey 2008; Rao, Morrill, and 

Zald 2000; Fromartz 2007) or how social movements lead to new organizational forms (Rao 2009; 

Haveman and Rao 1997; Thompson and Coskuner-Balli 2007; Hiatt, Sine, and Tolbert 2009). Less 

well understood are the dynamics by which social movements funnel change through the market, 

and how individuals and organizations can act simultaneously in the interest of business and as 

agents of social and cultural change.  

Previous research has mostly assumed that where social movements and markets intersect, 

markets have a corrupting influence. For example, work on social enterprises—those that pursue a 

“double bottom line” of a social mission and profit simultaneously (Shaker et al. 2009) shows that 

having two competing goals can lead to “mission drift” in favor of market pressures (Ebrahim, 

Batillana, and Mair 2014). While this may be largely true for social movements, for lifestyle 

movements, the relationship is not so simple, precisely because markets have nearly always been 

implicated in lifestyle change. As Miller (2018) argues, the mainstreaming of the natural foods 

occurred hand in hand with marketization, and in fact through it. This is true of veganism, which  

intersects with the natural foods movement. However, given that veganism is closely aligned with 

the animal rights movement as well, the question of what is “ethical” is more complex.  

Contrary to conceptualizations of markets as somehow devoid of social influence, 

sociologists have shown that they are thoroughly subject to cultural contestations around what is 

considered moral and acceptable (Zelizer 2017). As DeSoucey (2016) shows in the case of a foie gras, 

contestations around the ethics of the foodstuff’s production shape the market, acting as a 

structuring force. Operating at the intersection of social movements and the market, lifestyle 

movements provide an ideal opportunity to study how markets permeate movements’ ideological 

core and the tradeoffs involved in mainstreaming. As I will show, mainstreaming is not a simple 
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story of decreasing radicalization, or the co-optation of ethical tenets by the market, but instead a 

negotiation between those who lead lifestyle movements and both the opportunities and constraints 

afforded by the market, as well as the national contexts in which they are embedded. The agents of 

cultural change in lifestyle movements are called cultural entrepreneurs.  

 

CULTURAL ENTREPRENEURS 

In their seminal piece on lifestyle movements, Haenfler, Johnson, and Jones (2012: 11) argue 

that the key change agents in lifestyle movements are cultural entrepreneurs. The authors explain that 

these individuals emerge as leaders by producing popular books, newsletters, magazines, or 

documentaries and gain a following on social media platforms and through blogs. These writings 

“provide ideological structure and boundaries to diffuse lifestyle movements, becoming part of the 

movement’s cultural toolkit” (ibid: 11). Yet while the authors employ the term, they do not provide 

any more detail about the specific work that cultural entrepreneurs do in lifestyle movements, nor do 

they acknowledge the term as conceptualized in the cultural or organizational sociology traditions. 

As such, prior to describing how I will employ the term in the dissertation, it is first necessary to 

map out two other closely related terms: cultural intermediaries and institutional entrepreneurs.  

As the literature on taste demonstrates, individuals’ preferences are highly shaped by social 

factors, in particular class background (Bourdieu 1984; Currid-Halkett 2018, Khan 2012; Sherman 

2018). However, while some tastes are inculcated through socialization and social reproduction in 

institutions (family, peers, school, etc.), various “tastemakers” are also involved in shaping these 

preferences. Tastemakers may be cultural elites that set tastes for an entire society (Bourdieu 1984; 

DiMaggio 1982; Crane 1999; Veblen 1899) or trendsetters in creative occupations that shape tastes 

for particular cultural goods or practices (Kaufman and Patterson 2005; Kuipers 2015; Smith 

Maguire and Matthews 2014).  Bourdieu (1984: 315) uses the term “cultural intermediaries” in 
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passing, describing them as “producers of cultural programmes on television or radio or the critics 

of ‘quality’ newspapers and magazines and all writer-journalists and journalist-writers’ as the ‘most 

typical’ of this group.” Elsewhere, Bourdieu says these tastemakers work in creative occupations 

such as design, fashion, marketing, and public relations (Hodges 2006). 

Despite its brief mention, the term has spawned an entirely new literature, with sociologists 

studying various occupations such as content buyers for television companies (Kuipers 2015), public 

relations managers (Edwards 2012), trade publishing editors (Childress et al. 2017), restaurant critics 

(Lane 2013), sommeliers (Smith Maguire 2016a), and fitness trainers (Smith Maguire 2008). The 

common theme is that cultural intermediaries “construct value, by framing how others…engage 

with goods, affecting and effecting others’ orientations towards those goods as legitimate” (Smith 

Maguire and Matthews 2014: 552). While cultural intermediaries certainly shape culture, their sphere 

of influence appears to be confined to the production of cultural goods. As such, the concept is far 

too narrow to describe the work done by the leaders of lifestyle movements, and goes beyond classic 

conceptions of leadership in social movements, which is confined to the particular biographies of 

leaders, rather than the more abstract roles they play in movements (Ganz 2008).  

Given that the subject of movement leadership remains undertheorized, I turn instead to 

organizational literature on institutional entrepreneurs. Following DiMaggio (1998), Battilana (2006: 654) 

defines institutional entrepreneurs as “actors who have an interest in particular institutional 

arrangements and who mobilize resources to create new institutions or transform existing ones.” 

Institutional entrepreneurship has been presented primarily as an explanatory mechanism for 

endogenous organizational change, accounting for how organizations change from the inside out. 

While traditional “entrepreneurs” are simply those who found new organizations, including new 

companies, institutional entrepreneurs are “entrepreneurial” in that they use their established social 

positions within organizations to “persuade others to believe in accounts they advance about the 
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benefits of their innovations” (David, Sine, and Haveman 2013: 357). Despite persistent problems, 

such as the puzzle of how embedded actors are able to innovate—known as the “paradox of 

embedded agency” (Seo and Creed 2002) as I will discuss in the final chapter—the literature has 

nevertheless inspired useful theoretical accounts of how actors shape institutions.  

Previous research shows that institutional entrepreneurs engage in three kinds of activities: 

theorization (developing and specifying conceptual categories and framing), affiliation (forging 

alliances with legitimate actors), and collective action (banding together to resist those who value the 

status quo). Neo-institutional theorists highlight the role of individual actors in shaping institutions 

(Meyer and Rowan 1977; DiMaggio and Powell 1983). Given their unique social positions in 

organizations (Burt 2004; Coleman 1986; Battilana and Casciaro 2012; Rao, Monin, and Durand 

2005), they are critical in shaping the institutional logics (Friedland and Alford 1991; Thornton, 

Ocasio, and Lounsbury 2012) that govern these organizations, advocating for social change (Smith 

Maguire 2017; Fligstein and McAdam 2012). As Fligstein (2001: 122) argues in his theory of “social 

skill”, by analyzing how they “framed their projects, modified them to make them more attractive to 

others, and basically built political bandwagons around them, the analyst can attempt to see how 

groups of institutional entrepreneurs produce new orders.” 

Previous research suggests that the theory of institutional entrepreneurship may benefit from 

engaging with social movements, since the two approaches share views about embedded agency and 

the role of key actors (Strang and Soule 1998). Battilana, Leca, and Boxenbaum (2009: 94) state that 

research on institutional entrepreneurship would “contribute to a better understanding of how some 

agents get to spearhead and organize social movements, thereby bringing a more micro view to this 

macro and structural perspective.” At the same time, the literature on cultural intermediaries offers 

an important focus on the role of tastemakers in shaping cultural preferences in particular. As such, 

the aim of this dissertation is to bring together theoretical insights from the organizational literature 
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on institutional entrepreneurship with cultural sociological literature on intermediaries to theorize 

the specific role played by cultural entrepreneurs in emerging lifestyle movements.  

In order to do so, I draw on evolving literature on cultural entrepreneurs, a concept that appears 

to be the product of an amalgamation of both cultural and organizational theory, and whose chief 

proponents are Michael Lounsbury and Mary Ann Glynn (2018; 2001). In their recent 

conceptualization, Lounsbury and Glynn (2018: 3) define cultural entrepreneurship as the “process 

by which actors draw upon cultural resources (e.g. discourses, language, categories, logics, and other 

symbolic elements) to advance entrepreneurship or to facilitate organizational or institutional 

innovation.” Similarly to cultural sociologists (DiMaggio 1983; Lamont 2000), the authors argue that 

the core of entrepreneurial initiatives is a process of meaning-making which aims to construct 

narratives, frames, categories, rhetoric, and logics that construct novel identities, legitimate novel 

ventures, and make the emergence of new markets possible. Borrowing the cultural entrepreneurship 

term, in this dissertation I draw on both cultural and institutional theory to advance our 

understanding of how cultural entrepreneurs innovate social movements.  

A key question is how cultural entrepreneurs are distinct from traditional social movement 

activists. As we have seen, in social movement theory, activists are conceptualized as the those with 

grievances against the state or corporations, who express those grievance through collective action 

such as protests, demonstrations, and sit-ins (Benford and Snow 2000; McCarthy and Zald 1977). In 

contrast, cultural entrepreneurs use consensus-based tactics that appeal to mainstream consumers 

(Kucinskas 2014). In practice, the boundary between activists and cultural entrepreneurs is often 

blurry. Yet, the distinction is important not only conceptually but also empirically since despite their 

many overlaps, the ways in which social activists and cultural entrepreneurs go about promoting 

their ultimate missions are quite distinct and indeed are the source of much of the internal tensions 

between social and lifestyle movements. Cultural entrepreneurs are far more willing than social 
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activists to make compromises as they are concerned with meeting their ends, rather than doing so 

through particular means.  

Like their institutional counterparts, cultural entrepreneurs in the vegan lifestyle movement 

emerged from deep within the animal rights movement, transforming it from the inside. Many of 

them are former activists who worked in SMOs, but became unsatisfied with the progress of 

traditional social movement strategies and began channeling their efforts through the market. Like 

cultural intermediaries, they operate both as tastemakers in key occupations but also occupy elite 

positions of influence that they actively harness to legitimate the spread of cultural values. Finally, 

the chief aim of cultural entrepreneurs is to reconstruct and reconfigure veganism as an aspirational, 

capitalistic lifestyle choice, and this effort has fundamentally reshaped the cultural practice.  

 

The Three Archetypes 

Haenfler, Johnson, and Jones (2012: 11) describe cultural entrepreneurs as those who become 

charismatic leaders in lifestyle movements by producing popular books, newsletters, magazines, or 

documentaries and gaining a following on social media platforms. However, as I will show this is 

only one of the key roles played by cultural entrepreneurs in lifestyle movements. In my analysis, 

three archetypes emerged inductively, which I term: Icons (image entrepreneurs), Informers (knowledge 

entrepreneurs), and Innovators (market entrepreneurs) (see Table 1.2 below).   

 

Icons: Image Entrepreneurs 

 Historically the image associated with veganism is a derogatory one (Greenebaum 2012b). 

Vegans have variously been characterized as extremist, sentimentalist, unhygienic, nutritionally 

deficient, and overall socially unpleasant (Cole and Morgan 2011). Indeed, research finds that these 

negative stereotypes are a key barrier to people adopting a vegan lifestyle (Markowski and Roxburgh 
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2019). Icons are the cultural entrepreneurs that endeavor to cast veganism in a positive light, 

destigmatizing its cultural associations. Icons include celebrities, athletes, chefs, and social media 

influencers who draw on their fame, fortune, popularity, athleticism, and personal charisma to shape 

how veganism is perceived (Driessens 2013). The key to Icons’ influence is their embodiment of 

veganism as an aspirational set of lifestyle choices worthy of emulation. These “lifestyle experts” 

(Lewis 2010) act as “charismatic leaders” (Weber 1922) who characterize veganism not as an 

ideological identity but instead as a form of individual self-expression. While the promotion of 

veganism as an aspirational lifestyle renders it unreachable for many, that is precisely what makes the 

lifestyle desirable, and paradoxically legitimizes it in a way that allows it to become part of 

mainstream culture.   

 

Table 1.2 Three Archetypes of Cultural Entrepreneurs 

 Icons Informers Innovators 

Type of Work image knowledge market 

Currency meaning information products 

Credibility symbolic institutional commercial 

Area of Influence 
terminology, identity, 

stereotypes, status 
nutrition, sustainability, 

animal welfare 
consumer goods, 

technology, capital 

Occupations 
athlete, chef,  

influencer, celebrity 
doctor, filmmaker, 

scientist, NGO  
founder, investor, 
VC, philanthropist 

Legitimacy 
fame, fortune, 

athleticism, embodiment 
professional degrees, 

publications, reputation 
startups, industry ties, 
accelerators, investors 

Market 
podcasts, restaurants, 

cookbooks, social media 
books, films, speaking 

tours, conferences 
plant-based and cellular 

agriculture (cell ag) 
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Informers: Knowledge Entrepreneurs 

 While Icons target the cultural image of veganism, Informers produce and spread knowledge 

about the reasons to adopt a vegan lifestyle. These doctors, researchers, scientists, filmmakers, and 

non-profit advocates produce information that bolsters veganism through scientific research, books, 

documentaries, and other educational materials. Informers’ legitimacy is based on their education, 

professional degrees, scientific reputation, publications, and affiliations with credible educational, 

governmental, and non-profit institutions. In particular, Informers target the cultural repertoires that 

maintain the consumption of meat (Oleschuk, Johnston, and Baumann 2019), and attempt to create 

new narratives by democratizing the findings of nutritional, environmental, and animal science. 

These new narratives, frames, and schemas raise awareness about the multifaceted consequences of 

what we put on our plate and lend credibility to the movement. Drawing on the insights of 

behavioral economics (Kahneman 2011; Thaler and Sunstein 2008) and the philosophy of effective 

altruism (EA), they create the conditions necessary for emergence of vegan markets through their 

promotion of a “techno-optimistic” (Huesemann and Husesemann 2011) agenda that attempts to 

shift the vegan movement from education-based advocacy to entrepreneurship in the marketplace.  

 
Innovators: Market Entrepreneurs 

Finally, Innovators are conventional entrepreneurs in the sense that they make the vegan 

lifestyle into a consumer reality. In the vegan lifestyle movement, two markets are of key 

importance: plant-based and cellular agriculture. While vegan products have been around for 

decades as part of the natural food industry (Miller 2018), they catered primarily to those who 

identified as vegan from an ideological standpoint, rather than the average omnivore. As such, the 

bar for these products was set quite low in terms of how closely these products resembled 

conventional animal products. In the last decade, a new generation of “plant-based” products have 

emerged that aim to directly replace conventional products on criteria of taste, price, and 
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convenience, and have been successful in terms of consumer acceptance, sales, and media coverage. 

Moreover, there is a nascent industry of “lab-grown” products called cellular agriculture (“cell ag”) 

that despite not yet being available to consumers has generated enormous interest, funding, and 

attention (Stephens, Sexton, and Driessen 2019). While the impact of these products is yet to be 

determined, they have the potential to radically change our food system (Sexton, Garnett, and 

Lorimer 2019). Finally, Innovators also include the investors, venture capitalists, and philanthropists 

who are funding these efforts in the spirit of “conscious capitalism” (Mackey and Sisodia 2013).  

 

COMPARATIVE CASES 

As I argue in the dissertation, cultural entrepreneurs are key to the story of how veganism 

mainstreamed. However, these agents of cultural change do not operate in a vacuum. They are 

embedded in social contexts, and are both enabled and constrained by the opportunities and limits 

of those contexts. In particular, cultural entrepreneurs are subject to national contexts. Veganism is a 

global cultural practice, and while shifting from a social to a lifestyle movement worldwide, it 

manifests differently across nations. Indeed, the puzzle of why veganism mainstreamed in the 

United States is illuminated by comparing it to two other “shadow cases” that represent barriers to 

(France) and opening for (Israel) cultural diffusion. As I show in Chapter 5 of the dissertation, these 

cases represent a purity paradox: in both countries, veganism is still tightly coupled to animal rights, 

but while this impedes the mainstreaming process in France, it does not do so in Israel.  

At the outset of the dissertation, I chose the cases of France and Israel as two contexts that 

represent opposite cases in terms of the resistance and receptivity to veganism, as demonstrated by 

the percentage of those who self-identify as “vegan”: less than 1 percent in France11 and potentially 

 
11 Association Végétarienne de France. 2016. Link. 
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as high as 5 percent in Israel.12 However, while statistics are important to understand the overall 

prevalence of self-identified vegans in each nation, they are not entirely reliable as not only are they 

based on self-reports that do not measure veganism precisely, but they do not reflect the “lived 

experience” (Ellis 1992) of veganism on the ground. When I conducted preliminary fieldwork in all 

three sites, it became evident that what distinguished the cases is not the percentage of those who 

identify as vegan, but the cultural meanings attached to this practice. There is actually more similarity 

between the two international cases compared to the U.S., and analyzing these cases provides novel 

sociological insights about cross-national variation that is not reducible to statistics.  

The various manifestations of veganism as a cultural practice is also not reducible to 

simplistic explanations about “national character” that portray countries as having anthropomorphic 

attitudes, preferences, and traits that apply homogenously to all their inhabitants (Inkeles 1997; 

Lamont and Thévenot 2013). Instead, I take inspiration from a rich set of comparative literature that 

explains cross-national differences as a complex interplay between political, economic, institutional, 

social, and cultural dimensions at various levels of analysis (Kuipers 2015; Fishman and Lizardo 

2013). In particular, I draw on Lamont et al.’s (2016) tripartite model of national context 

dimensions, which includes socioeconomic conditions, cultural repertoires, and in this case, 

movement origins. I organize the findings around the barriers to and openings for cultural diffusion 

in each context.  

The term “diffusion” is used by social scientists to refer to the spread or flow of an 

innovation, classily conceptualized by diffusion of innovation theory (Rogers 1983). There are different 

actors involved in the diffusion process, including innovators, early adopters, later adopters, and 

nonadopters, on a curve from those most willing and most resistant to a new innovation. Research 

in social movements has utilized the general theory to understand how protest tactics, frames, and 

 
12 Globes Israel. 2016. Link. 
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ideologies may diffuse between actors and organizations (Wang and Soule 2012; Wood 2012). 

Original social movements literature looked at diffusion of protest behavior through SMOs and 

newer work looks at other mechanisms of spread.  

The classic diffusion of innovation theory and even subsequent applications in the social 

movements literature make several assumptions. One key assumption of this literature is that it 

conceptualizes the process of spread in quite a mechanistic way, ignoring the dynamic and agentic 

ways in which those who contribute to the diffusion process shape the trajectory. Even more so, 

classic diffusion of innovation theory ignores the context of the diffusion process, focusing only on 

the context of the network involved, but not accounting more broadly for how national contexts 

mediate diffusion processes. The goal of this dissertation it to address these underlying assumptions, 

demonstrating how national contexts mediate diffusion processes, and in particular how the 

“shadow cases” of France and Israel provide insights into the mainstreaming process in the United 

States. I now turn to an overview of the key national context characteristics of each of the three case 

studies in this dissertation, beginning with the U.S. as the focal case. 

 

United States 

The American industrial agricultural system is the most expansive in the world. Historians 

show that meat production, and beef in particular, has been central to the creation of modern 

agriculture (Specht 2019). The ubiquitous slogan “Beef. It’s what’s for dinner” epitomizes the 

centrality of meat and animal products in the American psyche (Heinz and Lee 1998). The U.S. is 

home to the largest Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOs), also known as “factory 

farms” in which animals are raised and slaughtered with staggering efficiency and with significant 

environmental and social costs (Herrero et al. 2016). Indeed, CAFOs are top consumers of the 

biggest plant commodities such as corn and soybeans that could otherwise be fed to people (Imhoff 
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2010; Pollan 2006). Moreover, meat and dairy industries have deep ties to governmental bodies such 

as the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) and the Food and Drug Administration 

(FDA) that determine the official Dietary Guidelines for Americans (Nestle 2007) and provide 

subsidies to artificially lower the cost of many animal products (Simon 2013).  

The U.S. is also the birthplace of fast food, with emblematic dishes such as burgers, hot 

dogs, barbeque, ice cream, and sugary beverages and other processed foods making up most 

Americans’ diets, especially since the 1980s (Schlosser 2001). Not surprisingly, the U.S. is facing an 

obesity epidemic, with concomitant chronic diseases such as heart disease, cancer, and diabetes with 

industries such as healthcare and pharmaceuticals that stand to gain from diseased populations 

(Nestle 2007). At the same time, the U.S. is also home to the natural foods movement, which 

emerged more than a century ago via religious groups who aimed to promote “natural” lifestyles that 

emphasized proximity to nature and evolved into the contemporary organic, environmental, and 

vegetarian movements (Miller 2018; Kauffman 2019). As such, perhaps more than any other 

country, the U.S. is defined by extremes—both Coca-Cola and organic kale juice are emblematically 

American beverages and represent its contradictory food realities (Egan 2016).  

These institutional conditions are situated within broader cultural narratives including 

pragmatism, populism, individualism, achievement, meritocracy, and egalitarianism, which 

emphasize being “self-made” and the American Dream (Verba and Orren 1985). The 

entrepreneurial “spirit of capitalism” is particularly salient in the glorification of Silicon Valley, the 

availability of capital for new startups, and the touting of a neoliberal “market logic” as a solution 

not only in the corporate and private domains, but also within the non-profit sector and beyond 

(Eikenberry and Kluver 2004; Giridharadas 2018). These societal conditions are a necessary 

backdrop to understand what is particular about the shift in the vegan movement in the last few 

years, as I will explore in the next three empirical chapters of the dissertation. Not only is the U.S. a 
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key case given the global prominence and influence of American culture, but it is also the national 

context in which veganism is mainstreaming to the greatest degree compared to other countries.  

 

France 

As I will argue in Chapter 5, France represents barriers to the diffusion of veganism as a 

cultural practice. In studying a cultural practice that implicates food, France is a natural case study, 

since it is the birthplace of gastronomy. Ferguson (2004: 602) calls gastronomy the “systematic, 

socially valorized pursuit of culinary creativity,” and animal products are central to this creative 

process. Gastronomy is considered a fundamental attribute of “Frenchness” and therefore central to 

national identity, or what DeSoucey (2016; 2010) calls gastronationalism. This can be seen in the 

institutional rigidity of the gastronomical enterprise (Rao, Monin, and Durand 2003) and the 

challenge of securing professional designations such as the title of “chef” which requires certification 

based on the preparation of a non-vegan culinary canon (Poulain 2013).  

Moreover, there are institutionalized protections for le patrimoine culturel—“cultural heritage” 

seen as central to French identity. Many of the practices of cultural heritage, such as corrida (bull 

fighting)13 or foie gras (duck liver), have been subject to protests from animal rights activists on ethical 

grounds (DeSoucey 2016). It is no wonder that veganism in France is associated with extremism of 

all kinds, in particular with religious cults and misconceptions about nutritional inadequacy (Cherry 

2016; Véron 2016). In fact, in 2011 the French government went so far as to ban vegetarianism in 

public school canteens (Maxwell 2019).  

Animal rights groups, of which the organization L214 is the most prominent, have long been 

viewed as overly “militaristic”, but the tradition of confrontational politics and protest is more 

acceptable in the French context given its history (Mayer 2019; Lafont 2006). In recent years 

 
13 Popular in Southern France, especially in ancient Roman cities such as Nîmes and Arles.  
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veganism has been given more mainstream attention in major newspapers such as Le Monde with 

intellectual discussions about “la question animal” and the airing of underground footage from 

factory farms obtained by activists. While this footage has led to public outcry, the dominant 

response has been demands for reforms in animal welfare policies, rather than in the complete 

cessation of consumption as advocated by activists. These reactions harken back to an idealized view 

of the country’s agrarian roots, which remain salient in the public imagination, as well as skepticism 

about American food production visible in the anti-GMO movement and anti-American sentiment 

more broadly (Sato 2013; Dubuisson-Quellier and Gojard 2016). As such, despite inroads in gaining 

public attention for the mistreatment of animals, the French case illustrates the institutional and 

cultural roadblocks for cultural entrepreneurs attempting to promote mass adoption of veganism.  

 

Israel 

Contrary to France, Israel provides an intriguing case study of how an instigating event can 

open pathways for adoption. Despite a tradition of animal rights that dates back to the 1980s as 

elsewhere, veganism remained a fringe practice until 2011, when there was an apparent spike in 

adoption. Journalists have attributed this phenomenon to the arrival of the activist Gary Yourofsky, 

a controversial American activist whose lecture on animal rights was translated into Hebrew and 

promoted in the country, gaining unprecedented viewership and catapulting the activist to overnight 

infamy and celebrity status. Although Yourofsky’s “charismatic authority” (Weber 1922) is 

undoubtedly a key turning point, these journalistic explanations ignore the pre-existing national 

conditions that created openings for cultural diffusion.  

 The Israeli context provides unique conditions that have allowed the vegan movement to 

thrive. Fundamental is its Mediterranean diet, which is largely plant-based, consisting of vegetables, 

fruits, legumes, and spices. Indeed, many nationally salient dishes are naturally vegan, including 
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hummus and falafel (Hirsch and Tene 2013; Grosglik 2016). As well, given the sociocultural and 

political history of the nation, issues pertaining to morality are particularly salient. The Arab-Israeli 

conflict has led to political polarization, with those on the left becoming increasingly critical of the 

government’s military interventions and misinformation campaigns, while the majority of the 

country has in fact become more conservative and pro-military (Walder 2009). This has primed the 

entire nation to moral debates generally, which crisscross in intriguing ways with veganism.  

As I will show in Chapter 5, veganism has become politicized, with some turning to the issue 

of animal rights as a way to either avoid or heighten the issue of human rights. Intriguingly, while 

many vegans in Israel are liberal, as elsewhere in the world, there is a sizable minority on the right 

who decouple animal rights from human rights, justifying the rights of animals on the basis of their 

moral “innocence” vis-à-vis those in Occupied territories and advocating for a version of veganism 

that justifies the Zionist narrative (Weiss 2016). Indeed, even the Israeli Defense Force (IDF) has 

embraced the practice by providing vegan meals, boots, and helmets for soldiers, leading to claims 

of “vegan washing”. Meanwhile, some cultural entrepreneurs are attempting to avoid political issues 

altogether and instead draw on a national narrative of Israel as the “start-up nation”, creating a 

hotbed of cellular agriculture innovation with deep ties to Silicon Valley.  

Ultimately, these national cases demonstrate that the mainstreaming process always involves 

tradeoffs, but they may not be the same in every national context.  

 

METHODS 

In order to assess the role of cultural entrepreneurs in the vegan movement, this project 

relies on in-depth, semi-structured interviews with a diverse range of cultural entrepreneurs in three 

national contexts: the United States, France, and Israel. In addition, I supplement these data with 

ethnographic observations in the cultural and culinary centers of each country where the movement 
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is concentrated (Los Angeles, San Francisco, Paris, and Tel Aviv), supplementary observations of 

various events in other cities, as well as interviews with informants who have local expertise.  

 

Data Collection 

Interviews with Cultural Entrepreneurs 

From October 2015 to November 2019, I conducted 152 in-depth interviews with key 

leaders in the vegan movement as well as 18 months in total of international fieldwork. I began the 

project with a grounded theory approach (Charmaz 2006), guided by the research question: How did 

veganism become mainstream? To collect initial data, I interviewed local vegans in Boston whom I met 

volunteering at the Boston Vegetarian Festival in 2015. I also founded the group Boston Plant-

Based and hosted monthly potlucks for the community as a participant-observer to gain connections 

and insights into the local movement. As I conducted informational interviews, I quickly realized 

that those within social movement organizations (SMOs) represent only one faction of those 

promoting veganism, and these are not always the most influential voices.  

As such, I took inspiration from Iddo Tavory and Stefan Timmermans’ abductive analysis 

approach (2014) which is premised on developing new hypotheses and theories based on 

unexpected and surprising research findings. Based on the abductive research cycle, initially I made a 

preliminary guess that the narrative arc of the study would be a story about the tensions between 

activists and entrepreneurs. However, as I conducted interviews, it became clear that many of those 

I labelled as entrepreneurs had an activist background, or else still considered themselves to be 

activists via nontraditional channels. Given these insights, I began to catalogue the kinds of work 

done by those with the most prominence in the movement.  The three archetypes of cultural 

entrepreneurs emerged inductively from the analysis, and it was only toward the end of data 

collection that I sampled specifically to maximize representation in the three categories. Table 1.3 
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illustrates the breakdown of the number of respondents interviewed in each category across the 

three cases. There are generally fewer Icons than Informers and Innovators in each setting, but near 

the end of the project I attempted to get a relatively equal spread proportionally across countries.    

 

Table 1.3 Count of Cultural Entrepreneurs Across Three National Cases 

  

 

 

 

 

The most significant challenge was convincing those with limited time to participate, 

especially once I began to interview more prominent individuals. Likely, my position as a Harvard 

graduate student helped to open doors, as did the coverage of my preliminary research by the 

Harvard Crimson14, which was published in the summer of 2017, and which I used as a recruitment 

tool to validate my inquiry. In March 2017 I co-organized the Ivy League Vegan Conference at 

Harvard15, which gave me a pretext to reach out to further respondents. As the research study 

progressed, my respondents began to recommend me to others they knew, allowing me to snowball 

sample to recruit more interviewees. Respondents were generous in allowing me to access their 

social networks, and this is the primary way in which I obtained access to the more exclusive 

members of vegan movement leadership.  

Where possible, I conducted interviews in person, but I did most via Skype or phone given 

the geographical spread of respondents’ locations. In France, I conducted all the interviews in 

 
14 Nguyen, Sophia. July-August 2017. “The Rise of Vegan Culture.” Harvard Magazine. Link. 
15 Cahill, Frank M., and Norah M. Murphy. March 2017. “More Than Just Tofu: The 2017 Ivy League Vegan 
Conference.” Harvard Crimson. Link.		

 Icons Informers Innovators Total 

United States 16 38 38 92 

France 3 12 20 35 

Israel 4 11 10 25 

 152 
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French (translating the transcripts), while in Israel all were in English since I do not speak Hebrew 

and because the level of English there is advanced. Interviews began with a preamble explaining the 

purpose of the project, soliciting oral consent for participation and audio recording, and reminding 

respondents that the data I collected will not remain confidential. Indeed, this was a point of 

contention with the Ethics Review Board (IRB), but I successfully argued that not only would a 

promise of confidentiality be impractical (given the small size of the movement it would be difficult 

if not impossible to anonymize key names of people and companies), but also limit my data analysis, 

since much of what is most intriguing are the specific and identifiable details. No respondents had 

objections to the requirement of non-confidentiality, and indeed most welcomed it.    

I used a standard semi-structured interview guide approved by the IRB, but tailored it 

according to the specific details of each interviewee. I did so by conducting background research on 

each respondent, using online sources such as newspaper articles, previous interviews on podcasts, 

as well as materials such as books and YouTube videos created by participants. The General 

Interview Guide I used can be found in Appendix A. The general interview structure is as follows: I 

first asked respondents about their personal background and how veganism fits into their life story, 

then about professional background prior to becoming a promoter of veganism, and then moved on 

to ask specific questions about the work they do in the movement. I did not shy away from asking 

about controversial topics, but did so in a sensitive manner near the end of the interview. 

 
Fieldwork in the Three National Cases 

Throughout 2015, I conducted interviews with informants as well as familiarized myself with 

France and Israel in preparation for preliminary fieldwork abroad. In June 2016 I went to Tel Aviv, 

Israel, conducting about a dozen interviews and collecting ethnographic data while living in a vegan 
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commune called CityTree Urban Ecological Community.16 I found the commune using the service 

Airbnb and chose it specifically to maximize my interaction with potential respondents, which 

proved to be useful in acquiring introductions. I became a member of the household, interviewing 

all six of the inhabitants and tapping into their networks. Given the liberal political orientation of all 

these inhabitants, the only downside of this choice is that it proved difficult to find vegans who 

identified with the political right, but I eventually accomplished this the following year. Next I spent 

July 2016 in Paris, France, conducting slightly fewer interviews but doing more fieldwork on the 

ground. I visited at least half the vegan restaurants in the city, volunteered at Paris Vegan Day for 

the restaurant My Kitch’n, and handed out leaflets at a L214 rally. These initial trips were crucial in 

helping me to refine my research question and establish initial impressions.  

 The following year, in the fall of 2017, I embarked on a yearlong expedition to collect data in 

the three national contexts for a longer duration. In total, I spent three months each in France (July 

2015; September/October 2017 and Israel (June 2016; November/December 2017), and six months 

each in Los Angeles (February to July 2018) and San Francisco (February to July 2019). I began the 

year-long trip in Paris where I rented a room in the 13th Arrondissement. I also took short trips to 

Nice in the south and Normandy in the north for specific fieldwork events. In Nice I attended the 

Nice Vegan Festival as well as conducted interviews with the owners of three recently opened 

restaurants in Old Nice. In Normandy, I was invited to a garden party hosted by the founder of the 

first vegan restaurant in Paris, called Gentle Gourmet. I stayed for the weekend, and was able to 

meet several key interviewees. For the rest of the fall I went back to Tel Aviv, renting a room in the 

bohemian Levinsky Market and making trips to Haifa and Eilat to attend protests, visit a kibbutz, 

and recruit respondents from other cities.  

 
16	CityTree Urban Ecological Community Archives. Link.		
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 In January 2018, I flew to Los Angeles and lived on the Westside. During my stay in LA, I 

met respondents by reaching out to them on social media (primarily Instagram), attended the 

California Vegetarian Festival, the Seed Food & Wine Festival, and the Eat Drink Vegan Festival. I 

also volunteered with a new plant-based seafood company named Good Catch to gain access to the 

ExpoWest Natural Foods event in Anaheim—the biggest tradeshow in the natural foods industry. 

While in LA, I did a factory tour of the headquarters of Beyond Meat in El Segundo and visited the 

MUSE School, a sustainable and fully plant-based private K-12 and high school in Calabasas, co-

founded by Suzy Amis Cameron (wife of filmmaker James Cameron) and her sister, where I 

watched students present their year-end “Passion Projects” and toured the student-run garden.  

In addition to the events I attended in LA, in 2018 I took supplementary trips to San 

Francisco, Austin, and Asheville to attend specific events. In March 2018, I took a week-long trip to 

SF to conduct interviews with representatives of companies in Silicon Valley, toured the newly-

opened factories of Impossible Foods and Miyoko’s Kitchen, met the founders of a biotech startup 

accelerator called IndieBio, as well as the founders of the venture capital fund Fifty Years which has 

invested in Memphis Meats and many other key companies in this space. In June 2018, I visited the 

headquarters of Whole Foods Market in Austin, Texas to do a tour of one of the pioneering 

companies in the natural foods industry, which has been responsible for promoting many smaller 

vegan food companies. In August 2018, I attended Plant Stock, an annual rendezvous of health-

conscious individuals following a “plant strong” diet in Asheville, North Carolina, sitting in on two 

days of workshops and seminars.  

At the start of 2019, I was funded by a writing grant and decided to go back to San 

Francisco to collect more data on the emerging cellular agriculture industry. Together with former 

colleagues from Harvard Business School Alicia DeSantola (Foster School of Business) and Cheng 

Gao (Michigan Ross School of Business), I started a project called “‘Cell-Based’ Meat? 
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Entrepreneurial Strategy and Category Creation in the Nascent Cellular Agriculture Industry.” Given 

that it was funded by a grant from the Kenan Institute of Private Enterprise, I had the opportunity 

to conduct joint interviews for both projects. While in SF, I did a tour of Just Food HQ, sampling 

new plant-based products but unfortunately not cell-based ones as they are tightly controlled. While 

in SF I attended several conferences on cell ag, including the New Harvest Conference on cellular 

science at MIT (in Cambridge, Massachusetts), the Good Food Institute Conference and the Future 

of Food 2.0 investing event at sf.citi in September, and the Cultured Meat Symposium in November.  

 At all of these events, I took detailed notes about what was being presented, including the 

imagery and surroundings, participants’ behavior and self-presentation styles, and my own 

interactions with others as a participant observer. While many of the presentations were informative, 

the most useful data came from networking at these events. Although the bulk of the analysis is 

based on the interview data with cultural entrepreneurs, the fieldwork I conducted at various events 

provides a useful context to situating the data, especially given that most of the interviews were 

conducted via Skype or phone. Notes on the kinds of dishes served at restaurants, the content of 

presentations and films showed at conferences, and the interactions I experienced with participants 

provide crucial insights into the proceedings.  

Indeed, being physically present in all three fieldwork sites turned out to be enormously 

valuable in fostering connections with interviewees, allowing me to establish better rapport with 

those I saw on repeat occasions and helped establish my reputation and purpose in conducting the 

research project.  By spending time with interviewees at conferences, professional events, and 

occasionally social gatherings, I was able to construct a much deeper and more informative narrative 

about the social dynamics undergirding this movement, and especially of internal tensions and 

connections. This is a small social world, and it is only by entering into it with my participants that I 

was able to more fully understand its dynamics.  
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Supplementary Data 

In addition to the interviews I conducted with cultural entrepreneurs, I conducted many 

more both with informants and various others involved in the vegan movement. In the beginning of 

the project, I conducted several informational interviews with activists and others who self-identify 

as vegan, asking them about the influence of various cultural entrepreneurs on their own personal 

journeys to gauge which individuals held most influence. I also identified several key informants 

with deep knowledge of both the history and development of the vegan movement in the three 

national cases. In the United States, I spoke with Elizabeth Cherry, a sociologist of animal rights 

who wrote a book comparing the American and French movements. To gain insight into France, I 

met with Renan Larue, a philosopher of animal rights based in Santa Barbara, California, but whom 

I first met in Paris. I learned a lot about Israel from Rafi Grosglik, an Israeli sociologist of food at 

Brandeis University who provided key information about his native country and secured 

connections to interviewees when I first went abroad. As I was writing the dissertation, I met with 

several authors who published books on conventional meat including Joshua Specht (Red Meat 

Republic) and Josh Berson (The Meat Question), cellular meat including Benjamin Aldus Wurgaft (Meat 

Planet) and Chase Purdy (Billion Dollar Burger), as well as food more generally including Laura Miller 

(Building Nature’s Market) and Michael Pollan (The Omnivore’s Dilemma) whose thinking and feedback 

were instrumental in shaping my own.  

 

Data Analysis 

As mentioned above, my analytical approach to the project is one of abductive analysis, 

meaning that I engaged in an iterative process between developing the research question and 

hypotheses, collecting data, as well as data analysis. I manually transcribed the first set of 

international interviews in the fall of 2016 after returning from the preliminary trip. I manually 
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transcribed about half of the American interviews I conducted over Skype or phone in tandem with 

data collection. For the second set of interviews I collected abroad and then in California, I used the 

online AI transcription software Temi17 for the English transcripts and Trint18 for the French 

transcripts. These programs generated initial transcripts that I then edited manually and analyzed. 

For the last set of transcripts I am co-analyzing for a project on cellular agriculture, I used the online 

human-powered software Rev.19 I coded interview transcripts and fieldnotes inductively as well as 

kept research memos in customized interview guides using Evernote.  

Initially, I developed codes inductively, and further refined them as I continued the analysis, 

first through open and then focused coding (Emerson et al. 2012). As I mentioned above, the three 

categories of cultural entrepreneurs emerged inductively from the analysis. In addition to these 

broad categories of the type of work done by cultural entrepreneurs, I coded for the most salient 

terms, opinions, orientations, meanings, and practices that emerged from the analysis. These 

included the distinctive use of terminology (e.g. “vegan” versus “plant-based”), cultural processes 

(e.g. “healthism”, “market logic”, and “elitism”), metaphors (e.g. whaling, horses, and slavery in 

discussions of historical precedence and technology), and overall paradigms (“education vs. 

entrepreneurship” and “purity vs. pragmatism”). In analyzing these themes, I focused less on 

quantification, and more on understanding how respondents expressed their views—the cultural 

meanings they attached to their statements (Ryan and Bernard 2003). See Appendix B for a list of 

key codes I used in the analysis.  

In conducting this research, I was particularly cognizant of the issue of reflexivity, since I 

myself identity as “vegan”. Research is a social affair, especially qualitative research, during which 

researchers come into intimate contact with their participants; therefore some subjectivity is 

 
17 Temi Speech-to-Text Transcription AI Software. Link. 
18 Trint Speech-to-Text Transcription AI Software for Foreign Languages. Link.		
19 Rev Transcription Service. Link.  
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unavoidable (Kanuha 2000). This is precisely why researchers must be especially vigilant about how 

these biases shape the data they collect. Given my personal identity, I was especially concerned 

about keeping a critical distance from my respondents, and maintaining my objectivity as a 

researcher. I took various steps to ensure the objectivity of my analysis. First, the fact that the 

project is cross-national allows me to see dynamics in each context to which I may have been blind 

had I focused on the U.S. exclusively. Second, although I personally agree with some of the views 

espoused by my participants, I was careful to maintain a neutral and critical distance while posing 

questions and in subsequent interactions. Finally, I made a special effort to ask difficult and critical 

questions, so that respondents did not think I simply wished to espouse their views.  

Some respondents did ask whether I was vegan, meaning that their answers may have been 

shaped by the perception of whether I was “on their team”. When this occurred, I noted as such in 

margins of fieldnotes and considered this as part of the findings. This happened mostly in France 

and Israel, which is not surprising give my findings of the centrality of moral identity and purity of 

ideology in those contexts compared to the U.S. Moreover, I believe that some respondents agreed 

to be interviewed because they believed my status as a graduate student at a preeminent university 

would serve to validate their views. Although such misconceptions are unavoidable, I made every 

effort to not give interviewees this impression. Ultimately, I believe that on balance my participation 

in the movement offers me a unique lens to understand it in a way that may not be available to other 

sociologists.  

I now proceed to a roadmap of the dissertation as a whole, foreshadowing each chapter that 

follows and situating it in the broader narrative arc.  
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DISSERTATION OUTLINE 

In the following chapters, I systematically examine the three types of cultural entrepreneurs 

that emerged from the analysis, then compare the U.S. findings to the two international cases, and 

finally consider the implications of these findings for the mainstreaming process and for literatures 

on social and lifestyle movements, cultural entrepreneurship, and comparative cultural sociology. In 

Chapter 2, I discuss Icons, the image entrepreneurs that transform the cultural meaning of veganism. 

In discussing these celebrities, social media influencers, athletes, and chefs, I highlight how they have 

turned veganism into an aspirational way of life. In particular, I focus on the significance of 

terminology, especially the term “plant-based”, as well as how veganism has become both 

aspirational and elitist through its embodiment by “lifestylers”. I examine how purity intersects with 

the healthism imperative and how food tribes more generally relate to issues of identity, self-

expression, and authenticity.   

In Chapter 3, I examine the role played by Informers, knowledge entrepreneurs who spread 

awareness about the motivations for adopting a vegan lifestyle. Moving beyond traditional avenues 

of protesting and leafleting, these individuals write books, produce podcasts, film documentaries, 

create media organizations, and otherwise use various platforms to promote the lifestyle on a far-

reaching scale. Unlike traditional activists in social movement organizations (SMOs), these 

individuals draw their legitimacy from professional degrees and experience, democratizing scientific 

knowledge and promoting an ethic of personal responsibility for consumption choices. Moreover, I 

examine legal battles over terminology (e.g. terms such as “clean meat” and “almond milk”), 

regulatory and technological challenges, and the role of non-profits with strategic connections to the 

companies I profile in Chapter 4.  

In Chapter 4, I highlight the crucial role played by Innovators. These company founders and 

CEOs develop new technologies, create consumer products, and even pioneer entirely new market 



	

 42 

sectors (i.e. plant-based and cellular agriculture) that have turned veganism from a fringe cultural 

practice into an innovative new consumer experience. Innovators are the conventional 

entrepreneurs that have embraced market logic as a way of solving social problems, bypassing 

educational attempts at influencing behavior and even government policy. They also include the host 

of financial backers, including investors, philanthropists, and venture capitalists who control the deal 

flow in Silicon Valley and beyond.  

With the United States serving as a backdrop, in Chapter 5 I extend the argument by 

drawing on data from the two international cases—France and Israel—and consider what can be 

learned by situating the U.S. case in a broader global perspective. The key focus of this chapter is the 

purity paradox: while veganism is tightly coupled with animal rights in both France and Israel 

compared to the U.S., this appears to be more of a hindrance in France than in Israel. To explain 

this paradox, I show how veganism is mediated by the broader socioeconomic, cultural, and 

movement-specific conditions of each context. France represents barriers to diffusion including 

intellectualism in the animal rights movement, gastronationalism, institutional protections for 

cultural heritage, widespread nutritional misinformation, and an anti-American and anti-capitalist 

stance that is skeptical of market solutions to social problems. Israel meanwhile represents openings 

for diffusion including a largely plant-based Mediterranean diet, religious food rules, a “start-up 

nation” mentality, as well as a charismatic authority that helped to instigate change. The purpose of 

these “shadow cases” is to better understand the U.S. case. As we will see, cultural entrepreneurs 

have been particularly successful in the U.S. given that their approach, which emphasizes healthism 

and environmentalism and downplays speciesism, resonates with the national context in a way that 

allows veganism to mainstream.  

Finally, in Chapter 6, I discuss the central conceptual issue at the heart of the dissertation: 

the inherent tradeoffs involved in the mainstreaming process. Specifically, I discuss three tradeoffs: 
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boundary expansion versus porousness, cultural legitimacy versus elitism, and incumbent allies 

versus cooptation. While no definitive answer can be reached on the ultimate “success” of the vegan 

movement, tradeoffs seem inevitable as movements scale, raising questions about the consequences 

of transforming the vegan movement from a puritanical ideology into a mainstream capitalistic 

lifestyle, and how such a shift compromises its core tenets. I conclude with a consideration of how 

the dissertation contributes to literatures on social and lifestyle movements, cultural 

entrepreneurship, and comparative cultural sociology, as well as the “paradox of embedded agency.” 

I shows that cultural entrepreneurs are key to changing culture, but that their efforts are always both 

enabled and constrained by the national contexts in which they are situated, and that they cannot 

always predict how their efforts will play out.  In the end, the dissertation is a testament to reality 

that lifestyles are far from trivial, but instead provide an ideal avenue to examining the dynamics of 

cultural change in contemporary society.  
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CHAPTER II 

Icons: Image Entrepreneurs 
 

As outlined in the first chapter, there are three types of cultural entrepreneurs in the new 

vegan movement. Yet the trifecta of cultural entrepreneurs refers to different roles, as one person 

can perform multiple roles. The first of these, Icons, are image entrepreneurs, shaping the cultural 

representation of veganism in the mainstream. Much of the work Icons do is in response to existing 

negative stereotypes of veganism in the public eye. To situate the work Icons do in the vegan 

movement, I first draw on data from the entire sample, since all cultural entrepreneurs do work that 

is in some ways in response to the existing stereotypes and ingrained beliefs surrounding how 

veganism is perceived. The distinct role of Icons is that they promote a new image through its 

embodiment, literally in their physical bodies but also via their lifestyle and consumption choices. In 

other words, while all cultural entrepreneurs play some role in shaping the newly emerging image of 

veganism, Icons are unique in concretizing it through a complex interplay of authenticity and 

aspiration, constructing an image worth emulating and embracing, rather than shunning and 

rejecting as has formerly been the case.  

 

THE VEGAN IMAGE 

Prior to describing the particular role played by Icons, some background is necessary about 

the stereotypical vegan image. Some of the most prevalent stereotypes of vegans are that they are 

marginal extremists living fringe lifestyles, compassionate “animal people” overly sentimental about  

suffering, self-righteous “vegangelizers” who endeavor to convert others, or “health freaks” who eat 

distasteful food and have poor hygiene. While there are undoubtedly elements of truth in each 

image, the overall impression is a negative one that Icons must contend with in the image work they 

do in the newly emerging lifestyle movement.  
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Marginal Extremists  

As mentioned in the first chapter, when The Vegan Society was started in England in 1944, 

the founders and their followers intended for the term to reflect ethical motivations, but these 

referred broadly to health and environmental issues as well (The Vegan Society 2018; Miller 2018). It 

is not until the publication of Peter Singer’s Animal Liberation in 1975 that animal rights emerged as a 

distinct movement with ethical issues concerning the use of animals by humans as the ideological 

core. Victoria Moran, founder of Main Street Vegan Academy, an advocacy education school, 

explained that when she went to England in college to write her thesis on the origins of the animal 

welfare movement in that country, “the term [animal rights] had not been invented yet. Animal 

welfare meant we went out and carried signs. But veganism was an ethical imperative and that was 

the moral philosophy part…and then in 1975 Peter Singer’s book came out and ‘animal rights’ 

became a new term.” 

 Thirty years after animal rights (AR) emerged as a distinct movement, it became linked to 

fringe identities, especially in the punk rock scene and alternative lifestyles more generally, including 

polygamy, squatting, and alcohol and drug abstention (Cherry 2016; Haenfler 2004; Larsson et al. 

2003). As David Coman-Hidy, who heads The Humane League, a welfare-oriented non-profit 

explains: “I’d been vegetarian, but mostly because I was in the punk scene and there was a lot of 

crossover with the punk and gay rights movements. So for me it was more of an identity thing.” 

Florian Radke, a former PETA campaigner from Germany and now marketing guru in the vegan 

movement, explained that the organization used this fringe identity as a marketing tactic: “We were 

marketing veganism as a cool and edgy lifestyle outside of the norm. The whole message was 

‘Question Authority’ and it was geared toward teenagers who wanted to be different.” Indeed, those 

who adopt a vegan identity within a supportive identity network—whether as punk vegans or 

otherwise—are more likely to maintain those identities (Cherry 2006). Gene Baur, founder of the 
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non-profit Farm Sanctuary and one of the most prominent vegans in the United States, described 

how his activism work began by giving out leaflets and selling veggie hot dogs out the back of a van 

at Grateful Dead concerts: “When I learned that it was possible to live without eating animals that 

made all the sense in the world. So I went vegan in 1985 and the next year founded Farm 

Sanctuary.”  

As such, from its outset and especially through the latter half of the twentieth century, 

veganism became cemented as an identity, one associated with strong moral convictions and fringe 

lifestyles such as punk rock, squatting, and criminality in the form of breaking the law to save 

animals from vivisection, slaughter, or streaking to raise public awareness about the mistreatment of 

animals (Jasper and Nelkin 1992; Cherry 2016).  

 
Animal People 

 The flipside of this extremist identity is the image of vegans as particularly compassionate or 

sensitive to the suffering of others, perhaps to an extreme degree. Doyle (2016: 777) describes the 

vegan lifestyle as one that “foregrounds an ethics of care, compassion, kindness, and emotion.” For 

many, such empathetic sensitivity may seem unnatural, hence the mutual misunderstanding of those 

for whom it is enough to see one undercover slaughter video to become vegan for life versus those 

who are not as prone. Given this, ideologically oriented vegans often label themselves as “animal 

people”, and distinguish themselves from others who may not be as attuned to animals’ suffering. 

Although both men and women use this discourse, it is largely feminized and associated with 

notions of compassion and nurturance (Cairns, Johnston, and Baumann 2010).  

 Colleen Patrick-Goudreau is one of the most prominent vegan authors in the movement, 

with many cookbooks, books, a podcast, and a substantial following on social media. She describes 

that her connection to animals began at an early age: “I always felt a lot of empathy if I saw any kind 
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of suffering…so I always had a real affinity for animals. I was that kid who would help if I saw a 

bird fall out of a tree. So I loved animals very deeply, but I also continued to eat them.”  

Kathy Freston, a self-help author explains how she became vegan after a moment when she 

was playing with her dog: “I was playing with my dog one day and she was smiling. And a little voice 

in my head said if you love them so much then why are you eating them? That got me thinking.” Dr. 

Michael Klaper, a well-known physician and proponent of a “whole food plant based” lifestyle and a 

vegan for decades, explains how his entry into the vegan movement began on the farm he grew up 

on in the Midwest: “The most painful auditory memory I have in my memory bank is the sound of a 

mother cow locked in the barn who had just had her baby calf, two days old, taken away from her 

because my uncle wanted the milk…People think milk is white and clean and pure and there is no 

violence, but the truth is it is a violent and cruel industry. It all fell into place.”  

These vegans appeal to the compassion argument for a vegan lifestyle, urging others to 

consider their relationship to animals. In making this appeal, however, they often lose sight of the 

selection effect involved in recruitment and the fact that many people, if not most, are not drawn in 

by these emotional appeals (Feinberg et al. 2020). It is no surprise, then, that vegans are often 

characterized as “vegangelizers” who are preaching their beliefs.  

 
Vegangelizers 

In describing their personal “vegan stories”, many of those I interviewed used the metaphor 

of having been “asleep” and then “waking up” to a newfound identity. This is similar to the 

contemporary idea of being “woke” when one is aware of social inequities. Indeed, in her popular 

30-Day Vegan Challenge, Patrick-Goudreau describes this as one of the stages on the “vegan path”. 

The stage that follows is “vegangelizing” or “preaching” veganism. In their classic study of the 

animal rights movement, Jasper and Nelkin (1992: 7) describe the AR movement as a “moral 

crusade” and its adherents as “missionaries” who “act upon explicit moral beliefs and values to 
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pursue a social order consistent with their principles.” Religious terminology in the vegan movement 

includes: “vegangelizing” or preaching, notions of “converting” someone to adopt a vegan lifestyle, 

and the idea of a passionate “vegan zeal”.  

Indeed, vegan promoters themselves use religious language to describe their vegan cause. As 

Patrick-Goudreau explains: “A big part of it is wanting to spread the word, you know, the 

vegangelism as I call it…I mean we were asleep and there are so many factors that support us being 

and staying asleep. Everyone wants for us to stay asleep.” Dr. Michael Klaper takes this metaphor 

even further in describing how he switched from anesthesiology to general practice after his “vegan 

awakening”: “I was spending my time literally putting people to sleep and what I really wanted to do 

is go back to general practice and help them wake up. Nobody was talking about this at all. I felt like 

a cog in a machine.” Eventually, he left general practice to work at a vegan clinic and now tours the 

country teaching medical school students about lifestyle medicine.  

Perhaps the most profound personal transformation in the vegan movement occurred to 

Howard Lyman, formerly a Texan rancher from a long line of cattle breeders. In 1979, he was 

paralyzed from the waist down from a tumor in his spinal cord and had less than one in a million 

chance of ever walking again post-surgery. He explains: “That made me stop and think. Here I was 

involved in agriculture because I claimed I loved it, but then I was killing the things I professed to 

love…the night before the operation I made up my mind that I would never again do the wrong 

thing. I would never kill animals again.” Lyman is now a dedicated animal advocate and author of 

the book Mad Cowboy (1998) that tells of his experience appearing on Oprah to talk about “mad cow 

disease” and how the National Cattleman’s Beef Association sued them both after she claimed she 

would never eat another burger again. After a protracted battle that lasted many years and many legal 

fees, Oprah and Lyman eventually won.  
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It is not surprising that these vegans feel the need to “vegangelize,” since they feel strong 

moral convictions around the treatment of animals. Indeed, psychological research shows that moral 

convictions often feel intuitively correct to people, and they tend to assume that others must feel the 

same way they do (Haidt 2001). In fact, as Jasper and Poulsen (1995) classily showed that in the 

animal rights movement, many activists joined via moral shocks, often provided by the movement’s 

own literature, and their struggle is to recognize and understand that others may not in fact share 

their perspective and may even be turned off by confrontational tactics (Feinberg et al. 2020).  

 
Health Nuts 

Another common trope about vegans and vegetarians, as described by the historian Warren 

Belasco in Appetite for Change: How Counterculture Took on the Food Industry (1989: 27), is that they are 

health “freaks” or “nuts” who consume distasteful food purchased at strange health food stores. 

The emblematic cultural reference of this stereotype is perhaps in Woody Allen’s Annie Hall, a 1977 

film in which the main character orders “alfalfa sprouts and mashed yeast” at a bohemian Los 

Angeles restaurant called The Source. The iconic restaurant on Hollywood Boulevard epitomized 

the stereotype of tasteless vegan fare. Servers wore long, flowing fabrics in Earth tones and took 

kundalini yoga classes with the newly arrived Sikh guru, Yogi Bhajan, and the founders even started 

a mythical rock-and-roll cult. As Jonathan Kauffman (2019: 7) states in the book Hippie Food, 

“Hippie food was a rejection…as much as it was an embrace of new ingredients and new flavors. 

Eating brown rice was a political act, just as wearing your hair long or refusing to shave your armpits 

could subject you to ridicule and harassment.” 

The most common words associated with hippies were “dirty, stinky, or lazy” (Kauffman 

2019: 10), and there was undoubtedly some truth in these stereotypes, as Victoria Moran admitted: 

“Back then the milk was kind of brown. Everything we ate was brown…There was one soymilk that 

came as a powder, and you had to mix it up by hand. It came in the mail and you just had to trust 
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that it wasn’t cocaine because it only cost $3.95.” This image was not specific to veganism, 

necessarily, but to the general perception of “natural food” in general (Miller 2018), which was seen 

as ascetic rather than delicious. Even decades later, T.K. Pillan, one of the founders of the popular 

fast-casual restaurant Veggie Grill described that “Early on, our biggest fear was getting people over 

the vegan/veggie stereotype even just to get them through the door.”  

Today, the promotion of health is consistent with a modern trend of “healthism”, which 

reframes health concerns as self-evident, pleasurable, and unhealthy eating as unnatural (Bouwman 

et al. 2009). As we shall see, healthism is part of a broader trend in the neoliberal discourse that 

reframes healthy eating in a positive light, considering dietary restrictions as expressions of freedom 

and an embrace of consumer choice in an effort to prevent health risks (Cairns and Johnston 2013; 

Kirkland 2014a).  

 
Vegaphobia 

Given the various stereotypes associated with veganism, the overall image is a stigmatized 

one. In his classic work on stigmatized identities, Goffman (1963) distinguishes between three types 

of stigma: physical/external attributes, internal/personal attributes, and group attributes on the basis 

of racial, ethic, or religious identities. Phelan, Link, and Dovido (2008) also distinguish between 

three types, but instead of basing the stigmatization on discredited attributes, they instead analyze 

the processes that allow for differentiation. They argue that those subject to stigmatization are 

exploited and dominated, subject to norm enforcement, and perceived to be unsavory in some way.   

 In the case of vegans, they can be seen as exploited and dominated in the social sense of 

being ostracized and socially judged for being vegan (Greenebaum 2012b) and are certainty subject 

to norm enforcement in terms of being pressured to eat that which is mainstream (Potts and Parry 

2010; Wright 2015). They are also often seen as carrying signs of impurity in a broad sense, such as 

weakness, hairiness, smells, etc. Finally, vegans are sometimes seen as unsavory since they are seen as 
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reminders of the moral flaws of perceivers (e.g. the uncomfortable feeling of cognitive dissonance) 

or simply in terms of being social unpleasant “killjoys” that disrupt social conventions (Twine 2014). 

Indeed, Cole and Morgan (2011: 143) term this negative vegan stigma “vegaphobia” and show that 

“Vegans are variously stereotyped as ascetics, faddists, sentimentalists, or in some cases, hostile 

extremists. The overall effect is a derogatory portrayal of vegans and veganism.” Markowski and 

Roxburgh (2019) find that vegan stereotypes are among the most potent barriers to adopting a 

plant-based diet for those that are not vegan, describing this phenomenon as “anticipatory stigma”.   

Andy Levitt, founder of the plant-based meal delivery company Purple Carrot, who himself 

is not vegan, told me the reason his company eschews the word “vegan” is that “it is a relatively 

polarizing term that creates an initial roadblock for people…because of pre-conceived notions.” 

Gene Baur acknowledged: “I wish the term ‘vegan’ didn’t have negative connotations and I am 

hopeful that as time goes on it will become a more positive label, but at this some people put a wall 

up.” Chad Sarno, who was Global Research & Development Chef at Whole Foods Market for many 

years, and now chef for the brands Good Catch and Wicked Healthy, explained: “For many years, 

when you mentioned the ‘V’ word people did not listen.” 

Even vegans themselves do not necessarily embrace the term, and distance themselves from 

it like non-vegans. Leslie Barcus, who runs VegFund, an organization that offers financial support 

for vegan activism, told me: “I hate the word vegan. I’d rather have some kind of label like 

consciousness, a guardian or caretaker of the planet and everything on it.” Michele Simon, a public 

health lawyer and founder of the Plant-Based Foods Association (PBFA), an industry trade group, 

said: “I think there has been a negative connotation associated with that word, and I think it’s given 

off this aura of deprivation, judgment, and negativity in general. Victor Galli, founder of the Ivy 

League Vegan Conference, felt the movement should banish the term entirely, and re-branded his 

conference as The Future of Food Conference: “The identity politics of veganism are moving us 
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away from what we’re trying to achieve. Like why are we fixated on the word ‘vegan’?” Finally, Paul 

Shapiro, who founded the non-profit Compassion Over Killing in high school and then worked for 

many years at the Humane Society of the United States (HSUS), said: “If we cannot make room for 

people who fit our definition of perfection…we are going to sink the movement. ‘Vegan’ is not a 

good word for most people in this world.”  

Still others in the movement disagree entirely, and embrace the term wholeheartedly, 

attempting to change the meaning attached to the label. Among the most vocal proponents of this 

position is Miyoko Schinner, a longtime vegan who began creating alternatives to meat and dairy 

decades ago and who today heads Miyoko’s Kitchen, known in particular for its nut-based artisanal 

cheeses. When I interviewed Schinner just outside of San Francisco, where she also founded a small 

sanctuary for farmed animals, she proudly showed me her “Phenomenally Vegan” shoulder tattoo. 

Schinner explained that it is part of her company’s mission to change the negative stereotype of 

veganism: “We need to be proud and courageous and promote the entirety of the vegan 

message…we are going to redefine the word ‘vegan’.” 

Whether or not cultural entrepreneurs embrace the term “vegan”, or else try to stay away 

from it in anticipation of potential stigma (Bos et al. 2013), they are in agreement that the vegan 

image is in need of a makeover, and they implement several strategies in order to refashion it in a de-

stigmatization process.  

 

IMAGE MAKEOVER 

 While traditional animal rights activists promote veganism by attempting to sensitize people 

to ethical issues surrounding the treatment of animals, they often do not consider how veganism 

itself is perceived. Cultural entrepreneurs in the form of Icons target these images directly, 

attempting to de-stigmatize the cultural associations with the vegan term, or else reframe it entirely. 
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Indeed, the mainstreaming process itself can be seen as one of de-stigmatization (Lamont et al. 

2016). Fully aware of the negative association with veganism, Icons strategically engage in de-

stigmatization by emphasizing a welcoming and non-judgmental approach, broadening the array of 

motivations that undergird a vegan lifestyle, reframing activism as advocacy, and most significantly, 

constructing new symbolic terms that are more culturally palatable, notably “plant-based” which 

puts a positive spin on health-consciousness. Indeed, as we shall see the term “plant-based” has 

become so popular in the last few years that it has nearly displaced the term “vegan”. As we will see 

below, celebrity icons also create more positive associations with veganism by putting their own 

symbolic capital and reputations on the line. 

 
Reserving Judgment 

 Given that one of the central stereotypes of vegans is of self-righteousness, Icons emphasize 

a welcoming and non-judgmental approach and some even eschew the vegan label if they feel it is 

warranted. Marco Borges, founder and CEO of 22 Days Nutrition, a meal kit company that has 

partnered with Beyoncé and Jay-Z (who are clients of Borges as a physical trainer) emphasized: “It 

was about creating a platform that would help people by giving them access to information in a 

distilled format in a non-judgmental, non-preachy way.” Similarly, Alexis Fox, formerly an animal 

rights lawyer turned entrepreneur who founded the software platform Lighter explained: “‘Vegan’ is 

like a religion. Some of us love it, and I proudly wear my veganism. But there are plenty of people 

who get all of the underlying reasons why someone might want to be vegan but do not feel 

comfortable with that identity…I think we will stay small if we just try to get everyone to adopt a 

vegan identity as opposed to change the system and offer products and services that make it easier 

for people to eat [vegan food].”  

Turner (2019) notes the disjunction between ethical vegans’ private morals and their public 

presentation of their beliefs, showing that while most vegans think of veganism a moral imperative, 
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when interacting with non-vegans many individualize their position and emphasize that it is solely 

their personal choice, not something to be imposed on others. Borrowing from Bellah et al.’s (1985) 

classic work on American individualism, Turner shows that this strategic individualism achieves the goal 

of maintaining interpersonal harmony and allows vegans to “save face” (Greenebaum 2012b; 

Jacobsson and Lindblom 2013). This is consistent with what we know more broadly about the 

“toolkit” theory of culture and how individuals draw on particular tools in a given interactional 

context, whether consciously or not (Swidler 1986; Lamont and Thévenot 2000; Lizardo and Strand 

2010; Silber 2003). Indeed, Alexis Fox admitted that although she is vegan, she does not “wear that 

label publicly”, especially when interacting with potential investors.  

As such, whether by avoiding disclosing veganism outrightly, or going out of their way to 

downplay the moral requirements of adopting a vegan philosophy, these cultural entrepreneurs 

attempt to “lower the bar” for engaging in the vegan movement. In doing so, they hope to open the 

door to potential joiners, and hope to influence them more once they take the first steps.  

 
Activism as Advocacy 

 Another tool used by Icons is reframing “activism” as “advocacy”. While the term 

“activism” evokes confrontational tactics, “advocacy” for many is seen as a softer, consensus-

building way of promoting a given cause. I asked all of the respondents in my sample whether they 

considered themselves “vegan activists”. Brendan Brazier, a Canadian former triathlete and founder 

of the vegan protein powder brand Vega told me that to him, the term “activist” automatically 

evokes “PETA-type people…which makes the information less valuable to some people. That 

makes it seem like I have an agenda, an agenda of trying to convert everyone to become vegan.” 

Distancing himself from religious notions of conversion and “having an agenda”, Brazier instead 

emphasizes athletic performance and lifestyle choice, strategies that change the connotations of 

veganism to something more positive.   
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Michele Simon, founder of trade association Plant-Based Foods Association (PBFA) who 

explicitly does not like the term ‘vegan’ also does not like the term ‘activist’. In explaining why she 

feels this way, she evokes a reference to PETA activists who became infamous in the 1990s for 

throwing red paint onto fur coats at fashion shows to raise awareness about the fur industry. As 

Simon explains: “I feel about the word ‘activist’ the way I feel about the word ‘vegan’ which is that it 

tends to sound negative and distasteful. I prefer a word like ‘advocate’. I am not throwing red paint 

on anybody’s fur coat.” Interestingly enough, several current cultural entrepreneurs are former red-

paint throwers, as I will discuss in Chapter 3. 

Others modify the channels of their veganism, notably those who deal primarily with food. 

Sabrina Nelson, who is married to Jeff Nelson who founded VegSource referred to her activism as 

“kitchen activism”—meaning promotion of a lifestyle through cooking, consistent with foodie 

discourse as feminized in the context of the home (Cairns, Johnston, and Baumann 2010). 

Professional male chefs also used the term. Vegan celebrity chefs Tal Ronnen (who catered Ellen 

DeGeneres’ wedding) and Matthew Kenney both expressed a similar sentiment. Ronnen said: “I try 

to stay away from using the word ‘activist’. I have a lot of friends in the animal rights community, 

but we all know my way of reaching people is through food and I am just quietly doing that behind 

the scenes.” Meanwhile, Kenney stated: “I guess I am a quiet activist. I am as passionate about 

animal rights and the environment as anyone, but I don’t consider that my platform.” Finally, 

Miyoko Schinner said: “If you can provide people with food so they feel there is no deprivation, that 

will convince them…You can’t force feed people any more than you can force-feed geese.”  

In recognizing that people do not respond well to being confronted about their life choices, 

particularly in an individualistic society such as the United States, Icons are rethinking their tactics, 

and reframing their advocacy efforts. In Chapters 3 and 4, we will see how they take these efforts to 



	

 56 

the next level by reframing the notion of activism via other channels, including the founding of 

social enterprises and in impact investing.  

 
Embracing Multiplicity 

 Another way of demonstrating inclusivity in the movement is accepting a broadened array of 

motivations for the lifestyle. Respondents used various metaphors to describe this process: “opening 

the umbrella”, “expanding the tent”, creating a “vegan world rather than a vegan club”. The 

common trope is the idea of expanding movement boundaries. Several respondents, notably author 

Melanie Joy who is known for her idea of “carnism” (referring to a system that supports the 

consumption of animals) uses the term “ally” to refer to anyone who is supportive of a vegan 

lifestyle even if they may not personally adopt it (Joy 2011), similar to the way the term is used in the 

LGBTQ movement (DeTurk 2011). In fact, this approach is consistent with the reality that most 

people following a vegan diet are motivated by a multiplicity of reasons rather than solely one 

(Janssen et al. 2016). While most people initially begin following the lifestyle for one reason typically 

“motivations are augmented over time by other reasons” (Fox and Ward 2008b).  

 The author Colleen Patrick-Goudreau told me, “I don’t care why you’re coming to this…I 

don’t care why people want to stop eating animals and when I say that, I mean I just want to help 

them do it sustainably and healthfully...The umbrella, the underlying thing is that they all do not 

want to eat animals.”  Gene Baur, also a longtime vegan says, “I think we have many good 

arguments and I am using whatever works…I have been very much interested in aligning with 

causes who share our same goal.” Alexis Fox, whose platform Lighter also provides dietary advice to 

subscribers, explained: “The vast majority of our users would not identify as vegan and would not 

necessarily even identify as somebody who is trying to be vegan. Most are convinced they should be 

incorporating plant-based eating into their diet and reduce the amount of animals they consume but 

they are not necessarily aspiring to be vegan.” 
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 One of the most salient distinctions made within the vegan movement is between ‘health’ 

versus ‘ethical’ vegans (Greenebaum 2012a). As Victoria Moran explained: “There are so many 

people who don’t consider themselves vegan but are essentially following the lifestyle…We used to 

call that ‘dietary vegan’ versus ‘ethical vegan’.” Health vegans eat a plant-based diet to lose weight or 

improve their physical health, but do not incorporate veganism into other aspects of their lives. 

Meanwhile, ethical vegans are primarily concerned with animal rights issues, and not only adopt a 

diet that excludes animal products (not necessarily a healthful one) but also get rid of any other 

products derived from animals (such as leather or wool). But as Janssen et al. (2016: 643) state: 

“Making a dichotomous segmentation into ethical versus self-oriented consumers…disregards the 

fact that many consumers following a vegan diet are driven by more than one motive.”   

Part of why individuals are driven by more than one motive is that Icons have increasingly 

framed veganism as a panacea for a host of global issues. Icons use several metaphors to evoke this 

idea, including the “Swiss Army Knife”, the “magic pill” or “green pill”, and the “silver bullet”. As 

Alexis Fox expressed: “I care about all three [ethics, environment, health] reasons very strongly. 

Plant-based eating is the Swiss Army knife in terms of being able to solve many of the biggest 

problems of the world.” Similarly, former cardiologist turned Egyptian comedian Bassem Youseff 

explained that he promotes plant-based diets by telling people “Here, I am giving you the magic 

pill.” Former actress Suzy Amis Cameron, who spearheads the #OneMealaDay campaign told me: 

“It doesn’t matter why you’re doing it…for the animals or the environment or for your health or for 

sports performance or even sexual performance. It’s a win-win all the way around. There are zero 

downsides to it. It’s like the silver bullet. You know, hot sex, cool planet.” Yet perhaps the most 

effective re-branding of the vegan image has been the rising popularity of the label “plant-based”.  
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PLANT-BASED 

 In the last few years, there has been a rise in distinct and varied “food tribes”—

Mediterranean, paleolithic (paleo), ketogenic (keto), gluten-free, Whole 30—among many others 

(Egan 2016; Katz and Meller 2014). Although vegetarians have construed themselves as a distinct 

dietary tribe for over a century, veganism typically refers to a philosophy that is broader than simply 

diet. As such, in the last few years in particular, a new term—“plant-based”—has risen in popularity. 

Despite its conceptual fuzziness, or indeed because of it, the term is better suited to veganism as a 

new lifestyle paradigm rather than a moral ideology. 

 
Conceptual Fuzziness 

 According to Michele Simon, the public health lawyer who now heads the Plant-Based 

Foods Association (PBFA), the term ‘plant-based’ has been around as far back as the 1980s and 

1990s, although it was only used by a small subset of people primarily in the health world. As Simon 

explained: “The term ‘plant-based’ is not new: it’s been around for as long as I have been doing this 

work, which is over two decades. There’s a combination of factors that have caused it to become 

mainstream which are a generalized awareness of consumers to eat healthier—that message has 

finally broken through and plant-based is a part of that.” It is unclear where exactly the term 

originated, but its history is tied to the natural hygiene and macrobiotic health movements of the 

twentieth century, which emphasized consumption of foods in their “natural” and “unprocessed” 

state (Miller 2018). One possibility for the term’s origin is as a shortening of the descriptor “whole 

foods plant-based diet”, which was coined by the biochemist T. Colin Campbell in his 

groundbreaking book The China Study in 200520. Campbell’s work was popularized by the 

 
20 Campbell, T. Colin and Thomas M. Campbell. 2005. The China Study: The Most Comprehensive Study of Nutrition Ever 
Conducted and the Startling Implications for Diet, Weight Loss, and Long-Term Health. BenBella Books.  
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documentary Forks Over Knives but then took a life on its own. Indeed, Google Trends indicates its 

popularity increasing starting in 2015 when I began this project.21  

 There is significant variation in both the motivations for why people use the term ‘plant-

based’ instead of vegan, as well as what they are referring to in terms of diet composition. In terms 

of motivations, these include: first, distancing from the ‘vegan’ label and its associated stigma and 

stereotypes; second, to distinguish a health-oriented vegan diet; third, interchangeably with ‘vegan’ 

(as a synonym); and finally, to refer to naturally vegan products because the term itself is popular 

and trending from a marketing perspective. Indeed, the term is so popular that there are now 

variations on it as well, such as ‘plant-strong’, ‘plant-centric’, ‘plant-friendly’, plant-forward’, ‘plant-

predominant’, and so on.  

Given these different motivations, the term ‘plant based’ now has several meanings. First, it 

is used to refer to a diet that includes no animal products but is not necessarily intending to be 

health-conscious; second, a diet that includes no animal products and is exclusively health-oriented, 

usually free of sugar, salt, and oil as well, and often qualified with the descriptors “whole foods” 

prior to ‘plant based’; third, referring to products created from plants to closely replicate animal-

based food but certainly processed food (e.g. as in the pea-based Beyond Burger we will discuss in 

Chapter 4); and finally, to reflect a primarily vegan/plant-based diet but not exclusively, as in the 

case of the Blue Zones (discussed below).  

 Indeed, the term appeals to both vegans and non-vegans alike. Jacky Wasserman, who 

designs vegan clothing at her brand Beet x Beet, and whose T-Shirts include slogans such as “Fuck 

Factory Farming” surprised me by saying she loved the term plant-based: “I think it’s a great word 

people can use if they are not comfortable with saying they are vegan, or maybe they are only plant-

based in their diet.” Andy Levitt, himself not a vegan, explained why Purple Carrot prefers the term: 

 
21 Google Trends. 2015. “Plant-Based.” Link.  
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“Veganism is a hard diet to follow unless you approach it from an ethical perspective. Plant-based is 

easier.” Yet again, certain vegans insist on using the legacy term, even while they collaborate closely 

with others who do not agree. Miyoko Schinner, who has worked closely with Michele Simon in 

founding the PBFA after food labeling issues with the government (to be discussed in Chapter 3), 

explicitly avoids the term ‘plant-based’ for her own company: “We do not use the word ‘plant-

based’, we use the term ‘vegan’ and we are proud of that. This is a lifestyle based around 

compassion—that is what we want to promote.”  

I summarize the most common associations between the terms “vegan” and “plant-based” 

in my data in Table 2.1 below. I created the table by counting the number of times each term was 

used by each respondent in association with either “vegan” or “plant-based”. Although there is 

some overlap and conceptual slippage, it is clear that the broad strokes suggest that the vegan term is 

associated more with negative sentiments and preoccupation with moral ideology, while the plant-

based term is paired with positive sentiments and preoccupation with healthiness.  

 
Table 2.1 “Vegan” vs. “Plant-Based” Associations 

Vegan Plant-Based 

pure 
purist 
cult 

extreme 
extremist 
aggressive 
militant 

ideological 
religion 

preaching 
conversion 
in-your-face 
intolerant 

self-righteous 
sentimentalist 

outcast 

pure 
clean 

healthy 
glow 
clear 
raw 

natural 
inspiring 

elitist 
bougie 
bobo 

perfect 
health nut 
unhygienic 

weak 
nutritionally deficient 
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Veganish 

 Along with the rising popularity of ‘plant-based’, many other terms have also come to the 

forefront which refer to a diet aimed at reducing the consumption of animal products, rather than 

eliminating them entirely. This is a natural outgrowth of campaigns such as “Meatless Mondays”, 

which encourages people to adopt a vegan or vegetarian diet once a week, or Veganuary, which 

encourages people to adopt the diet for the first month of the year, both of which originated in 

England and became popular elsewhere around the world (De Backer and Hudders 2015). The 

original term that refers to a “flexible vegetarian/vegan diet” is “flexitarian”, which was coined by 

the Food Channel in 1998 to refer to “‘meat-eating semi-vegetarians who determine eating 

preference based on mood, rather than health, lifestyle, or philosophical reasons’ and encapsulates 

the current spirit of personal choice and the absence of dogma” (Miller 2018: 371). Plant-based 

companies have been increasingly targeting their marketing toward flexitarians, who comprise nearly 

one-third of the population. Other terms that have become popularized include reduceatarian (aimed 

at reduction), freegan (Barnard 2016), veganish (coined by self-help guru Kathy Freston), and vegan before 

6 (VB6; coined by former New York Times food critic Mark Bittman). 

Brian Kateman, who coined the term “reduceatarian” and spun out a TED talk and 

conference around the concept, told me that the idea for a new term to describe part-time 

vegetarianism occurred to him on a trip during which he temporarily suspended his commitment to 

vegetarianism: “I realized that part of the problem is that people don’t have a language around that 

idea. They don’t know what to say when they sometimes eat meat, but they sometimes don’t. They 

don’t want to be known as vegetarian because if they do, when they eat meat, they will be 

confronted with these contradictions and they will feel like shit for it.” Kathy Freston, best-selling 

author describes the “veganish” lifestyle she advocates as one of “leaning in” to veganism: “Leaning 

in means you lean toward the person you want to be…you don’t forcibly insert yourself somewhere 
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that you are not yet ready to occupy. It’s a learning curve…I take issue with people who say, ‘It’s 

easy’. It’s not easy. It is a big deal. If you grew up with the center of your plate being grilled chicken, 

you’re clueless about what to fix for dinner.”  

Meanwhile, Andy Levitt of Purple Carrot hired a whole PR agency to come up with a term 

that would appeal to his largely omnivorous customers: “We decided on balanceatarian…We try to 

use it as a definition to say to people—80 percent of whom are omnivores—we advise them to 

embrace a more plant-based approach, but say you can still eat animal products if you wish. There is 

not judgment to it.” As Michele Simon puts it, “I do not like labels…I do not label myself a vegan—

I do what I feel like doing in the moment. So we are basically vegan at home, but when I travel I am 

a lazy vegan, veganish, a practical vegan.” Indeed, even those who have been vegan for decades 

acknowledge the utility of this approach. Bruce Friedrich, Executive Director of the Good Food 

Institute (discussed in depth in Chapter 3), explained: “I consider myself a vegan activist but I think 

that meat-reduction advocacy is more effective than vegan advocacy.” 

 
Selfish Healthism 

With the rise of the term ‘plant-based’ as well as others that refer to even more flexible 

participation in the vegan movement, Icons acknowledge that some of those in the vegan movement 

remain resistant to this flexibility and boundary shifting, particularly ethical vegans judging those 

with other motivations. Indeed, this is what many ethically motivated animal rights activists fear, and 

as Greenebaum’s research on ‘ethical’ versus ‘health’ vegans shows, “These are not merely 

descriptive differences; they are value-laden within the vegan community” (2012a: 131). In 

particular, ethical vegans tend to be judgmental of health vegans for being “selfish” and not being 

interested in the fate of animals, and suspect that they are less likely to remain vegan for an extended 

period of time since they are not following the lifestyle for the “right” reasons (Hoffman et al. 2013). 
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Indeed, there is some evidence that ethical vegans stay vegan longer.22 Yet, as previously stated, 

many of those who initially adopt a plant-based diet acquire other motivations for remaining 

adherent to the lifestyle, so it is difficult to assess who is most likely to remain compliant, an issue 

we will explore in some more detail in Chapter 6 on the issue of “ex-veganism” and recidivism.  

 Meanwhile, health-motivated vegans themselves often acknowledge that their motivations 

are less “noble” than those of ethical vegans. Marco Borges told me: “I’ll be honest, I didn’t do it for 

the animals, I did it for me. I was sick and tired of seeing disease all around me in my family. There 

had to be a better way. Disease isn’t hereditary, habits are hereditary. If that cycle is destructive, you 

have to break it at some point.” Victoria Moran observed: “Even today, lots of people are doing it 

only for their health. I think some vegans would like to throw these people out…like they would 

rather the plant-based people start eating meat, eggs, and dairy than to accept them as vegan.”   

Meanwhile, the celebrity doctor Michael Greger, founder of NutritionFacts.org and author 

of the New York Times bestselling book How Not to Die expressed his dismay at the rejection of the 

health message: “There are some that say we’ve got to stick to the animals and it’s like wait a second, 

an enormous present just landed in your lap—the fact that the best available evidence suggests that 

your particular cause just happens to save people’s lives? What other social justice movement gets to 

do that? Not to use that amazing argument is just crazy.” Dan Buettner, Founder of the Blue Zones, 

which advocates for predominantly plant-based diets as consumed by people in the longest-lived 

regions around the world explained: “We don’t know if they lived a long time because of the meat 

(which has some essential nutrients) or despite it…I want Blue Zones to be the new brand for plant-

based. When you think about it, are you better off getting 2% of the population to go plant-based or 

50% of the population to be 20% plant-based?”  

 

 
22	Faunalytics, February 2016. “A Summary of Faunalytics’ Study of Current and Former Vegetarians and Vegans.” Link.	
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IMAGE EMBODIMENT 

While Icons do significant work in terms of symbolically reframing the meaning of veganism 

and its terminology, their true contribution lies in embodying the new image of veganism they 

promote. As Inness (2006: 156) states, “In recent years, a new hip image of veganism appeared.” 

The days of alfalfa sprouts and mashed yeast are long gone, and the images of extremism, self-

deprivation, and oddness have been replaced by a new image of high status, glowing health, and 

athletic dominance. In Bourdieusian terms, these Icons confer their symbolic capital onto a 

marginalized movement (Bourdieu 1984). I discuss how this image has emerged through the role of 

lifestyle experts, chefs, athletes, social media influencers, and celebrities.  

 
Lifestyling Veganism 

In 2015, The New York Times profiled Rich Roll and his wife Julie Piatt on the cover of an 

article titled “Vegans Go Glam”.23 The article describes the remarkable trend of how the image of 

veganism has been transformed from one of deprivation to aspiration and healthiness:  

Mr. Roll, who is 48 but looks as if he could still compete on the Stanford swim team, talked 
the other day about his workout routine and how abandoning meat and milk helped return 
him to a state of godlike health…Ms. Piatt, who also goes by her spiritual name, SriMati, was 
all flared pants and dark flowing hair as she crisped up veggie burgers in a pan. She was 
happy to reveal her age; people don’t believe her anyway. ‘I’m 53,” she said. “It’s my 
nonalcoholic, meditative, yogic, vegan lifestyle.”  
 
Together, the couple represents the quintessential testament to the newly emerging “lifestyle 

experts” of the vegan movement. Lewis (2010: 580) defines the lifestyle expert as “a figure whose 

knowledge is tied to the ordinary and the everyday—yet emerges as a major cultural authority in 

recent times.”. Examples of lifestyle experts include Jamie Oliver of The Naked Chef, Jessica Alba 

of The Honest Company, and perhaps most controversially, Gwyneth Paltrow of the wellness brand 

 
23 Gordinier, Jeff. September 2015. “Vegans Go Glam.” New York Times. Link.  
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Goop. Lifestyle experts are “charismatic leaders”, whose authority rests on unique and unusual 

personal attributes such as providing followers with a life-changing mission (Weber 1922). Perhaps 

the pre-eminent lifestyle expert in the United States is Martha Stewart, who built an empire around 

glamorizing the domestic lifestyle that features shopping, cooking, and entertaining (Glynn and 

Dowd 2008).    

Potts and Parry (2010: 56) state: “Over recent years, the portrayal of veganism has shifted 

substantially in popular culture: from its previous stereotypical representation as hippyish and 

boring, veganism has been revamped (in fact, remarketed and rewritten) as an appealing and chic 

‘lifestyle choice’.” Indeed, the key point in this quotation is that this image did not simply shift on its 

own, but was carefully cultivated by lifestyle experts in the newly emerging vegan lifestyle 

movement. Indeed, the New York Times feature highlighted that “Mr. Roll and Ms. Piatt are vegans, 

and they’re on a mission to let people know that enlisting with their tribe doesn’t have to feel like 

being trapped in a fragrant tent…” As Roll and Piatt explained: “‘It was a very conscious effort to 

kind of counterprogram…Our whole idea is to present this lifestyle in an aspirational and modern 

way. We want to present it in a way that looks appealing, as opposed to deprivation-

oriented…‘There’s no body odor coming off the pages.’” 

Other Icons I interviewed expressed similar sentiments. They emphasized actively shaping 

and creating a lifestyle through their companies and brands that would appeal to the mainstream 

consumer. Among the most prominent is Marco Borges, personal trainer to Beyoncé and Jay-Z who 

partnered with the celebrity couple to promote his meal delivery service 22 Days Nutrition (based 

on the notion that it takes 21 days to form a habit). Borges stated: “My mission is to create a cool 

factor in this lifestyle because if we could get people to see how much fun this is and you could be a 

normal person doing good then people will want to join the club.” I will discuss the strategy of 

drawing on celebrity platforms later on in this chapter.  



	

 66 

Miyoko Schinner of Miyoko’s Kitchen, whose headquarters are in Sonoma County, a wine 

region in Northern California, explained why the company became known first and foremost for its 

artisanal nut-based cheeses: “I wanted people to know that you can continue to enjoy a nice glass of 

wine and a nice cheese platter and still live it up. That’s the message we are trying to sell.” Marci 

Zaroff, a serial entrepreneur stated: “First and foremost, does it look and taste good? You’re losing 

that person if it doesn’t look good...” Meanwhile, Bassem Youssef, formerly a cardiologist turned 

comedian in Egypt, is now attempting to promote a plant-based diet throughout the Middle East: “I 

always want to be doing whatever is going to have the broadest reach…we’re selling a lifestyle.”  

 
Celebrity Chefs 

Celebrity chefs are subsets of lifestyle experts who encapsulate and represent the new vegan 

lifestyle movement within the domain of food specifically. Piper (2015) refers to celebrity chefs as 

“culinary lifestyle advocates” or “culinary gurus” who, as Goodman and Barnes (2011: 71) express: 

“work to make ordinary the extraordinary food cultures they construct in a mass-mediated 

foodscape.” The notion of a foodscape emerges from the work of Josée Johnston and co-authors, who 

conceptualize it as a socially constructed field of food production and consumption. Johnston and 

Goodman (2010: 205) note the “celebritization” of food in recent years, encapsulated and 

epitomized in celebrity chefs, who are “key, elevated voices of cultural and culinary authority, but at 

the same time deeply embedded in the political-economies of media production, food marketing, 

and brand creation.”  

Two of the most prominent vegan chefs in the United States are Matthew Kenney and Tal 

Ronnen. While both are high-end chefs, they represent opposite philosophies in terms of how to 

create and market vegan food. Kenney grew up on the East Coast and was educated at The Culinary 

Institute of New York and at Le Cordon Bleu in Los Angeles. Kenney’s interest lay in 

Mediterranean cuisine, until someone introduced him to raw vegan cuisine and he never looked 
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back. Since then, he has opened dozens of restaurants on both coasts (such as Double Zero pizza 

parlor in New York and the newly-opened Plant City in Providence, Rhode Island, along with 

several international concepts), but the home restaurant is Plant Food + Wine, which opened on the 

upscale Abbot Kinney Boulevard in Venice, California in 2015. The design of the restaurant itself is 

indicative of the upscale trend of veganism: marble tables, simple grey and white color scheme, and 

a patio with overhanging lights over a long communal table. 

Kenney explained that his food philosophy is to “exemplify plants in their best possible 

light, to take culinary art as far as it can go using plants exclusively.” He explained that he prefers not 

to use meat substitutes, and to make their nut cheese platter in-house, rather than rely on products 

by other companies. “My philosophy is to work with the best products, apply the best tools and 

techniques and a very special brand of creativity that is forward-thinking and fun for people to enjoy 

and for chefs to create.”  

 
Figure 2.1 Raw Zucchini Lasagna at Plant Food + Wine, May 2018 
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Signature dishes at Plant Food + Wine include the “Raw Heirloom Tomato Zucchini 

Lasagna” (made of mandolin-sliced zucchini layered with macadamia-based ricotta) (see Figure 2.1), 

“Smoked Tofu Florentine” (with a cashew-based Hollandaise sauce), and their most popular dessert, 

the “Coconut Cream Pie” (made with a macadamia crust and cashew filling). Kenney expressed his 

hopes about the future of plant-based cuisine: “I think the food paradigm is going to shift—plants 

will become the center of the plate. I am not predicting a completely vegan society, but even non-

vegan restaurants will have food that showcases plants.”  

Meanwhile, Tal Ronnen represents the opposite philosophy in terms of how vegan food is 

to be showcased. Ronnen grew up in Israel, and came to the United States to pursue a career as a 

chef, rising in prominence to become personal chef to Oprah Winfrey and Ellen DeGeneres (whose 

wedding to Portia de Rossi he catered). In 2013, he opened Crossroads Kitchen in central Hollywood, 

which besides being vegan is opposite to Plant Food + Wine is both aesthetic and approach. The 

interior is dimly lit, with plush red-cushioned seats, dark wooden paneling, and circular booths 

amenable to celebrities who want to enjoy dinner without being noticed. Undoubtedly, both 

restaurants evoke upscale prestige, but do so in opposite ways—Plant Food + Wine invoking a 

wellness-oriented minimalism and Crossroads an old-world Hollywood nightclub sensibility.  

Unlike Kenney, Ronnen’s food philosophy is to take creative spins on classic dishes with 

plant ingredients. Perhaps the most famous dish is the traditional “Pasta Carbonara” featuring a 

“vegan egg yolk” made of a whipped yellow tomato béarnaise sauce, which pours out onto the pasta 

when punctured with a fork. Another famous innovation is the “Seafood Tower” (see Figure 2.2 

below) which features lobster mushrooms, harvested heart of palm fried like calamari, and 

artichokes leaves cradling shiitake mushrooms poached in olive oil and made to resemble oysters. 

Ronnen also told me about their “Carrot Lox” dish: “We took beautiful heirloom carrots and 

smoked them on hickory, roasted them and then caked them in nori to give them a seafood flavor. 
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We shaved them really thin on the mandolin and combined it with [almond-based] cream cheese 

that we then served with bagels. That put us in the spotlight. We want to create foods that people do 

not think are possible.” Ronnen also co-founded both Kite Hill, an almond-based dairy product 

company as well as Impossible Foods, a plant-based meat company (see Chapter 4).   

 
Figure 2.2 Seafood Tower at Crossroads Kitchen, June 2018 

 

 

Celebrity chefs occupy a paradoxical position of attempting to appear both authentic and 

down to earth while upholding an aspirational ideal (Rodney et al. 2017). While the phenomenon of 

the “celebrity chef” did not gain prominence until the early 2000s, they have become important 

cultural intermediaries. They present “idealized lifestyles—lifestyles worthy of emulation, or what 

some would call ‘food porn’” (Johnston and Goodman 2015: 212). Kenney attempted to downplay 

this role, saying “I got into it purely for the passion”, but acknowledged that “it’s going to take a few 

celebrity chefs to get behind [plant-based eating] and then you will see a real tipping point.” Indeed, 

as we shall see in the following chapters, the food philosophies chefs create cross over with other 

types of cultural entrepreneurs and the contributions they make to the movement collectively.  
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Masculinity and Athleticism 

 For much of its history, vegan food has been stereotyped as being unable to sustain health, 

much less athletic performance, rendering people nutritionally deficient and leading to weakness, 

thinness, and lack of muscle definition. On the flipside, the “meat and muscles” paradigm 

emphasizes a link between meat consumption and strength (Oleschuk, Johnston, and Baumann 

2019). As Potts and Parry (2010: 64) state, “So powerful is the union of meat-eating and masculinity 

that the cultural ‘meaning’ of meat are routinely conflated with ideas about potency, strength, and 

authority”, as well as the “‘masculine traits’ of emotional stoicism, strength, and virility” 

(Greenebaum and Dexter 2018). As such, the vegetarian and vegan man is often perceived as “more 

principled, but less manly, than his omnivorous counterpart” (Ruby and Heine 2011: 450).  

 Resisting this stereotype, a few Icons emphasize a new, masculinized notion of veganism, 

coined the “hegan”. The hegan is exemplified by Icons such as the brothers Matt and Phil Letten of 

“Vegan Bros”, social media influencers. The brothers promote the idea that one can be vegan and 

still be a “bro” and that “Vodka is Vegan”, which is the title of their bestselling book. As Wright 

(2015: 126) explains, “The ‘hegan’ differentiates certain male vegans from other…Birkenstock-

wearing anemic hippies. Hegans are something other than merely vegan; they are ultra-masculine as 

to be able to be vegan and to make that dietary choice manly as well.”  Yet, as marketing guru 

Florian Radke explained, “If those two douchy gym rats go vegan, people are more likely to follow.”  

 Icons draw on hyper-masculine ideals such as physical fitness and sexual virility to promote 

veganism. Undoubtedly, such an approach is rife with problems, including reinforcing masculine 

domination. As the anthropologist Nick Fiddes shows in Meat: A Natural Symbol (1992: 287), meat 

has historically been linked to the theme of domination—over nature, animals, and most notably, 

women. As he explains, “meat has long stood for Man’s proverbial ‘muscle’ over the natural world. 
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In this framework, women, who ate significantly less meat than men historically, are reduced to 

being treated as meat (Adams 1990).   

Despite the problems inherent in this approach, it undoubtedly serves to raise the profile of 

veganism. In particular, vegan athletes have been crucial in terms of resisting ingrained stereotypes 

as justifications for meat consumption (Rothgerber 2013). In recent years, there has been an 

unprecedented rise in athletes following plant-based diets, including Lewis Hamilton (Formula 1 

driver), Tia Blanco (surfer), Venus and Serena Williams (tennis players), David Carter (football 

player), and many others. As Greenebaum and Dexter (2018: 644) explain: “Vegan athletes do more 

than just legitimize veganism—the achievements of famous athletes validate and reinstate 

hegemonic masculinity for other vegan men. Athletes make veganism trendy and encourage others 

to adopt veganism in order to achieve peak athletic performance.”  

 When I interviewed the former Canadian triathlete Brendan Brazier, he explained that his 

vegan journey began with his attempts at enhancing performance: “For me it started off about 

performance…I noticed a really big difference based on how I ate. I sensed that there’s probably an 

optimal way to do it and I just needed to find out what that was…” Over a few years of  

experimentation, he noticed his performance and recovery were optimized on a plant-based diet, 

and eventually his formulation of a vegan protein powder became commercialized in the form of the 

brand Vega. Rip Esselstyn, a former triathlete from Texas, explained that when his father Dr. 

Caldwell Esselstyn’s research showed the reversal of heart disease on a whole foods plant-based diet 

(to be discussed in Chapter 3), he was still skeptical until he found out that one of his athletic 

inspirations, runner David Scott, “had done amazing things on a hardcore vegetarian diet…he was 

literally the best triathlete in the world. And so he inspired me to do this for performance reasons, 

and my father inspired me to do it for health reasons.”  
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 Increasingly, vegan athletes are being featured more prominently in the media. Micah Risk, 

the Chief Nutrition Officer at Lighter, but also formerly a professional runner, was amazed when 

Runner’s World decided to feature her on the cover twice. When she decided to wear her long green 

socks emblazoned with the word “vegan”, there was some controversy around using the image, but 

in the end they decided to go ahead, and it was a “big statement”. Gene Baur, founder of Farm 

Sanctuary, stated that he thought “Athletes are crucial, because we need to dispel certain myths 

about people needing meat for protein.” Indeed, fears around protein deficiency are prominent in 

the culture despite ample evidence that vegan diets provide more than enough protein, and in fact 

that excessive protein is harmful for health (Piazza et al. 2015).  

 Addressing these concerns, a new documentary was released in September 2019 called The 

Game Changers which became the best-selling documentary on iTunes in history.24 The film tells the 

story of James “Lightening” Wilks—an elite special forcers trainer and winner of The Ultimate 

Fighter—who follows the journeys of several vegan athletes to dispel myths around strength, 

endurance, and health. The film is executively producer by the director James Cameron, and features 

interviews with athletes such as Arnold Schwarzenegger (weight lifter), Scott Jurek (ultra-

marathoner), and Patrick Baboumian (strongman). I interviewed Cameron about it by phone from 

the set of the new Avatar films. Cameron explained why he was excited about the film:  

I think [the film] will help because it really tackles that last bastion of carnivorism, which is 
the male psyche. I mean obviously it's for women as well who want to compete as athletes 
but the maleness of protein I think is one of the big barriers to entry for a lot of people…I 
would say 90 percent of people walking around don't understand that there are other sources 
of protein besides the animals because they simply conflate the term ‘meat’ and ‘protein’ and 
it's exacerbated by the fact that doctors do the same thing. 

  

 
24 Pritchett, Liam. September 2019. “‘The Game Changers’ Nabs iTunes Best-Selling Documentary Download.” 
Livekindly. Link. 
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The role of James Cameron in promoting The Game Changers, among other celebrities such as 

Schwarzenegger, Jackie Chan, and Novak Djokovic, is testament to another key strategy used by 

Icons: harnessing celebrity platforms to promote the vegan message. 

 
Fame and Fortune 

 Over the last few years, many celebrities have “come out” as vegan: Moby, Alicia 

Silverstone, Ellen DeGeneres, Cory Booker, Mayim Bialik, Natalie Portman, Miley Cyrus, Paul 

McCartney, Joaquin Phoenix, Billie Eilish, as well as many more. Still others follow plant-based diets 

for health reasons, such as Bill Clinton, who adopted it in advance of his daughter’s wedding. Most 

of these individuals are celebrities in a general sense—that is, they are known for their work as 

actors, musicians, directors, politicians, or via other platforms.  

Driessens (2013: 543) argues that celebrity should be considered a type of capital defined as 

“accumulated media visibility that results from recurrent media representations,” distinctly from 

symbolic capital, which is specific to a particular field (Bourdieu 1984). Alternatively, even if 

celebrity is not its own form of capital, it may be considered as capital developed in one field and 

transposed to another (Martin and George 2006). As such, Icons refer to those who harness their 

platforms (or sometimes those with whom they are associated)—whether general or specific to the 

vegan movement—to promote veganism. Especially in the United States, celebrities take on the role 

of a “mirror of consumption” whereby “our gaze is reflected back on ourselves in the form of the 

‘rich and famous’ (Goodman 2010: 104; Lewis 2010). As such, the involvement of celebrities is an 

especially effective tactic for mainstreaming since it “helps reframe a stigmatized identity and 

practice in a positive and accessible way” (Doyle 2016: 777).  

At the same time, given that celebrities must manage their public image, relying on them for 

the purposes of promoting a lifestyle may be challenging. Turner’s (2017) work on vegan celebrities 

shows that celebrities are particularly likely to display “strategic individualism” given that their 
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personal images are on the line. Turner offers the example of Cory Booker, who was quoted as 

saying: “Being vegan for me is a cleaner way of not participating in practices that don’t align with my 

values” [emphasis added]. Another is Moby, who has been vegan for ethical reasons for decades and 

owns a vegan restaurant in Los Angeles yet expressed: “Just because I’m vegan, I’m not saying you 

should be vegan. It would be ironic if I refused to force my will on animals but was all too happy to 

force my will on humans.”  

 Commenting on the role played by celebrities in service of veganism, Icons within the vegan 

movement had mixed opinions. Kathy Freston, who convinced Oprah to try a vegan diet, 

commented: “On one hand I think it brings a lot of attention to the movement and that’s great. But 

if someone is vegan and then not anymore, then it might be a problem. I am not judging anyone and 

I think veganism is here to stay—it’s obvious every time I’m at Crossroads [Tal Ronnen’s restaurant] 

and there are always famous people there, but I’m just saying.” Yet Florian Radke, a marketing 

consultant for many vegan companies, explained: “Look at celebrities who do it for health reasons 

and flip-flop a year later—to that I say from a marketing perspective, ‘Who cares?’ because they are 

influencers. If they go vegan for three months and 0.01% of their followers stick with it, this one 

person does not matter. This is how influencer marketing works.” 

 Perhaps the most prominent celebrity endorsement of veganism in the last couple of years 

has been from Beyoncé and Jay-Z. Jay-Z first adopted a vegan diet temporarily at the end of 2013, 

announcing his decision to take on his personal trainer Marco Borges’ 22-Day Vegan Challenge. 

Beyoncé then followed in 2015, eating plant-based to lose weight and causing a media stir when she 

wore a transparent dress to the Met Gala. I interviewed Borges about the story at the Waldorf 

Astoria in Beverley Hills hotel over green tea in 2018:  
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I went 100% plant-based while J and B [Jay-Z and Beyoncé] were watching me…one day I 
suggested a plant-based breakfast and then breakfast and lunch. So then when I launched the 
program J said he wanted to do it for his birthday through Christmas and B said ‘I would do 
it too.’ She posted a cryptic image on Instagram…and it went bananas. We knew, this is it.  
 

 In fact, as Borges told me about the partnership during our interview, Beyoncé announced it 

officially on Instagram. Borges’ phone metaphorically “exploded” and we had to reschedule. 

 Other prominent partnerships involve football player Tom Brady and actors Natalie 

Portman and Leonard di Caprio. In 2015, Brady partnered with the plant-based meal kit company 

Purple Carrot to create a special line of meals for athletes called TB12. The CEO Andy Levitt told 

me: “That added visibility and increased our revenue substantially. It’s crazy, I would never have 

imagined it.” Meanwhile, Portman produced the documentary Eating Animals based on the book by 

her close friend Jonathan Safran Foer about the factory farming system. Meanwhile di Caprio, an 

avid environmentalist, produced the documentary Cowspiracy and invested in the plant-based 

company Beyond Meat (to be discussed in Chapter 4). Kip Anderson, the director of the film stated: 

“He’s not vegan, but he’s done so much for the movement in the big picture.”  

 A few celebrities have actually become vegan themselves, and actively use their platform to 

promote it. Among the most active are Suzy Amis Cameron and James Cameron. While in Los 

Angeles, I interviewed Amis Cameron through an introduction from her sister Rebecca (whose 

Executive Assistant Melissa Pampanin I met via her social media platform) at Lightstorm 

Entertainment Studios. Suzy and James Cameron met on the set of Titanic, and have both been 

lifelong environmentalists. One day, Cameron took the documentary Forks Over Knives (to be 

discussed in Chapter 3) with her to the gym, which was recommended by a friend. When she 

finished it, she felt “gut-punched”: “I felt so betrayed that we had been lied to our whole lives about 

the best things to be eating for our health.” She showed the film to her husband and that night they 

got rid of all of the animal products in their house. They co-founded the Plant-Based Task Force 
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and eventually, Suzy Cameron launched the #OneMealaDay campaign which originated at the 

school she co-founded with her sister Rebecca Amis.  

 The MUSE School is a private alternative education school based in Calabasas, California, 

which emphasizes self-learning and environmental stewardship. Prior to the Cameron’s transition to 

veganism, the school served grass-fed beef, free-range eggs, and organic dairy products, as Rebecca 

Amis explained, “but then we decided that we couldn’t call ourselves an environmental school if we 

were still serving animal products.” The transition was not easy, as they lost half their enrollment. 

Eventually, however, they brought in experts on plant-based nutrition and convinced parents to 

allow their children to consume plant-based foods once a day, hence the campaign was born.  

Meanwhile, James Cameron committed to turn his film studio vegan since as he explained: “We 

wanted to be the greenest production company out there…we gathered the crew on the stage and 

explained that if we walk the walk of what we’re preaching [through the Avatar films which have an 

environmental message], we really should not be eating meat. There was resistance, but now people 

really love the food.”  

Commenting on her husband’s character, Suzy Cameron told me, “You have seen his films, 

you know he’s a doomsday guy. But I remember we were having a date night and I couldn’t believe 

it, but he said, ‘I really believe that the more we can get people to eat plant-based, we can help move 

the needle.’…So every extra bit of bandwidth is used for furthering the movement around plant-

based eating because it’s one way to move the needle.” Indeed, Suzy Cameron just published a book 

called OMD—a play on “OMG”—and is currently on a book tour promoting the message of the 

#OneMealaDay campaign. A year after our interview, Cameron was on a panel at a plant-based 

investing event I attended in San Francisco, in which she announced the development of a massive 

line of consumer packaged foods to be rolled out in North America beginning in the fall of 2019.   
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In sum, whether they are vegan or not themselves, many celebrities donate to vegan 

organizations such as Farm Sanctuary and Mercy for Animals, and many more frequent vegan 

restaurants in Los Angeles, given the emphasis on health-consciousness in general in the city where 

most celebrities live. Ronald Russel, whom I interviewed at his restaurant SunCafé Organic, listed 

off a slew of celebrities who frequent the place: “Some of them show up in the ‘Hollywood 

Disguise’, you know, the baseball cap, hair pushed forward, no make-up and big sunglasses. There 

are actually quite a few celebrities who are vegan but some do not want the public to know.”  

 
Social Media Influencers 

Aside from the high-profile celebrities that lend their platforms to the vegan movement, the 

vegan movement itself has its own set of “micro-celebrities” such as some of those I have already 

mentioned—ultra-athlete and podcaster Rich Roll, author Colleen Patrick-Goudreau, and personal 

trainer Marco Borges. Aside from these individuals, in recent years we have also witnessed the rise 

of a new set of promoters in the form of social media influencers. This is part of a broader trend in 

the wellness industry, which “emphasizes times for self-cultivation, spiritual stimulation, and health-

conscious eating especially of ‘pure’ foods such as fruits and vegetables” (Goetzke et al. 2013; 

Kirkland 2014b). These influencers upload photos of their meals, share “What I Eat in a Day” 

videos, and engage in sponsored product recommendations.  

The concept of “self-branding” was apparently first popularized by the journal Fast Company 

in the late 1990s, paralleling the growth of digital technology and neoliberal individualism.25 With the 

emergence of platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube in the last few years, a new self-

branding apparatus was born: the Social Media Influencer. These individuals “work to generate a 

form of ‘celebrity’ capital by cultivating as much attention as possible and crafting an authentic 

 
25 Peters, Tom. August  1997. “The Brand Called You” Fast Company. Link.  
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‘personal brand’ via social networks, which can subsequently be used by companies for consumer 

outreach” (Hearn and Schoenhoff 2016: 194), a select few becoming “Instafamous” (Marwick 2015) 

and able to make a career out of their platform.  

In the U.S., California, and especially Los Angeles, is a hotbed of social media influencers. 

One of the most well-known vegan personalities on social media is Yovana Mendoza, who is better 

known by her “Instagram handle” (social media name) “Rawvana” as she followed an entirely raw 

vegan diet when she started her platform a few years ago. Explaining how she became an 

“influencer”, Mendoza said, “I started uploading pictures and it was through social media that I was 

able to connect with people who were also eating this way.” At the time when Mendoza started her 

account, the raw vegan community was particularly strong vocal, connected via the Internet. Indeed, 

when “Rawvana” rescinded her veganism, the decision caused a sensation online and was reported 

by major outlets (to be discussed in Chapter 6).   

Another prominent influencer is Robby Barbaro, who was part of a tightly linked group 

based in Santa Monica. While in Los Angeles for fieldwork, I met all of the members of the group, 

which included Barbaro, Tara Kemp, Melissa Pampanin (Executive Assistant to Rebecca Amis of 

the MUSE School), Setareh Khatibi, and Autumn Kurtz. The friends got together several times a 

week for a “Bring Your Own Dinner” (BYOD)—since each followed a slightly different version of 

a plant-based diet that they deemed optimal. The evenings would be spent talking largely about diet, 

health regimens, and “sharing” moments via Instagram “stories”. While the presence of a 

smartphone is ubiquitous in our society, among this group this was especially the case, as the friends 

“liked” and promoted each other’s content with their audiences.  

As Twine (2017: 9) states: “Social media is a further important dimension of vegan material 

infrastructure affording opportunities for the global sharing of food creativity and ‘open source’ 

experimentality.” Hence “hashtags” on Instagram such as #whatveganseat and the viral nature of 
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certain food trends, such as merengue made of aquafaba (chickpea liquid), sweet potato toast, and 

rainbow sushi. Indeed, I witnessed how Barbaro carefully arranged his “fruit shelf” every week after 

a trip to the wholesale market where he received a steep discount on his bulk orders (he also follows 

a raw vegan diet) and engaged the online community by creating the “Kent Mango Challenge” (in 

which participants are instructed to find and post a picture with a Kent mango in peak season, or 

offering advice about how to maintain a vegan diet while travelling. 

Social media allows for a more direct experience with “micro-celebrities”. Even prior to 

meeting Barbaro in Los Angeles by chance at the Santa Monica Farmer’s Market, where I spotted 

him and introduced myself, I had the distinct impression of having already “known” him since I had 

followed him on Instagram for months. Without skipping a beat, he invited me to join the group 

and attend a weekly dinner. As Abbots (2015: 226) explains about chefs, which can equally apply to 

these “food influencers”: “These forms of communication seek to give consumers a sense of 

conversing directly with the [influencer]…affective relationships are thus fostered not just through 

the virtual commensality of shared meals, food events, and experiences, but also through media 

techniques that aim to draw consumers into the [influencer’s] personal networks and encourage the 

consumer to return the favor.”  

This intimacy is actively fostered through various social media techniques. One example is 

“What I Eat in a Day” videos that give viewers an insider’s perspective into what the influencer eats 

from the first thing in the morning all throughout the day. Yet, while seemingly transparent, “Social 

media is driven by a specific kind of identity construction—self-mediation—and what users post, 

share, and like effectively creates a highly curated and often abridged snapshot of how they want to 

be seen” (Khamis, Ang, and Welling (2016: 1). In this branding rhetoric, individuals must carefully 

construct and cultivate a “brand identity” that competes with others in a saturated marketplace. In 

this context, charisma is undoubtedly important, but perhaps even more so, the “personal story” 
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becomes crucial. As Khamis, Ang, and Welling (2016: 1) state, “individuals benefit from having a 

unique selling point.”  

The personal story, which by definition makes an individual distinctive, creates a compelling 

narrative that is among the most powerful cultural tools at our disposal (Polletta 1998). Among 

social media influencers in the wellness vegan space, the most common narrative trope is the 

personal health recovery story. Two of the best-known social media influencers in the vegan world 

are Ella Mills (“Deliciously Ella”), a British model who became ill from an autoimmune disease and 

was able to cure it through a plant-based diet, and Angela Liddon (“Oh She Glows”), a Canadian 

who recovered from an eating disorder. Every one of the Santa Monica Instagram influencers had a 

health story. Robby Barbaro had been diagnosed with Type 1 diabetes as a teenager, and after 

experimenting with other types of diets, became convinced that a raw plant-based diet was his best 

chance at reversing the apparently irreversible disease: “I remember reading this book that said it 

was possible to reverse it. I didn’t know if it was possible, but it planted a seed in my mind and I just 

decided, I am going to do whatever it takes.”  

In fact, having a personal recovery story is a requirement for fostering authenticity. As 

Khamis, Ang, and Welling (2016: 1) state: “Central to self-branding is the idea that like commercially 

branded products, individuals benefit from a having a unique selling point, or a public identity that is 

singularly charismatic and responsive to the needs of the target audience.” As such, for these social 

media influencers, the personal recovery story is the raison d'être that legitimizes their perspective and 

becomes the origin story of their platform or business. Beauty queen Setareh Khatibi got rid of her 

ovarian cysts through a fruit-based and then potato-based diet, Tara Kemp and Melissa Pampanin 

recovered from their eating disorders, and Adam Sud reversed chronic disease and became sober 

after years of addiction.  
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The personal recovery story fits into the broader trope of the “makeover” story that features 

prominently in popular television shows such as What Not to Wear, Extreme Makeover, or Tiding Up 

(Gallagher and Pecot-Hebert 2007). As such, it is seen as a sensible and even obvious origin story 

for the creation of a social media platform. For example, Yovana Mendoza, an incredibly popular 

Instagram and YouTube star who has more than a million followers on both her English and 

Spanish channels, grew up in a wealthy Mexican family but in her teenage years began drinking 

heavily and abusing substances. As she explained: “I turned to this lifestyle for healing. I used to take 

anxiety pills, smoked, and drank and then suddenly I was drinking juices and feeling amazing.”  

Similarly, the twins Nina and Randa Nelson (daughters of Jeff and Sabrina Nelson of 

VegSource) had been raised vegan since birth given their mother’s recovery from health issues due 

to diet, but in their early twenties experienced such severe cystic acne that they were unable to book 

work as actors. They cleared their acne by adopting a starch-based diet and were able to cure their 

skin completely in a few months, eventually writing a book called The Clear Skin Diet and developing 

a line of skincare products. Meanwhile, Robby Barbaro’s personal journey with diabetes led him to 

start the “diabetes coaching” company Mastering Diabetes along with a fellow Type I diabetic, 

Cyrus Khambatta, that offers seminars and retreats for those living with the condition. In February 

2020, the two published a book explaining their method that became a New York Times bestseller 

thanks to their social media presence. In each case, Icons use their own personal recovery story as 

the niche way to establish a foothold in the market of social media attention.   

 
Aspiration and Accessibility  

Considering the role of chefs, celebrities, and social media influencers, it is essential to 

address one of the most prominent critiques of veganism as an emerging lifestyle movement, which 

is that it is only available to those with financial and cultural means. In Chapter 1, I showed that the 

criticism applies generally to the “wellness industry” and “lifestyling” generally (Shugart 2014; 
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Kennedy, Parkins, and Johnston 2016; Smith Maguire 2016a, 2016b; Paddock 2016, 2014). In 

principle, a vegan diet is the cheapest diet possible if it is based on traditional staples such as rice, 

beans, and lentils and when we consider the role of government subsidies in making animal-based 

products substantially cheaper. Indeed, much of the world follows a largely plant-based diet not only 

because of cultural traditions of cuisines close to the land, but because it is cheaper and meat is a 

rare luxury associated with wealth (Oleschuk, Johnston, and Baumann 2019).  

In his classic work on taste, Bourdieu says that “taste classifies the classifier” (1984: 6) and 

emphasizes that distance from necessity is central to the higher valuation of a cultural object, 

especially food. Subsequent research has shown that high cultural capital consumers are 

characterized by cosmopolitanism, idealism, and connoisseurship (Holt 1997). This is undoubtedly 

true in the world of “foodies” who distinguish themselves through a nuanced discernment of food 

quality, authenticity, and exoticism (Johnston and Baumann 2010; Cappeliez and Johnston 2013; 

Prieur and Savage 2013). As we saw, the highest-status consumers are those who incorporate both 

ethical and aesthetic concerns into their food choices (Kennedy, Baumann, and Johnston 2018).  

The “elitist” element is not confined to the vegan movement, as can be seen in critiques of 

“alternative”, “conscious”, “organic”, “local”, and “humane” movements represented by such 

cultural authorities as Alice Waters of the restaurant Chez Panisse in Berkeley, California and Michael 

Pollan of books such as The Omnivore’s Dilemma (2006) and In Defense of Food (2008). Indeed, the 

“meaningful” (Ciocchetti 2012) or “conscientious” (Rothgerber 2015) omnivore who consumes 

“humane meat” at elite butcher shops or sourced directly from farms may be as elitist as a vegan 

(Ocejo 2014). As such, this is a critique that applies to the food movement as a whole. As Miller 

(2018: 171) shows, “natural foods”, meaning those not altered by processing, used to be associated 

with poverty and alternative religious traditions, but increasingly became coded as high-class: “As 

natural foods were increasingly associated with high-quality culinary experiences, they began to be 
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perceived as the food choice of the affluent. It is important to recognize that a cultural connection 

between affluence and natural foods did not exist prior to this time.”  

Nevertheless, there is undeniable privilege in the vegan movement, as seen in critiques about 

the fact that much of the leadership is male, white, and wealthy (Adams 1990). This is despite the 

fact that demographically, most vegans around the world and even in the United States are women 

and people of color.26 Yet, Icons have strategically marketed veganism as something aspirational in 

an effort to change its image. Matthew Kenney, the celebrity chef introduced earlier, admitted that 

there is an element of elitism in his restaurants, but that “You have to create a product that is 

newsworthy and will capture people’s attention so that it will go mainstream…it’s more news-

worthy when it’s aspirational.” Meanwhile, Miyoko Schinner explained that “the idea is to sell the 

vegan lifestyle. We are trying to show people that you can have this high-end exciting Sonoma 

lifestyle and still be plant-based. That’s the kind of lifestyle we are trying to promote.”  

As well, many of the cultural entrepreneurs who are by definition leaders in the vegan 

movement themselves come from privileged backgrounds. I first met the Anderson family when the 

matriarch Kimberley Anderson attended the Ivy League Vegan Conference I organized at Harvard 

in March of 2018. She offered to support future conferences financially, and put me in touch with 

her son, who at the time was attending an impact investing conference for those from high net 

worth families. Frohman convinced his family to adopt a vegan lifestyle and influenced the direction 

of their family fund EverHope Capital toward vegan investing. In an interview, he explained: “It’s 

unfortunately a pretty intellectual endeavor to try to become vegan…so it’s somewhat elitist because 

it takes people who are pretty well educated and progressive to try and adopt that sort of lifestyle.” 

One of the most privileged influencers is Yovana Mendoza, who grew up between San 

Diego and Mexico with a private chef, bodyguard, and private jet, and after undergoing a personal 

 
26 Gallup, 2020. “Nearly One in Four in the U.S. Have Cut Back on Eating Meat.” Link. 
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health transformation was able to build a loyal audience online precisely because she did not have to 

earn an income initially. As she explained in an interview we did in Los Angeles: “Thankfully I had 

support from my parents so I didn’t have to focus on the money too much. I just got to work on 

growing my followers, like my fam.” Another prominent Icon from a privileged background is Milo 

(formerly Nathan) Runckle, who founded the advocacy organization Mercy for Animals (MFA) 

when he was just 15 years old. He explained his privileged position and why he never took a salary at 

the organization: “I was fortunate enough to have an entrepreneurial father who did well…So I had 

been in a place of privilege where I haven't needed to take a salary from the organization.” Since the 

interview, Runkle left MFA for the first time in a decade to pursue his own “personal journey”, once 

again being able to do so given his privileged position.  

Despite the evident privilege the runs through the vegan lifestyle movement, many of the 

cultural entrepreneurs I interviewed pushed back on these claims. Tal Ronnen, the celebrity chef I 

mentioned above and whose restaurant is filled with celebrities told me, “I never heard of anyone 

saying it’s elitist.” He qualified this by explaining that in traditional cultures animal protein was rare 

and quipped: “Eating meat three times a day, seven days a week—that’s elitist.” Others pointed out 

that it is not vegan foods that are expensive, but instead those associated with wellness such as cold-

pressed juices, acai bowls, and convenience food products in general. John Mackey, CEO of Whole 

Foods, a company which has been repeatedly criticized for being unaffordable, expressed: “Whole 

Food Market is not for rich people. The food people are buying today is garbage. It’s farm factory 

exploitative ecologically disastrous food that is destroying people’s health.”  

The high status of veganism in contemporary society is a twist on history, since it is meat, 

not its eschewing, that has held “special esteem for animal flesh” (Harris 1985: 27). This is in part 

because meat was difficult to obtain, whereas now factory farmed meat is omnipresent. In this 

context, it is the avoidance of mass-produced meat that becomes the new marker of class 
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consciousness (Belasco 1986). In a sense, the vegan lifestyle represents the privilege to engage in 

conspicuous non-consumption which Brisman (2009: 342) describes as a form of “environmental 

elitism.” At the same time, it is precisely this exclusive, elitist element which makes veganism 

aspirational, and therefore a desirable life choice. The “vegan glow” derives, therefore, not only 

from the healthfulness of certain foods, but also from its increasing cultural entanglement with high 

status and with ethical conscientiousness (Currid-Halkett 2018). In its association with celebrities, 

athletes, and social media influencers, as well as costly practices such as juice cleanses and high-end 

restaurants, veganism has entered a new frontier in the cultural conversation. Vegans might still be 

unrelatable, but now that it because they are wealthy and aspirational, rather than on the fringe. As 

such, the new vegan movement teaches us a hard lesson about popularization: in order to 

mainstream in the United States, veganism first had to become elite.  

  

Chapter Conclusion 

 The focus of this chapter has been on the symbolic dimension of veganism; that is, its image 

and meaning. Historically, the image of veganism has been a stigmatized one, with vegans being 

perceived as self-righteous moral crusaders, overly sentimental “animal people”, or else “health 

freaks” that consume tasteless food that leaves them nutritionally deficient. The role of Icons is to 

change this image to one that appeals to the mainstream. Icons do this by distancing themselves 

from the stigma of the “vegan” term, or else reframing its meaning. They accept a broadening array 

of motivations, reframe activism as “advocacy”, and promote terms such as “plant-based” and 

“veganish” that embrace vegan imperfection. Moreover, Icons embody this new veganism in their 

own lives, engaging in an active “lifestyling” of the practice. Celebrity chefs, athletes, celebrities, and 

social media influencers collectively shape veganism into an aspirational lifestyle worthy of 

emulation. They do so by emphasizing the lifestyle’s desirability, its health-promoting properties for 
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both sexiness (“vegan glow”) and athletic performance, and try to strike a balance between making 

veganism aspirational while also making it appear accessible.  

 Yet the vegan lifestyle movement, and Icons in particular, contain a contradiction—their 

ultimate goal is to appeal to the masses, but in doing so they must appear exclusive and desirable. 

The reality is that the lifestyle Icons follow and promote is still out of reach for many (Goodman 

2010). To be sure, anyone can follow a vegan diet, and throughout history many of the people with 

the least means followed a de facto plant-based diet because they could not afford meat (Oleschuk, 

Johnston, and Baumann 2019). These days, it is in fact the masses who eat artificially subsidized 

processed meat produced by factory farms, and for whom fresh food is out of reach in food deserts 

around the country. In this milieu, vegan Icons promote lifestyles that require means.  

Vegans, but Icons in particular, are part of what Currid-Halkett (2011) calls the “aspirational 

class”, and the lifestyles they lead obscure the reality that most people around the world are not 

capable of making the same choices. Not everybody can afford a private plant-based chef, a private 

plant-based school for their children, or a raw vegan diet made up chiefly of fruits and vegetables. 

Nevertheless, the notion of “personal choice” is consistent with the American assumption that 

everybody has the freedom to live the “American Dream” they desire (Verba and Orren 1985). The 

reality is that despite celebrities and influencers enacting an approachable stance, and putting their 

“celebrity capital” (Driessens 2013) on the line to promote a stigmatized identity, the only way they 

can successfully normalize veganism is by turning it into an aspirational lifestyle.  

Beyond basic means, the lifestyle Icons promote is also only possible given a certain 

environment and locale. Raw vegan diets in particular are only feasible in California’s mild climate 

and robust agricultural industry. Kauffman’s quips that “Californians enrage and bewitch North 

Americans from snowier states with their smug insistence that gorgeous local produce should be 

accessible year-round” (2019: 24). Yet, this is even more applicable to vegan Icons, many of whom 
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as we have seen are based in southern California. To be sure, there are vegan Icons around the 

country, but they are typically concentrated in warmer climates such as Texas and Florida where they 

have access to better-quality produce and farmer’s markets year-round.  

We have also seen that one of the key ways in which Icons promote veganism is by literally 

embodying it in their bodies. I would be amiss not to mention the reality that most of the Icons who 

promote veganism are genetically blessed, living in attractive and mostly white bodies. Surely, their 

healthful diets are essential to their appearance, but many simply possess “bodily capital” to begin 

with (Bourdieu 1984; Wacquant 2011; 1995; Mears 2011). As Hutson (2013) shows in the case of 

personal fitness trainers, physique is an important, if not the most important, source of credibility in 

the fitness industry, serving as the “business card” for the clients. Especially in a movement where 

claims are made about healthfulness, bodily capital is essential. Social psychologists have long shown 

the myriad ways in which attractiveness reaps both symbolic and material esteem (Anderson et al. 

2001; Hamermesh 2011). In the case of vegan lifestylers, Icons reap these esteem benefits not only 

for themselves, but also the lifestyle movement they represent.  

Moreover, Icons not only cultivate the appropriate desirable appearance, but also enact the 

right emotional tone and “authenticity” required to appeal to their “followers” (Glynn and 

Lounsbury 2005; Greenebaum 2012a). As Hochschild (1983) classically showed, workers in certain 

organizations are required to produce a desired emotional tone with potential customers. Even 

cultural workers such as models, who are not at the mercy of organizations, must control their 

physical appearance and emotional display to secure contracts (Mears and Finlay 2005). In the case 

of Icons, emotional labor is something they do willingly and actively as a way to promote a more 

desirable image for vegans, especially given the default image is of the “angry vegan”. Still, 

cultivating a more approachable and “down-to-earth” emotional rhetoric is not always easy, and yet 

crucial to mainstreaming the vegan image.  
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In the end, Icons teach us that elites may be essential for popularization, but that in relying 

on these agents of cultural change, movements also risk a myopia about what is truly possible for the 

average person they are attempting to draw into their way of life. I will say more about this tension 

in Chapter 6 of the dissertation, on the tradeoffs inherent to mainstreaming. For now, suffice to say 

that in order to become trendy, veganism became elite, and this reality is a mixed blessing for the 

vegan movement. Yet, as important as Icons are to the mainstreaming process, their de-

stigmatization work is empty without the necessary research and facts that support awareness about 

why the vegan lifestyle is valuable in the first place. For this, we must look at the work done by 

Informers, the knowledge entrepreneurs of the new vegan movement. 
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CHAPTER III 

Informers: Knowledge Entrepreneurs 
 

As we saw in the last chapter, Icons are cultural entrepreneurs who shape the image of 

veganism in a newly emerging lifestyle movement. In this chapter, we will examine how Informers, 

or knowledge entrepreneurs, complement this work. Informers shape the information that underlies 

the movement. They draw on scientific knowledge, research, and professional degrees for legitimacy 

to promote awareness around the motivations for adopting a vegan lifestyle, critically shaping how 

the movement orients itself to the outside world. The general theme of professionalization in the 

movement is seen primarily through two avenues: the health and ethical domains. In the health 

domain, Informers include doctors and researchers who promote a “whole foods plant based” 

lifestyle for disease prevention, in contrast to the established medical community. In the ethical 

domain, Informers include former activists and others who primarily work in the non-profit sector, 

but have shifted from education to entrepreneurship as a means of change. Informers see 

themselves as translators but also gatekeepers of the movement who attempt to penetrate the 

mainstream through scientific research, professional legitimization, and the establishment of codified 

frames that position the movement strategically. Prior to exploring the work done by Informers as 

cultural entrepreneurs, it is necessary to situate that work in the context of the cultural hurdles they 

are addressing—namely, the symbolic and cultural potency of meat in the United States. 

 

CULTURAL REPERTOIRES OF MEAT 

Food is a deeply social enterprise (Delormier et al. 2009). In order to understand the context 

in which Informers operate, we first need to situate the centrality and importance of animal 

products—in particular meat—in American culture. Typical American fare includes hamburgers, 

hotdogs, steak, barbeque, as well as ice cream, pie, milkshakes, and donuts (Egan 2016). Indeed, 
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American food culture is considered by many to be “bland” and to be characterized primarily by its 

emphasis on processed “junk food” and “meat and potatoes”, rather than the standard fare of 

starch-based diets eaten nearly everywhere else in the world (Cappeliez and Johnston 2013).  

Few people have not heard of the slogan “Beef. It’s what’s for dinner” on American 

television. Referring to this slogan, Heinz and Lee (1998: 87) state: “The slogan symptomizes a 

weakening of old social values and emerging new, less traditional consumption patterns. The slogan 

implies that animals exist to be eaten, but mutes the carnivorous imagery with the traditional 

representation of the family dinner.” Undoubtedly, food culture is shaped by “the demand for food 

and the meaning attached to particular foods, preparation styles, and eating practices” (Williams et 

al. 2011). In American culture, meat in particular is part of what Arsel and Bean (2012: 899) refer to 

as a taste regime: “a discursively constructed normative system that orchestrates practice in an 

aesthetically oriented culture of consumption.”  

While many people are aware of the ethical and environmental issues on Concentrated 

Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOs, also known as “factory farms”; Herrero et al. 2016), as well as 

the health consequences of meat, the consumption of animal flesh remains widespread in North 

America and Europe, and is growing in developing countries. Indeed, even while veganism is gaining 

in popularity in the U.S., the average American still consumes about 2.5 pounds of meat a week, up 

from 120 pounds in the 1970s annually.27 This contradiction—the fact that meat consumption 

remains high despite concerns about the meat industry, is known as the “meat paradox” (Bastian, 

Loughnan, and Haslam 2012). Part of the paradox can be explained by the multi-dimensional appeal 

of meat: as we saw in the last chapter it is used to construct masculinity (Adams 1990; Cairns and 

Johnston 2015), demarcate class or status membership and habitus (Johnston and Baumann 2010; 

 
27 Bentley, Jennifer. December 2010. “U.S. Per Capita Availability of Red Meat, Poultry, and Seafood on the Rise.” 
USDA. Link.  
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Bourdieu 1984), signify cultural, religious, ethnic, or national affiliation (Bonne and Verbeke 2008; 

DeSoucey 2010), and maintain traditional mores and customs, especially given that traditionally meat 

was scarce and therefore considered higher status (Chiles 2017).  

Most theories that have accounted for this phenomenon draw on psychological 

explanations. In particular, the notion of “cognitive dissonance” (Piazza et al. 2015; Festinger 1957) 

shows that individuals are motivated to provide post-hoc rationalizations for behavior that is 

inconsistent with their values. Indeed, psychologists have shown that people often engage in 

dissonance reduction strategies to rationalize immoral actions that they engage in (Bastian and 

Loughnan 2016). Joy’s (2011) work shows that meat is psychologically understood through the “four 

Ns”—as necessary, normal, natural, and nice (i.e. tasty). Indeed, work on other topics such as 

climate change (Lorenzen 2012) shows that there is in fact often a discrepancy between moral 

motivations and personal tastes, and habits are likely to remain the default choice.  

However, psychological accounts are not sufficient to explain the dominance and persistence 

of meat eating, since behaviors are also upheld by cultural repertoires that operate at a social level. 

Examining the meat paradox, cultural sociologists Oleschuk, Johnston, and Baumann (2019) find 

that several cultural repertoires within American society serve to “maintain meat” as a taste regime. 

They find that both vegetarians and meat-eaters use identity repertoires, which refer to their own 

personal experiences (“I like the taste of meat”), and liberty repertoires, which refer to abstract notions 

about consumer choice (“People should be free to eat whatever they please”) that attribute meanings 

to meat consumption that explain its persistence. When one repertoire fails to account for their meat 

eating, the other serves to buttress their preferred habits.  

As the anthropologist Nick Fiddes observes in Meat: A Natural Symbol (1992: 43), meat 

epitomizes a complex set of cultural associations: “Each meaning, and countless others, is true for 

the individuals concerned, extending the significance of the name of a particular meat, or of meat in 
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general, far beyond its function as a foodstuff. It is the totality of these ideas which combine to form 

a language, and which constitute culture.” Informers, therefore, are not solely addressing animal 

food as foodstuffs, but as thoroughly cultural entities. As we will see, different factions within the 

vegan movement—specifically the health-based versus ethical-based vegans—address these 

challenges to their ideological views in different ways.  

 

LIFESTYLE MEDICINE 

 As we saw in the last two chapters, historically the “vegan” term referred not only to ethical 

concerns regarding animals, but also human health and environmental matters. In the second half of 

the twentieth century, however, veganism became a means to an end in the animal rights movement, 

and disentangled from its associations with vegetarianism and health proponents. The last few years 

have witnessed a reversal in this trend. Veganism has once again become conjoined with health 

concerns, particularly through the promotion of what is known as “lifestyle medicine”. The origins 

of this trend are the natural hygiene and macrobiotic movements (Miller 2018), which historically 

emphasized either raw or cooked foods as the means to nutritional optimization. Some of the key 

Informers in the emerging vegan movement include doctors, researchers, and filmmakers who 

promote a “whole food plant based” diet (the origin of the term “plant-based”). 

 
Whole Foods Plant Based 

 In a historical analysis of the natural foods movement, Miller (2018) traces the origins of the 

modern health food movement from the “natural hygiene” movement of the twentieth century. 

Herbert Shelton, an American naturopath, vegetarian, and promoter of alternative medicine founded 

the Natural Hygiene Association in 1948. Other key promoters include William Metcalfe, Sylvester 

Graham, and William A. Alcott, all of whom were associated with Christian vegetarianism and 

promoted the consumption of foods as close to their natural state as possible. Another key 
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promoter was Paul Bragg, whose 1930s cookbook Live Life Cook Book promoted a vegan diet for 

optimal health. Bragg argued that meat was the ultimate “devitalized” food. As he  says, “bury a cow 

and all it does is decompose…while a buried peach can yield an orchard.” (Kauffman 2019: 28). 

 While a handful of the proponents of the natural hygiene movement were doctors, many 

were not. Some were pastors who emerged from the Christian vegetarian movement, while others 

were health advocates without medical credentials. Victoria Moran, a longtime vegan who now runs 

Main Street Vegan Academy, an activist school, studied the history of vegetarianism in England for 

her thesis in the 1980s. In an interview she told me that the original proponents of veganism were 

pioneers who were criticized for stepping outside medical establishment early on: “They were 

embarking on something they didn’t know would work or not…they were like Marco Polo or 

something, going off on this expedition.” Not surprisingly, the medical establishment did not 

respond well to their exploration, and some were even arrested and served prison sentences for 

making fraudulent health claims (Miller 2018: 200).  

Then, in the 1970s and 1980s, in parallel to and independent of the animal rights movement, 

a new set of health promoters emerged in the form of credentialed doctors and researchers such as 

Drs. Dean Ornish, John McDougall, Michael Klaper, Caldwell Esselstyn, and T. Colin Campbell. 

Some of these individuals were born in the 1950s, when animal products such as meat and dairy 

were considered absolutely central to a healthy diet, and promoted by government agencies such as 

the United Stated Department of Agriculture (USDA) and the Food and Drug Administration 

(FDA) (Nestle 2007). Whether through research or clinical work with patients, these doctors became 

convinced of the therapeutic effects of diet on human health, and that a “whole foods plant based 

diet” (composed of vegetables, fruits, legumes, and grains without added oil, salt, or refined sugar) 

has the potential to not only prevent but even reverse chronic disease.  
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 The term “whole food plant based” can be attributed to the work of biochemist T. Colin 

Campbell, co-author with his son Thomas M. Campbell of the book The China Study, published in 

2005.28 The book describes the epidemiological work for which Campbell is best known, which is a 

large-scale study of the link between diet and disease among counties in China in collaboration with 

Cornell and Oxford Universities and the Chinese Academy for Preventative Medicine. Initially, 

Campbell expected that high consumption of animal protein would lead to lower incidence of 

disease. To his surprise, the research showed the exact opposite results: “We saw that children from 

the wealthiest families were the most likely to get cancer…eventually we saw that it’s the families 

that were consuming the most protein that had the highest likelihood of childhood cancer. It was 

the exact opposite of what we expected.” The publication of Campbell’s book sparked a newfound 

interest in the potential of food to alleviate chronic disease, albeit not without controversy.   

At the same time that Campbell was conducting his academic research, Drs. Dean Ornish29 

and Cardwell Esselstyn’s30 clinical results showed that a plant-based diet could not only prevent, but 

indeed reverse the progression of chronic disease, eliminating the need for stents, statin drugs, and 

in many cases completely eliminating ailments such as heart disease and diabetes, among the top 

morbidity causes in the Western world. Other pioneers include Dr. John McDougall, who noticed 

that his younger patients in Hawaii, many of them descendants of Asian immigrants, fared worse 

than their parents’ generation, largely due to the adoption of a rich Western diet. McDougall teamed 

up with Drs. Alan Goldhammer and Michael Klaper at the True North Health Center, a fasting and 

 
28 Campbell, T. Colin., and Thomas. M. Campbell. 2005. The China Study. BenBella Books.  
29	Ornish, Dean et al. 2013. “Effect of Comprehensive Lifestyle Changes on Telomerase Activity and Telomere Length 
in Men with Biopsy-Proven Low-Risk Prostate Cancer: A 5-Year Follow-Up of a Descriptive Pilot Study.” Lancet 
Oncology 14(11): 1112-1120.  	
30 Esselstyn, Caldwell B Jr.. 1999. “Updating a 12-Year Experience with Arrest and Reversal Therapy for Coronary Heart 
Disease (An Overdue Requiem for Palliative Cardiology.” American Journal of Cardiology 84: 339-341.  
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dietary intervention clinic in Santa Rosa, California that promotes water fasting as a natural healing 

mechanism and is nearly always full to capacity.  

 Despite the promising research of these doctors, the medical establishment remained 

resistant to the notion of lifestyle medicine. Indeed, the backlash from the medical establishment 

against health-based movements goes back more than a century, when the American Medical 

Association (AMA) conducted campaigns to discredit the promoters of natural foods and many 

were arrested for making fraudulent health claims (Miller 2018). Indeed, the AMA has engaged in 

persistent boundary work to establish its professional credibility (Starr 1984), and its contests with 

natural food proponents is no exception. Meanwhile, the government is also implicated in spreading 

false claims and of hiring committees composed of industry spokespersons that represent not only 

the interests of meat, dairy, and eggs, but also junk food and pharmaceutical industries with 

significant lobbying power and monetary incentives (Simon 2013; Nestle 2007; Pollan 2006; 2008).  

 One of the organizations active in contesting misaligned incentives is the Physicians 

Committee for Responsible Medicine (PCRM) headed by Dr. Neal Barnard. Although Barnard 

himself is an ethical vegan, and began by campaigning for the (successful) banning of unnecessary 

animal dissections in medical school, most of his career has been focused on tackling animal 

agriculture’s wily tactics to promote false dietary claims and to obscure sound science. Indeed, 

Barnard told me he believes that the meat industry targets him personally, constantly changing his 

Wikipedia page to include factual errors (such as the notion that the AMA does not support PCRM, 

which is untrue), or simply defamatory tactics (such as changing the subtitle “Animal Rights 

Activism” to “Cannibal Rights Activism” in March 2017 which I noticed when I conducted our 

interview).  

Moreover, most medical schools hardly teach any nutrition at all, and when they do, there is 

little incentive to promote a diet that makes no profits (Nestle 2007). As Dr. Caldwell Esselstyn 
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stated in our interview: “It’s still the Dark Ages in medical schools…chronic illness can be avoided 

with whole foods plant based nutrition but…there’s a lot of money involved in bypasses and stents 

and statin drugs. The cause of disease is not genetic, it’s habitual.” As John McDougall is popularly 

known for saying, “It’s the food!” Dr. Michael Klaper, who now works on educating doctors on 

dietary interventions, stated: “With my colleagues, it’s a willful denial of the truth and it’s making 

people suffer. My profession if not being honest and my goal is to bring it into the twenty-first 

century.” As such, while many are not convinced about the potential of lifestyle medicine, these 

doctors’ research is highly suggestive and has already convinced many in the new vegan movement.  

Perhaps the most prominent physician promoting dietary intervention in lifestyle medicine is 

Dr. Dean Ornish, whose program helped President Bill Clinton lose a substantial amount of weight 

prior to his daughter’s wedding, and who has remained adherent to a largely vegan diet even today. 

When I interviewed Dr. Dean Ornish in his office in Sausalito, California, overlooking the San 

Francisco Bay, he explained that despite bipartisan support, and a personal recommendation from 

then-President Clinton, it still took him sixteen years to get his program covered by Medicare. As he 

explained: “I realized that it did not matter how many studies we ran. It’s just a footnote unless you 

change reimbursement.” These days, Dr. Ornish is conducting the first-ever study linking diet to 

Alzheimer’s to determine whether it can be alleviated using dietary intervention.  

 Despite these setbacks, the whole food plant-based mantra has undoubtedly begun to enter 

the mainstream, especially through its popularization in documentaries such as Forks Over Knives. The 

film generated a household brand, with a successful magazine, meal planner, and online business 

based in Santa Monica where I interviewed the founder Brian Wendell. Wendell comes from a career 

in real estate, but was passionate about health and decided to fund a film about the work of Drs. 

Campbell and Esselstyn, whose lives had many biographical parallels. Explaining the origin of the 

film, Wendell said, “The idea is that it’s a fork over a scalpel…I had no doubt the film would be 
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successful. The number of people with [chronic diseases] in this country is just overwhelming and I 

felt that we could craft a message that was positive. It was very important for me to make it inviting 

since I think a lot of people make documentaries that insult the people they are trying to persuade.” 

Eventually, the film was picked up by Netflix and became incredibly popular, in fact 

convincing many of those who are now key cultural entrepreneurs in the movement to adopt a 

whole foods plant based style of living. Rip Esselstyn, son of Dr. Caldwell Esselstyn, was featured in 

the film, telling the story of how he turned his entire Texas firehouse onto a “plant-strong” dietary 

regimen after the nearly fatal heart condition of one of their team members. After the film came out, 

John Mackey, CEO of Whole Foods reached out to Rip Esselstyn to create a WFM exclusive food 

brand called Engine 2 (named after the firehouse) that creates products without added oil, sugar, and 

salt and Rip Esselstyn became a spokesman for the brand. I interviewed him at WFM Headquarters 

in Austin, Texas, and he explained: “After Forks Over Knives came out that really moved the needle. 

I’ve seen it go from a micro trend to a macro trend and it’s not going anywhere.” 

A few months later, I attended Plant Stock, an annual healthy-eating festival organized by the 

Esselstyn family in Asheville, North Carolina (it was formerly organized at their family estate in New 

York near Woodstock), and Dr. Caldwell Esselstyn echoed his son’s statement: “We are on the 

precipice of a totally seismic revolution in health in this country…and it is never going to come 

about with the invention of another drug or procedure…it is going to come about when we have the 

will and grit and determination to share with the public the simple fact that your lifestyle, and what 

you put on your plate stacks your odds for or against disease.” The event featured a long lineup of 

speakers, mostly doctors and professionals, but also a few lay people with personal stories of 

recovery from chronic disease after having adopted the “whole foods plant based” diet.  

Importantly, the Informers in the health-based faction of the movement believe that they 

can address the cultural repertoires of meat only by radically shifting individuals’ diet closer to that 
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of our evolutionary history, away from highly processed foods that do not exist in nature. They 

position themselves as advocates of a lifestyle based on the consumption of whole, unprocessed 

fruits, vegetables, starches, and legumes, and consider it a moral responsibility of the individual to 

intervene on behalf of their own health through lifestyle choices. While undoubtedly such radical 

behavioral transitions are beyond most people’s interest and capacity, the disentanglement of this 

health-based approach from issues of religious purity or ethical morality in terms of animals 

broadens the boundaries of the movement to those who are suffering from chronic disease, and 

documentaries such as Forks Over Knives (2011) and others such as Cowspiracy (2014), What the Health 

(2017) and The Game Changers (2019) mentioned in the last chapter become crucial tools by which the 

message spreads to those who would not otherwise be exposed to the information.  

 
Healthism 

The notion that individuals have personal responsibility for their own health is known as 

healthism. Variously referred to as the “will to health” (Rose 2001) or the “health imperative” (Lupton 

1995), healthism is a “preoccupation with personal health as primary—often the primary—focus for 

the definition and achievement of well-being” (Crawford 1980: 368). Robert Crawford classically 

linked healthism to a broader trend of medicalization, but Conrad (1992: 223) considers it a distinct 

notion, referring to it as a “moral discourse based on individual responsibility for health (and 

lifestyle change).” This discourse emerges out of the neoliberal ethos of American society, in which, 

as Crawford puts it, “health consciousness has become increasingly unavoidable (Crawford 1980: 

415), especially for those in the higher-educated social classes.  

In this context, food choices become of utmost importance as a means of taking personal 

responsibility for health risks (Cairns and Johnston 2015; Metzl and Kirkland 2010). In the pursuit 

of what Shim (2010) calls “health capital”, individuals are expected to promote their own health and 

well-being through the discreet choices they make in the marketplace (Johnston, Szabo, and Rodney 
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2011). This is part of a broader neoliberal trend of eroding public responsibility for health and 

governance and increasingly relying on the Foucauldian notion of “responsibilization” of self-

regulating individuals (Mayes 2016). In this context, individuals are judged based on the 

consumption choices they make, and as Cairns and Johnston (2015: 4) express, dieting is reframed as 

an empowering choice and “exemplary citizens are expected to both consume and constrain 

themselves, yielding a discursive tension that is embodied in the neoliberal subject.” 

The notion of a “do-diet”, in which health consciousness is framed as both personal 

responsibility and choice (Cairns and Johnston 2015), coincides with broader American values of 

individualism and self-sufficiency and the “by-your-bootstraps mythos that has historically played a 

central role in American culture in general” (Lair et al. 2005: 322).  In the newly emerging vegan 

movement, the person who is perhaps most responsible for the popularization of nutritional advice 

in support of a plant-based diet is Dr. Michael Greger, whose platform NutritionFacts.org “scours 

the medical literature so you don’t have to” and whose book How Not to Die became a New York 

Times bestseller in 2015. As he explained in our interview:  

I started looking and saw that the science is on our side. So that is my role, to be the 
translator. I am taking these studies and showing them to people in a way that is hopefully 
understandable and engaging. As long as everyone has the information, then I retire. If 
everyone knows, then they can do whatever they want. It’s your body, your choice. People 
don’t realize the power they have over their own health… 
 
Despite the fact that Dr. Greger is himself an ethical vegan, his public platform is one of 

promoting nutritional advice, and yet he still frames it in a way that highlights individual choice. 

Underneath this seeming choice however, a moral ethic still exists, since healthism implies that with 

personal choice comes personal responsibility, and health choices are coded as indicative of moral 

character. As I mentioned in the last chapter, in the context of healthism the personal recovery story 

is crucial as it highlights how specific individuals took control over their own health through 
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consumption choices, and promotes an ethic of health conditions as being a matter of choice rather 

than circumstance and social position (Roberts and Weeks 2018).  

 
Nutritional Purity  

The healthism paradigm can be seen in the “clean eating” trend of the last few years, as 

exemplified in such products as celery juice, bone broth, and coconut oil, and is certainly not 

confined to the vegan movement, as it is also of utmost importance in the organic, non-GMO, and 

natural foods movement more generally (Brantsaeter et al. 2017; Cairns, Johnston, and MacKendrick 

2013). Despite the fact that ample research now shows that an ideal diet is one generously composed 

of fruits, vegetables, starches, and legumes, there is a broad array of diets that purport to offer 

“nutritional optimization”, marketed to women in the forms of “cleanses” and “detoxes” and to 

men in the form of “bio-hacking” for muscle building and athletic performance (Katz and Meller 

2014). Yet notions of “purity” pervade the vegan movement in particular, not only in an ethical 

standpoint towards animals (as we shall see below), but also in terms of a healthism morale.  

Within the vegan movement, notions of purity undoubtedly pervade the “whole foods plant 

based” community, with many adherents eschewing animal products, but also wheat products, sugar, 

salt, vegetable oil, and overt fats such as avocado, nuts, and seeds. Yet within this subset, there are 

even more “extreme” approaches, perhaps best exemplified by the raw vegan community. Raw diets 

have a long history around the world, and within the vegan movement (since there are also raw diets 

that include animal products, such as the “carnivore” diet), even stem back to the founder of The 

Vegan Society Donald Watson, who coined the term “vegan”. In midcentury, Watson experimented 

with a diet consisting of “nuts (usually ground), Canary bananas, apples, and dates” until the war 

during which maintaining raw veganism proved impossible (The Vegan Society 2018).  

In her analysis of classification systems, anthropologist Mary Douglas (1966) offers an 

account of why certain objects and practices as considered ‘pure’ and others ‘impure’. As she states: 
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“Rituals of purity and impurity create unity in experience…by their means, disparate elements are 

related and separate experience is given meaning” (1966: 3). While Douglas’ analysis revealed why 

certain animals were considered impure in certain religions, for vegans all animal foods are 

considered impure, and for raw vegans even cooked foods are impure. Douglas comments on the 

distinction between raw versus cooked foods, and the “rules” and rituals surrounding how they are 

handled, since food consumption is a site in which hierarchies may be intermixed: “A distinction is 

made between cooked and uncooked foods as carriers of pollution. Cooked food is liable to pass on 

pollution, while uncooked food is not…fruit and nuts, as long as they are whole, are not subject to 

ritual defilement” (1966: 42). As in Durkheim’s (1912) distinction between the sacred and the 

profane, in the case of veganism, animal foods—and even more extremely, all cooked foods—are 

seen as “impure” and therefore avoided.   

The raw vegan community piqued in the early 2010s with YouTube influencer Icons such as 

Yovana “Rawvana” Mendoza, “Fully Raw Kristina”, and “Mindful Diabetic Robby” (Barbaro, who I 

mentioned in the last chapter). Many of these individuals were inspired by Douglas Graham, an 

alternative “healer” who claims on his website that “applying heat to foods provides no nutritional 

benefit to the food and is detrimental to the person ingesting the cooked food,” albeit with no 

scientific references to back his claims.31 Nevertheless, Graham has inspired countless followers to 

eat “mono meals” (only one type of raw food at breakfast and lunch and to follow an “80-10-10” 

macronutrient regimen of 80 percent carbohydrates and 10 percent each of fat and protein. These 

individuals in turn popularized exclusively raw vegan diets based largely on raw fruit and greens or 

one that allows for some cooked food (“Raw til’ 4”).  

The raw vegan community exemplifies an extreme form of healthism where purity is defined 

even more narrowly than in the vegan movement. As Roth (1997: 13) states: “Purity means to clean 

 
31 Graham, Doug. 2020. Link.  
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from defilement and imperfection, to free from anything alien, corrupting, or otherwise damaging. It 

also means to free from moral blemish. All of these meanings are directly relevant to natural healers 

since they are concerned with freeing the body from pollution and also purifying their mental and 

spiritual state.” As Barbaro states: “I always do everything perfectly to give my body a chance to 

heal, and I personally think there is something magical about fruit.” Meanwhile, Mendoza told me: 

“In my mind I am a black and white person. Either one or the other. [Cooked food] was not an 

option for me.”  

As DeSoucey (2016: 53) states about foie gras, eating or eschewing certain foods can become 

“an overt way of signifying moral anxieties about other people’s actions and political concerns about 

the social order.” Yet, such narrow definitions at times lead to problems down the line. As I will 

show in Chapter 6, the vegan movement has an incredibly high rate of recidivism, which may be 

linked in part to the rigidity of both healthism and ethical boundaries, which is precisely where 

cultural entrepreneurs intervene to promote a more pragmatic and “imperfect” approach. 

Intriguingly, despite the fact that cultural entrepreneurs typically frame the vegan movement as one 

large umbrella, in practice there is little overlap between the health and ethical domains. 

Nevertheless, Informers are equally crucial in the ethics domain, especially in framing existing 

information and disseminating it strategically. As we shall see, these Informers take the opposite 

approach of those in the health faction, and given their former experience in the animal rights 

movement, have given up on not only purity but also education-based approaches.  
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EDUCATION VS. ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

As mentioned in previous chapters, for many years the proponents of veganism approached 

the issue of impacting animals’ lives through the means of education. They were activists in a 

traditional sense—they organized protests, handed out leaflets, and filmed undercover footage of 

factory farms in order to convince others of the moral necessity of adopting a vegan diet in order to 

reduce the suffering of animals and the destruction of the planet. While education is still a central 

tenet of the movement, as seen in the promotion of new and better-quality documentaries 

popularized on platforms such as Netflix, effective marketing campaigns by social movement 

organizations via social media, and more strategic partnerships with food purveyors and restaurants 

to offer vegan options to consumers, these developments have been necessary but not sufficient in 

terms of moving the needle to mainstream veganism.  

While Informers certainly produce knowledge in the form of research, films, and books, they 

are also essential in controlling how that information is framed, disseminated, and in establishing the 

newly emerging markets of veganism: plant-based and cellular agriculture. While there has been a 

general trend toward pragmatism in the vegan movement for a long time, especially in the United 

States (Cherry 2016), this pragmatism has now emerged in the form of moving on from social 

movement organizations (SMOs) as the principle site of social change to professionalize non-profits, 

think tanks, and for-profit companies that take on a market-based approach.  

 
From the AR Trenches 

Undoubtedly the best-known animal protection agency is People for the Ethical Treatment 

of Animals (PETA). While PETA is among the most “extreme” in its tactics (aside from the Animal 

Liberation Front (ALF) and Direct Action Everywhere (DxE)), it is organizations such as the 

Humane Society of the United States (HSUS) and Mercy for Animals (MFA) that have been crucial 

in the transition from the non-profit to the for-profit sector domains. The specific turning point can 
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be linked back to the establishment of the Farm Animal Protection group at HSUS. Historically, 

HSUS was concerned primarily with animal protection in the form of wildlife and companion 

animals, but not farmed animals. This shifted in 2004, when HSUS hired longtime vegan activist 

Wayne Pacelle to become its CEO (Pacelle was ousted in 2018 after claims of sexual harassment), 

and Pacelle hired Josh Balk and Paul Shapiro. 

While Balk and Shapiro primarily worked on corporate engagement, they came to believe 

over time that education campaigns, corporate engagement, and ballot initiatives would not be 

sufficient to move the needle, and that instead the system was “ripe for destruction” via the for-

profit sector. Balk convinced his high school friend Josh Tetrick to found the company Hampton 

Creek, now known as JUST Inc., whose success inspired many other activists to become 

entrepreneurs. Although Balk decided to stay in his role at HSUS, he plays a key role in convincing 

investors to take an interest in plant-based companies. Meanwhile, Shapiro’s disillusionment led him 

to leave HSUS to write a book about the emerging cellular agriculture industry (Clean Meat published 

in 2018), as well as found a company that aids traditional meat providers to “enhance” their 

products with plant-based “enhancers” to reduce overall animal content (Better Meat Co).  

Another key activist who has a more pragmatic approach is Milo (formerly Nathan) Runckle, 

who founded the non-profit Mercy for Animals when he was only fifteen years old. In 2016, after 

nearly a decade running the organization, it became clear that the movement needed a non-profit to 

support its growing market emergence. As Runckle explained: “I spent a couple of years having 

conversations with people in the for-profit space to see if they felt there was a need for a non-profit 

organization that would support the arena. And the feedback was overwhelmingly yes…there was a 

need for an organization that is looking out for the best interests of this space.” In 2016, Runckle 

joined up with a few other key individuals to co-found the non-profit they called The Good Food 
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Institute (GFI), setting it up with a $540,000 grant and forming departments for policy and lobbying, 

scientific research, corporate engagement, and international outreach. 

 Considering an Executive Director for GFI, the group chose Bruce Friedrich, formerly the 

Head Campaign Manager at PETA (whom Runckle knew from his time volunteering for PETA 

prior to founding MFA). PETA is known for aggressively campaigning both the government and 

corporations using attention-grabbing tactics such as protesters throwing red paint on fur coats at 

fashion shows and using sexually suggestive advertisements. Indeed, Friedrich was responsible for 

such infamous corporate campaigns as “McCruelty”, “Murder King”, and “Wicket Wendy’s”. When 

he was a teacher for Teach for America, he hanged “Meat is Murder” posters in his classrooms, 

threw red paint on fur coats at New York Fashion Week, and even once streaked in front of 

Buckingham Palace with GoVeg.com painted in green on his body.  

In her research on the animal rights (AR) movement, Cherry (2010: 469) quotes Friedrich 

(identifiable since she does not use a pseudonym) as saying only a few years ago: “The basic issue is 

that it will be seen as self-evident in a hundred years that eating animal corpses is no more 

acceptable than eating human corpses.” Yet fast-forward to less than a decade later, and the same 

Friedrich is profiled in the New York Times with a completely new approach that is emblematic of the 

cultural entrepreneurship shift. He is quoted as saying: “I really thought we just needed to educate 

people about the fact that there is no difference between eating a pet and a farm animal…[but now I 

know] that we need to change the meat, because we aren’t going to change human nature.”32  

Friedrich grew up in a Catholic family in Idaho, and adopted a vegan diet more than three 

decades ago after reading the book Diet for a Small Planet (1971)33 by Francis Moore Lappé, which 

argues for the unsustainability of animal-based diets in terms of both food security and planetary 

 
32 Popper, Nathaniel. March 2019. “This Animal Activist Used to Get in Your Face. Now He’s Going After Your 
Palate.” New York Times. Link.  
33	Lappé, Francis Moore. 1971. Diet for a Small Planet. Ballantine Books.		
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well-being. Friedrich immediately embraced this way of life and decided to dedicate his life to raising 

awareness about this issue. Yet, as he explained in our interview, over time he became disillusioned 

about the power of education: “I think educating people is important, but I think…knowledge does 

not change behavior.” Seeing the success of companies such as JUST Inc. and newly formed ones 

such as Beyond Meat and Impossible Foods, Friedrich realized that “these companies are removing 

animals from animal agriculture. It’s the same thing the animal rights people want to do. But instead 

of changing people’s ethics…it’s simply creating choices people want to choose.”  

Another cultural entrepreneur with an activist background is Matthew Prescott. At PETA, 

Prescott got into hot water when he devised the infamous “Holocaust on Your Plate” campaign that 

compared using animals for food to the Jewish genocide. Yet in his book Food is the Solution (2015), 

Prescott provides an argument for consuming less animal products for environmental and health 

reasons, rather than ethical ones. As he told me in an interview: “I would say that I have become far 

less dogmatic over the years…That kind of [extreme] messaging will resonate with some people but 

alienate others…when I worked for PETA I was arrested. Fifteen years later I don’t think it’s the 

most effective messaging.” Instead, he has recruited decidedly non-vegan chefs such as David 

Cheng to recommend the book to a wider audience. Indeed, research has shown that activists face a 

penalty for using extreme protect tactics, which often backfire when the public sees their social 

disruption not as morally justified, but instead as a social nuisance, undermining popular support for 

their ultimate goals (Feinberg et al. 2020).  

 
Behavioral Economics and Effective Altruism 

Theories of habit formation show how difficult habits are to change (Zur and Klockner 

2014). The field of behavioral economics shows that habitual changes are difficult precisely because 

individuals use heuristics for efficiency, and are unlikely to modify behavior if it takes extra effort to 

implement consciously (Kahneman 2011). This gave rise to the idea of choice architecture, also known 
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as “nudging” (Thaler and Sunstein 2008), which states that behavior can be modified if options are 

set up in such a way as to minimize the investment needed to make a selection. Thaler and Sunstein 

(2008: 3) define a nudge as “any aspect of choice architecture that alters people’s behavior in a 

predictable way without forbidding any option of significantly changing their economic incentives” 

and later as “liberty-preserving approaches that steer people in particular directions, but that also 

allow them to go their own way” (Sunstein 2019: 6). A food nudge may include arranging healthier 

foods at eye-level or placing the salad bar at the beginning of a cafeteria line rather than at the end.  

Like governments and corporations, cultural entrepreneurs in the vegan movement also 

noticed developments in behavioral economics, and took these new principles to heart. The 

behavioral economics approach is now the dominant approach within the vegan movement, as I 

heard over and over again across interviews. Brianna Cameron, who worked on the startup unit of 

GFI told me: “The idea is making the health option the default…we’re framing it as not a 

sacrifice…It’s the carrot, not the stick approach.” Meanwhile, Seth Bannon, a venture capitalist in 

San Francisco said: “I had been a militant vegetarian and now vegan, and in the whole time I 

probably convinced a handful of people…and these are captive audiences with whom your values 

are already aligned. So I have given up on education as the solution to the problem because it’s just 

too slow. Maybe it works over time, but I do not think there will be a broader movement spawned 

by education.”  

This shift within the vegan movement is part of a broader trend in the social sector of 

rationalization and marketization (Eikenberry and Kluver 2004; Mair and Hehenberger 2014). Non-

profits in general are adopting practices associated with business principles (Tuckman and Chang 

2006). As we will see in more in Chapter 4, the boundary between non-profits and for-profits is 

blurring, as non-profits adopt business practices, and for-profits adopt social missions as part of 

their raison d’être (Mair and Marti 2006; Santos 2009). Within the vegan movement specifically, this 



	

 108 

shift is being led by activists with a bend toward pragmatism, as many come to it from a specific 

subset of the AR movement that intersects with effective altruism (EA).  

Effective altruism (EA) emerged as a philosophy and social movement from authors such as 

Peter Singer (author of Animal Liberation which spawned the modern-day AR movement), 

philosopher William MacAskill, co-founder of Giving What We Can (GWWC) and the Center for 

Effective Altruism at the University of Oxford. EA is based on the principle of using evidence and 

reasoning to determine the most impactful ways of benefiting the world. Indeed, there is much 

overlap between the vegan and EA movements, as I learned in my fieldwork. The first time I 

encountered this is when I was approached as the President of the Harvard Vegan Society to co-

host a Harvard EA debate on the topic “Is Meat Healthy and Ethical?” with Bruce Friedrich and 

John Mackey (founder and CEO of Whole Foods who is also a longtime vegan) against the Harvard 

Debate Team (Harvard lost).  

Since then, I learned that not only is Peter Singer a “pragmatic vegan”, but that the EA 

philosophy underlies many prominent vegan authors, including Paul Shapiro (Clean Meat), Tobias 

Leenaert (How to Create a Vegan World) and Jacy Reece (The End of Factory Farming), who argue for 

pragmatic approaches to social change. At the AR 2018 Conference, which I attended in Los 

Angeles, Reece packed a full audience during his presentation on the inevitability of an “expanding 

moral circle” and his prediction of how a “vegan world” would come about in the next century. 

Meanwhile, Leeneart, who for many years ran the Vegan Strategist blog, explained that it took him 

many years to come to the realization that a purely educational approach would not be effective, and 

thus he developed a pragmatic view. While Cherry’s (2016) work on the AR movement in France 

and the United States showed American activists to be considerably more pragmatic than their 

French counterparts, this pragmatism has reached new heights in the newly emerging 

entrepreneurial sector.  
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Another key non-profit in the space that adopts an EA philosophy is the Open Philanthropy 

Project, the organization founded by two of the youngest billionaires in the world—Facebook co-

founder Dustin Moskovitz and his wife Cari Tuna—who pledged to give away their wealth in their 

lifetimes. I interviewed Lewis Bollard, who works in their Farm Animal Welfare subgroup (and 

formerly worked at HSUS), and he explained the reasoning behind EA:  “I liked the basic logic of 

let’s apply reason, let’s apply logic that draws on science and data to work out the most effective way 

to reduce animal suffering.” Bollard contrasted this reasoning to the tactic often employed by 

PETA, which is less about effectiveness and more about sensationalization aimed at attracting media 

attention. Echoing this sentiment, many of those who started companies as Innovators, as we shall 

see in Chapter 4, used to be social activists but now reject this approach as ultimately ineffective 

compared to the lives possibly saved through the founding of a for-profit company.  

 

FRAMING TOOLS 

 Contrary to my initial hypothesis, in which I expected a tension between social activists and 

cultural entrepreneurs, many Informers are in fact former activists who have transitioned to cultural 

entrepreneurship and who have adopted a more pragmatic approach to social change. While many 

formerly worked at social movement organizations that emphasized education and social action via 

leafleting, protests, and other awareness-raising initiatives, they became disillusioned and instead 

embraced lessons from behavioral economics and effective altruism to take a different direction in 

their advocacy. As part of this process, Informers developed new framing tools that justify the 

entrepreneurial approach, just like Icons developed new appealing imagery and embodied it in their 

own lifestyles. As we shall see, some of the frames Informers developed include specific historical 

“techno-optimistic” metaphors, a “logic of replacement” to appeal to omnivores, and the novel idea 

of biomimicry as a technological solution to the problems caused by animal agriculture.  
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Historical Metaphors and Techno-Optimism 

A key role Informers play as cultural entrepreneurs is inventing and disseminating key 

frames for the movement. One key frame I encountered in my interviews is the idea that technology 

has always solved the world’s problems and that food technology should be no different in the 

modern age. I suspect that this idea originated primarily from Bruce Friedrich at GFI, but it 

undoubtedly took on a life of its own as each of those who heard it decided to adapt it to their own 

purposes. This approach harkens back to that of EA and the idea that behavior-changing strategies 

should be measured by their ultimate effectiveness rather than ideological purity.  

The term “techno-optimism” was coined by a Forbes article in 2008, but I first heard it used 

by Victor Galli, co-founder of The Future of Food Conference (formerly the Ivy League Vegan 

Conference, which I helped to host at Harvard University in March 2017). Galli is a cognizant and 

active participant in the framing process:  

When you look at history through the lens of what typically happened that precipitated 
major social and civilizational changes, what's interesting…is that technology popped into 
existence and totally altered the landscape…If we think about the way that existing 
technology either can be used differently or where we can create new technology to shift 
people’s behavior within the context of veganism…Techno-optimism is the approach that 
argues that if you’ve identified a problem, there’s a good chance that technology is the 
solution. 
 
Huesemann and Huesemann (2011: 3) define “techno-optimism” as a dominant paradigm 

that claims: “advanced technology will extricate us from an ever-increasing load of social, 

environmental, and economic ills.” However, the authors are skeptical, showing in their book “why 

negative and unintended consequences of science and technology are inherently unavoidable and 

unpredictable, and why modern technology, in the presence of continued economic growth, does 

not promote sustainability but instead hastens collapse.” Whether this dire critique is valid or not, 
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cultural entrepreneurs are convinced that historical precedent proves that food technology will solve 

the “inefficiency” problems of the animal agriculture industry.  

The most frequent examples Informers bring up are how kerosene solved the ethical 

problem of whale oil, how the Model T solved the ethical problem of horses, and perhaps most 

controversially, the notion that slavery was abolished in part because of the invention of the cotton 

mill. I heard such examples repeatedly in my interviews, which is not surprising given how tightly 

interconnected the vegan network is, and how strategic they are in developing common frames that 

they collectively impart on the public, including researchers: 

The Model T was a driving force in ending the abuse of horses in the transportation 
industry. Kerosene oil was the driving force in reducing the number of whales that were 
killed. Innovation has the ability to completely disrupt and transform industries in a blink of 
an eye…so we take the view that conventional animal agriculture is not only inhumane but 
also inefficient and outdated.  

–Milo (formerly Nathan) Runckle, Founder & former CEO of Mercy for Animals (MFA) 
 
Horse suffering was not solved by animal rights activists but because of Henry Ford 
introducing the Model T. There was no discussion about how hard you are allowed to whip 
the horse. They just took horses out of the equation. That’s what we’re trying to do.  

–Chris Kerr, Chief Investment Officer, New Crop Capital (NCC) 
 
It’s the same reason why people stopped putting sixty guys on a boat, giving them harpoons 
and asking them to kill whales. It wasn't because all of a sudden there was a mass movement 
to take care of whales but instead refining oil into kerosene. Same for the horse…the 
motivation was not humane sentiment but the Model T when Henry Ford came along.        

–Josh Tetrick, Founder & CEO of JUST Inc. (formerly Hampton Creek) 
 

Complementary to the notion that technology has been used to solve animal welfare issues 

in the past is the notion that animal agriculture itself is an “inefficient” and “outdated” system in 

need of “technological disruption”, a sentiment echoed throughout Silicon Valley. Yet, as Jasanoff 

puts it in The Ethics of Invention (2016: 28), “the doctrines of technological determinism, technocracy, 
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and unintended consequences tend to remove values, politics, and responsibility out of discussion 

about technology.” Informers are often so fixated on the ethical problem of animal suffering that 

they are unwilling, or perhaps even incapable, to consider the possible downsides to solving these 

issues through new technologies, and thus rely on simplistic futurist accounts. As Belasco states in 

his book Meals to Come: A History of the Future of Food (2006: 55), “whatever their positions, the 

futurists who have received the greatest attention have been the ones with the loudest, most urgent 

and certain scenarios, even if they have turned out to be wrong.” 

Convinced by these promises of technological saviors, many activists flipped from education 

to entrepreneurship, leaving their former positions at social movement organizations and becoming 

cultural entrepreneurs. Speaking about his decision to leave his position at HSUS and write a book 

about the emerging cellular agriculture industry (Clean Meat, 2018) and found a company instead 

(Better Meat Co.), Paul Shapiro explained:  

The book arose out of my existential crisis at the realization that my life has been devoted to 
a career of animal advocacy and now I’m wondering if animal advocacy is the best way to 
help animals or not. Let’s say you are an entrepreneur and you start a company that created 
plant-based or clean chicken, it’s possible you will do more good than I have my entire life. 
So I started wondering what is the best thing to do in the world to present moral arguments 
about animals and try to pass laws and corporate policies incrementally and reduce suffering 
or to just create products through technology that render animal exploitation totally 
obsolete…Are we going to do more good by arguing about the ethics of meat consumption, 
or by creating technological innovations that render the use of animals obsolete? 
 
For his book, Shapiro asked the historian and philosopher Yuval Noah Harari to write the 

foreword. In Harari’s second book, Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow (2015: 38)34, he writes 

about the animal agriculture industry and its exploitation of animals, calling animal agriculture one of 

the “greatest crimes of human history.” Explaining how she switched from a career as an academic 

 
34 Harari, Yuval Noah. 2015. Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow. New York, NY: Harper.  
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researcher to Associate Director of Science & Technology at GFI, Elizabeth Specht explained: “It is 

so astoundingly obvious that this is a science and technology solvable issue, and it’s kind of 

flabbergasting to me that this did not occur to me as a route.” The aim of Informers is to convince 

both activists and outsiders that in order to fix the problems of the animal agriculture industry, it is 

not necessary to give up its benefits—tasty and convenient foods—but instead to create them via 

other means. They do this by privileging taste and adopting a logic of replacement and biomimicry.  

 
Taste and the Logic of Replacement 

 As we saw in the last chapter, taste has long been studied in cultural sociology. Yet, in line 

with its emergence from the work of Bourdieu, it has mostly been discussed in relation to 

consumption as a signifier of class background, and seen as a mechanism through which individuals 

judge, classify, and relate to objects and acts of consumption. Yet, there is another meaning of the 

word “taste” which is embodied beyond habitus, in the actual and literal “mouth feel” of foods, 

including its gustatory and olfactory aspects, its texture, and its expected function. Arguably, this is 

also encoded to some extent in the habitus, as taste preferences are highly subject to socialization 

and cross-national differences (DeSoucey 2016). Animal products in particular have specific tastes 

and textures: meat has a chewy, smoky, and “umami” flavor; eggs are runny, clump together, or else 

bind together in an omelet or cake batter; milk is frothy or smooth without any grittiness but with a 

slight sourness; ice cream is thick and creamy; and cheese, though it varies considerably by variety, is 

thick, fatty, and a mix of both salty and creamy with perhaps even a hint of mold.     

As we saw above, Oleschuk, Johnston, and Baumann (2009) describe the “meat 

maintenance” paradigm of cultural preservation, wherein meat becomes a vessel for containing culture. 

They found that one of the dominant cultural tropes “maintaining meat” is the repertoire of consumer 

apathy, which states that it is a subject’s right to ignore the inconvenient truths involved in eating 

meat: “Our data suggest that avoidance is enabled by a cultural script emphasizing the inevitability of 
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meat eating and the relative insignificance of individual choices to challenge the inevitability of meat 

eating” (2009: 16). Grauel (2016) shows that while many people may feel it is wrong to eat meat, 

they say it’s impossible to give up due to their personal preferences and habits. As Feinberg et al. 

(2019: 16) state: “Although ‘tastiness’ is clearly specific to the issue of eating meat, these results 

suggest that hedonic motivations more generally are likely to deter moralization.” In the battle 

between moral virtues and taste preferences, hedonistic desires win. 

For many years, traditional activists tried to fight the meat maintenance paradigm, insisting 

that individuals overcome their taste for meat.  As such, for nearly a century vegetarian groups have 

been making “substitutes” for these products. Indeed, as Miller’s (2017) account of the history of 

natural foods movements shows, the Seventh Day Adventists of Loma Linda, California have been 

creating products that resemble the taste of meat from whole grains, legumes, and soy products, 

even inventing the term “analogues” for these products in the 1970s to make them sound more 

“scientific”. Given that these products were targeted primarily to vegans and vegetarians, the bar for 

acceptable taste was set quite low. 

Not surprisingly, these products gained the reputation of being quite tasteless, even among 

vegans themselves, as Woody Allen’s character’s comment in Annie Hall attests. Several of those I 

interviewed who have been vegan for several decades commented on this point. Victoria Moran 

described, “I remember seeing a recipe for a cheese that combined cashews and celery…I mean it 

wasn’t even in the ballpark of cheese.” Gene Baur, who co-founded Farm Sanctuary and used to sell 

veggie dogs at Grateful Dead concerts told me that vegan food tasted “so terrible in the early days 

that people had to be especially morally motivated in terms of identity to consume it.” Indeed, 

“loving the taste of animal products” and “not finding vegan products tasty” are the main reasons 

people do not adopt plant-based diets (De Backer and Hudders 2015).  
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In response to their challenges, GFI developed what Bruce Friedrich calls its “thesis”: the 

notion that that consumers choose products based on three factors: “taste, price, and convenience.” 

As Chris Kerr, who runs the investment arm of GFI called New Crop Capital, explained: “There is a 

general thesis that if you meet price, taste, and convenience, people would choose the most humane 

solution. At least we hope so. There is the pure advocacy—the outreach, the education, the policy, 

government strategy—those things absolutely play a role. But we do what has been missing in the 

last 100 years.” GFI and the Informers at its helm have decided to take the consumer apathy 

paradigm at face value, and to instead employ the principles of behavioral economics to minimize or 

completely eliminate the “compromise” involved in consuming animal products on one hand and 

consuming ethically on the other. The new idea is to create replacement products that are not only 

similar to animal products, but instead exactly equal to, if not superior, in terms of taste. As a 2019 

GFI report states on the state of the plant-based industry, “Taste is the top driver of consumer food 

choice, and one thing that has always been clear is consumers love the taste of meat.”  

While some open-minded consumers undoubtedly enjoy the taste of simile products made 

from creative ingredients such as jackfruit, seitan, mushrooms, and beans, the vast majority of 

omnivores are not motivated to switch their consumption practices in the first place, so will not 

consume products unless they taste exactly the same to what they are used to. As Dan Buettner, 

founder of National Geographic’s Blue Zones told me, “You can tell people all day long in middle 

America that veganism is good for the environment, cruelty, and for their health, but if you can’t 

make it taste good, they ain’t going to eat it.” Andy Levitt, founder of the plant-based meal delivery 

company Purple Carrot explained: “In the early days, I used to say this is vegan food for non-

vegans. I wasn’t trying to appeal to a vegan audience…they already know how to make lentils taste 

good, so they don’t really need our help. Plus, the omnivores are a much larger segment.” 
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Biomimicry 

As explained above, GFI exists as a support system to two emerging industries—plant-based 

and cellular agriculture. As Friedrich explained to me in our interview: “GFI operates as a sort of 

think tank incubator or accelerator for the entire plant-based meat and clean based [Friedrich’s 

preferred term for cellular agriculture] meat industries…We are trying to figure out precisely what 

the hurdles are that need to be cleared to make plant-based and clean meat to price parity and 

convenience parity.” The plant-based approach involves replicating the biochemical composition 

and three-dimensional structure of meat using plant-based ingredients such as peas and through 

novel manufacturing techniques. The cellular agriculture approach is even more innovative—the 

idea it to grow animal products, everything from egg whites and milk to meat directly from cells in a 

laboratory. I will discuss both sectors from the point of view of founders and investors in Chapter 4, 

but in this chapter I will explore the crucial role Informers play in supporting these industries.  

The plant-based meat industry in the United States dates back to the early twentieth century, 

but it truly begins in the 1970s with the emergence of the animal rights (AR) movement and 

“legacy” companies such as Tofurky and Gardein. The market remained small and relatively 

stagnant until the past decade, with the emergence of two innovative companies in particular: 

Beyond Meat (founded in 2009) and Impossible Foods (founded in 2011). The two founders, Ethan 

Brown and Pat Brown (no relation) shared a vision to create products that were not only good 

enough for vegetarians, but for everyone. When Bill Gates tried Beyond Meat’s plant-based chicken 

(made of pea protein and processed through extruders) in 2013, he claimed: “What I was 

experiencing was more than a clever meat substitute. It was a taste of the future of food.”35  

Since then, products such as the Beyond Burger and the Impossible Burger (which came out 

in version 2.0 in 2019), have proved that plants can be engineered in such a way that replicates the 

 
35 Gates, Bill. March 2013. “Future of Food.” Gates Notes. Link.  
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meat experience with a high degree of fidelity. As Seth Goldman, founder and former CEO of 

Honest Tea and now advisor to Beyond Meat explained to me:  

Our product is vegan and meets every standard a vegan would hold it to, but we are in no 
way trying to make this the best-selling veggie burger. If at the end of the day this becomes 
the most popular product among vegans and vegetarians but doesn’t succeed in penetrating 
into the mainstream then we will not have considered this a success…The predominant 
audience is much bigger—and part of that is because we are merchandising it in the meat 
section. If we sold it only in the fridge then we would only get the vegans. 
 
As such, the newly emerging companies have a different approach: make vegan food for 

non-vegans. Indeed, the degree to which plant-based or cellular agriculture products can resemble 

their animal-based equivalents has now become the main metric by which they are judged. As I will 

show in the next chapter, companies live or die based on how closely they resemble the food they 

attempt to replicate, and the vegan marketplace is now an arms race of creating products that are 

indistinguishable from those derived from animal agriculture. Indeed, the experiential, embodied, 

and subjective experience of taste has become the supreme marker of prestige among newly 

emerging companies who compete with one another.  

Meanwhile, organizations such as GFI and New Crop Capital and the Informers within 

them play an instrumental role in directly reinforcing this approach in a way that shapes the 

movement itself. Brianna Cameron was on GFI’s startup team, and ran monthly calls to coordinate 

the growing number of people interested in starting companies in the plant-based and cellular 

agriculture industries. As she explained to me: “We are after creating companies that make replicas. 

And the better the replica, the more competitive.” Frohman Anderson, who is an associate at NCC 

told me: “I would say we’re generally looking for replacements. I just think there’s so much 

opportunity and it’s what people want.” Chris Kerr, the fund manager at NCC added: “I am glad 

Starbucks is bringing in a few more vegan options, but they hit the wrong mark. I do not want 

whole wheat pita with hummus and sprouts…we need companies to represent the broader appeal.” 
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Finally, Elizabeth Specht, Associate Director of Science & Technology at GFI explained to me: 

“Now that there are folks working on these products with an eye to making them appealing to 

omnivores, it’s not the niche vegetarian or vegan historical target market.” As we will see in Chapter 

4, Informers lay the groundwork necessary for Innovators to actually bring their ideas to market.  

 

GATEKEEPER INTERMEDIARIES 

 Informers play a crucial role in the emerging lifestyle movement of veganism, not only in 

producing and spreading the medical and research knowledge that forms its informational base, but 

also in promoting a new ethic of entrepreneurship and the technology-based biomimicry idea that 

forms the foundation of both the plant-based and nascent cellular agriculture industries. Informers 

actively intervene to ensure their framing tools are adopted by others, both within and outside the 

vegan movement. One of the ways in which they reinforce their framing devices is via gatekeeping 

efforts around the terms used to refer to both plant-based and cellular agriculture products, even 

prior to the latter hitting the market, and their engagement on the regulatory front for both 

industries. As well, these non-profits intervene on behalf of the industries in conducting the 

technical diligence that was necessary for these industries to emerge initially. 

As mentioned above, several of the Informers in this space work in the capacity of non-

profits that help to sustain and support the emerging plant-based and cellular agriculture industries. 

While the think tank GFI is perhaps the most significant one, there are also several others: 

Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine (PCRM), which lobbies the government regarding 

issues such as promotion of animal foods; New Harvest (NH), a research institute that has been 

instrumental in funding research and founding companies; IndieBio, a biotech accelerator which has 

helped launch several companies; the Plant-Based Foods Association (PBFA), which was founded in 

the last couple of years with the express purpose of creating an association that could lobby on 
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behalf of the industry as a whole, and a new trade association called the Alliance for Meat, Poultry, 

and Seafood Innovation (AMPS) that represents the cellular agriculture industry. While these non-

profits collectively do a significant amount of supportive work in this industry, I will focus 

specifically on three crucial issues: labeling, regulation, and technical diligence.  

 
Labeling and Regulation 

 As mentioned in the last chapter, the term “plant-based” is a conceptually fuzzy one, since it 

can refer to both motivations and behavior in terms of food composition of the diet. Although its 

muddiness can be useful, since it means that people can draw on the term to serve whatever 

symbolic needs they have, it is still confusing. While those who qualify “plant-based” with “whole 

foods” refer to a diet composed of unprocessed fruits, vegetables, starches, and legumes, the 

primary way the term is used is to refer to manufactured products that are made of plant-based 

ingredients. For GFI, “plant-based” refers to “products that are direct replacements for animal-

based products, such as plant-based meat, seafood, eggs, and dairy. This includes products that use 

the biomimicry approach to replicate the taste and texture of meat, as well as plant-forward products 

(such as jackfruit, seitan, tofu, and tempeh) that serve as functional meat replacements” (GFI 

2019a). As well, although they are not biologically classified as plants, fungi- and algae-based food 

products are also considered part of the definition of plant-based.  

 The GFI Plant-Based Report of 2019 offers intriguing assumptions. First, there is the 

emphasis on the logic of replacement, but more specifically the promotion of the biomimicry 

approach. Second, there is the idea of using novel terms such as “plant-forward”, “plant-friendly”, 

“plant-powered”, and other similar symbolically positive spins on the idea of replacement. Finally, 

there is the encapsulation of other novel ingredients in the term “plant-based” even if it may not be 

technically accurate. As we will see in a later chapter, GFI has also been crucial in convincing or else 

influencing the meat industry, and especially large-scale companies such as Tyson and Cargill that 
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have invested in both plant-based and cell-based companies to rebrand themselves as “protein” 

rather than “meat” companies.  

 Perhaps the most significant role Informers play in the movement is in regard to the issue of 

labeling in a regulatory capacity. While plant-based foods do not generally require pre-market 

approval unless they incorporate a novel ingredient (such as in the case of Impossible Foods as 

discussed in Chapter 6), problems have arisen regarding food labeling and specifically the use of 

terms that traditionally refer to animal-based products—e.g. “milk” or “cheese”—for those derived 

from plants. In February 2017, the “DAIRY PRIDE Act” was introduced to limit the “standards of 

identity” for milk, defining it as “lacteal secretion” and restricting its use for products such as 

“almond milk”. Similarly, in 2018, several states came together to prevent the use of the term “meat” 

on labels for plant-based (and in anticipation of cell-based) meat.  

While this proposal as well as others has so far been rejected, they signal the animal-based 

industries seeking to prevent plant-based products from competing with the animal agriculture 

industry symbolically. It is also something Informers are actively seeking to anticipate and prevent. 

As the 2019 GFI report states: “Companies have a right to communicate clearly with consumers, 

and GFI remains dedicated to fighting for a transparent and level playing field for plant-based 

products.” Indeed, not only does GFI have a whole dedicated policy team working on these issues 

(including filing a complaint when the FDA commissioner Scott Gottlieb stated that “almonds don’t 

lactate”), but it has also been instrumental in setting up the Plant-Based Foods Association (PBFA), 

which is headed by Michele Simon, a public health lawyer who previously worked to expose the 

tactics used by junk food purveyors. 

Simon changed her personal diet for health reasons, but to this day disdains the term 

“vegan” as she does not consider herself one. But after her personal transformation, she realized 

that “the meat and dairy lobbies are powerful players and that they are the main reasons why people 
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eat a Standard American Diet (SAD).” As she explained, “a trade association is a way for the 

members of any industry to pool their resources together, usually for lobbying.”Originally, the idea 

of a trade group occurred to Simon when Unilever sued the company JUST Inc. (formerly Hampton 

Creek) for using the term “mayo” for their mung bean-based product. Simon wrote a blog post on 

the topic that went viral, and since then it became evident that the emerging plant-based industry 

needed legal support. Since our interview, PBFA has grown substantially to hundreds of members 

and it is a vocal presence in disputes regarding labeling and nomenclature.   

 
Nomenclature in a Nascent Industry 

 Aside from the regulatory implications of labeling, Informers are also concerned with the 

terms used to refer to whole new categories of products, and this is especially true of the nascent 

industry referred to as “cellular agriculture” or “cell ag”. The basic premise of cellular agriculture is 

that instead of replicating animal-based products from plant-derived ingredients, the idea is to grow 

entire products from biological cells. This technology is not new—indeed, Winston Churchill 

predicted the development of “synthetic” meat in 1931, in an article called “Fifty Years Hence”: 

“We shall escape the absurdity of growing a whole chicken in order to eat the breast or wing, by 

growing these parts separately under a suitable medium.”36  

 While NASA experimented with growing meat for astronaut consumption decades ago, no 

industry existed until the founding of Memphis Meats (with CEO Dr. Uma Valeti) in the United 

States and Mosa Meats (led by Professor Mark Post) at Maastricht University in the Netherlands. 

The concept of manufacturing “synthetic”, “bioprinted”, or “lab-grown” meat always seemed like a 

science fiction fantasy until Dr. Post proved its feasibility in a conference in London in 2013. The 

original burger was financed by Serghei Brin of Google and the non-profit New Harvest, which was 

 
36 Churchill, Winston. “Fifty Years Hence.” Strand, December 1931. Link.  
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instrumental in both supporting the research as well as introducing the term “cellular agriculture” to 

describe the industry as a whole and “cultured meat” to describe the specific product (as opposed to 

fermentation-based products that do not require animal cells called acellular agriculture).  

  Since the debut of Post’s burger, there has been tremendous fluctuation both within and 

outside the nascent industry in terms of the symbolic nomenclature, and Informers have taken an 

active role in terms of trying to control the politics around labels (Stephens et al. 2018). The biggest 

initial concern of Informers were the use of disparaging terms such as “fake meat”, “Frankenmeat”, 

and even “lab-grown meat”, since they considered these terms value-laden and also unreasonable 

given that many of the products consumers buy today are made in a laboratory, such as cereal, 

bread, or candy bars. As Friedrich stated, “People do not want tech in their food generally speaking. 

It’s Dr. Frankenstein imagery.” For New Harvest, the advantage of a term such as “cultured” was 

that there was already a precedent for the notion of cultured foods, and it had a positive association.  

 Nevertheless, a split began to form when GFI stepped in with its own agenda, declaring that 

“cultured” could be confusing to consumers and advocating instead for market-based research to 

rectify the issue. From these polls, GFI found the most consumer acceptance for the term “clean 

meat”, and avidly began promoting it. Justifying the term, Bruce Friedrich explained its logic: “It’s 

clean meat like clean energy. It is better for the environment and it is also literally cleaner. It doesn’t 

have the factory farm, the bacterial contamination, and no antibiotic residue like in live animals.” He 

acknowledged that the term could also be seen as value-laden and antagonistic to the meat industry 

in particular, but argued that it was by far the most palatable term proposed to consumers. Indeed, 

when I made the mistake of claiming that a key investor used the term “cultured” instead, Friedrich 

went out of his way to set the investor right. Even though I had been mistaken, his insistence 

demonstrates the extent to which Informers actively influence the framing of the industry.  
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 However, in 2019, the terminology shifted again, driven primarily by the negative feedback 

from the meat industry incumbents, since “clean” suggested that their meat is by implication “dirty”. 

In particular, with the investment of meat companies such as Cargill in Memphis Meats, and the 

overall shift of the meat industry in referring to itself as a “protein” industry due to pressure from 

meat alternatives (more on this in Chapter 6), GFI, New Harvest, IndieBio, and other key non-

profits run by Informers became incentivized to align with the industry incumbents rather than 

alienate them, and equally so for governmental regulatory bodies. As such, in February 2019, GFI 

banded together a few of these companies to actively write to the FDA and request regulation with 

the proposed term “cell-based”. This term was chosen partly to align with the term “plant-based”, 

and is seen as a consensus-building term, if not appealing to consumers.  

 In follow-up interviews conducted with Elizabeth Specht, Paul Shapiro, and Bruce Friedrich 

in the summer of 2019 amidst these nomenclature debates, all had much to say around the new term 

“cell-based”. As Specht explained: “I think it’s fascinating how the nomenclature debate is evolving 

and I think it will continue to…cell-based or cell-cultured was definitely a response to the perceived 

antagonism towards the incumbent meat industry, both by regulators and by the meat industry 

itself.” Meanwhile, Shapiro explained that he is not a fan of “cell-based”, but he felt like “the train 

may have left the station.” As he says, “I am not pro ‘clean meat’ as much as I’m concerned about 

‘cell-based’. It sounds disgusting…it’s a great term if you want to dissuade people from eating it… 

we should be basing this on polls. Like what is the term that will do well with consumers and isn’t 

going to alienate the meat industry?” David Kay, the communications guru at Memphis Meats told 

me at the GFI 2019 conference: “As a pioneer in this industry, a lot has fallen on our shoulders. 

That is why we have done things like partner with the North American Meat Institute, adopt 

nomenclature that is acceptable to all stakeholders, and things like lead the AMPS coalition.”  
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Meanwhile, Friedrich acknowledged that while many people did not like his preferred term 

“clean”, GFI’s solution has been to embrace cell-based as well, and use each strategically: “When we 

talk to consumers, we say it’s ‘clean’, and when we explain why they get it and it sounds good. But 

when we talk to the government or industry, we say ‘cell-based’. So you will see both used 

throughout our documents and on the website depending on the department in question.” While the 

nomenclature of this nascent industry is still evolving (indeed it periodically causes clashes on social 

media platforms such as Twitter, with the latest term proposed being “cultivated” and causing 

confrontations between various Informers37), in October of 2018 the USDA and FDA agreed to a 

joint regulatory framework, providing the industry with a much clearer pathway to market than 

previously anticipated. While it is still unclear how the regulatory pathways will unfold, in an 

interview at the GFI 2019 conference, the former USDA food and drug lawyer Brian Sylvester 

explained that given the hurdles in the United States, it is conceivable that the first market for cell-

based products will actually be abroad somewhere in Asia.  

 
Technical Diligence 

 Another key role Informers play in the nascent cellular agriculture industry is ensuring 

technical feasibility at scale and consumer acceptance. While Winston Churchill may have 

considered cell-based meat conceptually possible, and Mark Post showed it is technically feasible, 

the pathway from a demo product to a scalable and price-competitive market industry with 

consumer appeal is a different matter. There are many prominent skeptics of the cell-based industry, 

as I will show in more detail in Chapter 4. What is important to understand in terms of the work of 

Informers is their role in intervening on behalf of the industry as a whole and defending its viability.  

 
37 Purdy, Chase. December 2019. “Cultured or Cell-Based? The Struggle to Find the Right Name for Lab-Grown Meat.” 
Quartz. Link.  
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 One of the key Informers in this sense is Elizabeth Specht at GFI. After obtaining her PhD 

in biological sciences, Specht became consumed with the environmental and ethical challenges of 

our day, and was delighted to discover GFI’s novel approach of using food technology to tackle 

these issues. One of her first projects was to determine the feasibility of the cell-based industry. As 

she explained, given GFI’s emphasis on effectiveness, they were determined to figure out whether 

this industry “would ever hit price parity with conventional meat. Because if it is relegated to only 

niche products then it’s not something we are interested in supporting.” Specht conducted a deep 

dive into the technology and determined that indeed, the technology is advanced enough that it 

could become a viable competitive industry in about a decade.  

A year later, asked about the proliferation of the companies in this space—only a few in 

2016 and more than sixty worldwide in 2020 (both known and in “stealth mode”), Specht argued 

that this proliferation itself proves its feasibility:  

I think if this was a crackpot idea that was not likely to pan out, you can fool a few people to 
start companies around that, but now that you see highly credentialed folks entering the field 
and endorsement by high-profile people who know what’s going on, I think is becoming less 
of a concern. I have felt a difference in tone in my conversations with people in the life 
sciences in terms of…at first very skeptical, to now I am getting reached out to by life 
sciences companies who want to know what is happening in this space. 
 
Early on in the project, I was surprised to learn that Specht was essentially the only expert in 

the cellular agriculture space who did not work within a company, but instead represented a non-

profit with a bird’s eye view and incentives to support the industry as a whole. Given the novelty of 

the technology involved, investors were understandably skeptical and hesitant to put in capital unless 

technical diligence could be conducted. Specht developed detailed technical presentations that she 

gave to those who were interested in the space. But as the industry grew, Specht’s broader 

perspective became a pitfall: “It can be a delicate role to play because I am providing feedback from 

the vantage point of knowing what all of the other companies are doing but I cannot disclose.” As 
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such, when I did a follow-up interview in April 2019, she explained that GFI was “stepping out of 

that role because we felt there was a perception of being seen as gatekeepers for investment.” 

 As part of transitioning out of a technical diligence role, Specht now plays a more active role 

in convincing industry incumbents of the feasibility of the industry as a whole, rather than of the 

technological advancement of particular companies. She expressed that framing the industry is a 

crucial aspect of her role as an Informer: “We cater to several audiences, and indeed that is how I 

think about my work. I ask which audience are we catering to here?” In talking to biotech 

companies, she attempts to convince them to pivot from research focused solely on tissue 

engineering for medical purposes and to consider food as a viable new frontier. As we shall see in 

Chapter 4, Specht now also plays an active role in convincing meat companies to get involved in this 

space, to the chagrin of others within the vegan movement with a more puritanical perspective. I 

asked Specht about the perception of GFI as a biased intermediary and she explained:  

I think bias is definitely a legitimate concern, but the way I see it, it is precisely because we 
are personally motivated to see meat alternatives take hold that we especially careful in 
avoiding the potential harm of deluding ourselves of something that will ultimately not work.  
 
Whether biased or not, as Chris Kerr, who runs GFI’s investment ancillary New Crop 

Capital stated: “There is no doubt that GFI has been absolutely critical in mobilizing effort to move 

this industry into the mainstream. Without GFI, it would not have happened.” As such, intermediary 

organizations like GFI and New Harvest, and the Informers that make them up, play central roles in 

popularizing the vegan movement, primarily by disseminating common frames, tropes, and 

narratives that justify the vegan lifestyle and ultimately, create the conditions necessary for the vegan 

marketplace to emerge.  
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Chapter Conclusion 

In this chapter, we have analyzed the role played by Informers, the knowledge entrepreneurs 

of the vegan movement. As we have seen, Informers generate, disseminate, and importantly, control 

knowledge through framing techniques. In the last chapter, we saw how Icons de-stigmatize 

veganism by embodying it as an aspirational lifestyle choice. In this chapter, we learned about how 

Informers back up the trendsetters with data, drawing on the authority of science and professional 

degrees to legitimize their claims. While Informers speak to all three of the moral preoccupations at 

the heart of veganism—healthism, speciesism, and environmentalism—in this chapter we have 

focused on the two dominant subsections, the health promoters and the former animal rights 

activists, who remain relatively distinct.  

As we saw, in the lifestyle medicine faction of the movement, which is driven by the notion 

of healthism, Informers promote a “whole foods plant based” diet as an individually oriented 

interventionist solution to overcoming chronic disease. Their radical solution to public health 

problems is the adoption of a diet that is the antithesis of the Standard American Diet. These 

Informers appeal to a health-conscious public, which has been primed to the “personal 

responsibility” orientation that underlies the “healthism” paradigm of neoliberal societies (Crawford 

1980; Conrad 1992). Under this rubric, the failure to make certain choices is seen not as the failure 

of the social system in which individuals are embedded, but instead as personal failures (Cairns and 

Johnston 2015; Metzl and Kirkland 2010) to secure “health capital” (Shim 2010).  

Undoubtedly, the intentions of Informers are virtuous, as they attempt to “empower” 

individuals to take responsibility for their own fates (Mayes 2016). Indeed, in a society in which 

dietary guidelines are determined based on the interests of industry, and food is subsidized based on 

the needs of the agricultural industry rather than the health of citizens, this approach may be the 

only one they are privy to take. Just as we saw in the last chapter in the case of Icons, Informers 
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occupy positions of privilege—many of them are Ivy-league educated doctors and researchers whose 

professional status leverages esteem for the movement. Their professional status and accountability 

legitimates their claims and orients those most concerned with health outcomes, which is still 

typically the elite aspirational class rather than the average American.  

Meanwhile, ethically motivated Informers, many of whom come from a background as 

animal rights activists, have rejected education as a viable approach to changing hearts and minds, 

and instead embraced the principles of behavioral economics and the philosophy of effective 

altruism. They have constructed strategic frames based on the notions of techno-optimism, 

historical metaphors, and the notion that biomimicry can solve ethical and environmental problems 

created by animal agriculture. They take the notion of “taste” seriously, and have designed solutions 

that could not be rejected on the basis of inferior taste alone. Harnessing the power of technology, 

they play a crucial intermediary role in both supporting and protecting the existing plant-based and 

nascent cell-based industries.  

As we observed, for several decades these former activists protested the “meat paradox” 

(Bastian, Loughnan, and Haslam 2012), attempting to break through the cognitive dissonance of 

most individuals in our society. Yet, the forces of evolutionary history, psychological biases, cultural 

tropes, and social dynamics that shape our taste proved too great. Despite their efforts at 

demonstrations, protests, and the handing out of millions of leaflets, their attempts mostly failed. 

Indeed, some even backfired, and many eventually realized the downsides of the “activist’s 

dilemma” (Feinberg et al. 2020), as I will show in the last chapter of the dissertation. Instead of 

fighting these forces, Informers decided to embrace them. At first, these tactics were simply among 

others they tried, but to their own surprise, they started to work. Eventually, fueled by these early 

successes, cultural entrepreneurs collectively shifted the movement as a whole.  
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The fact that some Informers are former activists brings up the intriguing theoretical 

question of how actors in a given field can create change from within it. This question is central to 

field theory (Bourdieu 1977; Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992), and in particular critiques that argue it 

does not allow any room for individual agency (Fligstein and McAdam 2012; ). A field is a “socially 

structured space composed of situated agents, institutionalized practices, and an overarching logic of 

regulative principles” (Leschziner and Green 2013: 119). The vegan movement is a field, and the 

ethical subset of it can be seen as a sub-field that intersects with the factions more concerned with 

health and the environment. As I have shown, in contrast to what field theory may assume about the 

impossibility of creating endogenous change within a field, the Informers I interviewed demonstrate 

that change from within is in fact possible.  

After decades of automatically assuming a certain strategy, a handful of Informers realized 

that their approach was not working, and given new information drawn from behavioral economics 

(ironically precisely about automatic versus deliberative cognition), as well as effective altruism, 

realized that they could develop new means in a deliberate fashion (Leschziner and Green 2013). 

Some attempted to do so, many in collaboration with Innovators as we will see in the next chapter, 

and when they determined that entrepreneurship is more successful in addressing the status quo in 

American society, they consolidated this approach across the movement, orienting others to adopt 

new tactics. Given the existing interconnectedness of the movement, they were able to share tactics 

widely and with great efficiency. After that, others adopted these tactics in a process of isomorphism 

(DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Meyer and Rowan 1977), whether copying them or else being forced 

through field-level pressure to follow suit. We will have more to say about the role of isomorphism 

in the diffusion of practices in later chapters (Dobbin, Simmons, and Garrett 2007).   

As we saw in this chapter, there is a great degree of coordination around the frames—

whether metaphors, labels, or arguments—Informers draw on across interviews. While the health 
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and ethical subsets still often do not coordinate amongst themselves, within each subgroup there is 

an impressive consistency in messaging, which now helps Informers to make pragmatic choices 

about the best way to “resonate” with American audiences (McDonnell, Bail, and Tavory 2017). I 

witnessed on several occasions how the cultural entrepreneurs coordinated efforts to minimize in-

fighting, drawing on consensus not only to form a coherent narrative within the movement to 

mobilize members, but also to actively shape the perception of the movement to outsiders.  

Organizational scholars inform us that the process of achieving a shared understanding 

within a movement and gaining legitimacy from audiences is a particular challenge for the pioneers 

of new markets (McInerney 2015). Lee, Hiatt, and Lounsbury (2017) explore the “double-edged 

sword of legitimacy” in the case of the organic movement, which sought to maneuver efforts to 

legitimate a nascent market category while seeking a distinctive identity among diverse members. 

The same process is evident in the alternative protein space and especially in the cell-based industry, 

which is struggling to achieve within-movement consensus while attaining legitimacy vis-à-vis the 

FDA and eventually, consumers. This is clear in the debates around the nomenclature and labelling. 

While the term has shifted at least half a dozen times since I began my research, each time I was 

amazed at how quickly the entire sector consolidated around the new term (with few exceptions), in 

order to give the appearance of solidary to outside observers.  

It is not surprising then, that once the leaders of the vegan movement adopted an 

entrepreneurial approach, the entire movement shifted. The upside is that the tactics of the 

movement are clear for everyone involved, including outsiders. The downside is that the logic of 

replacement and biomimicry reinforces existing paradigms, especially the centrality of meat in the 

taste regime that governs our society (Oleschuk, Johnston, and Baumann 2019; Arsel and Bean 

2012). Indeed, it is remarkable that these ethically-minded vegans, many of whom tried to appeal to 

the compassionate and sentimental side of human nature, have now managed to regroup and 
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successfully to reduce the cow to a piece of technology that they are aiming to “disrupt”. Still, there 

can be no doubt that the approach is moving the needle. Yet the efforts of Informers would be 

barren without the Innovators, who bring their entrepreneurial dreams into reality.  
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CHAPTER IV 

Innovators: Market Entrepreneurs 
 

As we saw in the last two chapters, while Icons shape the image of veganism and Informers 

frame the information that underlies it, in this chapter we examine Innovators—entrepreneurs in the 

traditional sense who establish the companies in the plant-based and cellular agriculture industries. 

We saw how Informers, many former activists motivated by ethical and environmental concerns, 

deal with the symbolic and regulatory challenges of these two nascent industries. In this chapter, we 

will examine those who actually put this work into practice in the form of company founders and 

CEOs, as well as investors and philanthropists who make these companies financially possible. As 

we shall see, whether they are creating products from plants or animal cells, Innovators have fully 

embraced the logic of replication and biomimicry, and are creating a new generation of products 

aimed at omnivores rather than vegans. In doing so, they are driven by an ethic of “conscious 

capitalism”, food as technology, and the notion that at their bottom line companies should be as 

concerned with “impact” as they are with profit. They are also explicitly oriented towards working 

with industry incumbents—especially the meat industry—to accelerate scaling and distribution, 

putting into practice the notion of capitalism as a means of social change.  

 

CONSCIOUS CAPITALISM 

 As we saw in Chapter 3, the techno-optimistic approach sees technology as the key way to 

solve world problems. This approach is part of a broader narrative of neoliberalism, which has 

become the dominant logic of Western societies in the last few decades. Neoliberalism arose as a 

direct response to Keynesianism and other forms of state interventions in the economy, and is 

characterized by the encouragement of entrepreneurship, investment, long-run economic growth 

through reductions in subsidies, tax reform, tax cuts, and the free flow of capital (Heinz et al. 2005).  
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During the latter half of the twentieth century, neoliberalism diffused through isomorphism 

(DiMaggio and Powell 1987) beyond the market itself, seeping into the cultural logic that underpins 

capitalistic society. As Fourcade and Healy (2017: 24) state: “An übercapitalized world is an 

economy of differentiated moral judgments where distinctions regarding good behavior became an 

economic structure of opportunities and…bad outcomes are nothing but the mechanical translation 

of bad habits and behavioral failures.” Institutional scholars have discussed neoliberalism as a 

“market logic” that “can be understood as an institution comprising a core set of ideas, practices, 

and policy prescriptions that protect the liberty of individuals to pursue their own economic 

interests and embrace free-market solutions to economic and social problems” (Campbell and 

Pedersen 2001: 648). Market logic has been analyzed in fields as varied as healthcare (Scott et al. 

2000), finance (Lounsbury 2002), and even the arts (Glynn and Lounsbury 2005).  

As we saw in the last chapter, the trend of marketization in non-market settings can be seen 

even in non-profits such as the Good Food Institute (GFI), which sees itself as a business-minded 

think tank that supports the creation of nascent markets. Not surprisingly, this approach has been 

widely critiqued by social scientists and thinkers of various political dispositions. Anand 

Giridharadas’ book Winners Take All (2018) refers to neoliberalism as “MarketWorld” and defines it 

as a culture, a network, and a state of mind. Referring to “do-gooder” companies and non-profits 

that bill themselves as having socially conscious bottom lines, Giridharadas writes (2018: 40):  

These elites promote the idea that social change should be pursued principally through free 
market and voluntary action, not public life and the law and the reform of systems that they 
share in common; that it should be supervised by the winners of capitalism and their allies, 
and not be antagonistic to their needs; and that the biggest beneficiaries of the status quo 
should play a leading role in the status quo’s reform. 
 
The approaches produced by neoliberalism include social enterprises, social venture capital, 

impact investing, benefit corporations, double and triple bottom lines, and the notion of “shared 
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value”. The shift from activism-based solutions to the ethical dilemmas surrounding factory farming 

to a capitalistic approach is undoubtedly the most significant shift within the vegan movement, one 

that reflects a broader societal shift of viewing the market as the ultimate site of social change. While 

this trend seems new, the idea of conscious capitalism has been around for about a century, and 

even for decades within the natural foods movement specifically.   

 
The Spirit of Conscious Capitalism 

 In the classic work The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1905), Max Weber argues 

that capitalism emerged in the West due to a synchronicity between Protestant religious principles 

and a ‘capitalist ethic’ that privileges efficiency, self-discipline, and personal freedom. The idea of 

‘conscious capitalism’ adds a socially conscious spin, materialized in the form of social enterprises, 

which operate at the intersection of social and commercial sectors (Battilana et al. 2015). Social 

enterprises are a type of hybrid organization (Battilana and Lee 2014) that pursues a social mission 

through the sale of products and services that are seen to have a social impact as well as be 

financially fruitful for the company.  

Consistent with the broader “conscious capitalist ethic”, social enterprises value efficiency, 

productivity, and operational effectiveness (Mair, Battilana, and Cardenas 2012), while also creating 

organizations that address social problems that are ignored or addressed inefficiently by existing 

organizations or governments (Battilana, Leca, and Boxenbaum 2009; Mair and Marti 2006). Like 

other hybrid organizations, social enterprises face the problem of “mission drift” (Ebrahim, 

Battilana, and Mair 2014) since there are inherent trade-offs between social and commercial 

activities. Yet, those who subscribe to a conscious capitalist ethic—as Innovators in the emerging 

vegan movement almost invariably do—do not see these principles as misaligned. Indeed, they see 

the capitalist approach as the only means by which to effect social change.  
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Josh Tetrick, the founder and CEO of JUST Inc. (formerly Hampton Creek), the first plant-

based company to truly change the landscape of vegan entrepreneurship, has been concerned with 

social issues since high school. After college, he spent several years in Africa working for an 

education non-profit, but he felt it was an “inefficient” way to impact the world: “I wanted to look 

myself in the mirror and know that I am doing something meaningful…in the end I concluded that 

capitalism is a more effective way to solve the world’s most urgent problems…I don’t care if it’s 

non-profit or business, I just want to be effective.” His co-founder Josh Balk, who continues to 

work at HSUS, said: “You can do good work and build amazing companies which are good for the 

world…We are trying to disrupt entire systems of capitalism and democracy, but working within 

that system we can actually have a much bigger impact.”  

Similarly, Pat Brown, founder and CEO of the plant-based meat company Impossible 

Foods, is a former Stanford professor who decided that his work in academia would do little to 

effectively address the issues he cared most about: “I think a lot of people think that someone else is 

responsible for solving the world’s problems and everybody thinks it’s someone else’s problem. I 

always felt like if no one else was doing it, I should do it…” The same is true for Uma Valeti, a 

former cardiologist who became convinced that being a physician had little impact on the lives of 

animals, whom he cared about from an ethical perspective since his youth, and eventually founded 

the company Memphis Meats.  

Even those activists who traditionally rallied against the capitalist system are on board with 

this approach, marking their transition from activists to cultural entrepreneurs. Florian Radke, the 

former PETA marketing guru is now Chief Marketing Officer at Wild Earth, a koji-based pet food 

company, but also lends his hand to many other vegan companies and brands. As he explained: “I 

like to work with companies…where founders believe that they do not only want personal gain but 

also do it for the movement and the bigger good. Unfortunately, in capitalist societies, the only way 
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to move the needle is revenues. If you look at some of the social movements of history, they have all 

been either helped or hindered by capitalism.” 

 Given that capitalism is seen as a means of effecting change, some Innovators reframe 

business, blurring the lines completely between activism and entrepreneurship. I heard several times 

in my interviews from Innovators in particular that business could not only be one means of 

effecting social change, but that it was the sole effective means of activism:  

I definitely consider myself an activist through a for-profit rather than non-profit channel.       
—Seth Goldman, Founder of Honest Tea and on the Board of Beyond Meat 

 
I would 100% say that I am an activist and this is the most effective way to use my abilities. I 
am not out there in rallies. I am investing in businesses that are successful. 

—Chris Kerr, Chief Investment Officer at New Crop Capital 
 
Maybe activism had a place twenty years ago, but it also carved a really bad name for 
veganism because of these activist groups…the amazing thing about business is you can 
create these plant-based options and convince people that way.  

—Chad Sarno, Head Chef at Good Catch, and Co-Founder of Wicked Healthy 
 

Perhaps the most vocal proponent of ‘conscious capitalism’ and ‘business for good’ is John 

Mackey, founder and CEO of Whole Foods Market and co-author of the book Conscious Capitalism 

(2013). Mackey is part of a long line of unconventional reformers in the natural foods industry, 

many of whom have a libertarian streak given the backlash of government against health advocates 

in the twentieth century (Miller 2018). Influenced by the political, social, and cultural climate in the 

1970s Mackey moved into a vegetarian co-op, where eventually he co-founded “Safer Way” (a play 

on Safeway), a natural foods market that would eventually become Whole Foods Market (WFM). 

Mackey himself adopted a vegetarian diet in the co-op, but only became vegan in the early 2000s.  

At the time, WFM had already become a prominent business, but was targeted by animal 

activists who claimed that its standards for animal welfare were not sufficient. In 2003, WFM had an 
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annual shareholder meeting when they were disrupted by animal rights activists who insisted on 

asking hostile questions regarding factory farmed ducks. Although the activists overall did not make 

a good impression, one in particular challenged Mackey to educate himself on industry practices, and 

he took up the challenge. Mackey spent a summer reading classic works in the animal rights 

movement as well as factual information about the animal agriculture industry and to his surprise, it 

convinced him to adopt a vegan lifestyle.  

Mackey sees his promotion of veganism as going hand in hand with his promotion of the 

concept of conscious capitalism. As he explained in an interview we did in 2015, at the outset of my 

project: “Business people have been routinely persecuted by intellectuals and aristocrats… 

corporations are seen as sociopaths because all we care about is money. Of course that’s not true for 

WFM and not true for most businesses.” Since his own “vegan awakening”, Mackey has been a 

vocal advocate for veganism and the potential of corporations to do social good: by creating a rating 

system to measure the conditions in which animals were raised, by offering “immersion” programs 

and financial incentives for employees to learn how to adopt a whole foods plant based diet, and 

creating the Engine2Diet exclusive “plant strong” brand with Rip Esselstyn, son of Dr. Caldwell 

Esselstyn as mentioned in the last chapter.  

Along the way, Whole Foods Market has come a long way from its roots in a vegetarian co-

op in Austin, Texas. Indeed, it is the brand that is perhaps most responsible for the association of 

natural foods with qualities such as “cosmopolitanism, variety, and tastiness” (Miller 2018: 170) as 

opposed to bohemian anti-establishment. Yet more than its associations with high status, WFM also 

promotes what Johnston (2008: 231) terms the “citizen-consumer hybrid”, a “unifying logic that 

weaves together various strands of ethical consumer narratives that suggest commodity choice can 

satisfy an individual’s desire for personal health and happiness while generating sustainability and 

social harmony for society as a whole.” Many have critiqued WFM for its role in capitalizing the 
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natural foods and organic movements, and for promoting an ethic of the citizen-consumer that may 

only be reachable to those with financial means, and is alienating to most others. But Mackey does 

not see a contradiction between capitalism and activism—indeed he sees them as perfectly 

compatible in a world in which ‘business for good’ takes center stage.  

Some puritanical animal rights activists have taken issue with the company for still selling 

animal products, and the group Direct Action Everywhere (DxE) has even disrupted Mackey’s talks 

at Stanford University and elsewhere. Yet, on a personal level Mackey is an avid vegan, publishing 

the book The Whole Foods Diet in 2016 which advocates for a plant-based diet and by actively 

promoting emerging plant-based brands through the Whole Foods Forager Program that brings 

small-scale companies to local stores. Despite their proliferation, it is not these small-scale 

companies that have mainstreamed veganism, but instead a handful of savvy entrepreneurs and 

investors who brought forth a whole new wave of veganism branded as “food technology”.  

 

ALTERNATIVE PROTEIN 

 As institutional research has shown, markets do not arise naturally, but instead emerge 

through work done by cultural entrepreneurs who mobilize economic, cultural, and socio-political 

processes (Fligstein 2001). Weber, Heinze, and DeSoucey (2008) examined the emergence of the 

market for grass-fed beef and dairy, analyzing the cultural codes that entrepreneurs mobilize to 

affirm the moral value of the industry, and how they drew on cultural resources from antecedent 

movements to legitimize a niche market (Melucci 2009). Lee, Hiatt, and Lounsbury (2017) similarly 

examined how key actors in the California Certified Organic Farmers (CCOF) organization sought 

to legitimate a nascent market category. In my fieldwork, I discovered the same processes at work in 

the creation of two markets: plant-based and cellular agriculture.  
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 In Chapter 3, I showed how a coalition of former activists became cultural entrepreneurs in 

the form of Informers. Informers actively employ a set of cultural codes to organize collective action 

both among producers (newly emerging companies) and consumers (attracting media attention and 

hype) to create nascent markets in opposition to the highly institutionalized system of industrial 

animal agriculture. In this chapter, I show that some Informers’ work—particularly those who 

emerge from the animal rights (AR) movement—is closely tied with those of Innovators. As Rao, 

Monin, and Durand (2003) show in the case of the emergence of nouvelle cuisine in France, markets 

cannot exist without the logics, role identities, and sociopolitical legitimization of their existence. Yet 

while Informers create the cultural codes and legitimate the existence of these emerging industries in 

opposition to the existing system, Innovators must actually found and finance the products that 

drive the commodification and commercialization of veganism.  

 One of the key symbolic contributions of Informers has been the formation of a term to 

refer to these two new industries: the “alternative protein” or “alt protein” industry (Sexton, 

Garnett, and Lorimer 2019).38 This is a clever concept, since there is a particular emphasis on protein 

in the health world more generally, and a particular obsession with the question of “Where do I get 

my protein”? While protein is not in fact a widespread health concern, given the relatively low levels 

needed for human wellbeing (Katz and Meller 2014), the emphasis still provides an advantageous 

marketing opportunity. Indeed, this symbolic framing has been so successful that even meat 

companies such as Tyson Foods now refer to themselves in industry publications as “protein” 

companies, rather than as “meat” companies. In order to understand how this transition happened, 

we will begin with the plant-based industry and look in particular at three companies that have 

changed the landscape. 

 

 
38 Indeed, the industry maintains a map of “new protein” companies in both the plant-based and cell-based sectors.  
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Plant-Based 2.0 

 As described in the last chapter, plant-based alternatives to animal-based products have been 

around for over a century, and especially since the 1980s with “legacy” companies such as Tofurky, 

Gardenburger, and Boca Burger. These products can be referred to as Wave I of plant-based 

analogues, as they were predominately marketed to and bought by consumers concerned with either 

health or ethical issues surrounding factory farming. In the last decade, we witnessed the rise of 

Wave II in the form of companies such as JUST Inc. (formerly Hampton Creek), Beyond Meat, and 

Impossible Foods, which take on a new biomimicry approach and attempt to appeal specifically to 

an omnivorous audience. In this “startup” phase, they contributed to a Silicon Valley interest in 

“food tech”, which has spurred the industry further. In a short few years, these companies have 

collectively shaped the landscape of the vegan movement.  

 
First Food Unicorn 

 The story of how “alt protein” became a trend in Silicon Valley actually begins deep inside 

the animal rights movement, at the advocacy organization Humane Society of the United States 

(HSUS) and two men who share the same first name. Josh Balk and Josh Tetrick knew each other 

since high school, where they shared an ambition to become professional athletes—Balk a baseball 

player and Tetrick a football player. As such, they certainly do not fit the profile of typical vegans. 

Josh Balk went on to lead the division of HSUS dealing with farmed animal issues, while Josh 

Tetrick went off to Africa to work in an educational non-profit. Upon returning to the United States 

Tetrick felt disillusioned by the non-profit sector, and searched for a way to have a wider impact. 

Balk convinced him to start a company that could replace existing animal-based foods using plant-

based ingredients. They began with the idea of replacing mayonnaise, since it was a relatively easily 

replicable food product and could reduce the suffering of large numbers of chickens. Together they 

founded Hampton Creek, later changing the name to JUST Inc.  
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 As Josh Balk explained to me in an interview, JUST Inc. was the first company in the “alt 

protein” landscape which branded itself as a “food tech” company with financial support from 

venture capitalists, who until previously had almost exclusively invested in software and hardware:  

There was no company like [JUST Inc.] ever before. No company that worked with venture 
capital firms and no company that brought in that much capital and got that much attention 
and took on agribusiness. This was the first that came out and said we want to absolutely 
disrupt the way the food system is going and appeal to everyone. Before that there were 
vegan companies that appealed to vegans, and I love those, but Hampton Creek [now JUST 
Inc.] was the first one that went beyond it. We explicitly wanted to eliminate factory farming. 
I did not know it was going to be as trailblazing as it was, but Josh [T] deserves a lot of 
credit…we had lot of opposition from the beginning. There are real strong interests out 
there who want it to fail. 
 
Indeed, JUST Inc. took to heart the Silicon Valley ethos of “go fast and break things” and 

explicitly targeted the existing industry incumbents as its opposition (Martin 2006). Indeed, the 

company’s signature mung bean mayonnaise caused such a sensation that Unilever sued the 

company, alleging that “Just Mayo” was mislabeled since it did not contain eggs. Within a year, 

however, Unilever dropped the suit, and within a couple more came out with its own egg-free 

version. Despite legal problems and financial troubles (according both to media reports and insider 

information from investors I interviewed), JUST Inc. continues to produce innovative products such 

as their mung bean eggs as well as a cellular agriculture division. JUST Inc. inspired the growth of an 

entire new sector of plant-based products by being the first to test the GFI thesis of “taste, price, 

and convenience”. 

Interestingly, there is not much inherently innovative about the “food technology” that 

JUST Inc. initially developed. Indeed, the company Follow Your Heart has been producing an egg-

free vegan mayonnaise for decades. What is different is not so much the technology, but instead the 

marketing of the “biomimicry” approach and the basic notion that that plant kingdom can provide a 

wealth of ingredients that can be harvested to recreate the nutritional and flavor profile of animal-
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based foods. As Ryan Bethencourt, co-founder of the biotech accelerator IndieBio explained: “I 

knew Josh [Tetrick] for a long time even before he raised his first half million and I looked at the 

product and I mean the mayonnaise with pea protein—there’s no science there—and yet I saw him 

build this incredible company…so I thought, what happens when we replace all animal-based 

proteins with biotech?”  

A few months after I interviewed Tetrick, I had the opportunity to visit the JUST Inc. 

headquarters in San Francisco in 2018. Located in the middle of the Mission district, it is housed in a 

large warehouse, now with hundreds of employees. I was taken on a tour along with European 

representatives from the egg industry. The tour guide was a young lab technician, who showed us 

laboratory equipment that, as he explained, was “extracting proteins from ingredients in the plant 

kingdom”. Admittedly, it seemed a roundabout idea to extract protein from rice to then build a 

burger, and my field notes read “absurd solutions to absurd problems.” Indeed, it may perhaps seem 

easier to promote the consumption of rice directly, as humans have been eating for millennia, and 

yet these companies are led by mission-driven vegans who have lost patience with the education 

approach. The CEO’s words echoed in my head: “Animal agriculture is inefficient, inferior, 

unethical, and we are creating a better toolkit.”  

Indeed, the idea of building a toolkit of ingredients to replicate existing products is 

consistent with the techno-optimistic view that technology is the ultimate solution to social 

problems. This idea led to the creation of GFI, which as explained in the last chapter emerged from 

leadership at the advocacy organization Mercy for Animals and since 2015 has arguably done more 

for the promotion of both the plant-based and cell-based industries than any other entity. Among 

the most important framing techniques they promote is the notion of animals as “outdated” 

commoditized technologies that need to be replaced in the same way as whale oil and horse buggies. 

As Bruce Friedrich, the Executive Director of the GFI is fond of explaining (and has done so on 
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numerous occasions and in various media outlets as well as in our interview): “Even with chicken, 

which is the most efficient meat, it takes nine calories of input [in the form of feed] to produce just 

one calorie of food.”  

The idea is that humans do not want to eat animals as a whole, but rather only their flesh, so 

instead of raising animals and then taking their bodies as products in a roundabout way, animal 

products can simply be “built” to increase efficiency and output. This is consistent both in the plant-

based and cell-based sectors, only in the former the idea is to use plant-based ingredients to do so, 

while in the latter the idea is to grow meat directly from live cells. Poetically, the plant-based 

companies central to this approach were founded by a pair of men both named Brown, as JUST Inc. 

was founded by a pair of men named Josh, and equally so, they do not represent the stereotypical 

image of vegans.  

 
Building Meat from Plants 

 The two Browns—Ethan and Patrick—are perhaps unlikely candidates to be CEOs of the 

two most “disruptive” plant-based companies. Ethan Brown is of imposing build and stature, and 

like Josh Tetrick also played football in high school. He became vegan relatively early in his life, 

motivated by ethical concerns surrounding animal welfare, and despite working in clean energy for 

many years, he was obsessed with the question “Why do you need to use an animal to create a piece 

of meat?” Knowing that the idea of using plants to create protein alternatives is considered an old 

idea in East Asia, Brown initially had the idea of creating a company that would import these 

processes to the United States. At the same time, he came across academic work on the texturization 

of protein, and convinced these academic labs to work with him in developing a method for 

extracting protein from plant material that could be commercialized.  

This process became the foundation of Beyond Meat as Brown explained in our interview at 

the headquarters in El Segundo:  
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What we are doing is taking a much smaller amount of plant matter than an animal takes and 
we are running it through technology to turn them into meat so the efficiency is insane 
compared to running it through an animal. We have been using animals forever as a source 
of protein, but the rein has been long enough and just like we have jettisoned other 
technologies, I think it’s high time to move on to other things. 
 
Brown advocates for a techno-optimistic idea that technology is what drives social change, 

and can be drawn upon to solve not only practical but also ethical issues that plague society. Brown 

founded Beyond Meat in 2009 in El Segundo, California, and when I visited the headquarters in 

2018, the first thing I noticed is a bright red Tesla with the license plate “BYND”. Brown was 

flanked by four posters showing the primary company values: “climate change”, “resource 

constraints”, “animal welfare”, and “human health”.  

The signature product of Beyond Meat is its Beyond Burger. On the tour that followed the 

interview, the head chef insisted on cooking the product for me to showcase its signature qualities: 

how the patty turns from pinkish to brown as it is cooked, the sizzling scent of meat it gives off as 

the patty simmers in the oil while being cooked, and the beet juice which gives it the appearance of 

“bleeding”. All these qualities are carefully construed by the company’s various flavor, appearance, 

and even color departments, with newly minted scientists from top universities. Their mission is to 

“build meat from plants” in such a way that even die-hard meat lovers will be fooled, which they 

believe is the only way to replace the demand for meat. As I bit into the burger, it recalled my 

childhood, and memories of family barbeques. Clearly however, as a decade-long vegetarian, I am 

not the target audience.  

The other major player in the plant-based space is Impossible Foods, the company founded 

by former biology professor at Stanford, Patrick Brown. Like Ethan Brown, Pat Brown lives the 

mantra of techno-optimism, perhaps to an even greater extent. As an academic with a prominent lab 

at one of the top universities in the world, he nevertheless felt unsatisfied with the lack of tangible 
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impact of his work. During a sabbatical, he decided to explore the question of how he could 

maximize his contribution, and as a decade-long vegetarian came to focus on the ethical and 

environmental issues caused by meat consumption. He came to view the cow as “an inefficient piece 

of technology” for producing meat. As he explained in an interview:  

If you think about what people like about these foods, there is no reason you could not only 
do this, but do it better with plants…Something people find counterintuitive but it’s true is 
that the cow did not evolve to be a meat machine and it’s not very good at it. There is no 
reason you cannot do a better job in every way including making the flavor that meat lovers 
crave. The cow is not trying to do that…You just have to do the hard job of making 
something in the forms that they value—sensory pleasure, nutrition, and affordability and if 
you do that, you win. And it’s doable, and so we will win. 
 
Impossible’s particular innovation is its discovery and patenting of a soy leghemoglobin 

ingredient called “heme” iron, an essential protein found mostly in meat that delivers iron and gives 

meat its characteristic metallic flavor that comes from blood, which the company uses precisely for 

this purpose. Despite facing issues regarding its safety from the FDA (to be discussed in more detail 

in Chapter 6), and the fact that it is precisely the heme in meat that leads to its association with cancer 

and Type II diabetes, Impossible continues to use the substance, as well as genetically modified 

(GM) corn as of May 2019, clearly showing that they are not attempting to appeal to the health-

conscious anti-GMO crowd of consumers, but instead to the average consumer who dines at Burger 

King (which now serves the Impossible Whopper, as I will discuss more in Chapter 6).  

In March 2018, I attended an Impossible Media Day event along with journalists and 

prospective entrepreneurs on the occasion of the opening of a new factory in Oakland, California. 

We donned white lab coats, slipped protective covers over our shoes, and put on transparent glasses, 

splitting up into small groups to be led on a tour of the facility. Inside we saw a large lab, which we 

could peer into through tall glass windows, where there was an assortment of large steel vats 

containing coconut oil, pea protein, and the other major ingredients of the Impossible Burger, which 
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we saw emerging in patties at the other end of the conveyor belt. Several lab coat-wearing food 

scientists appeared to be hard at work, but the entire process appeared more media performativity 

than true production. Indeed, my field notes from the day read: “Like Willy Wonka and the 

chocolate factory.” 

Indeed, similarly to the sensation I had when touring JUST Inc., visiting Impossible’s 

production facility once again brought up the sense that while these companies may be hard at work 

producing products, much of the work Innovators do is also about symbolic showmanship and 

framing of their ideas as revolutionary. One example is Impossible’s introduction of new 

“generations” of its burger (debuting Impossible 2.0 in 2019), likened to the “software updates” of 

the technology giant Apple. Here the logic of replication is compounded by the “logic of iteration”, 

and the idea that companies must keep upgrading their products to stay ahead of consumer 

demands, an ethic that permeates Silicon Valley more broadly. Indeed, CEO Pat Brown drew a 

fantastical picture of his vision for the “future of food”:  

The sale of our product only corresponds to our mission if it comes at the expense of 
corresponding products that come from animals…we thought that strategically the simplest 
way to start is to create a product that consumers already want…so that was a deliberate 
choice. But in fact, there’s nothing particularly easy or hard about making beef flavor or 
texture…it would be like if we were making an automobile and saying we’re going to be as 
fast as a horse. Our goal is to compete with the horse, not settle when we’re running even. 
 

 Indeed, in response to media queries after the tour, Brown did not stop there but explained 

that their “technology” is not inherently limited to producing the meat that consumers know and 

love, and that the possibilities are endless in terms of innovative products: “We want to make the 

most delicious meat of any kind in the world…And there’s no particular reason to think that they 

represent, from a deliciousness standpoint, the best you can possibly do with meat…so the idea is 

there could be things that are recognizably meat but categorically better than any kind of meat we 

get from an animal.” 
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Someone in the audience shouted “ostrich” while another shouted out “human flesh” at 

which point the audience laughed and Brown made a joke about cannibalism. Afterwards, audience 

members were treated to chef-prepared samples of the burger. I took one bite, and it reminded me 

of the cheap patties I tried at McDonald’s after basketball practice in middle school. Once again, 

although I have not eaten meat in a decade, I could tell the flavor profile was impressive to the 

omnivores around me, many of whom exclaimed that they could not tell the difference compared to 

conventional meat. A few months later, Impossible released its “Burger 2.0” to rave reviews, and 

perhaps most significantly of all, a partnership with Burger King to sell its patties across the nation.  

As such, both Browns privilege the biomimicry approach, attempting to mimic exactly the 

taste experience of consuming meat, and it is not surprising that both began with the burger, as it is 

emblematic of American food. Indeed, Ethan Brown has been attempting to have the Beyond 

Burger sold in the meat aisle of grocery stores for years, in order to appeal to omnivores. As he 

explains, Whole Foods Market initially rejected the idea: “Our argument was we are providing a 

piece of meat—with lipids and amino acids and water in the architecture of meat, so it should be 

sold next to meat.” Despite the initial rejection, as the product resembled meat to a higher degree, it 

began to be sold in the meat aisle of most WFM stores and then many others.39 In 2018, Beyond 

Meat had to double production as they began to outsell beef patties in some supermarkets. While 

plant-based milk is still the leading success story in the plant-based industry—now comprising 13 

percent of the total US retail milk market—plant-based meat is catching up. Indeed, between 2017 

and 2018, retail sales of plant-based meat grew by 23%, while food sales only grew 2% (GFI 2019).  

Both Beyond Meat and Impossible Foods’ CEOs and their companies take the biomimicry 

approach and consider the food they provide as a technology that solves world issues. This 

 
39 Fox, Katrina. May 2019. “Should Vegan Products Be Sold Alongside Meat and Dairy Items in Retail Stores?” Forbes. 
Link.   



	

 148 

perspective represents a profound shift in perspective in the vegan movement, originating from 

ethically driven vegans, but ones who do not see education or advocacy as the primary means of 

changing culture. Instead, they see the market as the means of advocating for a worldview they 

believe in—even their company names reflect this position. Both “Beyond Meat” and “Impossible” 

indicate their disruptive vision of society. Despite naysayers, their visions are beginning to become 

reality, as all of these companies and more have attracted high-profile investors, partnerships from 

meat industry incumbents, and for Beyond Meat, an IPO that surpassed all expectations in 2019. 

Indeed, it is arguable whether Beyond Meat or Impossible Foods’ products truly are 

revolutionary from a technological standpoint, or primarily in terms of how they are marketing their 

biomimicry approach. As Biz Stone, co-founder of Twitter, a longtime vegan, and early investor in 

Beyond Meat explained: “All of a sudden we have been outselling these guys [referring to the first 

generation of plant-based companies] and they are like, ‘We have been here since the 70’s making 

this stuff. Everyone is acting like you invented the whole idea.’” While the technology itself is not 

new, the Silicon Valley approach of biomimicry and the “logic of replacement” takes the existing 

taste regime for meat not only for granted, but actually privileges it as the new gold standard. As 

Smith Maguire (2016b) writes: “Logics of taste are powerful mechanisms of social reproduction: 

inexorable forces (that push and pull, enable and constrain) through which certain ways of thoughts, 

desire, and embodied action appear not only reasonable but natural” (13). As such, even while they 

consider their products rejections of the dominant status order, in some ways these companies are 

actually upholding the taste regimes that govern our society. This is even more the case for the 

nascent industry known as cellular agriculture.  
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Cellular Agriculture as a Nascent Industry 

 The idea of developing animal-derived food without the need for actually raising and 

slaughtering an animal has been around for at least a century, as mentioned in Chapter 3. Yet it is 

not until the debut of the first “cultured” meat burger in 2013 that it ushered in an entirely new 

industry surrounding the technology that became known as “cellular agriculture” or “cell ag”. This is 

the industry that creates the products variously known as “cultured”, “clean”, or “cell-based.” While 

the industry is currently nascent, with no actual products on the market, it is growing rapidly in 

popularity among founders, investors, and in public prominence through media coverage (Stephens, 

2013; Stephens et al. 2018; Sexton, Garnett, and Lorimer 2019). Importantly, the industry overlaps 

in significant ways with that of the vegan movement, especially as the technology moved out of the 

laboratory setting into the startup world of Silicon Valley in 2015.  

 
From Academia to Silicon Valley 

The idea of growing meat from cells was initially confined to academic laboratories. As 

sociologists Stephens, Sexton, and Driessen (2019) explain, during “Wave I” of this nascent 

industry, all that existed was an idea, more science fiction than reality. The scientific process begins 

with a small sample of animal tissue that is placed in a nutrient-rich environment (a “medium”) that 

allows the cells to grow and proliferate. This process creates a mass of cells, but in order for this 

mass to turn into something resembling a meat product, the cells require a “scaffolding”, that is, 

something for the cells to grow on, which can allow it to scale (see Figure 4.1 below). 
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Figure 4.1 Conventional vs. Cell Ag Meat Production, Aleph Farms, September 2019 

 

 

Seth Bannon is an early investor in the company Memphis Meats through his venture fund 

Fifty Years, the company name taken from the same Winston Churchill essay from 1931 that 

predicted the development of “synthetic” meat. Bannon summed up the procedure in our interview, 

echoing the techno-optimistic buzzwords used by plant-based Innovators:  

The basic approach is we are functionally using animals as pieces of technology, converting 
plant protein inputs and creating them into outputs that we like to eat, drink, or wear—meat, 
milk, leather—and animals are not designed for that purpose. They were designed to live and 
reproduce like we were and they are super inefficient. They are inconvenient and hence 
costly. So what if we used biology directly to create the same products? We can replicate the 
biological processes happening inside of the cow, and we can just replicate that outside of 
the cow. You can get the same animal products you want, just through reasonable means. 
 
In principle, growing meat from cells rather than the whole animal is significantly more 

environmentally sustainable. Compared to conventional beef, cell-based beef is estimated to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions by 78-96%, land use by 99%, water use by 82-96%, and energy use by 7-

45% (Tuomistro and Mattos 2011). Another analysis suggested more tradeoffs, noting that cell-

based beef may produce savings for climate change, but not necessarily in pork or poultry which are 
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comparatively “efficient” (Smetana et al. 2015). What is certain is that since it is grown in a clean 

facility, cultured meat reduces the risk of contamination from harmful pathogens and potentially 

completely eliminates the need for antibiotics.40 This is a particularly important issue since the animal 

agriculture industry is the leading consumer of antibiotics in order to preemptively reduce disease 

risk in animals raised in confined feeding operations, leading to increased global risk of antibiotic 

resistance (Stephens et al. 2018). Moreover, although it is not an issue often discussed, clearly there 

are considerable ethical benefits of cultured meat production for the welfare of billions of animals 

(Hopkins and Dacey 2008).  

One of the most prominent scientists working on this topic at the turn of the century was 

professor Mark Post at Maastricht University in the Netherlands. In 2011, Post declared that 

although it was technically possible to develop “lab-grown” (the term used at the time) meat, there 

was not enough funding to explore the possibility. Within weeks, Post received money from an 

anonymous donor who was later revealed to be Google co-founder Sergey Brin (motivated by his 

vegetarian philosophy). These funds made it possible to turn the idea into reality, and the first 

“cultured” (the term preferred by then) burger was displayed in a press conference in London in 

2013. Although the burger reportedly hardly tasted like real meat (and real animal fat had to be 

added to the muscle tissue to resemble real meat), it nevertheless signaled that this idea could one 

day become reality, ushering in an entirely new industry.  

For many vegan activists, who are motivated primarily by the suffering of animals killed for 

meat, the Post burger signaled a new technology that could solve their moral woes in an entirely new 

way. While many of those initially involved in the academic development of cultured meat were 

motivated by environmental concerns, and only a handful were vegetarians, the conference triggered 

an influx of longtime vegan activists into the space. As Stephens, Sexton, and Driessen (2019: 4) put 

 
40 Hakim, Danny. March 2018. “At Hamburger Central, Antibiotics for Cattle That Aren’t Sick” New York Times. Link. 
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it, it also marked “a shift toward funding from commercial but mission-based Silicon Valley and 

Bay-area sources. In this regard, it sowed the seeds for the vision and economic underpinning of 

cultured meat’s (CM’s) second wave.” Importantly, the initial handful of companies that emerged 

after the burger’s debut were all headed by ethically motivated vegans, something that only became 

obvious during my fieldwork as I collected data and conducted interviews.   

For the vegans who witnessed the debut of the first cultured burger, or else heard about it 

via vegan channels, it epitomized a new vision of the “future of meat”. While Post founded his own 

company as a spinout of his research called Mosa Meat in the Netherlands after the conference, the 

true seeds of the industry were initially planted in Silicon Valley. The first and still most advanced 

company in the space is Memphis Meats, headed by the former cardiologist Uma Valeti. While I was 

unable to interview Valeti personally given that the company denied participation in all research at 

the time,41 in 2016 he explained the origin of his ethical convictions growing up in India on Sam 

Harris’ podcast Making Sense.42 He remembers attending a birthday party where he witnessed the 

slaughtering of animals for the feast at the back of the house: “I remember that there was a birthday 

and then there was a death day, all in the same span of time and it disturbed me. But you know, I 

liked the taste of meat and I continued to eat it.” It was not until several years later, after witnessing 

the Mark Post conference, that Valeti was inspired by the potential of cultured meat technology, and 

offered to be an advisor of New Harvest (NH), the non-profit that supports academic research in 

this space (and also coined the term “a/cellular agriculture” and “cultured” to describe the products 

as we shall discuss below).  

 
41 By the time I began conducting interviews with those in the cellular agriculture industry, most companies were in the 
midst of fundraising rounds so did not speak to journalists and researchers, and many adopted a “black box” policy to 
protect IP concerns. As such, I draw on industry publications, podcasts, media articles, and interviews with other 
industry insiders for data in this section. I also draw from interviews I am currently conducting as part of another project 
with colleagues Alicia DeSantola and Cheng Gao called “‘Cell-Based’ Meat? Entrepreneurial Strategy and Category 
Creation in the Nascent Cellular Agriculture Industry.” 
42 Harris, Sam. 2016. “Meat Without Misery: A Conversation with Uma Valeti.” Making Sense Podcast. Link.  
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At the time, New Harvest was also more actively involved in the founding of companies, 

linking the non-profit and private sectors. Although Valeti occasionally considered starting a 

company of his own, the stability and potential of his career as a doctor created doubts. It was not 

until he received a call from Ryan Bethencourt, co-founder of the biotech accelerator IndieBio and a 

fellow vegan, who implored him to leave his position to found a cellular agriculture company, that 

Valeti decided to take the plunge. As Bethencourt explained in our interview, “I said, look Uma, if 

you want to change the world, you have to take a risk, we all do. I said Mark Post will eventually 

start his company. So he said, you’re right, and I want to be the first.” As such, Memphis Meats 

became an IndieBio portfolio company in its second cohort, along with Finless Foods, a cell ag 

seafood company producing bluefin tuna.43 In 2016, a year after launching, Memphis debuted its 

first product, a cultured meatball, which spurred further funding and interest in this industry. Four 

years later, in January 2020, Memphis announced a $161 million Series B funding round that it plans 

to use for a new plant to scale up its volume of cell-based meat, the first company to do so.44 

 
Growth in Uncertainty 

In the first couple of years since Memphis Meats was founded, only about a dozen 

companies existed in the cellular agriculture space, and many of these initial founders are either 

vegan or nearly so. This is true for Memphis Meats, Finless Foods, JUST Inc. (which decided to 

create a cell-based meat division), Mission Barns (whose team split off from JUST Inc. to form their 

own company), and New Age Meats, as well as acellular (fermentation-based development of animal 

by-products such as dairy, egg whites, and gelatin) that came out of New Harvest, including Perfect 

Day (formerly Muufri), Clara Foods, and Geltor. By 2019, when I began a separate project on this 

 
43 Technically, the first start-up active in the space is actually Modern Meadow, founded by Gabor and Andras Forgacs, 
which focused on both meat (producing “steak chips” consumed during a 2011 TEDMED talk by Forgacs in 2014) and 
leather, but quickly began to focus exclusively on leather.  
44 Purdy, Chase. January 2020. “A Startup Says It’s Building a US Pilot Plant for Cell-Based Meat.” Quartz. Link.	
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nascent industry, the number of companies proliferated to more than fifty, with several more in 

“stealth mode”. As Paul Shapiro, author of the book Clean Meat (2018)45 explained in a follow-up 

interview in 2019, “Since the book was published people keep asking me, what’s new? The short 

answer is everything.” 

With the expansion of companies cropping up in the emerging industry, several companies 

have now debuted prototypes. These debuts have been targeted specifically at investors to try and 

attract capital, rather than on the market. Indeed, in terms of market debut, the likely timeline is an 

initial high-end restaurant debut in 2021, once regulatory approval has been secured. It is only after 

regulatory and market uncertainty is navigated that these companies will be able to scale. The 

companies that have entered the space have naturally diversified, both because there are so many 

opportunities for types of products, and to differentiate themselves from others and attract investor 

interest. The species currently being worked on in the United States include beef (Memphis Meats), 

chicken (JUST Inc.), pork (New Age Meats), salmon (Wild Type), bluefin tuna (Finless), and mahi-

mahi (BlueNalu), among others. 

Along with the proliferation of companies, there has also been a shift in terms of who is 

entering the space. As mentioned, the initial crop of companies were all headed by vegans, but as the 

industry began to attract capital, many others began to enter who are concerned about the ethical 

dilemmas, but do not necessarily follow a vegan lifestyle themselves. One particularly notable CEO 

is Lou Cooperhouse, who co-founded the company BlueNalu, among the first companies 

developing “cellular aquaculture”, a trademarked term the company developed. Unlike most of the 

vegans in this emerging space, most of whom do not have food industry experience, Cooperhouse 

 
45 The term “clean meat” is preferred by the Good Food Institute, but by 2019 was losing approval not only outside the 
industry but also by many companies given its adversarial nature vis-à-vis the existing meat industry (suggesting that 
conventional meat is “dirty” by contrast).  
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comes from a food background that spans several decades, and has also helped several startups scale 

at an accelerator he founded in partnership with Rutgers University.  

At the recent New Harvest Conference in July 2019, I asked Cooperhouse about how he 

founded BlueNalu. He explained that as an expert on food trends, he found himself repeatedly 

saying in keynote presentations that cellular agriculture represented an exciting new opportunity 

both financially and in terms of the social causes involved, until finally someone in the audience put 

him in touch with a potential investor, and the two decided to start a company of their own in 

Hawaii: “I kept saying, this whole category is on fire...I never wanted to do a startup again, but this 

was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.” Currently, BlueNalu is among the best-funded companies in 

the space, with a board of advisors that includes the grandson of Jacques Cousteau and Prince 

Albert II of Monaco, both passionate about ocean sustainability.  

 Despite the expansion of companies and growth of capital invested in this new technology, 

there is still skepticism about the feasibility of production at scale and at price parity, and in regard 

to a reasonable timeline. Perhaps the most vocal critic is Pat Brown, founder of Impossible Foods, 

who thinks the entire enterprise is defunct. Brown told me that he does not think the technology is 

developed enough and that “the whole field is predicated on the bogus assumption that the only way 

you can deliver something that meat lovers want involves animals.” Another skeptic is Ricardo San 

Martin, a tissue engineer who currently runs the GFI-funded Alt Meats Lab at Berkeley. The lab 

encourages students to consider careers in the plant-based and cell-based industries. San Martin is 

not vegan himself, and despite his interest in the cell-based industry, he told me that he is skeptical 

of the claims of some of the companies, particularly those headed by ideologically motivated vegans, 

since as he put it, “they have skin in the game”, implying a bias from their ethical stance.  

In particular, skeptics are concerned about the issue of scaling and cost. San Martin 

explained that there are biological constraints involved in multiplying cells: “It is technically possible 
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on a small scale, but to make the technology commercial, that is a whole different matter.” While the 

startups may have produced a few samples for a handful of investors, the issue of moving from the 

lab bench into a bioreactor (the machine in which cells can be grown at mass scale) is an entirely 

different technical challenge. Nevertheless, the industry has its defenders. One issue is that of 

competition, several interviewees confiding in me that Pat Brown is fiercely competitive for the 

plant-based side and will stop at nothing to undermine this new industry. Meanwhile, in terms of 

technical feasibility, Elizabeth Specht of GFI explained that it is not surprising there is skepticism 

from tissue scientists such as San Martin, since they have spent their entire career in the medical 

therapeutics field, where exorbitant costs are the norm, and in which scientists have not been 

incentivized to produce cheaper solutions.  

Aside from doubts about the technical feasibility, there are several other issues naysayers 

bring up about cellular agriculture. One of the most significant concerns is safety and transparency, 

particularly surrounding foods developed through genetic modification or CRISPR technology.46 

Despite consistent claims at the GFI and NH conferences by companies about their transparency, 

many critics are concerned with the ethics of what companies will do to prevent cell death, including 

use of antibiotics, or fraudulent use of slaughtered animals in the place of cultivated meat (Stephens, 

Sexton, and Driessen 2019). Other concerns include tradeoffs in energy use, and whether future life 

cycles will reveal true environmental savings through this technology (Mattick et al. 2015). Finally, 

having witnessed companies such as Monsanto become dominant, food justice activists are 

concerned about large-scale companies developing food technologies that exclude the participation 

of small-scale farmers. These opposing viewpoints are hallmarks of the classic debate between new 

technologies spelling progress or disaster throughout history (Mann 2018).   

 
46	Rowe, Martin. 2019. “Beyond the Impossible: The Futures of Plant-Based and Cellular Meat and Dairy.” Brighter 
Green. 
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Despite these concerns, the startup cell-based companies are wasting no time in order to be 

proactive about the nascent industry they are actively creating. The latest significant development is 

that five companies (Memphis Meats, JUST Inc., Finless Foods, BlueNalu, and Fork & Goode) have 

come together to hire a lobby group and create a trade association specifically dedicated to 

representing their shared industry interests. I first heard about AMPS (Alliance of Meat, Poultry, and 

Seafood Innovation) from Elizabeth Specht, who explained that it emerged out of conversations 

that occurred during the Good Food Institute Conference in 2018. The trade association will 

address the nomenclature, regulatory, and market issues surrounding cell-based products, and its 

founding was announced at the GFI 2019 Conference, a year after the idea first coalesced at GFI 

2018 in a private meeting between CEOs.  

This association represents to what extent cultural entrepreneurs—whether as Informers or 

Innovators—work together to actively create and sustain the emerging cellular agriculture industry. 

Indeed, even those companies that are not actively involved in AMPS are still energetically 

discussing how they will deal with regulatory uncertainty. At New Harvest 2019, I interviewed Justin 

Kolbeck and Aryé Elfenbein of Wild Type, a startup creating cell-based salmon. As Kolbeck, the 

CEO, explained: “We wanted to wait until things have started to calm down in terms of production 

process and now we are focusing on a good robust health and food safety plan and will bring that to 

the regulators and ask them about whether they see any holes.” Such a statement is testament that 

these companies are at least manifestly attempting to demonstrate transparency, whether this may in 

fact be the case in reality.  

This is largely because the key concern of this nascent industry is consumer perception and 

acceptance. As mentioned in Chapter 3, when the first media articles were written about this new 

technology, they referred to the products as “Frankenmeat” and “lab-grown meat”, which certainly 

did not sit well with most consumers. As such, companies (as well as their supporters such as GFI) 



	

 158 

are actively concerned with consumer perception. Data commissioned by GFI in 2018 found that a 

survey of 3,030 consumers showed that 30% of US consumers are “very likely” or “extremely likely” 

to purchase cell-based meat regularly, with 33% saying they were “very likely” or “extremely” likely 

to try it. These proportions are even higher internationally, with upwards of 61% of Chinese and 

Indian consumers willing to try it (GFI 2019b).  

Despite these promising survey results, given the legacy of the anti-GMO debate in the U.S. 

and internationally, companies are understandably concerned about consumers understanding the 

production process. At the 2019 New Harvest Conference held at MIT, the issue of GMOs was a 

hot topic, with company founders concerned about how to avoid the same pitfalls as befell that new 

technology. There seemed to be a consensus among panelists that the mistake there was that the 

new technology was introduced without any public education campaign or transparency, which 

became a public relations nightmare from which the technology is still recovering. As such, there are 

still many hurdles for the cell-based industry to tackle before their products become a viable option 

for consumes: technological challenges around the medium and scaling processes, scaling from 

bench to bioreactor, regulatory and nomenclature uncertainty, consumer price parity with 

conventional products, and public perception and acceptance. Nevertheless, these challenges have 

only bolstered Innovators’ enthusiasm in the promise of this nascent industry.  

 

THE MONEY BEHIND THE “MEAT” 

None of the innovation in both the plant-based and cell-based industries would be possible 

with the support of financial capital. One of the characteristics of market-based capitalistic societies 

is fewer constraints on the flow of capital investment. Funders have more freedom and leverage in 

moving their resources in and out of specific ventures, initiatives, and organizations. This facilitates 

the formation of business and trade, and promotes entrepreneurship (Zhao and Lounsbury 2016). 
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As we will see in Chapter 5, the entrepreneurial shift in the vegan movement is much more 

developed in the United States compared to other countries in large part because of the lack of 

investment elsewhere. Indeed, to the extent that there is entrepreneurial activity abroad, most of the 

funding actually comes from Silicon Valley. As such, investors and philanthropists are also 

Innovators in that they enable and work together with Informers and other Innovators as company 

founders to steer the direction of entrepreneurial development.  

 
Impact Investing 

The term “impact investing” was coined in 2007 by the Rockefeller Foundation 

(Höchstädter and Scheck 2015). Although there is no clear definition, the general principle is the 

idea of investing where the financial gains are not the sole objective, but instead also take into 

account social objectives. This type of investing is consistent with the objectives of social 

enterprises, as it combines philanthropic ideals with mainstream financial decision rationales. As 

such, consistent with other conscious capitalists, impact investors do not believe there is a 

contradiction between financial gain and social consciousness—indeed they believe that businesses 

can be more successful if they are driven by a mission beyond the bottom line.  

 One impact investor I met during my fieldwork is Frohman Anderson III, who comes from 

a wealthy family. As he explained to me, his exposure to impact investing came from a Harvard 

University event organized for young wealthy people: “It dawned on me that you can invest and 

grow businesses and create value while doing good things. It’s kind of set me on this path over the 

last couple of years.” Soon after, Anderson learned about the environmental impact of animal 

agriculture, and not only became vegan himself to his complete and utter surprise as a former 

Dartmouth member of a fraternity, but convinced his entire family to do so as well (indeed, his 

mother Kimberley Anderson went on to open Plant City, the first high-end plant-based food hall in 
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Providence, Rhode Island which opened in July 2019) and to transform their family fund EverHope 

capital to solely focus on businesses they believed created positive value in the world.  

 While the impact investing trend is evident in Silicon Valley more broadly, since 2015 it is 

especially prominent in the food space, particularly in the plant-based category. As mentioned above, 

the first few companies to truly attract large-scale investor attention were JUST Inc., Beyond Meat, 

and Impossible Foods. As mentioned above, JUST Inc. was the first company to set this trend. As 

Josh Balk, its cofounder explained: “[JUST Inc.] was the first company to get investment from the 

big players. This was great for us, but frankly it was good for all the companies that have popped up 

since then because it shattered the glass of big tech investors seeing food as an option.” Ryan 

Bethencourt, co-founder of IndieBio, a biotech accelerator that hosted a broad range of companies 

in both the plant-based and cell-based industries, explained: “Food became the hottest area and all 

of our food companies got funded, without us even realizing it.” Indeed, the trend convinced 

Bethencourt and his co-founder to leave IndieBio and start their own koji-based dog food company 

called Wild Earth.  

It is also not incidental that all three of the CEOs at the helm of the companies driving this 

trend hardly fit the classic vegan stereotype: all are white, highly-educated men with imposing builds 

and intellectual pedigree, which likely boosted investors’ confidence. Indeed, Biz Stone, a longtime 

vegan and one of the early investors in Beyond Meat explained that the first time he heard about 

Ethan Brown (who has an MBA from Columbia), he was skeptical: “I expected a hippie guy with 

another ‘novelty’ item…but I was totally blown away by the magnitude of Ethan’s thinking…If we 

do things right, we can make the same thing and scale it and it will have massive impact. The vision 

back then was to be in the meat case, and it came true.”  

Indeed, a decade after the company was founded, Beyond Meat debuted in the stock market 

with an IPO that surpassed all expectations in May of 2019. Initially offered at $25 a share at the 
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IPO, the stock surged to 163% above its IPO price on the first day, and is now hovering at more 

than $200, making it one of the best-performing stocks in the last two decades. This development 

certainly reinforced impact investors’ belief that making money and ‘doing good’ are not 

contradictory, and in fact more money can be made if a company does not exist solely for that 

purpose. As Prince Khaled bin Alwaleed of KBW Ventures explained to me over brunch at 

Timeless Coffee, a vegan coffee shop in Oakland, California, “If I am working with a company I 

want a double bottom line. I want the company to be doing good, but…it has to be economically 

feasible for it to have an actual impact in the world…it has to have a return to have an impact.” 

While Prince Khaled is himself is an ethical vegan, he is not the only high-profile investor 

who has put money into the plant-based and cell-based industries. Among the first was Bill Gates, as 

mentioned previously, but other key investors soon followed: Sir Richard Branson, Leonardo di 

Caprio, and Jeff Bezos. None of these men are vegan, and yet all have offered capital for various 

companies in the space. Indeed, the increasing interest of such high-profile investors has at times 

overshadowed interest from smaller-scale investors with explicit vegan missions. Jody Rasch, 

formerly the Managing Trustee of the fund VegInvest explained in an interview: “There are some 

very deep-pocketed investors getting involved…we were about to close on a company and 

suddenly…Gates and Branson decided to come in and steal our investment from under our noses, 

which is interesting because neither of them are vegan.” 

In June 2019, the Good Food Institute released a report based on the data compiled by 

PitchBook, which keeps track of investments, as well as syndicated market research conducted by 

Nielsen in August 2018 (GFI 2019a). The report found that in total, about $17 billion has been 

invested in the plant-based foods industry, with $13 billion invested in the last two years alone. 

While individual (angel) investments are common, comprising 24 percent of deals, the most 

common type of funding is from venture capital, representing 43 percent of deals, with corporate 
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funding coming in third. Meanwhile, $73.3 million has been invested in cell-based companies,47 with 

the first deal occurring in 2015 when Memphis Meats received pre-seed funding from IndieBio (GFI 

2019b). Since then nearly $50 million was invested in 2018 alone with many more companies on the 

scene raising between $2.2 to $5 million. To date the biggest deal has been Memphis Meats’ $161 

million Series B round in January 2020.  

The cell-based industry is still tiny—investments are only 6% of those made in plant-based 

food, and 0.5% in food tech more generally. Compared to established industries such as ag tech 

(0.5%), clean tech (0.02%), and life sciences (0.02%), the cell-based industry can hardly be called that 

yet. Still, the industry is expanding every month, and several startups are about to announce their 

latest funding raises, with BlueNalu likely leading the pack (besides Memphis Meats) based on a 

recent interview with its CEO at the NH Conference in Boston in July 2019. As Arturo Elizondo, 

CEO of Clara Foods, the acellular company producing egg whites explained to me: “A lot of 

investors want to put their money to good use, not just make money. Doing well by doing 

good…People are tired of investing in apps that get users but ultimately do not make the world any 

better.” 

 
The Vegan Mafia 

As I conducted fieldwork on this project, it became increasingly clear to me that there was a 

particular set of investors in the vegan movement who may not have as much capital as some of the 

high-profile investors mentioned, but they did have special access to knowledge and information 

about what was happening in the plant-based industry, and seemed to have deep-pocketed investors 

backing them as well. Then, in 2017 CNBC published an intriguing article titled: “Meet the ‘Vegan 

 
47 This excludes companies such as JUST Inc. and Wild Earth that are combination companies so it is unclear what 
proportion is going to the cell-based aspect. 
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Mafia’, A Secret Group of Investors Betting on the Future of Food.”48 The article described a 

network of investors who are explicitly interested in investing in companies that can create products 

that have the potential of wiping out animal agriculture. When I saw the piece, I used my network of 

previous respondents to reach out to these enigmatic characters, nearly all of them based in Silicon 

Valley, to better understand the dynamics involved in vegan capitalism. What I discovered is a vast 

network of Innovators who do crucial behind-the-scenes work to make the plant-based and cell-

based industries a reality.  

If there is indeed a vegan mafia, then it is undoubtedly the organization known as the Glass 

Wall Syndicate. The GWS was originally founded by Lisa Feria, Chief Investment Officer of Stray 

Dog, a mission-oriented fund based in Kansas. Feria comes from a food industry background, and 

part of her job was helping large companies such as Proctor & Gamble keep tabs on organizations 

such as PETA to make sure they did not put out any campaigns that would be harmful for PR. 

However, the more PETA videos she saw, the more Feria became disturbed by the animal 

agriculture and testing industries, and became vegan herself. As Feria explained: “I am not a hippie 

from Berkeley…but at some point my professional life and my personal beliefs were on a collision 

course, so I was looking for something that would unite my business acumen and my personal 

principles and put those together in a way that was meaningful for the movement.”  

 As CEO of Stray Dog Capital, Feria began co-investing with other “mission-aligned” 

investors who were interested in the plant-based and then eventually cell-based industries, and she 

wanted to keep track of these deals. She created an informal group and called it the Glass Wall 

Syndicate, naming it after the Paul McCartney quote, “If slaughterhouses had glass walls, everyone 

would be a vegetarian.” Feria explained the organization’s mission: “We are trying to eliminate the 

dissonance between ‘I really love animals, but I really want to eat meat.’ We are working to provide 

 
48 CNBC, August 12 2017. “Meet the ‘Vegan Mafia’, a Secret Group of Investors Betting on the Future of Food”. Link.  
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that without the dissonance.” As she explained, while most of those who invest are vegans 

themselves, there are many others who are involved because they see the same trends in the plant-

based and cell-based foods sectors and want access to deal flow:  

When we started investing in this market, there is no lack of interest from others to invest in 
this market too—not just wealthy individuals but trusts, foundations, regular VCs—there is a 
lot of appetite, we are not the only ones who have identified these macro trends. So we get a 
lot of people who say they want to invest in this space but they do not have access to deal 
flow and do not know how to invest, so Glass Wall Syndicate was born.  

 
Indeed, those in the group would jokingly refer to themselves as the “vegan mafia” well 

before the CNBC published the article on their collective mission. Some of the members of GWS 

expressed their reactions to the article, which were mixed. Some believed that it promoted the vegan 

cause, while others felt that their “cover is blown”: 

 
All of a sudden, it was very clear that the ‘Vegan Mafia’ existed…One day I was talking to 
some investors and they told me about the Glass Wall Syndicate. I had no idea what that 
was. It was this under-the-radar group that had formed around most of the companies that 
we were supporting [at IndieBio].                   –Ryan Bethencourt, Co-Founder, IndieBio  
 
The ‘Vegan Mafia’ does exist. We all share deals with each other and it’s only growing. 

    –Seth Bannon, Co-Founder, Fifty Years VC 
 
We’ve got moles. We’ve got people of influence everywhere. Nothing happens in this space 
without us knowing about it ahead of time. Intelligence gathering is a large part of what we 
do in the investment world anyway, but we are also intrigued by new food products. It’s a bit 
like the Mafia in that we have people in high places that can subtly influence decisions.    
                    –Chris Kerr, CIO, New Crop Capital  

 
One of the most prominent members of the GWS is Chris Kerr. Indeed, if there is a vegan 

mafia he would undoubtedly be its Godfather or, as he humorously described himself, the 

“Dogfather”. Kerr spent his career on Wall Street, and earned enough capital to retire. However, 
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along the way he became vegan and decided to volunteer his time and knowledge to the Farmed 

Animals division at HSUS. In 2015, when the Good Food Institute (GFI) was formed, the same 

individuals also started New Crop Capital (NCC), a venture fund that invests with an explicitly 

vegan mission, and hired Kerr as the CIO. Kerr explained the mission of NCC:   

I wanted to work for a venture capital fund that would create innovations that would bring 
solutions to the problems rather than keep hitting people over the head with the moral 
sword and try to change hearts and minds where in fact we can just give them solutions. The 
idea was pretty much every which way we turn we are abusing animals in some way or 
another and the idea was wouldn’t it be great if we stopped doing that? 
 
NCC has not only invested in nearly every single important deal in these industries, but it has 

also been instrumental in taking early companies and developing them enough to then be attractive 

for other investors in subsequent rounds. One of the first companies they worked with is Daiya, 

back when it consisted of two men producing the vegan cheese in their oven in Canada, all the way 

until they grew into a multinational brand. Another early stage company is Purple Carrot, the plant-

based meal delivery company that met an important market niche despite the fact that the CEO 

Andy Levitt is not himself a vegan. Indeed, NCC has been involved with the launch of nearly every 

significant plant-based company so far, including Beyond Meat, Kite Hill, and Miyoko’s, as well as 

early investors in key cell-based industry players including Memphis Meats, Geltor, and BlueNalu.  

In separate interviews with Chris Kerr (CIO), Mark Langley (Portfolio Manager), and 

Frohman Anderson III (who joined the team as a Venture Partner), I slowly learned about NCC’s 

investment strategy. Guided by their ultimate mission—“take animals out of the food industry”—

NCC actively assesses the “gaps” in the industry and either finds and supports or actually forms the 

companies needed to fill those gaps. For example, when Memphis Meats launched, Chris Kerr 

found them a chef, David Anderson, who used to be the chef at JUST Inc. and then Beyond Meat. 

As Kerr explains: “This was a very expensive meatball [referring to their debut cell-based product] 
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so I needed it to be done right.” He explained that when the meatball launched, GFI controlled the 

story and “made sure it would be announced in the Wall Street Journal rather than VegNews,” 

therefore underscoring its mainstream appeal.49  

More recently, they identified plant-based seafood as an “untapped market” and decided to 

put together a company called Good Catch to address it. They brought together a branding agency 

(Beyond Brands) for operations, the chef brothers Chad Sarno (formerly of Whole Foods) and 

Derek Sarno (now Director of Plant-Based Innovation at Tesco) to produce the actual products, and 

then drew on their extensive GWS syndicate network to attract capital. Indeed, Kerr described the 

system NCC developed as a “keiretsu”, the Japanese business structure of interconnected 

businesses, to describe how they create successful companies: “So if you are going to be a food 

company you need a good chef with a food manufacturer with a distribution company and a CEO 

and a major retailer. We create these scenarios in our network.”  

Indeed, I saw the efficiency and effectiveness of this system firsthand when I volunteered at 

the Good Catch booth at the ExpoWest in 2018 as my way in to the biggest natural foods show in 

the industry. As I stood around offering plant-based tuna salad and crab cakes to people walking by, 

I noted how Kerr and the other “behind the scenes” Innovators spent their time visiting the booths 

of the other companies they support, met with current and potential investors, and sampled new 

products to consider potential opportunities. It is clear that NCC, together with GFI, play key roles 

as gatekeepers in this space, even for large multinational companies.  

As Kerr explained: “If you want to know who has their ears to the ground more than anyone 

in this space, guess who it is? It’s dinky little tiny New Crop Capital because for some reason we are 

in on all these deals and they are wondering…what we know that they don’t know.” Moreover, 

given their professionalism compared to social movement organizations that are perceived to be 

 
49 Bunge, Jacob. February 1 2016. “Sizzling Steaks May Soon Be Lab-Grown” in the WSJ. Link. 
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extreme, NCC plays a critical role in providing legitimacy to the movement, despite being run by “a 

bunch of vegans”: “These companies are not going to sit down with PETA or with maniacal animal 

rights activists, so we sit in a nice spot.” 

Another key venture capitalist firm involved in this space is called Fifty Years, founded by 

Seth Bannon and Ela Madej, two Y Combinator alums whose fund is named after the Winston 

Churchill quote mentioned above. The broader mission of Fifty Years is “to support those 

entrepreneurs who are trying to solve the big problems…and to change the narrative of business. 

We are looking at companies that have the potential to eliminate entire categories of problems and 

have technology as their core.” Fifty Years was an early investor in Memphis Meats, Geltor (which 

produces cultured gelatin), VitroLabs (which produces cultured spiderweb silk and leather), and 

Mylk Guys (an online platform for plant-based food that is now defunct). 

Whether as investors or philanthropists, those who put money into the vegan space, just like 

the entrepreneurs they fund, are driven by concern about effectiveness. Jim Greenbaum, who is a 

longtime philanthropist and gave extensively for human trafficking issues, explained, “Making 

money is easy, but knowing how to give it back is hard.” In fact, there is a growing number of 

wealthy individuals who want to have an impact but do not consider themselves knowledgeable 

enough about how best to do this, so they hire others with that experience. Among these are Dustin 

Moskovitz, co-founder of Facebook and his wife Cari Tuna, who founded the Open Philanthropy 

Project, which attempts to locate and finance social issues with the most need for capital. As Lewis 

Bollard, Program Director of their Farmed Animal Division explained: “In many cases, philanthropy 

becomes like a pet project, like I have this disease or I want my name on something at Harvard, it’s 

about a personal story…but for [Moskovitz and Tuna], it was really about impact. They brought 

together a bunch of experts and they asked, ‘How can we do the most good?’” 
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Given the perception of bias involved in supporting causes with explicitly vegan agendas, 

many funders in this space prefer to remain behind the scenes. Perhaps the most intriguing person I 

met during my research is a donor that prefers to remain anonymous, and indeed he is the only 

person to whom I granted confidentiality as a condition of participation. He is by far the biggest 

donor within the vegan movement in terms of capital donated or invested, and his primary 

motivation is to “end the use of animals in animal agriculture,” as he expressed to me in a phone call 

interview arranged by Jim Greenbaum. As Greenbaum commented on the donor: “He’s the most 

altruistic human being I have ever come across and he truly does it for the movement rather than 

for himself.” Indeed, commenting on the anonymous couple financing Stray Dog Capital, Feria 

notes: “They are people who just want to do good things in the world but they do not feel they need 

to be the face of it.” Even Chris Kerr, commenting on the CNBC article told me: “The whole point 

of a mafia is not to be known. I am just glad I did not get listed…the truth is I’d rather not be 

known because it affects our effectiveness.”  

In the last few years, perhaps the most significant investments in the plant-based space have 

come not from the well-connected “vegan mafia” investors, but instead from large multinational 

food conglomerates such as Nestle, General Mills, and Danone, which acquired the WhiteWave 

Foods Co. in 2017 for a record $12.5 billion, which produces plant-based products brands such as 

Silk, So Delicious, Alpro, and Vega (GFI 2019b).  Perhaps even more significantly, several 

conventional meat companies have also begun to invest in, acquire, and develop their own lines of 

plant-based meat products, along with a re-branding of themselves as “protein” companies that aim 

to provide more options to consumers. As can be expected, the influx of big money and especially 

‘meat money’ into the vegan movement has raised questions about the co-optation of this industry, 

misaligned incentives, and the perils of commercialization. I will explore these questions more fully 

in Chapter 6, on the tradeoffs involved in the mainstreaming process.  
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Chapter Conclusion 

 While Icons and Informers play important roles in creating the conditions for the plant-

based and cellular agriculture industries to emerge, as we have seen in this chapter, their work is 

barren without Innovators, who found and finance companies in the alternative protein landscape. 

While vegan products that mimic conventional animal products have been around for decades, the 

new generation of Innovators have reframed them entirely using the logic of replacement, 

biomimicry, and a techno-optimistic outlook. Even while most of the major players in this space are 

vegan themselves, they are part of a new generation of “conscious capitalists” who see the world 

through a market-based logic, and believe that they can harness the power of capitalism to “do 

good”. Working closely with Informers in particular, they created the conditions necessary for the 

plant-based industry to thrive, and are attempting to do the same with the nascent cellular 

agriculture industry, anticipating its financial, regulatory, and market challenges and strategically 

orienting themselves to maximize their impact.  

While altruistic motives are central to the ethos these companies espouse, it is also important 

to point out that so far, many are tremendously successful financially. This is undoubtedly a source 

of pride, but in my interviewees many founders downplayed the monetary incentives. Some 

admitted that having a moral motivation makes for a good story to tell investors, and this fact is not 

exclusive to the alternative protein sector, even as it is likely an element that contributed to its 

success. While in principle there is nothing wrong with telling a good story—and in fact many would 

argue that is how one attracts capital in the first place—it is crucial to be skeptical of a story that 

may have little substance. The infamous case of Theranos, a blood testing company whose 

technology did not work despite claims by its CEO Elizabeth Holmes, is a testament to the perils of 

Silicon Valley (Carreyrou 2018). Undoubtedly, Holmes is guilty of character flaws, but her story is 

also a warning about the pressures of milestone timelines and investor demands.  
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A related point about Innovators is that, as we have seen, many of them are white, highly-

educated men. This reality is once again, particular not to veganism but to the leadership structure of 

organizations generally, and in Silicon Valley in particular (Twine 2018). Research shows that women 

receive only about 2 percent of startup capital50 and are widely perceived as likely to fail as CEOs 

(Kanze et al. 2018). Still, it is worth considering the fact that the Innovators I profiled in this chapter 

are almost invariably not only white men, but many of them high-status on multiple dimensions. 

Media outlets often point out that the CEOs of these companies do not fit the stereotype of the 

“tasteless vegan” but are instead former athletes educated at prestigious universities. The investor 

Biz Stone told me explicitly that Ethan Brown was able to secure early funding from prestigious 

investment firms because his vision, but also because his “football player” physique and Ivy League 

education inspired confidence in investors.  

As we have seen, investors are absolutely critical to the success of the alternative protein 

industry. High-profile investors such as Bill Gates, Sir Richard Branson, and Leonardo DiCaprio 

lend celebrity credence to the movement. But it is the Glass Wall Syndicate—also known as the 

“Vegan Mafia”—that are the true players behind the atmospheric surge of interest in the “future of 

food” sector. A hodgepodge of heirs to family fortunes, former Wall Street bankers, and money 

managers, they decide which companies live and die. By controlling the money, they also control the 

“promissory narratives” (Stephens 2013) that define the movement. Their commitment to 

biomimicry and how products should “perform” in many ways reinforces existing taste regimes. The 

arms race between plant-based and cell-based, and more broadly between alternative versus 

conventional protein, is only possible because of a relatively small cadre of monied vegans who are 

on a mission to “take animals out of the food system.”  

 
50 Hinchliffe, Emma. January 2018. “Funding for Female Founders Stalled at 2.2% of VC Dollars in 2018.” Fortune. Link. 
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 Throughout Chapters 2 to 4, we have seen how all three archetypes of cultural 

entrepreneurs rely on and support one another. Some do so consciously, orchestrating strategies 

across the movement. Others simply contribute to their own small niche, unaware on a broader 

scale about how their social media account or cooking blog contributes to the lifestyle movement 

overall. Yet, they all benefit from the collective mainstreaming of veganism. Innovators benefit 

directly from the work done by Icons, who raise the status of veganism, and Informers, who act as 

gatekeeping intermediaries to protect their interests vis-à-vis the government (through legal battles 

over nomenclature and trade group organizations) and public perception (by collecting survey data 

on consumer acceptance and managing media narratives). In a for-profit industry, Innovators have a 

vested interest in making veganism high-status, as that allows them to charge a premium. Icons and 

Informers, in turn, benefit from the companies and products created by Innovators, as they 

substantiate their symbolic and knowledge work.  

Ultimately, all cultural entrepreneurs, but particularly Innovators, are influenced by a market 

logic, which dictates that the market is the most effective site of social change. Few have confidence 

in institutions or the government in creating social change, hence their narratives of “disruption” 

which have evolved over time to ones touting “innovation”. As we will see, this narrative resonates 

well in the United States, where Silicon Valley is influential in shaping cultural tropes. However, 

veganism is a global cultural practice, and this narrative does not resonate in every place. Indeed, 

some of the promissory narratives we have examined in the last few chapters are much less effective 

and even potentially counteractive in other countries and cultures. To understand how national 

contexts mediate global cultural practices, in the next chapter we compare the cases of France and 

Israel, which provide barriers to, and openings for, the diffusion of veganism.  
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CHAPTER V 

Purity Paradox: 

Comparing Veganism in France and Israel 

 

 The central question that motivates this dissertation is, how did veganism become a 

mainstream cultural practice? I argued that a significant part of the answer has to do with the work 

done by cultural entrepreneurs. Unlike animal rights activists, who promote veganism as a means to 

enact anti-speciesism, cultural entrepreneurs mainstream veganism by transforming it into a 

commercial lifestyle choice that is also concerned with healthism and environmentalism. This tactic 

is effective in the United States, a consumerist capitalist society. However, veganism is a global 

cultural practice, which brings up the issue of whether this shift is effective in mainstreaming 

veganism in other countries around the world. The broader theoretical question at stake is how 

national contexts mediate global cultural processes. In the case of veganism, I show that while it is 

transforming into a lifestyle movement around the world, in each place it manifests differently, and 

cultural entrepreneurs are both enabled and constrained by the conditions of each country.  

 In the previous three empirical chapters, the analysis was organized around the specific work 

done by Icons, Informers, and Innovators in the United States. In this chapter, I chart the diffusion 

of veganism in two other countries—France and Israel—which represent case studies of “barriers 

to” and “openings for” veganism, respectively. I show that in these two nations, the vegan 

movement is far more “puritanical” than in the United States. In other words, the vegan lifestyle 

movement is less decoupled from the animal rights social movement. However, these two empirical 

cases demonstrate what I call a purity paradox: tighter coupling between ideology and lifestyle does 

not curtail mainstreaming in Israel to the same extent as in France. This suggests that while 

mainstreaming is a general process of societal acceptance, it does not always necessitate a 

compromise on ideological purity. It may, however, come with other tradeoffs, as we shall see. 
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I begin the chapter with a discussion of theories of national context, and in particular how 

they mediate global cultural practices. Next, I discuss the case of France, which represents “barriers 

to” diffusion, and then Israel, which represents “openings for” diffusion of veganism. At the end, I 

analyze how these “shadow cases” serve to illuminate what we have learned about cultural 

entrepreneurs in the United States. I show that part of the reason veganism has become mainstream 

in the U.S. is precisely because Icons, Informers, and Innovators framed it as an aspirational 

capitalistic lifestyle, which resonates within that context. More broadly, the cross-national 

comparison suggests that mainstreaming always involves tradeoffs, but these may not be uniform 

across contexts. As such, while the focus of analysis is veganism, the broader theoretical 

contribution is an examination of how global cultural practices are mediated by national contexts.  

 

THEORIZING NATIONAL CONTEXT 

 Classic theories of cross-national differences often attributed variation to cultural “traits” or 

“character” which homogenized and oversimplified national differences (Lamont and Thévenot 

2000). Recent theories provide more sophisticated analyses of how national contexts mediate global 

cultural practices. One of the consistent findings is that despite the forces of globalization, national 

differences remain, and global cultural practices take on nationally specific forms (Fishman and 

Lizardo 2013; Janssen, Kuipers, and Verbood 2008). Scholars have explained the persistence of 

these differences as a consequence of the interplay between institutional constraints and cultural 

meanings. For example, in a cross-national comparative study of screen translation, Kuipers (2015) 

shows that differences across contexts can be explained through feedback loops between four levels 

of analysis—technological, organizational, national, and transnational. At each level, various 

institutions shape nationally specific translation norms, which explains variable outcomes.  
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 These theories do not resort to vague claims about how nations “shape” cultural practices—

they show the specific mechanisms by which the cultural and institutional contexts of each nation 

constrain and enable these practices. For example, Fishman and Lizardo (2013) analyze the 

educational systems of Portugal and Spain to show how the degree of democracy as manifested in 

the curriculum resulted in the omnivorous cultural tastes of youth in Portugal and the canonical 

preferences of those in Spain. As such, while individual preferences may appear idiosyncratic, the 

authors show how they are in fact shaped by macro-political change conditions as filtered through 

specific institutions. Similarly, while the choice of what to eat may seem to be the most idiosyncratic 

of all, as I will show it is filtered through institutional conditions and cultural meanings specific to 

the national context in which they are embedded.  

 Moreover, while classic theories of diffusion have focused primarily on the structural or 

environmental aspects of diffusion, Strang and Soule (1998) highlight the importance of analyzing 

the cultural bases of diffusion. As they show, cultural practices are more likely to be adopted by a 

local context when they are made congruent with local cultural frames and as such “rendered salient, 

familiar, and compelling” (276). Taking into account these critiques, Kaufman and Patterson (2005) 

analyze the diffusion of cricket and focus particularly on why it failed to become a national sport in 

the United States and Canada. They show that cricket became part of the mainstream in other 

countries when a portion of the population began to play it (adoption), a larger portion cared about 

it (acculturation), and finally it took on a cultural valence that mattered to most people, becoming 

part of the cultural patrimony.  

One of the key explanatory variables in the cultural diffusion model is the crucial role played 

by both elites and cultural entrepreneurs in the popularization of cultural practices across nations. 

DiMaggio (1982) classically showed that the social closure efforts of elites can ensure that cultural 

practices do not reach the masses. In the case of cricket, Kaufman and Patterson (2005) show that 
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indeed, in those places where elites were less socially secure, they confined cricket to their own social 

circles (United States and Canada), and as such it failed to percolate to the masses. Elites’ ability to 

control access to cultural goods has significant consequences for popularization, but also depends 

on the promotion work of cultural entrepreneurs. Cultural entrepreneurs specific to a particular 

practice play a crucial role of promoting it, shaping how it is encountered by the masses. As such, as 

Kuipers (2015: 987) states, “rather than integrated cultural fields, global cultural markets operate 

through a constant negotiation and adaptation of meaning by a range of actors.”  

Another key takeaway of the literature on national differences is that the nature of cultural 

practice itself is important to the diffusion process. The classic diffusion of innovation theory, first 

discussed by French sociologist Gabriel Tarde and later popularized by Everett Rogers (1983), 

provides a model for understanding how a new idea, product, or practice is adopted. The basic 

theory is that initially, only a few “innovators” take to an idea and critically “spread the word” until 

eventually they hit a critical mass. Over time, the idea becomes diffused in the population until a 

saturation point is reached. The theory focuses on four key attributes—the innovation itself, the 

social system in which it is being adopted, communications channels, and time.  

Despite the utility of the theory, it leaves out how the content of the practice interacts with 

the context in which it is being adopted (Wejnert 2002). As Kaufman and Patterson (2005) show in 

the case of cricket, the nature of the game (absence of physical contact, limits to rowdiness, low 

cost) were important elements that explain divergent outcomes. It also matters whether a given 

cultural practice is seen as “native” or an “import”, as Molnar (2005) demonstrates in the case of 

modernist architecture in post-war Hungary. Thus, even in globalized fields like television (Kuipers 

2015), sports (Kaufman and Patterson 2005), architecture (Molnar 2005), or veganism, cultural 

practices take on distinct meanings in each national context, and cultural entrepreneurs are both 

enabled and constrained by the conditions in each setting.  
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Triad of Dimensions 

 To compare the cross-national cases, I utilize the model developed by Lamont et al. (2016) 

which identifies three dimensions of national context: (1) the history and socioeconomic context; (2) 

cultural repertoires; and (3) movement origins. First, historical and socioeconomic conditions 

include political, economic, and institutional factors. Political factors may include the prevalence of 

conservativism versus progressivism, military history, strength of the state, laws surrounding animal 

and environmental activism, and the political ties between the food industry and others. Economic 

factors include the ripeness of the entrepreneurial landscape, availability of venture capital, and the 

market for vegan and plant-based products. Finally, institutional factors include the power of the 

food and agricultural lobbies, institutional protections for cultural heritage, official dietary 

recommendations, subsidies for certain foodstuffs, and the openings for relevant professional 

designations such as “chef”.  

 Second, cultural repertoires are “defined as relatively stable schemas of evaluation that are 

used in varying proportions across national contexts” (Lamont and Thévenot 2000: 8) and may 

include myths, narratives, and frames (Silber 2003). Examples of cultural repertories may be broad 

narratives such as the “American Dream” in the United States or “Zionism” in Israel. There are also 

cultural repertoires specifically related to food, such as ideas of “haute cuisine” versus “fast food,” 

or debates surrounding how certain foods intersect with national identity (Egan 2016). While 

cultural repertoires do not define “national character” they do inform national identity to varying 

degrees (DeSoucey 2015). Of course, cultural repertoires inherently interact with national institutions 

so an analysis of repertoires must also show that these meaning systems are embedded within 

institutions, economic conditions, and political histories.   

 Finally, in their analysis of processes of de-stigmatization among various ethnic groups in the 

United States, Israel, and Brazil, Lamont et al. (2016) compare the degree of “groupness” and how 
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this shapes responses to stigmatization. For the purposes of my analysis, I customize this dimension 

and instead consider the context of the movement origins of veganism. Across contexts, veganism 

invariably emerges from the animal rights (AR) movement (Cherry 2016; Jasper and Nelkin 1992; 

Jasper and Poulsen 1995). However, in each context, the vegan lifestyle movement is coupled with 

the animal right social movement to different degrees. As we will see, the two are much more tightly 

coupled in France and Israel compared to the United States, thus the concern over speciesism is 

more prevalent. But we will also see that to the extent that veganism overlaps with healthism and 

environmentalism, it does so in different ways in each context. For example, in France people are 

more concerned about health-related movements around organic food and non-GMOs (Sato 2013; 

DeSoucey 2015; Weber, Heinze, and DeSoucey 2008), while in Israel people are concerned with 

sustainability and human rights, which shapes how they perceive veganism and incorporate it into 

their local cultural meanings (Avieli and Grosglik 2013: Ram 2004).  

Despite appearing homogenous, “national cultures” are an ongoing process of unifying 

people around a common language, symbols, and cultural practices. Indeed, food provides a unique 

lens into national culture, since it is at the center of many nationally significant issues, thus 

demonstrating how these divergent threads may be pulled together through the everyday practice of 

eating. As Warde (2015: 55) states, “food expresses and represents personal and group belonging.” 

Indeed, DeSoucey’s (2010) concept of gastropolitics refers to the ways in which food is intimately tied 

with national values, identities, and institutional structures that sit at the intersection of markets, the 

state, and social movements. A cultural practice such as veganism is a particularly fruitful lens, since 

it threads together food, social movements, and the market, providing insights into the dynamics of 

national culture at various levels of analysis.  
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Case Selection 

 When I first began this project, I aimed to foreground the comparative component, since I 

hypothesized that the theoretical story would be one of variation across national contexts. I selected 

the cases of France and Israel as two contexts representing two extremes of resistance and 

receptivity to veganism, as demonstrated by the percentage of those who self-identify as “vegan”. In 

2015, about 2 percent of the United States identified as vegan, while the percentage was reported to 

be less than 1 percent in France51 and as high as 5 percent in Israel.52 By 2018, the percentage 

increased to 3 percent in the U.S., while apparently staying stable in the other two countries. 

However, as I progressed in the project, it became evident that there are no truly reliable statistics on 

these proportions, since not only are these self-reports, but many times people claim to follow a 

vegan diet but do not actually do so in practice, or else do not identify with the “vegan” label yet 

essentially follow an entirely plant-based diet for health reasons. 

 As I conducted fieldwork, it became clear that the most salient finding is that vis-à-vis the 

United States, both France and Israel represent cases where the vegan movement is far more 

“puritanical,” meaning it is less decoupled from the animal rights movement. In other words, in 

France and Israel veganism is still quite synonymous with animal rights, and few people follow a 

vegan “lifestyle” for reasons other than as a commitment to express their anti-speciesist philosophy. 

In Chapter 1, I represented the intersection of the vegan movement with both the animal rights 

social movement and the plant-based food tribe. As Figure 5.1 shows below, in the other two cases 

the vegan and animal rights movements overlap to a more significant degree, and plant-based is only 

now becoming more relevant given the global influence of the United States.  

 

 
51 Association Végétarienne de France. 2016. Link. 
52 Globes Israel. 2016. Link. 
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Figure 5.1 The Three “Isms” in France & Israel 

 

  

In her comparison of the animal rights movement in the United States and France, Elizabeth 

Cherry (2015) argued that activists in France were “pure” while those in the U.S. were “pragmatic.” 

By this, she means that the U.S. activists were far more likely to make moral compromises, allowing 

people to support animal welfare (improvements to well-being) rather than abolitionism (cessation 

of all animal agriculture entirely), encouraging vegans to socialize with family and friends who do not 

practice veganism, and accepting people wherever they may be on their “vegan journey”. I found the 

same cross-national differences, but to an even more pronounced degree. In the U.S., many former 

activists have nearly given up on advocacy efforts and see entrepreneurship as the ultimate form of 

pragmatism. We do not yet see such solutions implemented to the same degree in France and Israel, 

and that is partly because the vegan movement is still ideologically and practically aligned with 

animal rights. Yet as I foreshadowed above, even though the movement is more puritanical in both 

of these contexts, veganism is still mainstreaming to a larger extent in Israel compared to France. 

This is due to a triad of socioeconomic, cultural, and movement-specific conditions in each country. 
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FRANCE: BARRIERS TO DIFFUSION 

 As Lamont and Thévenot (2000: 3) state in their classic work comparing various case studies 

in France and the United States, the two countries “offer especially fruitful cases for sociological 

comparison…because of the relationship between public and private; between the political, moral, 

and religious; or between the individual and collective, are so different in the French and American 

contexts.” France is a natural case for studying issues surrounding food given the centrality of 

gastronomy in French culture. Indeed, as I will demonstrate in this chapter, despite some of the 

potential interactions between veganism with central French values, ultimately it represents a threat 

to French culture. In the section that follows, I will explore some of the key socioeconomic, cultural, 

and movement conditions that provide barriers for diffusion for veganism in France.  

Socioeconomic conditions include the lack of entrepreneurial capital, institutional 

protections for cultural preservation, and inaccurate dietary guidelines. Cultural repertories include 

gastronationalism around typically French dishes, anti-American sentiment, anti-capitalistic views of 

“techno-optimistic” solutions to food and other social problems, and concerns over the loss of 

French culture. Movement origins include the centrality of the moral debate surrounding animal 

rights, lack of support for cellular agriculture, and the lack of local cultural figures that represent a 

positive and aspirational image of veganism.  

 
Intellectualism and Morality 

 In France, veganism is about identity and ideology (Cherry 2016). This is reflected in the 

terminology distinguishing the terms “vegan” (végane) and “plant-based” (végétalien). Those I 

interviewed in France were explicit in identifying as either végane (which implies animal rights 

motivations) versus végétalien which merely implies a dietary pattern. Unlike in the U.S., where the 

terms “vegan” and “plant-based” are more fungible, in France one’s choice of terminology is 

indicative of one’s motivations. As Enrico Eusebi, an Italian-born activist on behalf of the 
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Association végétarienne de France explained, “I am not vegan because I don’t like the taste of 

meat. I am vegan because that it the ethical thing to be.” Meanwhile, Amandine Sanvisens, a 

prominent activist in the animal rights (AR) movement in Paris and owner of the pastry shop Vegan 

Folie’s told me, “I absolutely want the word ‘vegan’ to be evident in my business. It doesn’t interest 

me to open a vegan place without saying so…I wanted posters on the wall so people can see that 

animals are individuals too.” Finally, Nathalie Rolland told me, “Végétalien means a plant-based 

(alimentation végétale) lifestyle, whereas végane is a political identity.”  

 This ideological puritanism is at the center of the most prominent animal rights organization 

in France, called L214, named after the French Rural Code, in which animals are described as 

“sentient beings” for the first time in French law: “Any animal, as a sentient being, must be placed 

by its owner in conditions compatible with the biological imperatives of its species.”53 According to 

Sébastien Arsac, who co-founded the organization with his partner Brigitte Gothière, they were 

inspired by American organizations such as Mercy for Animals (MFA) to conduct undercover 

campaigns in order to show the reality of industrial animal agriculture. Recently, the group has 

gotten much more coverage in mainstream press, including newspapers such as Le Monde, which 

show the undercover footage obtained illegally by the organization of conditions on factory farms. 

This footage has led to public outcry and to widespread demands for reforms in animal agriculture 

policies, rather than the complete cessation as advocated by activists.  

Intellectualism and morality are at the heart of L214 and of the vegan movement in France. 

Vegans are concerned with discussing what they call la question animal (“the animal issue”) or the 

moral equivalence of animals to humans. Philosophically, they are concerned with speciesism, or the 

practice of privileging humans over other animals in line with other “isms” (coined by Richard D. 

Ryder and popularized by Peter Singer). French vegan advocates repeatedly appear on television 

 
53 L214. 2020. “L214: Une association de protection animale.” Link.  
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debating the philosophical or existential question of animal rights. Martin Page, author of the book 

Les Animaux ne sont pas comestibles (“Animals Are Not Edible” 2017), explained: “In fighting for 

animal rights, we are also fighting for human rights…human beings are animals, so there is no 

reason to stop my sense of injustice at a certain species.” As Jennifer Eric, a Swedish-born owner of 

the restaurant My Kitch’n explained: “The French like to position themselves as being very 

intellectual…it’s a culture of bohemianism and of moral righteousness.” 

While the American idea of “pragmatism” means loosening the ideological boundaries of 

veganism, to French advocates this is unacceptable since it is inconsistent with the moral foundation 

that the use of animals is an any way justifiable (Cherry 2015). They approve of “flexitarianism” in 

the short term, but only insofar as the eventual goal is cessation of “animal exploitation”. When I 

asked the founders of L214 whether they would ever consider using celebrities as allies to further 

their cause, they retorted: “If we used celebrities, people would talk about the person and not the 

animals. In America it is all about image. Here we care about the animals.” As such, French social 

activists actively contrast themselves to American cultural entrepreneurs and consider themselves 

morally principled by comparison.   

Indeed, French activists viewed American campaigns, which make appeals to compassion by 

showing “cute” animals as emotionally manipulative. Most of the activists I talked to in France 

preferred to show gruesome images of factory farms to demonstrate the realities of animal 

agriculture, and to highlight the rational reasons to adopt a vegan belief system through 

philosophical argumentation. As Adrien Valentin, co-owner of the restaurant Potager de Charlotte with 

his brother David Valentin explained: “In France, la question animal is of utmost importance. All the 

other reasons are seen as secondary. It’s true that some people in the movement can be quite 

egotistical. They look down on any reason that is not about animals.” Amandine Sanvisens is a 

typical example: “The main issue is la question animal. Of course, there are other themes like the 
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environment, but for me, the animal issue is the most important.” Even Marie Lafôret, the most 

proficient author of vegan cookbooks states: “For me, vegan cooking is something political…food 

is a big part of animal exploitation.” 

These beliefs shape French activists’ perceptions of the appropriate tactics to use to promote 

veganism. Unlike in the U.S., where cultural entrepreneurs avoid discussing the “animal issue” 

explicitly, preferring to emphasize health or environmental issues and to point out that people can 

consume vegan products without identifying as vegan, French activists explicitly want people to see 

the “truth” of factory farming, which they believe will sway public opinion. Sébastien Arsac told me, 

“The majority of people in France have a distorted image of the reality of how animals are 

raised…we are a democracy and if we want to have a real debate then it’s our job to make sure 

people know the truth.” Isis La Bruyère, who leads many of the undercover missions at L214, and 

whom I interviewed along with Arsac at Cloud Cakes, a vegan café, argued: “The images really work. 

We see the animals being tortured and it’s shocking that many of these practices are legal. If we 

continue to fuel a public debate, people will wake up.”  

 Given these convictions, the tactics L214 uses are seen as quite militaristic, but this is not 

necessarily viewed as negative. Activists do not shy away from demonstrations in which they show 

graphic images of animal suffering and cover themselves in fake blood. As Marie Chabrand, an 

activist who opened the restaurant Green Rainbow explained: “We did many demonstrations in 

which we had fake blood dripping…and we showed people placards with dead animals.” Most 

activists have a positive view of L214, believing that the organization represents “true activism”. 

Justine Combeaud, founder of the café Comptoir Veggie contrasted her founding of a vegan 

restaurant to the kind of activism L214 represents: “I find myself completely unable to be an activist 

in the sense of L214. These people devote their lives 24/7 to the cause. They put themselves in 

danger, risk being put behind bars, and put their personal pleasure aside. That is real activism.” 



	

 184 

Indeed, despite their confrontational tactics, L214 generally has a positive image in France, and as 

Nathalie Rolland explained, they are seen as “brave people doing a hard job.”  

Not all French advocates take this approach however. Indeed, this is the crucial difference 

between such social activists and cultural entrepreneurs. Cultural entrepreneurs are less puritanical 

because they do not see it as strategic. Despite legally changing her last name to “Veganpower”, 

Laura does not believe that protesting in the street is the best tactic for convincing people to 

become vegan. She and her partner Sébastien Kardinal run a popular blog called VG-Zone where 

they recommend new vegan restaurants and products and write cookbooks: “Some activists are 

upset that we are not out there on the street. But I think it’s a strategic mistake…in my 15 years I 

have influenced many more people by not being aggressive and just showing them how to cook. 

When you go after someone and try to moralize them, they feel like you are trying to sell them 

something. It’s about making it into a lifestyle.” 

Other cultural entrepreneurs promote veganism in a more subtle way. Frédérique Gaillard 

founded the first vegan brasserie in France, named Brasserie 2ème Art, where the entire menu is 

vegan but does not explicitly say so. If one orders the steak frites, for example, they will simply 

receive a tempeh steak and French fries, and not be told it is vegan. I asked Gaillard about this tactic 

and she insisted: “I am not hiding the fact that it’s vegan. If you look closely at the door, the little V 

[international symbol for veganism] is there, it’s just that we do not advertise it. People think they 

are going to just any old brasserie, and sometimes they don’t even realize they are eating a vegan 

meal.” I asked her whether any customers have ever been upset about the subterfuge, and she 

admitted it happened once in a while. Even seemingly non-ideological vegan restaurants such as 

HANK, which does not explicitly state that it is vegan, have a moral message. Pierre Doleans, the 

founder, explained that the name stands for: “Have a Good Karma.”  
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 Some of the younger advocates, particularly those who had spent time abroad and spoke 

English, had a more pragmatic rather than puritanical approach. Bérénice Leconte, founder of the 

pastry shop VG Patisserie, explained why she does not use the term ‘vegan’ in her business: “I want 

to make pastry that is accessible to everyone—those who have intolerances or are allergic and those 

who do it for other reasons.” Commenting on the founder of the “bobo chic” restaurant Wild & the 

Moon, Justine Combeaud expressed, “It may be 100% plant-based but without any effort to show 

why this is a way of life…it’s a shame. At first I thought she is vegan, but she’s not even vegan!” As 

such, even while many of the cultural entrepreneurs in France are more pragmatic, there is more in-

fighting and policing about the motivations of others and about how consistent they are with their 

ideology in their personal lives.  

Indeed, in both France and Israel, vegans were skeptical of my project, and many asked 

whether I myself identified as vegan. When I said I did so, many expressed that they would not have 

been as forthcoming had I not been, but clearly this is both a benefit for a researcher as well as 

potential source of bias. Although I cannot be absolutely sure, I suspect that Brigitte Gothière, wife 

and co-founder of L214 with Sébastien Arsac declined an interview for the project because she did 

not approve of the fact that I was not using my research to shed light on “la cause animal”. I first 

met Gothière at an event organized by L214 featuring a talk by the French animal rights philosopher 

Renan Larue. When I approached her afterwards at a book signing, she seemed skeptical of the 

project, and asked why I would focus on entrepreneurship when the real issue is the “exploitation of 

animals.” After that, it took several weeks to convince her partner Sébastien Arsac to participate, but 

when he did so he was more than available.   

 
Stigma and Misinformation 

 Until recently, vegans in France were regarded as “ascetics who belong to cults and live 

almost exclusively on soy burgers and sprouts” (Véron 2016: 290). One piece of evidence for their 
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marginalization is the fact that official nutritional guidelines in France still consider veganism 

harmful for health.  Despite widespread consensus by organizations such as the World Health 

Organization and the American Dietetic Association (Craig and Mangels 2009), prominent 

institutions in France promote misinformed guidelines regarding plant-based diets. Although it is 

not clear whether this is due to conscious deliberation or institutional delay, there is no doubt that 

just as in the U.S., industry lobbies excise undue influence on dietary guidelines, and ensure their 

interests are met through mandated serving of animal products in school canteens (Maxwell 2019). 

In 2015, the French Ministry of Health stated on their website:  

If you eliminate all animal products from your diet, that is all meat products, but also eggs 
and dairy products, be aware that this type of diet makes it difficult to satisfy your needs for 
essential amino acids, iron, calcium, and certain vitamins. Following a plant-based diet (régime 
végétalien) over the long term runs health risks, especially for children.54  
 

 One of the key critics of these guidelines is Dr. Jerôme Bernard-Pellet, a general practitioner 

who adopted a plant-based diet about a decade ago and is one of the only few Informers attempting 

to critique the widespread misinformation about nutrition adequacy. He compared himself to Dr. 

Michael Greger in the U.S., whom I mentioned in Chapter 3, but emphasized “I am like him on a 

much smaller scale.” In an interview that spanned several hours in his clinic in northwestern Paris, 

he explained that he was initially moved to adopt a vegan diet for animal welfare, but was concerned 

about nutritional deficiencies: “It seemed like an impossibility until I did a thorough literature review 

for myself and found that a lot of these were lies…some are lies of omission.”  

Bernard-Pellet explained that much of the research conducted in France is funded by food 

lobbies, who have tremendous control over the guidelines and who pay doctors to promote their 

interests in the public sphere. He explained that he too was approached by manufacturers of vegan 

 
54  Although the original article was deleted, the same phrase can be found in the following report: Ministère de la santé, 
de la famille, et des personnes handicapées. 2002.  “La santé vient en mangeant: Le guide alimentaire pour tous.” Link. 
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products to promote their brands, but refused as “it would create an inverse bias. I do not want to 

look like those doctors who get bought.” While French law requires doctors to declare conflicts of 

interests for pharmaceuticals, this is not the case for agri-food industries.  

 Part of the reason for such direct warnings is the strength of lobby funding and companies’ 

influence on dietary guidelines. Large multi-nationals such as Nestlé and Danone have an enormous 

influence on what is served in European institutions such as schools (Maxwell 2019). Especially 

following coverage of vegan parents in Italy who neglected to properly feed their child, 

vegetarianism was banned in French schools in 2011,55 prompting protests but ultimately making 

veganism effectively impossible for young children. The banning of vegetarianism in schools is 

similar to the banning of headscarves, since both are seen as “anti-French”. These actions are 

justified under the French rubric of secularism (laïcité), considered a neutral approach in which all 

religions are considered equally taboo (DeSoucey 2015). In practice however, established Catholic 

traditions are more often accepted, while practices from minority religions (especially Islam) are seen 

as threatening to the cultural order (Adida, Laitin, and Valfort 2016).  

  Many of the vegan parents I talked to explained how difficult it was to raise vegan children 

in France, and without exception all of them picked up their children at school every day to make 

sure they could provide them with a nutritionally adequate vegan meal. Gaillard, mother of two, told 

me, “I had to tell the doctor that my son is allergic to milk, because otherwise there is no way to 

abstain from dairy. He’s not allowed to bring his own food to school.” Coralie Jouhier, co-owner 

with her husband Daqui Gomis of Caribbean-inspired vegan restaurants Le Tricycle and Jah Jah in 

Paris explained, “I think some people do not even know this nuance between ‘vegetarian’ and 

‘vegan’. The other day a customer came in saying she was vegan, and asked for dairy milk. So it is 

very new.” Reflecting on their youth, many of the vegans expressed how difficult it was to grow up 

 
55 Haurant, Sandra. October 2011 “French government ‘banning vegetarianism’ in school canteens.” The Guardian. Link.  
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in France trying to be vegan. Justine Combeaud tried to be vegetarian since her adolescence, but 

encountered many difficulties:   

It was so hard being vegetarian growing up…the hardest was the social part. I suffered a lot 
being a vegetarian in French society…I was always the person for whom it was necessary to 
prepare something different due to what they saw as ‘religious convictions’…It’s so difficult 
to live in a society that is not adapted to your values.  
 
If indeed vegans have more problems meeting nutritional needs in France, that is partly a 

function of having to make do in a society which is antagonistic to their views. David Valentin 

explained that when his brother Adrien adopted a vegan diet, “he lost a lot of weight, so we started 

to worry. We all saw it as something extreme and unknown, people did not have the information.” 

As such, many of those promoting veganism in France spend the vast majority of their time 

dispelling myths around the adequacy of the diet. In Nice I interviewed Camille Berton, who with 

her husband opened the restaurant Vegan Gorilla. Explaining why they chose this mascot, she said: 

“The gorilla is an animal that is strong and imposing and we share 99 percent of our genes in 

common yet it’s a vegetarian. The main problem is veganism is seen as extreme, so the gorilla 

represents strength.” While in reality gorillas eat some insects, for the most part they are herbivores 

and represent the image Berton is trying to promote.  

Given the difficulties of maintaining a vegan lifestyle in France, it is perhaps not surprising 

that the kinds of people who still insist on doing so are socially marginalized in other ways, which 

reinforces existing stereotypes. Isis La Bruyère told me that her parents were “hippies in the sixties 

who went to India”, Sébastien Arsac told me that he lived in a vegetarian village in India before 

founding L214, and Michel Sebban, a Moroccan-born activist told me openly that he is part of the 

Church of Scientology. Meanwhile, when I interviewed former musician Bruno Blum in his 

bohemian art studio on the outskirts of Paris, he told me about his vision of a “Vegan Village” 
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where vegans could retire and show people how society should be: “The rule is no animals, no 

leather, no cruelty.” Meanwhile, Amandine Sanvisens explained:  

I cannot have friends that do not share my values. For me it’s exactly the same as having a 
friend who is racist. For three years I did not go home for Christmas because they chose not 
to respect my values… I created [Vegan Folie’s] because I could not imagine working for a 
company that does not share my values. 
 
Vegans are seen not only as socially marginal, but also possibly violent and even likened to 

terrorists, especially by the political right. In the December 2019, Valeurs actuelles, a right-wing weekly 

news magazine published a front-page article called “La terreur vegan: Révélations sur un nouveau 

totalistarisme” (“The Vegan Terror: Revelations on a New Totalitarianism”) featuring a blood-

stained butchery shop (see Figure 5.2).  

 
Figure 5.2 “La terreur vegan” in Valeurs actuelles, December 2019 

 

 
The inflammatory article profiles recent protests by a small number of vegans who broke the 

windows of a local butcher shop, covering it in fake blood. While such acts of vandalization are not 

to be condoned, they represent a tiny fraction of vegan activism. As such, despite wider coverage in 
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the press, some notable coverage still depicts veganism as something on the fringe. This past 

January, Le Monde published an article asking, “Le véganisme, nouvelle religion?” (“Veganism, a new 

religion?”) suggesting the “vegan religion” poses a threat to social order, just like Islam is already 

considered to be by some (Adida, Laitin, and Valfort 2016).56 

One aspect of the French context that exacerbates these cultural barriers is that there are few 

local Icons who promote a positive image of lifestyle veganism. The celebrity most prominently 

associated with animal rights in France is Brigitte Bardot, who runs a foundation for animal welfare. 

Bardot is not vegan herself, but she is widely perceived to be a champion for animal welfare. 

However, given some of her anti-immigrant political comments and association with the Front 

National, many vegan activists are reluctant to associate with her. Deborah Brown-Pivain, who 

founded Paris Vegan Day, a festival held every year in which I volunteered during the summer of 

2017, told me that the Brigitte Bardot Foundation wanted to be part of the event, but she felt 

reluctant about letting them do so. Bruno Blum went so far as to write an article in which he argued 

that “We cannot have someone associated with the Front National being the face of AR in France.” 

I will talk about the role of militarism and the Front National vis-à-vis veganism in the comparative 

analysis of the three countries below.  

Despite the persistent stigmatized image of veganism in France and the lack of local Icons 

and Informers, there is nevertheless a shift toward de-stigmatization. Bénédicte Leconte, founder of 

the Vegan Friendly app that aims to incentivize restaurants to develop plant-based options said: 

“The image of veganism is shifting like in America. It is becoming a lot sexier, and people are 

starting to be concerned with health too.” Still, some believe that that image must be adapted for 

France and not simply imported from the U.S without customization. As Nathalie Rolland put it: 

“We need to work on the image to make the food more tasty, fun, and not too healthy. It’s too 

 
56 Le Monde. January 2019. “‘Le Monde des lecteurs’: Société: Le véganisme, nouvelle religion?” Link. 
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much about healthiness and grains. We need food with sauce, with chocolate. Less fruit, less 

vegetables. That may be good in California but not in France.” Indeed, Rolland is highlighting the 

need for vegan food to become more “gastronomic” and as such, more “French”. In response to 

such beliefs, some cultural entrepreneurs in France are indeed attempting to make veganism 

gourmet.   

 
Gastronationalism 

 In Accounting for Taste: The Triumph of French Cuisine, Priscilla Parkhurst Ferguson (2004: 602) 

defines gastronomy as the “systematic, socially-valorized pursuit of culinary creativity.” Ferguson 

explains how what is known today as “French cuisine” emerged in the nineteenth century as a 

component of French national identity. Indeed, studying the quintessentially controversial French 

dish of foie gras, DeSoucey (2010” 432) uses the term gastronationalism to refer to the “politics that 

protect certain foods and industries as representative of national cultural traditions.” The French 

state has pursued cultural nationalism through “food labelling standards and advocating for French 

gastronomy to be recognized by UNESCO as a protected cultural practice” (Maxwell 2019: 1427).  

Two key institutional and cultural components in the French nation-building project via 

food are the concepts of le patrimoine culturel (cultural patrimony or heritage) and produits de terroir. 

Describing “cultural patrimony”, DeSoucey states: “This is an idea entrenched deep within the 

French consciousness.” Animal rights activists have long targeted cultural heritage practices such as 

corrida (bull fighting) and foie gras, a pâté made of the liver of force-fed geese on ethical grounds 

(DeSoucey 2016). Meanwhile, the concept of terroir is a term “long used to categorize wines and is 

now regularly applied to foodstuffs such as cheeses, and denotes the ways the natural environment, 

including soil and climate, shapes a food’s special qualities and unique taste” (DeSoucey 2016: 51). 

This concept is tied to the cultural repertoire depicting the country’s agrarian tradition. Many people 
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in France have an image of old-world farmers in green fields with their domesticated animals, which 

does not depict the modern reality of factory farming even in France.  

 Despite the fact that food production is heavily industrialized in France, there is much 

resistance to perceived loss of culture. As Maxwell (2019: 1427) states, France is “one of the most 

politically, socially, and economically globalized countries in the world but it is also very resistant to 

rapid cultural change.” Indeed, one of the most potent critiques of veganism in France is that it 

represents an attack on French culture. A prototypical reaction is expressed by Olivier Poëls on a 

Télévisions program called “Should We Stop Eating Meat?” aired in June 2018.57 Drawing on 

nostalgia, he states, “Imagine the world we would be in—a world without meat, without cheese, 

there are no farms, there are no traditions. We will need to throw out thousands of years of culture. 

French gastronomy will disappear.” To this, the French journalist Ayméric Caron, perhaps the best-

known French vegan Icon, responds that cultural traditions are not sacred, thus demonstrating that 

the debate is less about animal rights and more about cultural preservation.  

In the aptly named article “Everyone Deserves Quiche,” Maxwell (2019) analyzes the 

tension between global cultural diversity and national cultural unity as manifested in elementary 

school lunches in France. As noted above, “French school lunch programs are part of the nation-

building process because they are designed to teach students how to eat, which is especially 

important in France as a key source of identity and pride” (1424). As stated above, for a long time 

official dietary guidelines in France explicitly warned against veganism. Although such direct 

statements are harder to find these days, the sentiment continues. This is in part due to the fact that 

the two aspects that define the guidelines are nutrition and taste. It has already been shown that the 

guidelines promote an inaccurate view of the nutritional adequacy of a plant-based diet. However, it 

is the second component, taste, which is perhaps even more interesting, since it is defined as 

 
57 Télévisions, June 2018. “Faut-il arrêter de manger de la viande” Link. 
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“valorizing the national culinary heritage” (Maxwell 2019: 1423). As such, official dietary guidelines, 

which determine what French children eat in school, take into account not only nutritional 

adequacy, but also the French gastronomic canon—quiche, beef bourguignon, veal ragout, fish in 

butter sauce, and ratatouille—only the latter of which is naturally vegan unless made with butter.  

In an analysis of the meals offered in several districts in France, Maxwell (2019) finds a 

surprising consistency in the food programs, and argues that where foreign cuisines are included in 

the repertoires, they are “strategically chosen to appeal to and to educate students, but in a way that 

reinforces the centrality of French cultural norms (2019: 1424). For example, the “cheese course” 

appears every day, even if the main meal is inspired by a foreign culture, such as Moroccan 

couscous. It follows government requirements for a daily dairy course and “sends the message the 

French tradition of cheese is natural for every meal” (1443). Indeed, Fanny Mijon, chef at Comptoir 

Veggie told me that the first time she invited her parents over for dinner after she declared her 

veganism, “they brought cheese because they felt like something would be missing and it would not 

be a complete meal.” Mary Jahnke, founder of the vegan creamery Jay & Joy told me that she 

founded the company precisely because of the “omnipresence” of cheese in France.  

Animal products are absolutely central to the French culinary canon, and vegetarianism is 

seen as heterodox. This is because animal products are central to French cuisine, and French cuisine 

in turn is central to French culture. The extent of this cultural link was evident in 2001, when the 

illustrious chef Alain Passard, whose restaurant L’Arpège earned three Michelin stars, caused a 

scandal in the culinary world by taking meat off the menu (today he still serves some meat but 

significantly less than before).58 The media reaction shows the institutional rigidity of the 

gastronomical enterprise and the crucial role of food in drawing social boundaries (Rao, Monin, and 

 
58 Muhlke, Christine. July 2015. “Inside the World of L’Arpège’s Alain Passard, the Man Who Made Vegetarian Cooking 
Cool.” Bon Appétit. Link.  
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Daurand 2003). Indeed, in order to receive the official designation of “chef” in France, one must be 

prepared to cook canonical dishes, virtually all of which feature animal ingredients (Poulain 2013). 

Not surprisingly, this poses a moral dilemma for many vegans who may aspire to become chefs, 

providing an institutional barrier to professionalization.  

Faced with these barriers, cultural entrepreneurs in France are attempting to show that vegan 

food can also be haute gamme. Similarly to the American entrepreneurs, who are using the logic of 

replacement to “build the burger without the cow”, these entrepreneurs are developing vegan versions 

of traditional French dishes. Sébastien Kardinal, together with his partner Laura Veganpower, told 

me that their cookbooks represent the “joy of discovering how to replace the tastes and textures we 

love.” The most prolific author of vegan cookbooks is undoubtedly Marie Lafôret, whom I 

interviewed over lunch at Comptoir Veggie. She told me that her approach is to “show people how 

to replace meat with vegetables and legumes, how to replace dairy products with nuts and seeds. I 

use my memory of the textures and sensations.” Lafôret published her first cookbook in 2014, and 

has since published at least a dozen more. A fellow vegan writer named Ophélie Véron described 

the publication of the first cookbook as a monumental moment since it was the “first openly vegan 

cookbook” (Véron 2019: 296), conjuring associations with “coming out of the closet”.    

In addition to trying to replace traditional dishes, Innovators are also striving to simulate the 

experience of consuming French food, which is far more than simply about the food itself. The first 

vegan restaurant founded in Paris is Gentle Gourmet, which attempted to “veganize French 

cuisine”. Known for creating the first vegan macron, chou à la crème (cream puff), and tartare, the 

“Maison de la Gastronomie Vegan” featured a formal dining room with white table cloths and china 

dishes adorned with delicately arranged vegetables, as one might expect in a traditional French 

restaurant. The founder Deborah Brown-Pivain is American-born but moved to France decades ago 

when she married a Frenchman. As she told me, “We are a classic French gastronomical restaurant, 
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but vegan. It’s so hard. It takes hours to create these little artichokes, this delicate shape, and all the 

sauces.” Similarly, at Potager de Charlotte, brothers Adrien and David Valentin told me that they 

“want to accentuate the gourmet aspect of our food…we want to show that veganism can be high-

end…we do not use the term ‘vegan’ but instead ‘gourmet plant-based cuisine’.”  

In working to veganize French food, cultural entrepreneurs are attempting to frame 

veganism as something that could be part of national patrimony, rather than a loss of culture. Yet 

they face many institutional and cultural barriers, including increasing political conservativism and 

distrust of “foreignness” in all guises. As Kaufman and Patterson (2005) show in the case of cricket, 

in order for a cultural practice to be accepted, it must be seen as a part of national patrimony and 

take on a cultural valence that resonates within the local context, rather than be seen as a cultural 

import (Molnar 2005). In the case of veganism, cultural entrepreneurs face the particular challenge 

that veganism is seen as a product of the U.S., which means that it does not bode well in the anti-

American and more broadly anti-capitalistic sentiment in the French context.  

 
Anti-Americanism 

 The protectionist policies surrounding French culture are indicative of a broader concern 

around the undue influence of foreign cultures, especially the United States. As Maxwell (2019: 

1427) states, “France is a European center of social movements against examples of globalization 

that threaten cultural traditions and a fervent supporter of policies that defend French cultural 

products from foreign competition” (see also Bodnar 2003; DeSoucey 2015). Ironically, American 

chains such as Starbucks and McDonald’s are actually incredibly popular in France. In fact, France is 

the second largest market for McDonald’s, where it is affectionately referred to as “MacDo” in 

common parlance and has become popular precisely because their marketing team has adopted to 

French eating habits and tastes, including serving croissants and debuting the McBaguette, an 

approach that Ram (2004: 11) calls “American culinary imperialism.”  
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 Despite the success of American companies in France, or perhaps partly because of it, there 

is widespread distrust of “les Américains”, and more generally of neoliberal capitalism. As Moody 

and Thévenot (2000: 273) state, there is a “general skepticism and mistrust towards the market logic, 

a longstanding cultural legacy that is still salient today.” As Lamont and Thévenot (2000: 313) show, 

while in the U.S. definitions of civic solidarity are compatible with market competition, they are seen 

as opposed in France. As they state, “In France the personal (or the individual) is often strongly 

construed as illegitimate and opposed to the ‘public’…[whereas] American definitions of 

individualism, largely shaped by the legal doctrine, conceive the individual as a kind of ‘public being’, 

who by definition contributes to giving birth to the public interest.” 

 In this cultural and institutional context, the shift toward veganism as a capitalistic lifestyle 

encounters challenges. Newspaper coverage of veganism often focuses on the “fake meat” created 

by Americans, emphasizing that these alternatives and highly processed and not “real food”. In 

2018, Members of Parliament in France passed an amendment to the agriculture bill prohibiting any 

product that is plant-based to be labelled like traditional animal products, inspiring the European 

Parliament to do the same the following year.59 If these restrictions take effect, vegan entrepreneurs 

will be forced to refer to their products as veggie ‘disks’ rather than ‘burgers’. Moreover, as there are 

already concerns around labelling for plant-based products, it is not difficult to imagine the backlash 

toward cell-based or cultured meat products once they enter the European Union market. 

  An instructive illustration of how such technologies may be perceived in France is the case 

of genetically modified (GM) foods and labeling. Back in 1999, when GMs were not yet a 

controversial issue, it was France that advocated for an EU-wide ban on GM crops. During a short 

period, “one obscure and unproblematic GM food [corn] transformed into something highly salient 

and stigmatized—something that even represented a threat to French culture” (Sato 2018: 478). 

 
59 Boffey, Daniel. April 2019. “‘Veggie Disks’ to Replace Veggie Burgers in EU Crackdown on Food Labels” Link. 
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Today, the whole EU requires labelling of food made with genetically modified organisms even 

without detectable traces, whereas the U.S. does not consider the use of genetic modification a 

requirement for special labelling. Sato (2019: 479) shows how key cultural agents re-classified GM 

food “from something connected to the positive attributes of ‘Frenchness’ into something 

antithetical to it.” Through this transformation, GM food came to “symbolize America as ‘the 

Other’ and a threat to ‘Frenchness’” (494).  

 It is perhaps not surprising then that French cultural entrepreneurs themselves are 

distrusting of capitalistic market logic, technologies such as cell-based meat, and the motives of large 

companies that are increasingly selling vegan products. Bénédicte Leconte, who tries to convince 

French restaurants to offer vegan options, nonetheless does not trust “big American companies” 

such as McDonald’s and especially conventional meat producers: “How would I know if MacDo is 

doing it for the right reasons?” Marie Lafôret, the cookbook author, said: “These industrial 

companies that slaughter animals and sell animal products, today they are losing market share and 

are trying to recover by selling vegan products. It’s a mixed blessing.” Sébastien Arsac, co-founder 

of L214 acknowledged, “Saying you’re vegan shouldn’t necessarily mean that you are extreme left 

and anticapitalistic, but that is usually true in France.” As Nathalie Rolland summarized, “the whole 

idea of making money and saving the world just does not resonate. People see it as dirty money.”  

 I first interviewed Rolland in 2017, asking about her unique trajectory from working in 

finance in France to her internship with Mark Post, one of the pioneers in lab-grown meat in the 

Netherlands as a food scientist. Reconnecting two years later at the Good Food Institute’s 2019 

conference in San Francisco, Rolland told me about her current work with ProVeg International in 

Berlin and France’s evolving relationship with this novel technology. In particular, she told me about 

a conspiracy theory popular in France at the time that Americans are developing alternative burgers 
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to destroy the traditional French animal farming industry. Indeed, I later watched France24’s 

coverage of the conference, and they mentioned this theory, prior to deleting the video. 

 Meanwhile, the National Institute for Agronomic Research (INRA), which is the 

organization that normally oversees the development of new food technologies, is notably negative 

on the topic of what they call viande in-vitro (“in-vitro meat”). In an article called “In-Vitro Meat, A 

Fake Good Idea?”60 they interview Jean-François Hocquette, who had earlier published an article on 

behalf of INRA in Meat Science61 where he argued that cellular agriculture is an unnecessary solution 

to problems that could be solved with advances in domestication. Hocquette concludes, “The 

modernization of livestock, through genetic selection and economies of scale, should help to cover 

the demand for meat products with greater efficiency [than cell-based meat].”  

In this context, it is manifestly difficult to be an Innovator in France. There are significant 

bureaucratic hurdles, lack of venture capital, and a scarce entrepreneurial landscape since many of 

those who wish to start companies head toward Silicon Valley. As is clear from the data presented in 

this chapter, “vegan entrepreneurship” in France is largely limited to the founding of restaurants by 

passionate vegans, many of them without business experience. Not surprisingly, many vegan 

restaurants have closed since I visited them two years ago (including Gentle Gourmet, the first one 

founded in Paris), the number of plant-based companies are limited, and there is only one cell-based 

company working on foie gras (Supreme). Nevertheless, as we will see, despite the institutional and 

cultural barriers posed by the French context, the capitalization of the vegan movement is still 

making headway in this context. Prior to discussing these developments, we will turn to Israel, which 

in contrast to France provides an ideal typical case of openings for diffusion. 

 

 
60 INRA, June 2017. “La viande in vitro, une fausse bonne idée?” Link. 
61 Hocquette, Jean-François. 2016. “Is In-Vitro Meat the Solution for the Future” Meat Science 120: 167-176.  
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ISRAEL: OPENINGS FOR DIFFUSION 

 Israel provides a potent cultural contrast to France. Originally, I chose this country because 

of the prevalence of media coverage claiming that Israel will become the “first vegan country.”62 In 

particular, much of the coverage focused on the American activist Gary Yourofsky, whose speech 

created a sensation a few years prior, and to whom many attributed the growth of veganism. While 

Yourofsky is undoubtedly an important cultural catalyst, as I will show Israel provides many 

predispositions that allow for vegan diffusion. Socioeconomic conditions include a diverse 

population with multiple traditions and histories, the “plant predominant” Mediterranean diet, a 

world-class high-tech industry, and support from institutions such as Orthodox Judaism and even 

the Israeli Defense Force. Cultural factors include nationally salient dishes that are naturally vegan, 

the kosher religious separation of meat and dairy (parve), a “start-up nation” identity, and an English-

speaking public. As such, even while the Israeli movement is as puritanical as in France, these 

factors have led to broad acceptance of veganism in the public sphere.  

 

Charismatic Authority 

 Despite an animal rights (AR) movement that dates back to the 1980s in Israel as elsewhere 

around the world, veganism was relatively uncommon until 2012. That year, there was a spike in 

adoption and while estimates vary, it is reported that about 10 percent of the Israeli population 

identifies as “vegetarian”, and about half of these are “vegan”.  Journalists have largely attributed 

this phenomenon to the controversial animal rights activist Gary Yourofsky. Yourofsky is an 

American Jew who has been active for many years with the organization Animal Liberation Front 

(ALF) in the United States. He was arrested multiple times for trespassing private property to release 

animals from captivity, and as such banned from both Canada and Britain. He is particularly known 
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for a talk he gave at Georgia Tech in 2010 in which he compares slaughterhouses to “concentration 

camps” and quotes the Nobel Prize laureate and vegetarian Isaac Bashevis Singer, who famously 

wrote that: “In relation to [animals], all people are Nazis; for the animals it is an eternal Treblinka.”63 

 Given his controversial views, many animal rights activists in the U.S. have distanced 

themselves from Yourofsky, even the controversial PETA. In Israel, however, he caused a sensation, 

in part due to clever marketing by local Informers. When conducting fieldwork in Israel, I eventually 

met Daniel Erlich and Hovav Amir, the two activists who transformed Yourofsky’s Georgia Tech 

lecture into “The Best Speech You Will Ever Hear”, a clickbait video with Hebrew subtitles that in 

one year alone was seen by 396,000 viewers in Israel and more than 3 million worldwide.64 I asked 

Erlich and Amir why they felt the speech had been impactful in Israel and Amir told me, “The video 

was successful because people did not know what it was about.” Erlich confirmed: “We said nothing 

about animals or about activism. We just made it seem as though there was a big secret he would 

reveal. It was an important element of the marketing.”   

Largely ostracized by American activists and ignored by the American public, Yourofsky was 

surprised by the reception in Israel, and took two trips to the country in 2012 and 2013. As Amir 

explained, “A lot of people were curious to see him, he was like a guru…so he got the name ‘Gary 

the Guru’. The media treated him like a celebrity and he did not realize how big he was until he 

came to Israel. The lecture halls were full, no place inside.” Erlich explained that the tour was 

“colorful” since Yourofsky got into many arguments with reporters, and many saw him as aggressive 

and angry: “We will never know if it was good coverage or not because some people thought he was 

good to animals but not good to humans. Still, people thought he was authentic.” In addition, 

Facebook played a crucial role in the rising popularity, particularly in a small and deeply 
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interconnected country such as Israel. As Amir explained, back in 2012 Facebook was much 

friendlier to viral videos, allowing people to post it on their friend’s ‘walls’ and send it through the 

grapevine. Indeed, when I visited in 2016, I was surprised by how many people told me they first 

became vegan because of the Yourofsky speech, whether they personally liked him or felt his 

approach was off-putting.   

 Local Icons became crucial in promoting the speech as it impacted their own lives. The 

singer Achinoam Nini (Noa) shared the speech on her Facebook page along with a quote saying that 

it “rattled the foundations of her soul.”65 Miki Haimovich, a well-known news anchor not only 

decided to become vegan herself, but also become the face of Meatless Monday in Israel and 

eventually left her position as anchor to become a full-time animal advocate. I interviewed 

Haimovich in person at Café Landwer, an Israeli chain that was among the first to develop a fully 

vegan menu. She explained why she dedicated her life to animal issues: “I really love animals, and I 

felt that they needed a spokesperson.” Indeed, Haimovich convinced the Israeli legislature, the 

Knesset, to adopt the Meatless Monday pledge in their government cafeteria. Meanwhile, the 

internationally acclaimed author Yuval Noah Harari, also an ethical vegan, has influenced many with 

his treatment of the history of animal agriculture in Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow (2016).  

Three other local Icons who were “converted” (their term) by the speech include Tal Gilboa, 

Omri Paz, and Ori Shavit. Like Yourofsky, Gilboa is seen as a controversial figure, but surprised 

many by winning Israel’s version of Big Brother66 after openly expressing intense emotions regarding 

the mistreatment of animals. Meanwhile, at the time Omri Paz watched the Yourofsky speech, he 

was a law student and not vegan. The speech inspired him to start the organization Vegan Friendly, 

which works with restaurants and consumer brands to incentivize more vegan options. When I 
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visited the country merely two years after the company’s founding, I was amazed at how many 

restaurants and shops (even far away from Tel Aviv in Haifa and Eilat) proudly demonstrated the 

pink and green logo in their windows. As Amir told me in our interview: “If the speech did any one 

important thing, it is bringing Omri to our cause.”  

Perhaps the most important Icon created by the Yourofsky speech is Ori Shavit, a well-

known food journalist who felt a professional responsibility to watch the speech as a food writer. 

Interviewing her at her pop-up restaurant Miss Kaplan in 2017, Shavit told me: “I remember telling 

myself, I am a professional journalist and I am curious, I am not afraid to know everything about 

food…I never thought for a minute it would affect me personally.” Indeed, the speech caused a 

personal crisis for Shavit, who felt she needed to overhaul her professional identity. Recognizing the 

stigmatized image of veganism, she started the tongue-in-cheek blog called “Vegans On Top” where 

she promoted a positive approach that aimed to retain her identity:  

What did I think about vegans? I thought they were hippies, tree-huggers, loud annoying 
people. The opposite of what I wanted to be. I was going out, having a drink, having fun…I 
mean I was a foodie. And then one day I became a vegan. I was not sure how it was 
possible, but I decided to try and make veganism cool. I said, I will not become one of those 
skinny hippies eating sprouts. It was not me and I wanted to still be me. 
 
Other key cultural entrepreneurs that were convinced to become vegan and transform their 

businesses are Innovators like Tamar Ayalon, Harel Zakaim, and Nana Shrier. Ayalon had a 

successful career as a real estate broker, but the speech convinced her and her husband to become 

vegan and open the chic café Anastasia in central Tel Aviv, today one of the most popular 

restaurants in the city. Meanwhile, Zakaim had been a chef for over a decade, and loved cooking 

meat at his eponymously named restaurant. One day, a friend of his told him about the speech, and 

Zakaim slowly found himself questioning his meat consumption and eventually transforming the 

entire menu to be vegan. Zakaim continues to prepare eggplant, carrots, and mushrooms in the 
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same sauces and with the same techniques that render the vegetables convincingly meat-like in flavor 

and texture: “I use the same skills, everything I learned, and I apply it to different ingredients. It’s 

still the same intense flavor as before.” 

Another well-known restauranteur who became vegan is Nana Shrier, owner of the 

Georgian restaurant Nanuchka. The sprawling restaurant in central Tel Aviv is decorated with heavy 

red velvet curtains, tapestries, and carpets, features a giant central bar, and for most of its existence 

offered platters of food heavy with animal products. However, when the enigmatic Shrier became 

vegan herself in 2013, she decided to turn the entire menu vegan, ignoring those who believed it 

would ruin the restaurant. Instead, their sales skyrocketed and her story became an international 

sensation. While many restaurants around the world began to adopt vegan menus, Nanuchka was 

the first entirely non-vegan restaurant that transitioned to a fully vegan menu. When I interviewed 

Shrier at the restaurant in 2017, she felt that veganism is partly successful in Israel because of the 

cultural sanction of direct communication: “We do not shy away from telling people what to do. If 

we see something wrong, we do not leave them alone. We say, look at your plate until you start 

doing the right thing, until you drink soymilk.”  

Indeed, many of those I interviewed in Israel echoed Shrier’s statement, arguing that the 

success of Yourofsky’s speech and its impact is in part due to his direct and “authentic” 

communication style. Reut Horn, an activist with the organization Anonymous explained: “In 

America people might not say what they are thinking, they are politically correct. But in Israel, 

people are very direct, and that is the strength of the animal rights movement here.” Omri Paz 

stated, “The activists in Israel are hardcore not in the sense of violence, but we feel comfortable 

saying what we think about any subject.” Likewise, Elina Zolotushko argued, “People in Israel are 

black and white—dogmatic. You are either with us or you’re not.” As such, while many Israelis 

consider Yourofsky aggressive and confrontational, most believe he spoke with sincerity and “from 
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his heart”, as expressed by the activist Yossi Yolfson, an animal rights lawyer who had been an 

active participant of the animal rights movement in Israel since its inception. 

In his classic conception of authority, Weber (1978) identifies the power of “charismatic 

authority” based on the “exceptional qualities” of a particular individual. Yourofsky undoubtedly fits 

this description, as his personality and style proved effective in a culture receptive to emotionality, 

expressiveness, and perceived authenticity that resonated in the Israeli context (Katriel 1986). 

Nevertheless, despite the enormous role of the speech as a cultural catalyst in the vegan movement 

in Israel, the firestorm it caused would not have been possible without the conditions necessary for 

it to ignite. As such, moving beyond overly simplistic conceptions about Israelis’ sensitivity to 

suffering given their history, their direct communication style, or even the charismatic nature of 

Yourofsky himself, we will now turn to the national conditions that created a receptive context for 

the diffusion of veganism.  

 
Mediterranean Diet and Parve 

 The modern Hebrew term for “vegan” is tivonoot, which derives from the word for nature, 

teva. Prior to the foundation of the Israeli state, the term referred primarily to raw diets, and those 

who followed such a diet were marginal at best.67 In the 1980s, in line with animal rights movements 

expanding around the world, the term became associated not with health, but instead with a diet 

followed primarily for animal ethics. While veganism remained relatively marginal in Israel as 

elsewhere around the world, plants have always been a central facet of the Mediterranean diet, and 

of the emerging Israeli culinary sensibility. Indeed, it is important to note the symbolic significance 

of food in a country whether food security is of central historical concern, there is a long tradition of 
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socialist kibbutz culture, and in which “Israeli” dishes are essential to the creation of a nationalist 

culinary identity.  

 Perhaps even more than other cultural symbols, food is emblematic of processes of symbolic 

power, since what citizens eat demonstrates cleavages of inequality. As Avieli and Grosglik (2013: 

187) argue, “As power and power relations are so central in Israel, the scarce anthropological and 

sociological scholarship on Israeli foodways inevitably refers to power and power relations.” In the 

aptly titled article “Hummus: The Making of an Israeli Culinary Cult,” Hirsch and Tene (2013: 26) 

argue that hummus is in fact an Arab dish, and that the “Israeli food industry played a crucial role in 

turning into a national symbol…[thereby] serving as an agent of gastronationalism” (DeSoucey 

2016). Meanwhile, while falafel has been instituted as a “national dish”, Ram (2004) calls it a “means 

of Israeli colonization of the Arab”. Indeed, for the purposes of the cultural diffusion, is it highly 

significant that the two dishes that have come to define the Israeli culinary imagination—hummus 

and falafel—are naturally vegan. This means that there is a nationalistic stake in advancing their 

prominence both at home and abroad, and thereby makes veganism that much more accessible, if 

not fraught with political contention. 

Part of why veganism resonates in this context is because the Israeli cuisine is evolving, 

unlike the highly institutionalized French culinary canon. Hanoch Schechter, one of the chefs behind 

the modern Israeli restaurant Bana (short for “banana”) told me, “Israel is so rich in terms of the 

types of ingredients but there is not a real cuisine. Some people would say there is, but we all come 

from abroad and we have brought lots of dishes into the modern Israeli cuisine.” Merev Barzilay, 

owner of the popular restaurant Meshek Barzilay in central Tel Aviv, explained that people barely 

noticed when she began to replace the meat on the menu with vegetables, since plant ingredients are 

the foundation of Mediterranean cuisine, including chickpeas, dates, eggplant, pomegranate, 

pistachios, and tahini. Hila Keren, Registered Dietician at the animal rights organization Anonymous 
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told me, “Even when I was young, there were two vegan restaurants in Israel, and there was falafel 

everywhere. You can get a whole vegan meal for cheap.” Activist Elina Zolotushko put it even more 

directly: “It’s so easy being vegan in Israel, it’s almost rude if you’re not.”  

In addition to the predominance of plants in the Mediterranean diet, there are also several 

religious aspects of the context that allow veganism to spread in Israel. The most significant is the 

notion of parve, or the mandated separation of meat and dairy in Orthodox Judaism and conservative 

Judaism more generally. As Avieli and Markowitz (2018: 210) state: “veganism is one way of 

circumventing the kosher dilemma of meat and dairy altogether.” Without exception, every ice 

cream parlor I visited in Israel had a plethora of dairy-free options to choose from, not only made of 

soy, but also coconut, tree nuts, and even seeds, making it possible to indulge after a meal that 

includes meat. Meanwhile, the Hebrew Israelites, whose sect originates in the United States, have 

taken on plant-based diets as part of their religious mandate. Back in the 1960s, these African 

Americans retraced the “route of their diaspora and ultimately established a community of 

righteousness in Israel” (Avieli and Markowitz 2018: 206). Taking inspiration from the Bible, they 

adopted a plant-based diet as the secret to regenerative health and spiritual salvation.68  

While the term tivonoot used to refer primarily to a dietary choice motivated by health, it now 

exclusively refers to the ideological position of veganism. However, as in the U.S., this meaning is 

evolving, and I was surprised at how quickly this occurred between my initial trip in 2016 and when 

I came back a year later. In 2016, all of the owners of the vegan restaurants in Tel Aviv were 

ideologically vegan, whereas by 2017 this began to shift and I heard many more people using the 

English term “plant-based” to refer to their diet. Among these were chefs Hanoch Schechter and 

Daniel Arvatz of Bana. Schechter told me, “We call ourselves a place without an agenda…we see 

ourselves as plant-based. Most of our customers are not vegan.” Arvatz echoed, “We are for 
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something, which is good food, whereas veganism is against something…we have thousands of 

ingredients, so we say let’s make something from them.” 

Despite a few cultural entrepreneurs adopting a less puritanical approach to veganism, 

emphasizing its lifestyle aspects, most of those advocating for a transition to a lifestyle framework 

still emphasize the centrality of animal rights. The restaurant critic Ori Shavit explained that the key 

was “to talk about veganism in a foodie way.” Omri Paz, founder of Vegan Friendly, explained that 

it became an explicit mission of the company to “promote lifestyle veganism” to make it easier. Paz 

explained that “we are working hard to create a good image, so that when people think of ‘vegan’ 

they think of professionals, celebrities, and famous chefs.” To this end, the fact that the 

Mediterranean diet is predominantly made up of plant ingredients makes the promotion of veganism 

as a lifestyle that much easier in the Israeli context.  

 
Vegan Washing 

 While the Mediterranean culture makes the dietary aspect of veganism easier to adopt in the 

Israeli context, the ethical issue of “animal rights” also resonates in surprising political ways. 

Historically, especially in the West, the vegan/vegetarian movement is tied to the political left (Adam 

2015). Yet as Weiss (2016) shows in “‘There Are No Chickens in Suicide Vests: The Decoupling of 

Human Rights and Animal Rights in Israel,” while this was the case in Israel as well, in 2012 the 

animal rights movement began to shift to the political right along with the rest of the country. This 

may be due to the kinds of people who became vegan (Shamir and Sagiv-Schifer 2006). Indeed, it is 

Israel’s right-wing Minister of Agriculture who mandated the installment of cameras in 

slaughterhouses after undercover footage by Anonymous revealed animal abuse.69 Comparing the 

animal rights movement of the late 2000s to the early 2010s, Weiss shows that veganism became 
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more prominent, but while “the previous animal rights movement was once solidly embedded in the 

Israeli political left, and specifically in its human rights causes, this is not the case today.”  

 When I arrived in Israel in 2016, a few years after these developments, I was surprised to 

learn that unlike in the U.S. and certainly in France, I could not assume that vegans’ politics leaned 

left. I first learned of this reality on the extreme left, as I chose to stay in a vegan commune in the 

center of Tel Aviv called CityTree Urban Ecological Community. One of the occupants at the time 

was Aviv Shalem, an entirely raw vegan who told me about how he served prison time for refusing 

military service and how he now did drag performances that demonstrated opposition to the 

perceived “pink washing” of the Israeli Defense Force. I attended one performance in which he 

performed a striptease wearing an IDF uniform, his entire body covered in pink paint. At the end of 

the interview, however, he warned me not to assume that all Israeli vegans shared his politics: 

“You’d be surprised how many animal rights activists are on the right here.”  

 Indeed, my fieldwork confirmed Weiss’ findings about the clash between human rights and 

animal rights in the modern Israeli AR movement. Although few of the left-wing vegans had 

connections with those on the political right, I was eventually connected to Aviv La, a journalist who 

told me about right-wing vegans outside of liberal Tel Aviv. He explained how one faction of the 

animal rights movement in Israel abandoned its commitment to human rights, and that over time he 

began to see more ethical comparisons pitting the “innocence” of animals with the “guilt” of 

Palestinians. Another informant named Roy Kaplan told me, “To me it sometimes seems like vegans 

are expressing compassion that they are not allowing themselves to feel towards the Palestinians.” 

As Weiss states, in Israel ethical arguments about animals “cross-pollinate” (2016: 690) with political 

discourses inserting the Palestinian conflict into the moral question of how to treat animals: “these 

are not abstract claims about animal rights and human rights based on contemplation of human and 

animal agency; they are embedded in local assumptions and the politics of conflict” (2016: 701).  
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 In addition, ethical claims are often coopted and appropriated, and the Israeli case provides 

no better example than the Israeli Defense Force’s embrace of veganism. As mentioned, Aviv 

Shalem viewed the IDF’s embrace of LGBTQ issues as evidence of “pink washing”, but he similarly 

felt that the military was guilty of “vegan washing”. Until recently, being vegan or vegetarian in the 

military was nearly impossible, but today it is recognized as a “legitimate lifestyle and ethical choice 

that they see as in their interest to support” (Weiss 2016: 695). In July 2015, the IDF tweeted an 

image (see Figure 5.3 below) advertising their support of vegan ethics via the provision of non-

leather boots, wool-free berets, and tofu-based meals. While some applauded the military’s 

progressiveness, others such as Shalem saw it as evidence of cooptation of a moral cause to 

downplay wrongdoing and of what Peri (2006: 4) calls “perceptual warfare”. As Daniel Erlich put it, 

“There are lots of bad thoughts about the Israeli military, so this is good publicity for them—the 

‘Moral Army’.” Weiss (2016: 695) argues that this campaign “should be seen as part of a concerted 

effort to cast the IDF as ethically attuned and morally upright.”  

 

Figure 5.3 Veganism in the IDF Poster, July 2015 
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Given that the Occupation is undoubtedly the “elephant in the room” in Israel, those on 

both the left and right of the political spectrum turn to veganism as a cultural practice in which they 

find an opportune place to express moral conviction, righteousness, and emotionality in a highly 

charged political climate. In a sense, the cultural catalyst that was Yourofsky created a perfect storm 

in which pre-existing moral debates found new resonance. Even those who are politically liberal like 

activists at Anonymous see the IDF’s actions as a positive development. Reut Horn told me, “I 

actually think it’s a good thing that the IDF accepts veganism because it’s like a recognition…for so 

many years it was so hard and now they are accommodating you in the Army when you have to go.” 

Yossi Yolfson, the animal rights lawyer who protected conscientious objectors in court on the basis 

of animal rights, said that the move was a mixed blessing: “On one hand, it is good because it means 

more vegans are pressuring the military, but on the other, it means that if you are opposed to the 

Occupation and are vegan for ethical reasons, it is not as easy to get out.”  

Despite the possible risks of a politically contentious institution like the IDF embracing their 

social cause, most liberal vegans attempted to frame it as evidence that veganism was growing in 

Israel generally, and should not be viewed through a political lens. The liberal food critic Ori Shavit 

contested: “I don’t think ‘vegan washing’ is true. In Israel veganism comes from the people. It’s not 

government or anyone in positions of authority encouraging it.” Shavit attempts to avoid the 

political issue altogether by drawing on a narrative that evades the controversial issues of her 

national context and appeals to broader values of universalism. While this type of narrative serves to 

assuage the political responsibility of liberal vegans, it nevertheless poses potential risks for the 

movement. 
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Food Tech in the Start-Up Nation 

Given the political contentiousness of veganism in the Israeli context, is it perhaps not 

surprising that some cultural entrepreneurs prefer to avoid the issue of “animal rights” entirely, 

while still remaining committed to their agenda to end animal agriculture. For this reason, many 

have turned to the entrepreneurial approach pioneered by Silicon Valley documented in Chapter 4. 

Israel’s incredible high-tech industry has been a puzzle for many journalists and academics. In the 

book Start-Up Nation (2009), authors Dan Senor and Saul Singer argue that its success is attributable 

to the culture and institution of the IDF, which is mandatory for Israelis and provides an 

opportunity to develop a wide array of creative skills amenable to the start-up world. As such, 

although it is a small and new country, Israel has invested a considerable amount of political will and 

capital into the development of high-tech, and this is the case with the emerging technology of 

cellular agriculture. Indeed, several interviewees mentioned the “start-up nation” idea, demonstrating 

its percolation into the national identity of the country and its value as a source of nationalistic pride. 

When I first came to Israel in 2016, the technology known as cellular agriculture was hardly 

known in the country. At this point, only one cell-based meat company existed by the name of 

SuperMeat, co-founded by Koby Barak, Ido Savir, and Shir Friedman. When I interviewed Barak in 

2016, he was highly reluctant that I reveal his identity and motivations as a vegan, as he feared 

persecution both by vegans who would not support the technology from an ideological perspective, 

and non-vegans whom he thought may put an end to the project. He explicitly asked me not to 

identify him as vegan until the company had gone through its crowdfunding round on Indiegogo.  

Barak and the other cofounders went to great lengths to ensure that the vegans in Israel 

supported their company. His co-founder Friedman told me, “We knew the vegans in Israel 

wouldn’t eat it…they would not touch it because it’s meat and for them it is wrong.” But over time, 

as they explained the idea to local Icons in the movement to get their support, the public opinion 
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began to shift. As Ori Shavit explained: “They interviewed me to show that I support them and 

someone told me this is wrong because it is perpetuating the idea of eating meat and what about our 

agenda?...People forget that we are vegan for the animals.” Besides SuperMeat, which is one of the 

first startups and funded primarily by international venture capitalists (their lead investor is Stray 

Dog Capital based in the U.S.), the other startups include Future Meat Technologies, Meat the 

Future, and Aleph Farms. 

Unlike in France where vegan activists take on a decidedly anti-capitalistic and anti-

technological stance, in Israel even the most puritanical vegan activists support cellular agriculture 

and indeed view food innovation as a more effective way of expressing their puritanical values. Even 

when I interviewed her in 2019 after meeting at the GFI Conference, SuperMeat co-founder 

Friedman insisted that “meat is a good product—but the problem with the product is how it is 

produced and we are trying to change that…We do not say we are a ‘vegan’ company because we 

are a meat company.” While not everyone in the cell ag industry in Israel is vegan, such as Aleph 

Farm’s CEO Didier Toubia (founded at the prestigious Technion – Israel Institute of Technology), 

he is considered “righteous” since he is motivated by ethical concerns. Friedman told me, “Didier is 

a religious man. He is aware of the environmental and ethical concerns around meat, even if he eats 

it himself, and that is why he is doing this.”  

One of the most fascinating ways in which SuperMeat and other companies have lobbied 

support for their products is via Orthodox Judaism. They have cleverly marketed notions such as 

“kosher bacon” or the “kosher cheeseburger” to rally up media interest in their new meat 

technology. Friedman explained to me that they reached out to rabbis to discuss whether their 

products would indeed be considered kosher: “If it will be considered kosher meat, this will open up 

doors for Jews who keep kosher but can now eat a lot of things that they could not before.” The 

companies have invited in rabbis and provided them unprecedented access to their facilities and 
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techniques in an effort to galvanize support from the religious community. Indeed, SuperMeat even 

posted a video on their website titled “Clean Meat Will be Kosher”70 featuring Rabbi Dov Lior who 

says: “If it is not meat, then it will be kosher.” While the jury is still out on whether cultured meat 

will unequivocally be considered kosher, the potential of support from the religious Orthodoxy 

would be a significant source of legitimation for this new technology.  

 

VEGANISM IN THE THREE NATIONAL CASES 

 In this chapter, we learned that in France and Israel, there is an interplay of institutional and 

cultural factors that both provide barriers to and openings for the diffusion of veganism. These 

countries demonstrate what I call the purity paradox: veganism is a more ideologically pure social 

movement in both France and Israel, yet while this impedes mainstreaming in France, it does not do 

so in Israel. This is because both countries provide a complex interplay of conditions that determine 

divergent outcomes. As I mentioned at the outset of this chapter, the purpose of the two 

international cases is to illuminate lessons learned about the case of the United States. As such, we 

now compare and contrast the socioeconomic, cultural, and movement-specific conditions in each 

context and explore how they determine the manifestation of veganism in each nation. 

 
Socioeconomic Conditions 

 Socioeconomic conditions include dietary guidelines and industry lobbies, institutional 

protections for cultural objects, and the conditions for entrepreneurship. As we saw in Chapter 3, 

the United States nutritional guidelines promote the consumption of animal products, due to 

pressures from industry lobbies representing the agriculture industry (Nestle 2007). There are 

industry lobbies for companies representing many food sectors, including soft drinks, candy, and 
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even nuts, but in the case of the U.S. those representing animal products are particularly salient 

(Simon 2013). As we saw in Chapter 3, the power of industry is evident in the attempt to control 

nomenclature and undermine emerging plant-based products. While Americans are eating only a 

quarter of the fruits, vegetables, and whole grains advised by the official U.S. Dietary Guidelines, 

they at least recognized since 1995 that “You can get enough protein from a vegetarian diet as long 

as the variety and amounts of food consumed are adequate” (Kauffman 2019: 273).  

 By comparison, in France industry lobbies excise larger control over the socialist system, in 

which there is little room for individual variation as in the United States. The French state requires 

that animal products be served in school canteens and other institutions every single day, with a daily 

cheese course as we have seen (Maxwell 2019). The dairy course is part of the mandated institutional 

protections for “cultural heritage”, which in the French context includes animal products. In a 

country where it is difficult even to practice one’s own religious traditions under the rubric of laïcité, 

it is not surprising that food innovation is not prominent (DeSoucey 2016). Consider the resistance 

experienced even by those advocating for nouvelle cuisine or the chef Alain Passard when he tried to 

convert his restaurant to vegetarian (Rao, Monin, and Durand 2005). Meanwhile in Israel, the 

strongest influence on food politics is the religious dietary laws, which mandate kosher foodstuffs 

for a religious populace, and in fact make veganism easier to follow given the parve separation of 

meat and dairy (Avieli and Markowitz 2018). Clearly, the institutional conditions determining what 

the vast majority of people are used to eating in a population are an important component shaping 

the prominence of veganism.  

 Finally, the three nations differ in the conditions they create to stimulate entrepreneurship, 

including the availability of venture capital and bureaucratic roadblocks to innovation. In both the 

U.S. and Israel, venture funds in Silicon Valley stimulate the high-tech industry, spurring the 

development of technological solutions to social problems. It is therefore not surprising that the 
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“alternative protein” industries are thriving in these two countries. Meanwhile in France, it is 

notoriously difficult to start a business, and most of the vegan activists have little business 

experience. Most are passionate activists who have dedicated their lives to social movement 

organizations. To the extent that market entrepreneurship occurs in France, it is limited to the 

founding of restaurants. Currently, there is only one cell-based startup in France, and they have 

barely any financial capital compared to the technological epicenters of Silicon Valley and Israel.  

Cultural Conditions 

Cultural conditions are also central to explaining the divergent outcomes in the three 

countries. These include gastronationalism, moralization, and militantism. As we saw in the three 

previous chapters as well as this one, food intersects in salient ways with the political climate of each 

country, especially with national identity. DeSoucey’s (2010) concept of “gastronationalism” is a 

particularly useful way of understanding why veganism is more prevalent in the U.S. and Israel 

compared to France. The United States food landscape is characterized by extremes: it is home to 

both “junk food” on one extreme and “health food” on the other (Egan 2016). Typical “fast food” 

dishes include hamburgers, hot dogs, milkshakes, and the like, which all include animal products 

(Schlosser 2001). But the U.S. is also the origin of the natural foods movement, in which “hippie 

food” reigned supreme (Kauffman 2019; Egan 2016). Perhaps paradoxically, the new vegan wave 

intersects well with both of these movements. Historically it may have been promoted by health-

conscious “back to naturists”, but today it is expressed in the form of the Impossible Whopper 

served at Burger King, which is nearly indistinguishable from its conventional meat-based and 

processed counterpart. The “plant-based 2.0” companies are actively trying to appeal to the 

omnivore who eats meat at every meal, rather than the anti-GMO regenerative agriculturalist.  

Meanwhile in France, cuisine is central to French culture, and French culture is in turn 

central to French identity. The politics of food are far more heightened in the French context than 
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perhaps in any other country, given the central importance of French gastronomy (Ferguson 2004). 

In this context, the vegan movement is not simply an affront to personal tastes and sensibilities, but 

an attack on “Frenchness” itself (Maxwell 2019). Critics claim that if vegans take French food away, 

there will be nothing left of France. Such views are informed by general skepticism toward American 

influence, and in particular the “technologization” of food, as seen in other movements such as anti-

GMO and the distrust of multinational corporations such as Monsanto (Sato 2013). As we saw, 

Nathalie Rolland urged that in order to make veganism appealing, vegan food has to become “less 

California”, indicating that the exact thing that makes veganism more popular in the U.S.—its 

emphasis on healthfulness and the lifestyle represented by a celebrity-obsessed culture—would be 

unappealing in the French context. It seems that in France, cultural entrepreneurs must strike a 

balance between promoting novel ways of eating and appealing to gastronomic traditions.  

Finally in Israel, the politics of food actually help the vegan cause. As we saw, the fact that 

Israel is a new country made up of a diverse immigrant population means that they are hungry for a 

culinary identity that is specifically Israeli, rather than generally “Mediterranean”. Especially because 

food is tied to the land and land ownership is politicized in the Israeli context (Avieli and Grosglik 

2013), food becomes a way of asserting national identity. By happenstance, hummus and falafel, 

staples of the Israeli everyday diet, are vegan dishes, so they are already familiar to the populace. 

Paired with the parve laws that separate meat and dairy, it is not a far stretch to encourage veganism. 

In addition, new technology is already central to food production in Israel, so the idea of producing 

meat in a laboratory does not strike most Israelis as bizarrely as it may French consumers.  

The three cases provide an interesting contrast regarding the degree of moralization and how 

this process intersects with traditions of militantism. According to Feinberg et al. (2019), moralization 

is the process by which something morally neutral takes on moral dimensions, and indeed the 

empirical example they use in this article is the “moralization of meat”. As we saw in the case of the 
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U.S., veganism has actually undergone a process of de-moralization, as cultural entrepreneurs have 

sought to disentangle veganism from the morally charged animal rights movement. Undoubtedly, 

healthism and environmentalism are also concerned with moral convictions, but they do not take on 

the same urgent tone as those concerned with speciesism. As such, despite the political polarization 

of the U.S. (Bonikowski et al., forthcoming; Klein 2020), this process has not impacted the vegan 

movement as much as it has in the other two contexts.  

In a sense, what we see in both France and Israel are societies that are far more moralized in 

general, and this moralization is expressed in the case of veganism. In France, the politicization of 

veganism is not surprising when we consider the tradition of politicization, militant mobilization, 

and strong moral boundaries (Lamont 1992). In their examination of why the Front National, the 

right-wing political party of France, gained prominence in the last few years, scholars agree that its 

origins are rooted in the French Revolution and the counter-movements it stirred up in the 

nineteenth century, combined with the economic, political, and ideological factors in the European 

Union of the 1980s (Veugelers 2000; Kitschelt 1995). In the French context, militancy provides a 

means of connecting to the nostalgic “glory days” of France that exists solely in the collective 

imagination of marginalized groups (Mayer 2018; 2013).  

Like the members of the Front National (FN), the French vegans I met were typically also 

socially marginalized. Indeed, the description Lafont (2006: 119) provides of marginalized FN 

members is reminiscent of the vegan activists I met in France: “Joining the FN for some was quite 

simply a process of learning a story and, for those who felt a bit lost and abandoned, a way of 

inculcating memories they hadn’t had, and maybe felt the lack of. The FN provided in this way a 

means to linking with others, within one single ‘family’.” Similarly, many of the vegan activists I met 

in France never felt connected to their homeland, hence they learned English and travelled abroad, 

or joined left-wing political parties or the Church of Scientology. For them, la question animal 
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provided a moral lens through which to see the world, and a platform to seek justice and 

recognition. As in other movements, whether political or otherwise, mobilization occurs when there 

is identification of a shared criteria of stigmatization (Clair, Daniel, and Lamont 2016).  

Meanwhile, in the case of Israel, the political arena is already highly morally charged, so it is 

not surprising that the moralization of veganism in the figure of Gary Yourofsky struck a cultural 

chord. Yourofsky’s controversial comparisons between the treatment of animals in slaughterhouses 

to the Holocaust provoked scandal, but also opened up a conversation in the public sphere and 

created a platform for those who wished to signal their moral consciousness. As Simas et al. (2020) 

show, while empathy is often identified by social psychologists as key to reducing intergroup 

conflict, in practice it is biased toward one’s ingroup and may actually exasperate political 

polarization. As we saw in the case of Israel, despite cultural entrepreneurs’ attempt to use the 

notion of “animal rights” as a way of transcending political divides, it actually helped existing 

cleavages manifest. In the case of the political right wing, animals served to provide an “innocent” 

contrast to the “guilt” of the Palestinians, and was coopted by the IDF to campaign on behalf of its 

self-branding as the “Moral Army” (Weiss 2016). Clearly, cultural conditions in each national context 

mediate veganism in complex ways that may lead to vastly different outcomes.  

 
Movement Conditions 

 Finally, movement conditions include the degree of coupling between the animal rights and 

vegan movements, how they intersect with other movements, and the number and prominence of 

cultural entrepreneurs in each country. As we saw throughout the dissertation, in the U.S. veganism 

is less coupled to the animal rights movement than in France and Israel. This may suggest a “cultural 

lag” between the French and Israeli cases compared to the United States, or it may instead represent 

a greater resonance of lifestyle movements in the American context. As I have shown, there is a long 

tradition of both healthism and environmentalism in the U.S. compared to the other two contexts, 
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so it should not be surprising that lifestyle movements thrive there. However, as we have seen, while 

mainstreaming generally involves a process of decoupling and de-moralization, this may not always 

be the case in every place. As we saw in Israel, the movement is mainstreaming despite being highly 

coupled with the animal rights ideology, but here there is a different compromise, which is the 

appeal of veganism to the political right, which may pose risks down the line.  

 As such, we have seen that in each country, the vegan movement intersects with other 

movements, perhaps in unexpected ways. In the United States, veganism clearly intersects with the 

animal rights crusade, but more recently it has returned to its origins in the environmental 

movement and in related health movements, including the plant-based food tribe. In France, 

veganism contrasts with the anti-American gastronationalism and anti-capitalistic movements, but in 

the same vein, it actually aligns with movements that are concerned about GMOs and factory 

farming. In Israel, veganism folds nicely into Israeli national identity as a “start-up nation”, but also 

appeals to those on the political right, who decouple animal rights from human rights. Given its 

intersection with food, which is at the center of national identity, as well as its ideological overlaps 

with other moralized movements, it is not surprising that veganism filters through each context in 

unexpected and richly complex ways.   

Finally, perhaps the most crucial difference between the movement in the U.S. compared to 

the other two nations is the number and prominence of cultural entrepreneurs. There are simply far 

more Icons, Informers, and Innovators in the U.S., and many of them have converted from former 

social activists. France in particular lacks all three types of cultural entrepreneurs. As I mentioned, 

there are few French Icons who can serve as emblems in the French context, although that is 

changing as more millennials are influenced by the global vegan movement. Moreover, the 

Informers are much less “informed” than in the U.S., and there is a dearth of Innovators given the 

difficulty of establishing enterprises in a highly bureaucratic socialist context without much access to 
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capital. By contrast, the Israeli case offers not only several Israeli Icons, but also the charismatic 

authority of Gary Yourofsky, who acted as a cultural catalyst. There are also more Informers and far 

more Innovators who are working in the nascent cell-based industry. I summarize the 

socioeconomic, cultural, and movement conditions in the three national cases in Table 5.1 below.  

 

Table 5.1 Veganism in the Three Comparative Cases  

 United States France Israel 

So
ci

oe
co

no
m

ic
 

nutritional guidelines still 
promote consumption of animal 
products; lobby-supported 
animal based foods in school; 
venture capital funds and 
accelerators for food technology 
innovation 

biased nutritional guidelines; 
lobby-supported mandates of 
animal products served in 
institutions; protections for 
cultural heritage and regional 
products; lack of financial capital 
and bureaucratic roadblocks to 
innovation 

diverse immigrant population at 
inception; plant-predominant 
Mediterranean diet, venture 
capital for startups; well-
established and dominant high-
tech industry 

C
ul

tu
ra

l 

tradition of healthism and 
natural food industry; fast food 
culture of processed foods; 
support from famous celebrities; 
support from professional class 

stigmatized image and 
stereotypes; gastronationalism, 
anti-capitalistic and anti-
American stance toward food 
innovation; agrarian vision of 
France and anti-Americanism 
contradicts factory farms; 
support for local and organic 
farming and gastronomical 
preoccupation with aestheticism 
and refinement 

religious separation of meat and 
dairy (parve), naturally vegan 
nationalistic dishes, start-up 
nation identity, English-speaking 
public; decoupling of 
human/animal rights on political 
right, embrace of veganism by 
IDF 

M
ov

em
en

t 

embrace of entrepreneurship by 
former activists; pragmatic 
approach in the animal rights 
movement developed over time; 
lack of overlap between health 
and ethical factions 

emphasis on philosophical 
discussion around speciesism; 
lack of support for cell ag; lack 
of French-speaking promoters; 
support of L214 for exposing 
factory farming 

support of cell ag from animal 
rights movement; relatable local 
promoters, charismatic authority 
who acted as cultural catalyst 
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Chapter Conclusion 

 As I have shown in this chapter, while veganism is a global cultural practice, it is mediated 

through national conditions. The “shadow cases” of France and Israel demonstrate the purity 

paradox: while veganism is still tightly coupled with animal rights in both countries, this stalls the 

movement in France but not in Israel. I showed that these divergent outcomes can be explained by a 

complex set of national context dimensions that create “barriers to” diffusion in France and 

“openings for” diffusion in Israel. In each context, cultural entrepreneurs who promote veganism as 

a lifestyle movement attempt to capitalize on the local meanings to promote the mainstreaming of 

veganism and to create new narratives that may be inconsistent with those promoted by more 

puritanical social activists. Given that national cuisines stem from local agricultures, as well as ethnic, 

religious, and other dimensions particular to each country, cultural entrepreneurs are both enabled 

and constrained by these local realities.  

As demonstrated, France provides barriers to diffusion. Socioeconomic factors include 

nutritional guidelines that favor industry lobbies, government requirements for the serving of 

animal-based foods in canteens, institutional protections for cultural heritage and specialty products, 

lack of financial capital for starting a business, and bureaucratic roadblocks to entrepreneurship. 

Cultural factors include stigmatized stereotypes such as associations of veganism with cults, 

gastronationalism surrounding traditionally “French” foods, and an anti-capitalistic and anti-

American sentiment toward food innovation. Movement factors include emphasis on intellectual 

debates around speciesism, lack of support for cellular agriculture, and lack of local influencers to 

support the cause. Indeed, in France veganism is still tightly coupled with the animal rights 

movement, and all three types of cultural entrepreneurs—Icons, Informers, and Innovators—

promoting a more lifestyle-based approach are few and far between.  



	

 222 

 Meanwhile, Israel provides openings for diffusion. Socioeconomic factors include a diverse 

immigrant population, a plant-predominant Mediterranean diet, venture capital funds available for 

entrepreneurship, and a highly developed high-tech industry. Cultural factors include the religious 

separation of meat and dairy (parve), “national” dishes that are naturally vegan, and a “start-up 

nation” cultural identity. Movement conditions include support from the vegan movement for food 

innovation, an English-speaking public receptive to foreign influence, and relatable local Icons who 

promote veganism in Hebrew as well as model the lifestyle. Israel also features a key “charismatic 

authority” who ignited a public conversation around veganism and animal rights, but one that 

undoubtedly would not have been as successful in a context without these prior socioeconomic and 

cultural predispositions, as the efforts of activists that laid the groundwork in the prior decades for 

more widespread adoption testifies. 

Yet this analysis suggests a key question: What are the possible openings in France and the 

potential barriers in Israel? Despite many of the elements about the French context that create 

constraints for the diffusion of veganism, there are nevertheless potential openings, and indeed since 

I conducted my fieldwork in 2016-2017, the French context has become significantly more receptive 

to veganism than I had initially anticipated. Paradoxically, one opening is in fact leveraging 

gastronationalism, and the French commitment to cultural preservation. Factory farming is relatively 

new in France compared to the U.S., and is seen as an American import. Through its exposure of 

practices typical in these farms, L214 has been successful in generating a public outcry in reaction to 

these conditions, and has moved public opinion closer in line with animal rights activists.71 As such, 

while French activists may prefer that the public “go vegan” for ethical issues around animal rights, 

if they relax their criteria of membership, they may have more recruits. As such, while in France 

there may be opposition to certain elements of veganism from a cultural preservation perspective, in 

 
71 September 2019. “En finir avec l’élevage intensif, cet ennemi de l’intrérêt général” Le Monde. Link. 
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other ways this same idea may find alignment with a general rejection of industrial animal 

production.  

 Another key opening in the French context is the gastronomic emphasis on aesthetics and 

high cuisine as well as cosmopolitanism. The general shift toward “nouvelle cuisine” (Rao, Monin, 

and Durand 2003) and the incorporation of gastronomic elements from other cultures has 

introduced some flexibility into the French canon. One of the most intriguing developments in Paris 

is the high-end Shangri-La’s Hôtel’s decision to introduce an entirely vegan menu of sandwiches and 

pastries for their Vegan High Tea (see Figure 5.4 below). 

 
Figure 5.4 Vegan High Tea at the Shangri-La Hotel in Paris, July 2016 

 

 

The hotel hired the Italian chef Michael Bartocetti, who had previously worked with the 

world-renowned Michelin star chef Alain Ducasse. Bartocetti saw the creation of pastries free of 

animal products as a creative challenge: “We wanted to make something that is vegan, but also for 

those who are not vegan to enjoy the gourmet life, the colors, the aesthetics, and I had to start from 

scratch. The most difficult part was the replacement of the eggs.” While Bartocetti is not himself 
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vegan, and does not believe France would ever become a vegan nation (“go to Normandy and tell 

them to stop eating butter, there will be a civil war”) he represents the new era of the global vegan 

movement—elite, cosmopolitan, and devoid of moral identity or ideology. Of course, as Maxwell 

(2019: 1436) states, “cutting-edge high-end restaurants are a narrow slice of culture that does not 

necessarily represent how globalized influences function for the French masses,” but as we saw in 

Chapter 2, the role of elite Icons such as celebrity chefs should not be underestimated.   

As well, there is other evidence to suggest the shift of veganism toward an aspirational 

lifestyle in the French context, whether activists embrace it or not. Conventional grocery stores such 

as Carrefour and Monoprix are expanding their offerings of plant-based alternatives enormously, 

while the health food store Naturalia debuted an entirely vegan chain called Naturalia Vegan which 

is exclusively organic and vegan. So while there is resistance to veganism as a “bobo” lifestyle  

(Brooks 2011) of the well-to-do, companies are concerned with market opportunities rather than 

moral politics. Drawing inspiration from the U.S., they are appealing to high-status consumers who 

take their cues from the international global vegan movement. 

Meanwhile, as we saw in this chapter, veganism in Israel is growing in part because of its 

appeal across the political spectrum. While the embrace of veganism by the IDF’s is currently 

framed as a positive testament to its mainstreaming by cultural entrepreneurs, too readily promoting 

such a development may cause potential political problems down the line. Ghassem-Fachandi (2012) 

shows how in the case of India, vegetarianism and its underlying doctrine of non-violence (ahimsa) 

has paradoxically been used to justify Hindu nationalism and even violence. Given that veganism as 

a global movement still remains on the “liberal” end of the political spectrum in most countries, its 

association with right-wing politics may stir up contention. As such, it is not surprising that many of 

the cultural entrepreneurs in Israel today are turning away from activism surrounding animal rights 

and instead focusing on cellular agriculture and its lack of politics, unlike animal rights.  
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In a summary of the literature on the role of isomorphism in the diffusion of global 

practices, Dobbin, Simmons, and Garrett (2007) show that four distinct theories account for 

diffusion of policies across countries. According to these theories, convergence happens through (1) 

constructivism (expert epistemic communities); coercion (powerful nation-states, international financial 

institutions, and sanctions); (3) competition (countries competing to attract investment); and (4) learning 

(countries learning from their own experiences and the policies of peers). However, the emphasis on 

convergence and conformity cannot account for the more proactive and strategic kinds of responses 

to societal conditions, and how the efforts of strategic actors sometimes fail. As we saw, while 

animal rights activists have been promoting the same ideology for decades, cultural entrepreneurs, 

many of them former activists, were able to usher in the dawn of a new approach that changed the 

nature of the food field itself, and this occurred to different degrees in the three cases.  

Why did the lifestyle turn in veganism “resonate” differentially across contexts? As we know 

from work on other globalized cultural practices like cricket (Kaufman and Paterson 2005), 

television (Kuipers 2015), and foie gras (DeSoucey 2016), it matters whether a given practice is seen 

as “imported” or “native” to a particular context. Molnar (2005) classically showed that in the case 

of modernist architecture in post-war Hungary, this cultural object took on a particular salience as a 

“cultural link” to Western Europe at a time when the country’s place was being contested given its 

incorporation into the USSR’s orbit. As cultural entrepreneurs, architects drew on interpretive 

schemas and strategies that played a decisive role in legitimating the “foreign” style. By politicizing 

their professional discourse, the architects were able to draw on “tried and true” interpretive 

schemas that endowed the cultural object with political significance.  

In a similar vein, cultural entrepreneurs try to frame veganism in such a way that it 

“resonates” within given national contexts. Drawing on classic pragmatist theories, McDonnell, Bail, 

and Tavory (2017: 9) specify that resonance occurs when “interaction with an object leads people to 
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solve an ongoing challenge or ‘puzzle out’ their world.” In these deliberate, creative moments, actors 

find novel solutions to their problems (Leschziner and Green 2013). In the case of veganism, I 

showed that cultural entrepreneurs are creative actors who attempt to shift their local animal rights 

movement in line with the global lifestyle movement, navigating not only resistance from local 

activists, but also the particularities of the national context in which they are embedded. As we saw, 

their efforts can backfire, as in the case of France where veganism is seen as an American import, or 

in the case of Israel where animal rights are decoupled from human rights. In the final chapter of the 

dissertation, I consider what the three national cases teach us about the mainstreaming process more 

generally, and specifically the tradeoffs involved. 
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CHAPTER VI 

The Tradeoffs of Mainstreaming 
 

In the concluding chapter, I return to the original question that motivates this dissertation: 

How does a cultural practice become mainstream? While veganism is the topic, the study represents 

a broader case of what occurs when an ideological social movement transforms into a lifestyle 

movement centered on consumption. I argued that a key explanatory mechanism in this process is 

the role played by change agents called cultural entrepreneurs, specifically Icons, Informers, and 

Innovators. We have seen that these entrepreneurs’ agency is both enabled and constrained by the 

national contexts in which they are situated, which provide both barriers to, and openings for, 

diffusion of cultural practices. I argued that veganism mainstreamed in the United States precisely 

when it became a consumption-based lifestyle movement rather than an ideology-based social 

movement. However, broadening appeal comes at a cost. In this chapter, I take an analytical 

approach to consider the tradeoffs that are part of the mainstreaming process, which may be useful 

to other scholars analyzing the popularization of cultural practices. I conclude with an assessment of 

how this dissertation has contributed to existing literatures on social and lifestyle movements, 

cultural entrepreneurship, and comparative cultural sociology.  

 

TRADEOFFS IN THE MAINSTREAMING PROCESS 

 As we saw in the last chapter comparing France and Israel, the tradeoff of purity is limited 

appeal. While this is less the case in Israel than in France given several socioeconomic and cultural 

reasons, it is clear that veganism has popularized to the greatest extent in the United States. This 

raises important analytical questions: what precisely is mainstreaming, and what are the tradeoffs 

involved in the mainstreaming process? I define mainstreaming as the process by which a cultural 

practice becomes accepted in society. In this dissertation, the degree of mainstreaming refers to 
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acknowledgment of veganism in the public sphere as evidenced not only in the number of self-

identified vegans, but also media attention, celebrity endorsement, proliferation of restaurants and 

options, number and success of vegan companies, and money invested in emerging startups.   

Mainstreaming is akin to “normalization” in the sense that it involves the integration of 

alternative ways of life becoming routinely embedded in the “matrices of already existing, socially 

patterned knowledge and practices” (May and Finch 2009: 504). Similarly to Bail (2012: 5) who uses 

the term “mainstream” to refer to the representativeness of a given organization’s message via-a-vis 

the broader cultural environment, I focus not on veganism becoming the dominant way of life, but 

instead being accepted by and promoted by the representatives of the status quo (Sunstein 2019). 

However, as I explore in this chapter, the mainstreaming process inevitably involves tradeoffs.  

While previous work has acknowledged potential tradeoffs (Maxwell 2019; Miller 2018), so 

far the tradeoffs have not been specified (Lee, Hiatt, and Lounsbury 2017). One exception is the 

work of Feinberg, who has analyzed what he refers to as the “activist’s dilemma”. Feinberg et al. 

(2020; 2013) find that while extreme protest actions—those perceived to be harmful to others, 

highly disruptive of the social order, or both—raise public awareness of the issues at hand, they also 

simultaneously erode public support for the social movement and its causes. Examples of tactics 

that typically backfire include blocking public highways, vandalizing property, and violent actions. 

The researchers bring up the example of animal rights and environmental activists in particular, 

which is directly relevant to the case of veganism. However, despite Feinberg’s useful contribution 

to our knowledge of activist tradeoffs, they mostly apply to the work of activists in social 

movements, rather than cultural entrepreneurs in lifestyle movements, and not to the mainstreaming 

process itself as it occurs in dynamic movements.  

The empirical findings in the preceding chapters suggest three types of tradeoffs involved in 

mainstreaming. First, there is a tradeoff between boundary expansion and porousness. In order to 
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expand the cultural membership of a movement, it must lower the criteria for membership. Second, 

there is a tradeoff between cultural legitimation and elitism. Mainstreaming necessitates promotion 

of a practice by cultural elites, but in relying on these authorities a movement risks the myopia of 

elitism. Finally, there is a tradeoff between acquiring incumbent allies and possible cooptation by 

those with misaligned incentives. In all three cases, mainstreaming involves compromises between 

purity and popularity, and as I will show, cultural entrepreneurs make strategic choices to accept 

potential tradeoffs. In this chapter, I draw on existing theories of these social processes as well as 

empirical examples that occurred most recently in the movement to examine these potential 

tradeoffs and the implications for the case of veganism and beyond.  

 

Boundary Expansion vs. Porousness 

One of the key questions the study strives to answer is, what happens to the ideological core 

of a movement when the boundaries expand? Boundary expansion refers to the notion that more 

people are included in the cultural membership of a given group. The tradeoff inherent to expansion 

is the porousness of boundaries. As Miller (2017: 176-177) states in her analysis of the history of the 

natural foods movement, “stretching the definition of a natural lifestyle can also endanger the 

integrity of the concept. People working in the industry and participating in the advocacy efforts 

confront the tradeoff between strictly adhering to the basic principles, which is likely to lessen 

choice and dampen the appeal of the category, and making principles more flexible—and less 

meaningful—to attract new followers and spread ideals as widely as possible.”  

In their classic paper, Lamont and Molnar (2002) make a distinction between symbolic and 

social boundaries. Symbolic boundaries are conceptual distinctions made by social actors to 

categorize objects, people, and practices, while social boundaries are objectified forms of social 

differences as manifested in differential access to resources. Symbolic boundaries are necessary, but 
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insufficient, conditions for the existence of social boundaries. What is less understood, however, is 

the “conditions under which boundaries generate differentiation or dissolve or produce hybridity or 

new forms of categorization” (Lamont and Molnar (2002: 187).  

I propose that one such condition is in the case of a movement that is attempting to broaden 

its appeal. The contradictory reality of boundaries within the vegan movement is that while symbolic 

boundaries are often used to exclude, and indeed they have been used precisely in this way in 

veganism as a social movement, the goals of a lifestyle movement is to encourage as many people as 

possible to engage in the behaviors they advocate. As such, in an effort to appeal to a wider group of 

potential participants, cultural entrepreneurs lessen the criteria for cultural membership. They 

compromise on convincing people to adopt certain identities or philosophical ideologies, and 

instead settle on accepting the enactment of certain behaviors. As we saw in Chapter 2 on Icons, the 

term “plant-based” is the perfect example of the porousness of conceptual boundaries. The term has 

a variety of meanings to different people, and allows more people to participate within the 

structurally diffuse vegan lifestyle movement without necessarily adopting its key ideological tenets 

surrounding animal rights as advocated by social activists. 

Scholars have examined boundary-spanning processes in social movements, but few have 

considered the consequences of this process for the movement’s ideological core. In a review of 

boundary-spanning, Wang, Piazza, and Soule (2018) analyze three types of boundaries in movements 

and their consequences for movement outcomes. While they discuss why boundaries expand to 

include other issues, organizations, and even other movements, they do not talk about the nature of 

boundaries themselves and how they shift. In discussing solidarity, which refers to the boundaries of 

membership, they do not specify the nature of how new members enter in and out of movements 

that are as structurally diffuse as lifestyles based on consumption. Finally, the authors state that 

“boundary-spanning increases the exposure of movement actors to more diverse partners and 
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audiences, which make their collective identities more flexible and broaden their tactical repertoires” 

and even acknowledge that “some research suggests that this process does not transpire without 

trade-offs” (Wang, Piazza, and Soule 2018: 179) but do not actually specify these tradeoffs.  

Taking this theoretical gap as a point of departure, I discuss two examples of concerns over 

porous boundaries in the vegan movements: the idea of “fake vegans” and “non-vegan means to 

vegan ends”. The first case pertains to a trend that occurred in the online vegan community in 

January 2019 when several prominent vegan “YouTubers” released “confessional” videos about 

their lapse of veganism. The trend began with the Australian influencer “Bonny Rebecca” who 

posted a video called “Why I’m No Longer Vegan”72 in which she explained that she began eating 

eggs and fish after she and her boyfriend “Slim Like Tim” suffered health problems. As she 

explained, “I’ve been vegan for a long time and I think a part of me wanted to believe in this diet so 

much—because I had such a strong ethical connection to it—that I was turning a blind eye to my 

problems and to the severity of my health issues.” The video garnered over 1.5 million views. 

Following this confessional, several other YouTubers admitted to eating animal products. 

One especially prominent case is that of Yovana Mendoza, the Icon I mentioned in Chapter 2, who 

was “caught” eating fish on camera by another social media influencer and who later admitted that 

she ate fish and eggs due to an overgrowth of bacteria in her small intestine. The online backlash 

that ensued came to be known as “Fishgate”. Several YouTubers posted “response videos” such as 

“Mic the Vegan”, “Happy Health Vegan”, and “Plant Based News” who speculated on what went 

wrong with their diet. The YouTube star twins Nina and Randa even created a satirical “diss track” 

that criticized these “ex-vegans” for using veganism as a “virtue signaling” pedestal. 

 
72 Bonny Rebecca, January 14 2019. “Why I’m No Longer Vegan.” YouTube. Link.  
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The reality of veganism is that despite becoming culturally mainstream, there is still an 

incredibly high recidivism rate, potentially as high as 70 percent.73 This is partly a result of the fact 

that maintaining a vegan diet in a non-vegan world is socially challenging (Greenbaum 2012; Potts 

and White 2008; Twine 2014). Still, it is notable that many of the critiques of the “ex-vegan” wave 

emphasize that these individuals were “never vegan” and were guilty of “only doing it for their 

health” rather than being ethically motivated by animal issues. Indeed, the Faunalytics research 

confirms that those who adopt a vegan lifestyle for health concerns are more likely to “relapse”. The 

backlash is vivid evidence of concerns over the porousness of movement boundaries, which let in 

“fake vegans”. The reality, however, is that in a movement based on individual consumption rather 

than moral identity, fluidity is the tradeoff of broader appeal.  

The second example is ethical concerns surrounding the use of “non-vegan means for vegan 

ends” by Silicon Valley companies. In 2018, Impossible Foods revealed that in order to obtain FDA 

approval for its signature “heme” soy leghemoglobin ingredient, they had to test their product on 

rats. The announcement created an outrage online, with many vegans criticizing the company and 

even vegan Icons for posting pictures of themselves consuming the burger. Despite the fact the 

number of rats used in animal testing are negligible compared to the number of plant-based burgers 

replacing conventional ones, the “impurity” of the decision caused a sensation.74 More recently, after 

Impossible announced its partnership with Burger King, some vegans refused to go to the fast food 

chain due to “cross-contamination” between plant-based and meat patties on the same grill.75 

Finally, many puritanical vegans are concerned about the use of Fetal Bovine Serum (FBS) in the 

medium for cell-based meat production, since the process involves the killing of cow fetuses 

(Stephens 2013: 166). In all of these examples, puritanical vegans are concerned with compromised 

 
73 Faunalytics, February 2016. “A Summary of Faunalytics’ Study of Current and Former Vegetarians and Vegans.” Link.  
74 Starostinetskaya, Anna. August 2017. “Impossible Foods’ CEO Speaks Out About Animal Testing.” VegNews. Link.  
75 Bellware, Kim. November 2019. “Burger King Impossible Whopper Lawsuit.” Washington Post. Link.  
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principles in the popularization of the vegan lifestyle, whether or not these compromises will lead to 

the outcomes they are ultimately seeking.  

Indeed, I witnessed several cultural entrepreneurs struggle with the ethics of their actions, 

especially the CEOs of the nascent cultured meat companies, a handful admitting to eating meat in 

an effort to assess taste authenticity. Brian Spears, CEO of New Age Meats, described the moral 

quandary of being the vegan CEO of a meat company. As he explained in an interview at IndieBio: 

Earlier this year I came to an uncomfortable realization that the CEO of a meat company is 
going to have a hard time not eating meat. It’s meat science, right? So you need to be able 
to…taste a product to know how it should be…I try not to signal, like I eat it at conferences 
if it’s just on the table…But then people will ask me, ‘Well, are you vegan?’ and I have to say 
‘Not exactly, I eat meat because of the taste’…So I don't like that because I am eating it 
because I have to and they don’t but how do I explain that to them? 
 
The loosening of symbolic boundaries is significant since they inherently pertain to moral 

evaluations. As Lamont and Fournier (1992: 2) state, people use symbolic boundaries to make 

categorical distinctions about the “moral worthiness” of persons, objects, and practices; shape 

collective understanding of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ taste; and articulate consumer identities in the public 

sphere. When these boundaries expand, moral ideology is inherently impacted, since morality 

delineates group membership and belonging, and emphasizes the appropriate way of being and 

belonging in a group. When something morally neutral takes on moral properties, the process is 

known as moralization (Feinberg et al. 2019). The two conduits of moralization may be moral 

emotions such as disgust or guilt, or what Rozin (1999) calls “moral piggybacking”, in which a 

particular issue is connected to existing moral principles.  

Food is a particularly salient symbolic signifier of group belonging, and has served to 

delineate group boundaries around ethical matters for centuries, hence the existence of all manner of 

dietary rules and food as a signifier of social position (Douglas 1966). As DeSoucey (2016: 62) states, 

when the “ethical status of a food or food-related practice becomes the focus of scathing public 
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critiques and debate, the permeability of boundaries is indubitably moralized.” Meat in particular is 

subject to moralization, since it inherently involves killing, something which is already moralized in 

contemporary civilization (Feinberg et al. 2019). However, meat is also subject to “hedonic” 

motivations, which justify the consumption of meat based on its historical salience and tastiness.  

In a sense, while the animal rights movement promoted the moralization of meat as part of 

anti-speciesism, the mainstreaming of the vegan lifestyle movement can be seen as a de-moralization 

of veganism, decoupling it from its associations with morally-charged issues. While the battles are 

symbolic, what is at stake are definitions for the criteria of cultural membership. As we saw in the 

last chapter in the case of Israel, the expansion of cultural membership is not always about the 

ideology of animal rights, but may also intersect with other issues such as human rights. Weiss’ 

(2016) research shows that in Israel there is a decoupling between human and animal rights, which 

expands the boundaries of the movement across the political spectrum, but also possibly poses risks 

in terms of welcoming those with political ideologies that have historically been viewed as counter to 

the core ideals of the movement. As such, while the vegan movement seeks to enter the mainstream, 

in doing so it potentially compromises its own boundaries. As we shall see, similar risks are involved 

in the pursuit of cultural legitimacy and the role of elite cultural entrepreneurs who attempt to 

change the status quo, but may in fact reinforce it. 

 

Cultural Legitimation vs. Elitism 

 A second key question that guides this dissertation is, who must approve and promote a 

cultural practice for it to become mainstream? As we saw throughout this dissertation, cultural 

entrepreneurs are elites in the sense that they are the leaders of lifestyle movements, but many are 

also elites in a broader sense. Many occupy privileged, high-level societal positions and have actively 

used these positions as leverage in their attempt to create social change in the world order (Khan 
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2012). The upside of elites as movement leaders is cultural legitimation (Kaufman and Patterson 

2005), but the tradeoff is potential myopia about their own privilege and elitism (Khan 2012, 2011; 

Currid-Halkett 2019). Indeed, in promoting lifestyles premised on ‘choice’ these elites may not 

realize that the behaviors they advocate may in fact be out of reach for many.  

Just as mainstreaming is a process of de-moralization, cultural legitimation is a process of de-

stigmatization (Clair, Daniel, and Lamont 2016). Animal rights activists have been promoting 

veganism for decades, but it was not until those who occupy mainstream societal positions began 

promoting it that it began to take hold. In other words, veganism mainstreamed when it began to be 

promoted not by a base of economically, politically, or organizationally marginalized people 

challenging the status quo, but instead by relatively affluent and educated professionals who have the 

ability to “glamorize and stylize marginality” (Miller 2018: 294).  

All three archetypes of cultural entrepreneurs can be classified as elites. Icons are the most 

visible elites since they are the celebrities, athletes, chefs, and social media influencers who use their 

personal characteristics, including physique and attractiveness, to promote a refined new aesthetic. 

Yet Informers are also elites, as they are highly educated doctors, researchers, and filmmakers (many 

with Ivy League degrees) who promote exclusive knowledge about the viability of a vegan lifestyle. 

Finally, Innovators too are elites, as most are high-earning white men who are funded by and invest 

in cutting-edge ventures that earn significant payouts for all involved. Clearly, it is not a coincidence 

that veganism only became mainstream when it began to be promoted by these mainstream 

individuals. As Kauffman argues in his book Hippie Food (2019: 13):  

The health food movement of the 1970s was stunted by the same problems that hobble the 
sustainable-food movement fifty years on: longhair circles were almost exclusively white, 
which left people of color with the burden of adapting to the majority’s terms, beliefs, and 
unconscious prejudices to join…Plus, the food movement was characterized by pervasive 
nostalgia—a preindustrial romanticism—that was disconcerting and painful to anyone whose 
ancestors, in that preindustrial era, were slaves. 
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The fact is that the contemporary vegan movement, and especially its leadership, is made up 

primarily of members of the what Currid-Halkett (2018) calls the “aspirational class”.  

In her book on contemporary elites, Currid-Halkett (2018) argues that unlike elites in 

previous eras, whose class and status were primarily defined by material wealth (Veblen 1899; 

Brooks 2000), new elites are defined by their shared commitment to the acquisition of knowledge 

and lifestyle choices. As she explains, “while their symbolic position sometimes manifests itself 

through material goods, mostly they reveal their class position through cultural signifiers that convey 

their acquisition of knowledge and values systems” (2018: 19). In other words, the aspirational class 

is defined by their accrual of cultural capital (Bourdieu 1984), and a class consciousness composed 

of chosen values and the cultural processes acquired through access to exclusive knowledge. For this 

class, distance from material goods is not about anxiety regarding their elite status (Sherman 2017) 

but instead exists because these goods do not necessarily signal their life philosophy.  

In this context, the life ‘choices’ that individuals make become even more socially significant, 

and lifestyles such as veganism are coded as ‘aspirational’. The choice to adopt a vegan lifestyle is 

indicative of a certain level of education, the ability to choose among a variety of options, and is also 

seen as an attribute of moral character. Especially as many important lifestyle choices become 

increasingly “inconspicuous”, rather than “conspicuous” as Veblen originally argued (1899), in the 

form of educational credentials and life experiences, the adoption of a particular lifestyle can be a 

subtle yet potent indicator of social position and moral worth. Yet as Currid-Halkett (2018: 24) 

argues, the “aspirational class members’ self-assurance of their social position allows them to ignore 

the growing inequality around them.”  

These realities bring up the question of how veganism became associated with the capitalistic 

professional elite, rather than marginal animal right activists. For insight into this question, I turn to 

two other movements in which elites legitimated fringe cultural practices that also come from 
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Eastern philosophy: meditation and yoga. In her book on the mainstreaming of mindfulness 

meditation, called The Mindful Elite (2018), Jamie Kucinskas argues that the “contemplative” 

movement comprised elite professionals across social sectors who collectively institutionalized a 

previously stigmatized spiritual practice in their secular workplaces. In a close parallel to the vegan 

movement, the cultural entrepreneurs of the mindfulness movement “made strategic decisions about 

how to popularize and legitimize meditation with positive and negative consequences” (Kucinskas 

2018: 10). A similar dynamic occurred in the case of the commodification of yoga, which became 

popular through its adoption by cultural entrepreneurs who turned it into a profitable commodity in 

the form of companies such as Lulu Lemon and standardized yoga teacher training programs that 

produced mass adoption across the corporate sphere (Jain 2015).  

Indeed, this triad of movements—veganism, meditation, and yoga—are all part of an 

ensemble of philosophical traditions that come from the East, particularly India, and have been 

commercialized under global market capitalism. The cultural entrepreneurs who promoted these 

practices are not marginal social movement activists, but instead members of the mainstream who 

found a way to reconfigure these practices in a way that appealed to consumer cultural trends. 

Through their efforts, these practices have become anchored in science, business, healthcare, 

government, and educational institutions that afford them cultural legitimacy. Through 

popularization, these practices have entered the lives of even those who do not practice them 

directly, such as when a relative requests vegan sides for Thanksgiving, or in some other way 

accommodating what were once unusual dietary requests that are now commonplace. 

However, as alluded above, the flipside of cultural legitimation is that it can breed a form of 

myopic elitism, in which the proponents of a given practice are not conscious of the exclusivity of 

the lifestyle they promote. Most of the cultural entrepreneurs I interviewed are highly educated, 

relatively well-off, and mostly white men, despite most vegans being women and people of color. As 
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such, while cultural entrepreneurs may believe they are initiating social reform, in reality they may 

not realize the limits of their own habitus. As Anand Giridharadas writes in his book Winners Take 

All (2018), those at the top have a surprisingly limited self-awareness about how they ended up in 

their social positions, and this in turn limits their ideas about how social change truly happens on the 

ground. Similar to political elites who fail to see the concerns of everyday citizens, these cultural 

elites may be blinded to the concerns of the people they would most like to influence.  

Indeed, part of the cultural legitimation process entails explicitly drawing on institutions and 

cultural worldviews that in fact uphold existing power differentials. As we have seen throughout this 

dissertation, a distinguishing characteristic of cultural entrepreneurs is that they have shaped 

veganism into a lifestyle that is suited to a neoliberal capitalistic logic that privileges pragmatic, 

individualist, meritocratic, achievement-oriented, and market-based values that appeal to consumers 

within this system. In their “self-made” individualist ethic, each person has a “choice” about how to 

live, and the key to changing society is influencing people’s individual choices and in finding market-

based solutions rather than shaping government policy or including a wide range of dissenting 

opinions. However, a reliance on elite promoters creates the potential for cultural cooptation. 

 

Incumbent Allies vs. Cooptation 

  The final key issue that guides this dissertation is, what kinds of strategic alliances must be 

made to enter the mainstream, and what are the potential risks of such partnerships? The last 

tradeoff of mainstreaming I will consider is about building bridges with those outside the movement 

which can be either helpful or harmful. Many previous scholars have considered the question of 

strategic partnerships by social movements and how these impact movement dynamics (Wang 

Piazza, and Soule 2018). Research at the intersection of social movements and the market shows 

that at times collaborations lead to co-optations (Soule 2012). For example, Chasin (2001) argues 
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that the trajectory of the gay rights movement may have been fundamentally altered by its 

acceptance of money from firms who tried to discourage LGBTQ SMOs from boycotts.  

 The issue of cooptation is particularly salient in the case of lifestyle movements, since these 

by necessity sit at the intersection of social movements and the market. In her book Building Nature’s 

Market (2018), Miller argues that the risk of market cooptation has been a concern in the natural 

foods movement from its inception. Miller states, “a movement that wishes to remain ‘pure’ may 

have to hope for continued obscurity. While this dilemma affects all types of movements, the 

economic incentives attached to market growth make the issue of purity especially difficult for a 

movement closely connected to private enterprise to navigate” (2018: 289). As such, while the 

animal rights movement became increasingly pragmatic (Cherry 2015), it is not until it became a 

lifestyle movement and fully embraced the influence of capitalism that it entered the mainstream.  

 All three types of cultural entrepreneurs participate in the creation of a vegan marketplace, 

and are key in creating and maintaining the turn to market. Icons produce podcasts, cookbooks, and 

lifestyle programs; Informers produce research, films, and non-profits that actively create alternative 

protein markets; and Innovators produce consumer packaged goods that adherents consume. As 

such, from creating demand to meeting it through supply, the ethic of conscious capitalism 

permeates the vegan movement. However, there is some resistance to this approach, especially by 

French activists who are skeptical of what Zelizer (1979: 172) calls “establishing monetary 

equivalents for relations or processes which are defined as being beyond material concerns.” The 

dilemma of partnership with industry is not uncontroversial, as there are many vocal vegans who 

decry “eating with the enemy”. As such, it is their willingness to make such partnerships that 

distinguishes cultural entrepreneurs at the helm of the movement.  

 Two central issues regarding the market in the vegan lifestyle movement are investments and 

buy-outs from large scale companies in general and collaboration with meat industry incumbents in 
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particular. In the first instance, buy-outs and investments from large-scale companies are seen by 

many vegans as posing corruption risk for vegan companies. Although this is an issue for any small-

scale business that is concerned with “selling out”, in the case of veganism it is particularly salient 

given the ethical foundations on which vegan companies are based. The attraction of such 

partnerships for small companies are access to capital, instantly available distribution channels, and 

reduction of competition. The downside is potentially creating “mission drift” (Ebrahim, Battilana, 

and Mair 2014) away from the company’s founding principles and in the worst case scenario, a 

compromise of veganism itself.   

 When I asked cultural entrepreneurs about the potential downsides of partnership with 

large-scale conglomerates, the response I received was surprisingly consistent, with nearly all of 

those in the United States believing that buy-outs are a positive development. Many cited the case of 

plant-based milk, which only grew exponentially in availability across retail stores when companies 

such as Silk and So Delicious were acquired by Danone. Many of the cultural entrepreneurs I 

interviewed had personal experience with their prior companies being acquired, so believed this 

process was essential to ultimate success. Seth Goldman, founder of Honest Tea, drew on his 

experience of the company being acquired by Coca-Cola to inform his role on the board of Beyond 

Meat. In an interview he stated: 

Obviously, Coca-Cola and Honest Tea do not share the same principles. But as long as the 
bigger company allows you to keep your principles intact…it’s an obvious choice. The 
principles of Beyond Meat are so clear that no one will buy the company to change it. They 
only buy and invest in it because they think it has a chance to reach other consumers. As 
long as you embed the principles into your product, it’s harder for it to be corrupted.  
 
Indeed, the founder and CEO of JUST Inc., Josh Tetrick, told me that he keeps a tiny glass 

bottle of Coca-Cola on his desk to remind him how to approach the worldwide market in a strategic 

way. JUST Inc.’s co-founder Josh Balk expressed his belief that agribusiness has a role to play in the 
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plant-based and cell-based sectors. Speaking about those who believe these companies would 

corrupt principles of purity, he said, “I think it’s a very harmful viewpoint if you actually want the 

thing you care about to become massively successful.” 

Concerns over compromised principles become particularly salient with the involvement of 

the meat industry in particular. As I showed in Chapter 4, the initial approach of the non-profit 

Good Food Institute and companies such as JUST Inc., Beyond Meat, Impossible, and Memphis 

Meats was to “disrupt conventional animal agriculture.” Yet, within the last two years there has been 

a decisive shift toward reframing the meat industry as an ally and simultaneously, the meat industry 

embracing the plant-based and cell-based trends. Many of these partnerships take the form of 

investments from conventional meat companies into plant-based and cell-based startups. One of the 

most telling shifts is the meat industry’s adoption of the term “protein” rather than “meat”, referring 

to itself as the “protein industry” in recent industry publications.  

Indeed, in 2016 Tyson Foods, one of the largest meatpacking companies in the United States 

invested in Beyond Meat for a stake of 5 percent, later raising it to 6.5 percent. Not surprisingly, 

there was an uproar among vegans at the investment, and a backlash against the CEO Ethan Brown, 

an ethical vegan. Rising to defend the company’s decision, Good Food Institute’s Executive 

Director Bruce Friedrich, a former PETA campaigner, wrote an essay for the Wall Street Journal in 

which he praised the conglomerate for its embrace of plant-based protein76:  

Don’t misunderstand: There’s no love lost between me and Tyson. When I was VP for 
campaigns at PETA, I planned news conferences to launch undercover investigations into 
Tyson’s farms and slaughterhouses. I’ve been vegan for almost 30 years. Yet I want to 
publicly thank Tyson for being the first major meat company in the U.S. to invest in plant-
based proteins. It’s new stake in Beyond Meat is simply one more step in making the vegan 
firm’s products mainstream.  
 

 
76 Friedrich, Bruce. October 2016. “Vegans’ Bullheaded Beef with Tyson Foods” Wall Street Journal. Link.  
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In 2018, GFI invited Tom Mastrobuoni, the Chief Financial Officer of Tyson Ventures, the 

venture capital of Tyson Foods, to speak at its conference, emphasizing their strategic partnership.  

Indeed, in many of the conversations I had with cultural entrepreneurs, most strove to 

reframe the meat industry as composed of people who are simply “doing their job” and that meat 

companies are “just trying to make a profit”. Elizabeth Specht, Senior Scientist at GFI is a typical 

example: “Our tendency is to vilify them, but they are just doing their job.” Josh Balk, VP of Farm 

Animal Protection at HSUS and co-founder of JUST Inc. echoed: “These are businesspeople not 

because they want to sell abused animals. They would be just as happy selling something that did not 

involve the harm of animals. They can grow by doing the right thing rather than the wrong thing.” 

Channeling a typical pragmatic outlook of these cultural entrepreneurs, CEO of New Age Meats 

Brian Spears said: “If you antagonize them and don’t work with the meat industry, they will fight 

you, and they are very powerful…so we chose early on to be strategic. We make better meat. We are 

not attacking meat itself. We can’t. We’re a meat company.”  

Despite these rosy interpretations of the meat industry’s motives, puritanical vegans are not 

convinced, and point to recent examples of events that could be perceived as cooptation. For 

example, only a month before Beyond Meat’s IPO in May 2019, Tyson Ventures announced that it 

was backing out of the deal, and immediately announced their own line of “plant-based” products 

called Raised & Rooted that are made of pea protein but contain egg whites so are not vegan.77 

Speaking generally, the former cattle rancher turned activist Howard Lyman went so far as to tell me 

his conspiracy theory about cooptation: “I think there are a whole lot of infiltrators from the animal 

industry in the vegan movement today…They are using labels that come from the movement but 

they are from the opposition.” Whether Lyman is correct in the specifics or not, his concerns echo 

 
77 June 2019. “After Backing Out of Beyond Meat, Tyson Foods Announces a New Plant-Based Brand of its Own” The 
New Food Economy. Link.  
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the small minority who remain the ideological core of the vegan movement and have qualms about 

entrance into the mainstream precisely because it involves tradeoffs they do not support.  

 As I argued, veganism provides a conceptually useful case study of the dynamics involved in 

the mainstreaming process, and especially its inherent tradeoffs. As we saw in Chapter 5, veganism 

looks quite different in the United States, France, and Israel. This suggests that the mainstreaming 

process is one that involves compromises, but that these may be different depending on the national 

context. In the case of France, the tradeoff of purity is limited appeal. However, in the case of Israel, 

while the movement has grown there without a compromise on purity in terms of animal rights, 

there may have been a compromise in terms of human rights, as those on the political right embrace 

the cultural practice. In the U.S., meanwhile, tradeoffs stem from the particularities of the lifestyle 

movement, including its preoccupation with health above moral ideology, elitism and cultural 

popularity, as well as the embrace of neoliberal market logic (Figure 6.1 below visually represents the 

tradeoffs in the move from the margins to the mainstream). Future research is needed to examine 

how the mainstreaming process unfolds with other cultural practices and in different national 

settings to expand on these theoretical insights.  

 

Figure 6.1. Mainstreaming Tradeoffs 
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THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS 

 The dissertation offers several interventions in three bodies of literature: social and lifestyle 

movements, cultural entrepreneurship, and comparative cultural sociology.  

 

Social and Lifestyle Movements 

 The contributions to social and lifestyle movements literature are as follows: specifying 

veganism as a lifestyle movement distinct from animal rights, extending our knowledge of how 

lifestyle movements intersect with the market, and analyzing the mainstreaming process and its 

consequences.  

First, as I outlined in Chapter 1, until now veganism has only been studied as part of the 

animal rights movement. Previous sociologists have viewed this practice solely through an 

ideological lens (Cherry 2015; Turner 2019). In this dissertation, I specified veganism as a cultural 

practice distinct from animal rights, drawing on emerging theories of lifestyle movements (Haenfler, 

Johnson, and Jones 2012). I argued that considering veganism as a lifestyle movement explains why 

it mainstreamed. While social movements focus on the study of identity, protest, and the targeting of 

the state and corporations chiefly via social movement organizations (Benford and Snow 2000; 

McCarthy and Zald 1977), lifestyle movements turn our attention to individual choice and 

consumer-driven behavior. Lifestyle movements bring together the personal and the public, framing 

individual choice as implicated in broader social, cultural, and economic issues. Classic social 

movement theory treats mobilization as based on common grievances. Lifestyle movements suggest 

that mobilization may also occur through the codification of aspirational lifestyles that are embodied 

and promoted by cultural entrepreneurs. As such, the dissertation offers insight into the central 

question of how individuals’ choices can become part of a broader collective that seeks social 

change, a key concern of the current lifestyle movements theory (Wahlen and Laamanen 2015). 
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Second, analyzing veganism as a lifestyle movement extends previous literature on the 

intersection of social movements and the market. Existing work largely considers social movements 

and the market as being in opposition to one another (Bakker et al. 2013; Pellow 2007; Seidman 

2003; Soule 2012). To the extent that the two are considered in tandem, research examines how their 

interaction leads to the emergence of new market sectors (Weber, Heinze, and DeSoucey 2008), how 

social movements lead to new organizational forms (Rao 2009; Haveman and Rao 1997), or how the 

market produces “mission drift” for socially conscious enterprises (Ebrahim, Batillana, and Mair 

2014; Shaker et al. 2009). The case of veganism provides an example of how social change may 

actually occur via the market. Lifestyle movements stand at the intersection of the ideological 

concerns of social movements and the economic sphere of consumption, and cultural entrepreneurs 

do the work necessary to bridge these factions (Burt 2004).  

Finally, in specifying how social movements transform into lifestyle movements, the 

dissertation analyzes the mainstreaming process itself. While previous literature discusses 

mainstreaming, it does not specify what the process actually entails (Bail 2014). In this dissertation, I 

put forth a definition of mainstreaming: the process by which a cultural practice becomes accepted 

by society. This does not necessarily mean that everyone in a society adopts the practice, but that it 

becomes normalized (Sunstein 2019; Kaufman and Paterson 2005). As such, mainstreaming is a 

fundamentally cultural process and involves several tradeoffs. While previous research acknowledges 

that mainstreaming involves tradeoffs, they are rarely specified explicitly (Maxwell 2019). A key 

contribution of the dissertation is a theoretical specification of the tradeoffs involved as a movement 

mainstreams: boundary expansion vs. porousness, cultural legitimacy vs. elitism, and incumbent 

allies vs. cooptation. These dynamics are likely applicable to cases beyond veganism, as already 

mentioned in the cases of meditation (Kucinskas 2018), yoga (Jain 2015), and natural foods (Miller 

2018) that clearly implicate the market, but may indeed be relevant beyond this scope.  
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Cultural Entrepreneurship 

 The contributions to literature on cultural entrepreneurship include: distinguishing cultural 

entrepreneurs from social activists, theorizing the specific roles played by cultural entrepreneurs as 

change agents in lifestyle movements, and considering how issues of privilege and inequality 

permeate the analysis of cultural entrepreneurship.  

 First, a central contribution of this dissertation is the specification of cultural entrepreneurs 

as the leaders of lifestyle movements, rather than social activists in a traditional sense. In social 

movements literature, activists are described as using confrontational tactics such as demonstrations, 

protests, and sit-ins to express grievances (Benford and Snow 2000; McCarthy and Zald 1977). By 

contrast, cultural entrepreneurs are tastemakers that use consensus-based tactics that emphasize 

cooperation, compromise, and the adoption of dominant institutional frameworks instead of 

opposition to these norms and practices (Kucinskas 2014). As I discovered in my fieldwork, many 

cultural entrepreneurs are former activists who worked in SMOs and left these organizations 

because they felt their impact was too limited. They embraced a new ethos of effective altruism, 

techno-optimism, and conscious capitalism.  

 Second, this dissertation specifies the specific roles played by cultural entrepreneurs as 

change agents in lifestyle movements. The seminal article on lifestyle movements literature describes 

them as the leaders of these movements, but goes no further than simply stating that they “emerge 

as movement authorities” (Haenfler, Johnson, and Jones 2012: 11). A key concern in this 

dissertation has been to empirically demonstrate the specific roles cultural entrepreneurs play in 

lifestyle movements, and in developing terminology for these roles. As described in the empirical 

chapters, there are three archetypes of cultural entrepreneurs: Icons, Informers, and Innovators. 

While in practice some individuals can be placed in multiple categories, these conceptual distinctions 

are useful in teasing apart the specific roles each archetype plays. As described, Icons are image 
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entrepreneurs, de-stigmatizing veganism by “lifestyling” it into an aspirational cultural practice. 

Informers are knowledge entrepreneurs, creating and disseminating information about the lifestyle 

and creating the conditions necessary for a vegan marketplace to emerge. Finally, Innovators are the 

conventional market entrepreneurs who create and invest in the products that turn veganism into a 

consumer practice in the novel plant-based and nascent cellular agriculture industries.  

 Existing literature on cultural entrepreneurship is quite vague in its definition of cultural 

entrepreneurs, defining them as actors who draw on a wide array of cultural resources to tell stories 

that create innovation (Lounsbury and Glynn 2019). I show the precise mechanisms by which 

cultural entrepreneurs do so. Cultural entrepreneurs are “visionaries” in the sense that they are 

future-oriented change agents that seek to convince possible adherents by selling an alternate 

framework for future possibilities. Indeed, that is exactly what is involved in making a cultural 

practice into an aspirational cultural commodity. Cultural entrepreneurs tell “promissory narratives” 

(Stephens 2013) about the “future of food” (Belasco 2006). By their nature these narratives are 

simplified to convince people to adopt specific lines of action, in this case through what they choose 

to put on their plate (Sexton, Garnett, and Lorimer 2019).  

 Finally, the emerging literature on lifestyle movements does not adequately consider 

questions of privilege and inequality. As such, throughout the dissertation I draw on classic 

conceptions of lifestyles in cultural sociology that place issues of inequality at the center. To the 

extent that previous literature considers the social position of cultural entrepreneurs, it mostly 

considers them as cultural intermediaries (Smith Maguire and Matthews 2014) or institutional 

entrepreneurs (DiMaggio 1998) in mid-level occupations. In contrast, as the dissertation 

demonstrates, cultural entrepreneurs are often elites not only as leaders but in terms of their broader 

societal positions too. It is precisely due to these high-level positions that cultural entrepreneurs are 

able to bring cultural legitimacy to bear on lifestyle movements.  
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 Their elite position also explains many of the cultural entrepreneurs’ ignorance about the 

inequality inherent in lifestyle movements, and the reality that the lifestyle they promote is out of 

reach for many on the economic and social strata. While a diet of rice and beans is undoubtedly 

among the cheapest one can buy, cultural entrepreneurs are selling far more than a diet. They are 

selling an aspirational lifestyle that is defined not by material goods but instead inconspicuously by 

the knowledge necessary to make “socially conscious” lifestyle choices (Currid-Halkett 2018). It is 

no wonder that the vegan movement is often critiqued for being “out of touch” with the average 

consumer today, even as it is now mainstream (Kennedy, Baumann, and Johnston 2018). Indeed, the 

case of veganism provides an emblematic example of how a cultural practice can be mainstream 

while simultaneously appearing out of reach.  

 Another key concern is cultural entrepreneurs’ potential myopia about how their approaches 

reinforce existing systems of inequality. It is striking with what certainty and consistency cultural 

entrepreneurs invoked the logic of ‘conscious capitalism’, anchoring their rhetoric in the language of 

neoliberal capitalism. Similarly to the leaders of the contemplative movement studied by Kucinskas 

(2018), many do not appear cognizant of the possible downsides of market-based solutions to the 

social problems they aim to solve. Indeed, this appears to be a broader issue in the modern 

“aspirational class” as discussed by other social theorists (Currid-Halkett 2018; Giridharadas 2018; 

Khan 2011; Rivera 2017; Sherman 2018). Ironically, while cultural entrepreneurs are trying to change 

the mainstream, some of the tactics and strategies they use reinforce the existing neoliberal 

framework. Still, as I pointed out in Chapter 5 on the cases of France and Israel, this is primarily the 

case in the U.S. context, and is not guaranteed around the world. As such, I finally consider the 

contributions to comparative cultural sociology.  
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Comparative Cultural Sociology 

 The contributions to comparative cultural sociology are threefold: developing an explanatory 

model to account for national differences that does not rely on overly simplistic conceptions of 

“national character”, specifying the conditions under which cultural resonance occurs, and adding 

complexity to an overly simplistic theory of mainstreaming.   

 First, the dissertation offers an explanation of national differences that does not attribute 

variation to overly simplistic arguments about “national character” that homogenize entire nation-

states (Lamont and Thévenot 2000). Instead, drawing on Lamont et al.’s (2016) triad of national 

context differences, I develop a model that specifies the barriers to, and openings for, cultural 

diffusion provided by different national contexts. In this way, the dissertation extends Rogers’ 

(1983) classic diffusion of innovation theory to consider how the content of a given cultural practice 

interacts with the context in which it is adopted. As mentioned earlier, one thing this theory assumes 

is that innovations diffuse in a mechanistic, routine way, ignoring the agentic role played by the 

promoters of those innovations.  

 Even more significantly, the original theory does not consider national contexts as part of 

the “social system” that contains, and mediates, innovations. As Chapter 5 on France and Israel 

illuminates, while veganism is a global cultural practice, in each national context it manifests 

differently precisely because of how different aspects of veganism—food, morality, social justice, 

cultural heritage, and so on—interact with each national case. In France, veganism is a morally 

charged intellectual debate about speciesism which is perceived as a threat to cultural preservation. 

In Israel, it is also moralistic, but is expressed in politically-salient debates around the Occupation 

and Zionistic narratives of nationhood. Finally, in the United States it is an aspirational, commercial 

lifestyle choice that exemplifies the cultural contradictions of neoliberal capitalism.  
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 Second, the comparative cases offer deeper insights into the processes involved in cultural 

resonance. Classic social movement literature uses the concept of a “frame” (Goffman 1963) and in 

particular “frame alignment” (Snow and Benford 1992) to understand how cultural practices interact 

across contexts. A frame’s “resonance” refers to its ability to “match or align with the audience’s 

beliefs, values, aspirations, or ideas” (Giorgi 2017: 712). Previous research suggests that successful 

frames draw on the specific context’s “cultural stock of stories” (Zilber 2007: 1050) but does not 

specify how exactly this occurs. I have shown that cultural resonance is a dynamic process that 

involves strategic efforts by cultural entrepreneurs who attempt to promote veganism, as well as the 

opportunities and constraints afforded by pre-existing conditions. As I showed, cultural 

entrepreneurs’ agency is highly contingent on a complex and multi-level array of conditions that 

promote, as well as prevent, certain framing efforts (McDonnell, Bail, and Tavory 2017). As such, 

while framing veganism as an aspirational lifestyle may allow it to reach further corners of the globe, 

there may be key attributes of the practice that are lost in this “re-framing” process.  

More broadly, perhaps one of the most intriguing implications of the dissertation is the 

insight that the mainstreaming process depends on particular cultural conditions. Mainstreaming 

always involves tradeoffs, but these may not be the same in different contexts. In Chapter 5, I 

showed that in both France and Israel, veganism is still tightly coupled with animal rights, and as 

such there is a greater degree of ideological purity compared to the United States (Cherry 2016). 

Paradoxically, however, while the ideological purity limits the adoption of veganism in France, it still 

has broad appeal in Israel. This is in part because while the purity of the ideology has remained 

intact in Israel, it has resonated with the political right-wing. There we see a decoupling not of 

ideology and consumption, but instead animal and human rights (Weiss 2016). This tells us that 

while mainstreaming is a general story of the shift from the margins to the mainstream, there may be 

many intervening variables as cultural practices encounter national contexts. 
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DISSERTATION CONCLUSION 

This dissertation tells the story of how veganism became mainstream. I have endeavored to 

provide a dynamic portrait of the mechanisms at play in the mainstreaming process and in particular, 

the key role played by change agents called cultural entrepreneurs. Veganism provides an especially 

compelling case for seeing what tradeoffs happen in the transition from a puritanical ideology into 

an aspirational capitalistic lifestyle. As I have shown throughout, unlike the social activists 

promoting moralistic worldviews in social movements, cultural entrepreneurs decouple veganism 

from animal rights, scarifying ideological purity in pursuit of broader cultural appeal and adoption. 

In the end, lifestyles are not trivial, since while the patterns they create in everyday life may appear to 

be idiosyncratic preferences, in fact they are emblematic of and in turn shape society, raising 

questions about the values we hold most dear as individuals and as societies.  

The dissertation offers many lessons, both for academics and for activists. Perhaps its most 

compelling theoretical contribution is insight into the following question: How can cultural 

entrepreneurs change the very movements in which they are situated? The theoretical problem 

known as the “paradox of embedded agency” (Seo and Creed 2002) has been of interest to scholars 

across disciplines. While a number of studies have explained how field-level and organizational-level 

(or movement-level) conditions enable agency, we still know little about the individual-level 

characteristics that initiate change (Battilana and D’Aunno 2009). Indeed, much of institutional 

theory neglects the individual level of analysis (Reay, Golden-Biddle, and Germann 2006). Similar 

issues exist in cultural theory, where classic structural accounts of culture such as Giddens’ 

structuration theory (Giddens 1984) or Bourdieu’s field theory (Bourdieu 1984) have been critiqued 

on the basis of being too deterministic and not allowing enough room for the influence of agents on 

the ground (Sewell 1992; Patterson 2015; Leschziner and Green 2013).  
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 Indeed, that is the chief reason that I opted not to frame the theoretical analysis in the 

Bourdieusian field approach (Bourdieu 1977; 1983; Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). Prior research 

focuses on the macro-level structure of fields (Emirbayer and Johnson 2008; Ferguson 2004; 

DiMaggio and Powell 1983), but not on how actors navigate the social environment, and offers an 

overly instrumentalist account of how action occurs (Martin 2003; DiMaggio 1987; Fligstein 2001; 

Lizardo 2004; Martin and George 2006). As such, while field theory is useful in explaining how 

social reproduction occurs, it has little to say about social change (Fligstein and McAdam 2012). 

Change is not always exogenous, but can also occur endogenously via the deliberate action of field 

agents. Actors are not simply automatons enacting the logic of the field, but also play a decisive role 

in shaping it. As Leschziner and Green (2013: 136) state: “If individuals think both automatically 

and deliberately, and if fields facilitate the former but also encourage the latter, we can expect that 

some actors, on occasion, will act in ways that depart from or go against the grain of the prevailing 

paths of action, whether or not they do so purposively, by accident, or by virtue of actions that 

combine means and ends in new ways.”  

 Like field theory, institutionalism has been criticized as overly deterministic. In a classic 

paper, DiMaggio and Powell (1983) ask why, contrary to classic institutional accounts, there is a 

large degree of homogeneity and convergence in organizational forms. Their answer is the concept 

of isomorphism, which refers to the process by which organizations in a given field become 

increasingly similar over time. Specifically, three types of isomorphism—coercive, mimetic, and 

normative—dictate that once a field is established, these processes lead to homogenization over 

time. Along with another classic paper by Meyer and Rowan (1977), the core idea of institutionalism 

is that convergence may result not from efficiency, but instead legitimacy pressures. While the 

literature has been crucial in explaining how diffusion of organizational forms may happen through 

field-level forces, other scholars have pointed to other mechanisms, including conflicts between 
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institutional logics (Thornton, Ocasio, and Lounsbury 2012) or the complexity of the environment 

in which a given field is situated (Friedland and Alford 1991; Fligstein 1985).   

 The neglect of field theory and neo-institutionalism to account for change from the level of 

actors has been remedied by a turn in organizational literature toward institutional and cultural 

entrepreneurship. Drawing on existing work, Battilana and D’Aunno (2009: 47) conceptualize 

agency as “a temporally embedded process of social engagement, informed by the part (in its 

habitual aspect), but also oriented toward the future (as a capacity to image alternative possibilities) 

and toward the present (as a capacity to contextualize past habits and future projects within the 

contingencies of the moment).” Institutional and cultural entrepreneurs are viewed as actors whose 

agency is multidimensional. Cultural/institutional entrepreneurs engage in three types of agency—

iteration (habit), projection (imagination), and practical evaluation (judgment)—that allow them to 

create, maintain, and as well as disrupt the institutions of which they play a part (Emirbayer and 

Mische 1998).  

In the case of veganism, the vast majority of cultural entrepreneurs are not outsiders to the 

animal rights social movement, but instead emerge from deep within it as former social activists. For 

decades, these individuals pursued lines of action they perceived as most effective and strategic given 

their backgrounds. Over time, however, it became clear that the strategy of promoting an ideology 

was simply ineffective. It was necessary, but not sufficient, in popularizing their cause. Change began 

slowly, and from the inside out. Similarly to the actors embedded in institutions as described by 

institutional theory, a few of these actors began to improvise, taking nontraditional routes to social 

change. For some, this was the product of frustration at decades of ineffective outcomes. For 

others, who never became formal activists in social movement organizations (SMO), the 

entrepreneurial route seemed like the best avenue at the outset.  
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We have seen throughout the dissertation how cultural entrepreneurs have engaged in 

iteration, projection, and practical evaluation (Emirbayer and Mische 1998). They iterated in 

examining the existing strategies of the animal rights movement, concluding that the approach of 

education and advocacy has been largely ineffective as channeled through social movement 

organizations. Some of these agents instigated change within their SMOs, transforming them from 

the inside to become more market-oriented organizations, while others left altogether to try their 

hand at founding companies. Cultural entrepreneurs projected by envisioning new future 

possibilities and by creating promissory narratives that paint a picture of how the world could be, if 

only new technologies are invented and embraced to change the “future of food” as we know it. 

Finally, cultural entrepreneurs have been active participants in practical evaluation, shaping the 

terminology, cultural stereotypes, public knowledge, laws and regulations, and market conditions. 

Throughout this dynamic process, these actors have been embedded in multi-level 

conditions that have both enabled and constrained their actions. While veganism is a global cultural 

practice, it is subject to field-level dynamics at the level of cross-cultural conditions. As we saw in 

the discussion above, both field theory and neo-institutional theories of isomorphism help us 

understand why veganism is spreading around the world, how each nation is responding both to 

pressures from an increasingly globalized vegan movement as well as its localized manifestations in 

each national context. Analogously to fields, national contexts feature socioeconomic and cultural 

forces that mediate veganism. Socioeconomic conditions include political history, agricultural 

traditions, economic factors, legal protections, dietary recommendations, and lobbying efforts. 

Cultural aspects include local dietary customs, religious rules, gastronationalism, and cultural tropes 

and narratives. Meanwhile, analogously to organizations, movements provide structuring forces as 

well, especially their preoccupations with ideological purity versus popularity.  
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Previous work has postulated that the paradox of embedded agency can be explained by the 

degree of embeddedness (that is, how deeply entrenched actors are within given organizations) 

(Lange 2018). I argue that national conditions are equally key to shaping the extent to which cultural 

entrepreneurs can exercise agency in a given context. In order to understand the type of social 

change as broad as cultural mainstreaming, it is not sufficient only to consider a given cultural 

practice, but to situate that practice in various social movements with which it intersects, consider 

how the different cultural components of that practice resonate within the cultural nexus of the 

particular country, and even to consider how it relates to global macrostructural conditions and both 

international and local pressures (Dobbin, Simmons, and Garrett 2007).  

The challenge of this dissertation has been to tie these disparate pieces together in a 

coherent narrative. I have endeavored to accomplish this ambitious task by grounding the analysis in 

the work done by the change agents at the center of this cultural paradigm shift. Cultural 

entrepreneurs are agents embedded in national contexts, which are in turn made up of 

socioeconomic, cultural, and movement-specific components. These agents transform social 

movements into lifestyle movements via consumption. In mainstreaming social movements, cultural 

entrepreneurs exercise their agency by actively making tradeoffs between boundary expansion and 

porousness, cultural legitimacy and elitism, and making industry allies at the risk of cooptation. 

However, they are simultaneously constrained by the national contexts in which they are embedded, 

and as such do not have total control over how their efforts will resonate in different contexts. For a 

visual representation of the multi-level dynamics involved in mainstreaming and the embeddedness 

of cultural entrepreneurs in national contexts, see Figure 6.2 below.  
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I opened this dissertation with the words of Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910), the great Russian 

author who described his visit to a slaughterhouse and his disgust at humans’ capacity to kill for 

“tasty food”.78 A century later, Tolstoy would never have imagined the crisis of today’s factory 

farms, and yet we are consuming more meat than ever before. Evidence is accumulating that meat, 

and animal products more generally, have enormous consequences for the planet, human health, 

animal welfare, and food security worldwide. Undoubtedly, Tolstoy would likely have considered 

beet juice bleeding burgers or steaks grown in a bioreactor to be absurd solutions, even as they are 

projected to potentially displace conventional meat in just a few decades.79 As the historian Warren 

Belasco puts it in Meals to Come: A History of the Future of Food (2006: 16), the “stakes in this argument 

clearly extend far beyond our taste for steaks.” Yet perhaps Tolstoy would be sympathetic to the 

notion that these are “absurd solutions to absurd problems”. The future that Tolstoy imagined—in 

which humans cease to consume animals out of moral sentiment—is likely never to become a 

reality. But the cultural entrepreneurs I profile in this dissertation are promoting a new vision of the 

future: one in which we can eat “meat without misery”,80 yet with the potential compromises posed 

by embracing the capitalistic agribusiness complex and its contradictions. If this “future of food” is 

ever to materialize, perhaps the philosophy of veganism will cease to be meaningful.   

 

 

 

 

 

 
78 Tolstoy, Leo. 1909. “The First Step.” Pp. 82-91 in H. Frowde, Essays and Letters. Trans. Aylmer Maude. Link. 
79 A.T. Kearney. June 2019. “How Will Cultured Meat and Meat Alternatives Disrupt the Agricultural and Food 
Industry?” Link.		
80	Harris, Sam. February 2016. “#28: Meat Without Misery.” Making Sense. Link.	
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APPENDIX A: GENERAL INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 
Project Title: Veganized: How Cultural Entrepreneurs Mainstreamed a Movement 
Project Investigator: Nina Gheihman, PhD Candidate, Harvard University 
 

 
[PREAMBLE] 
 
Thank you for agreeing to be a participant, as I am aware you are someone with a busy schedule. As 
you know, I am conducting a study about those who promote veganism through entrepreneurial 
ventures. I will be asking you a few questions about what veganism means to you, what you think it 
means in [COUNTRY: United States, France, or Israel], and around the world. The interview should 
last about an hour.  

[1] Ask for oral consent.  
[2] Remind interviewee that will not use pseudonym unless otherwise stated.   
[3] Confirm audio recording for data quality purposes.  

 

 
[GENERAL] 
 
Personal Background: 

1. Tell me about your life story and how veganism fits in.  
2. How did you become vegan? How long has it been?  
3. What does veganism mean to you?  

Professional Background: 
4. Tell me about your career.  
5. How did you become _________? 
6. Tell me about your work. What kinds of projects have you been involved in?  

Promotional Work: 
7. What do you think of the labels ‘vegan’ or ‘plant-based’? What about others? 
8. Do you think the public has gotten the message you are trying to promote?  
9. Do you consider yourself an activist?  

National Context: 
10. Do you think veganism is different here than in other parts of the world?  
11. What do you think is particular about veganism in _________? 
12. Can you envision a ‘vegan future’ in _________or globally? 
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[ICONS] 
11. What are some of the stereotypes associated with being vegan? 
12. Do you think the image of veganism is changing? How so?   
13. How do you think you have personally changed this image?  
14. How did you develop your brand?  
15. How did you attract your followers?  
16. Do you think the lifestyle you promote is attainable for everyone?  
17. What do you say to critics who think veganism is elitist?  
18. In the future, how do you think veganism may be perceived?  

 
[INFORMERS] 

11. What are some of the biggest misconceptions about veganism?  
12. Why do these misconceptions exist? 
13. What kind of research evidence is missing?  
14. What have been some of the most influential books and films?  
15. Do you think educational approaches are useful?  
16. What is the relationship like between activists and entrepreneurs?  
17. What is the role of non-profits in the vegan world?  
18. What do you tell the skeptics who do not believe the technological approach will work?  

 
[INNOVATORS} 

11. How did you develop your product?  
12. Who are the consumers you are targeting?  
13. Who are your investors? Why did they invest?  
14. Who are your competitors in the space? Who are your inspirations?  
15. What is your relationship like with non-profits?  
16. What are your views of industry incumbents becoming involved in this industry? 
17. What are the biggest challenges in bringing your product to market?  
18. How do you envision the future of plant-based or cell-based meat?  

 
[CONCLUSION]  
 
Thank you so much for sharing your vegan story with me. I wonder if you can think of anyone else 
who may be interested in being interviewed?  
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APPENDIX B: KEY CODES 
 
Chapter II: Icons 
 
“Vegan” pure, purist, cult, extreme, extremist, aggressive, militant, ideological, religion, 

preaching, conversion, in-your-face, intolerant, self-righteous, sentimentalist, 
outcast 

 
“Plant-Based”   pure, clean, healthy, glow, clear, raw, natural, inspiring, elitist, bougie, bobo, 
   perfect, health nut, unhygienic, weak, nutritionally deficient 
 
Why Vegan animal person, compassion, vegangelizing, waking up, ideology, identity, 

wellness, consciousness, activism, kitchen activism, reduceatarian, flexitarian, 
leaning in, veganish, common ground, plant-strong, plant-powered, kale 
yeah, desire, sexy, empowerment, living your best life 

 
Why Not Vegan male psyche, protein, stigma, keto, paleo, activism, judgment, happy meat, 

meat paradox, individual choice, mostly plants, meat and muscle, strategic 
individualism, identity repertoire, liberty repertoire, cognitive dissonance 

 
Healthism health selfish, miracle, recovery, addiction, gurus, raw til 4, raw vegan, silver 

bullet, green bullet, win-win, puritanical, power of the plate, recovery story 
 
Branding brand, influencer, guru, follower, Instagrammer, YouTuber, social media, 

audience, authenticity, elitism, cool, popular, aspirational, elitist 
 
Chapter III: Informers 
 
Meat Paradox government subsidies, animal agriculture, Concentrated Animal Feeding 

Operations (CAFOs), factory farms, food lobbies, Big Ag, Big Food 
 
Lifestyle Medicine whole foods plant based (WFPB), democratizing nutrition, starch-based diet, 

high-carb diet, potato diet, oil-free diet, lifestyle intervention, disease reversal 
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Good Food good food movement, effective altruism, effectiveness, behavioral 
economics, taste, “taste, price, and convenience”, scaling, labelling, 
regulation, due diligence, feasibility, bias, purity vs. pragmatism 

 
Industry nomenclature, plant-based meat, clean meat, cultured meat, cell-based meat, 

in-vitro meat, lab-grown meat, cultivated meat, techno-optimism, horses and 
Model T, whales and kerosene oil, alt protein, The Barnyard, lobbies 

 
Chapter IV: Innovators 
 
Silicon Valley cellular agriculture, cell ag, cellular aquaculture, food tech, accelerator, 

incubator, bioreactor, cell line, “building meat from plants”, “move fast and 
break things”, “disrupting the cow”, plant-based 2.0, iterative, innovation 

 
Food Tech palate, olfactory, nutritional profile, beet blood, heme iron, fetal bovine 

serum (FBS), better meat, meat enhancer, filler, pea protein, mung bean, alt 
protein, “nature’s toolkit”, visionary, paradigm shift, promissory narrative, 
genetic engineering, genetically-modified food, “future of food” 

 
Investing impact, big picture, world problems, conscious capitalism, taste performance, 

startup, capital, angel, unicorn, seed round, Series A/B/C, venture capitalist, 
IPO, food unicorn, blue whale solution, vegan mafia, impact investing, fifty 
years, industry incumbents, protein industry, strategic, distribution, ally vs. 
alienation, competition vs. collaboration, education vs. entrepreneurship 

 
Chapter V: Purity Paradox 
 
France végane, végétalien, régime végétalien, question animal, speciesism, culinary 

canon, aquafaba, laïcité, patrimoine culturel, produits de terroir, gourmet, 
gourmand, epicurean, foie gras, gastronationalism, MacDo, viande fausse, 
viande in-vitro, veggie disk, anti-Americanism, anti-capitalism 

 
Israel  tivonoot, Mediterranean diet, kosher, parve, start-up nation, hummus, falafel, 

vegan washing, decoupling, Orthodoxy, Occupation, Zionism, decoupling 
human/animal rights 

 


