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RABBIT FOOD FOR MEN: HOW MALE VEGANS FROM THE UNITED KINGDOM PRUNE, 

SHAPE AND CHALLENGE GENDER IDEOLOGIES THROUGH PLANT-BASED FOOD 

CONSUMPTION 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

The current fixation to conceptualise traditional and hegemonic masculinity using animal-derived 

foods has manifested into various gender related issues in contemporary society (Adams, 2015). For 

example, the expectation that men ought to consume meat to be masculine stems from historical 

findings regarding the symbolic value of these foods combined with societal expectations of gender-

congruent food consumption (Cavazza et al., 2015). The connection between manliness and meat is 

strengthened by arguments from scholars illustrating its representational value for masculine 

domination, virility and physical strength (Gambert & Linné, 2018; Sobal, 2005). Despite the wide 

range of new possibilities to represent and interpret masculinities in contemporary society, the 

importance of meat and other animal-derived products as a synecdoche for manliness prevails.  

Consequently, disparities arise regarding the perception of masculinity when men actively 

subvert and repudiate gender-congruent food consumption – choosing plant-based foods and 

veganism over animal-derived foods and omnivorism instead. This study investigates these 

negotiations for alternative and recontextualised concepts of masculinities using experiences from 

male vegans from the United Kingdom. Not only does this thesis unearth insights regarding how 

veganism facilitates alternative performances and evocations of manliness, but it also exemplifies how 

mediated narratives and platforms, such as Instagram, are essential tools to induce and elicit socio-

cultural change. The main research question in this study is: How do male vegan Instagrammers from 

the United Kingdom challenge and attempt to normalise existing gender ideologies in their Instagram 

usage? Furthermore, the sub-question is: How do British male vegan Instagrammers interpret 

different masculinities?  

Moreover, 11 in-depth interviews were conducted to acquire knowledge about the subversion 

of traditional masculinity via vegan foodways and how this was experienced and manifested by the 

respondents. The interviews accounted for approximately 14 hours of data. The data collection was 

subsequently analysed using grounded theory and thematic analysis, which provided four main 

themes: Development of Emotional Literacy, Amalgamation and Departmentalisation of 

Masculinities, Locus of Control and Ambivalence of Inclusion. As revealed in the findings, the 

participants used multiple tactics to normalise and challenge existing gender ideologies in their 

Instagram use. In sum, veganism aided the respondents in developing emotional literacy resulting in 

improved abilities to articulate their emotionality and empathy towards animals and other people. 
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Further, the fluidity of masculinity was emphasised in this study; one’s perception is 

imperative to the experience and conceptualisation of manliness. Consequently, these revelations are 

articulated on Instagram to create an inclusive community based on relatability and accessibility. 

Nonetheless, the respondents’ endeavours illustrated the propensity of performing traditional 

masculine behaviour when negotiating and eliciting these social changes, which can be concerning. In 

essence, this study encapsulated vegan men’s ability to convey manliness without the inclusion and 

consumption of animal-based foods using a sample study concerning 11 male vegan Instagrammers. 

  

 

KEYWORDS: Traditional masculinity, Hegemonic masculinity, Masculinities, Food consumption, 

Impression management, Gender, Veganism, Foodways 
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1. Introduction  

I am man, hear me roar, 

In numbers too big to ignore, 

And I'm way too hungry to settle for chick food! 

 

Cause my stomach's starting to growl, 

And I'm going on the prowl, 

For a Texas Double Whopper! 

 

"Man that's good!" 

 

Oh, yes, I'm a guy! 

I'll admit I've been fed quiche! 

Wave tofu bye-bye! 

Now it's for Whopper beef I reach. 

 

I will eat this meat 

(Eat this meat) 

'Till my innie turns into an outie! 

 

I am starved! 

I am incorrigible! 

And I need to scarf a burger beef bacon jalapeno good thing down! 

 

(Yeah!) 

 

I am hungry! 

(I am hungry) 

I am incorrigible! 

 

I AM MAN!  

 

(Burger King - Manthem - I am Man, n.d.) 
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The song ‘I Am Man’ was created in 2006 by Burger King as part of an advertisement 

to promote a new burger. The song itself is a parody of Helen Reddy’s song ‘I Am Woman’ 

from 1971. Whereas Reddy sings about powerful women and female strength, Burger King 

attempts to satirise this message using a comedy skit where groups of men flood the streets 

holding beef burgers while performing hypermasculine acts, such as lifting cars. If the song 

and video were too opaque, perhaps the voice-over at the end helps to make the message 

more tangible: “The Texas Double Whopper. Eat like a man, man.”. The message is pellucid: 

real men eat and want meat.  

As problematic as it sounds, this masculine ideology still prevails in contemporary 

society and is precisely the focus of this study. The elements of derision and juxtaposition for 

masculinity have not changed since; it remains concentrated on the objectification of women 

and ridicule of plant-based food consumption (Adams, 2015, 2020). If a man wants to be 

perceived as a real man, he needs to consume meat and not ‘chick food’. However, what if 

one does not consume any animal products at all? Vegan men, for example. Can they still be 

perceived as masculine without the use and consumption of animal products? More 

importantly, how do they negotiate their vegan and masculine identities while society 

continuously reinforces the connection between manliness and animal-derived food 

consumption?  

These questions have prompted multiple studies since (Brady & Ventresca, 2014; 

Graça et al., 2015), but the most influential factor in contemporary society's social and gender 

issues have been left unexplored in this context – the influence of digital media. The concept 

and influence of mediatization (Fast & Kaun, 2017) have frequently been discussed 

concerning various socio-cultural struggles, such as human rights issues and politics (Voltmer 

& Sorensen, 2019). Additionally, there are also studies into how media and communication 

influence the perception of masculinity through the promotion of meat consumption (Rogers, 

2006). 

Nonetheless, an extensive analysis is missing regarding how individuals use 

mediatization to change stereotypes and gender issues in food studies. The study by Rogers 

(2006), for instance, focuses on how new media and advertisements articulate meat-eating 

masculinities and consequently influence the perception of hegemonic masculinity. 

Nevertheless, the study fails to mention how consumers and viewers are not passive in this 

process. Instead, individuals are not simply adapting these ideologies but have a role in the 

sense-making of these presumptions.  



 9 

In light of this theoretical disparity, this thesis aims to combine mediatization, social 

change and gendered food issues by answering the following research question:  

 

In what ways do male vegans from the United Kingdom challenge and attempt to 

normalise existing gender ideologies in their Instagram usage?  

 

To answer this research question, it is necessary to understand how masculinity or 

masculinities are perceived. This incentive motivated the following sub-question to unearth 

the phenomenon more comprehensively: 

 

Sub-question: How do British male vegans on Instagram interpret different 

masculinities? 

 

This research provides an in-depth analysis using 11 interviews with vegan men from 

the United Kingdom to answer these questions. The focus is on how they articulate manliness 

and cope with experiences of gendered societal expectations regarding food consumption and 

masculinity. Inspired by Carol J. Adams (2015, 2020), this study offers an insight into the 

connection between gender, animals consumption and food stereotypes by illustrating how 

men are facilitating change using digital narratives. 

 

1.1.Soy Boys Unite!  

Hi, It is Mic here and today: Am I a Soy Boy?  

Have I been feminised by the lack of meat in my diet?  

Not enough dead animals to keep my man engine going? 

Not enough infant growth formula aka [read: also known as] cow’s milk to fuel my 

manliness?  

Does making the founder of fraternity ‘Soy Soy Beta Beta’ at PotatoU make me any 

less of a man? 

(Mic the Vegan, 2020) 

 

The above excerpt re-addresses the intersection between gender and food 

consumption using the context of veganism and the derogatory term ‘soy boy’. The excerpt 

hints that plant-based food consumption can lead to emasculation (Gambert & Linné, 2018), 
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which is similar to Burger King’s conceptualisation of masculinity in their advertisement. 

There is a supposed co-dependency between the consumption of animal-based products and 

the conceptualisation of one’s manliness (Roger, 2008; Sumpter, 2015) 

Interestingly, the term ‘soy boy’ was initially used in alt-right movements to juxtapose 

rightist and leftist ideologies in light of colonial-era stereotypes of masculinity. In this 

context, animal products, such as milk, and animal domination, were used as symbols to 

position alt-right superiority against the inferior and effeminate Asian man (Freeman, 2013; 

Gambert & Linné, 2018). Dairy milk symbolises whiteness and “idealised white 

masculinity.” (Gambert & Linné, 2018, p. 137), while “soy milk represents weakness, 

emasculation, and all things politically correct … and those embodying non-traditional 

masculinities.” (p. 160).  

In congruence with this discussion, meat has historically been associated with the 

domination of other species, virility and strength (Adams, 2006; Sobal, 2005) while 

simultaneously denoting notions of manliness and masculine ways of eating. In light of 

this, veganism, a food ideology that refrains from consuming animal products (Griffin, 2017), 

becomes a movement where processes of contradiction and juxtaposition take place that aid 

in questioning and challenging gendered food consumption and traditional masculinity. It 

raises the question of whether the expression of masculinity is genuinely confined to one’s 

food consumption, specifically the consumption of animal products, or if it is possible to 

convey masculinities without using food or using different foods instead.  

Furthermore, the interconnectedness of meat and masculinity (Newcombe et al., 2012) 

combined with veganism and plant food masculinity (Gambert & Linné, 2018) creates an 

interesting perspective regarding the re-contextualisation and interpretation of masculinity in 

consumption stereotypes (Vartanian et al., 2007). Veganism is defined as “a way of living 

which seeks to exclude, as far as is possible and practicable, all forms of exploitation of, and 

cruelty to, animals for food, clothing or any other purpose” (Bedin et al., 2018, p. 2). In this 

context, the practices that encapsulate veganism can aid in challenging what conceptualises 

(traditional) masculinity since it embodies and stands for the opposite of what is currently 

associated with manliness – plant-based foods.  

Thus, veganism becomes more than a food ideology for men; it offers tools to create 

counter-discourses that challenge gendered stereotypes and masculinity. Regarding this 

thesis, the online vegan movement provides a digital space for male vegan Instagrammers, 

where convergent and divergent digital narratives can be articulated. Additionally, these 

digital utterances in the shape of photo diaries on Instagram can alter or challenge current 
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gender ideologies and masculinities or aid in normalising alternative/plant-food masculinities. 

In essence, combined with mediatization, Instagram provides a space where (alternative) 

identity performance is encouraged to elicit social change. 

 

1.1.Lads…V-lads…Veg-Lads…Vegan Lads! 

Veganism has been around for centuries, but the first official vegan movement, The 

Vegan Society, was founded in the United Kingdom (UK) in 1944 (The Vegan Society, 

2021). Since then, the organisation has grown steadily and amassed a large following and 

media presence. Additionally, Veganuary, a prominent British non-profit organisation, has 

made veganism more accessible by promoting and educating people via a vegan challenge 

during January each year (Veganuary, 2021), which encourages individuals to participate in a 

vegan lifestyle for a month. This year it counted close to 600.000 participants (2021), 

approximately 200.000 more than 2020 (Veganuary, 2021).  

Moreover, Veganuary has also provided insights regarding the gender division among 

British vegans using a survey in 2016. They found that approximately 63% of British vegans 

were female, and 37% were male. This is in congruence with current findings, where male 

vegans make up about 33% of the vegan population in the world (Kimbrel, 2020).  These 

demographics, illustrating the predominance of women in veganism on a global scale and in 

the British context, exemplify a compelling gendered phenomenon. Furthermore, other 

insightful statistics about the UK illustrate that 1.16% of the population identifies as vegan, a 

300% increase compared to 2014 (Slabakova, 2020), and it was predicted that the number of 

vegans in the UK would grow by approximately 327% by the end of 2020 (Slabakova, 2020). 

It is evident that veganism in the UK is growing and will continue to do so. This 

makes a compelling argument to analyse and focus on veganism and the aforementioned 

gender issues within this geographical location and context. Thus, for the purpose of 

feasibility and relevancy, it was logical to use male vegan Instagrammers from the UK as a 

case study to illustrate how vegan men attempt to challenge and normalise existing gender 

ideologies within veganism.  

 

1.2. Scientific and Social Relevance  

As stated previously, this study uses male vegan Instagrammers’ lived experiences 

and digital articulations against gendered food stereotypes to understand the connection 

between gender-congruent food consumption (Cavazza et al., 2015) and masculinity. A large 
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body of work has already been written about women’s experiences with gendered food 

stereotypes and the predominance of women in animal rights movements and veganism 

(Adams, 2015, 2020; Agarwal, 1992; Brough et al., 2016; Dean, 2014). However, what is 

often missing is how men experience gendered presumptions regarding food consumption, 

veganism, and masculinity. This study aims to contribute to and broaden the scope of these 

discussions by voicing the experiences and articulations of men in the vegan community. The 

findings in this study offer different perspectives and insights into how change can manifest 

itself in the negotiations and digital narratives found among the male respondents.  

Moreover, it would be remiss to exclude men’s experiences with social expectations 

in food consumption if the aim is to change the current discourses and normalised perceptions 

of gendered foodways. It is thus valuable not only to give voices to the voiceless, such as 

women and animals, but also to the ones that supposedly already have voices; men. 

Furthermore, this study questions the rigidness of gendered food practices and proposes a 

fluid interpretation of both foodways and ‘traditional’ masculinity using male and vegan 

narratives. The importance of mediatization in social change and media studies is evident in 

scientific works. However, it currently fails to encompass how actors can use mediatization 

to constitute change (Baker et al., 2002). Thus, the scientific aim for this study is 

ameliorating the current findings regarding foodways, mediatization and gender issues by 

elucidating how male vegans can articulate and manifest change using Instagram as a tool to 

normalise and challenge gendered food stereotypes and ideologies.  

Additionally, the analysis about how vegan men articulate and alter their perceptions 

of masculinities contribute to non-normative expressions of multiple masculinities (Sobal, 

2005) online and offline. Furthermore, this study considers how gender ideologies can 

influence sustainable eating and questions the implications gendered eating has on 

developing sustainable movements, such as veganism in individual expressions and media 

(e.g., advertisements, documentaries) (Modlinska et al., 2020).  

Lastly, inspired by Adams (2015, 2020), this study aims to untangle the patriarchal 

commodification of animal-derived foods where products, such as meat, will no longer be 

determinants of masculine status, nor will the consumption of meat “measures [sic] 

individual and social virility” (Adams, 2015, p. 4).  
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1.3.Thesis Outline  

In Anthropology, researchers are encouraged to create and have an ethnographic 

toolkit prior to and during their data analysis (Reyes, 2020). Inspired by this notion, chapter 

two provides the toolkit needed to analyse and present the findings in the shape of a 

theoretical framework based on previous literature and concepts. Moreover, the framework is 

divided into three main themes: food and identity, gender, and impression management and 

identity performance. The incentive is to use these concepts to make sense of the respondents' 

experiences and connect them with broader theories. 

Furthermore, the Methods chapter contains a comprehensive description of the 

research design, methodology and data collection process. This also includes the 

operationalisation and a paragraph dedicated to research credibility and self-reflection. 

Moreover, the Results chapter consists of the findings obtained from the data analysis and are 

presented using four themes: Development of Emotional Literacy, Amalgamation and 

Departmentalisation of Masculinities, Locus of Control and Ambivalence of Inclusion. These 

four themes illustrate the findings in this study and ultimately aid in answering the research 

questions.  

To conclude, the final chapter focuses on answering the central issue at the heart of 

this study: In what ways do male vegans from the United Kingdom challenge and attempt to 

normalise existing gender ideologies in their Instagram usage? The answer to this research 

question is provided and followed by a discussion regarding the limitations and socio-

theoretical implications of this study. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 

Before collecting the data for this study, a comprehensive literature review was 

conducted to understand the interconnectedness of the main concepts in this study. During 

this review, the goal was to gain a deeper and better understanding of how food, masculinity 

and veganism are intertwined. It commences with a discussion regarding the relationship 

between food and identity using researchers, such as Bourdieu (1984), Deutsch (2004) and 

Fischler (1980, 1988). The following section discusses the concept of gender using Butler 

(1986, 1988) and West & Zimmerman (1987) as the leading theorists to provide a coherent 

understanding of how this concept is perceived. Lastly, in the final paragraph, a discussion is 

provided regarding Goffman’s impression management and identity performance (1959) and 

how this influences the respondents’ digital practices on Instagram. Subsequently, these two 

concepts are intersected with the respondents' perception of masculinities and performances 

online.  

 

2.1. A Plate Full of Me’s: Understanding the Connection Between Food and Identity 

In this paragraph, the interconnectedness of food and identity is elaborated and 

discussed before explaining how food is interpreted as a space where identities are performed 

and enacted. It is important to note that food is often politicised because it can reflect, 

normalise and challenge broader social debates and issues (Bourdieu,1984; Atkinson & 

Deeming, 2015). This politically charged perception of food becomes evident, for instance, 

when intersecting food and foodways with the notion of cultural appropriation (Roger, 

2006). This becomes apparent when a dominant cultural group adapts part of an oppressed 

cultural group's foodways into their narrative without recognition. Finally, this section 

elaborates on how foodways and identity performances occur in digital spaces and how this 

influences this study, explicitly concerning gendered practices and connotations.  

 

2.1.1. Connecting the Dots Between Identity and Food 

Many scholars (Bourdieu, 1984; Deutsch, 2004; Fischler, 1980, 1988) have argued 

that food and food consumption have always worked in tandem with the conceptualisation of 

identity. This is argued, seeing that food can encompass different symbolic meanings (e.g., 

meat and virility) and represent broader ideological structures (e.g., veganism, religion) 

(Mintz & Du Bois, 2002). "Man feeds not only on proteins, fats, carbohydrates, but also on 

symbols, myths, fantasies." (Fischler, 1980, p. 937). When consuming specific foods, one is, 
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metaphorically speaking, consuming socio-cultural artefacts which illustrate and influence 

our identity and sense of self. Jewish people, for instance, consume a plate of food called the 

Seder Plate during Passover. This dish contains foods imbued with culturally significant and 

symbolic meanings. The Karpas (a vegetable) represents hope and renewal, while Zeroa (a 

shank bone) symbolises the Passover Sacrifice (Chabad-Lubavitch Media Center, n.d.). The 

food and its consumption become utterances of one's belief in Judaism. Thus, in this example, 

food becomes part of a performance - a religious performance.  

The performance of identity through foodways can be found in many other practices – 

from choosing what foods to eat to cookery. Foodways are not just the sheer activities of 

consuming food but also embody and represent broader discourses of class, sex, resistance 

and even individual and group identities (Almerico, 2014; Pietrykowski, 2004). It becomes 

evident that there is a convergence between the diet hierarchy and social hierarchy (De 

Certeau & Mayol, 1998) in foodways. Bourdieu (1984), for instance, argues that taste in food 

is connected to class and social status in society, meaning that food articulates one's social, 

individual and group identity. An example of Bourdieu's analysis regards the juxtaposition 

between tastes for 'light' foods versus tastes for 'heavy' foods (Atkinson & Deeming, 2015). 

The light foods, such as fish, indicate someone with more capital, while the preference for 

heavy foods, like potatoes, indicate someone with less capital.  

Moreover, Hauck-Lawson’s concept of food voice (1998) illustrates how both the 

consumption or rather the non-consumption of particular foods can communicate “aspects of 

one’s identity or even emotion in a manner that words alone cannot.” (as cited in Almerico, 

2014, p. 4). The underlying principle of performativity (or lack thereof) helps illustrate the 

deeper symbolic meaning behind this form of human interaction. Deutsch (2004) applies this 

idea in his research regarding a group of firemen. Using the concept of food voice, he 

discovered how these individuals strategically employed their spoken voice and food voice to 

mask their fear of being perceived as feminine. In his article, Deutsch illustrated how the 

firemen participated in hidden meaning-making practices during food preparation to hide the 

effects cookery could have on their masculine identity. They would, for instance, use 

misogynistic language and practices to underline their supposed manliness. These men feared 

that partaking in food preparation would erode parts of their masculinity. Unsurprisingly, 

the masculinisation of the spoken voice (Deutsch, 2004) is one of many tactics men employ to 

control their individual and collective social identities.  

Furthermore, fear is an essential element in food performativity and helps illustrate 

how individuals negotiate and perceive the consumption of certain foods and the eroding 
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effects it can have on self-categorisation (Turner et al., 1987). Fischler's (1988) concept of 

the omnivore’s paradox and the principle of incorporation provide a more tangible 

understanding of this perception. In his work, Fischler uses the omnivore's paradox in 

combination with the omnivore’s anxiety (1988) to explain why some foods and their 

supposed effects are feared. The omnivore's anxiety represents the relationship between 

neophobia and neophilia (Fischler, 1988). In foodways, the former regards the fear of the 

unknown and the resistance to change, while the latter represents the search for change and 

exploration (Fischler, 1988). Neophobia and neophilia shape the dialectical relationship 

between our inner fears and our desire to explore beyond those fears. Moreover, the principle 

of incorporation plays into this by offering a bridge between neophobia and neophilia – it 

provides a way to overcome one's fear through incorporation and embodiment of the food, 

quite literally by ingesting it. It can thus be argued that, as individuals, "We are what we eat, 

we are what we grow, and most importantly we are what we perform." (Cooks, 2009, p. 108).  

As stated previously, foodways are a set of performances that constitute our identity 

and self-perception (Almerico, 2014). As humans, we are prone to adapt our identity to 

socially acceptable beliefs and, as a result, refrain from partaking in acts that challenge those 

beliefs. Traditional masculinity is connected to the consumption of animal-based foods 

(Adams, 2015; Greenebaum & Dexter, 2018). According to society, it is thus unusual for men 

to be vegetarian or vegan since meat is inherently perceived as a symbol of manliness 

(Adams, 2015). In the context of this study, neophobia supports this normalisation of 

masculinity and meat-eating (Sobal, 2005), while neophilia represents the change, or in this 

case, the rise in vegan men. In contrast to Fischler's (1988) principle of incorporation, the 

solution here seems to be to either eat differently or not to consume our ‘fears’ at all.  

Thus far, it is evident that foodways are influential on one’s identity. However, how is 

the interplay between food and identity constructed? In contemporary society, individuals 

shape their identities through lifestyle choices (Sneijder & Te Molder, 2004, 2009) rather 

than class distinction (Bourdieu, 1984). While there is a truism in Bourdieu’s argument 

encompassing class influence on food choices, individuals are less confined by socio-

demographic factors nowadays. Most are primarily influenced by self-categorisation during 

which self-perception becomes the primary influence on food choices (Turner et al., 1987). 

These choices reflect how we categorise ourselves, either as individuals or as members of a 

particular group and vice versa. An example, provided by Costa Pinto et al. (2014), explains 

this reciprocity and self-fulfilling prophecy. Their article about sustainable consumption 

argues that self-identification perpetuates certain food behaviours while alternatively, food 
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choices influence our self-perception and identity. For example, identifying oneself as a 

vegan anticipates vegan food choices. However, repeated vegan food choices have the same 

effect; it imputes a vegan identity on the individual. Thus, food choices are a way to articulate 

individual and group identities, but our individual and group identities provide the scale to 

which this can be done. 

 

2.1.2. What I Eat in a Day: Presenting and Performing Food Identities Online  

Displaying food practices online is not something new (Holmberg et al., 2016). Food-

related content, such as food blogs, has circulated the internet since the early days of the 

World Wide Web. Additionally, this type of content seems to prevail on social networking 

sites, such as Instagram, where a boom in pages dedicated to food porn, the sexualisation of 

food, can be observed  (Mejova et al., 2016).  

The current development of digital media, combined with food practices, creates a 

(digital) space where alternative foodways can be displayed, enacted and shared on a day-to-

day basis. Lupton refers to this as body/food politics (as discussed in Phillipov & Kirkwood, 

2019). Within this concept, the focus is placed on how the digital realm can help construct 

and deconstruct dominant socio-cultural, political and economic discourses using alternative 

food practices. This can be done on both micro-and macro-political level. The former 

includes sharing and uploading food-related content on social media to portray one's identity. 

At the same time, the latter refers to the use of food practices "directed at challenging or 

changing dominant structures, organisations or interests." (Phillipov & Kirkwood, 2019, p. 

151). Both practices can coincide because food sharing can construct one's identity online 

while simultaneously enabling the performance of political acts, where the goal is to 

challenge the 'status quo'. The online vegan community on Instagram is a good representation 

of this convergence. On the one side, one is performing their vegan identity by sharing and 

using hashtags to position themselves in the broader structure of the internet. On the other 

side, one can enact alternative food practices that aim to challenge the normalisation of 

animal-based food consumption and, as seen in this thesis, hegemonic gender discourses. 

Furthermore, it was argued and feared that current neoliberal influences on food 

production would decrease commensality and increase vagabond feeding (Fischler, 1980). 

Commensality is "the act of eating with others" (Dam, 2019, p. 1) and represents communal 

food practices where social behaviour (both individual and group) can be displayed and 

influenced by others. In contrast, vagabond feeding relates to the increased individualisation 
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and constant grazing of food where the individual and eating alone constitute the primary 

food practice. This means that there is little influence from others on food behaviour. In 

theory, it is argued that during commensality and social dining, acts of normalisation can 

reinforce dominant discourses of foodways (Fischler, 1980). Perhaps eating with a group of 

male friends where everyone is adamant about eating particular foods and not eating other 

foods due to the (gendered) association can encourage one to follow suit. Concerning 

vagabond feeding, it could mean that the construction and deconstruction of food association 

can become something primarily influenced by individual acts and behaviours rather than 

communal acts and behaviours. Consequently, the individual becomes less influenced by 

others when eating their meals alone. It can be hypothesised that the need to perform certain 

normative foodways to uphold dominant food-related assumptions is removed.  

Nonetheless, this move from commensality to vagabond feeding has not precisely 

occurred as predicted but has manifested itself in a hybrid form – digital commensality 

(Spence et al., 2019). Digital commensality is a combination between vagabond feeding and 

traditional commensality. Eating alone still prevails, but it has moved vagabond feeding into 

digital spaces due to digitalisation and digital media developments. In this digital space, the 

need to perform and adhere to broader societal norms and dominant foodways can occur 

again. However, it is now mediated via social networks (e.g., Instagram, YouTube). 

In contrast, this move can also encourage and facilitate alternative food behaviour. Instead of 

being pressured to perform dominant food practices, one can be encouraged to perform 

alternative food practices. All while sharing it using digital commensality on online 

platforms. "Digital media offer opportunities for more people than ever before to enact 

identities and embodiments in public forums, to bring together humans and non-humans to 

create meaning and action, and to affect and be affected." (Lupton quoted in Phillipov & 

Kirkwood, 2019, p. 154).  

In this thesis, digital media helps perform and shape identities offline and online 

because it offers the ability to challenge normalised food-related assumptions and practices. It 

offers a space where political acts can reshape dominant structures while providing the 

affordances to disseminate and display alternative ideas with larger groups. Challenging 

gendered discourses and notions of masculinity and femininity can now move towards the 

digital realm, where one can be different and eat differently. The idea of performing food 

practices in digital spaces, specifically non-normative practices, can be tied to Goffman’s 

idea of identity performance and impression management and is explained in the next 

section.  
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2.2.The Flowing and Meandering of Milk in Veganism: Gender Fluidity and 

Consumption Stereotypes 

In this paragraph, an in-depth analysis and conceptualisation of gender are provided to 

better understand how this concept is positioned within this research. Additionally, the 

concept of masculinity and femininity within food stereotypes and food consumption is 

framed and explored.  

 

2.2.1. A Genderful World 

Gender is a concept that has been widely discussed in various scientific articles, 

papers and books. Scholars, such as Judith Butler (1988) and Simone de Beauvoir (as 

discussed in Butler, 1986), have dedicated their works to grasp and define what gender is and 

how it is constructed. The consensus is that gender is a social construct used to describe non-

biological characteristics of individuals (Butler, 1988). This often relies on dominant 

(heteronormative) characteristics and notions about femininity and masculinity to ascribe 

specific (social) identities to individuals and groups. To quote Simone de Beauvoir, "One is 

not born, but rather, becomes a woman" (as cited in Butler, 1986, p. 35). Individuals are not 

inherently born as part of either group but are ascribed and socialised into them through 

discourse, language and cultural practices aided by friends, family and social institutions. 

Furthermore, gender is rendered observable through acts and practices rather than just an 

identity; "gender is in no way a stable identity or locus of agency from which various acts 

proceede [sic]; rather, it is an identity tenuously constituted in time – an identity instituted 

through a stylised repetition of acts." (Butler, 1988, p. 519). 

Besides, the concept of gender is also used to make distinctions between ‘us’ and 

‘them’ and male and female by highlighting the binary oppositions which are often used to 

confirm dominant, normative gender discourses (e.g., women are bound to be soft-spoken 

while men can be harsh and rigid). Within these dominant discourses, the goal is to connect 

these findings and attributes with ideologies of superiority and inferiority – the normal versus 

the alternative, men versus women (Connell, 1987). The ‘other’ often relates to women and is 

depicted as inferior compared to the normalised, superior ‘us’, also seen as men (Butler, 

1988; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). 

As mentioned before, Beauvoir has argued that women are not just born as ‘women’ – 

yes, from a biological aspect, women differ from men. However, the concept of ‘women’ is a 
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social construct in itself. The definition of what a woman entails, including the characteristics 

and behavioural practices, are constructed using men and masculinity as the norm. This is 

why both Butler and De Beauvoir (1986, 1988) have contended that the use of the definition 

‘women’ perpetuates binary oppositions similar to what the concept of gender does. The 

meaning of the words ‘women’ and ‘femininity’ cannot exist without being seen as the 

opposite of men and masculinity (Butler, 1986). It relies on this dichotomy and 

phallogocentric discourse to become tangible. 

This study shows that masculine foodways become perceptible through comparisons 

with feminine foodways; it is a reciprocal relationship of influence and construction (Cairns 

et al., 2010). Thus, conceptualising what constitutes ‘manly’ and ‘womanly’ eating is 

primarily done by emphasising their differences – what is missing or not included in the 

other’s diet? Furthermore, similar to how Beauvoir uses Hegel’s dialectical approach 

regarding the Self and Other (as explained in Butler, 1986), it helps to construct a paradigm 

where men and women are defining their eating habits and foodways by seeing themselves as 

the ‘I’/’self’ and the other gender as the ‘other’.  

Additionally, it is essential to be aware that gender is not a static concept or 

phenomenon. It consists of a multitude of acts and behaviours – both unconscious and 

conscious. In light of this, West & Zimmerman (1987) have argued and provided insights 

about why gender can best be understood as a verb rather than a concept alone. They have 

argued that the reproduction and development of gender, gender norms and gender ideologies 

are a continuous and fluid process. It is something that keeps developing and evolving as time 

goes on. Thus, it is proposed that the concept of gender should be accompanied by the 

verb doing gender (West & Zimmerman, 1987). "Doing gender involves a complex of 

socially guided perceptual, interactional, and micropolitical activities that cast particular 

pursuits as expressions of masculine and feminine "natures." [sic]" (p. 126). 

Nonetheless, doing gender means contributing to and re-establishing existing gender 

practices instead of challenging them. It is a linguistical issue – why would one use the verb 

‘doing gender’ when the intention is to highlight the opposite of what it currently stands for? 

For this reason, Deutsch (2007) argues that we should use undoing gender as the antonym of 

doing gender. This provides the necessary terminology and distinction to argue how some 

practices reproduce gender differences while other practices aim to reduce or challenge these 

differences. Deutsch (2007) provided an example of doing gender, which depicted men as the 

breadwinner and women as the housekeeper. Hence, undoing gender entails the opposite 

where women are depicted as the breadwinner and men as the housekeeper. Furthermore, in 



 21 

this research, undoing gender elucidates the practices found in the mediated narratives 

employed by the respondents since it exemplifies the ‘undoing’ of the masculinisation found 

in foodways, (vegan) ideologies and masculinised food practices. 

In light of this context, ‘doing food’ and ‘undoing food’ is the appropriate 

terminology for these practices. It entails similar processes found in (un)doing gender; 

however, it is now applied in the context of food studies. (Un)doing food illustrates the 

normalisation or proliferation of gendered food practices and eating (e.g., smaller portions for 

women and larger portions for men). It helps illustrate how food is a tool to challenge and de-

normalise gendered foodways in broader societal discourse. Doing food represents the re-

establishment of gendered food stereotypes, while undoing food stands for the untangling of 

these gendered food stereotypes in foodways. 

 

2.2.2. All Men, No Greens? 

The concepts of masculinity (Connell, 1995; Mosse, 1998) and femininity (Connell, 

1987) are complicated and often tedious to define since it is reproduced and constituted using 

continuous repetitions of various acts, languages and discourses (Butler, 1988). The concepts 

only come into being through patterned and normalised practices. Hence, to create a tangible 

concept, it is crucial to unpack them carefully, precisely the aim of this paragraph. 

Commencing with masculinity, some characteristics that have been linked to 

traditional ideas of masculinity are emotional stoicism (Greenebaum & Dexter, 2018), 

physical and mental strength, power and assertiveness (Adams, 2015; Connell & 

Messerschmidt, 2005). In light of this, meat consumption and other animal-based products 

become an expression of masculinity due to their symbolic value. Meat and dairy milk, for 

instance, come to represent strength, virility and patriarchal tradition (Hart, 2018) where the 

domination of others (e.g., women, animals) is something that proves one’s manliness. 

Hence, eliminating the consumption of animal-based products challenges hegemonic gender 

discourse for men. This is based on the presumptions that connect meat and animal-based 

products to masculinity. "Traditional values of masculinity foster the notion that meat eating 

[sic] is necessary for strong, male bodies" (Hart, 2018, p. 135).  

In history, the connection between masculinity and meat was linked to the activities 

that men were ought to perform, such as hunting for food (Hart, 2018). In that context, it is 

valuable and vital for men to suppress emotions since it makes it easier to kill, butcher and 

eat animals (Connell, 2008; Sobal, 2005). Nevertheless, this historicity and emotional 
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unavailability have unconsciously aided in conceptualising the modern, idealised image of 

masculinity and masculine behaviour.   

However, nowadays, the need to perform activities, such as hunting, have been 

eliminated from daily life, making room for different interpretations of masculinity. Whereas 

it was formerly seen as effeminate to show compassion for animals and be empathetic 

towards animal abuse, it has now been reclaimed by many men, especially in animal rights 

movements (Gaarder, 2011). This helps create multiple narratives regarding what masculinity 

entails in contemporary society. Emotional stoicism and physical strength are not qualities 

that all men are ought to have anymore. Therefore, it is argued that society is moving beyond 

the traditional ideas of masculinity in physicality and mental characteristics towards 

alternative perceptions of manliness and masculine behaviour (Sumpter, 2015).  

Additionally, Sobal (2005) has provided the concepts of singular and multiple 

masculinities to understand how the splintering of traditional notions of masculinity has taken 

place. Singular masculinity provides the base for finding a clear understanding and definition 

of dominant patterns of manliness. Sobal (2005) argues that dominant characteristics and 

attributes in singular masculinities influence men's behaviour and actions to adhere to social-

cultural expectations. In contrast, multiple masculinities look beyond the simplicity of these 

prevailing characteristics and attributes by allowing for multiple interpretations and 

enactments of masculinity and masculine behaviours. It considers how the negotiation and 

management of different manhoods and characteristics can be enacted and become a part of 

masculinity. Bearing this in mind, there is no singular form of masculinity since it can be 

moulded, changed and negotiated based on one's contextuality in a socio-cultural, political 

and economic context (e.g., race, social class).  

Similar to masculinity, femininity is often explained by focusing on dominant ideas of 

feminine behaviour seen as the antonym of masculine behaviour (Butler, 1988). For example, 

it has been argued that women are expected to possess more empathetic characteristics and 

maternal instincts than men, making them more inclined to resonate with other living 

animals, especially those forced into submission and inferiority (Gaarder, 2011). “Veganism 

is linked to women and femininity due to the stereotyped belief that women are inherently 

more nurturing and care more about animals.” (Greenebaum & Dexter, 2018, p. 5). This is 

similar to the motivations grounded in ecofeminism (Pease, 2019), where women compare 

their objectification, exploitation and inferiority in a patriarchal society with that of animals. 

This connects their communal suffering, strengths empathetic feelings and manifests 
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narratives that aim to challenge their shared objectification and abuse (Adams, 2015, 2020; 

Smith, 2001). 

In tandem, Gaarder (2011) explains that animal rights movements are a female-

dominated space by illustrating how the combination of biological influences (e.g., motherly 

instincts), social learning and empathy based on everyday oppression in patriarchal societies 

attribute to gendered socialisation. Within this gendered socialisation process, both men and 

women are indoctrinated with social behaviours and expectations relating to their respective 

genders. Women are expected to uphold dominant ideas of femininity, such being 

emotionally expressive and compassionate. “In social learning accounts, they said that 

women were more socialised to care about suffering, that animal work is more socially 

acceptable for women because advocating for the vulnerable is considered emotion work 

[removed quotation marks]” (Gaarder, 2011, p. 70).  

Thus, this illustrates that the processes of gendered socialisation go hand in hand with 

gender normalisation, where certain acts and behaviours are taught and enacted in such 

repetitiveness that they become dominant and normalised. This is in accordance with how 

Butler (1988) sees gender; it is the continuous repetition and embodiment of gender norms 

that create idealisations of masculinity and femininity. These idealisations, in turn, influence 

the current discussions around animal rights movements and, consequently, veganism.  

Lastly, in the UK context, gender socialisation is also discussed concerning the 

pervasive developments of laddism (Stead, 2017). Laddism refers to the development of lad 

culture (Jeffries, 2020), which encompasses the misogynistic, hypermasculine behaviours 

groups of men or individual men perform to perpetuate traditional masculinity. This 'lad 

behaviour' often includes the sexual objectification of women by comparing them to other 

inferior beings in patriarchal society, such as animals (Adams, 2015; Jeffries, 2020). 

Considering these developments, unpacking veganism in the British socio-cultural context 

,where the importance of ‘lad-status’ and ‘being a lad’ is growing, unearths an exciting 

perspective regarding masculine behaviour and how foodways can disentangle and challenge 

masculinity. 

 

2.2.3.  Eat Me Genderly  

Having discussed what conceptualises masculinity and femininity, further exploration 

is needed to view the application of these ideas and connotations into food studies. A study 

by Cavazza et al. (2015) regarding gender-based stereotypes about food provided insightful 
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results and possible points for further research, specifically about 'womanly' eating practices. 

Their research focused on how food type, portion size, and dish representation perpetuate 

gender-based food stereotypes among men and women. The findings illustrated how portion 

size and food type could independently induce gender connotations in food consumption. In 

addition, how the food was presented in terms of 'elegance' and 'neatness' also had a 

significant influence on the gendered perception of the dish at hand – the more elegant the 

presentation of food, the more it conveyed the idea of femininity. Thus, Cavazza et al. (2015) 

concluded that portion size, food type and course presentation had an indirect influence on 

gender-congruent food behaviour – women were more inclined to act according to hegemonic 

gender ideas of food consumption based on these three variables. “…consumption of gender-

stereotyped foods or meals may be a means to convey a masculine or feminine identity.” 

(Cavazza et al., 2015, p. 267). Based on the previous quote, they also stipulated that food 

choice can be an indicator of active impression management (Vartanian et al., 2007) and 

possible “…identity signalling goals.” (p. 267). The concept of impression management is 

discussed in-depth in the next paragraph. Lastly, their study found a deep-rooted belief that 

meat is a symbolic marker for virility, strength and patriarchal tradition while apparently “…a 

little mixed salad is food for women.” (p. 266).  

Interestingly, Gambert & Linné’s (2018) article about the #soyboy phenomenon, 

masculinity and plant-based diets in alt-right discourse provided compelling findings of 

gendered eating behaviours. Alt-right discourse regards the narratives employed by rightist 

movements to challenge (mostly) leftist dialogue. The emphasis in this context was placed on 

cultural and colonial sentiments but still yielded revealing insights regarding what type of 

food is seen as ‘superior’ and hypermasculine. 

 Institutionalised racism, sexism and colonialism created the connotation that eating 

animal-based products (dairy, meat) is connected to intellectual superiority and virile 

masculinity, often associated with white Western men (Adams, 2015; Gaard, 2013). This is 

the complete opposite of the idealisation created surrounding plant-eating, seeing that non-

white individuals who partake in this practice are less masculine or effeminised. This 

perception is mainly based on their inability to digest particular foods, such as milk, which 

consequently articulates their supposed rejection of its symbolic value, such as strength and 

virility (Gaard, 2013). This (physical) rejection of animal foods and the preference for plant-

based foods came to represent emasculation, weakness of body and mind and improper ideas 

of traditional masculinity. Intellectual inferiority and superiority are linked to the nature of 

one’s diet via the power of transmission (Gambert & Linné, 2018) and ingestion (Fischler, 
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1988). It is argued that the qualities found in the food are being conferred to the person 

consuming it in the form of transmissive power. 

Moreover, Gambert & Linné (2018) also introduced two concepts to ground their 

arguments contextually with colonial discourses. The first concept is the racialised politics of 

meat (Gambert & Linné, 2018), which illustrates how the superiority of meat-eaters was 

contrasted with the (apparent) inferiority of plant-eaters using race as a common 

denominator. Additionally, they also introduced the concept of the politics of 

ingestion (Gambert & Linné, 2018) which aided in explaining how the interconnectedness of 

meat consumption and strength came to be and why it had grown in its importance, 

specifically in alt-right movements. They argued that it stemmed from the period after the 

Second World War when “… the need for strong and aggressive bodies to fulfil national 

imperial ambitions.” (Gambert & Linné, 2018, p. 135) prevailed, which, as a result, pushed 

traditional idealisation of men and masculinity (Connell, 1987). 

Furthermore, another essential finding regarded dairy milk consumption and its 

symbolic value and what it represented for alt-right activists. Milk stood for racial purity, 

white masculinity and power. It was used as a symbol to juxtapose western colonial 

sentiments and the 'idealised' Western man with the effeminised, soy-milk drinking, plant-

food eating Asian man (Cohen, 2017). This created a trope in which the archetypal meat-

eating idea of masculinity includes the antonym of plant-food masculinity (Gambert & Linné, 

2018). The latter is used as a tool to emphasise what a man should not be like and should not 

consume – ‘real’ men should not choose plant-based food over meat and other animal-

derived foods and should not drink soy milk instead of dairy milk. 

Nonetheless, gendered ways of eating combined with digitalisation can also create a 

space to reclaim and reappropriate hegemonic gender ideologies. “That is the power of social 

media, after all, and the power of language: to constantly shift and change over time, to assert 

and reclaim power, to change norms, to reframe tropes in pursuit of a more inclusive and 

enlightened world.” (Gambert & Linné, 2018, p. 161). In this research, the possibility is 

hypothesised that some indicators of reappropriation of plant-based masculinities online can 

prove that masculinity comes in various forms. Moreover, digital practices also aid in 

challenging the argument that exclusive consumption of plant-based foods effeminate men 

through means of normalisation and transmission. 

Having said that, Hart (2018) provides a counterargument regarding the observation 

that digital media can help normalise and reappropriate alternative eating behaviour. Her 

research about masculinity and vegan blogs found that alternative gender performativity 
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online can also reinforce rather than challenge traditional gender norms. Hart observed how 

vegan blogs perpetuate tropes and imagery of 'manly' vegan men by gender-labelling the 

meals and creating the idea that it can satiate male appetites. "The majority of discussion on 

these blog posts reproduce traditional masculine ideals, such as real men eat meat; men need 

meat to be strong and satisfy their hearty appetites, and men need to be convinced to eat 

vegetables." (Hart, 2018, p. 147). The language used on the blogs became the vehicle that 

reproduced normative meat-eating masculinity into vegan narratives instead of offering the 

ability to break this naturalised and normative idealisation of manliness. Similar to what 

Cavazza et al. (2015) discussed earlier, the issues of gender-related consumption came up 

when discussing portion size and food consumption (e.g., large portions and aggressive 

consumption). However, the use of gendered language was dependent on the type of food 

prepared. “This type of language describing large portion sizes and aggressive consumption 

was only found on meat substitute-based recipes, effectively making them “safe” for men to 

eat without jeopardising their sense of masculinity through consuming “feminine” vegetable-

based foods.” (Hart, 2018, p. 143 – 144).  

Insofar, food has often been a way to reinforce norms, expectations and behaviours 

about gender on individuals. Nevertheless, can food also offer alternative narratives where 

dominant gender ideologies are challenged? Or is it inhibited by the constraining narratives 

and languages provided, which, when used, perpetuate dominant discourses instead?  

 

2.3.Playing Green in an Online Vegan Production: Impression Management & 

Identity Performativity 

 

2.3.1. Lifting the Digital Curtain  

Erving Goffman first introduced the concept of impression management (IM) in his 

book The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959) and defined it as a conscious and 

subconscious practice in which processes of controlling and regulating are seen as primary 

strategies to influence social perceptions. The motivation to use IM is based on achieving 

specific goals; it can be used to gain a promotion (Singh & Vinnicombe, 2001), to create an 

image in which desirable societal perceptions are maintained and communicated or to 

fabricate an illusion that confirms an individual’s self-image and philosophy (Vartanian et al., 

2007). “…people are often motivated to view themselves in a particular and favourable 

manner, and may therefore use impression-management strategies to portray a desired image 
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to themselves as well as to others.” (p. 274).”. IM is thus used "to maximise reward-cost ratio 

by gaining social and material outcomes; to enhance self-esteem, and to facilitate the 

development of desired public identities." (Singh & Vinnicombe, 2001, p. 184).  

Concerning this study, the respondents aim to create a desired online impression and 

image in which they are presented as masculine and vegan. The objective is to confirm their 

identity using mediated narratives and online diaries on Instagram. Additionally, mediated 

narratives are also employed to create a relatable and non-normative image of male vegans. 

The respondents' incentive is to articulate their self-identification as masculine and vegan on 

others using social media. In light of this, Instagram becomes a valuable platform since it 

facilitates a sense of freedom, creative expressivity and individual personalisation by offering 

various options to share content (e.g., photos, videos). 

In tandem with this research, Vartanian et al. (2007) argued that food could become a 

vehicle that enables the negotiation of power and control. The relationship between IM and 

self-presentational strategies illustrate how masculine consumption stereotypes are articulated 

and reappropriated. Since foodways are defined as social events (Spence et al., 2019), it 

reflects the vulnerability of social influence on individuals and their identity. On the one side, 

it is desirable to adhere to socially acceptable perceptions of masculine consumption. On the 

other side, it can be oppressive and limiting to one’s self-identification as a man, as visible in 

this study. 

This thesis aims to understand how male vegans challenge and attempt to normalise 

existing gender ideologies using Instagram. Thus, it is crucial to see how IM, consumption 

stereotypes, and identity performance are connected. Identity performance consists of both a 

setting and a front (Goffman, 1959). The former encapsulates the context and location, while 

the latter refers to the image presented by the individual to impress its audience (Goffman, 

1959). The male vegans in this study employ different combinations of settings and fronts 

online to express specific aspects of their identity. Dependent on the contextuality, they can 

choose to present themselves as more masculine or less masculine, for example. Thus, IM 

aims to change the perceptions others have of us through the use of performances. The 

respondents are using Instagram as public, online diaries to convey a desirable impression on 

others while reflecting their thoughts, philosophies and ethics on veganism, and to a certain 

extent, their perception of masculinity.  

Moreover, this study focuses on how vegan men attempt to normalise and challenge 

existing gender ideologies in their digital narratives, meaning that the concept of 

mediatization cannot be forgotten. Mediatization focuses on the “broader consequences of 
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media and communications for everyday life and across social space” (Couldry & Hepp, 

2013, p. 192). It encapsulates the processes of change induced and amplified by media (Fast 

& Kaun, 2014). Thus, mediatization can help explain how vegan men's Instagram use 

influences the perception and articulation of alternative vegan identities and masculinities. 

This can be argued since digital media facilitates alternative food practices (Phillipov & 

Kirkwood, 2019) and can consequently be employed to challenge hegemonic masculinity 

using non-normative foodways, such as veganism. 

Lastly, the combination of digital spaces and media-induced change can aid the 

unpacking of gendered food stereotypes. This is when the practices of doing food and 

undoing food help distinguish online food performances and narratives. Doing food online re-

establishes gendered food stereotypes and hegemonic masculinities, while undoing food 

online tries to transgress these food stereotypes by performing alternative foodways and non-

normative masculinities. The digital repetitions of non-normative food consumption and 

performativity in everyday life can help normalise different masculine discourses and help 

break gendered food stereotypes. Mediatization perpetuates the normalisation of alternative 

discourses by providing tools to spread messages that challenge the so-called status quo.  

All in all, this chapter provided an extensive literature review to exemplify the 

connections between food, identity, gender and performance in the context of veganism. 

While discussing these concepts in this chapter illustrated the complexity of unpacking and 

understanding the research questions, the next chapter concerns a detailed description of the 

methods employed to conduct this research, such as operationalisation and data analysis.   
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3. Methodology  

The following chapter elucidates the methodological choices in this thesis and aims to 

clarify the research process. Additionally, it provides a transparent and well-rounded 

description of the accumulation of the data collection. The chapter commences with a 

detailed description of the research design where the decision to conduct both qualitative 

research and analysis becomes apparent. This paragraph also elaborates on the geographical 

context of this study. The chapter then proceeds with outlining the units of analysis and 

continues with discussing the operationalisation. In the  paragraph concerning the 

operationalisation, the main concepts are illuminated using previously discussed literature to 

illustrate the overall interconnectedness and congruency. Furthermore, a comprehensive 

delineation of the interviewing process is provided before continuing with detailing the data 

analysis. To conclude, a self-reflective discussion of the researcher’s positionality within this 

study and the research credibility is presented. 

 

3.1. Research Design 

After taking the research questions and the importance of the previously mentioned 

societal and scientific interests into consideration, it was determined that the best possible 

way to gain data and information is by utilising and applying a qualitative research approach. 

Therefore, the purpose of this research is to gain a deeper understanding of individual and 

communal meaning-making practices performed by male vegans from the United Kingdom. 

As briefly discussed in the Introduction, the number of vegans in the UK is rapidly growing. 

It is predicted to grow even more in the upcoming years, with surveys illustrating a 40% 

increase in new British vegans in 2020 alone (Chiorando, 2021).  

Moreover, considering the incentive to understand the meaning-making practices of 

the respondents, it became evident that qualitative interviewing would be the appropriate 

research method to employ. Not only does this method aid in gaining an extensive description 

of the construction of meanings in which “coherent, meaningful configurations emerge 

through patterned narrative linkages” (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995, p. 6), but it also embraces 

the researcher’s participation while encouraging collaborative constructions of meaning. 

This study aimed to conceptualise and understand how the ascription of meanings to 

specific societal processes and concepts, such as the influence of foodways and enacting 

certain acts imbued in this concept, can perpetuate, normalise and challenge hegemonic 

gender ideologies and discourses. In light of this, this research specifically refers to and 



 30 

focuses on hegemonic gender ideologies regarding social-cultural behaviours and 

representations expected from British, vegan men in both online spaces and contemporary 

narratives (e.g., lad-behaviour). The foci of this research are placed on how this select group 

of vegan men (from the UK) are navigating their perceptions of masculinities and how this is 

reflected in their digital media use. Their negotiations and understandings of the phenomenon 

become observable, for instance, when engaging in in-depth interviews regarding their 

motivations to remain active online and in their decision to start these online ‘diaries’ in the 

first place.  

Thomas & Thomas (1928) reported that "If men define situations as real, they are real 

in their consequences." (p. 572). Thus, how this specific group experiences both self and 

socially imposed expectations and perceptions of masculinity and masculine behaviours can 

exemplify why and how they externalise their behaviour on digital platforms, such as 

Instagram. Nonetheless, this does not necessarily imply coherence with societal values and 

norms about masculinity and masculine behaviour. Contrariwise, it can provide a base for 

what can later be constituted as deviant and de-normalising behaviours that aid the de-

construction of hegemonic narratives of (traditional) masculinity. In addition, it becomes 

evident that this research followed the school of interpretivism (O'Reilly, 2009). 

Interpretivism focuses on how individuals construct realities by ascribing and creating 

meanings for certain phenomena. Thus, by using this perspective, we can view our actions as 

results and reflections created by our sense-making of the world. 

Lastly, qualitative research is concerned with understanding how mundane and 

everyday practices construct realities for individuals via self-ascribed meanings (Flick, 2008). 

Consequently, the interviewee's ability to ascribe and describe concepts and personal 

experiences using one's vocabulary becomes imperative for this study. Furthermore, it allows 

them to reflect and make sense of their positionality as a man within veganism. In essence, 

these self-reflexive accounts of sense-making aided in comprehending the respondents' day-

to-day realities, situatedness and (vegan) masculinities in the online vegan community. 

 

3.2.Units of Analysis  

This study consisted of 11 participants who identified themselves as male vegans and 

as members of the online vegan community on Instagram. The decision was made to focus on 

a specific geographical location which meant that it was a requirement for the participants to 

have taken residency in the United Kingdom at the time of this research. An overview 
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regarding the participants’ age, place of residence, the amount of time they have been vegan 

and when they started their vegan Instagram pages is provided in Appendix A. In essence, 

these individuals have been selected based on the combination of the following criteria: their 

online presence on Instagram, their food choices/ideology (veganism), geographical location 

(The United Kingdom) and their self-identified gender (men).  

To enlist the participants, a combination of purposive sampling (Sarstedt et al., 2018; 

Tongco, 2007) and snowballing (Streeton et al., 2004) was employed to constitute the sample 

included in this study. Recruiting was primarily done by contacting eligible individuals via a 

'direct message1’ on Instagram or using their email addresses. The latter was often provided 

on their respective Instagram profiles. This method of recruiting did proved to be challenging 

at times, considering the elusiveness of reaching the target group. This was often caused by 

various digital functions on Instagram (e.g., hiding messages from people you do not follow). 

Furthermore, purposive sampling is a non-probability sampling method. In this 

method, the researcher uses their judgment and previously gathered insights to choose 

members of the population to be included in the sample (Sarstedt et al., 2018). To gain 

insights into the community, a vegan Instagram account was created before the data 

collection period to familiarise myself with the community and see if the research would be 

feasible using the research method in mind. This practice, combined with snowballing, 

defined as “a process of reference from one person to the next.” (Streeton et al., 2004, p. 37), 

has aided in constituting the list of respondents visible in Appendix A.  

Snowballing in this context is redefined by the researcher as 'digital snowballing', 

which entails clicking from one digital profile (Instagram page) to another to find 

respondents. Nonetheless, in the hope of finding more respondents to include in this sample, 

efforts were made to seek gatekeepers in this community, and multiple participants were 

inquired about suggestions for possible respondents (Marland & Esselment, 2019). 

To conclude, it is crucial to address the imperatives of data saturation (Guest et al., 

2006). Although the current study adheres to the methodological requirements imposed 

(Janssen & Verboord, 2019-20), data saturation remains a subjective element in qualitative 

research. Nonetheless, according to multiple scholars (Guest et al., 2006; Morgan et al., 

2002), data saturation in qualitative research is often reached when completing approximately 

six interviews to unearth most concepts, while 10-12 interviews usually identify between 80-

92% of the concepts in a study. Thus, it can be denoted that this study has sufficed in 

 
1 A function embedded in Instagram that allows you to send private messages to users. 
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identifying and unearthing most of the imperative concepts and will likely not yield any new 

information. 

 

3.3.Operationalisation  

In the interest of combining a deductive and inductive approach (O’Reilly, 2009), I 

commenced with a literature review regarding some of the main concepts, such as 

masculinity (Connell, 2008) and gender (West & Zimmerman, 1987). In doing so, I was able 

to define, understand and ameliorate the concepts based on previously conceptualised 

theories of what they entail and could connote. Moreover, some key themes were identified 

based on this acquired knowledge and were consequently included in the interviews 

(Appendix B). That being said, it was imperative to take the fluidity of specific themes and 

questions into account during this process. Similar to the ambiguity of certain concepts, such 

as masculinity and gender performance (Butler, 1986), every interviewee will interpret the 

questions differently, and their individual experiences are also significantly different. Thus, 

when posing the interview questions, a certain level of variance in comprehension should be 

considered.  

Initially, the interview design would follow a structure based on three stages; 

however, this was later adapted and revised. The first stage can be interpreted as the ‘ice-

breaker’ stage during which questions regarding the respondent’s journey to veganism, the 

responses from others about this vegan journey and the meaning of veganism are discussed. 

In the following section, in-depth questions were posed regarding their perception of 

masculinities, stereotypes about vegan men and what the respondents perceived as influential 

representations of vegan men in media. Lastly, the third stage encompassed themes and 

questions regarding their Instagram profile and social media use before exploring the 

influence of their geographical location (the United Kingdom) on their vegan journey (e.g., 

British lad-culture).  

In practice, it is confirmed that the ice-breaker stage was the first stage of the 

interview process. However, the decision was made to change the follow-up questions 

depending on the interviewee's use of specific words and their willingness to share certain 

experiences. To identify their connotations regarding certain concepts, such as masculinity, 

the respondents were encouraged to clarify what they meant and how they felt regarding 

these topics. Most importantly, the researcher made active efforts to reiterate specific phrases 

and words used by the participants in the follow-up questions.  
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As mentioned before, in-depth interviewing requires active participation from both the 

interviewee and researcher to encourage a co-production of meaning and active sense-

making. In light of this, the broader questions were often divided into more minor questions, 

mimicking a mosaic-style construction of meaning, where smaller pieces of information 

aided in depicting a more significant phenomenon. This technique is inspired by Clark’s 

(2005) mosaic approach, used in his study with children. Besides, using this technique also 

made it easier for the respondents to build thick descriptions (Dey, 2003) of the concepts by 

going over small segments and details. Additionally, respondents were also encouraged to 

position their experiences in a broader socio-cultural context. Thus, by using this technique, 

the intention is to ameliorate the researcher's comprehension of the interviewee's experiences. 

Figure 1 below exemplifies how this technique was used in practice. 

 

Question asked: Split into: End product 

How do you perceive 

masculinity? 

What physical attributes do 

you deem as masculine?  

The concept and 

perception of 

masculinity =  

physicality + mentality + 

behaviours 

Based on your own 

experiences, what type of 

mentality and behaviour is 

traditionally associated with 

men? 

What does veganism mean to 

you? 

How did you come in contact 

with veganism? 

The concept and 

significance of veganism 

to the respondent = 

motivation to be vegan + 

goal 

What was your motivation to 

change to a vegan 

lifestyle/diet? 

Figure 1: Example of Mosaic-Style Interviewing Technique 

 

3.4.Interviews 

The main research question in this thesis is: In what ways do male vegans from the 

United Kingdom challenge and attempt to normalise existing gender ideologies in their 

Instagram usage? In practicability, this research question is accompanied by the following 

sub-question: How do British male vegans on Instagram interpret different masculinities? 
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To answer these questions, it has previously been stated that I have utilised and 

collected data using a series of semi-structured, in-depth interviews. Besides being guided by 

a topic list and a list of (contingent) interview questions (Appendix B), enough space was 

provided for both the interviewee and the researcher to explore subjects that were not initially 

evident. The objective here is to use opinions and experiences from the interviewees to 

extract data in which a deep understanding of “an individual’s self, lived experiences, values 

and decisions, occupational ideology, cultural knowledge, or perspective” (Johnson, 2011, p. 

104) become apparent.  

The interviews commenced on the 16th of April 2021 and ended on the 5th of May 

2021. In total, there were 11 participants with ages ranging from 21 – 37 years old. This 

sample also exclusively consisted of individuals who did not grow up in a vegan household, 

which alludes to the fact that they became 

vegan on their own accord. Other 

insightful information is that the sample 

included three individuals who have 

children and some participants with either 

vegan or non-vegan partners. Another 

relevant point is that most respondents 

identified as heterosexual in terms of their 

sexual orientation. Additionally, an 

overview of the geographical location of 

the respondents at the time the interviews 

took place is provided in Figure 2. It has to be noted that there are nine pins instead of 11 

since three respondents had stated they resided in the same city. The interviews amounted to 

14 hours and 20 minutes of recorded data, meaning that the average interview lasted about an 

hour and 20 minutes. This data was later transcribed, coded and analysed using Atlas.ti. An 

in-depth description of this process is provided in the next paragraph.  

Lastly, the interviews were hosted and recorded using the external video software 

Zoom due to the current pandemic. Some disadvantages were anticipated before using this 

program, such as experiencing difficulties building rapport  (Johnson, 2011). Building 

rapport includes implementing several techniques to develop a connection with the 

interviewees, such as attentive listening and the ability to communicate clearly with the 

respondent.  

Figure 2: Map of the United Kingdom With Pins for the 

Respondents’ Location 
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Digital interviewing can make this harder since the interviewee can only see some 

parts of the interviewer, and the silences between dialogue can be misinterpreted for technical 

failure. Moreover, since building rapport depends heavily on hearing and understanding each 

other correctly, the technological mediation via Zoom can easily disrupt the 'bubble of co-

creation' between interviewer and interviewee. This disruption did become a problem at times 

for some of the interviews and required me to be more attentive to the interviewee's body 

language and my own.  

Nonetheless, there were also some advantages of using Zoom to mediate the 

interviews. The extended silences between dialogue initially seen as disruptive during the 

meaning-making process were, in actuality, incredibly useful for the interviewees. During 

these short bursts of silences, I observed that it provided the interviewees with the ability to 

reflect on some of the questions and, often (without probing from my side), resulted in 

horizons of meaning (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995). The latter meant that the respondent was 

able to reflect on specific topics and connect their narrative and meaning with other 

previously discussed or non-discussed topics. Additionally, Zoom also made it easier to 

record the interview. It provided a high-quality audio output, which is particularly useful 

when transcribing and preparing the data for analysis.  

Lastly, all participants were provided with the Informed Consent Form (Appendix C) 

prior to the interview. The form is based on the format provided by the University and 

adheres to the guidelines to ensure and protect ethical and confidential research practices. It 

includes the researcher's contact details, the purpose of the research, the potential risks, and 

the participant's rights and benefits (if applicable). Additionally, the form also included 

choices regarding anonymity, recordings and the option to withdraw from specific questions 

or the complete study at any given time. Thus, the participants were fully aware of the 

implications and possible consequences before agreeing to participate and be recorded. 

Finally, to fully protect and ensure anonymity for all respondents, the decision was made to 

anonymise all names in this study. 

 

3.5.Data Analysis  

The data collection was accumulated following three phases, of which the last two 

were parallel to each other. This idea is partially inspired by Ausband’s quilting method 

(2006), where she compares conducting qualitative research with making a quilt. In her 

method, she distinguished five steps: planning, cutting, sewing, quilting and binding, often 
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reflected in her research and studies. In this thesis, the first phase included the activities 

before conducting the interviews, such as the literature review and formulating a topic list 

and interview questions. This phase is reminiscent of Ausband’s planning and cutting phase. 

Moreover, this phase also entailed familiarising myself with the Instagram profiles 

and posts from the respondents to find general themes and subjects to discuss in the 

interviews. This process helped build rapport by illustrating my interest in their content 

creation and helped with gaining a deeper understanding of their sense-making. The next 

phase pertained to conducting the interviews and transcribing the audio. Lastly, the final 

phase consisted of coding the interviews and starting with the data analysis. The data analysis 

was conducted using grounded theory research (Corbin & Strauss, 1990) and followed three 

main steps: open, axial, and selective coding (Boeije, 2010; Braun & Clarke, 2006). Coding 

“involves close exploration of collected data and assigning it codes, which may be names, 

categories, concepts, theoretical ideas or classes.” (O’Reilly, 2009, p. 34). It is pertinent at 

this stage to be immersed in the data and repeatedly go over the interviews before 

commencing with the coding process.  

After transcribing some of the interviews, I had already begun with the process of 

open coding, which entails breaking up the data into separate sections and labelling these 

sections by creating ‘codes’ (Boeije, 2010). The purpose of engaging in this activity becomes 

evident in the next step, where the incentive is to compare and juxtapose the data to find 

patterns. Further, this form of analysis encouraged constant comparison and re-coding. By 

simultaneously garnering data, transcribing and open coding the interviews, I was able to 

explore my shortcomings as an interviewer. This meant that I observed which questions I had 

left unexplored, needed more information about, and would be interesting to ask other 

respondents as well. 

Thus far, a large part of the data was coded using open codes, and I was now able to 

commence with the next step in thematic data analysis: axial coding. Contrary to open 

coding, the goal during this phase is to connect, re-assemble and find similarities in the 

previously created codes and data (Boeije, 2010). The focus is on making sense of the open 

codes and finding ways to group them into categories. This part proved to be difficult due to 

the sheer volume of open codes and the divergent subjects discussed in the interviews. 

Examples of the axial codes are: ‘Self-awareness’, ‘Personal perceptions of masculinities’, 

'Acts of personalisation' and ‘Intersectionality of vegan identities and struggles’. An overview 

of both the axial and selective coding scheme can be found in Appendix D, including concise 

descriptions of the selective codes. 
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Succeeding the steps mentioned above is the practice of selective coding. Completing 

the first two steps provided a collection of codes and categories intended to be intersected to 

find overarching themes to represent the data and information found. Notably, the themes 

should intersect deductively with the literature and the theories in the theoretical framework. 

The coalescence of themes should subsequently answer the main research question and the 

sub-question at the centre of this study. After arranging and going over the data once more 

(twice more even), I was able to find four main themes: Development of Emotional Literacy, 

Amalgamation and Departmentalisation of Masculinities, Locus of Control and finally, 

Ambivalence of Inclusion. In essence, these four themes provide the foundation for the 

following Results chapter, which discusses the findings of this research.  

 

3.6.Self-Reflection and Research Credibility 

Before elaborating on the findings in this study, I would like to reflect on my role as a 

researcher and interviewer during this research. Besides the importance of taking ethical 

considerations and adhering to the principles of ethical research, it is utterly essential to be 

reflective as a researcher and take one's positionality (O'Reilly, 2009) into account during and 

after research. Hall (1990) has famously stated that people will always narrate their findings 

and observations from a particular position in society. Therefore, it is no surprise that I can 

conclude that I have had significant impacts on how this research was designed, conducted, 

presented and written. 

Moreover, both positionality and reflexivity (O'Reilly, 2009) provide the ability to see 

and analyse how a researcher’s preconceptions and ideas regarding specific topics and 

concepts can become a source of great power, concern and responsibility. Power in this sense 

refers to the ability to narrate the findings based on one's agenda and influence. Additionally, 

the practices pertaining to reflexivity required me to critically assess how and under what 

type of context and conditions I was able to conduct this research. Take, for example, my 

affinity with veganism and my gender and sex as influential factors. Given my familiarity 

with veganism and a vegan lifestyle, I connected with my respondents and their experiences 

on multiple levels. Some of my respondents and I had surprisingly similar stories to share and 

could often relate and share some of our struggles. My vegan journey allowed me to build 

rapport quickly but was consequently limiting. This became evident upon transcribing the 

interviews as I observed how I would sometimes refrain from probing after specific 
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responses. This was because I relied (too much) on presumed understandings between myself 

and the respondent that seemingly did not require further questioning.  

Furthermore, another hindering factor that became evident during some interviews 

was my gender. I interviewed men regarding their sense and perceptions of masculinities 

whilst I could not possibly fathom and understand every aspect of their experiences. This was 

the case because I identify as a female in both my gender and biological sex, albeit this could 

be perceived as a positive factor seeing that I inhabit the outsider's position and, as a result, 

can offer different perspectives.  

Nonetheless, immense efforts were made on both parties to paint vivid and descriptive 

explanations and stories to illustrate the deep feelings and opinions the respondents had 

regarding masculinity and veganism. Thus, I wholeheartedly believe that besides the given 

difference in gender identification and my inability to resonate with all the struggles these 

men experienced, I was able to encapsulate their stories and provide a comprehensive 

analysis of this phenomenon. In the next chapter, the stories and findings of this study will be 

provided and explored in-depth.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 39 

4. Results  

This chapter includes and presents the findings from the interviews and data analysis 

regarding the interplay between gender, masculinity, and veganism. The findings are centred 

around the quotations and perspectives from the participants and are consequently used to 

answer the research questions in this study. Furthermore, the quotes have been edited for 

concision and clarity. Lastly, to reiterate, the research questions are: 

 

Main research question: In what ways do male vegans from the United Kingdom 

challenge and attempt to normalise existing gender ideologies in their Instagram 

usage? 

 

Sub-question: How do British male vegans on Instagram interpret different 

masculinities?  

 

This chapter aims to answer these questions using the lived experiences from the 

respondents and the concepts found in the theoretical framework. Similar to an onion, this 

phenomenon consists of many layers and comes in various shapes and sizes. Thus, it is vital 

to peel these layers carefully and to take significant consideration while doing so. To create a 

coherent understanding of the findings in this study, they are presented using the four themes 

found in the thematic analysis as the guideline (Appendix D). The themes are: 

 

1. Development of Emotional Literacy  

2. Amalgamation and Departmentalisation of Masculinities 

3. Locus of Control 

4. Ambivalence of Inclusion  

 

The order in which they come forth represents the scale of the findings. The outer 

layers (first and second theme) are (almost) omnipresent topics found in the interviews, while 

the deepest layers (third and fourth theme) provide reflective material to dive deeper into 

more entrenched issues. 

The first paragraph focuses on the respondents’ ability to articulate their feelings and 

emotions while assessing other people’s perceptions and line of thought about them and other 

vegan topics. Thus, the theme encompasses the maturing of emotional awareness on a social 

and individual level in the context of veganism.  
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The second paragraph illustrates how the respondents perceive and interpret 

connotations about masculinities in and outside the context of veganism. The findings present 

and discuss the fluidity of this concept in its definition and conception by using, for example, 

the concept of multiple masculinities (Sobal, 2005). 

Considering the previous topics, the third paragraph illustrates the utterances of 

masculinities on Instagram and discusses how masculinities manifest in online narratives. It 

unpacks the performance (Goffman, 1959) aspects of using Instagram as a tool to challenge 

hegemonic gender discourses. Furthermore, it offers an insight into how vegan men negotiate 

social-cultural and self-imposed conceptions of masculine behaviours in their digital media 

use. Thus, it encapsulates the various techniques and discourses employed by the vegan to 

narrate their vegan journeys and stories in digital spaces. 

Lastly, the conundrum of inclusivity is addressed by offering reflective accounts 

based on the interview findings. The respondents’ experiences are used as a metaphorical 

knife to cut through layers of heteronormative, vegan discourses within this digital 

community. Additionally, it alludes to the paradoxical claim and appearance of inclusivity in 

vegan masculinities and veganism. Since unpacking this study requires excellent attention to 

detail, it is sensible to start with the peripheral layers, which are Development of Emotional 

Literacy and Amalgamation and Departmentalisation of Masculinities, before continuing 

with the centre. The centre includes the themes Locus of Control and Ambivalence of 

Inclusion. 

 

Development of Emotional Literacy  

4.1.Getting in Touch With Your ‘Vegan Side’: When Cutting Onions and Crying Is 

Accepted 

In contemporary society, there is a catchphrase that makes its way around from time 

to time, whether one views it in advertisements, on the cover of books or simply in casual 

conversations at the local pub. There is no real way ‘around’ the toxic concoction of words 

that form the credo ‘Boys don’t cry’(Goodey, 1997). Beyond the fact that this belief 

perpetuates toxic expectations of socially accepted ‘manly’ behaviours, this phrase also 

creates assumptions regarding how boys or men should be: emotionally distant and strong. 

The principal theme found in this study, Development of Emotional Literacy, alludes to this 

same preconception regarding men’s emotional (un)availability and lack of emotional 

expressiveness (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). The credo mentioned above questions 
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men’s emotional literacy, defined as “having the skills to understand and manage emotions, 

to communicate effectively in order to become an autonomous person” (Bocchino, 1999, p. 

12), and imputes the expectation and desire of men’s emotional illiteracy. The following 

paragraphs illustrate how the respondents negotiate these expectations regarding their vegan 

journeys and manliness. Additionally, it is exemplified how veganism becomes a tool that 

aids in developing and establishing emotional literacy to challenge gender ideologies and 

gender-congruent food consumption in digital spaces. 

 

4.1.1. Behave Like Men!  

Men are meant to be presented as strong, and that also comes across (…) in terms of 

their minds that like… mentally strong. Well, they are meant to be strong and put on a 

brave face. They are not meant to show emotion(. …) and that, in turn, then goes back 

to them not being open or aware of the (…) empathy towards animals and that 

compassionate side to veganism. I do not think this is every man, but I think it is a 

barrier that presents itself. (Theo). 

 

As illustrated by Theo, men’s emotionality is traditionally connected to and described 

with the notions of emotional stoicism and mental strength (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; 

Greenebaum & Dexter, 2018). This is argued since it is assumed that men rarely show their 

emotions and are always in control of their emotionality (Connell, 1987). Theo's description 

is congruent with the findings from other respondents who show similar experiences and 

have stated in their interviews that society often expects men to be emotionally strong and 

suppress their feelings. During the interviews, it was mentioned that both society and non-

vegans assume that vegan men are not aware of or interested in the compassionate elements 

found in veganism. This revelation hints that social expectations regarding men's emotional 

illiteracy are not confined to traditional and normative masculine discourses. On the contrary, 

they can also be manifested in alternative masculine discourses, as found in veganism 

(Phillipov & Kirkwood, 2019).  

Moreover, these behavioural expectations regarding men’s emotional unavailability 

were experienced as barriers since it imposed the idea that vegan men should be held to 

similar social expectations as non-vegan men, albeit being a member of a movement focused 

on animal welfare and based on emotionality. As a result, the respondents experienced issues 

regarding false assumptions about their motivations to be vegan. People assumed that the 
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interviewees were only vegan for health reasons and dismissed the influence of animal 

welfare on their decision (Bloodhart & Swim, 2020; Díaz Carmona, 2017). This assumption 

proved to be false since almost half of the respondents had mentioned how important animal 

welfare was for them. Jack, for example, was initially motivated to go vegan due to health 

concerns but later decided to include animal welfare as a motivation as well: 

 

So it was not about animals; I did not care about that, in the beginning, to be 

completely honest. My positions changed on that now. The more that I have learned 

about it, and the more vegans I have connected with online (. …), the more I have 

learned about animal cruelty and the environmental side (…) the more I really agree 

with those (…) elements as well. 

  

Hence, the expectation that vegan men are emotionally illiterate is false and 

perpetuates restraining gendered consequences for the respondents. It creates social 

expectations in which vegan men are expected to hide their feelings and avoid coming to 

terms with their developing emotional articulacy and expressiveness. An example of this 

effect can be found in Noah’s interview:  

 

And even though I really did not… actively want to try and be like that [being 

confrontational] too, I do find myself becoming more like that over time, which is 

something that I did not expect (. …) I did not expect to feel any form of mental or 

spiritual shift in who I am. But I have definitely felt (…) a lot more empathetic and a 

lot more emotional, even though I will still hide it, you know, from again, for 

outsiders, (…). I do feel a lot more connected to animals, to the planet to everything 

really (…). It pains me (…) to walk down the meat aisle in the supermarket. (. …) I 

just see death, you know, it is that stark. 

  

On the one side, it can be denoted that Noah’s vegan journey is helping him become 

more emotionally aware of his feelings of empathy towards animals by engaging in 

confrontational discussions online. On the other side, it is observed that he still feels the 

pressure to display traditionally masculine behaviours, such as assertiveness and emotional 

stoicism (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Marsh et al., 1987). The findings illustrate that 

multiple respondents had difficulties navigating and coming to terms with their growing 

emotional literacy after becoming vegan. This was mainly influenced by the imposed social 
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expectations regarding traditional masculine behaviour. Thus, even though veganism and the 

respondents' vegan journey aided emotional expressiveness, the ubiquitous influence of social 

norms was still a pressing issue on their willingness to articulate their emotional side openly 

and in digital spaces.  

 

4.1.2. How Veganism Softens Headstrong and Stone-Faced Men  

In order to overcome these gendered behavioural assumptions, the respondents 

displayed and shared instances in which they were actively engaging in acts to normalise 

emotional expressiveness and develop awareness for animals and other people's feelings. For 

example, in the quote above from Theo, he mentions how he understands that some vegan 

men might face more challenges when negotiating behavioural stereotypes than others. In 

doing so, he displays a sense of empathy and awareness for other people’s hardships. He is 

using personal reflexivity (Caetano, 2017) as a tool to understand other men’s lived 

experiences with veganism. Using this tactic gained him a sense of perspective and emotional 

understanding regarding the different challenges men might face when becoming vegan. 

Personal reflexivity entails continuous personal reflection, development and growth, 

which are embedded in emotional literacy (Bocchino, 1999; Caetano, 2017). There are three 

intertwined practices within emotional literacy: self-awareness, social awareness and self-

management (Bocchino, 1999). In this instance, Theo combined self-awareness and social 

awareness to nuance his experiences concerning others. Multiple respondents displayed 

similar tactics where they would often reflect on their journeys and bring nuance by 

mentioning that their struggles depended on their specific context and that others might not 

share the same experience. It was evident that the respondents were actively trying to be 

considerate of everyone's hardships and vegan journey by showing how self-aware they were 

of their situation. Some mentioned that they would regularly offer help to other vegan men 

they had met online. They also noted how they were always open to help and support people 

who reached out to them via Instagram.  

Arthur, for instance, noticed that his vegan journey had been less complicated than 

others because he was in a more fortunate position due to his perceived 'manly' appearance. 

As a result, he did not face many hardships but was aware that others did not have that 

advantage and frequently mentioned how he would offer help to other vegan men. He also 

specified that if he had looked different, the situation might have folded into the other 

direction where he did experience more hardships. 
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Furthermore, an example illustrating all three of the components found in emotional 

literacy comes from Harry. When he was asked about how he felt when people would voice 

their opinion about his choice to be vegan, he stated the following:  

 

To be fair, (..) it doesn't make me feel a way because I somewhat empathise, because 

it's coming from a place of ignorance. So, you know, once upon a time, I would have 

said something like that (. …) There's a level of sympathy and empathy, where I'm 

like, you know, I understand what that person is saying. (Harry). 

 

During this instance, Harry shows how his flourished emotional literacy allows him to 

assess the situation from someone else's perspective. He finds a way to connect his own 

emotions and history with someone who does not share the same opinion or understands his 

(dietary) choices. The place of ignorance that Harry refers to, for example, was once his way 

of thinking. However, he progressed in his personal development and self-awareness via 

veganism which he also mentions during his interview. Moreover, he also specified that 

veganism was not a direct factor in his personal development. Nonetheless, it did influence 

some of his thoughts regarding multiple topics in his life, including societal issues.  

In fact, multiple respondents mentioned that they were more aware of overall issues in 

society after becoming vegan and joining the vegan community on Instagram. Some 

mentioned, for instance, that they were not aware of the severity of some of the daily 

hardships women were faced with (e.g., sexual harassment). Although the issues were 

sometimes shocking, they did help the respondents with developing a more 'rounded view' of 

society. It also aided them in developing their emotional literacy by continuously facing and 

being confronted with similar gendered hardships on their Instagram timeline2. Muhammad 

and Harry stated that it made them self-reflect on their privilege as a man, for example.  

Further, in a traditional sense, men are also expected to be boisterous, dismissive 

towards other people's opinions and assertive during discussions (Connell, 1987, 1995). 

However, the respondents often displayed contrasting behaviours and mentioned how they 

would actively avoid heated discussions and refrained from being too 'preachy' on Instagram. 

For example, Harry mentioned the following, which illustrates this behaviour:   

 

 
2 An algorithmic timeline displayed on the Instagram homepage when one logs into their account. It consists of 

posts from yourself and the people you follow sorted in a continuous stream. 
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Depends, as the saying goes. Not all battles have to be fought. So it just, it really 

depends on the situation where, you know, maybe if I think somebody might be 

misinformed, and (…) they're open to a discussion. Then maybe, but if not, and I can 

see that person is just kind of stuck in their ways, and they're not interested in 

veganism in the slightest, then we will call it a day. 

 

In this explanation, Harry is assessing the situation and acknowledging how people 

can differ in their opinions. According to him, the divergence in opinions does not mandate 

an immediate response, discussion or conversation, especially if the other person is not open 

to a discussion. By using and reading the social cues given by the other person, Harry 

illustrates how he evaluates his actions based on rationale and behavioural insights. By doing 

this, he determines if the conversation is worth engaging in, especially if it is online and 

regards veganism. This assessment of social cues and display of behaviour falls under the 

branch of social awareness and self-management (Bocchino, 1999) – Harry picks his battles 

as he goes and remains composed while doing so.  

Moreover, he was not the only one who displayed this sense of social awareness and 

self-management. Many respondents stated that they tried to be more inclusive and sensitive 

to other people's opinions offline and online. The respondents did not want to 'push' veganism 

on people but focused on raising awareness. This reserved attitude is the opposite of what is 

traditionally expected from men (Butler, 1988; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005).  

To conclude, based on these findings, it is evident that the practice of veganism is not 

merely a food ideology but also a space that facilitates the development of emotional literacy 

both online and offline. For example, most respondents were previously unaware of their 

feelings towards animal cruelty or could not articulate how they felt towards other people’s 

feelings. By becoming vegan and joining the (online) vegan community, they were able to 

move beyond men’s behavioural expectations and towards self-reflexivity, self-awareness, 

social awareness, and self-management through constant exposure to various issues 

(Bocchino, 1999; Caetano, 2017). All of which aimed to improve their emotional 

expressiveness, emotional articulacy, and empathy towards others and animals. 
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Amalgamation and Departmentalisation of Masculinities 

4.2.Vegan Cheese Fondue vs Vegan Salad Bowl: Melting Masculinities Together or 

Mixing It All up   

During the interviews, it was evident that the respondents did not see masculinity as a 

singular concept. On the contrary, they would frequently specify different variations, such as 

toxic masculinity and traditional masculinity, when asked to define or share their experiences. 

Based on these discussions and previous literature (Sobal, 2005), it can be denoted that 

masculinity is ambiguous and fluid. Thus, it is no surprise that the participants found it easier 

to conceptualise masculinity (or rather masculinities) by distinguishing various forms of 

masculine behaviours instead of providing one concept of masculinity. The respondents used 

a form of ‘masculine othering’ to distinguish and emphasise differences between various 

manhoods. Masculine othering is similar to the othering described in Said’s work (2003) 

pertaining to orientalism. Othering aims to create a sense of self or define a concept using the 

‘Us vs Them’ dichotomy (Said, 2003). In this practice, specific characteristics, cultural 

aspects and more are compared to pinpoint differences and similarities. In masculine 

othering, similar practices can be found but focused on comparing various types of 

masculinities. Furthermore, the interviewees would intertwine different masculinities to 

either juxtapose and clarify certain masculine traits or amalgamate them. The following 

sections follow a similar pattern and discuss how the respondents’ perception of masculinities 

is dependent on amalgamation and departmentalisation of masculine traits, behaviours and 

physical attributes based on society’s perceptive and their perspective of masculinities. 

  

4.2.1. Building a Man for Society: Between Limbs, Characteristics and Level of 

Manliness  

Based on the findings from the interviews, the respondents had different 

interpretations when asked how they would define masculinity; some were quick to respond 

using society’s perspective, while others would define it using their presumptions. Either 

way, masculinity was often defined using two main components: behaviour and physicality. 

This paragraph focuses on how the respondents interpreted society’s perception of 

masculinities, which consists of a combination of traditional, toxic and vegan masculinities. 

Before commencing, it is essential to note that the respondents used the concepts of 

traditional and toxic masculinity interchangeably since they experienced them as the same. 
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4.2.1.1. Society’s Dream Man: Traditional and Toxic Masculinity 

From a behavioural aspect, the respondents conceptualised society’s perspective of 

traditional and toxic masculinity using words, such as dominant, alpha male, confrontational 

and patriarchy. The consensus was that traditional masculinity and toxic masculinity are 

based on domination over other living beings, especially women. For example, George states 

the following regarding traditional masculinity and instantaneously connect it to toxic 

masculinity: “Obviously quite toxic. I do not really like… traditional masculinity very much. 

I think it is quite degrading to women.”. The degradation of women and notions of patriarchy 

are also reflected in how men ought to be towards animals (Adams, 2010, 2020). This is why 

the stereotypes provided by the respondents about vegan men and vegan masculinities were 

often the complete opposite of what was associated with traditional masculinity (Connell & 

Messerschmidt, 2005).  

Furthermore, the physical elements of traditional masculinity mentioned by the 

respondents were: physical strength, muscular physique and the ability to consume large 

quantities of animal protein. The latter is traditionally seen as masculine since it was believed 

that the consumption of animal protein would lead to increased power via transmission and 

ingestion (Fischler, 1988; Gambert & Linné, 2018). Additionally, adequate protein intake 

was also linked to a muscular physique and physical strength (Rothgerber, 2013). Thus, meat 

and protein become a synecdoche for masculinity. When mentioning this connection between 

animal protein and traditional masculinity, some respondents shared that they would often get 

mocked for not consuming any animal protein. Additionally, they shared how they were 

frequently questioned about their protein intake after becoming vegan. An experience shared 

by Leo illustrates this issue:  

 

I have definitely had the protein question. I think that is something every vegan has 

had, like, “Where do you get your protein from?”. Like, definitely, had it with my 

mom; I had to explain because I think she had been taken in by a lot of the myths that 

you cannot get all of the nutrients that you need from a vegan diet.  

  

According to the respondents, the overall perception they had of society’s 

expectations regarding masculinity were often not coherent with how they were as men or 

perceived themselves to be–  they found themselves to be the complete opposites at times. 

For example, the respondents did not perceive themselves as individuals who would 

dominate others and were also not interested in degrading people. On the contrary, they were 
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eager to help others become vegan by raising awareness and using sensible discussions and 

conversations. 

 

4.2.1.2. Society’s Vegetable Man: Vegan Masculinity 

While traditional masculinity was conceptualised using physical and mental strength, 

domination and assertiveness, opposites were used when the respondents were asked to 

define society's perception of vegan men and vegan masculinities. The respondents mostly 

used words, such as weak, skinny, emotional and soft, to illustrate how they thought society 

perceived vegan men. This is in congruence with Gambert & Linné (2018) findings where the 

concept of plant-food masculinity came to represent similar meanings. 

Moreover, the interviewees frequently mentioned the word hippie and used it to 

describe society's image of stereotypical vegan men. The word itself denoted the long haired, 

bearded and often frail-looking individuals associated with the hippie movement from the 

1960s. This stereotypical definition of vegan men in today's society is often accompanied by 

the perception that these men are effeminised by their looks and ideological convictions. 

They are perceived as less masculine or feminine because of their frail and less muscular 

physique and unwillingness to consume and dominate over other living beings (Greenebaum 

& Dexter, 2018). Additionally, vegan men and vegan masculinity were also often connected 

to being part of the LGBTQ+ community, as expressed by Arthur: "Although I know it is not 

true, I think the [male vegan] stereotype would be a more… femininely built, If not, gay 

person, long hair, and usually…seen as being like a hippie type."  The observation regarding 

sexual orientation is discussed more extensively in the final section of this chapter regarding 

inclusivity.  

Lastly, some participants stated that vegan men were frequently seen as "social justice 

warriors" because they are willing to put themselves out there to discuss societal issues. This 

conception is partially in tandem with what was discussed regarding vegan men’s growing 

emotional empathy towards others. 

 

4.2.2. I Am a Man Because I Am: How I See My Manliness  

When the respondents were asked about how they viewed masculinity, the answer 

was almost unanimous: "There is not a one size fits all policy." (Harry). It was mentioned in 

most interviews that masculinity does not have a singular definition, nor does it entail 

something that is inherently static. It is a fluid and ambiguous label created and spread via 
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normalised discourse (Butler, 1988). According to Charlie, it includes a myriad of 

characteristics, physical attributes, and more, making it harder to define in its entirety, 

especially now that society is more receptive to different and more fluid gender labels. There 

are no fundamental rules about what we can interpret as 'real' masculinity or masculine 

behaviour since it can differ based on perspective. These findings are congruent with Sobal's 

concept of multiple masculinities (2005). In this definition, the idea is that masculinity moves 

beyond simplistic conceptualisations by incorporating different manhoods and characteristics 

into the concept of masculinity. Anything can be perceived as masculine as long as someone 

experiences it as such. A quote by Theo exemplifies this: 

 

(…) Just to encompass anyone who presents as a man. I do not feel that there should 

be a rulebook of what it means to be masculine. Because at the end of the day, men, 

women, masculine, feminine. Everyone can have like…Well, people might still have 

different experiences, there are still traits within both of those roles that everyone can 

learn from. 

 

Nevertheless, respondents could still identify some connotations connected to 

traditional masculinity that can be restraining if one subscribes to them. An example is a 

preconception that men should consume significant quantities of meat or animal-derived 

products to identify as a man or to be manly (Adams, 2015). Consuming these foods has 

become seemingly intertwined with (traditional) masculinity, partially because of the 

symbolic representation of virility imbued in meat and dairy (Gambert & Linné, 2018; 

Hamilton, 2006). Most of the participants agreed with this connection, seeing that they often 

mentioned steak, burgers, and chicken when asked to list foods they thought of as ‘manly’ or 

‘masculine’ or labelled as such. These oppressive implications of gendered food consumption 

were attained from the participants’ immediate social environment and upbringing. For 

example, some of them argued that it was normalised by family members to consume meat in 

order to grow "big and strong". Moreover, this is often the trope used to promote meat and 

dairy consumption in domestic and social settings (e.g., Burger King commercial) 

(Greenebaum & Dexter, 2018). 

Moreover, respondents mentioned attributes such as eloquence and confidence when 

speaking of the behavioural component of their perception of masculinity. According to 

Muhammad, having confidence and being able to be confident in every situation conveys the 

idea of masculinity for him: "I personally would see it as kind of confidence in yourself, and 
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being able to be confident in your own self in whichever situation". On the other side, other 

respondents mentioned that their sense of masculinity depended more on prowess (Connell, 

1995). Although the interpretation of prowess is quite ambiguous, it was mainly spoken about 

concerning one's willingness to be scrutinised in the public eye when "fighting for animal 

rights and one's beliefs". Even though most respondents spoke about the fluidity of 

masculinity, it was often still connected to traditional ideas of masculine behaviour, 

especially prowess and assertiveness (Sobal, 2005). However, these behaviours were now 

placed in the context of veganism and used to challenge gender ideologies. 

Concerning this, it can be argued that veganism allowed most respondents to 

reconceptualise traditional conceptions of masculinity by removing the normalised symbolic 

value and connectedness it has in today’s society (Rothgerber, 2013). Additionally, by 

actively pushing away the idea that real men consume animal products and need to dominate 

other living species, the respondents could reconfigure and establish an alternative 

interpretation of masculinity. Leo addresses this recontextualised interpretation of 

masculinity below: 

 

It is quite liberating, because I do not feel like I have pressure to be a certain way, or 

do certain things. I just do what I would like to (…) precisely because it's what I 

would like to do. I don't feel like by doing sports, or participating in things that are 

seen as masculine, that I am somehow not embodying the stereotype of a vegan man. 

But then on the other side, (…) by being a vegan, and being in touch with the more 

caring and compassionate side of myself, [I don’t think that] I am in any way less of a 

man because of that. It's just kind of forging my own path, I guess.  

 

Thus, the respondents were able to ‘liberate’ themselves from this ‘cookie-cutter’ idea 

of masculinity by unsubscribing from both gendered foodways and consequently from 

traditional definitions and symbolisation of masculinity. This is precisely what is suggested 

with the practice of undoing food, which entails the untangling of traditional symbols of 

masculinity from foodways. The respondents ultimately did so by going beyond rigid, black 

and white conceptions of manliness and move towards something more opaque, fluid and 

adjustable to one’s situatedness. Like making a salad, we have the freedom to choose which 

ingredients to include to create something that is to our liking. 
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Locus of Control 

4.3.Watering Your Own Plan(t)s: What to Do When Representation Is Missing 

To continue unpacking the findings, the following paragraphs unearth how the 

aforementioned findings are reflected in the participants' digital media use and how they are 

particularly evident in their motivations to use Instagram as a digital diary to document their 

vegan journeys. The discussion is based on the practices encompassed in the locus of control 

(Patel et al., 2020), which is defined as “one’s belief in his or her abilities to control the 

events happening in one’s life” (Rotter, 1960). In the context of this study, this refers to the 

ability to use digital platforms to change the current narratives regarding vegan men and the 

presumptions that masculinity and veganism are juxtaposed. As discussed in the theoretical 

framework using Lupton's notion of body/food politics (Phillipov & Kirkwood, 2019), digital 

spaces are becoming increasingly influential in offering a sense of autonomy in food 

discourses. This is facilitated chiefly through digital sharing, which allow users to use their 

voice to construct and deconstruct dominant social-cultural, political and/or economic 

discourses. 

Additionally, Instagram is also imbued with functions that offer a sense of control and 

personalisation over one's content, profile and level of engagement. For example, users can 

choose if their profile is set to 'public' or 'private'. The following paragraphs discuss how this 

digital autonomy aided the respondents in challenging and normalising existing gender 

ideologies. 

 

4.3.1. Sharing My Vegan Story 

The majority of the respondents elucidated that their motivations to digitally 

document their vegan journey was because it aided them in establishing and articulating their 

‘new’ vegan identity. By making use of Instagram, they are not only able to express 

themselves and their opinions regarding veganism, but they can also connect with like-

minded individuals and engage in political acts (Baker et al., 2002). For instance, this was 

done by sharing photos of their daily meals on their profile story3. Thus, the posts and their 

profile became a way for the participants to contribute to the community while also 

highlighting their identities. Additionally, the posts could also be coded with hashtags, such 

 
3 A function found on multiple social media platforms that allow you to post an original post or other people's 

pictures and videos as a highlighted item for upwards to 24 hours before it disappears. This means that the item 

is not part of your permanent social media profile unless pinned. 



 52 

as #WhatIeatInaDay, #VeganCommunity and #Vegan, making them easier to distinguish 

from non-vegan posts and signal them to other vegans. 

 

So it was my personal account, so it was just Charlie (last name). And then I just went 

vegan, and obviously, I would have to put vegan in front of it [Instagram handle] for 

some strange reason that everybody does. Just to sort of hit home, I am actually 

vegan. So yeah, just changed it [Instagram handle] and then posted more photos of 

food and stuff like that. And some facts every now and then, and documentaries that I 

like to watch and stuff like that. So trying to mix up a little bit. (Charlie) 

 

Like Charlie, most respondents had altered their personal Instagram accounts to 

embrace and incorporate their vegan journey. This meant that the emphasis of their profile 

was now predominantly placed on their vegan identity, opposed to their identity outside of or 

before veganism. By underlying this specific part of their selfhood on their profile, the 

participants engage in a form of food performativity similar to Butler's gender performativity 

(1988). They are enacting their vegan individuality and identity using signs and other 

techniques to attract like-minded individuals (as followers) and to signal that they belong to a 

specific community on Instagram. Nonetheless, some respondents had two Instagram 

accounts, a personal one and one dedicated to their vegan identity and journey. This was done 

to fragment their identities and (re)gain a sense of control over who was allowed to view 

certain parts of their personality. 

Moreover, the predominance of women in offline and online vegan communities 

became the main reason most respondents started digitalising their vegan journeys (Wang, 

2016; Wrenn, 2019; Yılmaz, 2019). Offering non-normative and reinterpreted interpretations 

of masculinity on Instagram allowed the respondents to mitigate the restraints of society’s 

perception of vegan men. Additionally, the degree of freedom offered on digital media helped 

express the diversity in men’s experiences with veganism (Couldry & Hepp, 2013). Another 

influential factor that led the respondents to seek alternative ways of connecting with other 

vegans was the global pandemic and the ensuing lockdown(s). Due to the restrictions 

regarding face-to-face communications and social meetings, it was difficult to connect with 

other vegans in one’s immediate environment. Thus, the internet became an accessible way to 

connect with others during this period and reach a wider audience (Baker et al., 2002). Jack 

and Noah, for instance, became vegan right before and during the pandemic and encountered 

hardships with being isolated from family and friends. Moreover, they did not have the 



 53 

opportunity to meet other people from the vegan community due to social restrictions. As a 

result, their respective Instagram pages became a way for them to navigate veganism, gain 

support, and eventually help others by giving back to the community (e.g., sharing content).  

 

4.3.2. Time for Men to Shine Together: We Are Lads Like You, Eating Foods Like 

Yours 

As mentioned before, Instagram includes various digital affordances that encourage 

and allow its users to participate in acts of activism through engagement, personalisation and 

distribution of information. In this study, these acts are focused on spreading awareness about 

veganism and animal cruelty (e.g., hashtags, reposting other people's content, polls). Besides, 

some participants (Muhammad, Oliver, Harry & Freddie) also met and bonded via this 

platform, leading to the decision to collaborate with other male vegans and each other. This 

collaboration manifested itself in a shared profile called @VegetableLads4, where male 

narratives are used to elucidate and bring awareness to gender issues within veganism. When 

discussing this page with Oliver and Harry, it was apparent that their form of engagement 

with each other and identity performance on Instagram consisted of acts aimed at challenging 

gendered food consumption and gender stereotypes.  

 

And even like, some of the Vegetable Lads before forming Vegetable Lads. It was just 

like, nice, because we all struggled. We all said there's not many guys in the vegan 

scene that we could just, well, just speak to. So it is just breaking [the stereotype] (. 

…) that is what we are really about, just breaking it down. And we are always 

welcoming, just normal Jack the lads to just try it [veganism] out and reap the 

benefits.  (Oliver). 

According to various members of @VegetableLads, the incentive to start their page 

was to create a community for male vegans to support each other and illustrate that veganism 

and masculinity are not opposing factors. This is congruent with the motivations of the other 

respondents since they experienced the same issues and lack of representation in a 

predominantly female space. Most respondents estimated that their followers consisted of 

approximately 80% women and mentioned that they also mainly followed (vegan) women on 

Instagram. However, there were some male vegans on Instagram, they often were not 

relatable, or their content did not appeal to them as argued by Arthur:  

 
4 Fictive name of the page. 
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Um…so the idea for my Instagram was… I did not want it to be all arty and 

professional-looking shots of food (…) and things like that. I wanted to be able to 

show people that with… You know, with a small kitchen, just the usual base kind of 

ingredients that you have at home, you can lead a tasty, fulfilling plant-based kinda 

lifestyle and to show (…) home-homemade food as it is. 

 

So by starting and having their own vegan Instagram pages, the interviewees were 

trying to control and write their narratives about veganism and (vegan) masculinity. They 

wanted to appeal to 'average lads' by providing a sense of relatability and accessibility. This 

was done by normalising men within the movement and showing that being a male vegan did 

not necessarily entail rejecting masculine traits or mean that you were motivated by health 

reasons only. 

Additionally, these men also illustrated that non-vegan foods could easily be 

veganized by adjusting some ingredients. Many respondents mentioned that they initially 

feared that they would miss out on some of their favourite foods, but luckily, this proved 

false. The respondents indicated that most food items in the UK have a vegan version, which 

helped make veganism more accessible for them. Considering the gender issues within the 

vegan community, it was vital for the respondents to exemplify that being vegan did not 

imply that you cannot embrace (traditional) masculinity and masculine traits. On the contrary, 

they could easily coexist together, as stated by Leo below: 

 

Something that I have found in a couple of accounts since I've joined, but… People 

who aren't afraid to embody those traditional masculine characteristics, but still be a 

vegan. They haven't felt the need to conform to things that they enjoy and like not 

because of their masculinity, but just because they're genuine enjoyment and likes. 

With being vegan, I guess. Like I have said, I'll happily sit and watch the football on 

Saturday with my dad. And I will happily post that on my story or whatever. And I'll 

happily discuss in descriptions of my posts, things to do with sport, things to do 

with… going out down to the pub with my mates, and I felt like that perhaps was 

missing. Like I didn't see people who were willing to embrace the traditional 

masculine characteristics and veganism, on the other hand. 
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The participants' objective to create a vegan profile on Instagram was due to the lack 

of relatable male representation. They could not relate to the narratives presented by society 

and other male vegans, leading them to take control over the implications others had about 

male vegans by providing alternative narratives using digital photo diaries. By contributing 

and changing the discourses provided and established, the participants articulated both their 

vegan identity and masculinity. Instagram's digital space and functions allowed these men to 

present alternative narratives by helping them incorporate their perspectives and stories. The 

participants missed a sense of relatability and accessibility and decided to use their journeys 

to illustrate the diversity of veganism, specifically the diversity found among male vegans. 

Not all vegan men are motivated by the same incentives to become vegan; documentaries 

inspired some while others wanted to improve their health.  

In conclusion, the respondents used digital media to illustrate how accessible and 

adaptable a vegan lifestyle could be and exemplified that veganism and masculinity can 

coexist within the movement. By taking control and paving one’s path within veganism, these 

individuals found a way to incorporate their struggles, insights and sense of masculinity to 

alleviate stereotypes about male vegans. What ensued was an online community in which 

men were encouraged to be themselves, even if this sense of self was closely knitted to 

conventional perceptions of masculinity. Perhaps Leo’s quote is the best way to describe their 

efforts: “So I am just kind of like, I have seen it being said a lot of times, like try and be the 

vegan that would have made you go vegan” (Leo). 

 

Ambivalence of Inclusion  

4.4. ‘Incluspiracy’: The Paradox of Inclusivity in the Vegan Community  

Inclusivity was a word that was iterated frequently in the interviews and stood for acts 

and practices that welcomed individuals into a community and/or group (Forlin, 2004). 

According to the respondents, inclusivity encompasses practices that convey a welcoming 

and embracive attitude towards others. As revealed by the respondents, feeling included in 

the community and being able to claim a space where they could articulate their experiences 

was highly important. Furthermore, it contributed to their success in providing relatable 

representations of men in veganism and made it possible to challenge oppressive gender 

stereotypes using online discourse. 

Additionally, inclusiveness is also one of the leading behavioural pillars in the vegan 

community. When becoming a member, one is ought to be open, accepting and supportive 
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towards others, even if you do not share the same opinions. The focus is placed on 

reciprocity, where the members are educating and learning from each other by collaborating 

and sharing experiences. The following paragraphs discuss the double-edged sword found in 

these objectives and the practices of the respondents. 

 

4.4.1. Welcome to the Brotherhood of Veganism 

Yeah, I get support and stuff. You'll find a lot of pages where they'll [other 

Instagrammers] have a lot of followers but won’t follow anyone back. But you know, 

a lot of the time, I want to support people back. It's all community (…) there's not that 

many vegans in the world, we need to stick together (. …). It's also us versus them 

not, one against each other kind of thing. (Noah).  

 

What veganism does, is that it appeals to a neutral, a common ground (…). It’s not 

necessarily… it's not necessarily offending people, but it's more embracing people.  

(Freddie).  

 

Previously, the respondents’ experienced an absence of support from other vegan 

aficionados in real life (later worsened by the global pandemic) and lacked relatable 

portrayals of men within veganism. Consequently, the internet became an important tool to 

fill this disparity and seek and receive various forms of support in the forms of likes, ‘shout-

outs5' and comments, for example. Even though the emphasis on inclusivity and acceptance 

within the community is heavily implied, there are still underlying contrarieties that need to 

be addressed. The efforts put towards building an inclusive community for all genders by the 

respondents were seemingly innocuous. However, it can perpetuate and spread 

heteronormative values within the community, causing a counterproductive 

effect. Heteronormativity (Potts & Parry, 2010) is the belief that heterosexuality and the 

imbued values are seen as the norm and are therefore applied as such in various facets of 

society. These supposed norms are then used as a 'scale' to measure and compare all other 

social phenomena. In this study, the respondents tried to change the narrative by conveying 

and adapting heteronormative ideologies of masculinity in their negotiations of inclusivity 

and acceptance, which resulted in some contingencies.  

 
5 A public acknowledgement of someone on social media, done by ‘tagging’ someone’s Instagram name or 

sharing their content. 
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4.4.1.1. I Am Still Jack the Lad! 

When analysing the perceptions of masculinity and the goal to articulate masculine 

behaviours on digital platforms, it becomes evident that most of the respondents feel obliged 

to be hypermasculine at times. They want to make others aware that their manhood has not 

changed after becoming vegan and highlight this by emphasising their manliness in the 

content they spread and make (Rettberg, 2018). As revealed in the interviews, this was 

sometimes conveyed by performing stereotypical gendered behaviour, such as being (overly) 

interested in sports and consuming significant amounts of meat substitutes. These acts and 

interests are traditionally linked to masculine virility (Gambert & Linné, 2018). According to 

Cornell (1995), masculinity is primarily based on the importance of specific physical 

attributes that help men dominate other species, such as having a (hyper)muscular body. 

Below, Theo uses an analogy based on his own experiences in the gym to illustrate this issue: 

 

No, it's okay. So I was saying, in terms of like, seeing people throwing around heavy 

weights, like, yeah, that is a physical feature. Like something that I do see in person. 

But it also works as a metaphor, I'd say (. …) Like throwing around ego and how 

someone presents themselves. 

 

The idea of performing acts of masculinity to subvert prevalent stereotypes about 

vegan men denotes that there is still a significant value attached to conforming to these 

stereotypes. Indirectly, these occurrences are performances of hypermasculinity rather than 

masculinity. However, the intentions are fortuitous. Emphasising the importance of these 

normalised masculine values still aids in upholding the gender issues at the centre of this 

study.  

When discussing the documentary The Game Changers6 (2018), it became apparent 

that the respondents resonated with its message because the filmmakers used a narrative 

based on a combination of masculine athleticism and factualness (Brickell, 2005) rather than 

focusing on (animal) empathy. Thus, the filmmakers are marketing the movie towards men 

by using masculine stereotypes by compartmentalised the importance of empathy and 

emotionality embedded in veganism. These attempts at appealing to men's supposed 

emotional unavailability or illiteracy by reinforcing society's perception of manliness are 

 
6 A documentary film about vegan athletes showcasing the positive effects of veganism on one's athleticism. 
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precisely the issue since they perpetuate stereotypes. While using gendered presumptions to 

appeal to male audiences can motivate men to become vegan and educate them about this 

food ideology. It can also proliferate gender stereotypes (e.g., men are not interested in 

becoming vegan for the animals, they are not as empathetic as females). Nonetheless, it is 

noteworthy that the documentary did meet its goal, which was reaching a wider non-vegan 

audience and educating individuals on the health benefits of plant-based eating. However, it 

contingently contributed to the dichotomy between manliness and veganism.   

 

I suppose it goes back to how I said that I am, you know (…) I'm not particularly 

emotional. And it didn't really show the emotional side of veganism, in that film [The 

Game Changers]. It was literally the science (…) the science behind the health and 

environmental side of things. And it didn't really touch on emotions, but for me, and 

for men, I think that's probably good. Because say men don't really like… even 

though we all clearly have them, we don't really like to talk about them. Or not very 

often. (Noah)  

 

4.4.2. What About the Queers?  

In his interview, Theo also voiced concerns regarding the normalisation of 

heteronormative and traditional masculinity within veganism. He did so by using his 

perspective as a gay man to reflect on this unforeseen issue. Paradoxically, the interviewees 

are trying to normalise the presence of men and manliness within veganism, albeit by doing 

so, they are contributing to and (re-) emphasising the value of (traditional) masculinity. 

Further, Theo stated that since he did not feel included in society's perception of masculinity 

because of his sexuality, he could not fully grasp the influence it could have had on him. 

Nonetheless, he observed the double-edged sword in the current endeavours to bring more 

male representations into the community. 

 

I think for me, that my border between the two [toxic and traditional masculinity] is… 

probably a bit more blurred than, say, for other people. Like, in my definition of like 

traditional masculinity, being the things I've just said [the head of the hierarchy in 

society and the family, straight men, primal sense of like authority], also never really 

seem accessible to me or inviting to me. Yeah, like being a gay person, I'm not really 

able to, like, get into that crowd. So to me, that is quite intrinsically toxic itself. Like, 
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it almost presents itself as an elitist kind of platform [toxic and traditional 

masculinity]. (Theo) 

 

He also described how he saw two barriers for heterosexual male vegans that needed 

to be broken down. Metaphorically speaking, there are two barriers for men within veganism. 

The first pertains to society's expectations regarding masculinity, where men were expected 

to perform and display certain behaviours to 'prove' their manliness. Additionally, the second 

barrier presents itself when analysing the connection between meat, virility and masculinity 

(Gambert & Linné, 2018). According to Theo, the second barrier regards the mental 

untangling that needs to be endured before becoming vegan. One must disassociate meat with 

sustenance and remove the symbolic value and connection to manliness to fully embrace 

veganism. Lastly, since Theo had already unsubscribed from society's expectations 

concerning manliness, it meant that he only had to break through the second (mental) barrier. 

Contrariwise to others, he suspected, who needed to break through two barriers.  

 

So I think while they [other vegan men on Instagram] are trying to show that men can 

be vegan. I think in itself, it perpetuates the traditional idea of masculinity, how I see 

it. So I think there needs to be some kind of breakdown of that traditional masculinity. 

(Theo)  

 

Upon discussing these issues, it imparted that striving for and building an inclusive 

vegan community where men are free to be men has become a conundrum. Notably, the 

(hyper)masculine tactics currently employed are unintentionally perpetuating 

heteronormative chauvinism in vegan masculinities. As a result, this leaves little room for 

queer masculinities (Wright, 2005) to manifest. This is understandable, seeing that the issue 

of inclusivity is hard to unpack and will most likely require in-depth, attentive negotiations. 

In essence, unfortunately, it can be denoted that the current online discourse is unsuccessful 

in establishing a well-rounded representation of men within veganism. This issue becomes 

particularly evident when observing the exclusion of non-normative and queer interpretations 

of masculinities in the current narratives and goals provided and conveyed. 

In summary, this chapter unearthed and discussed various topics and concepts 

regarding the respondents’ experiences with gendered social expectations and masculinities 

within veganism. Most notably are the findings regarding their emotional articulacy and 

perception of masculinity combined with how they are articulated in their Instagram usage. In 
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sum, veganism aided the respondents in developing emotional literacy resulting in improved 

abilities to articulate their emotionality. Further, their conceptualisation of masculinities 

illustrated the fluidity embedded in the concept of masculinity and how one’s perception is 

imperative to the experience and conceptualisation of manliness. Additionally, these 

revelations are articulated in their Instagram usage via their motivations to create an inclusive 

community based on relatability and accessibility. Nonetheless, the respondents’ endeavours 

did illustrate the propensity of performing traditional masculine behaviour when negotiating 

these social changes, which can be concerning.  
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5. Conclusion  

This research aimed to understand how male vegan Instagrammers experience gender 

ideologies, specifically traditional masculinity, and how this influences their digital 

negotiations and Instagram usage. To remain feasible, this study exclusively concerned male 

vegans from the United Kingdom and aimed to answer the following research question: In 

what ways do male vegans from the United Kingdom challenge and attempt to normalise 

existing gender ideologies in their Instagram usage? Additionally, this research question is 

accompanied by a sub-question: How do British male vegans on Instagram interpret different 

masculinities?  

Moreover, 11 in-depth interviews were conducted with eligible individuals to answer 

these research questions. The data collection was subsequently analysed using grounded 

theory and thematic analysis (Boeije, 2010; Corbin & Strauss, 1990). This resulted in four 

main themes: Development of Emotional Literacy, Amalgamation and Departmentalisation of 

Masculinities, Locus of Control and lastly, Ambivalence of Inclusion. 

Before proceeding, it is noteworthy that the respondents were already challenging 

gender ideologies by being vegan. This is argued since veganism excludes (all) animal-

derived foods (e.g., milk and meat) traditionally expected in men’s diets (Graça et al., 2015; 

Kubberød et al., 2002). These expectations are based on the presumed symbolism found in 

animal-based foods that provide men with masculine traits, such as domination, virility, and 

physical strength, when consumed (Fischler, 1988; Gambert & Linné, 2018). As previously 

mentioned, meat has become a synecdoche for masculinity because “it is a symbol of male 

dominance” (Adams, 2015, p. 11).  

Furthermore, the concept of food voice argues that consuming or not consuming specific 

sustenance subconsciously communicates parts of one's identity (Hauck-Lawson, 1998). So 

by rejecting the consumption of all animal-based foods, the respondents were already 

subconsciously disputing traditional conceptualisations of masculinity and (un)knowingly 

articulating alternative masculinities outside of their Instagram pages (Cooks, 2009). In 

conclusion, veganism and vegan food consumption become more than just an ideology and 

lifestyle choice; it is a way to challenge gendered socio-cultural and political issues (Lupton 

& Feldman, 2020). 
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5.1.The Meat of the Matter: The Main Findings  

As mentioned above, the main research question is: In what ways do male vegans 

from the United Kingdom challenge and attempt to normalise existing gender ideologies in 

their Instagram usage? The findings combined with the literature exemplified multiple 

tactics that enabled the respondents to use Instagram as a pivotal conduit to elicit social 

change—considering how the platform facilitated the repudiation and normalisation of 

existing gender ideologies. The respondents subverted multiple oppressive stereotypes 

regarding gender, vegan men and foodways using online photo diaries and Instagram's 

mediating effects (Couldry & Hepp, 2013). Ultimately, their main goal was to illustrate the 

coexistence of traditional and alternative masculinities within veganism and alleviate gender 

stereotypes about vegan men. 

Emasculation by food but re-masculation through emotions. As revealed by the 

findings, the respondents challenged and normalised gender ideologies by developing 

emotional literacy and articulacy through Instagram (Caetano, 2017). These emotional 

developments provided them with the skills to break through social expectations regarding 

men's emotional unavailability (Greenebaum & Dexter, 2018). Consequently, aiding them in 

embracing their emotionality and the empathetic side of veganism. Thus, even though the 

respondents might have experienced a sense of emasculation by rejecting the consumption of 

animal-based products and, therefore, traditional conceptualisations of masculinity, they were 

re-masculated through the mental development they endured following this. Hence, by 

gaining a deeper emotional connection with themselves and others, the respondents could 

articulate and embody non-normative masculine traits, such as (vegan) prowess. In sum, 

veganism and emotional literacy illustrated the obsolescence of solely relying on gender-

congruent food consumption to articulate (traditional) masculinity. 

Digital utterances of control. Moreover, Instagram’s digital affordances allowed the 

respondents to personalise and regain a sense of control over the current narratives regarding 

vegan men and the articulation of (vegan) masculinities. Regaining the power to narrate what 

it meant to be male and vegan allowed the respondents to articulate fluid conceptualisations 

of masculinities (e.g., toxic, vegan) while providing alternative interpretations of what 

manliness could genuinely entail. This works in tandem with Sobal's concept of multiple 

masculinities (2005) since Sobal, and the respondents are repudiating simplistic 

conceptualisations of masculinities. Instead, both consider how the negotiation of various 

manhoods can be enacted without conforming to and creating a unidimensional form of 

masculinity. 
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The reappropriation of feminine practices. In addition to regaining the power to 

narrate what it meant to be a male and vegan, the respondents were also provided with a 

digital space on Instagram to create an inclusive community for vegan men where guidance, 

support and acceptance were the cornerstones. Examples articulating the respondents' tactics 

to challenge traditional masculinity and normalise alternative masculinities are evident in 

their shared posts. In the interviews, the respondents disclosed how their content aimed to 

educate and show others how to prepare vegan food. By openly performing acts of cookery 

on Instagram, they evoked and normalised alternative gendered practices for (vegan) men. 

This effect can be argued since food preparation is traditionally perceived as a feminine act 

due to the embedded nurturing aspect (Adams, 2015; Deutsch, 2004; Sobal, 2005). Thus, by 

displaying cookery on Instagram, the respondents embody and perform the nurturing aspects 

traditionally associated with femininity and recontextualise it as part of masculinity. 

Therefore, they exemplify how masculinity and acts of feminine performativity (Butler, 

1986) can be amalgamated. This is congruent with and extended to the practice of undoing 

gender since both aim to disentangles and recontextualises the masculine and feminine 

aspects of foodways (Deutsch, 2007).  

Digital repetitions of gender performativity. Furthermore, the online vegan 

community becomes a place where practices of digital commensality occur. As explained and 

suggested in the literature, digital commensality encompasses eating practices and 

performances focused on eating alone but in the context of and mediated via digital media 

(Spence et al., 2019). It is argued that these acts can perpetuate societal norms and dominant 

foodways or encourage and facilitate alternative foodways. This study illustrates how the 

latter effect is observable in the online vegan community since the creation of and the 

contributions to the community were aimed at challenging existing gender ideologies and 

stereotypes regarding traditional masculinity. 

Reinterpretation of masculinity using doing/undoing food. Additionally, the 

normalisation of alternative masculinities is encouraged and amplified through the continuous 

stream of posts from the community members and the respondents, combined with their 

persistent digital presence on Instagram. As a result, the digital repetitions of (gender) 

performativity aimed at challenging gender ideologies aid the normalisation of existing and 

alternative gender ideologies. This is in tandem with Butler’s (1988) conceptualisation of 

gender; the concepts of masculinity and femininity only ensue through continuous repetition 

of gendered practices and norms. Given this explanation, Butler also unearths how to 

deconstruct, normalise and alleviate these ideologies relating to veganism and masculinity. 
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The answer is grounded in its construction: constraining gender ideologies can be challenged, 

and alternative gender ideologies can be normalised through the constant repetition of 

repudiation of traditional masculinity and stereotypes. The respondents currently execute 

these acts using undoing food. As mentioned in the literature review and inspired by undoing 

gender (Deutsch, 2007), undoing food illustrates how foodways can aid in challenging and 

de-normalising gender ideologies and foodways by establishing alternative gender and food 

practices using plant-food performativity. 

In sum, the respondents challenged and attempted to normalise existing gender 

ideologies using Instagram and foodways as a conduit for social change. This is reflected in 

their attempts to repudiate traditional gender expectations for men (Connell & 

Messerschmidt, 2005). Furthermore, Instagram amplified these endeavours by facilitating the 

spread and articulation of alternative narratives regarding gendered food consumption and 

masculinities (Couldry & Hepp, 2013). In essence, vegan food and veganism became the 

vessels in which alternative masculinities were conveyed. 

Nonetheless, despite the respondents’ efforts to challenge gender ideologies, there are 

also examples illustrating the normalisation and proliferation of existing gender ideologies. 

Although well-intended, this was explicitly noticeable when discussing how the respondents 

would convey relatable content on their Instagram for other (vegan) men. For example, using 

sports to convey relatability was deemed to ameliorate vegan stereotypes but innocuously 

perpetuated hegemonic and heteronormative gender ideologies of masculinities instead. This 

issue is further explored in the next paragraph. 

 

5.1.1. Masculinity Is in the Eye of the Beholder: From Transmission to Perception 

The sub-question in this study is: How do male vegans from the United Kingdom 

interpret different masculinities? Based on the findings, the respondents differentiated and 

converged multiple masculinities to form the concepts of toxic, traditional and vegan 

masculinity. This was done in order to conceptualise and understand the similarities and 

differences in the various perceived manhoods. It was revealed that traditional masculinity 

and toxic masculinity were both perpetuating restricting social expectations on men 

regarding, for example, men's physicality and behaviour (Connell, 1995, 2008). 

Moreover, the critical finding regards how the respondents perceived their 

masculinities. According to them, there is no singular form of masculinity, nor is this concept 

static. In their opinion, the concept of masculinity comes forth from fluid, individual 
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perceptions and coalescence of what constitutes 'manly' behaviour; it is masculine if one 

experiences it as such. Although they were able to illustrate what they thought society 

perceived as manly (either toxic or traditional), they remained reluctant when asked to 

conceptualise their perception of masculinity. The consensus was that their sense of 

manliness could not be defined using static concepts or descriptions because of the 

importance of individual interpretation. This is reminiscent of what was stated in chapter 3 

regarding Thomas & Thomas (1928): "If men define situations as real, they are real in their 

consequences." (p. 572). Thus, if one perceives specific behaviours and traits as masculine, it 

is masculine in its interpretation and enactment. This also follows Turner et al.’s idea of self-

categorisation (1987); we constitute our choices, and our choices constitute us. 

Nevertheless, the respondents were still entangled in heteronormative socio-linguistic 

restraints. For example, when asked to compare and differentiate Joey Carbstrong and 

Earthling Ed, two important vegan male figures, the respondents would still use language and 

mention traits associated with traditional masculinity, such as assertiveness (Connell & 

Messerschmidt, 2005). This example proves that connotations and notions of traditional 

masculinity are not only deeply rooted in performativity (Butler, 1988), as visible in this 

study, but also language.  

In sum, the respondents tried to remove and distinguish conceptualisations of 

manliness based on the power of transmission (Fischler, 1988) towards conceptualisations 

based on personal perception and alternative masculinities. However, the socio-linguistic 

restraints still fused and perpetuated the notions of traditional masculinity within the context 

of alternative masculinities. Consequently, this issue needs further research and constitutes 

one of the limitations of this study. 

 

5.2.Elements to Beef Up: Limitations  

Even though this research was thoroughly conducted and adhered to all 

methodological and ethical standards, it undoubtedly includes some limitations. As is evident 

in the research questions, the study was conducted using a specific group of vegan men who 

present a small sample of a larger male vegan population in the offline and online vegan 

community. Thus, it would be remiss not to mention how this sample study is most likely not 

representative of all the experiences from male vegans regarding these topics. While the 

findings are still helpful to gain insights into this phenomenon, a broader study should be 

conducted, spanning multiple nationalities, genders and contexts to provide a better 
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construction of the phenomena and issues at hand. Additionally, it would be helpful to 

include women in future studies to better understand how they perceive (vegan) masculinities 

and the growing number of men joining veganism (Kimbrel, 2020). This can unearth the 

disparities and perceived gender dynamics. 

Moreover, another limitation that presents itself is the issue of objectivity (Carl, 2002). 

Since conducting interviews relies significantly on the researcher's questions and follow-up 

questions, it is primarily up to the researcher which phenomena are discussed and elucidated. 

Additionally, the data analysis consists of seeing, finding and creating patterns and themes 

from the transcripts, which also relies on how the researcher interprets the findings. Thus, 

absolute objectivity cannot be guaranteed. However, the comprehensive descriptions 

regarding the methods (chapter 3) should present a detailed description of the whole research 

process and prove the validity and reliability of this study (Bryman, 2016). 

Lastly, as mentioned in the discussion and conclusion above, the discovery of the 

socio-linguistic restraints and implications provide suggestions for further research. The 

current study only encompasses interviews and would benefit from research regarding the 

posts from the respondents or others in the vegan community on Instagram. As mentioned in 

the literature review, Hart’s research (2018) illustrated the importance of analysing digital 

content by unearthing the underlying gendered tropes hidden in food blogs. Thus, to achieve 

similar goals, conducting a Critical Discourse Analysis (Machin & Mayr, 2012) would be 

beneficial in uncovering possible reproductions of gender ideologies and aid with unpacking 

the socio-linguistical restraints found. 

 

5.3.Food for Thought: Socio-Theoretical Implications 

Considering the current predictions regarding the environmental impacts of animal 

agriculture in the upcoming years (Swain et al., 2018), this thesis provides compelling 

arguments to contemplate a plant-based lifestyle. Additionally, it foregrounds issues that need 

to be addressed regarding gender and food practices to increase the accessibility of a vegan 

lifestyle and remove gender barriers. Plant-based food consumption for men is still 

stigmatised, which has proven to result in socio-cultural impacts. Although this study 

exposed the agentic element regarding the induction of social change via mediated narratives, 

the media’s implication and influence need further exploring. Most respondents, for instance, 

signified how media (e.g., commercials, documentaries) influenced their perception of 

masculinity and the gender-labelling of food items. This, combined with the results in this 
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study, can inspire future (vegan) documentaries to tackle these issues in gender studies. How 

can the detangling of gender in foodways increase male participation in veganism?  

Moreover, while the datedness of current commercials promoting meat and animal-

based products for men is touched upon in the interviews, the study’s results can ironically be 

used by food companies to explore alternative ways of ‘manly’ food promotion. The findings 

illustrated how men aim to embody alternative and non-normative masculinities, which can 

be used as insights to appeal to vegan and omnivorous men.  

Furthermore, as for the theoretical implications of this study, the introduction of the 

concepts of doing and undoing food provide compelling opportunities in food studies to 

unpack the connection between socio-cultural, political and economic issues and food. While 

previous studies have been concerned with similar implications, such as Bourdieu’s (1984) 

analysis regarding the influence of class distinction on food choices and Hauck-Lawson’s 

food voice (1998) exemplifying the hidden meaning and performativity embedded in food 

consumption, the fluidity of food choices and foodways have been left undefined in current 

concepts. Although performativity and choice have long been denoted as crucial elements in 

foodways, doing and undoing food are terms that foreground the active practices of 

entangling and detangling social issues using food as the primary tool rather than an attribute. 

Thus, regardless of the small sample of this study and its limitations, the findings are 

applicable and valuable in various socio-theoretical contexts. As is argued in Anthropology, 

small findings can exemplify larger issues (Eriksen, 1995).  
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Appendix A.  Overview of the Respondents 

 

 Alias Age Vegan for Active on 

vegan 

Instagram 

since 

Current residence 

1.  Muhammed 28  2 – 3 years July 2020 London 

2.  Noah 27 4 months  January 2021 Kingston upon Hull 

3.  Leo 21 6 months  November 

2020 

Coventry/St. Andrews 

4.  Oliver 32 2 year, 2 

months 

March 2019 London 

5.  Harry 31 4 years April 2019 London 

6.  Charlie 35 1 year April 2018 

(first vegan-

related post on 

April 2020) 

January 2021 

(Second 

Instagram 

account) 

Brighton 

7.  George 26 2 – 3 years May 2020 Brighton/Reading 

8.  Arthur 36 2 years April 2019 York 

9.  Freddie 22 3 years May 2019 Kent 

10.  Jack 37 1 year and 4 

months 

November 

2017 (first 

vegan-related 

post on 

January 2020) 

Bristol 

11.  Theo 23 3 years May 2018 Manchester 

*No real names are used in this dataset, only aliases.  
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Appendix B. Core Themes and Interview Questions  

 

Core Themes  

 

- Masculinity  

- Femininity  

- Gender  

- Food types labelled for men/women  

- Instagram 

- Veganism  

- Plant-based  

- Protein  

- Health  

- Sports/exercising  

- Documentaries 

- Animal activism 

 

Part I:  Introduction/journey to veganism 

 

1. Let’s start with an easy question: 

a. What is your favourite vegan food?  

b. What do you miss the most after transitioning to veganism? 

 

2. How long  have you been vegan?  

 

3. Why did you decided to become vegan?  

a. How did you discover/find out about veganism?  

b. Do you currently hold different motivations to remain vegan? If so, why?  

 

4. What does veganism mean to you?  

a. What does it entail ethically, politically etc?  

 

5. How did people (men and women) around you respond to you becoming vegan?  
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a. Were they supportive of unsupportive, please elaborate? 

b. Did anyone mock you? If so, why do you think they did so?  

c. How did it make you feel? 

d. Do you think it was related to you being a man?  

 

6. How about now? Does anyone make fun of you? (negative/positive) 

a. Would you mind sharing such an experience?  

 

7. Do you feel that being a vegan man is difficult? If so, why? 

a. Do you feel that you’re being held to different standards as a vegan man compared 

to vegan women? Why do you feel that way? If not, why not? 

b. Do you feel vegan men in general have certain social expectations to uphold?  

 

8. Do you feel differently about your position in society as a man after becoming vegan?  

a. Have you noticed people treating you differently? If so, what have you noticed?  

 

Part II masculinity  

 

9. How would you describe masculinity/masculine behaviour?  

a. Would you mind giving some examples? 

 

10. Do you know the term ‘soy boy’? if so, what is your interpretation of it?  

a. Have people called you that? How did it make you feel?  

 

11. Have people questioned your ‘manliness’ before and how did you respond to it?  

a. What about when they ask about your protein intake? Does it bother you? If so, 

why?  

b. Why do you think they ask you about that subject? 

 

12. After becoming vegan man, did you experience specific expectations from people 

around you?  

a. Do think that there are expectations for men to behave and eat a certain way? 

b. How does that influence you? 
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13. What is your current stance on masculinity and veganism?  

a. Why do you think that? 

b. Do you think this will change? Why/why not? 

 

14. How do you experience masculinity and veganism online? 

a. Is it different than in real life? why? 

 

15. Have you tried/ do you try to change any particular gendered expectations of men’s 

eating behaviour? If so, how do you do that? 

 

16. What’s your opinion about the following advertisements, videos & articles?  

a. How do you view these advertisements/commercials? 

b. Do you think they create social expectations in consuming for men? 

c. Why do you think this is positive/negative? 

 

17. Have you watched the documentary ‘Game changers’? 

a. What is your opinion about the movie? 

b. How do you think men are portrayed there? 

 

Part III: Instagram & the UK  

 

18. Why did you start your Instagram/blog etc.? 

a. What was the goal you want/wanted to achieve? 

b. Have you reached that goal?  

 

19. Is this your primary Instagram or do you have a second one? 

a. Why do you have a second one? 

b. If you only have one, do all your friends/family follow the page? Why/why not? 

 

20. What do you post on your Instagram? 

a. Does it contribute to anything we have just discussed? If so, how do you think 

you’re contributing? 

 

21. Do you get negative comments on your page from others (men)? 
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a. How do you respond to that?  

 

22. Do you get positive comments from other men? 

a. How does that make you feel?  

 

23. What is your opinion about the future of veganism in the UK? 

a. How would/could it change?  

 

24. Would your experience of veganism as a man differ if you weren’t in the UK? 

a. Why do you think so? 

 

25. What influence does living in the UK have on your sense of veganism?  
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Appendix C. The Consent Form 

 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

 

 

Project Title 

and version 

Master thesis (Media Studies): 

Rabbit food for men: challenging gender ideologies through plant-based 

food consumption. 

Name of 

Principal 

Investigator 

Sally Cheng 

Name of 

Organisation 

Erasmus University Rotterdam 

Name of 

Sponsor 

This study is not sponsored by any institution and/or organization. 

Purpose of the 

Study 

This research is being conducted to better understand how masculinity 

and veganism are intertwined. This will be done by analysing how vegan 

men on Instagram engaged with meaning-making processes and how this 

shapes their perception of both veganism and masculinity. 

I am inviting you to participate in this research project about veganism 

and masculinity. The purpose of this interview is to discuss your opinion 

and experience regarding veganism and masculinity. In addition, the 

purpose is to gain knowledge about topics such as masculinity and 

veganism based on the information provided by the interviewee. 
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Procedures You will participate in an interview lasting approximately 60 minutes. 

You will be asked questions about your experience as a male vegan on 

Instagram. Sample questions include: “How would you define 

‘masculinity’?  

 

You must be at least 18 years old and identify as ‘male’.  

Potential and 

anti-cipated 

Risks and 

Discomforts 

There are no obvious physical, legal or economic risks associated with 

participating in this study. You do not have to answer any questions you 

do not wish to answer. Your participation is voluntary and you are free to 

discontinue your participation at any time. 

Potential 

Benefits  

Participation in this study does not guarantee any beneficial results to 

you. As a result of participating you may better understand your own 

position as a man within the vegan community.  

 

The broader goal of this research is to elucidate how masculinity within 

the online vegan community is perceived, how it can be challenged or if it 

reflects hegemonic gender discourses pertaining to traditional definitions 

and assumptions about masculinity.   

Sharing the 

results 

The results of this research will be shared with the thesis assessment 

board of the ESHCC (Erasmus School of History, Culture and 

Communication) and can be incorporated in future scientific publications. 

Furthermore, if all interviewees grant permission for other participants to 

read the final product it can be distributed under strict conditions. 
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Confidentiality Your privacy will be protected to the maximum extent allowable by law. 

No personally identifiable information will be reported in any research 

product. Moreover, only trained research staff will have access to your 

responses. Within these restrictions, results of this study will be made 

available to you upon request.  

 

As indicated above, this research project involves making audio 

recordings of interviews with you. Transcribed segments from the audio 

recordings may be used in published forms (e.g., journal articles and book 

chapters). In the case of publication, pseudonyms will be used. The audio 

recordings, forms, and other documents created or collected as part of this 

study will be stored in a secure location in the researchers’ offices or on 

the researchers password-protected computers and will be destroyed 

within ten years of the initiation of the study. 

Compensation No compensation is provided. 

Right to 

Withdraw and 

Questions 

Your participation in this research is completely voluntary.  You may 

choose not to take part at all. If you decide to participate in this research, 

you may stop participating at any time.  If you decide not to participate in 

this study or if you stop participating at any time, you will not be 

penalised or lose any benefits to which you otherwise qualify.  

If you decide to stop taking part in the study, if you have questions, 

concerns, or complaints, or if you need to report an injury related to the 

research, please contact the primary investigator:  

 

Sally Cheng 

583910sc@eur.nl or SallyCheng912@gmail.com 

mailto:583910sc@eur.nl
mailto:SallyCheng912@gmail.com
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Statement of 

Consent 

 

Your signature indicates that you are at least 18 years of age; you have 

read this consent form or have had it read to you; your questions have 

been answered to your satisfaction and you voluntarily agree that you will 

participate in this research study. You will receive a copy of this signed 

consent form. 

For research problems or any other question regarding the re-search 

project, the Data Protection Officer of Erasmus University, Marlon 

Domingus, MA (fg@eur.nl) 

If you agree to participate, please sign your name below.  

Audio 

recording 

(if applicable) 

I consent to have my interview audio recorded 

☐ yes 

☐ no 

Secondary use 

(if applicable) 

I consent to have the anonymised data be used for secondary analysis 

☐ yes 

☐ no 

Signature and 

Date 

NAME PARTICIPANT NAME PRINCIPAL 

INVESTIGATOR 

Sally Cheng 

SIGNATURE  SIGNATURE 

 

DATE DATE 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:fg@eur.nl
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Appendix D. Codebook Axial and Selective Codes 

 

Main themes Main categories 

Development of Emotional Literacy 

 

This theme regards the ability to improve one’s 

sense of ‘self’ and gain more awareness of others 

and their environment, such as upbringing and 

positionality in society. In addition, this definition 

also includes the capability to show empathy for 

both humans and animals while further developing 

the skills to position themselves in their respective 

situation and context. Moreover, this theme 

encompasses the comprehension and appreciation 

of divergent opinions. It also includes emotional 

and self-reflective techniques when trying to argue 

one’s stance on (vegan) topics or discuss veganism 

with others (either non-vegan or vegan). 

Self-awareness 

Social awareness 

 

Self-management  
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Emotional decompartmentalization  

 

Amalgamation and Departmentalization of 

Masculinities 

 

This theme articulates how masculinity does not 

come in a distinct shape or form. The definition of 

‘masculinity’ or rather ‘masculinities’ consists of a 

melting pot of different overlapping and 

contradicting masculinities, varying from traditional 

conceptions of masculinity to personal and non-

normative expressions of masculine behaviours. 

Nonetheless, more often than not, we also tend to 

juxtapose various masculinities from one another to 

illustrate how they differ. This could be seen as a 

form of ‘masculine othering’. 

Personal perception of masculinities 

 

Toxic masculinities 

 

Traditional masculinities 

 

Inclusivity of genders (specifically 

men) 

 

Societal expectations for men 

 

Different masculinities 
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Locus of Control 

 

This theme discusses how vegan men can 

personalize their Instagram and their individual 

narratives in a way that makes them relatable and 

‘normal’. By using Instagram, they can gain a sense 

of control over the narrative currently being 

presented in traditional media. Moreover, this 

theme encapsulates how vegan men are using 

Instagram as a canvas to paint their vegan journey 

in a way they see represents them. It can relate to 

other vegans (either male, female or other).   

Acts of personalization 

 

Process of normalization 

 

Sense of control 

Ambivalence of Inclusion  

 

Besides the constant aspirations and active 

endeavours to be and become more inclusive to 

people from different cultures, genders, races and 

more, there are still some issues that need to be 

highlighted in contemporary vegan narratives of 

masculinity and veganism in general. The 

subjectivity of this perception is illustrated in this 

theme. It provides an insight into how various 

factors can influence the image one has of the 

supposed inclusivity found in vegan masculinity 

and veganism. 

Intersectionality of vegan identities 

and struggles  

 

Gendered responses  

 

 

Stereotypical ideas of vegan 

individuals  
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