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Overview
Despite legacy of feminist leadership and 
female majority,  movement has exhibited 
structural sexism across its various waves of 
protest

Structural sexism nourished by its patriarchal 
organization
Specifically its decision to professionalize

Experiences of 21st century vegan feminism 
illustrate new challenges with 3rd wave animal 
activism



First Wave Animal Activism
Sparked by the social upheaval of the 
late industrial revolution, multiple wars 
and rebellions, and Progressive Era 
initiatives
Many aristocratic women forged 
charities (sometimes auxiliaries), shelters, 
legislation
Many explicitly conscious of the 
connections between their own 
oppression and that of other animals 



Second Wave Animal Activism
Also influenced by concurrent movements
Civil rights
Grassroots mobilization
Personal as political

Emphasis on compassion and community
campaigning ensured that women remained 
in the majority
Challenged by formal establishment and 

subsequent encroachment of male leadership



Third Wave Animal Activism
Autonomous and community-based grassroots 
collectives of the 1970s and 80s become state-
recognized nonprofits (McCarthy and Zald 1973)

Hierarchical nature of most organizations 
disadvantaged women; movement took on an 
increasingly male face (Kheel 1985) 

Activists of all genders willingly suppress 
stereotypically feminine behavior and promote a 
masculine front to the public (Groves 2001)



Bargaining with Patriarchy
Professionalization altered the political 
ecosystem
Feminists tried to reconcile patriarchal critiques 

with patriarchal organizational structure

Deniz Kandiyoti (1988) “…strategies and 
coping mechanisms…within a set of concrete 
constraints…”
Pressure to play by men’s rules of conduct in the 

public sphere in order to play at all



What’s New?
Third wave also professionalized, but…
Plugged in
Increases the reach of a movement’s message 

(Earl and Schussman 2003) 

Overcomes media bias in protest coverage 
(Almeida and Lichbach 2003)

Most today come to veganism of their 
own volition and cognitive deliberation, 
only to a lesser extent do they emerge 
via networks (Wrenn 2017)



Pros and Cons
Online activism offers a rare platform for 
marginalized groups and critical theory

Counterbalanced by capitalistic 
professionalization which feeds on sexism, 
racism, etc.
Ex. Rise of PETA’s “I’d Rather Go Naked 

Than…” in the 90s



Sexism Standardizes
Two options:
Unglorified drudgery and invisible labor
Get naked “for the cause” 

Institutionalized sexism undermines agency
Sexual objectification linked to low self-esteem, low self-
efficacy, self-objectification, and even eating disorders 
(Szymanski, Moffitt, and Carr 2011)
Related to prevailing misogyny and violence against 
women



Sexism Standardizes
Arena is crowded and competitive; exploitation of women is used strategically

Neoliberal culture condones/dismisses as “personal choice” made by 
individuals:
The smart, compassionate women who participated in this spot choose to do so because they 
supported the idea and wanted to take action to help animals. PETA admires them for that and 
would never tell them that they must behave a certain way in order to gain someone else’s 
approval. PETA applauds all that everyone does to help animals and attempts to 
have something to appeal to everyone.
Not everyone agrees with all of PETA’s tactics–and they can choose not to show our videos if 
they wish–but surely we can all agree that it’s more effective to focus our time and energy on 
animal abusers rather than bickering with one another.



Pros and Cons
Professionalization does offer continuity and 
security
Feminist advocacy decentralized
Grassroots unfunded, volunteer-based, and thus 
vulnerable
Digital access circumvents



Third Wave Vegan Feminism
Today’s activists are working in a terrain that is deeper, 
faster, global, and more personal
For vegan feminists, the intimacy of online engagement 
and the influx of new ideas and cultures created renewed 
relevancy of feminist thought
Challenge: how to make relevant the wisdom learned, 
developed, and, frankly, forgotten, since the movement had 
professionalized and moved online?



Passing the Torch: Analog to Digital
Movt lost FAR at the critical point in which the movement 
was entering a third wave
Modern movement required modern measures of 
feminist critique... 
“Old guard” largely unplugged
Either unable or unwilling to enter fields of online discourse 

where movement-making happens



Building a Network after The Sexual 
Politics of Meat

Adams’ The Sexual Politics of Meat (2000) 
seeps into movement culture
But Adams treated as token feminist

Popularity of SPoM allows for superficial 
alignment with anti-sexist values without 
having to do the difficult task of self-
evaluation or community accountability
Adams’ catalog speaks little to 
intramovement sexism



Vegan Feminist Network
Women in the Nonhuman Animal 
rights movement experiencing 
misogyny within activist circles (Gaarder
2011)

Outside of Harper’s blogging, little 
vegan feminist research in early ‘10s 
had escaped the ivory tower of 
academia to permeate the activist 
imagination
VFN launches 2013



The Post-Feminist Trap
With all the glitz and glamor of consumer choice foisted on modern 
women, feminism in the 21st century seen as redundant

In animal rights, how can a movement of mostly women be 
sexist? 
Femininity is interpreted as a vulnerability, thereby encouraging 

activists to align with patriarchy in order to resonate
A female majority also invites predatory men and glass escalator
Empathetic vegan leanings intersect with female socialization





New Wave, Same Resistance
Feminists dismissed as attention-seekers
But feminism is highly isolating
Structural elements overlooked by focusing on characteristics/personalities of individual 

feminists

Accused of misandry and reverse sexism 

Leaders who had propped up their personal brand though softcore, pop 
feminism distance themselves

Targeted women gaslighted, while aggressors are not held accountable

The sanctified suffering of Nonhuman Animals exploits feminine expectation of 
selflessness



Don’t Feed the Trolls?
For older activists, these tribulations may be dismissed as “drama” 
For many young people, unplugging is not always an accessible or realistic
Risks social isolation
Service economy

Diminishes the real psychological difficulties that minorities face 
online
Cyberbullying disproportinately white supremacist and misogynist, and 

orchestrated

Online space is central to third wave animal activism
Going offline=going invisible to movement



Explaining Resistance to Diversity
Vegans have adopted a do-gooder, hyper-moral identity in movement framing and boundary-
making
Can impede their ability to acknowledge contrary behavior in the ranks
See The Revolution Starts at Home (Chen, Dulani, and Piepzna-Samarasinha 2011)

Critical stances (like feminism) entail an element of precariousness
Vulnerable to compassion fatigue and burnout

General discouragement of women in a patriarchal movement

Unreliable feminist solidarity
Especially from older, better-established activists who are in a position to ease young women’s burden 

through their greater credibility and richer networks
Aggravated by hierarchical/celebrity culture of patriarchal movement



The Problem with Diversity
Radical, feminist claimsmaking also doesn’t sell

However, intersectionality now a buzz word
Genuine change or patriarchal bargain?

Diversity initiatives adopted by professionalized organization 
Appeal to post-feminist myths
Can decenter contentious anti-speciesist goals and rhetoric 
True diversity is thwarted in favor of a veneer of carefully controlled 

inclusivity (See work of Ko & Ko)



Conclusion
Third wave characterized by professionalization as well as 
democratized digital discourse and mobilization

Professionalization reflects neoliberal economy, commodification 
of sex, valorizing individualism/choice 
Amplifies patrirarchal structures of movements
Valorizes individualism/choice
Encourages the commodification of female activists and pornification of activism

Yet digital move forgiving for radical, grassroots, marginalized 
groups
Unclear if feminism can overcome tokenizing


