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Is it really possible to avoid consuming animal products?

Like many people, when I first heard
about “veganism” I thought it was admirable
to avoid eating animals or using animal
products, but not practical or personally
sustainable. Perhaps the biggest surprise of
my life was to realize that veganism is not
just a “pie in the sky” utopian dream, but a
lifestyle that is achievable, practical, and
may one day become inevitable.

I have been practicing a vegan diet and
lifestyle for 26 years. [ ¥ 4 = b ] is an
expression used in Japanese that refers to
efforts to lose weight, either by changing
one's eating habits or through exercise.
When I say that I have been following a
“vegan diet,” I don’t mean that I've been try-
ing to lose weight. “Diet” is used here to
mean “a way of eating” and, especially, the
idea of making principled choices about
what is consumed. According to The Vegan

Society (2019), “Veganism is 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.”

This means that being a vegan informs
the decisions one makes not only about
what one eats, but also about what is worn
and purchased. Leather belts and shoes are
avoided and even wool is eschewed
because the sheep raised for shearing inevi-
tably end up as mutton. Many people find it
difficult to think of eggs and milk as animal
products and might wonder why vegans
avoid them. The vast majority of hens' eggs
come from chickens raised in battery cages.
In the US, for example, hens are allowed
only only 170 square centimeters of space—
less than a single sheet of letter paper—to

live their short and miserable lives (The
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Humane Society of the U. S,, 2019). In order
to produce milk, calves must be unnaturally
separated from their mothers soon after
birth and then repeatedly impregnated to
ensure a constant flow of milk. Although
many Japanese may find it unimaginable for
fish to be absent from their dinner plates,
vegans also avoid fish and sea mammals
because they too are seen as sentient
beings.

With all of these items off the list of possi-
ble foods to consume, you might ask “What
is left?” Fortunately, quite a lot of whole-
some and nutritious items remain: legumes
(beans, lentils and peas), cereals and grains
(rice, wheat flours, amaranth, and quinoa),
seeds (sesame, sunflower and pumpkin
seeds), all kinds of fruits, and vegetables
from both land and sea. Sprouts and fer-
mented plant foods are also on the menu:
tempeh, miso, natto, and vegetarian ver-
sions of kimchi. Mediterranean dishes such
as hummus, falafel, pita bread, and deli-
cious salads—including tabouleh—are com-
pletely vegan. Indian cuisine has numerous
vegetarian and vegan options: dal (lentil
curry), chana masala (made with garbanzo
beans), chapati, just to name a few. In addi-
tion, many Italian, Greek, Spanish, and
Mexican dishes can be tweaked slightly to
make them vegan. Of course, a variety of
Japanese recipes are vegan without even
making an effort to transform them: sushi
made with kanpyd, natto, pickles, or cucum-
bers; the dozens of noodle dishes, as long as
the dashi (stock) is made with a kombu or
other plant-based source; and the many
sweets (daifuku, yubeshi, karinto, etc.).
There is even an entirely vegan branch of

Japanese cuisine called shgjin-ryori, which
should be nominated to UNESCO as one of
the Japan's great intangible cultural heritage
practices.

My personal path towards veganism
began when I was in my late 20s. I became
friends with a co-worker, Andy (now Dr.
Andrew Nicholson MD), who shared with
me a love for long-distance bicycling. We
enjoyed several bicycle tours together dur-
ing which time I found that he had been a
vegan since his teenage years and I learned
what it was like trying to find vegan-friendly
restaurants and menu items when traveling
with him...not so easy in rural Japan nearly
30 years ago. During the course of our
shared meals, I asked him questions about
why he had become a vegan and what he
lost and gained from the experience. As a
medical student who was currently taking a
year-long break from medical school, he
was well aware that one can not only sur-
vive on a vegan diet, but thrive on it as well.
In fact, he had endless mental and physical
energy, learning Japanese to a good conver-
sational level after living in Japan for less
than a year, and leaving me in constant
“catch up” mode when bicycling with him. I
learned from him the moral arguments for
animal rights—articulated beautifully by
Tom Regan (2004)—the great harm that ani-
mal husbandry and the raising of crops for
the consumption of livestock was doing to
the environment (see Carus, 2010), and the
nutritional arguments supporting a plant-
based diet (Campbell et al., 1998; Esselstyn
et al., 2012),

It took me three or four years to go from
being intellectually convinced that a vegan
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diet and lifestyle was right for animals, the
environment, and my health to actually
implementing it in my own life. What kept
me from plunging into it right away was the
possibility that I would miss taste experi-
ences and foods that | was fond of, particu-
larly cheese, not wishing to be inconven-
ienced (or to inconvenience others), and
the fear that my social life would shrink. As
it turned out, I had exaggerated all of these
fears in my mind, and, after a period of
adjustment and learning how to find
vegan-friendly restaurants and shops—and
discovering a whole new assortment of
like-minded friends, online and in my com-
munity—I was able to happily embrace
veganism. [ never looked back or consid-
ered returning to the life of an omnivore.

It is far easier for those becoming vegans
today because the number of vegetarian/
vegan-friendly restaurants has vastly
increased, particularly here in Tokyo, and
through the Internet we can effortlessly pur-
chase vegan staples. The understanding of
“veganism” is gradually expanding in Japan
and we increasingly see positive stories
related to it in the media. The cafeteria at
the Tokyo Metropolitan government offices
even offers vegan menu items daily and
Meat Free Mondays. We are also fortunate
in Japan that vegans are not mocked, criti-
cized, or even threatened (Higgins, 2018) in
the same way that they frequently are in the
U.S. In a recent New York Times editorial,
Farhad Manjoo (2019) noted that “in the
media [and] in pop culture it is still widely
acceptable to make fun of vegans” with a
survey finding that vegans are considered
“more negatively than atheists and immi-

grants, and are only slightly more tolerated
than drug addicts.” He makes the case for
more respect to be shown for vegans
because, even though he is not vegan him-
self, he considers them to be on the right
side of history.

The hamburger that you eat a year from
now might be made from the beef of a steer
that’s produced in grasslands created by
purposely set fires now raging in the
Amazon rainforest. Manjoo correctly points
out that these fires in the Amazon have
been set “to clear ground for cattle ranching
and for the cultivation of soy, the vast
majority of which goes not into tofu but into
animal feed, including for fast-food chick-
en.” So, the burning Amazon today can be
the KFC of tomorrow. The question we have
to ask ourselves is can we, and the planet
for that matter, live with the lifestyle choic-
es we make every time we lift our forks, put
on clothing, or purchase something. As the
young Swedish climate activist Greta
Thunberg has been teaching us, the time for
thinking small is over. Instead of making
cosmetic changes to our lives and ways of
living, we (and society) will have to begin to
take radical action. Although it might be the
norm in the future, becoming a vegan today
means, in some ways, being a radical.
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A vegan dish in at a restaurant in Hué, Vietnam.
This kind of bird is acceptable to vegans.

Eating a vegetarian meal at the Israeli
restaurant Ta-im.




