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1. Introduction

“By eating meat, we share the responsibility of climate change, the destruction of our forests, and

 the poising of our air and water.” 

 - Thich Nhât Hanh (2008, p. 23) 

Climate change poses a serious threat for ecosystems and humanity on this planet (IPCC 2018). As the 
Buddhist monk Nhât (2008) has emphasised meat consumption largely contributes to changing 
conditions on the planet and threatens the livelihoods of ecosystems, humanity and many other beings. 
The United Nations (UN) have underlined the importance of the reduction of meat consumption as a 
global goal (United Nations 2018). Effecting change however is not an easy venture. Especially with 
respect to diets. Barriers to change for one’s own eating are frequently not based on shortcomings of 
skills or knowledge. Instead, sociocultural issues are major drivers in this respect. Individuals live in 
complex social systems and to fit new healthy and sustainable diets into their life is often seen as being 
constrained by work, time and social pressures by peers. Moreover, these issues are not isolated ones 
but are intertwined and eating a sustainable diet does not have a priority in many individuals’ lives 
(Macdiarmid et al. 2013). As Kingsnorth and Hine (2009) emphasise, change towards a sustainable 
system to combat climate change is not due to a knowledge deficit but an implementation problem. 
Moreover, we live in a century of what has been termed ecocide caused by humanity and from this 
follows it is time to actively respond (ibid). 
Nonetheless, this change cannot be exclusively induced by politicians who in some countries struggle 
with their policies against a powerful meat lobby and, in others, actively support the industry. Change 
can also be introduced from a bottom-up level, for instance by non-governmental organisations (NGOs), 
grassroots movements, trends, individual action or social media. The awareness of the vegan movement 
has increased significantly over the last years and an increasing number of individuals follow the diet 
(Martinelli & Berkmanienė 2018). These actions can be understood as a means of individual action to 
decrease one’s footprint on this planet. 
Apart from ‘healthy’ or vegetarian diets, changing citizens’ eating patterns towards a vegan diet is said 
to be the least environmentally impacting food consumption practise, in comparison to other diets 
regarding GHG emissions and land use (Rosi et al. 2017). 
To change individuals’ behaviour and thus reduce meat consumption, it is crucial to understand what 
fosters this specific practice. In this context, identity plays a major part for many individuals. Especially 
‘men’1 find meat an important part of their daily diet (Greenebaum & Dexter 2018). The relationship 
between meat consumption and ‘male’ identity has already been discussed at length within the context 
of different social spheres in the literature (see Adams 1990 and more recently Roos, Prättälä & Koski 
2001; Sellaeq & Chapman 2008 and Gelfer 2013).  
However, the latest sociological research has not shed light on how ‘men’ re-shape the food landscape, 
and thereby contribute to or impede more sustainable food consumption. How might it be possible to 
alter or reinforce the image of ‘maleness’, away from the necessity to consume meat as a ‘man’? 
DeLessio-Parsson (2017) highlighted that ‘doing vegetarianism’ cannot be separated from ‘doing 
gender’. New practices are part of social change. Thereby they can contribute to a “de-linking of meat 
from gender hegemony and reveal […] the resisting and reworking of gender in food spaces” (DeLessio-
Parsson 2017, p. 1). She concludes that more empirical work across geographical boundaries needs to 
be done in this field and if one arena easily has the potential to penetrate national borders, it is the 
internet. In particular, social media serves as a potentially powerful medium to influence people’s 
behaviour and enables the communication of norms and values to alter one’s everyday practices. 
Thereby, social media can contribute to a more sustainable lifestyle of individuals (Joosse & Brydges 
2018). Instagram is one of the most important social media platforms in 2019, comprising one billion 

1 The terms ‘men’ and ‘women’ are put in quotation marks to point out that there is not one singular dimension of 
being a ‘men or ‘women’ but that these concepts are manifold and multi-dimensional. Moreover, it emphasises 
the author’s reflection on these terms and the critical debate about gender and identity. Finally, it is also a way to 
emphasise that this work does not aim to reproduce common gender perceptions that are present in societies on 
this planet. 
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users globally (Instagram 2019).  Existing literature on Instagram, gender and food is yet to be extended 
with different studies focusing on one or two of these spheres (see Holmberg et al. 2016; Linné 2016; 
Baker & Walsh 2018; Enguix & Gómez-Narváez 2018; Rodriguez & Hernandez 2018; Tiggemann & 
Zaccardo 2018) but few have explored relationships between them. Nonetheless, studying the 
relationships of these different realms could provide a deeper understanding of how individuals perform 
diets and present their actions on social media. Furthermore, this can potentially contribute to the larger 
picture of how to motivate/inspire individuals to embrace a particular diet in light of the climate 
challenges humanity is facing. 
Therefore, the aim of the study is to shed light on discursive practices that constitute a shift or 
reinforcement of traditional performances of masculinity and thereby influence individuals’ perception 
of vegan diets within the realm of social media. To date, questions about sustainability in social media 
discourses, and especially on Instagram have not been asked which justifies the necessity of this work.2 
 
This research report will be an interdisciplinary one, transcending the spheres of natural sciences, 
sociology and some excursion into the realm of psychology. According to this dynamic, the work will 
firstly be subdivided into a background section which discusses the interconnectedness between the 
various areas of environmental degradation, consumption, diets, gender and social media and thereafter 
moves from the bigger picture to the particular research field. To be more precise, section 2.1 consists 
of a semantical discussion to point out the author’s perception of the terms ‘nature’, ‘sustainability’ and 
‘plant-based’ and thereby help the reader’s understanding of the parts to follow. Secondly, section 2.2 
depicts the current discussion around the impact of meat consumption on nature, humans and other 
entities and gives a background to why meat consumption needs to be lowered. Thirdly, section 2.3 
focuses on present diet trends that are dominated by meat consumption. 
Finally, the last section of the background chapter provides the precise contextualisation for the 
empirical part. It consists of a discussion around the connection between the dominant belief of freedom 
encompassing neoliberal societies and diets. Moreover, the influence on individuals’ behaviour will be 
examined by reviewing previous studies in the field. In the end, the chapter finishes with a discussion 
on narratives comprising ‘maleness’ and diets as well as how these dominant ideas are contested.  
This background section is followed by the theoretical framework that in addition to the previous 
descriptive part provides the lens that will be put on when examining the data. This lens will be guided 
by the concept of hegemonic masculinity as treated in section 2.4.3.. Instead of simply applying it to the 
case, the study also aims at critically questioning whether it holds true or if ‘reality’ on social media 
provides a different picture in form of alternative masculinities. Thereafter, the empirical section 
follows, outlining the methods in form of a content analysis, the results and a discussion. Ultimately, 
the conclusion summarises the findings and presents further suggestions that yet remain to be 
researched.  
 

2. Background 

2.1. Semantic Clarifications on Nature, Sustainable 
Development and Veganism  

Language is not simply a means of interaction that neutrally enables various actors to engage in a 
discussion. The words we use daily did not come into this world without being constructed for a certain 
purpose. Quite the contrary, every word serves a certain purpose so that  

“Language is power, life and the instrument of culture, the instrument of domination and liberation.” 

          - Angela Carter (1998, p. 42) 

                                                           
2 The author of this work is aware of the circumstance that gender is a complex concept and does not aim to 
contribute to a simplification of a juxtaposed linear conception of gender where ‘masculinity’ is situated on the 
one side and ‘femininity’ on the other. Gender socialisation is complicated, and individuals have their unique 
gender. Thus, it is acknowledged that gender is multifaceted, diverse, very personal and far from simple. 
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Without doubt, language is affecting how humans go about understanding their life, but it is seldomly 
questioned outside the realms of linguistics, sociology and philosophy. Therefore, the following three 
sections will examine the terms nature, sustainable development and plant-based to aid the reader as 
well as uncover how social actors use the complexity of semantics to shape our perception of different 
concepts. To shed light on these linguistic practices is fruitful as sociology and gender debates have 
shown (See Butler 1990). The uncovering of power structures in society manifested in language is thus 
important because the unreflected use of certain concepts can lead to the reproduction of structures from 
where they originated and thus it can be difficult to engage with change. 

 

2.1.1 The Term Nature as an Inherent Understanding of our Relationship 
to Planet Earth 

Researchers use the term environment in abundance without there being a universally accepted 
definition. The term frequently has different meanings depending on the realm of the study (for example, 
see Chiles & Fitzgerald 2018 or Martinelli & Berkmanienė 2018). The different meanings of the term 
lead to inconsistency in usage and thus reduce it to be an “empty formula” (Weichhart 1979, p. 523).  
By employing the term, one embodies the attitude that ‘environment’ is an element of a superior concept 
and that its relation might solely be defined in relation to the constricted context of this conception. In 
other words, in itself there is no existence of an environment. Thus, the term is not grounded in neutrality 
but in the conception of an existing hierarchy that is defined by knowledgeable human subjects 
Weichhart 1979).   
Going forward in this work, the term nature will be used instead - following the understanding of deep 
ecologists such as Næss (1912-2008) to cherish the relationship of not everything that surrounds 
humanity but what we are part of. Put differently, it requires a shift in focus to identify oneself with 
nature and understanding that one is a fundamental part of a complex system instead of perceiving it as 
a separate and inferior environmental sphere (Diehm 2007). 
 

2.1.2. Sustainable Development, SDG12 and De-growth 

In the 21st century embracing a ‘sustainable development’ is being widely talked about as a reaction to 
modernisation, industrialisation and globalisation and thus the concept can be understood in different 
ways. One sphere of ‘sustainable development’ is without doubt future food production and food 
consumption. The importance of this domain is highlighted by the UN, especially in the form of 
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 12 ‘Responsible Consumption and Production’. However, it also 
intersects with the SDG goals 2 Zero Hunger, 3 Good Health and Well-Being, 10 Reduced Inequalities, 
13 Climate Action, 14 Life Below Water and 15 Life on Land (United Nations 2019a).  
The Brundtland Report provided an early definition of the term ‘sustainable development’. However, 
scholars who adhere to the de-growth movement have questioned the approach of the need for an era of 
[…] “economic growth – growth that is forceful and at the same time socially and environmentally 
sustainable” (World Commission on Environment and Development 1987, p. 7). According to the de-
growth movement, the idea of sustainable development is contradictory. As Georgescu-Roegen (1993) 
argued, ‘sustainable development’ is only reasonable if economic growth is left out of the equation. 
Moreover, the discourse has been unable to deliver since it did not create policies or change towards a 
more sustainable society, mostly because the concept embraces the fundamentals of the dominant 
neoliberal paradigm in form of fostering economic growth (Martínez et al., 2010). This group of scholars 
emphasises the need for a society that adopts a cultural change that does not focus on more but better 
consumption leaving mass consumption behaviour on an individual and collective scale behind.  
Rather, the concept that is introduced to the debate is one that focuses on ‘socially sustainable economic 
de-growth’ (Latouche 2010; Martínez et al. 2010 and Kallis 2018). In contrast to providing a definition 
like the Brundtland Report did for ‘sustainable development’, the de-growth movement recognises that 
it is a difficult undertaking to define ‘de-growth’ (Martínez et al. 2010). As Latouche puts it, de-growth 
advocates radical change with a “society build on quality rather than on quantity, on cooperation rather 
than on competition” (Latouche 2006, p. 16). For the present research report, there is agreement with 
argument put forward by the de-growth school of thought and their definition of ‘sustainability’ in the 
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form of fundamental change across many realms of society to achieve social, ecological, cultural and 
economic equity.  
 

2.1.3. A Plant-based Diet: Veganism 

In many studies the terminology of ‘plant-based’ is not clearly defined, either by the individuals who 
are being studied or the researchers themselves. This leads to confusion in terms of research outcomes 
so that plant-based can be referred to as an individual mostly consumes products derived from plants 
but makes occasionally exceptions in form of dairy, fish or even meat so that the resulting diet behaviour 
is in the strict sense a vegetarian, pescatarian or omnivores (Kim et al. 2018)  
This study exclusively understands the term ‘plant-based’ interchangeable with being vegan. The 
concept is not solely a diet to follow but also an ethical worldview. Calling oneself a vegan thus is an 
act of identification and is often seen as a “socio-politically ‘progressive’ phenomena, where adherents 
are critically engaged in and motivated by compassionate understandings of the relationship between 
human and non-human animals” (Griffin 2017, p. 45). 
 

2.2. Sustainability: Impacts of Meat Consumption and 
Production 

The following sections will shed light on different practices of the current agricultural system and 
especially meat consumption and production. It will be depicted why it is necessary to introduce change 
regarding the current food system. The reasons are both presented as anthropocentric and non-
anthropocentric concerns. Even though such debates can be by nature contradictory, it depends which 
audience is addressed. From this follows, that such arguments are in practice not necessarily opposed 
but can be complementary. 

 

2.2.1. The Current Agricultural System and Degradation of Nature 

Moving away from the traditional definition of ‘sustainable development’, a focus on quality and not 
quantity that the de-growth movement highlights for economic systems generally is crucial for the 
world’s food systems. Food politics are complex and fuelled by the many different interests of various 
stakeholders who want to have their share in a neoliberal, short-term driven global food system (Tansey 
& Worsley 1995; Lang & Heasman 2015) 
As Reisch et al. (2013) highlight, the global food system needs transformation in its current form because 
it cannot be understood as being sustainable. Even though substantial progress has been made by 
including sustainable food consumption and production into the SDGs, no commonly accepted 
definition exists to delineate what sustainable food consumption and production entails (Reisch et al. 
2013). 
Beyond doubt, this constitutes a challenge where food consumption and production pose major issues 
because of the respective impact not only on individual and public health but also for the different 
ecosystems on this planet. Natural issues that emerge from global food systems are water scarcity, 
pollution and eutrophication, soil degradation, declining habitats and loss of biodiversity and, finally, 
climate change. Regarding the latter, global food systems account for approximately one-fifth of 
greenhouse-gas emissions (ibid).  
Although without the (probably impossible) aim of finding one commonly-agreed definition of a 
sustainable food system, one can still observe unsustainable aspects of current practices. Foley et al. 
(2011) highlight in this context that the agricultural expansion must stop. Due to its effects on carbon 
storage, especially the clearing of tropical forests in the Amazon basin for agriculture with an estimated 
amount of five to ten million hectares per year has drastic effects on climate change (Foley et al. 2007; 
Fargione et al. 2008; Gibbs et al. 2008). This land use change is mainly because of cattle ranching but 
also related to soybean production (Pendrill et al. 2019). Moreover, expanding agriculture fosters the 
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reduction of biodiversity and thereby alters crucial systems provided by nature and used by humanity 
(Tilman et al. 2001; Foley et al. 2007).  
To achieve a sustainable and stable future food system that does not have the same degenerating effects 
as the current one and that can satisfy the demand of an increasing world population, Foley et al. (2011) 
emphasise that different steps must be taken to initiate change. The most paradoxical and challenging 
aim is an increase in food production with a simultaneously decrease of humanity’s footprint. According 
to the authors, this can be achieved by firstly decreasing agricultural expansion, secondly the closure of 
so-called yield-gaps (an increase of food production on already farmed land), thirdly an increase in 
efficiency, fourthly waste reduction and, finally, a shift in diets. The availability of food with respect to 
nutritional value can be increased by a significant transformation in the food production system, away 
from ‘livestock’ and crops used for bioenergy as well as other non-food utilisations (ibid). 
To sum up, the prevailing food system plays a highly impactful part in the degradation of nature and if 
humans want to mitigate their influence, a transformation of the prevailing approach to food 
consumption and production is indispensable.  
 

2.2.2. Anthropocentric and Non-Anthropocentric Considerations of the 
Effects of Animal Agriculture  

However, Foley et al. (2011) do not elaborate extensively on the reduction of animal farming. Willet et 
al. (2019) estimate the demand of meat will increase on a global scale and emphasise the imperative to 
embrace a global diet shift towards plant-based foods and an accompanied reduction in foods derived 
from animals. Godfray et al. (2018) highlight the circumstances that products derived from animals are 
the major source of greenhouse gases (GHGs) within the 
global food production system as Fig. 1 illustrates. The 
percentage of total GHGs released by agriculture is displayed 
by the y-axis. As the figure depicts and according to their 
estimations regarding global population growth, an increase 
of especially red meat would considerably increase global 
GHG emissions. The rise of GHG emissions has significant 
consequences for several living organisms on this planet as 
they are the major driver of climate change and it should 
therefore be a paramount goal of humanity to decrease their 
impact on temperature rise as it was agreed on in the Paris 
Agreement reduction targets (United Nations 2018b). 
Nonetheless, Godfray et al. (2018) highlight that it is difficult 
to assess if meat production is more or less damaging to 
nature by comparison to other sorts of food. This is due to the 
question whether meat production might or might not be in 
competition with other food types as well as depending on 
how the assessment of harm is executed (Tilman & Clark 
2014). Related to this, Hallström et al. (2015) did not 
investigate the differences of GHG emissions in food 
production but focused on the discrepancies of diet related GHG emissions. The authors conducted a 
meta-literature review and compared various studies assessing the impact of different diets. They 
conclude that particularly in regions with an affluent diet, changing habits would result in substantial 
reductions of GHG emissions. Moreover, they stress that diets that avoid meat consumption altogether 
such as a vegetarian or vegan diet have the lowest GHG emissions (see Fig. 2). Nijdam et al. (2012) 
conducted a meta-analysis of several studies which compared different impacts of meat products on 
nature. According to their findings, sheep and beef have a substantial higher impact on nature in form 
of land requirements and carbon footprints than the production of poultry and pigs. Thus, they conclude 
that especially ruminant meat has a relatively high impact. 
 

Fig. 2. Meat and GHG emissions (Godfray 
et al. 2018) 
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Fig. 2. Reduction of GHG emissions depending on dietary choice (Hallström et al. 2015) 

 
Admittedly, it is very complex to explicitly examine whether the cultivation of foods other than animal 
agriculture are less harmful because of questions about which type of plants are cultivated, in which 
areas, and how resource-demanding they would be. Nonetheless, besides GHG emissions, there are other 
reasons why a reduction in meat production and consumption may be necessary.  
Firstly, from an anthropocentric view that prioritises future food security, some diets are more efficient 
than others. In economics, the term ‘opportunity cost’ is a fundamental concept, albeit sometimes 
understood differently, used to describe what is given up attaining something else (Stone 2015). In the 
case of diets, Shepon et al. 
2018 investigated the 
minimisation of US 
cropland use. They found 
that opportunity costs and 
thus food losses of “beef, 
pork, dairy, poultry, and 
eggs are 96%, 90%, 75%, 
50%, and 40%, 
respectively” (see Fig. 3) in 
comparison to plant-based 
products (Shepon et. al. 
2018, p. 1).  
This is because on the same 
unit of cropland up to 20 
times more food with a 

Fig. 3. Opportunity loss of meat compared to plant replacements (Shepon 
et al. 2018) 
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similar nutritional type can be produced with the cultivation of plants. A respective replacement could 
thus feed an added 350 million people even though it would have to be evaluated which land could be 
used for annual crops (ibid.). Alternatively, it could reduce the area of cultivated land to lower the impact 
of humankind-made agricultural impact on nature, restore natural marshlands or forests that act as 
carbon sinks as well as create natural space for other beings on this planet. These too have an intrinsic 
value. 
 
Secondly, a very anthropocentric argument focuses on the health benefits of diets. Some scholars 
highlight the benefits from red meat consumption as it is an easily accessible food source that provides 
important nutrients such as zinc, iron and vitamin B12 (Mc Afee et al. 2010). However, recent studies 
have shed light on the beneficial effects of plant-based diets for human health. Craig (2009) argues that 
an elimination of all animal products from one’s diet results in lower cholesterol levels, decreased blood 
pressure and thus a reduced risk of heart disease. Kim et al. (2018) found a lower risk of all-cause 
mortality in a long-term study in the US, and Ramal et al. (2018) point to the potential of type 2 diabetes 
mellitus reduction. However, Craig (2009) emphasises that individuals who focus on an exclusive plant-
based diet must particularly focus on the intake of micronutrients such as vitamin B-12 and D, long-
chain omega 3 fatty acids as well as calcium. In sum, these findings support the recommendations to 
reduce red meat consumption and focus on plant-based diets which would require a major shift in 
Western diets together with education of the public (Willet et al. 2019).  
 
Thirdly, another anthropocentric argument for the reduction of meat production is the corresponding 
pollution of nature, especially its impact on water resources as well as eutrophication and acidification 
which ultimately also affects humans as we are part of the ecosystem(s) on this planet. On a global level, 
Mekonnen & Hoekstra (2012) argue that the intensification of industrial animal agriculture will put 
increasing pressure on existing global freshwater sources in the next decades as they have a high blue 
and grey water footprint. In addition, when addressing the impact of meat production with respect to 
nature, beef, in particular, is highlighted. Scholars conducted life cycle assessments of beef in the EU 
(Nguyen et al. 2010), in Mexico (Huerta et al. 2016) and in the US (Asem-Hiablie et al. 2018) and their 
results commonly stressed the necessity to mitigate the impact of pasture systems due to their 
contribution in terrestrial acidification as well as marine and freshwater eutrophication.  
 
Fourthly, the growing human population will require more nourishment than today’s. The human 
population is estimated to reach around 9.8 billion people by 2050 (UN 2017b) with increasing numbers 
until the end of the 21st century (see Fig. 4). This is problematic since current trends are indicating that 
the demand of meat is rising as well (Godfray et al. 2018). To satisfy this demand, annual meat 
production would have to increase by 200 million tonnes to reach a total of 460 million tonnes by 2050 
(Faostat 2009). If these projections hold true, globally augmented meat production would result in even 
higher resource than it already requires. In turn, this would mean a higher pressure on land, water and 
ecosystems.  
In contrast, alternative food sources could provide an answer to lower pressure on the nature as outlined 
by Goldstein et al. (2017). Their study emphasises beef consumption in the US as the most important 
driver for GHGs emissions, water and land use. In contrast, the potential of plant-based substitutes for 
beef would result in a substantial reduction in the categories mentioned above. 



8 

 

 

Some would not be satisfied with a mere mitigation of impacts in the form of for instance efficiency 
improvements cattle breeding or manure management. Thus, the inherent question being asked in such 
a context would not be how does it benefit us? Instead, they would take a non-anthropocentric position 
concerning the topic of meat reduction that can be split twofold into the realms of its beneficial effects 
on biodiversity and the reduction or potential ending of animal suffering caused by humans. 
For the sake of the debate, one could say that biodiversity conservation is not only a purely moral act 
because a decreased biodiversity can also affect humanity in a negative way. As highlighted by 
Cardinale et al. (2012) the loss of biodiversity influences the functions of ecosystems which in turn 
provide goods and services for humanity’s needs, such as pollination. Nonetheless, one can still take a 
different perspective and insist that attempting to conserve the biodiversity on this planet is non-
anthropocentric because life of any being is intrinsically valuable. In the longstanding ethical debate 
scholars from the realm of deep-ecology with an ecocentric approach previously emphasised the need 
to protect nature due to its own value as a prerequisite condition for its conservation (Shoreman-Ouimet 
& Kopnina 2015; Batavia & Nelson 2017 and Cafaro et al. 2017). 
Anyhow, Machovina et al. (2015) put emphasis on the need to significantly reduce meat production and 
consumption as both directly or indirectly affects biodiversity. Direct effects include the loss of almost 
half the global natural grasslands as well as the deforestation of one-third of all natural forests for 
agricultural expansion and thus makes land use change the largest impact on biodiversity loss 
(Goldewijk 2001). 
The second part of the non-anthropocentric argument focuses on the avoidance of animal suffering due 
to animal agriculture. Two assumptions are crucial in this discussion. First, human beings possess the 
ability to live exclusively based on a plant-based diet. Second, physical pain is bad. Animals experience 
pain when being slaughtered and processed into meat products for human consumption and therefore 
eating meat can be considered morally wrong (Bruers 2015). 
In this debate, based on morality and thus animal ethics, Hsiao (2015) stated that animals experiencing 
physical pain is essentially bad but the experience itself is not morally condemnable. According to him, 
if someone has a “morally good reason” (Hsiao 2015, p. 3) to act in a certain way, as in this case consume 
meat derived from animals, it is morally permissible to eat meat. Furthermore, he exemplifies that moral 
interests are interests for the welfare of other moral agents who are part of the moral community. Thus, 
his argument essentially centres on the point that animals do not have moral status and therefore cannot 
be considered as members of the moral community.  

Fig. 4. World Population: Estimation of Future Developments (UN 2017a) 
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In contrast, Bruers (2015) rejects this line of argument and emphasises that Hsiao (2015) mistakes moral 
agents with moral recipients. Since human beings possess the ability of rational thinking and are hence 
moral agents, they should be capable to understand the good for others who do not possess that capacity. 
It is on this basis that meat consumption should be avoided altogether because of our rational capacity 
to assess goodness and badness for beings who are recipients and not agents.  
Without doubt, animal agriculture does not solely consist of meat production. Kolbe (2018) adds to the 
debate that the bigger ethical problem is milk production. According to her, deaths per calorie resulting 
from milk production is higher in comparison with meat production. She argues that meat can be 
comparably produced with less suffering for animals, the existence of a milk cow entails a “considerable 
suffering during the dairy cow’s life span and the lives of their offspring” (Kolbe 2018, p. 1).  
After having examined why it might be beneficial to depart from the dominant food system constructed 
around meat production and consumption, whether it may be for the sake of humans or other organisms 
on this planet, it is being concluded that urgent change in today’s global food system is indispensable. 
Thus, it is time to establish what alternative food system with a respective diet might be necessary to 
avoid the previously mentioned problems that arise with the current system. Embracing change and 
altering livelong habits is without doubt not an easy task for human beings because of various reasons 
as we shall see in the next section. However, as Frances Moore Lappé (1971, p. 34), author of a ‘Diet 
for a Small Planet’, puts it: 

 
“Every aspect of our lives is, in a sense, a vote for the kind of world we want to live in.” 

 

 

2.3. Towards new Values and a Different Food System? – 
Future Trends and Maleness, Meat and Identity 

The last sections provided different reasons why the current way of our food system with its emphasis 
on meat production and consumption is far from optimal if humanity wants to achieve a more just and 
‘sustainable’ food system. This poses the question what could be improved within the current global 
food system. Moreover, what future trends are to be expected and is a smooth transition, if followed, 
feasible or are there obstacles waiting along the line? This section will not provide definitive answers 
but will depict some dynamics of current food trends and why altering the current food system is far 
from easy. As context information geopolitical drivers such as for instance changes in supply and 
demand on the market will be briefly touched upon. The focus of analysis is based on sociological factors 
such as habits, identity and gender as they can be considered driving forces in societal change.  
 

2.3.1. Diet Trends – Adoption of Western Habits 

Current projections on the future of diet trends illustrate one clear trend. The global demand for meat is 
rising and will continue to do so for the coming decade. Projections assume global meat production to 
be 15% higher in 2027 than in 2017 with countries from the Global South accounting for most of the 
overall rise. On the production side, this is because of the closure of yield-gaps in the production process 
of feed. On the consumption side, increased incomes result in a higher mass purchasing power. In the 
past, lower prices of products derived from pigs and poultry have made them the bargain of choice 
(OECD-FAO 2018). With increased income for the coming decade, it is expected that consumers will 
start to diversify their meat choices so that more expensive protein sources like sheep and beef will be 
purchased (ibid).  
Moreover, increased production in the Global South will be insufficient to satisfy the growth in demand, 
particularly in Asia. Thus, the import demands are also expected to increase so that the share of the two 
countries which account for the biggest meat exports, namely the US and Brazil, is expected to rise to 
47 %, equal to an almost two-thirds of the overall expected rise in global meat exports for the coming 
decade (OECD-FAO 2018).  
From an economic perspective, and those of countries and companies involved these developments this 
might sound promising as consequently higher total revenues could be expected. However, if these 
projections hold true, pressures on local ecosystems in these two countries will increase as well. 
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Therefore, these developments are far from positive from the perspective and argument taken in the 
previous section. However, the question arises as to why people from countries like China have a higher 
meat demand in the first place, independently from higher income that results in an altered purchasing 
power? What are the societal drivers behind this development besides the economic ones? 

In general, global meat production has increased drastically from approximately 70 million tonnes in 
the 1960s to more than 300 million tonnes in 2014 (see Fig. 5).  Historically, especially in Western 
societies meat has been of great importance. Fiddes (1991) had argued that this is partly because of the 
symbolism of meat consumption. According to him, meat is a ‘natural symbol’ that stands for 
humanity’s ability to control nature. Thus, the consumption of other animals functions as a statement of 
domination and power. Historically, in Western societies the belief that the consumption of animal flesh 
equals strength has deeply penetrated people’s minds (ibid). 
Thus, this biophysical narrative is based on the premise “that meat eating aligns with the natural order 
of the world and is therefore immutable” (Chiles & Fitzgerald 2018, p. 3). Moreover, Arcari (2016) 
states that each of the 15 most influential sustainability reports indicate that meat is an essential 
component of humanity’s diet and thereby normalising a certain type of value allocation. The second 
perspective is derived from the political economy position where scholars argue that in Western 
societies, production facilities have dictated the consumption of citizens in the past and thereby shaped 
consumer’s ideas what to buy. 
Chiles and Fitzgerald (2018) demythologise both the biophysical and political economy perspectives 
and argue that the biophysical and political-economic explanations do not sufficiently explain the 
importance of meat consumption in Western countries. They argue that each shows half of the picture. 
According to them, meat consumption in the West has also played an increasingly important role due to 
cultural reasons. Meat consumption became a means of demonstrating cultural superiority and status 
(ibid). 
The demonstration of status through meat consumption has been also picked up by other societies 
whereby Western countries have set a paradigm in form of a ‘westernisation of diets’ and lead to a 
transformation of traditional diets (Pingali 2007). As Fig. 5 shows, meat production has skyrocketed in 
the past decades. The same is the case with meat consumption, particularly with income increasing in 
countries of the Global South. Annual meat consumption between 1997 and 2030 is projected to rise 
from 25.5 kg to 37 kg per person. For instance, in China the estimated increase of the contribution by 
animal products to dietary energy contribution will rise to 20% (FAO 2019b).  
In the research field, this phenomenon is called the ‘Westernisation’ of diets whereby countries with 
originally different food habits picked up the habit of increasingly incorporating meat amongst other 

Fig. 5. Global Meat Production in Tonnes 1961- 2014 (FAO; Our World in Data 2019a) 
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food products in their daily meals. Pingali (2007) depicts this development in Asian diets and argues 
that the driver behind this is the interconnected global urban middle class reinforced by the vast 
spreading of international supermarkets as well as fast food chains. Consequently, Asian agricultural 
systems are departing from traditional cereal crop production towards diets that reflect Western patterns 
with preferences for meat and dairy products. He states that these changes are mainly due to a major 
shift in income. This adoption of Western diets especially by people with higher income in the Global 
South can be also understood as a process of alienation within the own food culture to demonstrate status 
and wealth. This simultaneously implies that Western diets are recognised as an ideal by a big group of 
people to show their social status in society (ibid). 
Sociologist George Ritzer (1998) famously calls these adoption processes which not solely occur in the 
sphere of food consumption the ‘McDonaldization’ of global societies. He argues that the adoption of 
certain habits as in this case the adoption of new eating habits enables human beings to send out a 
message to their social surrounding:  
 

“The code, and the fact that we all implicitly understand it, enables us to understand what 
people are saying about themselves when they utilize one of the new means of 
consumption. In eating in one fast-food chain rather than another, or in eating one type of 
food rather than another, we are saying, at least implicitly, that we are like some people 
and different from others (Bourdieu 1984[b]). In other words, our eating habits constitute 
a text that it is possible to read. “Reading McDonald's” might involve such things as 
understanding what some people are saying when they consume “value meals” […]” 
(Ritzer 1998, p. 130). 

 
In sum, these new consumption mediums originating from Western societies are a long way off the 
enabling of sustainable food systems and societies. Other diets, as we shall see in the next section, could 
however allow a sustainable system which is in fact not so far away from traditional Asian diets.  
 

2.3.2. A Leap of Faith in the Direction of Veganism? 

Even though the trend continues towards increasing meat consumption on a global level, alternative 
diets also start to awaken the interest of many consumers. In particular, the vegan diet has been brought 
strongly into focus globally (Martinelli & Berkmanienė 2018). Providing exact numbers remains 
difficult because firstly, quantitative data is typically gathered by non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) who do not have the required resources for data acquisition. Secondly, the phenomenon of 
veganism consists of various variables that leads to difficulties in correctly describing the analysed field. 
For instance, some people call themselves vegan even though they occasionally consume meat (ibid). 
In their meta-analysis Martinelli and Berkmanienė (2018) evaluate an average of different surveys and 
conclude that the world percentage of vegans 
is between 2 and 5%. Moreover, regarding the 
percentage increase of vegans has been 
exponentially with 500% according to all 
consulted sources. Thus, a currently minor 
impact with exponential increase from a very 
low base can be observed regarding the vegan 
diet (ibid). 
Nonetheless, from this does not follow that 
veganism is a recent phenomenon as the first 
official appearance of the term is dated back 
to 1944 in a newspaper of the UK Vegetarian 
Society. By analysing the data, they 
structured the motivations of individuals 
going vegan that resulted in four, not 

Fig. 6. Main motivations for veganism (Martinelli & 
Berkmanienė 2018) 
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mutually exclusive, combinations (Martinelli & Berkmanienė 2018) (see Fig. 6).  
Logically, some of these motivations are the opposite of reasons why the avoidance of meat consumption 
is beneficial which were depicted in section 2.2 of this work, such as individual health, animal protection 
and concern for the environment. This section also provided a table with a comparison of GHG 
emissions by Godfray et al. (2018) and concluded that a vegan diet has the lowest impact.  
Aleksandroswicz et al. (2016) came to a similar conclusion in an evaluation of different studies 
regarding GHG emissions and added the impact of different diets on water and land use. They concluded 
that a change in diet towards a plant-based diet would have further benefits namely in form of a reduction 
of land use (see Fig. 7). In addition, they emphasised that the vegan diet would require a significantly 
higher amount of water use than current diets. Rosi et al. (2017) also conducted a diet comparison of 
omnivores, vegetarians and vegans regarding GHG emissions, water and land use. Nevertheless, they 

concluded that a vegan diet would have a higher water use than a vegetarian diet but a lower one with 
in comparison with an omnivore diet (see Fig. 8).  
 
Thus, when embracing a change in diet, the different pros and cons must be assessed and weighted 
against each other. Yet, shifting from a 
meat-based diet towards a vegan diet 
involves more advantages besides lower 
GHG emissions and land use as outlined 
in the section 2.2.1. Admittedly, blue 
water is without doubt a scarce resource in 
many regions on this planet. Therefore, 
with the potential introduction of a plant-
based diet in more and more areas on this 
planet, it would be necessary to strictly 
assess which plants are suitable for 
regional conditions and do not require a 
high amount of water use. Even though 
impact on nature must be differentiated 
depending on the water scarcity in one region, there are plants which need more water than others. 
Specifically, asparagus and the currently popular avocado would need high amounts of water (Stoessel 
et al. 2012). The demand for avocados has experienced a significant boom over the past decades so that 
production in the US alone changed from a value of $316 million in 1947 to 1.6 billion in 2016 (Matus 
2018).  In the water scarce region California, it takes 74,1 gallons to produce one pound of avocados 
(Mekonnen & Hoekstra 2011). Avoiding the consumption of these products and choosing regional or 
local alternatives with a lower impact on water resources is therefore to be preferred to reduce the stress 
on ecosystems at other parts of the planet (Stoessel et al. 2012).  

Fig. 7. Variations in land use between different diets in comparison to current average diets.  
n=number of studies, mdn=median (Aleksanrowicz 2016) 

Fig. 8. Impact on nature by different diets 
Note: a=GHG emissions, b=water footprint, c=land footprint; 

O=omnivore, VG=vegetarian, V=vegan (Rosi et al. 2017) 
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The next section will depict the debates that illustrate the problems of introducing a new diet into 
people’s lives. However, it will be simultaneously highlighted why diet change is necessary for reasons 
other than the resource and climate change dimensions argued in this section.  
 

2.4. Maleness and Veganism within the Context of Social Media 
– Constructing new Identity Narratives for a Sustainable Food 
System? 

This section will present why a collective shift towards a sustainable vegan diet is not easily achieved 
because of the existence of powerful narratives about ‘freedom of choice’ on some societies on this 
planet that have a strong influence on the perception of regulations regarding individual consumer 
decisions. Furthermore, it will be debated if social media plays a role in the construction of new 
narratives and, if so, how these might direct people’s behaviour towards diet change where state 
intervention has failed. Finally, this section will ultimately outline how poorly the interconnected realms 
of ‘sustainability, diets and gender’ are currently explored and thus serves to justify the empirical 
research here. 

 

2.4.1. Diet Shift, Un(freedom) and Collective Justice 

One could argue that sustainable food styles must fit into people’s habits and everyday lifestyle. 
Therefore, simply changing lifelong habits towards a vegan diet is not an easy undertaking. Graça et al. 
(2015) explored the (un)willingness of consumers to restrain their meat consumption based on people’s 
attachment to their current diet. Their findings indicated that entitlement, dependence and hedonism 
were the major explanations for the participants’ meat bonding. By contrast, affinity towards other 
creatures played a major role to explain people’s willingness to question their meat consumption.  
Now, unfortunately, the current developments in meat consumption and production, as depicted in the 
previous sections, do not indicate that affinity will change people’s behaviour as other personal beliefs 
such as entitlement, possibly because of dependence and hedonism overrule the value of sympathy and 
empathy? What if people would have to step away from their current diet practices towards a more 
sustainable, plant-based diet? On which grounds could entitlement, dependence and hedonism be set 
aside?  
Firstly, the perception that one depends on meat consumption is very complicated as sociocultural 
beliefs can be deeply ingrained in people’s minds so that alternative options are not even perceived. This 
is however not inevitably a question of personal fault but due to systematic structures within which one 
is embedded. Thus, it is more a question of power that constrains people’s freedom to alter their 
behaviour. Secondly, the belief that humans stand higher in the food chain than other creatures, which 
is a justification for entitlement, can follow the same sociocultural argument as it is the parallel case to 
dependence. However, in both cases behavioural change is difficult for agents due to the dominant 
narratives which persist and reinforce themselves in their respective societies. Finally, the aspect of 
hedonism is a bit more complicated. In the first moment, it is essentially a choice to enjoy the taste of a 
prime quarter steak or a lentil burger. Nonetheless, it is not necessarily a conscious, free choice as the 
experience what is enjoyable and what not can also largely depend on one’s cultural education.  
If freedom of choice in a conscious way even exists has been similarly questioned by behavioural 
scientists.3 Ironically, the dominant narrative in terms of consumption is one that promises freedom of 
choice. In a neoliberal society it is continuously emphasised that we can consume what we what, where 
we want and whenever we want. In a certain sense, consumers are free in their choices yet limited to the 
constraints of the norms and values of the system. Marxist scholars have discussed these dynamics at 
length and emphasise that advertising works as an ideological means for capitalist production and 
reproduction that affects individuals’ decision-making (Arriaga 1984). Even if one rejects Marxist 
thinking and simply considers the freedom of choice beliefs embedded in society, its is questionable if 

                                                           
3 See Kahnemann (2011) for a discussion of the absences of freedom in individuals‘ unconscious decision-making.  
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this freedom equals well-being. Neoliberal thinkers who lived in a different historical and political 
contexts have questioned this: 
 

“A society that puts equality before freedom will get neither. A society that puts 

freedom before equality will get a high degree of both.” 

 

- Milton Friedman (1980, p. 
148) 
 

Almost 40 years later, this libertarian narrative unfortunately does not hold true. By contrast, inequality 
remains high whether it is within democratic countries which institutionally provide economic freedom 
(Kotschy & Sunde 2017); globally across different countries (Goda & Torres García 2017); gender (The 
Lancet Global Health 2018), or the aspect of denying agency to other species than humans (Cudworth 
2015). According to Markus and Schwartz (2010) freedom of choice is not a universally aspirational but 
a Western cultural construct. Even if choice enables freedom, equality and independence, it is not 
inevitably an absolute good. Instead, an excess of selections can spawn selfishness and not necessarily 
a sense of well-being.  
The authors investigate how this narrative affects inequality within American society, but the same line 
of reasoning can be applied to the freedom of choice regarding food consumption. Given that an 
individual has the agency to be free of social habits and patterns and has the freedom of choice between 
a meat-based meal and plant-based alternatives in the supermarket, choosing the former affects other 
humans, and other lifeforms on an entirely different level than the latter. This indeed is nothing less than 
an act of selfishness. Therefore, it is time to understand the possibility of reduction in meat consumption 
and production as an act of collective justice.  
However, in times of neoliberalism state intervention 
in the ‘free market’ is not en vogue and rather 
perceived as paternalistic behaviour and as restricting one’s 
freedom (Markus & Schwartz 2010). Thus, with respect to 
a diet shift introduced from a political level, where meat 
production would be forbidden and plant-based options 
heavily subsidised, it might be difficult to 
communicate the restriction of consumer choices.  
Some states such as Canada have brought forward 
altered diet recommendations in form of a food plate 
dominated by plant-based options. Nevertheless, 
promoting rapid change towards a vegan diet, was 
too radical yet for the Canadian government (see Fig. 
9). If the nation state as the traditionally perceived 
actor in the Hobbesian sense continues to fail to provide 
justice, equity and freedom for a society in form of 
implementing new narratives and thus change, what other 
dynamics can alter individuals’ behaviour? The 
following section will examine which role gender 
narratives play and how these can be contested, 
induce change and even inspire and empower 
human beings towards a more sustainable society. 
 

2.4.2. Contesting Hegemonic Masculinity and Diet Narratives 

This section examines the discussions around meat consumption, gender and the depiction of 
‘masculinity’ in public culture. Furthermore, there is the question of why it is important to formulate 
new narratives regrading male attributes with respect to diets. The respective space for new narrative 
creations will be shed light on in the following section 2.4.3.  

Fig. 9. Food plate recommendation by the Canadian 
government (Government of Canada 2019) 
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A growing body of research has examined the sociological spheres of masculinity and food. A 
commonly found theme is that meat consumption is used by ‘men’ as a means of reinforcing the 
behaviours and expectations of the ‘male’ gender. This is becoming apparent in the simple equation that 
‘masculine traits’ are similar to emotional incompetence, potency and strength. Thereby, meat 
consumption turns into a performance, so that ‘men’ can claim their dominance as hegemonic in a 
patriarchal society (Adams 1990; Nath 2011; Potts & Parry 2011; Sumpter 2015; Greenebaum & Dexter 
2018 and Love & Sulikowski 2018). 
In such a society where meat consumption is the embodiment of status and power, alternative 
consumption practices can unveil the persistent dominance (Twigg 1983). DeLessio-Parson (2017) 
contributes to the debate that humanity’s social lives and food spaces are not separate but are 
quintessentially pervaded by gender. Now, in a patriarchal society where meat consumption is the 
equivalent to power and status accountability goes so far as creating expectations of what women and 
‘men’ should eat. Thus, social interactions in such a society are “conditioned by expectations of the 
hegemonic meat-masculinity nexus flowing throughout the meatscape”4 (DeLessio-Parson 2017, p. 
1730). However, by ‘doing vegetarianism’ or put differently by ‘doing an alternative diet’, one can 
question and possibly destabilise the ‘meat masculinity nexus’5, either through creating a counter-
narrative by ‘women’ or by ‘men’ opting for an alternative narrative (ibid).  
The next section will discuss the importance of social media as a potential space of emancipation to 
create new narratives and will depict why it could be a realm to transform society’s perception of male 
narratives regarding food consumption by ‘doing veganism’. 

2.4.3. Instagram and the Power of Narratives 

This section reviews the different studies undertaken so far concerning Instagram and related spheres 
relevant for this work such as hashtag use, food and hegemonic masculinity. Thereby it is established 
that the arena of sustainability and its relationship to the mentioned spheres is yet to be examined in this 
field. 
Governments have the power to regulate what is, or is not, allowed and in a society, by the rule of law. 
It limits the market in form of regulations that are not exclusively important to ensure basic human needs 
and prevent the exploitation of employees, they are also promoted by principally large corporations to 
defend patent rights or trading secrets so that other businesses do not market a similar product or 
service.6 Thus, governments thereby form new or remove norms in societies in a top-down principle 
(Etzioni 2009). In contrast, social media have the potential to alter human norms and values and thereby 
change behaviour towards sustainable practices by inspiring but without having to follow a legal 
framework individuals are to adhere to (Joosse & Brydges 2018).  
Nonetheless, social media are not a space free of power dynamics and social pressure. Recently, it 
became an important part in young people’s lives. Apart from sexism, bullying and narcism, young 
individuals in particular experience the pressure to display a successful, ‘perfect’ life online. As they 
struggle to achieve this impossible expectation, revealing the other parts of their lives creates anxiety. 
From this results a selective process that only allows to post and share content that does not put a bad 
light on them, eventually leading to self-doubt and depression (Freitas 2017). Even though ‘real’ life 
and visual presentation can be thus far from alignment, pressure can also affect behaviour due to the 
observation and orientation of others’ practices. Therefore, studying social media is of relevance as it 
can have a powerful impact on people’s lives and influences our own belief systems.  
Particularly, Instagram has become popular over the last decade and experienced a substantial rise in 
users up to currently one billion globally (Instagram 2019). Instagram is a social media network that is 
built on information and communication technology that functions as social currency whereby users 
play an active role as ‘creators’. Moreover, communication platforms like Instagram are more effective 

4 DeLessio-Parson (2017) refers to ‘meatscape‘ as the meat-eating and meat-centred rituals that pervade cultural 
identity, culinary practices and gender roles in diet spaces.

5 This term is defined by the linkages between meat preparation and consumption and the performance of 
masculinity in food spaces (DeLessio-Parson 2017). 
6 Admittedly, not all regulation is in the interest of large corporations as for instance the restriction of advertisement 
in the public (see the restriction of tobacco commercials as argued by Bayer 2002). 
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in conveying food related messages in the form of photos than platforms focusing on texts, since 
especially food attracts when presented visually (Rainie et al. 2012). 
To get the attention of others, Instagram users can use ‘hashtags’ below their images with relating words 
which in turn eases the search for specific content. These are abbreviations or phrases that follow the 
#sign. So far, studies have not thoroughly researched hashtag use and contributions to its sociological 
implications are necessary as Ye et al. (2018) emphasised. 
However, recently a small but growing literature has started to contribute to the debate of hashtag use 
on Instagram and the relationship to nutrition, food narratives, gender, society and identity. Holmberg 
et al. (2016) explored adolescents’ communication of food images by examining how food was 
presented in a certain context by following a specific hashtag and found that adolescents mainly copied 
food advertisements which in turn have more power than the overtly commercial equivalents because 
what they convey is apparently based on personal recommendation for peers.  
Others have contributed by researching gender display by uncovering narratives around fitness and 
health (Baker & Walsh 2018; Tiggemann & Zaccardo 2018). Besides the investigation of hashtag use; 
gender and food, the specific display of plant-based foods and the related implicitly conveyed messages 
have yet to be studied.  
Finally, reviewing the previous work concerning ‘hegemonic masculinity’ and ‘sustainability’ in the 
realm of Instagram is crucial for this work as these two concepts are the keywords of investigation of 
the empirical part. Few scholars applied the concept of ‘hegemonic masculinity’ for an examination of 
Instagram. Firstly, Rodriguez & Hernandez (2018) examined how ‘women’ were objectified on an 
Instagram account and how this in turn reinforced patterns of hegemonic masculinity. Moreover, Enguix 
& Gómez-Narváez (2018) are standing out with respect to the analysis of masculine body portrayal and 
thus their findings highly relates to this work. They showed that selfies by men on Instagram functioned 
as a form of glorification of the masculine body, whereby especially eroticised parts where exposed and 
a transformation from the old to the new individual was celebrated after some sort of lifestyle change 
was initiated.  
In a similar fashion, in this work the concept of hegemonic masculinity will be used as the theoretical 
framework. Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) originally articulated the theory. In general, hegemonic 
masculinity builds a hierarchy that ultimately legitimises male dominance in society while ‘women’ are 
subordinated, and acts are conducted relating to ‘women’ in a way to perpetuate the unequal social 
positions. Importantly, ‘men’ who are benefiting from patriarchy without actively pursuing a respective 
performance still account for the dynamics because of complicity. Moreover, context matters regarding 
hegemonic masculinity and is dependent on religion, age, class, race or culture. This entails that it also 
establishes a hierarchical system among ‘men’ (ibid). The focus of this work will especially explore this 
sphere of the theory as the subjects of the study are ‘men’. Thus, when analysing the obtained data for 
this work, this theoretical lens will be put on similarly as previously done by Rodriguez & Hernandez 
(2018).  
Furthermore, as previously suggested, veganism can play a major role in the future of a sustainable food 
system. Therefore, it will be examined if ‘men’ can, by ‘doing veganism’7, alter narratives of hegemonic 
masculinity and engage in ‘hybrid masculinity’ or ‘protest masculinity’ and/or therewith reinforce 
hegemonic dynamics by being complicit or potentially challenge them as highlighted by Greenebaum 
and Dexter (2018). The focus is on ‘men’ and not on ‘women’ because of the nature of data that has 
been found in a preliminary search and due to the approaches in previous studies such as Enguix & 
Gómez-Narváez (2018). 
Regarding the research on the portrayal of sustainable foods on Instagram, there is not much to be found. 
Exclusively Linné (2016) examined the presentation of cows from two Swedish dairy companies and 
uncovered how images function as a means of creating a certain image of milk production for consumers 
that is far from reality. Finally, searching for studies on veganism, masculinity and Instagram has not 
brought any related results.  
Thus, even though several scholars have examined social food dynamics on social media and theorised 
about its sociological impact, contributions on hegemonic masculinity, veganism and sustainability are 
absent in the field which provides the rationale of this work. Therefore, the following research question 
(RQ) and respective sub-questions (SQ) are being asked:  
 

                                                           
7 In the discursive sense articulated by DeLessio-Parson (2017) by ‘doing vegetarianism’.  
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RQ: Does social media portrayal of ‘male’ vegan Instagram accounts re-shape or reinforce structures of 
‘hegemonic masculinity’ and thus contribute to or hamper a narrative of sustainable food consumption? 

SQ1: Were indications of the display of hegemonic masculinity found and if yes, what discursive 
function did they serve? 

SQ2: Were contestations of hegemonic masculinity apparent and if yes, what discursive function did 
they serve?  

SQ3: Were food items presented among the images and if yes, did they reflect a sustainable diet? 

By answering these questions, this study examines more extensively the characteristics of images posted 
by vegan ‘men’ on Instagram. While the hashtag #veganmen was constructed to generate inspiration for 
fellow vegan ‘men’, it is also other ‘male’ individuals who favour a meat-based diet who are potentially 
inspired to engage in a plant-based food consumption. However, in the light of the research questions it 
is also hypothesised that some aspects of the analysed images could be problematic regarding their social 
and environmental impact.  
 

3. Methods  

Regarding the methods scholars have chosen different approaches when analysing the subject matter on 
Instagram. Walsh and Baker (2018) in their analysis of self-presentation in the sphere of fitness used a 
visual content analysis to unveil how Instagram enables the formation of certain identities. Their 
approach included a previous coding for identifying visual attributes that appeared in the images. 
Moreover, they collected nine top posts per day uploaded on Instagram daily under two specific 
hashtags. In contrast, Cavazos-Rehg et al. (2016) examined marijuana-related content on Instagram to 
retrace the social networking on the social media platform. They collected over 400,000 thousand posts 
that were related to marijuana hashtags and compiled a classification scheme after the data collection. 
Boepple and Thompson (2014) as well as Tiggemann and Zaccardo (2018) chose a similar approach 
regarding their studies in the fitness sphere, however simply collected the first 600 images that appeared 
when indicating the hashtag #fitspiration (Tiggemann & Zaccardo 2018).  
Therefore, in accordance with previous studies, a content analysis was chosen as a method of this work 
(see also Carrotte et al. 2018 and Dorfman et al. 2018). The latter technique is used by many researchers 
descriptively. By itself, it does not demonstrate how users comprehend or value content, instead it 
illustrates what is portrayed as important (Leeuwen & Carey 2001). Thus, the method offers a 
quantitative description of what is presented in a certain context. 
However, it can also be used to create new conceptual frameworks, generate theory or to investigate 
theory (Drisko & Maschi 2016). Social researchers have previously employed content analysis to 
different types of media content because it is a discreet and nonreactive method (Krippendorff 2004). 
Similarly, this work will perform a content analysis to investigate the social sphere of Instagram. As 
Instagram mainly focuses on images, this approach was self-evident. In this sense, it will be used to test 
the theoretical framework ‘hegemonic masculinity’. The emphasis for this content analysis will be on 
the 6008 first appearing images when search the hashtag #veganmen on Instagram. Firstly, a particular 
focus is put on the photos that resemble male self-presentation as well as on the differences between 
them. Secondly, the images that illustrate food or meals are analysed to investigate what is portrayed 
and how these ‘men’ fill the idea of doing ‘doing veganism’ with representational meaning.9 
 

3.1. Image Selection 

For the selection of photos for the analysis, images were retrieved from what appeared when inserting 
the ‘hashtag’ #veganmen. Instagram distinguishes between two possibilities for filtering the images, 
namely the sections ‘popular’ and ‘trending’ (Instagram 2019). This work follows the logic of what is 

                                                           
8 Following the numeric and analytical approach by Boepple and Thomson (2016) as well as Tiggemann and 
Zaccardo (2018). 
9 See footnote 4. 
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the most popular in form of top posts and thus talked about in the social sphere, similar to the methods 
by Walsh and Baker (2018). These top posts appear first due to the number of ‘likes’ they get over time, 
thus they do not reflect the most ‘liked’ images on one day but can remain ‘on top’ for an indefinite 
amount of time if Instagram users do not devote more likes to other images (Instagram 2019). 
The images used in this study were retrieved from Instagram and are publicly available which allows 
open access to the data. The data was collected on 14 April. On this date, tracking backwards 600 images 
with the ‘hashtag’ #veganmen were collected.  
 

3.2. Coding Procedure 

According to the focus of this work, images were loosely coded by content category: ‘men’, ‘food’ and 
‘other’. Images of ‘men’ were further coded as either ‘muscle presentation’ if a person explicitly showed 
bodily muscles similar to Walsh and Baker’s (2018) coding scheme or as ‘casual’. As the data collection 
showed that more detailed sub-categories were possible, these were created additionally. The first 
category was subdivided into ‘individual or ‘group’ and the second into ‘casual’10 or ‘casual with 
animal’. Regarding the content category ‘food’ further coding was performed into the category 
‘sustainable’ and ‘unsustainable’, similar to Tiggemann and Zaccardo (2018) division of ‘healthy’ and 
‘unhealthy’ with respect to food images. ‘Unsustainable’ was assigned if vegan food items such as 
avocados, asparagus or almonds were displayed due to their high water use as discussed in section 
2.3.2..11 ‘Sustainable’ was attributed if other vegan food items were presented.12 Multiple appearances 
such as muscular ‘men’ and food were categorised as ‘food’ due to the low rate of frequency. The 
category ‘other’ included everything else such as memes, graphics, statements, pictures of ‘women’ or 
‘men’ and ‘women’, animals or videos (see Fig. 10). Below some examples of the most striking 
categories are depicted without compromising user identities (see Fig. 11, 12, 13, 14, 15).  
 
 

                                                           
10 Casual is understood as ‘men’ displaying themselves in dressed in leisure clothes, independent of what body 
part is displayed. 
11 This food items can be ‘sustainable’ in certain settings though, for instance if consumed locally as well as 
grown and consumed on a small scale and in their natural context. However, this division assumes large-scale 
and global production and consumption of these food items. 
12 ‘Sustainable’ in the sense that they are more ‘sustainable’ than food items such as asparagus, avocados or 
almonds and more ‘sustainable’ than food items that comprise meat.  
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Fig. 10. Coding division 

 

Fig. 11. Example image ‘individual muscle presentation men’ 
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Fig. 12. Example image ‘casual men’ 
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Fig. 13. Example image ‘casual men with animal’ 

 

 

 



22 

 

 

Fig. 14. Example image ‘sustainable food’  
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Fig. 15. Example image ‘unsustainable food’ 
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4. Results 

The data collection resulted in the following numbers the majority of images were ‘men’ (404), followed 
by other (153), and food (43) (See Fig. 19).  

 

Fig. 16. Data distribution in percentage 

Of the ‘men’ images, the majority (277) were ‘muscle presentation’, the minority ‘casual’ (127). Further 
separating the categories resulted in 266 individual ‘muscle presentation and 11 in a group. For the 
category ‘casual’ the coding resulted in 127 casual individuals out of which 23 were posing together 
with an animal. Regarding the food images, the majority was coded as ‘sustainable (29), the minority 
‘unsustainable’ (14). The remaining 153 represent ‘other’ (See Fig. 20).  
 

 

Fig. 17. Data distribution in numbers with sub-categories 
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3. Discussion 

This study provided a content analysis of the top posts of #veganmen images posted on Instagram. On 
the one hand it is easy to see what is dominant under the hashtag #veganmen. Almost half of the images 
under the hashtag were ‘men’ posing and displaying their muscular upper body, without wearing tops. 
Thus, the community evidently prefers these kind of images and their respective content over others 
because of these images being top posts. On the other hand, the analysis also identified a number of 
potential conflicts. By posting casual images of themselves or jointly with animals such as especially 
cows and pigs, ‘men’ illustrate that an alternative narrative to the image of muscle representation can 
exist, too. Finally, a small number of images also emphasised the importance of what kind of food a 
vegan ‘men’ would consume. The majority of the images represented ‘sustainable’ foods with a rather 
low water use in comparison to the ones that were coded as ‘unsustainable’, such as avocados, almonds 
or asparagus.  
The following sections will discuss these findings under the aspects of the dominance of self-
presentation regarding the hashtag #veganmen, a hegemonic masculinity practice that pledges allegiance 
to the traditional ‘meat-nexus’ [in DeLessio-Parson’s (2017) sense], and the potential contestation 
through hybrid masculinities and food display.  
 

5.1. Hegemonic Masculinity, Self-presentation and the 
Appropriation of the Meat-Nexus 

Instagram has become a popular platform for both public display and self-presentation. The hashtags 
employed in the social media network enable individuals to reach out and aim to address a specific 
audience. In particular, ‘community hashtags’ “are designed to increase a post’s reach among users who 
share similar tastes, interests and opinions, in the process creating online communities by connecting 
like-minded users on a shared digital platform.” (Walsh & Baker 2018, p. 4559). Thereby, Instagram 
not solely creates the possibility of certain types of interaction with the community, but it also brings 
incentives into being so that hashtags become a ritual of mutual acknowledgement (Walsh & Baker 
2018). Self-presentation functions as an important means to be accepted by a community on social media 
(Smith & Sanderson 2015). As the results showed, self-presentation also is deemed to be important in 
the vegan ‘male’ community since 404 out of 600 images, so roughly two-thirds, presented ‘male’ 
individuals.  Such self-objectification is not unusual for Instagram; however, it remains unclear how 
widely spread self-presentation is when it comes to posting images on the social media platform (Bell 
et al. 2018). 
Even though “social media allows for more fluid presentations of gender, top posts conformed to 
hegemonic conceptions of gender. In this regard, to achieve top posts status required more than 
performance; it required users to adhere to the values and practices of the clean eating community.” 
(Walsh & Baker 2018, p. 4567). Similar findings are apparent in this work regarding the ‘male’ vegan 
community. To be part of that community the majority of ‘men’ (277 out of 404) posed to present their 
muscular body, thereby spreading the message that fitness and veganism are interlinked, and that being 
muscular is a desirable value as a vegan ‘man’.   
For the concept of hegemonic masculinity, desirable norms and values play an important role. Wetherell 
and Edley (1999) emphasise that hegemonic norms should be understood in a context where the subject 
position is adopted strategically by ‘male’ individuals in a certain set of circumstances. Consequently, 
‘men’ can acquire hegemonic masculinity if it is desirable. According to Whitehead’s (2002) 
understanding of hegemonic masculinity the individual does not self-consciously create or reproduce 
certain normative patterns. Here, this would be the unreflected and un-conscious display of a muscular 
body to be a vegan ‘man’. Instead, he argues that such particular ‘men’ are lost within an ‘ideological 
apparatus’ that is driven by power.  
However, an explanation of a structural, outwardly-imposed identity mechanism does not suffice to 
explain the dynamics of hegemonic muscular self-presentation. Demetriou’s (2001) dialectical approach 
highlights hegemonic masculinity as a continuous process of translation, reconfiguration and 
negotiation. It is part of a ‘historic bloc’ that does not simply adapt to the existing conditions and 
structures. Instead, it is part of a hybrid dynamic which appropriates specific elements so that it 
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ultimately is “capable of reconfiguring itself and adapting to the specifies of new historical 
conjunctures” (Demetriou 2001, p. 355). The rise of social media and the increasing popularity of 
Instagram can be understood in this line of reasoning as a new emerging historical social sphere where 
vegan ‘men’ adapt and perform hegemonic masculinity. As Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) note, 
besides the formulation of cultural ideals, hegemonic masculinity also includes ‘unreflective routinized 
actions’ that evolve in these historically dynamic processes. Thus, the subject is not a passive entity in 
a self-reproducing system in such a process but is actively playing a shaping role in a 
‘multidimensionality’ of gender relations that are on the one side influenced by past practices but on the 
other side renegotiated, despite possibly not consciously, by the subject(s). 
Interestingly, the hegemonic masculinity displayed by the vegan ‘men’ on Instagram is one that has 
been found elsewhere but in a historically different context. Before the increased popularity of Instagram 
and the potential to study vegan ‘men’ in social media, different scholars examined the relationships 
between masculinity and muscular strength display in the context of meat consumption.  
After Adam’s (1990) theory on sexual politics of meat, different scholars empirically linked spheres of 
meat consumption, strength and masculinity (see Nath 2011; Sumpter 2015; Greenebaum & Dexter 
2018 and Love & Sulikowski 2018). Nath (2011) emphasises that meat stands for a symbol of 
masculinity, strength, virility and self-empowerment. Strikingly, in social media, muscle presentation is 
an important feature to verify one’s identity in the masculine community to display power and strength 
(Walsh and Baker 2018). In other words, “the social definition of ‘men’ as holders of power is translated 
[…] into muscle tensions, posture, the feel and texture of the body” (Connell 1987, p. 85). Moreover, 
‘men’ historically have been socialised in different sets of bodily practices over time. However, they are 
not frozen in one context but can vary and ultimately transcend between different communication 
communities (Braddick 2009). 
Furthermore, throughout history “vegetables and other nonmeat foods are viewed as women’s food” 
(Adams 1990, p. 27) and embracing a plant-based diet could be understood as weakness by fellow ‘men’ 
and equals ‘emasculation’ (Wright 2015). Therefore, one could understand the display of muscles by 
vegan ‘men’ on Instagram as a counteractive act to ‘free oneself’ from such a perception even though 
this is conducted by embracing the very values of the existing ‘masculinity – strength’ discourse. This 
adaptation of behaviour from the masculine ‘meat community’ is in so far noteworthy because of the 
norms and values that are emphasised in the ‘vegan community’ (to be discussed in the following 
section).  
To conclude, the domination of muscle presentation by vegan ‘men’ on Instagram can be understood as 
an interlinkage of historical processes of the dynamic of self-presentation on Instagram and the long 
existent ‘men’ – strength and power nexus and a non-emancipatory counteractive act. Thereby, these 
‘men’ reproduce the ‘meat-nexus’ instead of portraying alternative values.  
Now, one could argue that the visual display of hegemonic masculinity is not inherently a circumstance 
that is valued positively in light of the suppression of ‘men’ identifying with other forms of masculinity, 
members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender+ (LGQBT+) community or women. This is 
because “the fundamental feature of the concept remains the combination of the plurality of 
masculinities and the hierarchy of masculinities. […] It is also a widespread research finding that certain 
masculinities are more socially central, or more associated with authority and social power than others. 
The concept presumes the subordination of nonhegemonic masculinities […].” (Connell & 
Messerschmidt 2005, p. 846). Thus, this dynamic can be comprehended as a quest for approval of a 
community instead of initiating new ways (Walsh & Baker 2018). 
However, from a sustainability perspective that highlights the importance that an increasing number of 
people (and in this case ‘men’) should follow a vegan diet, the ‘strength discourse’ could function to 
inspire other ‘men’ who find a toned, muscular body important.13 Such attributes that emphasise 
appearance can be understood as an visual appeal to inspire other individuals by the promotion of the 
related individual health and fitness benefits of embracing such a lifestyle. 
In this context it is crucial to distinguish the different layers and the respective internal contradictive 
nature within the practices that are part of the construction of masculinities. Social practices are not to 

                                                           
13 The author of this work does not necessarily find this argument and the involved dynamic fruitful. Since the 
logic follows an approach where an instrumental rationale is legitimate, ignoring the power relations in the original 
status quo is problematic and it is highly questionable whether this could be something to be ignored for the sake 
of inspire other ‘men’ to follow a plant-based diet. 
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be understood as the simple expression of a unitary hegemonic masculinity. Instead, they can, for 
example, “represent compromise formations between contradictory desires or emotions, or the results 
of uncertain calculations about the costs and benefits of different gender strategies.” (Connell & 
Messerschmidt 2005, p. 852). Admittedly, an emphasis on appearance possibly “is inherent to a photo-
based platform like Instagram, where users post photos, often of themselves, explicitly for viewing 
others” (Tiggemann & Zaccardo 2018, p. 1009). Whether self-presentation is an inherent part of 
Instagram can however be questioned. The platform does not set up any explicit rules what is to be 
presented, or in other words, which kind of online ‘reality’ users should narrate.  
Nevertheless, if users opt for the presentation of their bodies, may it be inherent to a social media 
platform or the result of historic processes as Demetriou (2001) would argue, this could result in a social 
process that motivates fellow non-vegan ‘men’ to equally embrace a vegan diet due to the appeal to 
appear muscular, virile and strong. This logic would follow the reasoning that “a given pattern of 
hegemonic masculinity is hegemonic to the extent that it provides a solution to these tensions, tending 
to stabilise patriarchal power or reconstitute it in new conditions.” (Connell & Messerschmidt 2005, p. 
853). 
Apart from inspiring others, it is also important to depict what is not displayed visually. A relational 
approach to gender is crucial according to Brod (1994) because in studying ‘men’ there is a tendency to 
assume ‘separate spheres’ where scholars proceed as if women were not of relevance in the analysis. 
Out of 600 images only 4 photos (part of the coded category ‘other’) showed ‘women’ alongside ‘men’. 
Since the images analysed were top posts which allows Instagram users to indicate preferences, the 
community clearly preferred images posted where single ‘men’ (both with muscle display or casual, 
totalling 370 images) were displayed. This entails that there is a clear preference of singularly self-
presented ‘men’ over other visual compositions. From this follows that space for others, may it be a 
group of people, including ‘women’ or members of the LGQBT+ community is not visually granted and 
thus a narrative of a singular, individual ‘man’ is dominating the social sphere. This is also a thought-
provoking observation due to the nature of the hashtag #veganmen which linguistically allows for a 
plurality of members in the community but ultimately consists of a mere ostentation of individuals who 
put/or are put (due to the preferences of the community) themselves in the foreground.  
To conclude this section, the corresponding SQ1 will be answered:  

SQ1: Were indications of the display of hegemonic masculinity found and if yes, what discursive 
function did they serve? 

The display of hegemonic masculinity was analysed in form of visual muscular ostentation. Muscular 
presentation was determined to be a crucial narrative of self-presentation and thus functions as a means 
to practice ‘identity work’, exercise gender power and achieve visibility, statues and recognition from 
an affirming audience and thus suppress other visual forms of being a vegan ‘men’. In other and simpler 
terms, hegemonic masculinity among vegan ‘men’ narrates a particular set of values which is mainly 
constituted of individual appearance and highlights the benefits veganism has with respect to 
appearance. Johnson (2011) similarly found that veganism was primarily promoted by ‘men’ who 
emphasised physical fitness and sexual virility. She equally concluded that vegan ‘men’ uphold the same 
rhetoric as hegemonic masculine meat-consumers and emphasises that individual health is perceived as 
a higher good than animal rights. She defines this portrayal of vegan ‘men’ as ‘hegans’ – individuals 
who uphold the ideas of hegemonic masculinity even though they are vegan. 
Nonetheless, as argued above, this analysis goes one step further than Johnson’s (2011) as this portrayal 
of vegan ‘men’ might not be desirable in a virtuous sense, however it could function as an inspiration 
for meat-consuming ‘men’. This would ultimately reinforce patterns of muscular hegemonic 
masculinity, but equally lead to more individual embracing a more sustainable and cruelty-free 
consumption habit. 
Hegemonic masculinity might require a substantive effort to be maintained and thereby does not provide 
space for other narratives that could make an appearance in the vegan social media sphere. Nevertheless, 
as the next section will discuss where there is hegemony, there are also contesters. The remaining images 
that were coded will be discussed in the next section and it will be argued that these convey different 
values and thus tell a different story than the ones produced by hegemonic vegan ‘men’. 
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5.2. Emancipatory Practices? Vegan ‘Men’, Alternative Masculinities and 
(Un)sustainable Food Display 

The former section discussed the social sphere on Instagram regarding vegan ‘men’ as a rather one-
sided affair with a focus on appearance. This can be comprehended as a narrative that highlights what it 
(superficially) is like to be a vegan ‘men’ instead of highlighting what a vegan ‘men’ does. However, 
where one finds hegemonic masculinity, there can be contestation of the narrow perception of 
masculinity (Greenebaum & Dexter 2018). 
These contesters in the context of the social sphere of online media can be understood as being 
individuals who embrace counteractive actions and thereby challenge the image of hegemonic 
masculinity. In terms of gender they tell a different story, where it is neither strength, power nor virility 
which are the major determinants for identity formation.  
Instead, these ‘men’ engage in different forms of masculinities. Firstly, ‘hybrid masculinities’ are 
ascribed to ‘men’ who dissociate themselves from hegemonic masculinity. However, this form of 
masculinity does no challenge hegemonic masculinity and instead produces a system where male 
privilege over ‘women’, other ‘men’ or the LGQBT+ community is emphasised or exercised. (Connell 
2005)  
The images in the analysis revealed the display of 127 vegan ‘men’ out of which 23, so roughly 1/6, 
posed with an animal next to them, either consisting of pigs, cows or sheep. Thus, 104 images were 
coded as ‘casual’. To say that the former category can be comprehended in the sense of performing 
hybrid masculinity can prove to be difficult. The 104 ‘men’ posed dressed and in various angles.  
Nonetheless, it was the individual which was in the great majority of cases in the foreground and the 
emphasis was clearly put on self-presentation, similar to the cases of the ‘men’ displaying hegemonic 
masculinity. Connell and Messerschmidt’s (2005) perspective on hybrid masculinities acknowledges 
that in a given context such hybrid masculine forms can exist, yet they are doubtful whether they are 
explanatory in terms of transformation in hegemonic masculinity besides a mere variation in subculture. 
doubts the potential. They are critical regarding the reach and extent of hybrid masculinities and even 
though these forms of masculinities can help blurring both symbolic and social boundaries, they do not 
fundamentally undermine an existing system of hegemonic masculinity.  
Therefore, one could argue according to this approach of hegemonic masculinity that these 104 ‘men’ 
are precisely that – a subcultural variation, where muscular display is not important, but self-presentation 
‘to be’ a vegan ‘men’ is still a crucial (and outstanding) feature on Instagram.  
Anderson’s (2009) theoretical perspective on hybrid masculinity could put this form of casual self-
display into a different context. He challenges Connell and Messerschmidt’s (2005) approach and argues 
that contemporary variations in ‘men’s’ behaviours are best comprehended as a challenge of dominant 
gender displays. According to him, these ‘men’ adopt practices that open up the meaning of 
‘masculinity’ in a context and thereby permit a more differentiated choice of how masculinity can be 
practised. This entails that inclusivity is part of that hybridity and can ultimately lead to contexts of 
“decreased sexism” and arguably “the erosion of patriarchy (Anderson 2009, p.  9).  
In this light, casually dressed ‘men’ who are posing indeed create a more inclusive picture of what it is 
to be a vegan ‘men’, since without the emphasised display of muscles and therewith linked narratives 
of strength, virility and power are not practised. Such a display of the self can ultimately imply that it is 
not important to be reduced to one’s body shape but that being a vegan ‘men’ can be truthfully casual. 
Secondly, ‘protest masculinities’ reject or challenge a historically dominant form of hegemonic 
masculinity within a given context (Connell 2005). Such protest masculinities can be a group of ‘men’ 
who are part of the formation of an alternative community with shared actions. This can ultimately 
encourage the existence of a community with altered norms and values (Walker 2006).  
This theoretical approach of ‘protest masculinities’ can be used to describe the display of vegan ‘men’ 
together with an animal (Totalling 1/6 of all vegan ‘men’ coded ‘casual’). By posting a picture of oneself 
jointly with either a pig, cow or sheep, vegan ‘men’ highlight that veganism is not exclusively about the 
individual self and one’s physical appearance, but that it is a life approach that includes morality. 
Strikingly, none of the individuals posed with rather typical western pets such as cats or dogs. To include 
animals such as pigs, cows or sheep spreads a message that these animals are equally part of the moral 
community and that they are inherently valuable. Moreover, this illustrates that discriminatory 
speciesism is part of the food consumption habits in the (western) world. Finally, these vegan ‘men’ 
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therewith convey a different set of values. Instead of emphasising strength, power or virility, they 
underline sympathy and empathy with other beings. Thus, they challenge the values of hegemonic 
masculinity and create an altered narrative of vegan masculinity.  
To be more precise, these ‘men’ visually tell a story of values that are important in the vegan movement 
itself. These values are frequently grounded in virtue ethics and emphasise the human capacity to show 
compassion in relation to animals and acknowledge that they are not to be seen exclusively as property 
or food: “Empathy enables us to [be a] compassionate individual [who] has empathy for them and tries 
to understand what matters for them. […] A compassionate individual, who has empathy, also 
recognizes that animals do not only wish to avoid pain, but also wish to survive and flourish.” (Alvaro 
2017, p. 775). 
To summarise this section, SQ2 will be clarified:  

SQ2: Were contestations of hegemonic masculinity apparent and if yes, what discursive function did 
they serve?  

This analysis identified two alternative masculinities co-existing next to or (arguably) challenging the 
image of hegemonic masculinity on Instagram in form of muscular vegan ‘men’. These two masculine 
approaches that can be understood to challenge the current hegemonic masculine display on Instagram 
regarding the hashtag #veganmen and were comprehended as forms of hybrid- and protest masculinities.  
According to Connell and Messerschmidt’s (2005) conception hybrid masculinity that in this case is 
enacted by the display of casual appearance, is a mere variation in subculture and does not contribute to 
a transformation. In contrast, in the eyes of Anderson’s (2009) approach, hybrid masculinity permits a 
different display of masculinity and therewith can contribute of decreasing sexism (as it would be the 
case of vegan ‘men’ being dressed instead of explicitly displaying their muscular body). 
Protest masculinity according to the comprehension of Connell (2005) is understood in this analysis as 
an explicit contestation of hegemonic masculinity by displaying alternative values that emphasise 
sympathy and empathy towards other beings instead of exclusively highlighting the presentation of the 
self.  
This section will be finished with the analysis of the food images that were presented with the hashtag 
#veganmen. In total, 43 out of 600 images depicted food which were further coded in ‘sustainable’ (29) 
and ‘unsustainable’ (14) according to the perception that veganism is a ‘sustainable’ diet, besides the 
problematic aspect of high-water use. Thus, food items that demonstrated either avocados, asparagus or 
almonds were coded as ‘unsustainable’, other were coded as ‘sustainable’. It is questionable whether 
the results are in any way significant whether the vegan ‘men’ community on Instagram cares about the 
sustainability of their food meals. However, it is noteworthy that twice as many ‘sustainable’ food items 
were found than ‘unsustainable’ ones, in particular in times where food such as avocados and almonds 
are very popular on Instagram since between 2017 and 2018 more than 100,000 mentions per month 
each were amongst others avocado and almonds (Nutraceuticals World 2018). What is more striking is 
that food plays a major role for the identity work in the vegan community. While many vegans verbally 
use symbols such as vegan clothing tattoos or jewellery, food can work as a symbol to visually 
communicate what plant-based options might exist for consumers (Paxman 2016). Since a 
transformation towards a more sustainable food system than the current one is crucial in many aspects 
as depicted in section 2.3.1. and 2.3.2., it is noticeable what vegan ‘men’ on Instagram do not display in 
their postings and what it is thus important to the community. As analysed above, self-presentation plays 
a significant role and under such circumstances the foregone potential to communicate the benefits of a 
plant-based diet with respect to a more sustainable food system becomes apparent.  
Therefore, to answer and summarise the last SQ: 

SQ3: Were food items presented among the images and if yes, did they reflect a sustainable diet? 

Twice as many food items were found to be ‘sustainable’ in comparison to the ‘unsustainable’ ones, 
however they did not form a significant role of the representation of the diet habits by vegan ‘men’ and 
with it the potential communication of highlighting the part a plant-based diet can play in the 
transformation of the food system was not embraced largely on Instagram regarding the #veganmen.  
 
To conclude these two analytical sections, hegemonic masculinity plays a major role on Instagram 
within the community of vegan ‘men’. Other forms of masculinity are not represented to a large extent; 
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however, they portray altered values that partially contest the existing dominant narrative of a muscular, 
strong and virile vegan ‘men’. Yet, the visual communication of compassion and sustainability in the 
sense of being virtuous objectives could be more explicitly occur to challenge the perception of the 
current food system and with it question the values of hegemonic masculinity.  
Moreover, this juxtaposition of vegan masculinities can be understood as a reflection of the ‘general’ 
social disputes of masculinities in society as for instance between ‘hegemonic masculinities’ and 
‘alternative masculinities’. Both narratives are reproduced by posts on the social media platform 
Instagram. On the one hand, this reproduction can be emphasised to attain more attention for the topic 
in general, but on the other hand, it also shows how the topic of embracing a plant-based diet on social 
media can contribute to the original debate initiated by Connell and Messerschmidt (2005): For these 
individuals who need reasons to acknowledge and embrace ‘alternative masculinities’ the argument 
could hold that values such as compassion and sustainability accompany such an identity. Values that 
today’s arguably societies urgently need in face of climate change. 

 

5.3. Limitations and Recommendations 

Content analysis is limited by the researcher’s focus regarding the investigated and coded attributes. 
Moreover, factors such as nationality, social class could not be included as acquiring this information 
was beyond the scope of this study.    
In addition, the analysis highlighted individual images, coding the number of likes or comments of an 
image was not investigated, even though this possibility of interaction is what distinguishes social media 
from traditional media (Perloff 2014).  
In addition, the images were collected on one specific date, the composition of images will probably a 
different one at another point in time because popularity of and possibly the content of images changes. 
Moreover, a sample of a more or fewer images will inherently result in a changed outcome. Finally, the 
captions under the images were not included in the analysis although this could have led to a deeper 
understanding of the content. 
It was outside the scope of this work to evaluate the impact that ‘muscle presentation’ images have on 
viewers. Measuring the actual change in behaviour of individuals would be the important following step 
to assess the influence such images have on viewers. Questions arise whether ‘men’ are inspired or reject 
the body images presented here and therefore follow a vegan diet.   
For future studies this work leaves open several possibilities regarding the sphere of the social media 
platform Instagram. Firstly, further research could attempt to investigate how images posted in the 
context of a certain hashtag such as the hashtag #veganmen actively inspire and motivate other 
individuals to embrace change and thus follow a plant-based diet. Secondly, and connected to the first 
suggestion, such research could ask what kind of images motivated individuals to embrace a diet or 
whether certain images made individuals refrain from changing the food consumption behaviour. 
Thirdly, further research on Instagram regarding plant-based diets could be more elaborate, including 
several hashtags as conducted by Ye et al. (2018) regarding Malaysian food. In addition, researchers 
could include image captions as well the number of likes of an image in their analysis. Fourthly, 
researchers could question how popularity of certain displays change over time and compare image 
compositions in a sequence of several months. Finally, and importantly, further research could verify 
the online sphere with ‘reality’ by asking whether individuals who display ‘doing veganism’ online also 
act accordingly in their daily life.  
 

6. Conclusion 

As a rationale and framework of the analytical part of this work, the background section provided an 
overview and arguments why the current agricultural system with its emphasis on meat production and 
consumption should be rethought. Moreover, different diets were juxtaposed, and it was emphasised 
that a transformation of the food system towards a plant-based diets would be more ‘sustainable’ than 
other diets regarding land use and GHG emissions, with the exception of water use in comparison to a 
vegetarian diet. To connect these section with the analytical part, the linkages between traditional diet 
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narratives of ‘men’ and food habits were depicted and it was illustrated how social media can play an 
important role in shaping human perceptions of norms and values. With these different debates about 
sustainability and, in particular, sustainable diet trends in mind, this work sought to answer the following 
research question: 

RQ: Does social media portrayal of ‘male’ vegan Instagram accounts re-shape or reinforce structures of 
‘hegemonic masculinity’ and thus contribute to or hamper a narrative of sustainable food consumption? 

The answer to the research question is multifaceted and not straightforward. As the discussion of SQ1 
has shown, hegemonic masculinity among vegan ‘men’ displays a particular set of values which is 
mainly constituted of individual self-presentation and highlights the benefits veganism has with respect 
to achieving a muscular body. As 277 out of 600 images displayed this kind of self-presentation, the 
majority of vegan ‘men’ rather reinforce structures of hegemonic masculinity on Instagram, a discourse 
that is similar to the one hegemonic masculine meat-consumers portray. It was discussed that this 
particular hegemonic ‘male’ self-portrayal can be understood in a structural or dialectical sense and 
thereby patriarchal power is stabilised or reconstituted in new conditions. In such a context, it is not a 
set of values that focuses on the higher good of animal rights but emphasises the importance of individual 
health: the self-image of a ‘hegan’.    
Nonetheless, with respect to sustainability, it was argued that such a portrayal of a vegan ‘men’ on social 
media can possibly also influence other individuals who strive for a muscular body and see this as a 
reason to embrace a plant-based diet which in turn would result in a more sustainable consumption 
pattern in comparison to a meat-based diet. Thus, to answer the RQ in light of SQ1, Instagram accounts 
in that sense reinforce visual structures of hegemonic masculinity but at the same time might possibly 
contribute to a narrative of more sustainable food consumption. 
On the other hand, the discussion of SQ2 and SQ3 has illustrated that also other narratives on Instagram 
in the sphere of #veganmen take place. The display of ‘masculinity’ also occurs in form of ‘hybrid’ - 
and ‘protest masculinities’. Both contest the perception of ‘hegemonic masculinity’ and present a 
different picture of being a vegan ‘male’, even though they notably both present a minority of vegan 
‘men’. By displaying alternative values that emphasise sympathy and empathy towards other beings 
instead of exclusively highlighting the presentation of the self, especially ‘protest masculinities’ draw a 
different picture of vegan ‘men’ and can be thus understood as an explicit contestation of hegemonic 
masculinity. Due to the emphasis on visual presentation of animals, these vegan ‘men’ tell a story of 
fairness and compassion which contributes to an alternative food system that is plant-based. In the 
context of SQ3, food items did not form a significant role of visual representation of vegan ‘men’. Even 
though the majority of images displayed ‘sustainable’ food items, vegan ‘men’ did not embrace visually 
storytelling on Instagram in this regard to a large extent. Therefore, the contribution by vegan ‘men’ 
regarding how to fulfil the idea of ‘doing veganism’ was not conducted by focusing on food 
representation and whether these images contribute or hamper a narrative of sustainable food 
consumption cannot be answered concretely.  
This research report shed light in an interdisciplinary fashion on discursive practices that constitute a 
shift or reinforcement of traditional performances of masculinity and thereby construct a particular 
image of vegan ‘men’ within the realm of social media. How such portrayal on Instagram could 
influence individuals’ perception of embracing a change of their individual food consumption habits 
was only touched upon superficially and it is yet to be studied how social media strikingly can effectively 
change human behaviour and, in this context, ‘male’ food habits. Without doubt the spheres of social 
media, food studies and sustainable diet transformation still feature great potential to be discussed to 
better understand what drives change – or does not.  
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