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This article will use autoethnography as a 
research method to explore my personal 
experiences as a vegan social work academic. 
It will examine the narrative of an event that 
took place while employed as a social work 
academic in Australia several years ago. The 
narrative is drawn from journal entries and 
notes taken at the time of the events. I use 
a feminist intersectional approach to assist 
me in identifying the multiple meanings, 
positionalities and discourses contained within 
my experiences. I situate my analysis within 
the broader social context of the construction 
of various identities such as that of vegan, 
academic, social worker and woman. The 
narrative example takes as its focus an 
interaction at a university social work planning 
day around the suitability of observing 
Melbourne Cup horse race “festivities”. I have 
come to view this event as an example of how 

the consideration of animals within social 
work encounters both inclusion/expansion 
and resistance responses related to factors such 
as the neoliberal university context, broader 
social discourses and events and the relative 
alignment with feminist and other critical and 
intersectional orientations of both individual 
social workers and the teaching school within 
which they are located. My examination of this 
event alongside my own social work journey 
within academia also serves as a vehicle for 
exploring the terrain of insider/outsider 
status, marginalisation, assumptions, and 
dominant norms within academia and how 
these intersect with other aspects of my life 
as a vegan for more than 30 years. Themes of 
gender, power, exclusion, and diff erence will 
be explored using a feminist lens as I refl ect on 
the role of animals and social justice in social 
work. 

Dr Angella Duvnjak – Independent Scholar

ABSTRACT 

INTRODUCTION: This article explores the changes witnessed in the socio-cultural and political 
landscape related to animal rights/animal justice/animal liberation movements and provides a 
critical analysis of the notion that the topic of animals in social work is somehow a peripheral or 
fringe issue.

APPROACH: An autoethnographic approach is employed to examine the construction of 
veganism and animal justice/liberation within social work. The author reflects on her own personal 
journey as a vegan for more than 30 years and a vegan social worker for the past 20 years.

CONCLUSIONS: Using a narrative drawn from the author’s own experience and informed by 
a critical intersectional feminist approach, this article uses key moments of tension, disruption, 
marginalisation or expansion as a vegan social worker within academia to explore how various 
discourses of ‘othering’ contribute to areas of both acceptance and resistance within social work 
toward inclusion of consideration of animals. 

Keywords: Feminist, vegan, social work, social justice, autoethnography



28

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

VOLUME 37 • NUMBER 1 • 2025 AOTEAROA NEW ZEALAND SOCIAL WORK

Feminist autoethnography as 
research method

I had intended to start with a “confession” 
of sorts, which is to say that this is the 
fi rst time I have explicitly deployed an 
autoethnographical approach in my research 
or writing. And yet this is not strictly true. 
I have published on this topic previously 
(Duvnjak, 2011) where I used parts of my 
personal story yet the data or content being 
researched was not focused on my own 
experiences. Autoethnography diff ers in that 
it specifi cally allows for the author’s lived 
experience or personal story to become the 
central data to be analysed (Ettore, 2017). If I 
refl ect on the way I have inhabited the social 
work academic space over the years, as any 
of my colleagues and students could attest, 
I have always utilised a refl exive approach 
toward understanding and incorporating 
my personal experience in understanding 
social context and vice versa. Despite (or 
perhaps because of) my exposure to the 
“rigours” of positivist university research 
environments, feminist epistemology has 
always provided a helpful corrective to the 
institutional preference for the “abstracted 
objective” scholar. Feminist approaches 
foreground subjectivities and draw attention 
to the critical role that lived experience 
has in the production of knowledge. A 
feminist turning the lens toward oneself 
in the form of autoethnography is yet 
another invocation of the feminist tenet 
that “the personal is political” (Ettore, 
2023). Sara Crawley contends that “feminist 
theory’s greatest contribution to knowledge 
is an epistemological shift away from 
androcentric boundary specifi c methods 
that enforce traditional binaries – rational 
over emotional, authoritative voices over 
voices of the oppressed, public over private, 
transcendental truths over everyday 
experiences” (2012, cited in Ettore, 2017, 
p. 367).

As Witkin highlights, ethnography is not 
about identifying a “truth” but rather 
“enriching understanding” (2014, p. 4). 
Witkin explains that:

[F]or autoethnographers, not only is the 
story itself generative of ‘truths’, but 
truth in the modernist sense is not the 
aim of inquiry. Rather, autoethnographic 
inquiry seeks to enrich our 
understandings, expand our awareness, 
increase our sensitivities, and provide 
insights that can lead to practical action. 
(2014, p. 10) 

Witkin went on to argue that there exists a 
synergy between the social work orientation 
toward understanding behaviour within 
the social context and autoethnography, 
observing that “social workers understand 
that self/cultural narratives are inseparable” 
(2014, p. 7).  Witkins suggested that:

[F]or social workers, autoethnography 
provides a form of inquiry congruent 
with the values and commitments of 
the profession. There is no pretense of 
neutrality but an exploration of how 
we construct and represent realities in 
particular contexts while at the same time 
knowing that any telling will be partial 
and subject to revision. (2014, p. 12)

For feminists, the focus is also more 
explicitly on drawing attention to gendered 
power relations and the (re)production of 
inequality. Feminist autoethnography is “a 
method of being, knowing and doing that 
combines two concerns: telling the stories 
of those who are marginalized and making 
good use of our experience” (Allen & Piercy, 
2005, p. 156). The question of how to make 
“good use of one’s experience” is especially 
motivating for me as I fi nd myself refl ecting 
on the personal and the professional 
intersections of my identity as a vegan 
feminist social worker working within the 
university context over many years. 

As other feminists have done, I attempt 
here to use autoethnography as a way of 
“making sense” of past work experiences 
(Ettore, 2023; Newcomb et al., 2023). 
Here I focus on only one part of my work 
experience as a social worker, within the 
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Australian university context over the past 
15 years. This context has its own culture, its 
own “rules” and is governed by an ever-
increasing neoliberal corporate imperative 
(Sims, 2020). Universities also have a legacy 
of exclusion that is gradually being eroded 
on several fronts, yet this is an incomplete 
project. The discipline of social work, due 
to its explicit social justice values base, is 
in many ways located at the crossroads of 
some of the more urgent debates in this 
space (Feldman, 2023; Herrero & Charnley, 
2021; McKenzie & Khan, 2023). A critically 
refl exive feminist autoethnography provides 
a means of connecting “one’s personal 
experiences and beliefs to professional 
and political processes” (Mitchell, 2023, p. 
235). It can be usefully applied as a way of 
understanding the intersectional experiences 
of women within the academy and in 
particular how this helps to make sense of 
our professional and political selves (Allen, 
2023; Newcomb et al., 2023). 

Autoethnography inevitably shines a light on 
the researcher’s emotions and interior world. 
Feelings and responses that have multiple, 
sometimes not always obvious or knowable, 
sources despite the best of attempts to locate 
and ground within the social, political and 
personal context of the events. As Witkin 
observes:

There is an element of courage in 
many autoethnographies. To write 
autoethnography is to go public with 
aspects or events in one’s own life; to 
reveal thoughts, feelings, and actions 
that may not be flattering to the author 
nor known to others. It is to transgress 
the conventional boundaries of the 
personal and professional in the interest 
of generating insight and understanding. 
(2014, p. 9) 

Ultimately, it is a form of exposure that 
can be uncomfortable for both the writer 
and (often) the reader (Ettore, 2023; Tolich, 
2010). Here I wish to acknowledge that the 
narrative I share is a re-telling and analysis 

from the perspective of one participant. 
To preserve anonymity, I have edited 
the narrative to remove any identifying 
information other than to say that it took 
place while working in a social work 
department in an Australian university in the 
last 15 years.

Positionality and feminist 
autoethnography 

Locating oneself, identifying one’s 
positionality or standpoint is central to 
intersectional feminist approaches. 
Originating as a response to positivist, 
westerns claim to “neutral” knowledge 
production, positionality or standpoint 
theory draws attention to the role social, 
historical and cultural privilege play in 
epistemology (Crenshaw, 1991; Harding, 
2001; Lykke, 2010). One’s social positioning 
is the vantage point from which we come to 
know the world and it is also how the world 
comes to know us in ways determined by 
unequal power relations inscribed along 
the lines of class, race, culture, sexuality 
and gender. For intersectional feminists, 
drawing attention to one’s positionality is 
also an important political act in the face of 
dominant discourses that work to obscure 
the infl uence of social location and lived 
experiences of oppressed or marginalised 
“others”. 

This article foregrounds the vegan feminist 
social worker aspects of my identity and 
yet this sits alongside other identities and 
positionalities I have navigated. While this 
article takes, as its focus, events within the 
social work academic world, this cannot be 
disconnected or separate from my personal 
history navigating the world with various 
identities and experiences. For this reason, 
I plan to highlight some personal histories 
that shape my interactions with the world, 
particularly in relation to the dominant 
power structures within the university. These 
formative experiences and identity markers 
have come together to create interwoven 
aspects both of who I am, how I see myself, 
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who I am seen to be and how I navigate the 
world. 

Breaching the borders: A vegan 
feminist social work journey

I am a white woman of Irish Australian/
Serbian heritage from a working-class 
background. I was the fi rst in my family to 
attend university. Both my mother and father 
worked in factories when I was born, and I 
grew up with the constant absence of one or 
other of them as they tag teamed for being 
home when the other was working. My mum 
later worked night shifts as a cleaner at the 
local public hospital, I didn’t see too much 
of her after school. My father spoke little to 
no English when he arrived in the wave of so 
called “new Australian” migration that “built 
Australia” in the 1960s and 1970s. Growing 
up in Australia as a working-class girl with 
a parent from a “non-English-speaking” 
background during the 1970s and 1980s 
contributed toward a growing awareness 
of notions of diff erence, inclusion and 
exclusion.

I have a “funny” surname, I am told. I am 
told this often. The borders of the “norm” 
being highlighted and reinforced. You learn 
to pick up the clues in everyday interactions. 
They range from the slight (or extended) 
pauses before saying my name to the more 
obvious and explicit “oh your name is very 
diffi  cult, isn’t it?” comment. I am greeted 
this way on my fi rst day in a new academic 
social work position a few years back by my 
then supervisor. I am being introduced to my 
predominantly white/anglo colleagues. They 
follow it up with an exasperated “I won’t 
even attempt to say your name”. I’m used to 
it. I am familiar with this dance. I smooth it 
over. I laugh. I rush in to solve the “problem” 
by normalising the comment with a quick 
“yes, it is a bit tricky...”.

I began my training as a social worker just 
over 20 years ago in Australia. When I 
commenced, there was little to no mention 
of animals in the curriculum nor in the 

fi eld except for maybe the beginnings of 
conversations around “assistance” animals. 
By the time I enrolled in my postgraduate 
social work degree after completing an 
honours degree in politics, I had already 
developed a fi rm conviction based on my 
feminist beliefs that the “personal was 
political”. I had been vegan for over 10 
years before entering social work and I had 
a growing awareness of the intersectional 
nature of oppression, something that 
informed my career choice.  At that time, I 
can safely say I was somewhat of a lone voice 
wanting to talk about animals and social 
work in my cohort or with my lecturers. 
It would be rare that I would mention my 
thoughts on the connections between the 
treatment of animals and that of humans 
or the role that compassion or empathy for 
animals might have in assisting social work 
in developing a more holistic social justice 
lens. When I did, the response was usually 
dismissive or minimising in some way. 
The most common response was usually 
“admiration” for my stance but, of course, 
with the caveat that as “important” as it 
was, this issue did not rightly belong in 
social work. The dominant view was that it 
was just not a serious topic to be considered 
by professional social workers. Another 
common reaction was to be “admired” 
for being so caring, sensitive or emotional 
about animals. Most vegans will be familiar 
with versions of these kinds of responses, 
both of which serve to silence or contain 
the powerful critique of speciesism and 
anthropocentrism that is made explicit 
by the presence of a vegan. Another layer 
to this is the gendered connotations of 
reducing the vegan perspective to one of 
emotion. Gendered constructions of the 
inferior nature of caring and emotionality 
have been long observed by many feminist 
writers (Donovan, 2006; Held, 2006; Keller & 
Kittay, 2017). Indeed, gendered assumptions 
about care also inform mainstream views of 
veganism and the animal rights movement 
which is dominated by women (Donovan 
& Adams, 2007; Duvnjak, 2011; Gaarder, 
2011a; Kemmerer, 2011). A privileging of 
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the rational, reasonable and detached was 
to be found even within social work, a 
caring profession, but one also intent on 
ensuring that the profession was taken as 
seriously as other allied health professions 
(van Heugten, 2011). The gendered and 
speciesist parameters of care and justice have 
been reinforced in subtle and explicit ways 
throughout my training. 

As a vegan feminist, the personal has 
always been political and indeed my life 
work choices have seen me interweave 
my personal political commitments with 
areas of focus such as domestic and family 
violence, substance use and human–animal 
relations. Gender has always been part of 
the vegan experience. Somewhere near 
80% of vegans in the western context are 
women (Gaarder, 2011b). The relationship 
between the construction of women, 
gender and animals has been extensively 
studied, drawing attention to the mutually 
reinforcing aspects of sexism and speciesism 
(Adams & Donovan, 1995; Duvnjak, 2011; 
Gaarder, 2011b; Kemmerer, 2011). Social 
work is also dominated by women and many 
of us who came to this profession did so as a 
natural progression of making links between 
our personal and political commitments 
(Couturier et al., 2022; Hill & Laredo, 2020). 
Yet I quickly realised that my personal 
political commitments around veganism 
did not intersect well with the “legitimate” 
borders of my chosen profession. I began 
a process of navigating the outsider status 
of my veganism utilising trojan horse tactics 
usually via my feminism. In other words, 
early on, I snuck it in. 

This has changed in recent years. In the 
courses I teach—ethics, theory, domestic and 
family violence—I routinely and explicitly 
refer to animals and draw attention to the 
linked oppression between species. Often 
though, I am the only person within my 
school introducing such content and I 
cannot be assured that it remains when I 
have moved on to another university.  I 
have witnessed an explosion of interest 

in the academic world on topics related 
to veganism and indeed this special issue 
is evidence of this. Despite this, it can be 
observed that social work has made slow 
progress toward meaningful inclusion of 
animals (Duvnjak & Dent, 2023, Gray & 
Coates, 2012; Hanrahan, 2014).

The vegan ‘boom’?

Veganism and more specifi cally plant-based 
foods have become increasingly mainstream, 
surging in popularity in recent years 
(Budger, 2017; Buttney & Kinefi chi, 2020; 
Doyle, 2016). Unlike when I fi rst become 
vegan, the term is generally well understood 
and many more food options are readily 
available. I am no longer the “lone vegan” 
in workplaces and this shift has translated 
into “accommodations” and “adjustments” 
that I would never have envisaged when 
I fi rst became vegan over 30 years ago. 
Veganism worldwide, however, remains 
low with estimates ranging from between 2 
to 5% depending on the country (Mathieu 
& Richie, 2022; Vegan Society, 2024). Some 
argue that the increased popularity of plant-
based diets across the western world has not 
translated to a signifi cant increase in interest 
in veganism or animal rights (Quinn & 
Westwood, 2018).

Despite, or perhaps because of, the above 
shifts, stigma and negative stereotypes and 
perceptions of vegans as “extreme”, “radical” 
or “aggressive” persist (Buttney & Kinefi chi, 
2020; Sorenson, 2011). “Veganphobia” is 
often (re)produced in mainstream media 
depictions of vegans (Cole & Morgan, 2011). 
Research has pointed to increased negative 
perception of vegans who are perceived 
to be motivated more by animal rights 
than say, environmental or health reasons 
(Markowski & Roxburgh, 2019; McInnis 
& Hodgson, 2017). In some ways it can 
be argued that the surge in mainstream 
popularity of plant-based veganism, 
understood as merely a dietary preference, 
has obscured the social justice and ethical 
critique that veganism off ers (Doyle, 2016). 
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The recent cultural phenomenon of plant-
based diets has reinforced a false ethical 
and moral equivalence where vegan and 
plant-based have become interchangeable 
with both constructed as about food or a 
diet. Indeed, to be vegan is to avoid animal 
products in one’s diet. The original vegan 
society defi nition states that veganism 
is “a way of living [emphasis added] that 
seeks to exclude—as far as is possible and 
practical—all forms of exploitation of, and 
cruelty to, animals for food, clothing or any 
other purpose” (The Vegan Society (1979) 
2024). Veganism encompasses a critique 
of anthropocentric and speciesist social 
structures and argues for social justice in 
its most expansive and inclusive form. 
That is, for all beings. This takes us way 
beyond the plate or dietary choices (while 
acknowledging the crucial role that this 
plays). Indeed, veganism and animal rights 
have been coined the “social justice issue 
of our times” intersecting with other social 
justice movements (Animal Justice Party, 
2024; Brueck, 2017; Kemmerer, 2011; Singer, 
2024).

‘The race which stops the … 
planning day’ – A vegan voice of 
dissent at the social work planning 
day

I now turn to explore a narrative drawn 
from my own journal entries and notes 
made shortly after an event some years 
back at a school of social work planning 
day at an Australian university where I was 
employed. For international readers it is 
worth noting that the Melbourne Cup is a 
horse racing event that attracts widespread 
national interest and is often referred to 
colloquially as the “race which stops a 
nation”. It is observed as a public holiday in 
the state of Victoria in Australia but, across 
the nation, many workplaces hold events to 
celebrate the running of the race. Such events 
often involve a workplace sweep and such 
practices are widely supported. In recent 
years, however, spearheaded by the Coalition 
for the Protection of Racehorses (2024), a 

vocal minority voice standing against the 
race has emerged critiquing cruelty to horses, 
gambling, alcohol abuse and the relationship 
between the event and increased reports 
of violence against women (Forsdike et al., 
2022; Lloyd et al., 2013; Markwell et al., 2017; 
Wilson et al., 2021).  

I can feel that familiar and uncomfortable 
feeling rising within me that something 
is not right. Something is not aligned or 
is ‘amiss’ somehow. What is it? What is 
going wrong here? 

It’s the annual social work planning day 
for social work staff at the university I 
am employed at. I have been in my role 
for a few years at this point. I love my 
job. If I be honest this is notable and 
rare. It’s not always been easy to find 
my ‘place’ within the system so to speak. 
While this school, in common with 
previous schools I have worked in at 
other universities, lacks cultural diversity, 
there is a good mix of people most of 
whom seem to be dedicated to the job of 
educating the next generation of social 
worker professionals with a firm focus 
on social justice and ethics.  Of course, 
things have been challenging on several 
fronts as the university sector moves 
ever steadily in the direction of corporate 
vocational style education but many of 
us remain ‘true believers’ in the purpose 
of social work and the inherent value 
of a university education. Throughout 
my time in this role, I have been seen 
to champion issues related to animals. I 
have supervised a student master’s thesis 
on the topic, I have incorporated some of 
my knowledge and expertise in this area 
into the curriculum I teach in social work 
theory and ethics and a unit on family 
and domestic violence and, of course, I 
have been a ‘visible’ vegan at such events 
in the past—the vegan catering for myself 
and the few other staff who are also 
vegan is often noted with colleagues often 
remarking that they wished they “had 
ticked the vegan” option. 



33

ORIGINAL ARTICLE
QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

VOLUME 37 • NUMBER 1 • 2025 AOTEAROA NEW ZEALAND SOCIAL WORK

Back to the ‘uncomfortable feeling’… 
We are more than halfway through the 
day. We have come back from our lunch 
break. I am sitting with a table of people 
who are mostly well known to me but 
there is also a ‘coming together’ of sorts 
on days like this and you may see people 
who you hardly come across all year as 
we all frantically try to stay on top of our 
teaching, research and the ever-increasing 
administration load. It’s a large gathering 
as we are a big school. A member of the 
school executive stands to announce that 
we will be taking a short break soon. 
This is notable given we had only shortly 
before come back from our lunch break. 
It’s nearing 2pm. I wonder why we are 
breaking so soon again. I can’t quite make 
it out but there is some mention of a TV 
in the adjoining room. There is a bristle 
of excitement in the room. It’s then that it 
hits me. It seems we are breaking for the 
annual ‘Melbourne Cup’ horse race…

Promoted as the ‘race which stops the 
nation’ it has in more recent times become 
as well known for displays of public 
drunkenness, anti-social behaviour, 
sexual harassment and violence against 
women, gambling and, of course, horse 
injuries and death. 

I look around the room at my colleagues, 
there’s movement and people are getting 
ready to stand up and move. I gently 
ask for clarification from my table 
colleagues—“Is it the Melbourne cup? Is 
that what we are stopping for?”. “Yes”, 
comes the answer. Of course, it’s not 
compulsory to watch the race just that we 
will stop the proceedings so that those 
that wish to, can. My mind is racing, and 
I can feel an ever-familiar sense of rising 
discomfort with the ‘normality’ of it all. 
Any vegan knows what I mean here. 
The way something involving cruelty, 
torture or death to animals is barely 
acknowledged or even noticed by most 
of those around us. It’s a strange world 
to occupy and I have done so for many 

years, and I’ve never gotten used to it. 
In this case I am surrounded by social 
work academics, and I am frustrated that 
our actions are tacit approval of such an 
event that causes so much harm to both 
non-human and human animals. Surely, 
in this environment I could expect as a 
bare minimum that we would discuss this 
as a group. Is this something we believe 
honours our profession and reflects our 
values? I feel the frustration (and anger?) 
rising. Before I know it, I am on my feet 
saying these very words to the assembled 
group, the school executive member who 
made the announcement does not look 
impressed. I can feel my body shaking as 
I make my point—simply saying that I 
wish to register my disappointment and 
disapproval of this decision. I outline 
my reasons with as much clarity as I can 
and then sit down. I hear a few mumbles 
around the room. There’s an awkward 
pause in the previously commenced 
movement toward the exit. People look 
uncomfortable. No one says anything 
… I get a smile of approval from a 
fellow vegan colleague nearby but still 
… there’s a pause that feels like it lasts 
forever before there is a response from 
across the room from the school executive 
member. They are still standing. I detect 
a frustrated tone as they point out that 
they are “trying to cater for everybody” 
and that “you don’t have to watch the 
race”. We end up having a brief exchange 
across the large room. I reiterate that I 
don’t believe this sits with our values as a 
profession and that we should not “cater” 
for this at all. I hear more rumblings 
around the room. Some people clearly 
want to get to the other room to watch the 
race. I catch a few disapproving glances 
and rolls of eyes. 

I sit down and the group gradually 
disperses. A few people come up to me 
and say, “good on you” or “good point”. 
I feel less alone on hearing this, but I 
am also conscious that I am probably 
being perceived by most in the room as 
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having caused ‘unnecessary’ trouble.  A 
colleague and friend at the time comes 
up to me and rather gruffly says “what 
have you got against a little flutter? It’s 
just a bit of fun”.  I’m almost speechless. I 
thought I had outlined comprehensively 
what ‘my’ problem was. He doesn’t wait 
for my reply as he rushes by me toward 
the TV room.

I make my way out of the room having 
decided I need to get away for a bit. We 
are breaking for 30 minutes so I have 
time for a walk. As I exit the room, I am 
approached by the member of the school 
executive who made the announcement. 
They appear upset and confront me. I am 
told that this a compromise position and 
that many of the staff had felt strongly 
about being offered the opportunity 
to watch the horse race. They express 
disappointment that I had appeared to 
(at least from their perspective) challenge 
their leadership. At this point I become 
aware of people watching the interaction. 
All I could do was re-iterate my points 
and explain that I was not trying to be 
a ‘troublemaker’ but that I felt I could 
not be silent on such an important 
issue. ‘A time and a place’, ‘a time and 
a place’ this seemed to be the message 
and yet I felt this was the time and the 
place—wasn’t it? I was also conscious 
as a rather lowly early career academic 
and new(er) member of the staff such 
interactions were probably not in my 
best interests. It became awkward as it 
was clear that the main issue was being 
interpreted as one of challenging the 
authority of the leadership in a way that 
was either inappropriate or embarrassing. 
I had intended neither, but I also felt 
that as social workers we need to say 
the hard things. Part way through this 
(increasingly tense) exchange a First 
Nations colleague with whom I had 
not worked closely, approached us and 
intervened, and I can remember the 
relief I felt. I can’t even remember what 
they said but it worked to diffuse the 

situation and showed a solidarity that 
calmed my nervous system immediately. 
It was suggested we go for a walk along 
the river together and much to my joy 
and surprise several staff started off 
with us as we made our way out of the 
building. Some were friends and close 
colleagues and others, people I had 
had very little do with in the time I had 
worked in the school. Yet, it was a simple 
act of solidarity that held me and helped 
me feel less alone in a moment where 
I felt I was being cast as an ‘outsider’, 
‘disruptive’, ‘emotional’, ‘unruly/
unrestrained’ woman, an example of an 
‘extreme’ vegan.

Making meaning of vegan 
disruption within the confi nes of 
social work in the academy

Despite an upsurge in interest in green and 
critical social work, the topic of veganism 
and the treatment of animals is largely 
avoided with social work (Gordon, 2017; 
Gray & Coates, 2012; Wolf, 2000).  A focus 
on animals is often dismissed as a topic that 
is at best a peripheral or tangential to more 
substantive concerns and at worst irrelevant 
or a distraction (Duvnjak & Dent, 2023; 
Peggs, 2017). Critical animal studies, arising 
out of the animal advocacy movement, vegan 
and critical theory highlights the mutually 
reinforcing intersectional oppressions that 
are invisibilised when we overlook animals 
as part of the social justice picture (Nocelle II 
et al., 2019).  While social workers around the 
world place social justice at the core of the 
profession this remains bound by the limited 
scope aff orded with the profession’s current 
human rights focus.  It is still very much seen 
as a bridge “too far” even for those otherwise 
progressive academics I have worked 
alongside.

Social work attracts those of us who make 
connection between oppressions of all 
kinds—race, class, gender, sexuality and 
ability. This hasn’t always been a smooth 
road of course, and we remain on a 
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continuing journey as a profession to truly 
hear voices of First Nations people, members 
of the LGBTQIA+ community and those 
living with disability, for instance. Perhaps 
one of the diff erences for animals is that 
their voice is not directly heard, that they 
cannot speak their experience into spaces. 
Their cause is by necessity championed 
by others.  As humans we cannot claim 
to speak directly from the standpoint of 
animals and, as such, our own positionality 
becomes central to the meaning of the 
encounter. Being the vegan voice in the 
room often casts one as a “disruptor”, the 
person who at any moment may bring into 
focus the widely accepted (yet invisibilised) 
conventions of anthropocentric, speciesist 
culture. It is in these moments, within 
encounters such as the one outlined above 
that I have found various opportunities for 
connection, expansion and inclusion often 
coming from other “outsiders” within social 
work and at the same I have experienced 
the strong resistance and push back from 
those entrusted with “policing the borders” 
of anthropocentric containment that defi ne 
social work ensconced within the walls 
of the neoliberal university.  Many have 
observed how within an increasingly 
neoliberal corporate university context 
“outsider” or marginalised perspectives 
and voices meet resistance (Deshner et 
al., 2020; Fraser & Taylor, 2016; Sims, 
2020). Motivated by a corporate agenda, 
governed by managerialism and consumer 
demand, universities have ironically become 
increasingly diffi  cult places for questioning 
the status quo. 

In refl ecting upon this encounter, I am 
moved to consider the role care, connection, 
emotion and small acts of solidarity can 
have in a context driven by individualism 
and competition. The notion that to care 
for animals is in some way trivial or overly 
emotional (read: irrational) has a long history 
that aligns with feminised and reductive 
ideas of vegans and animal rights advocates 
(Duvnjak, 2011). And yet to care is of utmost 
importance as social workers, perhaps now 
more than ever. In the encounter above I am 

conscious of how the readily available trope 
of the irrational vegan may be deployed with 
additional impact in an academic setting 
where claims to objectivity and reason are 
prized and often deployed against minority 
voices. I view the actions of my colleagues on 
the “solidarity” walk as an act of resistance 
against this. It was powerful.

The reaction of my male colleague who 
stated “what have you got against a little 
fl utter? It’s just a bit of fun” also stands out 
to me. Sara Ahmed (2017) highlighted how 
the fi gure of the “feminist killjoy” has come 
to be deployed against feminists who dare 
to disrupt the “fun” and name the sexism in 
the joke or racism in the room. By disrupting 
the “happiness order” in the room Twine 
argued that “vegan-feminists constitute an 
especially poignant killjoy position” (2014, 
p. 626). There is always a choice to be made. 
While I recall feeling an immediate urge to 
stand up and speak out, the choice to remain 
silent frequently prevails in such contexts. 
As Twine explains, “[P]oliteness constitutes 
another social norm that is the enemy of the 
killjoy. Sometimes a vegan will preserve the 
‘happiness’ exactly by deciding not to speak 
out” (2014, p. 626). On one assessment, my 
speaking out did not preserve the happiness 
in the room yet it produced an opportunity 
for a diff erent kind of happiness, one that 
emerged from a moment of resistance and 
within the experience of solidarity displayed 
in the group walk making space for the 
disruptive voice. 

The navigation of hostile discursive and 
social spaces is a central part of the lived 
experience of a being a vegan and this comes 
with its own set of somewhat predictable 
and familiar features (Buttney & Kinefi chi, 
2020; Twine, 2014). I am aware that over 
many years I have developed a tool kit of 
“survival” strategies. Chief amongst these is 
how to protect oneself, “choose your battles”, 
while also ensuring that you stand up when 
it counts. It occurs to me that in some ways 
this mirrors the path of social work within 
universities where the desire to be “taken 
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seriously” as a profession can come into 
confl ict with our more subversive and radical 
inclinations around social change. The vegan 
critique is still very much seen as a bridge 
“too far” even for otherwise progressive 
social work academics I have worked 
alongside. For those that do make room for 
consideration of animals it often sits adjacent 
to, yet seemingly separate from, other 
important political topics. It is my contention, 
however, that this separateness can no 
longer be maintained. Disruptive feminist 
vegan incursions into social work spaces 
are a critical part of this journey inviting us 
into a new radical social justice paradigm of 
liberation and justice for all beings.

Conclusion

Social work is not unique in having areas of 
oversight and failure that has perpetuated 
social injustice. Like many other helping 
professions, social work has had a role 
to play in social injustices against First 
Nations people, members of the LGBTQIA+ 
community and people with disabilities, for 
instance. Incongruence between social work 
values and the treatment of animals over the 
years is but another example of this. I also 
recognise the unique opportunities that my 
profession has off ered to explore feminist 
vegan social work practice in meaningful 
ways. My analysis of my own experiences 
reveals the complexities of navigating the 
various identities and positionalities that 
come with being a vegan feminist voice 
in such settings. As we move ever closer 
to meaningful consideration of animals in 
social work as the next social justice frontier, 
we need to be aware of the mechanisms 
of inclusion, silencing and containment 
that have been deployed over the years in 
relation to the “disruptive” voices for an idea 
whose time has come.
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