
Animal Anxieties
Vegan Discourse in Making and 
Unmaking of Postcolonial Ireland 
C O R E Y  L .  W R E N N  P H D

L E C T U R E R  I N  S O C I O L O G Y,  U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  K E N T

C O - D I R E C T O R ,  C E N T R E  F O R  T H E  S T U D Y  O F  S O C I A L  A N D  P O L I T I C A L  M O V E M E N T S

PA S T - C H A I R ,  S E C T I O N  O N  A N I M A L S  &  S O C I E T Y,  A M E R I C A N  S O C I O LO G I C A L  A S S O C I AT I O N

C O - F O U N D E R ,  I N T E R N AT I O N A L  A S S O C I AT I O N  O F  V E G A N  S O C I O LO G I S T S



Overview
Most societies are deeply dependent upon the systematic exploitation 
of other animals 
Veganism disrupts this narrative 

For precarious newly developed nation-states
Economic reliance on other animals is often presumed mandatory for 

global participation and legitimacy
Citizens of these new nations are frequently overcoming the legacy of 

colonialist racialization, which characteristically animalizes them to justify 
their subjugation



Animal Nationalism
Animality relevant to defining national 

and cultural identities
Material relationships with nonhumans 

undergird nation-building
Metaphorical relationship between 

humans and other animals enforced
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Case Study: Ireland
Colonized for 800 years, 

primarily Britain
Premised on the outsourcing 

of animal agriculture
Forced removals & land 

enclosure
Justified by “primitive”/ 

“uncivilized” nature of Irish 
peasantry
Including their co-habitation with 

animals, “undeveloped” animal 
agriculture, and plant-based diet
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Animalizing Ireland
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The Celtic Revival
Poignancy of white fragility
Reclaiming of the Irish “race”
Presented as superhuman/angelic
Language revival, literature, 
theatre, history, archaeology 
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After years of colonialism and several decades of 
post-colonial poverty, Irish people became meat-
eating, milk-drinking full-fledged humans, 
signaling their newfound independence through 
their ability to consume diets of privilege and 
dominate other animals 

The process of decolonialization, in other words, 
entailed an emergence from the animal-like 
colonial subject to the human status granted by 
autonomy

White fragility and a history of colonialism
inform an “animal anxiety” 

Independent Ireland



Method
Content analysis of 
Boards.ie discussion about 
GVW billboard in 
Mitchelstown, IE
342 posts, Dec 2017 –
April 2018
Qualitative coding
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On Ireland
Just 28 posts mentioned Ireland specifically
Mostly referred to the superiority of Irish farming
And sanctity and astuteness of Irish farmers

Some religious comments
Reference to decline of Catholic Church in Ireland
Wariness of religiosity
Some pro-vegan posts referenced fragile state of economy and heavy 

subsidization of failing animal agriculture

On hegemony…
Large side debate on the naturalness of eating non-carnivorous animals 

(although pigs, fishes, etc. not acknowledged)
Moderators protected anti-vegans; vegans cautioned and deleted



Colonized Diet
Colonizer diet is one of privilege, and not one that is especially 

sustainable or fair
As diet-related diseases, pandemics, and climate change continue to 

threaten Ireland’s public health, the Standard Irish Diet is under 
scrutiny 
Chefs, scholars, and foodies working to detach Irish food from its 

uncomfortable British legacy and recenter indigenous foods 
But overlooks plant-based heritages predating British invasion
Several leaders in Celtic revival adopted vegetarianism
The colonial lens continues to normalize animal products as the 

epitome of “good food” for modern citizens 





Limitations
Only one discussion
Dated discourse
Many dominant voices (repeat posters)
Anti-vegan moderators setting tone
Not much evidence for how 
animalization feeds anti-vegan attitudes
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