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What people are saying about


Striking at the Roots


Striking at the Roots is a practical field guide for animal rights activists that covers a wide spectrum of strategies and tactics for dealing with the media, the courts, the streets, and those foul dark places of horror where animals are so cruelly treated, and where compassionate activists must reluctantly venture, in pursuit of effective intervention. If you are serious about helping animals, then you should seriously read this book.


Captain Paul Watson, founder and CEO of Sea Shepherd Conservation Society


Wow! An amazing resource just got more amazing! What’s not to love about a book with kindness at its heart that offers guidance on activist topics from leafleting to self-care? With updated information, this sympathetic, engaged, and trustworthy guide has become even more inspiring.


Carol J. Adams, author of The Sexual Politics of Meat and Burger


Striking at the Roots is an eloquent and inspirational guide to action for animals. The power to change society rests with each and every one of us—it’s not enough to change ourselves, we have an obligation to planet earth, to the web of life itself, to change others. This book motivates and informs, puts the passion into compassion, and will save lives.


Juliet Gellatley, founder and director of Viva!


With Striking at the Roots, Mark Hawthorne shows that anyone can help achieve remarkable victories for animals. Within these pages, longtime activists from around the world offer their practical advice on bringing your message to the public, staging a protest, getting a restaurant or dining hall to offer vegan options, avoiding activist burnout, and much more. From leafleting and letter-writing, to the legal system and even dealing with critics, this is an inspirational, must-read guidebook for effective grassroots animal advocacy. I wish this book had been around when I was a new animal activist!


Nathan Runkle, founder of Mercy For Animals


Brilliant, easy to read, full of real-life experiences and practical examples. If you want to make your life count, influence others and save a few thousand lives, this book is your roadmap. Give it to everyone you know!


Ingrid Newkirk, president of People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals


Striking at the Roots by Mark Hawthorne is an eloquent reminder that in this age of big organizations, big money, and big media, it’s still the individual activist who makes the real difference. Clear, practical guidance on everything from letter writing to civil disobedience is combined with inspiring and edifying stories of people from around the world who are making their voices heard for the animals. A must-read for both the veteran activist and the person who wants to get involved but isn’t quite sure how to get started. I wish it had been available when I got started as an animal activist, and I’m certainly glad it’s here now. It ranks with the best guides to animal advocacy that have ever been written.


Norm Phelps, author of The Longest Struggle: Animal Advocacy from Pythagoras to PETA and The Great Compassion: Buddhism and Animal Rights


With Striking at the Roots, Mark Hawthorne gives activists the roadmap they need to create the most impact for animals. This is an essential tool for our movement.


Ari Solomon, host of The VeganAri Show and director of communications at Mercy For Animals


Striking at the Roots helped guide my advocacy when I first read it nearly a decade ago. I can’t wait to see the next generation of compassionate crusaders shine a light in the dark and inspire people to choose more consciously with the advice in this new edition. We each have limited time on this planet. This book will help you make the most of it.


Michelle Taylor Cehn, founder of World of Vegan


There is not a single page of this book from which I did not learn something valuable!


Jeffrey Moussaieff Masson, author of When Elephants Weep: The Emotional Lives of Animals and The Pig Who Sang to the Moon: The Emotional World of Farm Animals


Mark Hawthorne once again reminds us of the power of one. Striking at the Roots is a complete roadmap for animal activists, from letter writing to guiding those who may find themselves arrested. It directs readers to available resources, organizations, and individuals. But it goes beyond the general guide book by including passionate stories from national leaders and grassroots activists from several countries. It also considers the emotional toll on activists by offering guidance for finding one’s emotional level of activism and includes suggestions on maintaining some peace of mind while engaged in the struggle; this is a major contribution. Striking at the Roots is a compassionate and valuable tool for activists.


Dorothy H. Hayes, author of Animal Instinct


In Striking at the Roots, Mark Hawthorne manages to set before us the full horrors of man’s inhumanity to animals without leaving the reader feeling helpless and puny. He has talked to campaigners in many countries, analyzing what works and, having done so, can signpost the way to positive action. His writing is lucid, shrewd and results-driven. He advises on everything from talking to the public at a street stall to effecting a change of policy at a major corporation. There is also guidance on how to survive emotionally the knowledge that, second by second, money and prestige come to those who mass produce, abuse and dispose of animals. His message is that the task we face is immense but that when people of compassion apply themselves skillfully, we have what it takes to change the world.


Andrew Tyler, former director of Animal Aid


Many people want to help end animal abuse but don’t know where to start. This book is an excellent guide for everything from casual, spare-time activism to full-time careers.


Dan Piraro, creator of “Bizarro”


From publicizing an issue to taking action, from feeding a large group to running a rescue center, activists will find this guide from veteran animal-rights crusader Hawthorne detailed, straightforward and highly practical, even if your cause isn’t animal rights. Drawing on his own experience and those of his colleagues, Hawthorne provides advice from a number of perspectives on a long list of methods: leafleting, letters and articles, protests, corporate campaigning, internet outreach, direct action and government lobbying. Though it’s concerned throughout with inter-species justice, providing an adequate introduction to the principles, history and progress of the animal rights movement, as well as numerous animal rights resources, the book’s tips on tabling, organizing protests, effective letter-writing and other matters are just as easily applied to any cause. Concise guidance, an empowering tone, and a large, global community of voices make this book eminently useful for anyone organizing a movement, though Hawthorne’s optimism can belie the often difficult path to change.
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For a certain cow in India, who showed me a kinder way of living.




There are a thousand hacking at the branches of evil to one who is striking at the root.


—Henry David Thoreau, Walden
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Preface


What Are We Fighting For?


When activists speak out against animal suffering, they are generally referring to the exploitation of animals in the production of food, clothing, entertainment, consumer products, pharmaceuticals and pets, such as:




• Chickens in the meat industry who are bred to grow so quickly that their brief lives are filled with misery: fragile bones, lung congestion, limb deformities, and heart failure are common. An average adult man raised the way “meat” chickens are would weigh 1,000 lbs.


• Egg-laying “battery” hens who spend about two years packed into wire cages with other hens without room to spread a single wing. If she doesn’t die from untreated illness or uterine prolapse pushing out an egg, the exhausted hen is slaughtered as soon as her egg production declines.


• Male chicks hatched in the egg industry who are immediately gassed, ground up while fully conscious or flung into garbage bags to eventually suffocate. (Some egg industry groups have said they will phase out these killings.)


• Pigs who spend their lives in crates so small they are unable to even turn around.


• Cows who are artificially inseminated each year so they will “give” milk. Their newborn calves are taken away, the females going back into the dairy system while many of the males are crammed into small crates and later sold as “veal” or “beef.” Mother cows are slaughtered when their milk production declines.


• Ocean-dwelling animals who are scooped from the sea by the billions each year to slowly suffocate or be boiled alive.


• Animals who languish in captivity for “entertainment” or “education.” Zoos and marine parks don’t help us understand animal behavior. They help us understand the behavior of humans who think animal cruelty is acceptable.


• Baby seals who are cruelly clubbed for their fur and frequently skinned alive.


• Bulls, horses, and baby calves who suffer the intense pain of spurs, electric prods, and cinch straps used to make them appear “wild” so rodeo cowboys will seem like heroes.


• Mother elephants who are killed so their babies can be exported and used in animal acts like circuses around the world. Other wild animals suffer the same fate.


• Companion animals who are bred into a hopelessly crowded pet population in which millions of them are abandoned, abused, neglected and euthanized every year.


• Rabbits, nonhuman primates, mice, dogs, rats, and other animals who are annually tortured and killed by the millions in the course of needlessly testing drugs, chemicals, and household products.


• Cows who have their throats slit and their skin ripped off while they are fully conscious in India and China, sources of most of the world’s leather.


• Australian sheep who undergo “mulesing,” a gruesome mutilation in which large chunks of skin and flesh are cut from their backsides without any painkillers. Sheep no longer producing enough wool are crammed onto export ships and sent to the Middle East for slaughter.


• Birds and mammals hunted for “sport” who may suffer prolonged, painful deaths when they are injured but not killed by hunters. Animals in “canned” hunts, meanwhile, are killed in an enclosed area by hunters who pay to shoot these “trophies.”


• Fur-bearing animals who are caught in traps or raised in fur farms and then gassed, suffocated, or electrocuted (done anally or through the mouth so the blood doesn’t ruin the fur).


• Chimpanzees, bears, lions, and other wild animals who are physically and psychologically abused so they will perform tricks for human amusement.


• Horses and dogs used for racing who are treated as “running machines,” not sentient beings with needs of their own. These animals are routinely killed when they are no longer deemed profitable.








Foreword to the 2008 Edition


Is Activism the Meaning of Life?




Right now, raccoons are chewing off their paws to escape from steel-jaw traps.


Right now, baby chicks’ beaks are being burned off by the egg industry.


Right now, animals are being beaten and whipped in circus training schools.


Right now, millions of dogs, cats, sheep, pigs, chimpanzees, rabbits, mice, fish, and other animals are being abused in myriad ways by “scientists.”


Write now.





This reminder about the horrors suffered by other animals every moment—and for the most frivolous of human whims—graces PETA’s guide to letter-writing. The reminder serves two purposes: First, it keeps any problems in our own lives in perspective. Second, it reminds us of how easy it is to take action on behalf of other animals. Writing a letter is just one powerful way among many that we can expose abuse and make positive changes for animals. Letters can literally mean the difference between life and death, as Mark Hawthorne discusses in this important book.


Anyone who shares his or her life with a dog or cat understands that the human species is not the only one whose members are worth knowing as individuals. My wife and I share our lives with the world’s most perfect cat, Gracie, and she motivates us as activists. Every day, when we return from work, she greets us at the door, often rolling over so that we can scratch her belly. We know that she feels a full range of emotions—from joy and sadness to fear and self-confidence. She helps us remember that other animals are individuals who have needs, desires, and the capacity to experience rich emotional lives.


Although we are less likely to know them personally, other animals—whether they are mammals, birds, or fish—are just as intelligent and interesting as any dog or cat. As philosopher Henry Beston writes in The Outermost House, “In a world older and more complete than ours, [other animals] move finished and complete, gifted with extensions of the senses we have lost or never attained, living by voices we shall never hear. They are not brethren, they are not underlings; they are other nations, caught with ourselves in the net of life and time …”


Three more keen observers of other species are Dr. Jeffrey Masson, author (with Susan McCarthy) of When Elephants Weep: The Emotional Lives of Animals; Dr. Jonathan Balcombe, author of Pleasurable Kingdom: Animals and the Nature of Feeling Good; and Dr. Temple Grandin, author of Animals in Translation: Using the Mysteries of Autism to Decode Animal Behavior. All three books are highly recommended for their ability to help us tear down the barriers that we have constructed between ourselves and other species.


Recognizing that other animals have the same basic capacities as human beings is not anthropomorphism; it is simply common sense if we take the time to observe other species. It is also what science is increasingly beginning to acknowledge. Grandin shows, for example, that other animals “have the same core feelings people do” and that “all domestic animals need companionship. It’s as much a core requirement as food and water.” All three authors discuss the fact that other animals love to play and that adult animals will, like human animals, often allow children to “win” when they’re playing. Grandin discusses her belief—which is based on ample scientific rationale—that the psychological trauma of fear in animals is even worse than physical pain because it is thoroughly debilitating in a way that physiological pain is not. This should give us all pause when we consider the lives of animals in factory farms, fur farms, vivisection labs, circus training camps and so on. Try to imagine their abject fear.


All three authors—and many more—show that every time we think that there is something unique about the human species, further research proves that—as Darwin taught us—humans are not unique in our various capacities; whatever differences exist between humans and other animals are differences of degree, not kind. Because some scientists continue to deny Darwin’s observations and to focus on trying to find differences between humans and other species, Grandin argues that perhaps they are the ones who have real trouble learning. Time and time again, contrary to the assumptions of certain scientists, we learn that animals can anticipate the future, delay gratification, dream, play, use language and tools, and do everything else that we thought they couldn’t do. When scientists fail to identify animals’ capacities, scientists have failed—not animals.


In April 2007, The New York Times reported that chimpanzees have better short-term memories than do human beings; chimpanzees have consistently far outperformed humans on short-term memory tests. But it’s not just chimpanzees who have impressive capacities that defy the common misconception of animals as beings who lack self-awareness. Consider these recent quotes from mainstream media stories:




• “Chickens do not just live in the present, but can anticipate the future and demonstrate self-control, something previously attributed only to humans and other primates, according to a recent study.”
—Discovery


• “Elephants can recognize themselves in a mirror and use their reflections to explore hidden parts of themselves, a measure of subjective self-awareness that until now has been shown definitively only in humans and apes, researchers reported yesterday.”
—The Washington Post


• “Rats appear capable of a complex form of thinking before known to exist only in humans and other primates—the capacity to reflect on what they do or do not know.”
—University of Georgia news release


• “[Pigs] have proved they are at least as clever as chimpanzees with their first forays into video games.”
—The Daily Telegraph


• “… scientists have now confirmed what pet lovers have always known: that each animal has its own distinct personality. More than 60 different species, from primates and rodents to fish and even insects, have been scientifically documented to exhibit individual differences in characteristics such as aggression or shyness.”
—The Independent





Anyone looking for more of these kinds of stories will find a steady stream of them. We now know that chickens, pigs, fish, rats, mice, and all other vertebrate animals are interesting individuals in their own right. Of course, they also feel pain in the same way—and to the same degree—as human beings. Civil rights icon Dick Gregory explained, “Dr. King taught us that the fight against oppression is never an easy one. It is even harder when you have no voice… . Because I am a civil-rights activist, I am also an animal rights activist. Animals and humans suffer and die alike. Violence causes the same pain, the same spilling of blood, the same stench of death, the same arrogant, cruel, and vicious taking of life. We shouldn’t be a part of it.”


Walker Percy suggests in The Last Gentleman that insanity is the most rational response to reality. What do we do about the fact that more than 1.3 billion human beings are living on less than a dollar a day? What do we do about the war in Iraq or the genocide in Darfur? What do we do about vivisection laboratories, factory farms, and slaughterhouses? It seems reasonable to assume that it is the insane among us who are fully grasping—and accepting responsibility for—both the degree of suffering in the world and the inability of any of us to put an end to it. The rest of us are suffering a psychological malady that is summed up nicely in one word: “denial.”


But is the final word really that we’re all in denial? I think that it’s true that denial and insanity are the two options for human existence only if you neglect another possibility: changing reality and making things better—or at least less horrible. That is the subject of Mark Hawthorne’s vital book: how to improve the lot of animals, who are the most exploited and least considered beings on the planet. Animals exist with us in the world and are more like us than unlike us, yet we devour their corpses by the billions for a momentary palate sensation, we steal their fur and skin from them for vanity, and we drive them insane and injure them in laboratories to “test” another toothpaste—or simply to find out what will happen when we hurt them.


In this book, you will find ample corroboration for Alice Walker’s thesis in Possessing the Secret of Joy: The secret of joy is resistance to evil. The point of human existence, Walker contends in perhaps her most powerful novel, is to move beyond ourselves and fight to make the world a kinder place. Refusing to support cruelty and suffering is crucial, but the next step—resisting injustice—is even more important. Mark gives us the tools that we need to put this thesis into practice.


It is not enough to withdraw our support of cruelty. If it were, the most ethical lifestyle would be that of the hermit in the mountains—or whoever consumes the least resources. But there is another important factor that must be considered: our impact in the world. For example, if you adopt a vegetarian (or better yet, vegan) diet, you will save approximately 100 animals every year. That’s wonderful, but consider this: If you convince one more person to adopt a vegetarian diet, you (in that moment) double the positive impact of your entire life as a vegetarian. I’ll repeat that, just in case you were skimming: Handing one leaflet to one person who changes his or her mind on the basis of that leaflet will double the positive impact of your entire life of choosing exclusively vegetarian options. And we can do a lot more than distribute just one leaflet.


The story in this book that I find the most inspiring is the one about Nathan Runkle picking up a brochure at a table, studying it, conducting further research, and then launching Mercy For Animals, an extremely effective animal rights group that has saved millions of animals from abuse. As I write this, Nathan has just broken the news of an undercover investigation into a turkey slaughterhouse that will awaken millions of people around the world to the dark underbelly of their Thanksgiving dinners. One brochure, taken from one table, did it. One hour of someone’s time literally changed the world for millions—if not billions—of animals.


This book is packed with tips and advice that will help all of us become better advocates for animals. It will help us take our own compassionate lives and multiply them exponentially by reaching out more effectively and influencing other people. Mark’s words will give us ideas and tools that will allow us not just to double our positive impact but to multiply our positive impact by thousands. The sky, as they say, is the limit.


Make no mistake: Activism is changing the world right now. In addition to the growing body of evidence that other animals are interesting individuals—just like the dogs, cats and human beings we know a little bit better—big changes on the health and environmental fronts are also taking place.


As just one example, in December 2006, the UN hammered home the point that eating meat is bad for the environment by releasing a 408-page analysis of the environmental impact of raising animals for food. The report concludes, “The livestock sector emerges as one of the top two or three most significant contributors to the most serious environmental problems, at every scale from local to global.” Raising animals for food is the number-one source of greenhouse-gas emissions, releasing more gases into the atmosphere than all the world’s planes, trains, trucks, and automobiles combined. Other studies have made the same point.


On the health front, we have pro-vegetarian books from respected researchers and physicians, including Drs. Dean Ornish, Caldwell Esselstyn, Neal Barnard, T. Colin Campbell, Andrew Weil, and many more. The American Dietetic Association, the American Medical Association (AMA), and even the US Department of Agriculture now conclude, based on scientific evidence, that vegetarian diets are healthier than diets that include meat. Not one respected physician or nutritional or medical association (not one) says that eating any meat or animal products, ever, is essential for good health. The dietary regime of the sole well-known pro-meat doctor, Robert Atkins, was denounced by the AMA as “dangerous.” As if in tacit endorsement of the AMA’s statement, Atkins keeled over dead at 260 pounds (118 kilograms). Some “diet.”


As we work to make the world a kinder place, it helps to keep constantly in mind that we in the animal rights movement have science and rationality on our side. We have justice on our side, and we also have public opinion on our side. Our goal is simply to help people understand the ways in which their own actions may not be congruent with their ethics. Everyone opposes cruelty, but the general public has no idea how animals used for food, clothing, experimentation, and human entertainment suffer. Our task, then, is not to change people’s ethics; it’s simply to educate them about the reality of other animals’ suffering as vigorously as we are able, using the tools provided by this book.


We can do it, and we can do it in our lifetimes. Not long ago—a mere historical blink of an eye—society believed things about government and human behavior that are diametrically opposed to what we believe with equal certainty today. Just 200 years ago, no one would have believed that we would abolish slavery in the developed world, give women the right to work and vote, abolish child labor, and establish largely democratic systems of governance. “But the Bible dictates the treatment of slaves, women, and children,” they would have protested. “It is natural to treat other people this way; it’s how we’ve always done it,” they would have said—much as many people argue today about humans’ relationship to other animals.


The animal rights movement is young, and we have new savvy and new tools. We also have a growing following among the world’s youth. I have no doubt that in 100 years—if we are all as active as we can be and work as hard as we possibly can—human beings will look back on past generations’ mistreatment of other animals with the same horror that we now reserve for historical injustices like slavery and other deeply immoral transgressions against human beings.


Our ethics concerning animals are changing, and this book will play an important role in accelerating that change. It is deeply empowering to know that by wearing T-shirts, putting bumper stickers on our cars, adding an auto-signature to our emails, or doing some other very small things, we can save lives. The more deeply that we’re willing to devote ourselves, the more good we can do. This book gives us the tools and the motivation, and nothing is more important.


Dr. Martin Luther King taught us that “The arc of history is long, but it bends toward justice.”


Thank you for being a part of the movement toward a more just world.




Bruce Friedrich


Vice President, International Grassroots Campaigns


People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals








Introduction to the 10th Anniversary Edition


To a considerable portion of the public, the words “animal activist” conjure an image of someone throwing red paint onto fur coats, or perhaps protesters yelling outside a meat shop.


The reality, however, is much less dramatic. True, it’s not uncommon to find flamboyant protests and theatrics. But most people who are engaged in animal advocacy don’t fit into a stereotype. Many of them are quietly yet persistently writing letters to editors or handing out vegan literature. They’re sharing animal rights documentaries and books with their family and friends. They’re volunteering at animal shelters and sanctuaries. And they are asking their local restaurants and campus dining halls to carry more vegan options. The consequence of this activity is that not only are people finding animal advocates to be rational, compassionate individuals, but the public consciousness about animals is genuinely shifting.


Filmmaker Gabriela Cowperthwaite didn’t even consider herself to be an activist, yet she was so moved by the plight of killer whales in captivity after taking her kids to SeaWorld that she produced and directed Blackfish, the 2013 documentary that galvanized the animal rights movement and forced the marine park company to make drastic changes, including an end to their killer whale shows.


Although SeaWorld executives dismissed Blackfish as propaganda, they did not anticipate the power of social media. Deeply moved by the film, which focuses on the captivity and misery of the orca Tilikum, campaigners and celebrities alike began discussing the practice of keeping animals in tiny tanks and using them for entertainment. Audience engagement spiked online when Blackfish was shown on CNN, with well-known stars publicly denouncing SeaWorld, and animal rights organizations fanning the flames with a barrage of posts to their followers. (Tilikum died in 2017, after 34 years in captivity.)


I, too, was caught off guard. In 2008, when Striking at the Roots was first published, I knew little about social media and its value as a resource for activists. Facebook had been launched four years earlier, and YouTube in 2005. Twitter arrived in 2006. Instagram was still three years away. As I compose this introduction, these are the four most-popular social networking sites in the world, in the order I listed them, and they have radically altered how activists agitate for animals. You can bet that a decade from now the social media landscape will be just as unpredictable as it is today. And who knows what emerging tactics and technology—such as virtual reality headsets that take viewers inside animal enterprises—will be standard tools in the activist’s toolkit?


One thing this rapid growth taught me is that a new, revised edition of this book was needed. I continue to hear from activists from around the world who tell me how they use this book, and I want these advocates to have the best tools available. Indeed, the idea for this book came from my own experiences trying to find ways to get active for animals. I couldn’t find a comprehensive resource that would teach me how to be active on my own, so I created one by interviewing more than 120 activists from around the world. It’s really their voices and their ingredients for success you’ll find in this book—though this edition includes the insights of 140 activists.


Among the questions I pondered when I began writing was, what is animal activism? To me, animal activism is compassion in action. Most people abhor cruelty to animals. The trouble is, they almost never see it, and when they do, they think it’s the exception. Of course, when they do see it, most people are shocked. The job of the activist is to access people’s innate compassion by showing them that the horrors of animal exploitation are everywhere. When they realize they are supporting abuse they actually oppose, people are inclined to re-examine their behavior, and that’s a start.


Striking at the Roots: A Practical Guide to Animal Activism is intended for the person who agrees with the premise that animals are mistreated in our society, believes that the public has a moral obligation to speak out against this cruelty, and who wants to be directly involved in opposing animal exploitation in its many forms. By “striking at the roots,” activists are challenging speciesism—the belief that some species (especially humans) are superior to others—and advocating ethical veganism. As such, this is a guide to the most pragmatic opportunities available for speaking and acting on behalf of animals. We will examine tried-and-true models of activism and explore some modern tactics that are gaining traction among advocates with a talent for using technology.


While revising this edition, a number of activists and organizations have been removed. Generally, this was because the group mentioned no longer exists or the suggestion offered by an activist has been replaced with more current advice.


Moreover, the changes that have occurred since the first edition of this book include employment. Bruce Friedrich, for example, left PETA, went to work for Farm Sanctuary, and has since cofounded his own nonprofit, the Good Food Institute, and Jon Camp left Vegan Outreach in 2016 to work for The Humane League. In most cases throughout this book, if someone is no longer at the same position they were in 2008, but the advice they offer is still relevant, I’ve kept it as is. Their job affiliation—assuming they were on staff with an animal rights group—is not as important as their experience.


Being an advocate for animals is not always a popular activity, but that should not dissuade you from doing what is right. Every social movement that had any impact—whether it’s the abolition of slavery, the suffrage movement, civil rights, the child-protection movement, or reforms for farm workers—was initially backed by a person or a group thought to represent the minority opinion, and those opposed to them tried to provoke the fear that overturning the status quo would lead to chaos: the end of slavery would result in economic ruin, granting women the right to vote or banning child labor would weaken national strength, passing laws against child abuse would dissolve families, and so on. Animal rights activists are now hearing the same sort of nonsense from those who profit by abusing animals. According to animal exploiters, the only way to feed the world, cure diseases, or advance scientific knowledge is by using animals. To them, animals are not sentient individuals with their own interests, but commodities to be used for human profit, amusement, convenience, or taste.


The following pages will guide you through the fundamentals of grassroots activism. We will begin with what I and many other animal advocates consider one of the easiest models of activism, and then we’ll progress, chapter by chapter, through the more involved tactics and meet some of the activists who find them successful. Appendices will cover milestones activists have won for animals, animal rights groups worldwide, recommended books, your civil rights, a cruelty-free shopping guide, suggested actions you can take today to help animals, and other relevant material.


What animals experience in slaughterhouses, factory farms, research labs, marine parks, zoos, fur farms, rodeos, and the like is unspeakable. Most people don’t want to know. Yet we must speak about it. We must share the truth of what happens in these animal enterprises. Only when our friends, our family, and the public are awakened to the reality will hearts and minds be changed.


Let’s get started.





Chapter 1



Animal Tracts: Leafleting




What you do makes a difference, and you have to decide what kind of difference you want to make.


Jane Goodall





Fernando Cuenca of Seattle tells a story that may be familiar to many readers. “When one of my closest friends found out I went vegan,” he says, “he looked at me straight in the eye and said, ‘Don’t ever talk to me about that.’ So I didn’t.” In fact, Fernando said nothing to him about his ethical lifestyle for more than a year, but one day his friend asked him why he no longer ate meat. “I gave him some literature I had at home and told him he could read it. When I saw him again the next week, he thanked me for sharing the information with him and quickly went vegan, then later he quit his job and went to work for an animal rights organization. His mom, his sister, and his nephew also went vegan. He married a vegan, and they are raising a vegan son.”


Fernando’s story illustrates the quiet power of animal rights literature, and other activists share his enthusiasm.


“Leafleting is my favorite type of outreach, honestly,” says Elaine Vigneault, who estimates she’s handed out tens of thousands of booklets and says she’s enjoyed very positive interactions. “I’ve been told, ‘Hey, I saw you here on campus last year, and I have been trying to go vegetarian ever since,’ and ‘This is great—more recipes to add to my collection,’ and even ‘Thank you for doing this; people need to know the truth.’”


Mo Constantine recalls the moment she and a friend were leafleting on the upper west side of Manhattan. A woman wordlessly took a leaflet and kept going, but she was so moved by the literature that she stopped mid-stride and quickly turned around. “When she came back, she seemed shocked by what she had read and asked if she could please have more [leaflets] to pass out to her friends and family, so we gave her a stack of them,” says Mo.


Revolution in Print


By a happy coincidence, leafleting is both one of the easiest models of activism and one of the most effective. It is also about as old as the printing press, with religious leaders, monarchs, and elected officials from centuries ago publishing heated language designed to sway public opinion and stimulate change. It was a list of questions and propositions for debate written by Martin Luther and supposedly nailed to a church door in 1517, after all, that started the Reformation in Europe. In the 18th century, “pamphleteers” were the bloggers of their day, distributing hastily printed tracts that helped foment revolutions in France and the United States. Of this period, perhaps the best-known pamphlet is Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, which took a decidedly radical stance on political issues and led to the US fighting for independence from Britain.


This tradition continues today as activists use leaflets to advocate for the liberation of millions of nonhuman animals. Leafleting has been a tremendous boon to the animal rights movement, since it does not have the budget to wage an advertising war with those industries that exploit animals; McDonald’s currently spends about a billion dollars a year on ads, many times the combined budget of every animal protection group—and that’s just one example.


Getting our message out there often means face-to-face meetings with the public. The good news is this personal interaction is tremendously successful at affecting the hearts and minds of people, and this can be much more effective than advertising or legislation; after all, an ad can be ignored and a law repealed, but once someone is enlightened about the harrowing abuses that occur every day within animal agriculture, biomedical research, circuses, puppy mills, and more, it is unlikely that a compassionate human being could forget what they’ve learned. You probably won’t convince someone to give up eating meat or wearing leather overnight, but on the other hand, you just might. At the very least, you are planting seeds of change.


Leafleting is often described as a numbers game, working to influence as many people as possible. An average leafleter at a busy spot, such as a concert or packed festival, can pass out 150 to 200 leaflets in an hour. In that same amount of time, a superb leafleter can pass out as many as 500 leaflets—about one leaflet every eight seconds. If you commit with a friend to hand out leaflets for an hour each week, you will reach about 30,000 people a year with the message of compassion for animals.


While an activist can leaflet in support of any animal cause, from spreading the word about animal shelters to asking local residents not to visit the circus that’s coming to town, leafleting in support of veganism is probably the most popular tactic. That makes sense, because every person you convince to adopt a vegan diet saves about 100 animals a year and doubles your impact as a vegan. Think about that: Each person you sway to embrace veganism is just as important to animals as your lifetime commitment to not consuming animal products.


“I consider the cost of the outreach effort in measuring its effectiveness,” says activist Tammy Lee of Bay Area Vegetarians, a grassroots organization located near San Francisco. “Leafleting is a very inexpensive form of advocacy—all that is involved is the cost of literature, whereas other forms of activism do have fees associated, like tabling space, or running commercials, or having a program on TV. What’s great is that leafleting can be a very spontaneous activity, and effective even with small increments of time.”


Some of the best places to leaflet are busy street corners, healthy-living festivals, street fairs, outside concerts, and on public college campuses—especially if you are a student or can pass as one. Indeed, the learning atmosphere of a college, with students challenging old beliefs and embarking on new experiences, is ripe for positive, life-affirming changes. “At the moment, I don’t think the animal protection movement is even reaching 10 percent of college students,” says Erik Marcus, who uses his site Vegan.com to promote activism. “Given that leafleting requires no special background and is something that anyone can do, I can’t think of a better starting point for new activists who want to make a difference.”


One of the key points to remember when handing out vegan literature is to not complicate the issue by engaging in too much rhetoric about animal rights, if you can help it. Most people already oppose animal abuse, so when leafleting, it is a more efficient use of your time to focus on how animal factories and slaughterhouses abuse animals, rather than constructing an abstract argument about how animals’ rights are being violated.




Rather than daydreaming about perfect and absolute solutions, activists need to push for the most rapid progress. Above all, we need to continually assess what differences we are making. Are we accomplishing all that we can to reduce the total universe of animal pain and suffering? Clearly, we have the tools. Do we have the will?


Henry Spira


Satya magazine, June 1996





Voices of Experience


I asked longtime leafleters Rachel Bjork, Jon Camp, Robin Helfritch, Gary Loewenthal, Jack Norris, and Kassy Ortega to offer their insights on various aspects of leafleting. Following is their advice, along with some of my own.


On starting out:




• “Without question, the first booklet is the most difficult to give out,” says Jon. “Some find it best to make their leafleting debut with another person—either an experienced leafleter or someone starting out for their first time as well.”


• “Leafleting in pairs, especially for the first few times, is always more fun,” agrees Kassy. “The first time can be a little scary, but having a friend can help. First-time leafleters should seek out an experienced leafleter to show them the ropes.”


• Some don’t have that option, however, as they might not know of any others interested in doing this. “My suggestion for them is to just take the plunge and give out that first booklet,” says Jon.





On a new leafleter’s concerns:




• “There are a few main concerns with individuals considering leafleting,” says Jon. “One is that they will be asked a bunch of questions and they will not know how to adequately respond to them. The good news for these people is that the vast majority of individuals will either take a booklet or say ‘No thanks.’ And for those who do wish to ask questions, we don’t need to be encyclopedias. Our answers to most questions can be as simple as, ‘Animals suffer unnecessarily in factory farms and slaughterhouses. We can reduce this suffering by opting for more vegetarian fare.’”





On negative responses and rude people:




• “Take a deep breath and let it go,” says Rachel. “You are making a difference in the lives of animals by getting the information out there. Getting angry about other people’s apathy won’t make them change, but it will make you unhappy and more liable to burn out from activism. The animals need you, and happy vegans make much better activists than angry ones.”


• “Some new leafleters worry that individuals are going to be rude,” says Jon, “yet only a very tiny number of people are, and we can always just respond to those few by telling them that we’re sorry that they don’t agree with us but to have a nice day.”


• “I’ve found that if faced with a rude person, it’s best to not engage them and move on,” says Robin. “It’s a waste of precious time that you could be leafleting to and having conversations with other people who may be more open to your message.”


• “I generally try to diffuse people’s anger by affirming their feelings,” says Jack. “If they’re angry about something, I’ll recognize their anger. Often, they have misinterpreted something that I believe and when I set the record straight, they feel less attacked and thus feel less like attacking. I try to find common ground—and usually the common ground is that people agree that unnecessary suffering is bad.”


• “Some might make a nasty or belittling comment, but those who do are a very small minority,” adds Jon. “Leafleting is a statistics game—if you give out X amount of booklets, you’re most likely going to reach many receptive individuals and help animals significantly. I’ve found it best to not let nasty comments get to me, just smile it off, and focus on the good we can do. One thing that animal advocates have on our side is a sense of compassion and kindness. Responding to nasty comments with kindness presents us with a great opportunity to make people think, and oftentimes, individuals who make a rude comment at first will come up later and apologize and ask for a booklet.”





[image: ]


Jenna Calabrese (pictured left) says being positive and polite are important elements of effective leafleting. Credit: Vegan Outreach


Additional leafleting tips:




• The more we look like our audience, the more approachable we will appear. For example, wearing a college T-shirt while leafleting at a university.


• Smile and make eye contact. Friendliness goes a long way.


• Avoid wearing dark sunglasses, which hide your eyes. (If you need to shade your eyes, wear a hat.)


• Lean in while presenting leaflets. This conveys an air of confidence and will increase the number of leaflets taken.


• “Take advantage of potentially like-minded people,” says Rachel. “If someone walks by saying ‘I’m a vegetarian,’ don’t let them go at that. Ask, ‘Have you ever thought about taking the next step and ditching milk and eggs?’ They may not have. If someone says they work in a shelter, you can say something like, ‘I love animals too, that’s why I’m vegan.’”


• Try to place the leaflet directly in front of the passing person’s stomach so it’s less effort for them to take the brochure from you if they choose to.


• “One thing I found out is that people are more likely to take a leaflet if it looks like you’re taking a fresh one off the stack,” says longtime activist Gary Loewenthal. “Also, I try to stand in a place that’s level or a tiny bit higher than where the recipients are.”


• Be extra polite. Use phrases like “thank you” or “have a great day” to those who take literature, which tells people we are well-meaning individuals concerned about the issue, rather than “animal rights extremists” whom the public is all too eager to dismiss.


• If you leaflet on private property and are asked to leave, do so immediately.







Animal advocacy is, in a certain sense, standing up to tell true life stories that are not being heard; true life stories that most people are ignoring. The first step in animal advocacy is to help people see things differently. Animals are somebody, not something.


Tom Regan


Satya magazine, August 2004






Other Leafleting



Veganism isn’t the only topic your leafleting efforts can focus on. Fur, circuses, vivisection, rodeos, trophy hunting, and companion animal issues are just a few additional animal rights concerns about which activists can educate the public by handing out printed materials. Indeed, it’s a good idea to not only have a stack of literature handy while protesting, but to have one or two people in your group actively distributing information about your campaign to passersby.


Tara Baxter handed out leaflets in front of Whole Foods Market locations during a campaign to stop them selling bunny meat, for instance. “I always smiled and said simply, ‘Would you like to read more about why we are out here today?’ Almost everyone took the leaflet. There were also people who just stood with signs. And some people were more comfortable with a megaphone. I have a sales background and a good handle on the issue at hand, so I always liked the leafleting part. I think shoppers wondered what the fuss was about but didn’t necessarily want to stop and have their experience interrupted, so someone asking them if they’d like to know more gives them the choice rather than feeling talked at.”


Likewise, at an Empty the Tanks demo protesting animal captivity, I stood on the sidewalk with scores of activists in front of a marine mammal park. Most of us held signs with slogans like, “This pool is a prison.” When drivers paused to ask about our protest, we offered them a pamphlet on the cruelty of captivity and what they can do to help end it.


You might also leaflet in front of a movie theater to raise awareness about cruelty issues that may be related to a film being shown. When the movie Kangaroo Jack was released, for example, lauren Ornelas stood outside her local theater and distributed leaflets concerning the sportswear company Adidas and their use of kangaroo skins for soccer shoes, and she leafleted against fur outside a theater showing the live-action version of 101 Dalmatians, in which the villain wants to make a coat out of puppies.


In addition to handing out leaflets, you can post them on bulletin boards in public areas such as apartment buildings, companion-animal supply stores, laundry facilities, libraries, recreation centers, gyms, student unions, supermarkets, co-ops, and veterinary offices. Your leaflet will stand a better chance of staying in place if you can get permission before posting it in a public area. Often, vegan and vegetarian restaurants and health food stores will allow you to leave a small stack of pamphlets near the register or in a designated literature rack. Leaving a stack of leaflets is a great idea because everyone who picks one up is actually interested in the topic—you’re reaching the lowest-hanging fruit, and with almost no time expenditure on your part. If you leave some there, be sure to check back frequently and restock the supply—the leaflets go fast!


Some activists like to set up a table in a public area with lots of foot traffic, such as outside a grocery store, and offer a variety of pamphlets on animal issues (permission is usually required for setting up a table, and a permit may be needed). This model of activism takes a little more time and effort, and we’ll address it in Chapter 3.


Getting Started


Like any model of activism, leafleting takes a certain level of commitment. “It’s important to take things slowly at first,” says activist Jenna Calabrese. “Some great activism has been done in just 30 minutes on a campus. We want leafleters to be able to continue to do this for years to come, rather than burning out within the first few months because they tried to put in eight-hour days right off the bat.”


Although it is a very easy tactic, walking around handing out booklets to passersby can sometimes feel routine, and you may encounter a few impolite people. As Jon Camp points out, it’s important to remember how much good leafleting does for animals.


“In just a matter of an hour,” he says, “we can oftentimes reach hundreds of individuals with this information.” He adds that if even one individual stops eating animals, their compassionate decision equates to less animal suffering every year. “This is not including the number of people who will be more empathetic to farmed animal issues and such. In short, this is a highly effective and efficient use of time. So while it might be easy to dwell on the worst-case scenario, the likeliest of scenarios is always that leafleting will be relatively painless and that as a result, many more individuals will consider the animals’ plight.”


To emphasize his point, Jon likes to share his favorite example of how powerful vegan leafleting can be. Some years ago, as a student at the University of Illinois, Matt Ball was distributing vegan literature at his campus when he was approached by two men: a dairy farmer and a fellow student named Joe Espinosa. Rather than berating the dairy farmer for exploiting animals, Matt used a very respectful tone and discussed the positive aspects of veganism. Joe was so impressed by Matt’s civil approach that he got some information himself, went vegan, and has gone on to hand out more than half a million booklets (and counting) on behalf of farmed animals. “So,” says Jon, “Matt’s decision to get out that day and speak up for the animals has yielded some enormous benefits!”




A Few Words about a Few Words


A common sentiment within the animal rights movement is that “animals do not have a voice,” often expressed as, “We are the voice of the voiceless.” Yet cows moo, pigs squeal, elephants trumpet, badgers growl, dogs bark and howl, chickens cluck, cats meow and hiss, deer bellow, tigers and lions roar, mice and hamsters squeak, turkeys gobble, sheep and goats bleat, and I hope you live your entire life without ever hearing a rabbit scream. Those are but a few examples. Animals may not be heard—they may not always be able to act as agents of change on their behalf (though they frequently resist)—but they are certainly not voiceless. They are constantly communicating their fear and pain when they are being abused. So, let’s be better allies for these animals and recognize when they are voicing their preferences; characterizing them as “voiceless” reinforces the false premise that animals are “mindless objects” without desires of their own.
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Benjamin Loison (pictured left), founder of Bite Back in Belgium, leafleting to students at the University of Brussels. Credit: Bite Back


What to say while leafleting:


What you say as you leaflet will depend on what you’re handing out, and every activist has their own style. For example, Robin likes to match what she says with where she’s leafleting. “If I’m leafleting outside a circus or other places of animal exploitation, I might say, ‘Would you like some information on helping animals?’ If I’m leafleting at an Earth Day event, I might change it to ‘Would you like a free brochure on living sustainably?’ If I’m leafleting in a general area, such as outside a subway, I might use something more basic, like ‘Would you like some free information on compassionate living?’”


Other icebreakers include:




• “Would you like a brochure on ethical eating?”


• “Did you get one of these?”


• “Info on animal cruelty?”


• “Like some information on why we’re out here today?”





Robin adds that being authentic is a must. “If you do get the opportunity to have a conversation with someone, being sincere and yourself is especially important, so that they feel like you’re talking to them as a regular person, and not giving them a rehearsed sales pitch,” she says. “I always remind myself that I was once a non-vegan, until I learned the information that propelled me into veganism. When I remember that, it’s easier for me to see people as I formerly was: a person who didn’t know this information until the day that I did, and to speak to them with kindness.”




Be a Broken Record


Sometimes, even answering an omnivore’s direct question like, “Why are you a vegan?” can make them feel defensive—even hostile. Often they are only asking one question so they can move on to the next, which might involve protein or Hitler or a desert island or plants having feelings. In her book Living Among Meat Eaters, Carol Adams suggests that we cope with confrontational omnivores by knowing ahead of time how we’ll answer questions about our veganism, and then become “a broken record,” repeating the same response if the person keeps asking. “I learned what happens to animals, and I did not want to be a part of it,” you might say. “Whatever the statement is,” writes Carol, “simply repeat it over and over again, being sure not to interrupt. Don’t sound haughty in repeating it; simply make it a statement of fact.”





One Final Suggestion


Sometimes the public comes to you. For this reason, Bruce Friedrich keeps a few vegan leaflets by his front door. On Facebook, Bruce shared one of his encounters with a Jehovah’s Witness who came to his house:


Knock on door. I answer.


JW: “Can I give you this brochure about a free convention at FedEx field next week? We’ll be talking about salvation.”


Me: “Absolutely. Thank you. Can I give you this booklet about eating a cruelty-free diet?”


JW: “Thank you.” Flips it open. “Oh, Bill Clinton eats this way? Will it help me to lose weight?”


Me: “It might. Clinton lost more than 20 pounds when he did it. It’s also compassionate to animals.”


JW: “I love animals, and I need to lose weight. I will read this and definitely try it. Thank you!”


Me: “You’re welcome. You won’t be sorry.”


You’ll note that Bruce didn’t promise that switching to a vegan diet would lead to weight loss; he emphasized the compassionate side of veganism.





Chapter 2



Animal Writes: Letters, Articles, & More




Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.


Martin Luther King, Jr.





Like many people, activist Maren Souders loves to travel by train. But on a long-distance ride from Salem, Oregon, to San Diego, California, Maren was disappointed to discover that Amtrak had no vegan meals in their dining car. She’d even asked for vegan meals in advance, but once onboard, the attendant said they had no record of her request, so she made do with side salads and baked potatoes—not exactly the dining experience she was hoping for. “I was disappointed and frustrated,” she says, “but I wanted to take that energy and turn it into something positive rather than simply stewing in it.”


Maren launched a petition, surpassed her goal of 15,000 signatures, and sent the results to Amtrak. The company’s silence told the activist she needed to up her game, so she asked the supporters of her petition to send constructive letters by email or post to key contacts at Amtrak, including Tom Hall, vice president of customer service. “And about six or seven people—all around the country, none of whom I knew personally—stepped up and did that,” she says. “And amazingly, without knowing each other, they seemed to naturally stagger it so that Tom Hall would have received about one letter per day for a week.” After that week, she heard from Mr. Hall, who told Maren that not only had he read the letters, but Amtrak would be adding vegan menu options to all their dining cars in their next menu-change cycle. He even asked for her input. “The petition alone wasn’t enough, but the letters were invaluable,” she says.


It’s important to note here that it wasn’t the number of letters that mattered—only about a half dozen people wrote—but the content. Moreover, they represented a cross-section of the country, which no doubt appealed to a company with a national ridership, and the letters were passionate yet polite. Indeed, courtesy is a key element of activism, and letters afford us the opportunity to choose our words carefully. “Although anger gives backbone to compassion, legitimate emotional responses to animal suffering and abuse must be transformed into a mature and compelling statement of the problem, why it matters, and what you want the recipient to do about it,” says Karen Davis, who probably spends more time writing than any animal activist I know.


Many people consider writing an art—and a lost one at that. Long gone are the days when we regularly drafted letters to friends and family to stay in touch. We rely so much on technologies like text messaging and spell check that, left to our own devices, composing a complete sentence can be a daunting experience for some. But don’t let this wonderful way to campaign for animals slip past you. Writing letters to editors, policymakers, and companies is not difficult, and this tactic can be very effective.


“Letter-writing appeals to advocates who may not feel comfortable with public speaking or making phone calls,” says Anna West, senior director of public relations for The Humane Society of the United States. She adds that letters can have far-reaching effects. “When you send a letter to the editor of a newspaper or magazine, you are not only sending a message to those editors that animal protection is an important issue that readers want to see more coverage of, but if your letter is printed, you can potentially educate hundreds of thousands of people. Sending emails to TV news programs about their coverage of animals can prompt producers to do more news stories about animal protection issues.”


“There is no one right way to write for animals,” says author and activist Jasmin Singer, who offers a wide variety of suggestions. “Commit to writing a letter to the editor once a week in response to an animal or food story. Start a food blog, but include the ethical imperative of veganism in each post, sandwiched between a recipe and some food banter. If you’re a writer, pitch animal stories to magazines, and make sure to tailor the pitches to the beat of the publication; if it’s a health publication, for example, pitch a story on the rise of veganism. If you have a way with words and you’re looking to volunteer for an organization, offer your skills in creating content—for their website, e-newsletters, etc.; some of this kind of writing can be dry, but small organizations are frequently thirsty for the help. If you’re a student, whenever possible, write your term papers about animal-related issues, tying them to the topic of your class using whichever inroad you can find.”
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