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Abstract 
 

Food consumption is strongly connected to cultural practices and the negotiation of social 

status and identity. This connection has been studied from a sociological perspective and has 

highlighted how gendering food is used by men as a means of subscribing to gender norms and 

expectations (Greenebaum & Dexter, 2017) and reinforces the idea of “man the hunter” (Hart, 

2018). Nowadays, masculinity continues to be associated with meat consumption, creating a 

division between men and women and feeding up clichés such as “bringing home the 

bacon” (Hart, 2018) as well as constituting a social challenge for the concept of manhood.  

Meatless diets are peaking across societies as the percentage of people adopting them 

increases every year. Movements such as veganism transformed the supermarkets with foods 

coming from various plant sources, causing an interest for the people. Even though veganism has 

been normalized, hegans continue to experience social pressure as their masculinity could no 

longer be present once excluding meat from their diets. Even though gendering food has been 

explored, an analysis of the performance of such a practice is lacking. Thus, this thesis focuses 

on exploring and analyzing how males inhabit the cultural and consumption practices of vegan 

men. To answer this question, an analysis of three hegans was performed on their Instagram 

profiles, comparing their digital identities and practices of enforcing masculinity traits.  

The performance of hegemonic and beta masculinities was observed as well as the 

performance of a mix between them, expressed in multiple masculinity traits at the same time. 

Therefore, the concept of masculinity is a dynamic and layered term that has multiple shades 

with men expressing their power and strength as males in variations depending on personalities. 

How hegans can retain their masculinity and social status is an important question as it throws 

into relief how gender norms are maintained, and how ideas regarding food habits evolve over 

time. 

 

1. Introduction 
 

Once a fringe lifestyle, veganism has turned into a social phenomenon. Recipe websites, 

culinary books, restaurants, and food festivals highlight the global appeal and success of plant-



4 
 

based diets. The number of people who adopt alternative diets such as veganism for ethical, 

environmental, or health reasons, is growing rapidly each year, with a suggested increase of 

nearly 40% in 2020, bringing the total to 1.5 million people (Anthony, 2021). However, being a 

vegan is not just a diet, but a way of living, as well. Some people view it as a mindset, a 

philosophy, or even a lifestyle that has strongly embedded ethics requiring a non-violent way of 

life in all of its domains. Lifestyle promotion implies performed identity work and this is the 

focal point of this thesis. 

According to Greenebaum (2012), veganism has continued to become more prominent in 

society in the last decade with people adopting the identity in public as an important identity 

statement. There are drastic differences existing among vegans regarding their motivations to 

pursue such a diet but despite them, there are still strong stereotypes attracted to the notion of 

veganism causing men to turn against each other. Throughout the years, social media and 

advertisements tied up gender norms, when it comes to food, as men consume steaks and meat, 

while women nibble on salads and fruits, resulting in forming a Western mindset labeling food 

choices as gender appropriate and correct, and gender inappropriate for men and women. 

According to Butler (1988), gender is not an inherent, static quality of an individual, but one that 

has to be repeatedly constructed through performance, which is where social media comes into 

play as it provides platforms for ‘doing’ culture by enacting identities, promoting lifestyles, and 

constructing gender norms. Likewise, Adams (2015) argues that food consumption is one test 

through which gender identity, norms, and hierarchy can be identified, reinforced, or challenged. 

‘Real’ men do not eat quiche, as a social philosophy illustrates the difficulties posed by 

individuals for men adopting a meatless and diary-free diet, resulting in men often going against 

other men as a form of identity war based on food consumption habits (Adams, 2015).  

As Hart (2018) argues, the strong symbolic relationship between meat and masculinity in 

Western cultures stems from hegemonic ideals of masculinity embodied in the narrative of the 

man as a hunter, who is providing for his family, while women and children remain at home. 

However, this masculine gendering of food does not necessarily reflect history but rather is 

reinforced by media, thus connecting food with culture and identity construction. With women 

counting as the majority of non-meat eaters nowadays and the mainstream gender socialization 

of masculinity as Mycek (2018) argues, veganism has been seen as a socially and personally 
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challenging lifestyle for men. By engaging in eating habits that are typically characterized as 

feminine, men are challenging the social expectations of masculine identity. However, they are 

also often held accountable by other men for deviating from those expectations. Therefore, this 

study focuses on how people inhabit the cultural aesthetics and consumption practices of 

‘hegans’, that is self-proclaimed vegan men, in the online space.  

This is a particularly important question to be studied since it gives prominence to how 

gender norms are maintained as well as how ideas regarding food habits change and evolve over 

time. By analyzing hegans in a moment when veganism is gaining popularity, we can examine if 

and how men are able to negotiate new performances of masculinity. Furthermore, there has 

been extended research on the connections between meat and masculinity, however, hegans 

experiences and identity construction have largely remain unnoticed, thus requiring more 

attention. This study responds to the call of Johnson (2011) for additional focus on how people 

inhabit the cultural and consumption practices of vegan men. 

2. Literature review 
 

This section will review the theoretical conceptualizations of heganism and masculinity, 

aiming to present a general definition of the terms as well as an understanding of the practices 

involved. Moreover, theories on connections between masculinity and food consumption will be 

revised. Previous studies on masculinity construction in relation to veganism will also be 

considered, as well. Furthermore, studies focusing on gender identity construction and norms 

will be explored and its influence on societal expectations on meat consumption will be 

introduced. Through this section, I aim to frame the whole picture of heganism and explore what 

is already known about being a vegan man across a non-vegan habitus.   

 

2.1. Masculinity 
 

As Connell & Messerschmidt (2005) argue, hegemonic masculinity is an abnormal form 

of masculinity, distinguished from other masculinities, especially subordinated ones that allowed 

men’s dominance over women. It reinforces the idea that men’s bodies need to be strong, fit, and 
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muscular, as well as that men should prioritize their physics rather than their intelligence or 

emotions. This form of masculinity typically includes excessive meat consumption since men 

view meat consumption as a must in order to stay strong.  

Brittan (1989) is one of the few scholars who argues that there is a need for multiple 

masculinities rather than one category since masculinity is not fixed but contingent. Therefore, 

masculinity is a dynamic and layered concept that has multiple shades with people reinforcing 

masculinity in more than one way, meaning that men express their power and strength as males 

in variations depending on personalities, and as such, masculinity could not be characterized 

under one category. However, as Brittan (1989) and Horrocks (1994) both argue, masculinity is 

in crisis due to the societal expectations which are hard to achieve by men such as possessing a 

strong male physique and acting as emotionless creatures. Horrocks (1994) argues that 

masculinity is restrictive because it turns men into individuals lacking emotion and care. 

In his study, Johnson (2011) argues that hegemonic masculinity has encouraged and 

reinforced a specific type of masculinity that limits men by ignoring the other layers of 

masculinity, as well. Such a type of masculinity is particularly visible in the manosphere 

movement, describing men united by the tendency to threaten and assault women based on their 

characteristics (Krendel, 2020). However, masculinity does not come only as the aggressive type 

of Alfa and his investigation illustrates the stigmas associated with hegans as well as the fact that 

hegemonic masculinity is also encouraged by vegan men.   

 

2.2. Meat, men, and masculinity 
 

“Gender construction includes instruction about appropriate foods. Being a man in 

[Western] culture is tied to identities that they either claim or disown—what ‘real’ mean do and 

don’t do. ‘Real’ men don’t eat quiche. It’s not only an issue of privilege, it’s an issue of 

symbolism. Manhood is constructed in [Western] culture, in part, by access to meat eating and 

control of other bodies” (Adams, 2015, p.27). 

From a historical perspective, men and meat are strongly connected since the early 

hunter-gatherer societies where gender division of labor was strongly present. According to Hart 

(2018), hunting to procure meat was a male-dominated activity and thus, became strongly 
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associated with masculinity. Despite the heterogeneous practices of food gathering and the 

division between men and women in the past, the concept of “man the hunter” is still perpetuated 

nowadays in Western perspectives of masculinity that can be seen, for example, in the cliché of 

“bringing home the bacon” (Hart, 2018). Hart's (2018) research on vegan blogs discovered 

traditional views on masculinity to continue being present such as “real men eat meat”. 

Gendering food items is also not lacking in these places with vegan men rather going for meat 

alternative dishes than vegetable-based ones, showing that the stereotypes regarding masculinity 

are reinforced through the narrative of vegan food. However, the reinforcement of such ideas can 

be changed or redefined. Thus, eliminating meat consumption from one’s diet poses a challenge 

to the social concept that meat is a necessity for strong male physics.  

Greenebaum & Dexter (2017) argue that men use food as a means of subscribing to and 

reinforcing gender norms, expectations, and behaviors. Thus, by equating meat consumption 

with masculinity traits, strengths, and virility, food consumption becomes a performance through 

which men are able to claim their dominance as hegemonic men. However, on the internet, men 

perform hybrid masculinity, which is another type of alternative masculinity, challenging and 

reinforcing hegemonic ideas of manhood (Greenebaum & Dexter, 2017). Hybrid masculinity 

stands for the selective implementation of identity markers typically associated with 

marginalized masculinities and sometimes femininities into men’s gender performances and 

identities (Greenebaum & Dexter, 2017). This type of masculinity not only reproduces 

contemporary systems of gendered, race, and sexual inequality but obscures the process as it is 

aligning with masculinity ideals (Greenebaum & Dexter, 2017).  

Furthermore, the study by Greenebaum & Dexter (2017), discovered that hegans hold 

their own definition of masculinity that constructs their own hybrid masculinity. As Greenebaum 

& Dexter (2017) argue, hybrid masculinity symbolizes selectiveness of integrating elements 

from identities connected to marginalized and subordinated masculinities, and even femininities 

and assigning them to men’s gender performances and identities. For example, in the study, the 

majority of hegans claim that masculinity is whatever men do, thus is it different from person to 

person, however, they do not accept masculinity as defining part of their identity, but rather 

veganism. Despite these claims, they view veganism as a strengthener of their sense of self and 

acting as a reinforcement of their masculine identity (Greenebaum & Dexter, 2017). Therefore, 



8 
 

they are challenging the hegemonic idea that men need animal protein to stay strong and grow 

muscular, which they do highlight through the physical advantages of going meatless, pointing 

towards the vegan athletes as an example of strong male physiques. In this context, hegan 

athletes are used as a proof of maintaining the traditional norm of masculinity while allowing for 

the exclusion of meat as a precursor to being masculine. Therefore, the vegan athletes as 

examples are validating the vegan lifestyle and reclaiming the hegemonic masculinity status for 

other hegans.  

Mycek's (2018) study argues that hegans engaging in hybrid masculinity disrupt the 

narrow definition of hegemonic masculinity, however, they do not cross the line of challenging 

gender inequalities. Additionally, it provides evidences that an individual’s deviation from 

gender norms results in often ‘redoing’ gender rather than ‘undoing’ it by redefining and 

reinforcing ideas of gender performances.  

 

2.3. Alpha and beta masculinity 
 

As mentioned above, the manosphere movement has become an interesting topic of 

investigation as a popular discourse connected to men associated with radical misogynistic 

ideologies. Its rise began in blogs, forums such as Reddit, and media sites like 4/chan, / with the 

organization of events pointed to getting revenge on women, making assumptions about sexual 

paring between females and males under the name of ‘betafags’ and ‘incels’ (Ging, 2017). Based 

on their name and belief, the community could also be viewed as anti-alpha males as they hold 

the idea that women are created to desire dominative alpha males, and thus they perform ‘beta 

uprising’ as a form of rebellion. In her research, Ging (2017) described the separation between 

alpha and beta masculinity, where the alpha males are associated with hegemonic masculinity 

standing for the stereotypical masculine male that is attractive and uses that for gaining prestige 

and growing in the social hierarchy as well as continuously exercising power over women. On 

the other hand, beta masculinity is a term coined by the mainstream media but used by males as a 

self-identification mark to separate themselves from the rest of the group as they do not embody 

hegemonic masculinity (Ging, 2017). Therefore, the beta men are perceived as more feminine in 

society and as the ones who are more often neglected by women.  
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 Furthermore, other terms connected to the beta males are ‘nice guys’, ‘simp’, and ‘soy 

boy’ (Ging, 2017). The term ‘soy boy’ is not unknown as it is one of the ways vegan men are 

called by their meat-eating counterparts for adopting a meatless diet, thus lowing their 

masculinity. The name stems from the scientific discovery that the high consumption of soy is 

undesirable for males as it has high levels of estrogen that is a female hormone. Thus, it is 

automatic societal perception that men who convert to veganism, also begin a transformation to 

becoming more feminine, losing their male pride. However, as Ging (2017) argues, beta 

members of the manosphere aim to reject their beta status are strive to achieve alpha masculinity 

as “their extreme expressions of misogyny and racism and frequent engagement in hacking and 

doxing are clearly indicative of a desire to establish male hegemony in the online spaces they 

inhabit, even if they may lack such claims to power in off-line contexts. It seems more accurate, 

therefore, to describe them as hybrid masculinities…”. In that regard, the concept of hybrid 

masculinity is particularly well positioned considering the way beta males inhabit their 

masculine identity through discursive practices in their online and offline lives (Ging, 2017). 

 

2.4. Heganism and men 
 

Heganism as a term was introduced by Kathleen Pierce, a journalist for the Boston Globe, 

and has been used by other media and later on scholars to point to the social ideology, emerging 

from the masculinity crisis, for vegan men. According to Wright (2015), heganism is a counter-

hegemonic discourse aiming to reconstruct veganism as an alternative ultra-masculine choice in 

order to prevent vegan men from having to navigate a social minefield for retaining their 

masculine identity. However, Randall (2018), argues that the link between hegans and 

hegemonic masculinity is rather close since males pursue power and dominance that will be seen 

as the ability to protect those who need it. Hegans are able to retain that hegemonic masculinity 

by using power as a responsibility to protect animals from harm as well as avoid negative 

associations with their vegan identity.  

According to Randall (2018), there are a few reasons why hegans retain their hegemonic 

masculinity status. Firstly, meat consumption, historically, is connected with economic and 

social status. However, with the economic changes due to globalization processes, more people 
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were able to financially afford meat, thus class privilege is no longer associated with meat, and 

the symbolism between meat and masculinity is broken. Secondly, men are refusing to let 

societal ideology decide the connection between their dietary choices and masculinity. Thus, as 

Wright (2015) stated, hegans are not simply vegans but ultra-masculine to the point, where they 

are able to make food choices manly. Then, in that context, hegans are masculine men that have 

constructed their gender identity and have the power to break the symbolic connection between 

meat and masculinity since they can satisfy their social expectations of hegemonic manhood 

(Randall, 2018).  

However, as he continues his argument, heganism has removed the stereotypes 

surrounding vegan men if they have gained the status of hegemonic masculinity before they turn 

to a plant-based diet (Randall,2018) Thus, for males that were not able to do so, the decision to 

pursue vegan lifestyle continues to be accompanied by social pressure. In that line of thought, 

heganism creates a division between the identities of hegans and non-masculine vegan men. As 

Wright (2015, 126) writes, heganism constitutes “problematic dualism that marks a divide 

between the proposed vegan stereotype, ‘anemic hippie’ male vegans who are clearly considered 

weak, and a new variety of vegan, ‘alpha males’ whose masculine strength remains intact 

despite their decision to ascribe to a diet outside the norm”.  

To sum up, Brittan (1989) argues that masculinity is illustrated in society in multiple 

ways, thus requires more than one form, or in other words, there is a need for masculinities. 

However, masculinity and food consumption, particularly of meat, have a long relationship 

throughout history that transformed meat into a symbolic dietary feature of what it looks and 

feels to be a ‘real’ strong man as it is deeply associated with the muscle strength of males. This is 

particularly visible across hegemonic masculinity that is characterized with excessive meat 

consumption in order to stay fit (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). Moreover, gendering of food 

has been discovered across blogs with vegetable dishes prescribed for females and ones 

including meat as the food of the ‘real men’ (Hart, 2018), meaning that masculinity stereotypes 

are being reinforced through dietary movements such as veganism. Therefore, the elimination of 

meat from a man’s diet challenges the societal assumption that meat is needed in order to assert 

physical dominance. 
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However, Greenebaum & Dexter’s (2017) breakthrough conclusion that men have 

individualistic ideas about what it means to be a man by picking certain elements and features of 

various masculinity forms, resulting in the so-called hybrid masculinity identities. At the same 

time, hybrid masculinity, according to Mycek (2018), disrupts the concept of hegemonic 

masculinity but without creating gender inequalities. Rather it is redefining ideas of gender 

performances. Furthermore, heganism was explored as a concept standing for a counter- 

hegemonic discourse that reconstructs veganism as an alternative ultra-masculine choice. 

However, masculinity continues to be retained by hegans through breaking the societal 

expectations that food consumption is a representation of a man’s strength, but with the 

condition that it needs to be broken before converting to meat-less diet (Randall, 2018). As a 

result, heganism creates a division between the weak type of a male and the ‘Alfa’.  

 

3. Methodology 
 

This research focuses on analyzing content extracted from the social media platform 

Instagram. The platform is one of the most used social media sites with more than 30% of users 

being between the age of 25 and 34 (Statista, 2022). With roughly one billion monthly active 

users, Instagram’s main affordances are that users can upload images and various video content 

such as stories, reels, and start live streaming, as well. Users are, also, able to follow other 

accounts and organize their own feeds based on personal preferences. However, Instagram 

became a primary platform for businesses, media accounts, and influencers, who used its features 

to generate revenue. These kinds of profiles function as professional accounts with the idea to 

maximize engagement and increase advertisement profit.  

The study examines three hegans, each portraying different shades and layers of masculinity, 

to analyze how they make sense of and normalize their vegan identities in relation to the social 

perceptions of masculinity. The data used for the analysis in this paper is extracted from three 

different accounts on the platform - @nimai_delgado (670K, 2,606 posts), @earthlinged (594K, 

668 posts), and @conscious_muscle (173K, 4,495 posts), whom all belong to the vegan 

movement and are characterized as hegans, however, coming from diverse backgrounds as one is 

a bodybuilder, another - an activist, and the last one is a fitness trainer. The accounts were 



12 
 

selected after examining numerous vegan-related profiles on the platform. The specific three 

hegans were chosen as a representation of three various lifestyles, however, united under the 

vegan movement umbrella. Thus, investigating how different kinds of hegans inhabit their 

masculinity is a primary point of interest in this study. Moreover, their focus online is also 

various as @conscious_muscle is a fitness instructor and his content is mainly on body and 

exercises, @earthlinged is an activist and entrepreneur, who debates across America with people 

on why they consume meat, and @nimai_delgado is a bodybuilder that structures his content 

around the body and mind. Despite their different professional paths and styles of 

communication, their influence is established across the vegan community since all of them have 

a large number of followers, turning them into intriguing subjects to be investigated. The posts 

they make online use particular visual and linguistic resources to interpret various socio-political 

ideologies and value systems through a focus on veganism as a lifestyle.  

           To collect the data, as of Jul 2, 2022, the first thirty feed posts from each account were 

gathered in the form of screenshots. However, it is vital to acknowledge that screen capture 

techniques for data collection sparks controversial discussions. Even though it might seem like 

an easy method to gather online data, it has its limitations. The main issue is that Instagram posts 

could not be directly extracted as a file, a screenshot transforms the posts into a simple JPEG, 

while at the same time it strips them of metadata and turns them impossible to authenticate 

(Callaghan, 2021). Metadata gives information about the digital data, meaning it is the data about 

the data. When that comes to posts from social media, the metadata could include valuable 

information about the author of the post, the time and date of posting, location, likes, and 

comments. Thus, without this metadata, the screenshot is an image that could not be proved to be 

originally posted online, since the image itself could be manipulated.  

           Despite the challenges, screenshots have been used by scholars as data gathering 

techniques in methods such as digital ethnography and discourse analysis. In the analysis of this 

study, I address these issues through the study design. Firstly, the screenshots are taken in a way 

that the date of posting is visible and the location, if there is any mentioned, serves as 

identification. Secondly, to address any potential issues with violation of privacy, the screenshots 

capture publicly available data taken from professional Instagram accounts created for either 

professional or entertainment purposes. Thus, the data used for the analysis already exists in the 
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public domain. The proposed approach accounts for the practical and ethical challenges of 

Instagram screenshot data while at the same time facilitating the gathering of an extended corpus 

of posts. Thus, the study aligns with Svelch's (2020) analytical framework for using screenshots 

in academic and critical literacy. 

           The initial corpus consisted of 81 posts (27 posts from each account) (See Figure 1 as an 

example & Appendix A, B, and C). The posts were collected on July 2, 2022, and consisted of 

the first 81 posts of the three accounts. All of the posts were collected from the homepages of the 

subjects. All of the accounts have various content uploaded such as images, reels, and videos. 

The proportion of them is not equal across the three channels, however, this kind of content 

could also be analyzed in the study. After the data collection, a filter was applied, aiming to 

eliminate all content produced for advertisement purposes. All of the accounts have a large 

number of followers and all of them perform influencer activities by promoting brands. It is 

known that brands who use professional accounts on Instagram for advertisement purposes, also 

ask them to write or say certain information in order to portray their brand in the best light 

possible. Since the sincerity of the said could not be confirmed, such content has been removed 

from the dataset. After accounting for the brand-sponsored content, out of 81 posts examined, 

only 74 will be object of this study. Then, the posts were categorized based on content such as 

similar phrasing, usage of hashtags, and similar style of images. To facilitate the content 

analysis, the posts were divided into the following analytical categories – videos, health, and 

fitness (See Table 1). The posts were separated based on the main thematic content of the image 

or video, considering the caption, the image content, and the location.  

Table 1    

Post category N Total % 

Fitness 28 28,00% 

Health 15 15,00% 

Video 31 31,00% 
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Figure 1. An example of an Instagram post taken from @nimai_delgado. 

The methodological approach to analyze the gathered data is critical discourse analysis. 

Since the primary goal of this research is to examine the specific ways hegan men inhabit and 

construct their masculinity in social media affordances, the focus of the analysis will be to 

understand the use of language and visual resources as well as their relation to the social context. 

As mentioned above, critical discourse analysis studies the way semiotic systems and media 

affect the kind of meanings and social purposes people can achieve in different situations, as well 

as the kinds of social relationships and identities which can be articulated (Naydenova, 2019). 

Applying this to the online nexus, critical discourse analysis acknowledges that individuals can 

perform certain identities with the support of digital media tools to a certain audience. 

Furthermore, the meaning of these practices is dependent on the context of use because it is 

influenced by the affordances of the medium. Thus, the analysis in this study will examine the 

semiotic elements in the texts and visual images, their contexts, and the way the texts are 

employed to reproduce certain ideologies and versions of reality. Consequently, discourse 

analysis will be used in understanding how hegans employ semiotic means to engage in 

masculinity practices and to portray the identity of strong men concerned with men following 

vegan diet. 

 

https://www.instagram.com/p/CTX2VHYlk6e/
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4. Analysis 
 

The accounts of @conscious_muscle and @nimai_delgado are independent of each other, 

and even though no connection was established between them, it is evident that both of them 

have adopted a similar style and practices in terms of posting and connecting with their 

audiences due to their professional fields as one is a fitness instructor, and the other one is a 

bodybuilder, thus, their following base comprises of individuals most probably interested in the 

process of muscle-building through a combination of exercises and a vegan diet and promotion 

of mindfulness towards life. On the other side, @earthlinged, as a vegan activist, is using a rather 

different approach as he is targeting another specific niche audience. In this section of the 

analysis, I will explore each of the accounts in terms of aesthetics, social, linguistic content, and 

detailed style of posts in regards to captions and images in order to examine the practices of 

masculinity construction. 

 

4.1. Hegan Digital Styles 
 

The analysis presented here demonstrates that specific types of linguistic, social, and 

aesthetic features have become dominant as indexical elements of the cultural persona of the 

‘hegan’. Looking at the three selected accounts, they all have established a large following base 

on Instagram that is not easily accomplished, thus there is something unique about them that 

makes them stand out from the other accounts on the platform.  

Nimai Delgado is a bodybuilder and athlete that has never consumed meat in this life, and 

later in life gives up on dairy products, turning into a vegan. On the aesthetical level, his profile, 

and the type of content he posts is a mix between videos and photos. However, the center of his 

feed is his body, which could be explained by the fact that his professional activities are closely 

connected to it. At the social and linguistic level, Delgado relies on long captions, usually 

starting with a question (Figure 2&3).  
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Figure 2: A post from Nimai Delgado regarding body appreciation. Retrieved from 

@nimai_delgado.  

 

Figure 3: Another post by Nimai Delgado with another bodybuilder. Retrieved from 

@nimai_delgado.  
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As seen, Figure 2 presents a post in which Delgado starts with a question related to the 

human body but continues his appraisal with metaphors for the body such as “vessel” and 

“intelligent biological machine” that are taking you through the journey of life (Delgado, 2022). 

The caption illustrates a straightforward request for thinking and evoking one’s inner voice. Next 

to the text is a picture of himself, half-naked with eyes closed symbolizing mindfulness, and a 

body position resembling monks during prayers. Therefore, Delgado here is like Buddha who is 

urging his audience to follow the path of spirituality. In Figure 3 he can be seen topless again, 

this time accompanied by another shirtless man. While pride in their physical appearances can be 

read on their faces, the post’s caption reveals that the reason for their feelings is much deeper. As 

Delgado (2022) stated: “It’s great to see more and more vegan bodybuilders competing and 

having success in a sport where veganism is considered a disadvantage”. From the context, it 

can be understood that the second man is also a vegan and a bodybuilder, as well. Above this 

section, weight numbers are displayed as a proof of their achievement. This post shows that 

Delgado’s pride stems from the fact that he has built such a physique without consuming any 

animal products and the ‘disadvantage’ is for those who continue eating them. Therefore, this 

could also be read as a moment of bragging and shaming people, while illustrating the power and 

reinforcing the idea that hegans are actually stronger than then non-hegans. 

           Comparing the two posts, there is a complete shift in tone, from calmness-inducing 

Buddha to emphasizing ego and aggressiveness. This personality shift is rather controversial as 

one side promotes inner peace with yourself and the space around you, and the other side shames 

those who in terms of food do not follow the same path. However, the long captions serve the 

function of making the reader spend as much time as possible on his content by presenting his 

ideas as a story rather than addressing the matter directly, while the continuous body nudity aims 

to catch the eye of the audience as people tend to frequently engage more on a picture on 

Instagram related to physical appearance (Ahadzadeh et al., 2017).  

Earthling Ed is a well-known YouTuber and a vegan influencer across the vegan 

community due to his intriguing conversations with people, both vegans, and non-vegans, as well 

as his activism regarding animal rights and welfare. His content is mainly video-based on sharing 

snippets of these conversations, accompanied by extended explanation caption focusing on 

addressing even further the issue or the topic he had placed the focus on (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4: A publication on Ed’s feed discussing the topic of animal rights. Retrieved from 

@earthlinged.  

At the linguistic level, he likes to use ‘we’ or ‘they’ as he has a collective attitude towards 

his audience rather than addressing them on an individual level through ‘you’, for example. The 

context of his descriptions is explaining a societal issue, while also playing the role of the judge 

that points the finger at the mistaken, however, without individually specifying who they are, 

which leads to the creation of an illusion of group inclusion-exclusion. From an aesthetic point of 

view, his way of ‘instagramming’ is mainly through educational videos where he is directly 

talking to the camera as a form of making a conversation with the person watching, or in other 

instances videos with other people the focus of which is on the dialogue and mostly on the 

different perspectives on a chosen topic. Moreover, Ed writes extensive captions filled with a lot 

of information and sometimes scientific data stimulating people’s cognition of societal 

perceptions but also strategically making his statements more trustworthy to reach people and 

convince them to adopt his life worldview.  

Lastly, Jordan Dranes is a known fitness instructor that became vegan more than 8 years 

ago. He mainly relies on photo content focusing entirely on his aesthetic appearance in terms of 

muscles as well as the clients’ body transformations as a customer validation for his work. The 
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text resources are rather short but the hashtag #vegan is regularly included, pointing to 

communication with all vegans out there (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5: A post on veganism with #vegan in the caption. Retrieved from @conscious_muscle. 

He also regularly implements hashtags such as #plantbased and #veganfor, followed by 

another (set of) word(s). Thus, he aims to build an audience that is dominated by vegans and 

people interested in the movement. The focus on his physical qualities and achievements of his 

clients is based on his profession and the way he financially supports himself as he uses the 

platform as a way of finding new clients and showcasing the effectiveness of his knowledge and 

quality in doing the job. Compared to Delgado whose hegan digital style on Instagram is similar 

to Dranes by focusing on fitness and body, the latter does not focus on mindfulness and any 

spirituality. Instead, he uses his platform he has to address animals’ rights and stereotypes 

associated with veganism. He also uses numbers to showcase how much he weights or how 

many years he has not been consuming animal products (Figure 5) in a sense of pride and 

reinforcing power, as well, similar to Delgado, however, without aggressive attachment.  

Therefore, the features that characterize the hegan as such are the power circulating 

around the controversial topics associated with veganism such as animal abuse, nutrition, 

physique, and the mind. However, the reinforcement which could take multiple forms as shares 

as hegans are not identical but individualistic in identity construction specifically online.  

Emotional appeals are common features connected to them as the emotions implied are mixed 
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and vary from person to person. Moreover, all of them emphasize, in one way or another, their 

own greatness above society and more particularly non-vegans, through the umbrella of 

veganism, seen either by highlighting physical appearance achieved without animal products or 

failure to make the choice to give up on these products that causes worldwide ‘destruction’. 

 

4.2. Mindfulness and muscles 
 

In general, the vegan movement promotes not only a diet and a lifestyle without causing 

harm to animals but also the so-called ‘healthy’ lifestyle where you take care of your entire body 

and mind. In this context, posts regarding the importance of the state of mind are also present but 

accompanied in a context contradicting that ideology in the sense that it centralizes men’s ego 

through appearances, which should not play a vital role in living a life without causing harm and 

providing your body with all necessary nutrients, as well taking care of your mind. 

 

Figure 6: A post of Nimai Delgado about the importance of balancing emotions. Retrieved from 

@nimai_delgado. 

 Figure 6 shows that @nimai_delgado published a post on the 10th of June with a caption 

stating:  
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“…Those emotions can become trapped and manifest into physical dis-ease. Learning to go with 

the flow is about surrendering, letting go, & trusting that your life is like a river that is always 

guiding you in a particular direction” (Delgado, 2022). 

Through this caption, Nimai highlights the importance of emotional balance and 

acceptance that when it is absent this could lead to diseases. He uses metaphoric words such as 

‘turbulence’ and ‘life is like a river’ to convey an emotional connection with the reader. While 

the message of the caption is pointing towards mindfulness, the image is portraying a different 

narration than the text. In the picture, Nimai is standing in front of a waterfall with his upper 

body naked, and he is smiling, emphasizing his strong and fit figure. He aims to construct an 

identity of a man who considers inner peace and mental health valuable factors as he brings them 

up continuously in his posts. However, Delgado is mainly half naked in his publications, 

contributing to another perception - of a man who is speaking about life values and mind but also 

making the point of ‘I look better than you do because you do not have the body, I do’. 

Depending on the addressee, this could be interpreted in two ways. First, as a motivation for both 

vegans and non-vegans to achieve their physical results, and second, for non-vegans as a way of 

performing masculinity.  

 

Figure 7: A post about gratitude from Jordan. Retrieved from @conscious_muscle. 

Figure 7 was posted by Jordan Dranes, also known as @conscious_muscle, and similar to 

Figure 6, the text presents the story that we always should feel grateful for everything in our 
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lives, and if you, the reader, feel the same, you should write a comment to express your 

acceptance and support. The picture accompanying the text is his facial expression and hand that 

can be interpreted as saying ‘I am talking to you’, aligning with the appraisal for action. 

However, his image is not an image of a person in a not good-looking position or situation but an 

aesthetically appealing one where his face is good looking and his arm muscles are visible, as 

well. Therefore, as the post brings a note of attention to the importance of gratitude, it brings also 

reference to how important for Dranes the appearance is similar to Delgado’s feed posts. There is 

a similar pattern developed among them both.  

 

Figure 8: A post from Nimai on state of mind. Retrieved from @nimai_delgado. 

Another publication of Delgado in him sitting casually on his skateboard with half of his 

body being naked, portraying the aesthetic appearances of him while sarcastically calling himself 

‘the old dude’ (Figure 8). It looks like he is trying to joke about that skating is a youngsters’ 

activity and he has aged for such actions, while showing that his physical qualities do not support 

that narrative at all. The ‘sarcastic’ photo is supported with the caption: 

 “Officially the old dude at the skate park, but then again old is a state of mind. I still feel like 

I’m peaking every single day. #foreveryoung” (Delgado, 2022).  
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Feeling old is a perception of the mind, as Delgado (2022) is saying, thus your age is a 

number in your head and does not depend on your actual physical age. At the same time, he is 

showing the way he looks, which is not the way the majority of men his age looks like. Thus, the 

post is mainly expressing that “I might get older as everyone does, but I do not feel old, and 

neither does my body.” There is another layer to this as well since he follows a vegan diet and as 

such ‘my body looks amazing’ compared to others the same age. That is a form of 

#humblebragging while promoting a hegan lifestyle online. 

Following the context, there is a similarity between both hegans, meaning that their posts 

are in similar context – gratitude, emotional balance, state of mind – while at the same time 

presenting their bodies as visual resources. Although this might be coincidental, it seems that this 

is rather a pattern repetitively used by them, fitting the identity of run-of-the-mill #fitspo content 

creators. Furthermore, the linguistic content aims to connect with the audience by pointing the 

importance of mental health and appreciation towards life, while at the same time their bodies 

are upfront, in the center of the visual resource, reiterating the meaning of strength and power. 

 

4.3. Masculinity is about not eating animals 
 

As mentioned above, meat and masculinity have been in a strong social bond that has 

also been enforced by media and societal pressure over men who refuse to eat meat. As Adams 

(2015) argued, ‘real men don’t eat quiche’. While that has been the status quo in society for 

generations, hegans are willing to argue the opposite, showcasing that masculinity is embodied 

not in men consuming meat but in those who do not.  
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Figure 9: Nimai’s post on vegan lifestyle. Retrieved from @nimai_delgado. 

Figure 9 presents the process of how masculinity and identity construction has been 

reinforced by hegans and comprises both prescription and proscription. A part of the caption 

states the following: “Just because an influencers vegan diet didn’t work out for them, doesn’t 

mean that vegan diet doesn’t work. It just means THEIR vegan diet didn’t work or they simply 

decided to change their dietary pattern...” (Delgado, 2022). In other words, the issue is not the 

vegan diet but rather - the person. The text description is accompanied by a picture of Nimai 

Delgado himself and @marshallfent, another vegan influencer, both shirtless and ‘flexing’ their 

muscles. Through this post, Delgado highlights that masculinity, or the idea reinforced by a 

society that men have to be fit and strong is not connected with the consumption of meat, but 

rather the opposite since it is required more strength to achieve these body results without animal 

products.  
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Figure 10: A tweet image on Instagram account of Jordan. Retrieved from @conscious_muscle.  

Similar to Nimai, Jordan’s masculinity construction in connection with the consumption 

of meat is through stating: “Now it’s been well over 8 years & I’m in the best shape of my life 

and feel better than ever! I do indeed attribute that to a #plantbased lifestyle for a multitude of 

reasons….” (Dranes, 2022). The tweeted image of Jordan is of him and his rather muscular body 

and the short text above ‘Over 8 years #vegan & I’m big AF & strong AF…guess you don’t need 

meat’. The fitness instructor is not only showing the results of his training but directly saying 

that meat is not needed in order to achieve his look, reinforcing the idea that hegans can be 

strong and appear as meat-consuming men do, which confirms Greenebaum & Dexter’s (2017) 

argument that hegans use veganism as an act of identity construction and masculinity. 

  

4.4. Activism as the new form of masculinity   
 

As Brittan (1989) argued, masculinity is not a single category but rather a dynamic and 

layered concept that has multiple shades with people reinforcing masculinity in more than one 

way. Inhabiting the concept as a bodybuilder or fitness instructor by showing off your physical 

strength is one layer of it, however, for those hegans who belong more to the activism side of 

veganism, masculinity has a different meaning.  
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Earthling Ed is a vegan influencer, book writer, and clothing brand owner, known for his 

activism across universities in America and England. He goes to their campuses with a small 

stand and challenges students to justify their decision for not converting to a vegan diet while 

aiming to intellectually challenge their perceptions, as well (Figure 11).  

 

Figure 11: Earthling Ed on the campus of a Californian university to debate students. Retrieved 

from @earthlinged. 

He looks like an ordinary man, in the sense that he does not have a muscular body that 

requires hours in the gym every day, turning him into a relatable person both vegans and non-

vegans to have a conversation with. He publishes his debates on social media as a way of 

showing the various arguments people have towards animals and the vegan movement in 

general. It could be argued that Ed aims to shame people through this practice, while he states 

that the purpose of these videos is purely educational (Ed, 2022).  
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Figure 12: A video from a debate with a student on whether it is morally justified to eat meat. 

Retrieved from @earthlinged.  

This snippet of a debate between Ed and a student, in an undisclosed location, illustrates 

two sides on the perspective of whether the consumption of meat is morally justified or not. 

There is a quote that is visible during the entire sequence and states: “we should eat animals in a 

respectful way”. At first, it is difficult to acknowledge whose words are those. Are they Ed’s or 

the participant in the video? However, through watching the video and reading the caption, it 

becomes clear that this is the argument of the student.  

The caption itself is the text resource that reveals the context of the situation and the 

purpose of this post, as it writes:” People will often tell me that it eating meat is morally justified 

as long as we show respect to the animals. However, respect literally means having due regard 

for the feelings, wishes, or rights of others…” (Ed, 2022). These are the two opening sentences 

of the caption, presenting the position of non-vegans on meat. Then, the description continues: 

“If we truly believed that animals deserve respect we would leave their bodies alone and be 

vegan” (Ed, 2022). Thus, the meaning is that if you want to respect animals, you should not eat 

them and become vegan.  
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Figure 13: Another sequence of a debate between Ed’s and a student. Retrieved from 

@earthlinged.  

Figure 13 presents another video published on Ed’s Instagram account of a conversation 

between him and a student, however, on the topic of animal slaughter and veganism. The video 

includes a piece of sensitive information about the practices in animal slaughterhouses and farms 

that many people, both vegans, and non-vegans, find disturbing. Moreover, the video briefly 

discusses the topic of imposing moral beliefs. As the participant argues, he does not like when 

vegans impose their perspective on other people or even try to. At the same time, Ed aims to take 

the arguments presented and show him how in fact, non-vegans impose their moral system on all 

animals through inhumane practices. As it states in the caption” …However, vegans can’t force 

anyone else to be vegan but by not being vegan we then force animals to live a life of subjugation 

before then being killed at fraction of their lifespan in a slaughterhouse…” (Ed, 2022).  

Ed constructs his online presence and identity on social media by arguing his position by 

using other people’s opinions against them, illustrating his truth about why veganism is the right 

choice and people should convert to it. Compared to the other two hegans, Nimai Delgado and 

Jordan Dranes, Ed’s content is not focused on fitness, and physical appearance, but on lifestyle 

activism through education and fighting for animal cruelty-free world. Moreover, the behavior of 
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the three influencers could be loosely characterized as alpha and beta masculinity types, where 

Delgado and Dranes are the alpha males emphasizing power and physical appearance through 

which they seek to gain followers or clients, or in other terms to grow their social status. 

However, not through shaming practices towards women, but rather through humble bragging 

and putting non-vegans in their place for have not been converting to this lifestyle that is better 

for their bodies, animals, and environment. The topics they both address such as mental health 

and wellness are perceived as female discussions as they are connected with people’s emotions, 

and are a direction in which a typical alpha male would never go to.  

At the same time, Ed is an example of a beta male that does not look like an alpha male 

and does not want to be associated with them. Due to his appearances such as his long hair, lack 

of big muscles, voice that is soft, and the fact that he is not consuming meat, he is viewed as a 

more of a feminine type of a man and characterized by the societal understanding of a soy boy. 

However, Ed is performing alpha practices, as well – that is enforced through intellectual 

dominance over the people he debates with, and the non-vegans, whom he addresses in his 

captions. Ed aims to uses this kind of power to also increase the chance of changing his place in 

the social hierarchy online. Despite that, there are also similarities between the three hegans as 

they all aim to increase their Instagram reach, whether for personal benefit or due to the fact that 

they all fight for converting more people to veganism, whether through promoting the health 

benefits of this lifestyle or informing their audiences about the environmental consequences. 

 

5. Discussion and Conclusion       
 

This research investigates the specific ways hegans inhabit their masculinity in the online 

space of Instagram. First, it was established that in examining the aesthetic, social, and linguistic 

characteristics of three personas on the Internet through their feed posts, I argue that vegan men 

apply different practices to position themselves on the platform as well as to construct their 

masculine identities as masculinity is what men do and that varies from person to person 

(Greenebaum & Dexter, 2017). These practices vary in from the type of content they focus on, 

and the way of audience addresses to the strategies they apply for exposure like the number of 

hashtags used and location tagging. Looking at the individual practices of the three hegans, it is 
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clear that all portray different shades and layers of masculinity as none of them could be framed 

as one particular type of masculinity, whether hegemonic (alpha) or beta masculinity. Both 

Nimai Delgado and Jordan Dranes continue to follow societal stereotypes such as that men have 

to be big and strong characterizing the alpha male type of masculinity. However, they also break 

the stigma that this result should be tightly connected with the consumption of meat, and engage 

in discussion of topics tighten to rather feminine personalities such as the importance of 

emotional balance and gratitude more suited for the beta males. On the other hand, Earthling Ed, 

who in terms of aesthetics looks is the opposite of a fitness instructor or a bodybuilder – an 

identification mark that separates him from the rest of the men as he does not embody hegemonic 

masculinity (Ging, 2017) - inhabits also traits of alpha masculinity in relation to the moral 

strength to take a decision that is better for his health, better for the environment, and better for 

the animals as well as focusing on the importance of seeking dominance and power through 

being politically outspoken and not through muscles, which is a feature of the beta male 

personality.  

Furthermore, heganism was explored, and the conceptualization of this term focused on 

the behavioral pattern across members of the lifestyle, and it might appear as a counter-

hegemonic discourse aiming to reconstruct veganism as an alternative ultra-masculine choice in 

order to prevent vegan men from having to navigate a social minefield for retaining their 

masculine identity (Wright, 2015). However, it is the pursuit of dominance, both physically and 

mentally, that will be seen as the ability to protect both animals and the environment, as well as, 

erasing negative associations with men’s vegan identity (Randall, 2018).  

Moving on, the reviewed literature has clearly established that hegemonic masculinity is 

an abnormal form of masculinity that reinforces the idea that man should be strong and fit 

(Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). However, masculinity requires broader categorization since it 

is not fixed but contingent (Brittan, 1989), and thus a dynamic and layered concept with multiple 

shades as well as with people reinforcing it in multiple ways as it was established in this analysis. 

However, the argument that masculinity is in a crisis due to the societal expectations that are 

hard to achieve such as strong male physique and lack of emotions or care, was not confirmed 

since the conducted analysis shows that such crisis is not present across hegans as they do show 

passion and emotional attachment to animal rights, health, and the environment. Moreover, they 



31 
 

also do prove that masculinity has a multi-colorful face as it varies across the spectrum due to the 

individual differences across hegans. As observed in the analysis, “real men don’t eat quiche” 

(Adams, 2015), but they do not need to eat meat either to account for their power.  

Hegans established their own definition of masculinity, and thus create their own hybrid 

masculine identity as they do not inhabit only one type of masculinity such as hegemonic 

masculinity, known as alpha, but also beta masculinity at the same time. They are not simple 

vegans but ultra-masculine in the sense that they are able to make choices manly and satisfy the 

social expectations of hegemonic manhood (Randall, 2018). Moreover, it was argued by Randall 

(2018) that hegans successfully removed the stereotypes surrounding the female-dominated 

lifestyle by gaining masculine status before they convert to vegans. That might be the case for 

Nimai Delgado and Jordan Dranes due to their stereotypical physical figure, but that does not 

apply to Earthling Ed, whose masculinity stems from the fact that he is a vegan, and has 

intellectual dominance above non-vegans. Therefore, tension and division were created between 

the identities of hegans and non-masculine vegan men. However, it was seen that this is not 

always applicable since there is Earthling Ed, whose appearance does not scream dominance but 

reinforces masculinity through actions and intelligence, and there are Nimai and Jordan, who are 

a true representation of the social norms regarding males. Each one of them constructed his 

identity as a vegan who is more capable and more a man than those who consume meat. 

However, there is a separation enhanced as hegans draw a line and use labels themselves 

regarding those who support the lifestyle and those who do not.  

 

6. Relevance and Limitations 
 

The conclusions of this thesis are useful as a starting point for scholars and academics 

that would like to further explore how in the world of plant-based movements, men are able to 

negotiate new performances of masculinity and reinforce power above societally established 

norms as well as how masculine identities are blended among men who do not consume the main 

product associated with muscles and strength, namely meat. Furthermore, this thesis contributes 

to providing another understanding of the concept of hybrid masculinity and how it is performed 

by representatives of the male gender group. The analysis also sheds light on how food 
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differences could lead to social and cultural conflicts where practices are in continuous 

normalization and dissimilation by social groups. The study contributes to fulfilling a gap in 

hegans’ experiences and identity construction in society as it places the attention on how people 

following a vegan diet inhabit the cultural and consumption practices of vegan men through 

aesthetic, social, and linguistic resources in the Instagram nexus.  

There are a few recommendations for future research. To begin with, the scope of 

analysis is rather limited as it investigates the masculine identity of only three hegans, thus future 

research can take into account a broader scope of data on hegans in order to provide definitive 

conclusions on how vegan men perform masculinity. Also, future research could investigate how 

the various shades of identity practices of masculinity influence the societal expectation of 

veganism and gender norms, and if possible, introduce an extended framework on how 

masculinity is inhabited by hegans and reinforced on non-vegans. Moreover, the analysis is 

focused on how masculinity is inhabited by hegans in the online space of Instagram. However, 

individuals’ online practices vary from platform to platform, thus further research on hegans 

masculinity needs to be conducted across other social media platforms, sites, and channels. 
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Appendix B 

Data from Jordan Dranes 
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Appendix C 

Data from Earthling Ed 
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