Close to the Bone: How Meat-Eating Shapes People

Eating meat has long been a heated discussion topic. A common argument is that meat is a necessary part of a human’s diet, whether this is true or not “without meat humanity probably would not be where it is today” (Jabr, 2012:28). Within this piece I will briefly look at the meat industry and how it has shaped the behaviour of people, particularly in Western society. According to Just-Eat there was a 987% increase in the need for vegetarian options in 2017 (Just-Eat, 2018), is the meat industry and the problems surrounding it to blame for this rise?
A study conducted by Oxford Martin School researchers found that a universal shift to eating a predominantly fruit and vegetable-based diet could reduce greenhouse gasses by up to two thirds, save 8 million lives in the next thirty years, avoid around $1.5 billion in climate damage and lead to healthcare cost savings (Oxford Martin School, 2016). The British news at the moment seems to be filled with stories of similar content so this doesn’t come as much of a surprise, it’s no secret that the meat industry is not sustainable. However, it is predicted that the meat industry could increase by anywhere up to another 160% by 2050 (Theworldcounts, 2019). Meat is so ingrained into Western culture that it’s impact on the Earth appears to not matter. Terms such as “beefcake” are used to describe someone attractive, whereas we use terms like “couch potato” for someone who is lazy, even advertising shows eating meat to be masculine and to make you strong whereas vegetables are for the weak. At almost any restaurant you will find that the majority of the menu will be meat based, with some places not even offering a vegetarian option. The “Sunday roast” is a British staple, with the roast meat being seen as the vital ingredient to making it a good dinner, beef being the most popular choice (YouGov, 2018) even though it is one of the least sustainable (The Guardian, 2018). Turkey is a central part of Christmas, with it almost being a competition as to who has cooked the biggest turkey. If you walk through almost any town or city you will find fast food restaurants littered everywhere, most of which have only started offering a vegetarian option within the last few years, and almost all only have one or two vegetarian options. McDonalds for example only have two adult main items that do not include meat (McDonalds, 2019), even when in a hurry or just grabbing a quick bite to eat, meat is still at the forefront of western diets. 
Around 315 million tons of meat are consumed each year worldwide, this is however a rising figure (The World Counts, 2019). Meat is the principal source of protein in all affluent countries other than Japan (Jabr, 2012), this could be a consequence of the ease of access to various types of meats, and perhaps how far removed the end product is from the animal it once was. The high level of meat necessary to fill the current demands has seen the meat industry to become much larger, with meat needing to be processed to be able to stay edible from farm to table. Processed red meat has been shown to increase the likelihood of cardio-vascular disease and diabetes, whereas unprocessed red meat shows no signs of increasing the probability of developing these problems (Jabr, 2012). The majority of Western meat comes from factory farming, where animals are kept in cramped, dirty, and largely uninhabitable and cruel conditions, they are rarely fed anything other than grain. Large areas of developing countries have been bought out by Western companies in order to produce feed for the animals, with the people inhabiting that land being moved on with no other option. Overall the meat industry appears to run through greed and the demands kept high due to the ease of access. What with the ties to animal cruelty and cruelty to the humans who once inhabited the lands now owned by corporations simply for profit, it appears the meat industry has triggered people to become removed from the problems it causes. The cruelty that goes on within this industry is barely hidden, an incredibly short amount of research will bring up reams of information on the goings on, and yet most people do not seem to care. I can only speculate as to the reasons why, perhaps many people are living under the motto ignorance is bliss, or perhaps meat is so ingrained into western society and culture that it seems impossible to remove it now, or perhaps even that people simply do not care about what happens behind closed doors.
According to Attala’s Edibility Approach, in the simplest sense, plants influence people the same as people influence plants, through the ingestion of plants (2017). Within this approach humans are no more important than the plants they ingest, the existence of both human and plant is just as necessary as the other. Through the ingestion of plants humans can create relationships with those plants and be affected by that plant from within their own body (Attala, 2017). If this is the case, with the rise of vegetarianism and veganism, but also the rise in meat production, are we to see a distinct dichotomy between people. People adhering to a vegan or vegetarian diet will surely show signs of being more connected to the environment around them and have a closer relationship to plants, whereas people sticking to a meat-eating diet will surely become more detached from the environment and the actions of the meat industry.
In conclusion, though there has been a dramatic rise in people avoiding meat and meat products, the meat industry is clearly thriving. This can be looked at in many ways depending on your viewpoint, with people such as Attala (2017) viewing plants as equally important as humans and non-human animals, and Jabr (2012) viewing meat as a necessary part of the human diet though not the processed version most people are accustomed to. It is certainly food for thought.
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