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Introduction

Children view pets as part of the family, and describe a relational, inclusive relationship with the animals in their daily lives (Tipper 2011). This assumption of kinship with non-human animals demonstrates an understanding of human-animal inclusivity that anthropology has only recently started to consider (Hurn 2012: 1). Running parallel to this is the normalisation of meat-eating in British society. No matter how much we think of ourselves as a nation of animal-lovers, a dualistic approach is still in place when it comes to our food. One consequence of this is that animals are now reared on an industrial scale for meat. At the same time, consumers of meat are shielded from the reality of meat production. 

McDonalds fast food restaurant routinely use animal imagery to advertise to children, while disguising the fact their hamburgers contain a slaughtered cow. This essay will examine how British children are taught to perceive animals, and how they are persuaded not to perceive the contents of their Happy Meal hamburgers at all.  
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Children and animals

Pets matter to British children in the same way their adult relatives do, and are considered family for the same reasons adults are (Tipper 2011). In her study, Tipper found that children routinely described their pets as individuals, friends, and acquaintances; they were social partners, ‘somebodies’, often more known and more knowable than adults (ibid: 157). Pets were sometimes even above them in the family hierarchy. Animals encountered outside the home –  neighbourhood cats and dogs, a horse in a field, creatures encountered on holiday – were described in the same terms. To these children, animals were in every way equivalent to humans.

Rather than dismissing it as mere ‘natural affinity’, Tipper suggests that children’s interactions with animals are situated within a ‘complex, relational, contextual social world’ (ibid: 152) and are therefore of interest at a time when Western society is moving away from the dominant dualistic view of human-animal relations. Multispecies ethnography has started to consider ‘the interconnectedness and inseparability of humans and other life forms’ (Locke and Muenster 2015), and Tipper sees parallels between the interspecies relationships that come so naturally to children and this emerging post-human viewpoint. The children in the study had not yet succumbed to the prevailing cultural norms that place animals at a remove from humans. 

So why do most British children unquestioningly eat meat?
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The Meat Paradox

In our post-domestic world, animals have been organised into conceptual categories, broadly summarised by Stewart and Cole as ‘food’, ‘pet, ‘representations’, ‘utility’, ‘pest’, or ‘wild’ (2009: 461). The only ‘emotionally important’ relationship among these is pet-keeping (ibid: 463). However, it is acknowledged that these categories are cultural constructs, part of the socialisation process that allows us to mentally distance the animals we love from those we eat (ibid). 

We need to do that because death is an inescapable part of meat production, and to most of us in the West, this is uncomfortable to think about (e.g. Bruckner 2018). Food production is now industrialised. Consequently, the majority of people have become distanced from the mechanics of it, both literally (in that industrial farming mostly takes place indoors and situated well away from population centres) – and figuratively (ibid). As Donna Haraway states, ‘There is no way to eat [meat] and not to kill… no way to pretend innocence and transcendence or a final peace’ (in Bruckner 2018: 124). The conflict between being fond of animals and eating meat has been called ‘the meat paradox’ (Kunst and Hohle 2016; Aaltola 2019 and many others). 

We tell ourselves that the animals we like to eat are somehow less sentient than our pets, even though on some level we know this is not the case (Bilewicz et al 2016). Cognitive dissonance allows us to hold two contradictory views simultaneously to reduce our uneasiness: we care about animals, and we eat meat. Dissociation allows us to mentally separate the product from the animal – beef is a thing, distinct from a cow. The psychological discomfort meat-eating causes is usually addressed by one of the following strategies: by adjustment of consumer behaviour (for example, becoming vegetarian, or buying only organic produce); by underplaying moral concerns; by defending meat-eating, for example with ‘hedonistic, nutritional or evolutionary justifications’ (Kunst and Hohle 2016: 758). These coping strategies, plus indifference – what Aaltola calls ‘strategic ignorance’ (2019: 1125) – are prevalent throughout Western culture, where meat-eating is normalised and anthropocentric thinking has gone unchallenged for centuries (Hurn 2012).

If children have meaningful interaction with real animals, anthropocentrism declines (Geerdts et al 2014: 144). However, when children with little exposure to real animals receive extensive exposure to anthropomorphised representations of animals via popular culture and media, anthropocentrism increases (ibid). Exaggerated personification of animals can therefore lead to reduced empathy for living creatures. Empathy, writes Aaltola, is a necessary part of fully developed moral agency, and so ‘diminishing it in the context of making dietary choices can be detrimental from an animal ethics point of view’ (2019: 1125). 

How meat is presented to Western consumers also affects what felt for the animal involved. Many studies have found that packaged, processed meat which bears no resemblance to the animal it came from is easier to eat than meat that retains its animal characteristics (e.g. Kunst and Hohle 2016: 759). Meat producers therefore reduce wherever possible the likelihood of both empathy and disgust reactions when selling their product. 

If children are conditioned not to think about where meat comes, and do not have the opportunity to interact with a range of animals face-to-face, and popular culture bombards them with anthropomorphised animals, then conditions are perfect for the food industry to sell children hamburgers.
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How Happy Is A Happy Meal?

The Happy Meal promotion at the time of writing is ‘Animal Top Trumps’ (Hutchins 2021). The irony of this is not lost on one commentator, who writes: 

Currently you’ll find animal-themed Top Trumps as the free gift at McDonald’s branches in the UK, so that you can learn a little more about the incredible richness and diversity of the animal kingdom, before eating a deep-fried morsel of it for lunch. (Phelps 2021)

The Happy Meal was introduced in 1979, a ‘pairing of toys and unhealthy food’ (Webley 2010). In the early 2000s, the company sold or gave away more than 1.5 billion toys annually (Stewart & Cole 2009: 459). Over the years, McDonalds have leaned heavily on animal toys and imagery to promote Happy Meals. Marketing directly to children has been found to increase overall sales (ibid). 

However, while promoting a wide range of animal toys and games, the animals inside the Happy Meal box – the cows and chickens who lived short, brutalised lives – remain unseen. The McDonalds public website mentions free-range eggs, sustainably-sourced fish, and RSPCA Quality Assured pork, but makes no mention of cows beyond an assurance that their beef and organic milk is produced on UK or Irish farms. The corporate website mentions ‘sustainable agriculture and beef’, adding, 

We know that we don’t yet have all the answers, but we’re engaging with expert groups, farmers and industry to test and scale more sustainable and regenerative practices that help protect nature, reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and secure farmer livelihoods. (McDonalds 2021a)

The well-documented and manifestly cruel practices that animals in contemporary mass-market food production are subjected to, and the terrible environmental costs of intensive agriculture that are pushing the planet into a climate crisis, are mentioned only obliquely here. It is shocking to observe how the rhetoric seeks to minimise the reality of potential environmental catastrophe that McDonalds and other global food companies actively contribute to, but also how plainly the cows that end up in burgers ‘have been made physically and discursively invisible’ (Bruckner 2018: 22). 

It can even be argued that animal welfare discourse in farming has its roots in origins in anthropocentric thinking. As Bruckner points out, the debate is always framed around how animals in contained farming systems might have better lives – ‘it still places them as resources, a type of “nature” for human use’ (2018: 23). She notes that animal welfare discourse happened in tandem with the growth of intensive farming as a way of ensuring and enhancing production (ibid: 30). She goes on to explore the possibility that framing food as sustainable or organic may perpetuate the problem by creating new markets (ibid). 

Even if a food animal is reared humanely, its fate is still the slaughterhouse, where due to the industrial scale of the system it is not uncommon for animals to be butchered, boiled, dismembered, flayed, or disembowelled while still alive (Animal Aid 2021; Foer 2009; Joy 2005: 108).

It is not surprising adults want to spare children the pain of that.
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Suffering Across The Species Boundary

As mentioned earlier, multispecies ethnography examines the connections and inseparability of humans and other life forms (Locke and Muenster 2015). In meat production, it is not just the animals that suffer, although they bear the brunt of it.

Global animal agriculture is destroying the environment. The industry is polluting and draws excessively on freshwater supplies (Bustillo-Lecompte and Mehryar 2015). It is accelerating climate change, and responsible for more than 90% of deforestation in the Amazon (Bryant 2019: 1). Meat companies operating in that region violate the rights of indigenous peoples as they do so (Abelvik-Lawson 2020). 

Many studies have demonstrated a link between eating meat and cardiovascular disease, cancer and type 2 diabetes (Bryant 2019: 1). The antibiotics routinely fed to farmed animals pass to humans in the food chain, making humans resistant to them and ‘thereby posing a tremendous threat to public health’ (Kumar et al 2020: 1). 

Slaughterhouse staff are psychologically affected by the ‘underlying violent nature’ of the job (Victor and Barnard 2016: 2). Domestic abuse and other criminal behaviours are linked to the work (ibid). Mental illnesses such as depression are common, and suicide, drug/alcohol abuse, and destructive behaviours are widespread (Shearer 2018: 1; Joy 2005: 108; Foer 2009: 181). 

Turning a blind eye to what is involved in meat production has far-reaching repercussions. Sixty billion cows, pigs and chickens are slaughtered annually (Bruckner 2018: 22) and meat consumption is projected to rise by 12% by 2029 (OECD 2021). In a world where the barnyard has been replaced by vast commercial enterprises, where animals are largely kept indoors in windowless, climate-controlled buildings, and human care has been replaced by machines (Novek 2012), the realities of meat production feel very distant from the burger in the Happy Meal box. 
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The Future

With climate change threatening the future of humanity, the push now is for sustainability. Over the last four decades, McDonalds has demonstrably responded to public concerns. For example, in the 1980s, when people became worried about fat and cholesterol, chicken nuggets were introduced as a Happy Meal option, supposedly a healthier alternative to beef (Webley 2010) . Milk, fruit and fruit juice choices were offered alongside sugary drinks and cookies in 2004 (ibid). An organic beefburger was trialled in 2015 (Diehn 2015), and in 2019 the first vegetarian Happy Meal option appeared (Poulter 2019). In response to heightened environmental awareness, plastic straws and foam packaging have been withdrawn, and the company has recently pledged to phase out all plastic toys by 2022 (McDonalds 2021b). 

McDonalds’ UK marketing literature not only highlights their green credentials, but also emphasises the locality of the food used in their restaurants. They highlight the ‘23,000 British and Irish farmers’ who supply their produce, for example, and supply a Google map of their locations (McDonalds 2021c) – a nod towards the growing popularity of ‘shop local’ campaigns. The company is trialling innovative new technology to monitor the welfare of broiler chickens in its supply chain (Mikesell 2020), another tacit admission that all is not well with the animals it serves to its customers. Whether or not it is just greenwashing, these are nevertheless steps in the right direction by a global corporation with significant cultural influence.

While the fate of farm animals is not yet at the forefront of public consciousness, there is a growing awareness of how animals in modern intensive farming suffer (Bryant 2019). Global meat consumption continues to grow (OECD 2021), but the signs are that human exceptionalism is increasingly being questioned; the academy’s ‘animal turn’ (Hurn 2012: 202) is becoming mainstream. Perhaps children in future will be in a far better position to join the dots between their love of animals and the meat on their plates. 

Will the Happy Meal one day live up to its name? With the ‘re-introduction of the living animal into decisions concerning animal consumption’ (Aaltola 2019: 1125), there is room to hope.
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