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1 x written commentary on a specific food related issue of your choosing (1,000 words)
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The Accidental Flexitarian.

What is the opposite of a foodie? Whatever the proper nomenclature is for a person who is little interested in food, that’s me. Imagine my surprise, then, to have discovered myself part of the fashionable food fad of flexitarianism. Flexitarians are people who deliberately substitute meat-based meals for meat-free alternatives at least a few days a week, and here I endeavour to give careful consideration as to why.
Not being prone to abstemious habits, my leanings towards a predominantly plant-based diet are borne of a lifelong disinterest, and subsequent ineptitude, in cooking. As such, I have always found simple vegetarian meals easier, quicker and cheaper to prepare than those containing meat or fish. My journey into flexitarianism, therefore, is rather less noble than most people’s. It seems that my fellow “meat-reducers” (Dagevos and Voordouw, 2013) typically come to the decision to minimise their consumption of meat and other animal products in a more considered and intentional manner, motivated variously by concerns over health, the environment, the treatment of animals, and the politics and economics of the food-production industry.
	Bolstered by recent studies evidencing the detrimental impacts of current approaches to food production and consumption such as the one quoted in a BBC News article by Environment Correspondent Matt McGrath (2018), consumers are being increasingly compelled to lower their meat intake in an effort to move away from harmful food industry practices associated with meat production, including pollution, waste and the suffering of animals. For those of us who aspire to make healthy choices, both for ourselves and for the planet, but are lacking the necessary conviction for vegetarianism or veganism, does a flexitarian diet offer us another way – a middle ground where we can enjoy guilt-free indulgence in the occasional bacon sandwich while our moral compass remains pleasingly undisturbed? The moral high ground without the hard work, perhaps? The conscientious consumer drawn to a flexitarian diet as a way of treading lightly on the earth should take care to beware of greenwashing. Narratives that promote a diet free from animal products on the basis of environmentalism may be subject to political bias or market-driven messaging which neglect to present a balanced analysis of the pros and cons of the alternatives.  
Others are drawn to a food lifestyle choice based around limitation and avoidance in order not to overindulge. In her essay Why Do We Overeat? (published in Counihan and Van Esterik, 2013), anthropologist Margaret Mead reflected on the guilt that stems from overindulgence to the point of obesity. Mead posits that society sees it as wrong to be obese and largely blames obesity on “a lack of character, a disregard for health and a blatant lack of self-discipline” (2013, p20). This parallels neatly with social movements imploring us to limit our intake of meat. We can understand the same personal short-comings as observed by Mead in relation to obesity to extend to choices around abstinence and restraint in food lifestyle choices; perhaps it can now be argued that it is wrong to be a meat-eater if and when plant-based alternatives are available.
When we zoom out to consider questions of food availability on a global scale, food lifestyle choices can be reframed into something more like privilege. People without access to the same abundance of food choices, cannot be quite so picky. Arguably, to make considered choices around food consumption is not a privilege so much as a responsibility. In other words, those of us who have the option to make responsible food choices have a duty to do so. Where our choice of dish has become increasingly imbued with values and meaning-making such that every meal is more than simple sustenance (Watson and Caldwell, 2005; Levkoe, 2013), the pressure to ‘choose wisely’ can begin to weigh heavy on our minds. Is it, then, a powerful tripartite of guilt, shame and peer-pressure that motivates consumers in a seemingly more sustainable direction when it comes to food? 
It is interesting to consider whether there has been a growth in the practice of eating a flexitarian diet or merely a growth in the labels associated with it. Semi-vegetarian, reducetarian, meat-reducer, vegivore and indeed the word flexitarian, are all terms that I have newly encountered since learning that I have unknowingly been a practitioner for some time. Whether our motivations for meat-reducing be on the grounds of health, personal taste, politics or morality – or in my case something more like food-apathy – we can be grouped and labelled accordingly. At first, the need for labelling seems to me not at all compelling since this food lifestyle choice reads as being decidedly ordinary, after all my own flexitarianism was until recently completely invisible to me. The act of labelling, however, serves to legitimise and normalise a flexitarian approach to food choice. By vegan or vegetarian standards, consumers of animal products are deviating from the most responsible and ethical food lifestyle choice. If flexitarians cannot or will not strive for such dizzy heights, identifying as meat-reducers at least positions them as that little bit less deviant than cavalier carnivores.
As an accidental flexitarian, I cannot lay claim to any moral cachet that may go with the territory. I also remain unconvinced as to the value of its utility in conscientious citizenship and responsible guardianship of the planet. Our harmful impacts on the earth and on each other demand far more radical and effectual measures. Kidding ourselves that swapping the occasional cheeseburger for a non-meat alternative will be enough to protect our health and that of the planet is an act of wilful ignorance that will, on balance, do more harm than good.
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