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  For all those working tirelessly to create a more sustainable, healthy, and compassionate world












  



  
Foreword





  BILL MCKIBBEN




  “Halfway” sounds like a compromise—but in fact this is quite a radical book and idea. Not to mention smart and elegant.




  Here’s the problem: We eat way too much meat. It doesn’t matter whether you care mostly about the destruction of our climate, or the ravaging of rural areas by “concentrated animal feeding operations” that produce more sewage than big cities, or the cruelty to animals who must live out their lives in such conditions, or the effects on our arteries—in each of these cases we’d be far better off if our consumption fell.




  For some people that means consumption falling to zero: vegetarianism or veganism are wise choices. But diets are deeply rooted in culture and in history, and for many people going cold turkey (perhaps not the best choice of words) is very hard. I’ve spent much of my life as an organizer traveling to remote and poor regions of the world, and I know how ingrained the appeal of animal protein can be. But each of us can easily reduce the amount of meat we eat.




  One answer lies in meeting people where they are—not preaching to the choir but providing people with tools and resources that will help them simply cut back on the amount of animal products they consume (without it being an all-or-nothing premise), all while supporting delicious, affordable, and convenient alternatives in the marketplace. That, anyway, is the thesis of Meat Me Halfway. At its core, it’s a message of positivity and hope, that if we all band together and do our part, we can create a sustainable, healthy, and compassionate world for generations to come.




  I couldn’t be more delighted to be a very small part of this movement and thank you for your support in advancing our shared mission. Our future depends on it.









   

  
Introduction










  This place is the reason I turned out weird.—Pete Davidson









  When out-of-towners think of New York City, they imagine gilded skyscrapers and a grid of crowded streets. They don’t think about Staten Island, where I was born. While Staten Island can get a bit crowded at times—with nearly five hundred thousand residents crammed into less than sixty square miles—it feels more like a distant suburb than an official borough of the largest city in the United States. There are actually over sixty neighborhoods that make up Staten Island, and locals will usually refer to a subsection of it when they mention where they’re from. (I’m from Bulls Head.)




  Staten Island isn’t known as the hippest or most progressive of places, and it doesn’t help that you need to hop on a boat to get there. Just ask Amy Schumer’s character from the movie Trainwreck, who took the ride of shame on the Staten Island Ferry after a night of questionable decisions. The borough is perhaps most commonly known as the birthplace of Mike “The Situation” Sorrentino from the reality TV show Jersey Shore, for requesting to secede from New York City back in 1993 (dubbed Stexit), as the source of noxious odors from Fresh Kills Landfill (what used to be the world’s largest dump), and for being the only borough in New York to vote overwhelmingly for Donald Trump . . . twice. Even the accent is slightly more pronounced than what you find in the rest of New York City. Words like “mozzarella,” “calamari,” and “prosciutto” (over 35 percent of Staten Island residents are of Italian descent, higher than any other county in the country) are pronounced mooz-uh-rell, ga-la-mad, and pro-shoot-toe. All this is to say that if you’re from Staten Island, other New Yorkers can usually detect it. On my first day at the High School of Telecommunication Arts and Technology in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, several students wouldn’t let me say more than a few sentences before interjecting, “Are you, like, from Staten Island?” Even though each inquiry lacked any hint of condescension, I still disliked being poked at as though I belonged not in homeroom but in a cabinet of curiosities.




  Mind you, the ease with which people detected my roots didn’t stop me from trying to obfuscate them, particularly as I got older. When I first started online dating, I listed my location on my OkCupid profile as “New York, NY,” despite living on Staten Island at the time. When rounds of messages led to in-person dates with women who lived in Manhattan or Brooklyn, I waited as long as possible before revealing what felt like a dirty secret, lest its reputation ruin my chances with them. (While I no longer feel the need to hide my Staten Island roots in shame, I can’t honestly say I regret this strategy, since it just so happens I met my wife this way.) I even tried to jettison my lingering Staten Island accent, paying particular attention to words that triggered native pronunciations. During the second week of my summer internship at Columbia University, a visitor asked me where the bathroom was, and with my boss in earshot, I reflexively replied “fawth flaw.” Mortified, I almost never dropped an “R” again. (I say “almost never” because it returns with a vengeance whenever I’m angry or surrounded by family. As the singer Kesha said, “We R Who We R.”)




  Despite its less-than-ideal reputation and occasionally embarrassing idiosyncrasies, Staten Island was a fine place to grow up. I had a fairly typical childhood as part of an American middle-class family. I lived on a placid suburban street. Kids played kickball in the neighborhood park or in the street outside. At night—aside from the occasional cacophony of crickets and car alarms—it was dead quiet. I could even make out the stars, even with the dim streetlamps switched on. On the day after Thanksgiving, our neighbors competed for the unspoken title of “Most Decked-Out Home.” (Given that my family was Jewish, it was understood we weren’t in the running, even if a plastic electric Hanukkah menorah in the window is a beautiful sight to behold in its own right.)




  My mom, Linda, was a devoted homemaker, and my dad, Russell, was an optometrist. For fun, I would occasionally call his office and ask the receptionist if I could speak to “Dr. Kateman,” finding hilarity in the fact that such a jokester at home could somehow be taken seriously at work. This was the same man who told me that during graduate school he and his friends played catch with an eyeball that once belonged to a monkey. Like so many little boys, I grew up idolizing my dad. My older sister, Jennifer, did too. He was our hero: the smartest and funniest person we’d ever met. He worked long hours to pay the bills—always until late at night and more often than not on the weekends. My happiest memories are of him walking through the front door each night, meaning we could finally sit down and eat together as a family.




  And what did we eat? Meat—a lot of it. “I made meatloaf, spaghetti and meatballs, pot roast, fried fish, sometimes lamb chops or beef stew,” my mom recollects. “Oh, sometimes you would help me make your favorite recipe—chicken cutlet Parmesan,” she added with pride. My dad almost never prepared dinner, but when he did, it was always barbecued skirt steak on the outside grill.




  Meat and dairy were also prominently featured in our breakfasts and lunches. For breakfast, particularly on the weekends, it was bacon, eggs, grilled cheese sandwiches, steak and eggs, sausage patties, and bagels and lox. For lunch, Mom often microwaved pepperoni pizza, fish sticks, mac and cheese with hamburger meat, or fried chicken nuggets. Whenever we were eating—no matter the time of day—we were eating meat. As I grew older, I continued eating this Standard American Diet (SAD)—that is, the typical diet of the majority of Americans. Though it lacks a precise definition, it’s generally high in red meat, poultry, seafood, and refined carbohydrates like white bread, sugar, flour, and white rice. Similar to my friends and family, I rarely ate fruit, vegetables, whole grains, or legumes (e.g., beans and lentils). I had never even heard of quinoa.




  This all changed after a single airplane flight. While traveling from New York to Montana to present undergraduate research on the environmental impacts of climate change, a classmate handed me a book called The Ethics of What We Eat: Why Our Food Choices Matter by Peter Singer and Jim Manson. It was an awkward moment because I was eating a cheeseburger at the time—but I read it cover to cover. Over those few hours, I learned in vivid detail how the industrialization of animal agriculture led to cheap foods that are produced at the expense of animal welfare. Over the next several weeks I went deeper. I picked up The CAFO Reader: The Tragedy of Industrial Animal Factories by Daniel Imhoff, which depicted pigs confined to gestation crates, metal enclosures so small they are unable to turn around; cows enduring painful mutilations, including dehorning, castration, and branding; and drugged-up chickens selectively bred to grow so large so quickly that many of them cannot walk by the time they are slaughtered some forty days after birth. I had heard about factory farms—also known as “concentrated animal feeding operations” (CAFOs)—from which industrial meat* is born, but I had thought it was the exception, not the rule. Apparently, I wasn’t alone: A 2017 survey found 58 percent of US adults think “most farmed animals are treated well,” and 75 percent of US adults say they usually buy animal products “from animals that are treated humanely.”1




  I was shocked to learn that of the nine billion land animals (the number of sea animals killed is so high it’s too difficult to estimate) raised for food in the United States annually, 99 percent of them are subjected to these cruel conditions. Worldwide, there are 70 billion land animals raised for food, over 90 percent of which are living in factory farms, according to some estimates. Even the pejorative term “factory farm” is a misnomer, really, because CAFOs don’t share any meaningful resemblance with an archetypical farm, instead operating under an industrial factory framework, more similar to mass producing mugs or chairs. I then poured over convincing data that breeding animals for food accelerates climate change and biodiversity loss; moreover, it also increases incidences of heart disease, diabetes, obesity, and numerous cancers.




  It became clear to me that eating less meat—especially industrial meat—was critical for both human health and the planet’s health, so it wasn’t long before I decided to become a vegetarian. I didn’t personally know any vegetarians, but I thought, How hard could it be?




  I quickly realized that like most people, my food choices had been based primarily on price, convenience, and taste—not necessarily on what was good for my body or the planet. With inexpensive and delicious meaty options more readily available to me than the occasional frozen veggie burger you might find on Staten Island, I found myself “falling off the tofu train” from time to time.




  Holidays and complex social situations were particularly challenging. I remember one Thanksgiving when, under pressure to honor our family by sharing turkey together, I dropped a morsel of flesh onto my plate of veggies. True to form, my big sister teased, “I thought you were a vegetarian, Brian?” A few months later, while out to breakfast at IHOP, I instinctively snagged a piece of bacon from my friend’s plate as the waiter was taking it away. As a self-identifying Jewish vegetarian, I felt even worse.




  Battling what could only be described as an identity crisis, I swore off the vegetarian label in search of one that accurately described my dietary choices. Along the way I discovered terms like cheating vegetarian and lazy vegan—both negative and self-defeating, as they focused on shortcomings rather than successes. More neutral terms like semi-vegetarian, mostly vegetarian, and flexitarian (a person who primarily eats plant-based foods but occasionally includes meat in their diet) captured my momentary eating habits—but they were also static and exclusive to people who already followed a plant-based diet. I wasn’t sold on any of them.




  Then, on a hot summer afternoon in Manhattan in 2014, I met my friend Tyler Alterman for lunch. I explained my conundrum to him, and in turn he shared that he had also been cutting down on meat and was having similar difficulties explaining his choices to others. Suddenly, we both realized there was a need for a positive and inclusive term for people like us, who are committed to reducing our intake of meat while inspiring others to do the same. After many brainstorming sessions, we finally came up with the term reducetarian.




  Ever since, we have been on a mission to reduce societal consumption of meat—beginning in my hometown of Staten Island and now all around the world. I founded a nonprofit organization called The Reducetarian Foundation. I’ve published two other books: The Reducetarian Solution and The Reducetarian Cookbook. I’ve organized Reducetarian Summits in New York City, Los Angeles, Washington, D.C., and San Francisco. All brought hundreds of leaders together to explore the most promising strategies for pushing the needle on meat consumption. I’ve given countless talks and published dozens of op-eds calling for an end to industrial animal agriculture. I’ve secured international press for the movement, with “reducetarian” having been translated into over twenty languages, from Spanish (reducetariana) and Italian (reducetariani) to German (reducetarianer) and Turkish (redüktanizm). I’ve even produced a documentary on which this book is largely based.




  All this activism begs the obvious question: Have the efforts paid off?




  On one hand we are witnessing a shift in how people think about meat. In 2016, Oprah Winfrey acknowledged Meatless Mondays as something she “can do” and urged her millions of followers on Twitter to join her. In 2017, reality television personality Kylie Jenner announced via Snapchat that she had adopted a vegan diet, joining celebrities like Ariana Grande, Woody Harrelson, Ellen DeGeneres, and politicians Cory Booker, Bill Clinton, and Al Gore in touting the benefits of swapping out meat for plants. In 2019, which the Economist deemed “The Year of the Vegan,” Beyoncé encouraged her fans to incorporate full or partial veganism into their daily routines for a chance to win tickets to her and Jay-Z’s shows. Though polls vary widely (and should be treated cautiously), they suggest a fast-growing segment of the general public is interested in reducing their meat consumption. In 2018, more than one in three Brits said in a consumer survey that they had recently reduced their meat consumption, up from 28 percent in 2017. Similar trends have been reported in US consumer research, as 36 percent said in 2021 that they are eating less meat than they did a few years ago. Indeed, the rise in popularity of plant-based eating is an extremely encouraging trend, one I am cautiously optimistic will continue for the foreseeable future.




  Nevertheless, the vast majority of people still eat meat regularly. Until recently I lived on the Upper East Side of Manhattan—one of the wealthiest and most privileged neighborhoods in the world—and for every sweetgreen, Just Salad, Chop’t, and Dig Inn (which all have plant-forward menus), there are countless more meat-centric eateries. Just a few blocks north in East Harlem, this reality is even more apparent, with a Taco Bell, KFC, or Wendy’s seemingly on every corner. (Researchers often refer to these areas, where fast food and junk food outlets outnumber healthy ones, as “food swamps.”) I saw similar landscapes in Los Angeles, in Providence, Rhode Island, and in New Jersey, where I live today. Despite my parents’ health issues (my mom has struggled with her weight and my dad has type 2 diabetes) and their familiarity with the issues surrounding factory farming, they continue to consume some 225 pounds of meat annually, or roughly what the average American now eats. To put this number in perspective, my parents’ parents likely ate what the average American ate in 1950—approximately 125 pounds of meat annually.




  This isn’t to suggest I haven’t had successes farther from home; on the contrary, I’ve read thousands of emails, comments, and posts with inspiring stories of people successfully cutting back on meat. Each of these anecdotes brings me tremendous joy and reminds me that my work is worth it, despite how difficult it is. Nevertheless, as the saying goes, the proof is in the pudding, and right now, most of the puddings in the world aren’t vegan.




  Rather than regurgitate what many people already know about the impacts of factory farming or otherwise build a case for veganism, I started writing this book with three examinations.




  The first: Why do we love meat so much? When and why did we start eating it? Why do we eat so much more now compared to thousands of years ago? Or even dozens of years ago? I know that evolution and the growth of factory farms had something to do with all this, but I wanted answers from experts about why meat consumption has skyrocketed throughout the past century. Really, I should say “clues to the answers,” because like any highly complex topic, it’s extremely difficult to make absolute sense of it all. Teasing out whether one event is the direct result of another is as much art as it is science.




  Disclaimer aside, my hope was that a detailed picture would emerge from this exploration, one that would inform my second set of questions: Despite all we know about meat today, why do we continue to eat so much of it? Is it our culture? Our biology? The chemistry of meat? What roles do the economy and politics play? Or, perhaps, is the animal agriculture industry itself responsible because of clever advertising and generous government subsidies?




  Finally, if meat truly is here to stay, how can we make it more sustainable, humane, and healthy? There are three predominant alternatives. First, we can “go back to the land” and push for higher-welfare, more eco-friendly, and ostensibly healthier meat sourced from local, independent farmers. Other activists believe the future lies in “meat” made from plants rather than animals. Finally, perhaps the answer lies neither in farm country nor in plants, but in Silicon Valley, where scientists are developing cell-cultured meat: nonsentient animal flesh grown without creating the rest of the animal, meaning no skin, no bones, no feathers. While supporters of each proposal agree that the current factory-farm model must go, that is about where the consensus ends. Unfortunately, this community of well-meaning activists is teetering on the brink of civil war, all because we can’t agree on the “ideal” meat of the future.




  Ultimately, this book is about our complex relationship with meat. It’s less about the Christmas ham or the pig that it was once a part of and more about the people at the table celebrating while eating it, or while abstaining from eating it. It’s about how we define ourselves by the meat we eat today and how our definitions will evolve as meat of the future does too. Most of all, it’s about how we might create a more compassionate, sustainable, and healthy world—a world we’d all like to see.




   Footnotes




  * By “meat,” I just mean the flesh of an animal, broadly. I’ll use “factory farmed” or “industrial” to refer to meat that came from a CAFO, and terms like “better meat,” “higher-welfare meat,” or “sustainable meat” to describe meat that didn’t come from a CAFO.
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  RISE OF CARNIVOROUS AMERICA
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  The Birth of the Omnivore




  




  Hey, Barn, you like your steak rare?—Fred Flintstone




  




  About a decade ago I attended a summer pool party in New Jersey with my now wife, Isabel, and a dozen of her coworkers and friends. Isabel and I had only recently started dating, and I was a bit nervous about meeting her friends; it had been about a year since the last time I’d eaten meat, and expecting only traditional barbecue fare, I brought a sad, soggy package of veggie burgers with me. Fortunately, thanks to Isabel, our gracious host Alice already knew I was vegetarian, so she’d purchased some much nicer veggie burgers for me in advance.




  After a few hours of frisbee, swimming, and booze, it was lunchtime. Alice asked each of her guests what they wanted to eat: hamburgers, hot dogs, steaks, chicken cutlets, or veggie burgers. After collecting everyone’s order, she fired up the grill and a tantalizing aroma filled the air. It was a familiar smell, a heavenly concoction I instantly associated with smoked meat. I knew intellectually it wasn’t something I wanted to crave, even internally, but I found myself practically salivating over it anyway. It was distressing to realize just how intense the craving was; I hadn’t experienced cravings this powerful in a long time. We all took our seats as the host placed platters of food at the center of our table. I reluctantly fashioned a veggie burger with some fixings while everyone else eagerly assembled a plate of meat. I normally love a good veggie burger, but I knew even before I bit into this one that it wasn’t going to save me from this primal tailspin. After wolfing it down, I was even more irritable and dissatisfied than before.




  Finally, I couldn’t take it any longer. Nonchalantly, I grabbed a juicy, delicious hamburger and then quickly devoured it. I hoped nobody would notice, but of course everyone did, and an uncomfortable conversation about my hypocrisy and our seemingly ingrained pull toward meat ensued. That wasn’t the last time I ate meat, and it certainly wasn’t the last time I yearned for it. Where does this deep-seated lust for meat originate? Is it cultural—perhaps associated with happy childhood memories of grilling burgers with my dad in the backyard? Or is there something more primal going on?




  The answer is complicated. According to science journalist Marta Zaraska, author of Meathooked: The History and Science of Our 2.5-Million-Year Obsession with Meat, for tens of millions of years—long before Homo sapiens first began walking the earth—our distant ancestors primarily ate plants. Consider Purgatorius, the earliest common ancestors of primates, who hit the Mesozoic scene somewhere between fifty-five and eighty-five million years ago. More closely resembling today’s squirrels or lemurs than gorillas or chimpanzees, Purgatorius emerged in tropical or subtropical forests after some small, shrew-like, insect-eating mammal climbed into the trees, perhaps in search of some grub. This was the start of an extraordinary transition, with the descendants of this arboreal explorer coming to rely substantially on fruits, leaves, and flowers from the canopy—a change that set the stage for the emergence of the primate order. From tiny monkeys to large apes, they developed a host of superhero-like adaptations over time—including enhanced depth perception, acuity, and color vision—to help them discern the presence of plant parts that ornamented trees, shrubs, and herbs.




  As more time passed, primates diverged into various lineages, and some continued to eat these plant foods, while others added new ones, like seeds and nuts, into their diets. Even when the hominin (early human) lineage formed with the last common ancestor of chimpanzees and bonobos (our closest living evolutionary cousins) in Africa about five to eight million years ago, plant-based eating had not yet gone out of style. Take, for example, Orrorin tugenensis, one of the earliest hominins on record, who lived just under six million years ago. Orrorin tugenensis sported small canines, low rounded molars, and thick enamel, suggesting a diet of mainly leaves, fruit, seeds, roots, nuts, and insects.




  It isn’t until about three to four million years ago that evidence of a possible wrinkle in plant-based eating begins to show up in the fossil record. In 1994, for example, scientists discovered a remarkable four-million-year-old skeleton in Ethiopia belonging to Ardipithecus ramidus. Its teeth, which had neither very thick nor very thin enamel, reveal Ardipithecus ramidus likely followed a more generalized, omnivorous diet, one that may have included some small mammals in addition to new plant foods like grasses and sedges. Similarly, chemical analyses of the teeth of another hominin species, Australopithecus africanus, who roamed the earth about three million years ago, suggest the species’ diet also may have included a small amount of meat. All told, early hominins may have had a diet similar to modern chimpanzees, who on average eat meat fewer than ten days per year.




  Any substantial uncertainty concerning meat-eating in hominins disappears about 2.5 million years ago, slightly before the arrival of the genus Homo. This is when fossilized bones with cuts and percussion marks—clear signs of butchery—as well as stone tools appear in the fossil record. For example, in the 1990s, at a site in Bouri, Ethiopia, paleontologists discovered 2.5-million-year-old cranial and tooth remains from a single individual whom they dubbed Australopithecus garhi, after the local people’s word for “surprise.” Also discovered were arm and leg bones from several other individuals that couldn’t reliably be assigned to a species. Buried next to one of these nebulous leg bones were catfish and antelope remains, the latter of which showed definitive cut marks from stone tools. Scattered nearby were other antelope and horse bones with similar telltale signs of butchery, including a lower jaw with curved cut marks toward the back, suggesting the tongue had been cut out, as well as leg bones fractured at both ends, indicative of marrow extraction.




  In 1992, at a site in Gona, Ethiopia, paleontologists unearthed not just fist-sized hunks of rock for pounding, but also more than three thousand of the first known manufactured stone tools: sharp flakes created by striking hard stones against rocks. A more recent 2018 study reported the discovery of about 250 similarly crafted tools, dated as far back as 2.4 million years ago, from a site in Ain Boucherit, Algeria. They were found alongside nearly three hundred bones of animals, about two dozen of which had cut marks. These then technological marvels allowed our ancestors to slice apart a wide range of dead animals, from gazelles to elephants, accessing for the first time the nutrient-dense components within.




  How did these early humans gain access to these carcasses? Scientists continue to debate two possible scenarios. The first is the scavenger hypothesis, which proposes that early humans simply scavenged the remains left by larger carnivores like lions and saber-toothed cats. Subsumed within this hypothesis is the question of whether early humans were solely “passive” scavengers, or if they were also “confrontational” or “power” scavengers who would have actively competed with preying carnivores and other scavengers, such as hyenas and vultures. The second major theory is the hunter hypothesis, which argues that early humans were not scavengers, but active, cooperative hunters who used intricate ambushing techniques to kill gazelles, antelopes, wildebeests, and other large animals. There is archeological evidence in favor of each overarching hypothesis, so it hasn’t been possible to conclusively determine which one is correct.




  While we may never know definitively if early humans were scavengers, hunters, or somewhere in between, experts agree that over time they engaged in hunting more frequently and with increasingly sophisticated practices. Beginning approximately 1.6 million years ago, early humans created new kinds of tools called hand axes—large, oval-shaped multipurpose tools laboriously shaped by striking flakes off stones. Some experts posit hand axes were used as hunting projectiles or as “killer Frisbees,”1 bombarded at a herd of animals to stun one of them. About 400,000 to 500,000 years ago, soon after our evolutionary cousins Homo neanderthalensis began walking the earth, humans learned to craft throwable wooden spears, enabling them to hunt from a somewhat safer distance than was possible with earlier weapons.




  This discussion raises an important question: What prompted our ancestors to begin to hunt for and to eat meat in the first place? According to Briana Pobiner, a paleoanthropologist at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History, “Some ideas have to do with potential changes in climate, where foods like fruit and different plants and other things that we may have eaten maybe became less available.”2 In response to shortages in traditional fanfare, early humans simply began eating meat as a way to survive.




  Although there is considerable debate over the particular environmental circumstances that sparked this dietary transition, most experts agree it played a crucial role in human evolution. First and foremost, eating meat may have helped facilitate the development of our relatively big brains. For comparison, Australopithecus afarensis and Australopithecus garhi both had an average brain size of approximately 450 cubic centimeters—about the size of modern chimpanzees and orangutans. Homo habilis—one of the “missing links” between apes and humans—had an average brain size of approximately 600 cubic centimeters, slightly larger than modern gorillas. Homo erectus, who existed some 1.8 million years ago, had an average brain size of approximately 900 cubic centimeters, while today’s humans average about 1,350 cubic centimeters.




  Without meat—which is chock-full of calories and fat—it’s possible we wouldn’t have developed such big brains. That’s because our big brains use a lot of juice: Despite making up only 3 percent of our weight, they consume 20 percent of our body’s energy. Early humans would need to spend an impractical amount of time on foraging and feeding on low-calorie plant foods to fuel such a large organ.




  This may also explain why our guts are much smaller than other hominins. According to proponents of the so-called expensive tissue hypothesis, digesting fewer bulky plant fibers would have allowed these omnivorous humans to evolve much smaller intestinal systems, freeing up energy for a resource-intensive brain. Meat-eating may also have made our teeth smaller and sharper, since flesh requires much less chewing than most plants. For example, in one study, researchers recruited twenty-four individuals and fed them samples of three kinds of plant foods—jewel yams, carrots, and beets—as well as raw goat. Then they used electromyography sensors to measure how much energy it took for head and jaw muscles to chew and swallow each food.3




  Here’s what the researchers found: “If meat comprised one-third of the diet, the number of chewing cycles per year would have declined by nearly two million (a 13 percent reduction) and total masticatory force required would have declined by 15 percent. Furthermore, by simply slicing meat and pounding [plants], hominins would have improved their ability to chew meat into smaller particles by 41 percent, reduced the number of chews per year by another 5 percent, and decreased masticatory force requirements by an additional 12 percent.”4 On average, the study found they require upward of 46 percent less force to chew and swallow processed meat. In numerous other ways—from our large and tall bodies to the thinning of our body hair—the transition from eating primarily plant foods to regularly eating meat may define the physical nature of our very existence.




  There are some researchers who find this meat-centric view of human evolution to be incomplete. Chief among them is Richard Wrangham, a primatologist who argues in his book Catching Fire: How Cooking Made Us Human that “meat eating accounts smoothly for the first transition, jump-starting evolution toward humans by shifting chimpanzeelike australopithecines into knife-wielding, bigger brained habilines . . . [but] does not solve a key problem concerning the anatomy of Homo erectus, which had small jaws and small teeth that were poorly adapted for eating the tough raw meat of game animals. These weaker mouths cannot be explained by Homo erectus’s becoming better at hunting. Something else must have been going on.”5 That something else, Wrangham explains, is cooking. Because of our ill-equipped anatomy, raw meat would not have provided enough calories to carry out our second major evolutionary transition: from habilines to Homo erectus. Instead, cooking both meat and plants increased the amount of energy our ancestral bodies were able to obtain, leading to larger brains and bodies and smaller teeth and guts. As an example, when eggs are cooked, their protein value shoots up by as much as 40 percent compared to when they are raw.




  Many scientists disagree with this “cooking hypothesis,” noting that archaeological evidence of controlled fire is both tenuous and sparse before five hundred thousand years ago, and nearly nonexistent before one million years ago. The unequivocal evidence of habitual fire dates to about four hundred thousand years ago—long after the major evolutionary changes in our anatomy. Instead of cooking, many experts favor the idea that increased use of other processing techniques, such as pounding or cutting food using stone tools, was likely sufficient for facilitating this second evolutionary transition. At the end of the day, the debate rages on as to whether it was raw meat or cooked food that propelled the decisive leap in human evolution, but most scientists agree that without eating some animal parts, cooked or otherwise, humans would look and behave far differently than we do today.




  While we may never know precisely how much meat ancient humans ate, we do know that it was very different from the meat we eat today, notwithstanding what the “paleo” fad diet may fancifully claim. In fact, ancestral diets varied dramatically. Some may have included high amounts of meat, some were predominantly plant based, while others fell somewhere in between. After all, there wasn’t a single ancestral population—rather, there were many different populations across space and time with unique biological constitutions who encountered different environmental circumstances.




  Consider the diet of Neanderthals. A 2016 study by researchers at the University of Tuebingen analyzed the relationship between environmental data and microscopic wear patterns on tooth surfaces, finding that during the Ice Age, when the climate was constantly fluctuating, Neanderthals altered their diets in response to changes in food resource availability. During cold spells, Neanderthals subsisted almost entirely on meat. During more temperate times, they likely supplemented their diet with plants, seeds, and nuts. The data also suggest early humans displayed even greater dietary flexibility than Neanderthals, finding ways to include fruits and vegetables in their diets even when extracting them was difficult. This difference in dietary flexibility may even explain why Neanderthals went extinct and humans survived. As paleoanthropologist Chris Stringer, professor and merit researcher at the Natural History Museum in London, told me, the hallmark of being human is our ability to adapt to many different habitats by eating a variety of foods. “They took what they could and there was no single paleo diet,” Chris explained. “It was a varied diet, and at all times in the past certainly it would have included for humans probably some meat but often not a lot of meat and a lot of vegetable foods.”6




  Sometime between forty thousand and one hundred twenty thousand years ago, our species began to venture out of its birthplace—most likely East Africa near modern-day Ethiopia—and migrate all over the world, drawing upon this flexible omnivorous diet and the many adaptations it fueled along the way. In their path, humans left evidence of an unprecedented ability to think and plan for the future—what theorists of early human cognition call “higher-order consciousness.” Indeed, by forty thousand years ago, humans exhibited fully modern behavior, including engaging in music, self-ornamentation, trade, burial rites, and figurative art. This enhanced ability to carry language and symbolic culture would set the stage for a new invention, one that would allow humans to exert much greater control over their meat-eating ways.
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  And if we reflect on the vast diversity of the plants and animals which have been cultivated, and which have varied during all ages under the most different climates and treatment, we are driven to conclude that this great variability is due to our domestic productions having been raised under conditions of life not so uniform as, and somewhat different from, those to which the parent species had been exposed under nature.—Charles Darwin




  




  Several years ago, Isabel and I visited the Humane Society of New York to adopt a dog. It was Isabel’s idea, not mine. She was very eager to add a new member to our little family, but as for me . . . not so much.




  It wasn’t that I’d never liked the idea of having a companion animal. In fact, as an unruly teenager, I pulled out all the stops to have one. When my mom told me I wasn’t allowed to bring any furry friends into the house, I defied by enlisting my sister to purchase a kitten for me at a nearby pet store. We named him Simba, and my mom not only agreed to let him into the house, but she eventually grew to love him as much as I did. (I’d be remiss if I didn’t take this opportunity to remind readers to “adopt, don’t shop,” for I hadn’t known any better back then.)




  Yet as we gazed at those hopeful canine faces, I didn’t feel ready for the responsibility. As I reminisced about carefree days of staying out late with no one else to feed or walk, a staff member brought out a four-pound, four-month-old female terrier-mix named Tobey. The poor thing was terrified, and I was too. I never thought we’d adopt a puppy, who are far more demanding than adult dogs. In the minutes that followed, Tobey warmed up to Isabel and me. As we were lying on the floor, she went back and forth, licking our noses. I knew Tobey and Isabel had won and I had lost—she would soon be going to her forever home. It took a couple of weeks, but eventually unbridled joy and affection replaced my reservations about Tobey. I had fallen in love with everything about her, including the way she snuggled with us in bed, the sound of her protective bark, her penchant for chasing squirrels, and even the smell of her fur. It felt like she was put on this planet to be with us.




  Casting aside allusions to cosmic intervention, that sentiment isn’t too far from the truth. After all, Tobey (and the latest canine member of our family, Cooper), and domesticated animals like her, was essentially created by humans. This realization made me wonder: When and under what circumstances did we achieve dominion over animals, and how did such power transform our relationship to meat?




  Historically, the dynamics between humans and animals were marked largely by opposing interests, such as competition for limited resources and avoiding predation. For millennia, other than occasional clashes during confrontational scavenging and hunting, humans and animals lived separate lives. All of this started to change between fourteen thousand and forty thousand years ago, when wolves and humans entered into a new relationship known as domestication—the process by which wild animals and plants become “tamed” or adapted in a way that makes it easier for humans to consume or cooperate with them.




  Researchers have different ideas about how it first happened, nearly all within the framework of what is referred to as the “commensal pathway.” First, proponents of the so-called dumpster theory argue that wolves began approaching hunter-gatherer camps in search of food, and over time the less aggressive ones befriended humans. In exchange for tossing scraps to these affable canines, humans benefited from wolves, who warned them about animal and human invaders who approached at night. An alternative view is that wolves and humans helped one another gain access to meat. After wolves used their keen senses to track, pursue, and corner prey, humans used their weapons and coordinated know-how to kill it. The wolves feasted on the flesh and bones, and then the humans scavenged the remains—a win-win. Finally, some researchers believe that young wolves separated from their pack were adopted into camps as companion animals. No matter which hypothesis (or combination of hypotheses) is right, one thing is for certain: Individual wolves with traits, such as tameness, that aided in their own survival and reproduction increased in the population. Over many generations, the domestic dog emerged.




  It wasn’t until humans became largely sedentary some twelve thousand years ago that the domestication of animals went into overdrive. One of the first of these semi-stationary settlements originated in Mesopotamia, an ancient region between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers in modern-day Iraq, Kuwait, Syria, Turkey, and Iran. Mesopotamia and other settlements like it were all in the quarter-moon-shaped region in the Middle East known as the “Cradle of Civilization.” The Fertile Crescent was abundant in many wild animals, including gazelle, deer, cattle, boar, horses, goats, and sheep, as well as in many edible plants including seeds, leaves, fruits, tubers, cereals, and pulses. True to its name, the Fertile Crescent allowed its human inhabitants to hunt and gather all they needed with only short trips from base camps. Over time, these camps settled into log-framed buildings partly dug into the ground, known as pit houses, where inhabitants stored surpluses of wild grains for use throughout the year. Many experts think these grain stores facilitated the domestication of cats approximately ten thousand years ago, where wildcats first settled into a mutually beneficial relationship with humans, patrolling for mice and rats, which were attracted to crops and other agricultural by-products.




  Goats were likely the first animals to be domesticated for consumption, between approximately nine thousand and eleven thousand years ago, followed by sheep and then cattle.




  The domestication of these animals was likely accidental, as humans experimented with methods of hunting that might grow the numbers of these prey in the wild, perhaps out of desperation to reverse plummeting numbers of animals. Experts sometimes call this the “prey pathway” to domestication. Over time, these game-management strategies developed into herd-management strategies, where humans began to control the animals’ movement, feeding, and reproduction. As for pigs, some research suggests their forebears, wild boar, were domesticated in Mesopotamia approximately nine thousand years ago via a combination of mutually beneficial and prey pathways, possibly helping to dispose of human table scraps and waste products in addition to being hunted in the wild. In time, humans would domesticate goats, sheep, cattle, and pigs for additional uses, including the production of wool for clothing, hides for tent shelters, and milk.




  Humans may not have necessarily planned to domesticate goats, sheep, cattle, and pigs, but once they did, the sky was the limit. Soon came the more intentional domestication of horses, donkeys, camels, and other animals involved in all sorts of uses, including meat, hides, milk, draft, traction, and transport. Domestication happened not only in the Fertile Crescent but also in South Asia and Africa. Pigs, meanwhile, were also domesticated in East Asia and Western Europe. Although the exact timing, origin, and sequence of events involving chickens are complex and uncertain, they are likely descended from red jungle fowl—brilliantly colored birds with gold, red, brown, dark maroon, orange, green, gray, and white plumage—and possibly three closely related species that bred with it, and were domesticated in Southeast Asia, China, and possibly India between four thousand and eight thousand years ago.




  Civilizations that embraced domestication and agriculture had several huge advantages over their nomadic, largely plant-based counterparts. For one, domesticated animals provided ready access to dietary fat. Aside from wild nut trees, such as pistachios and almonds, few plant-based sources provided large amounts of fat calories. Animal fat allowed humans to pack on body weight to help them survive during leaner times, and animals could also be traded with other groups to maximize the sharing of food. The ability to produce a reliable surplus of both plants and meat beyond the immediate needs of daily subsistence were jointly important for allowing humans to stay in one place for long periods of time.




  Second, as settlements became larger and permanent, women gave birth in more rapid succession. Fueled in large part by progress in these subsistence techniques, as well as major food-storage and food-transforming technologies that emerged with them, such as pottery, fermentation, and salt as a preservative, the human population increased from approximately four million people in 10,000 BC to five million by 5,000 BC, fourteen million by 3,000 BC, and to fifty million by 1,000 BC. This new system was marked not only by the development of the first farm communities, but also the development of densely populated cities and the suite of innovations that came with them, including the basis for centralized administrations and political structures, writing, specialization and division of labor, art and architecture, and property ownership—in short, modern civilization as we know it.




  Researchers do not know the extent to which meat from domesticated animals nourished these ancient civilizations, from Mesopotamians to the Sumerians in Eridu to the Egyptians in Memphis; there just aren’t enough archaeological sites filled with ancient plant and animal remains to give us a clear answer. Like with the humans who lived during the Paleolithic period, how much we ate undoubtedly varied widely depending on the place and time. These early civilizations were now composed of people divided by wealth, class, occupation, and ethnicity, and their diets varied accordingly; social status, in other words, had become a new factor in determining who ate what and how much of it. For example, ancient Egyptian priests offered the gods three square meals a day, including coveted food like beef and goose; since the gods likely never took them up on their offers, the priests ate the food with their families. Laborers, in contrast, likely only ate two meals a day, only one of which included meat. (The builders of the famous Giza pyramids were an exception: Piles of animal bones near a human cemetery suggest more than four thousand pounds of meat from cattle, sheep, and goats were slaughtered every day to fuel the builders.)




  Once these animals were permanently domesticated, cultural contacts, trade, migration, and territorial conquest ensued throughout the world. Within a few thousand years, domesticated animals would arrive in the Americas alongside European colonists with healthy appetites for meat, altering the lives of those who had already been there and laying the groundwork for an existence centered on animal flesh.




  



OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png
@ Prometheus Books





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
BRIAN KATEMAN

C)

HOW CHANGING THE WAY WE EAT CAN
IMPROVE OUR LIVES AND SAVE OUR PLANET





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
@ Prometheus Books





