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Why?



Mass media discourse

• Post-truth (declared “an era” in 2004): the scientific method is sub-ordinated 

to the amassing of information via cherry-picking, invention, and bricolage

Appetite 125 (2018) pp. 345-355Sensationalism

2001                            2015

(Title length in characters)

• Attention economy (clickbait, etc.): media need to attract attention in a 

setting of information overload, driving sensationalism and favouring 

manipulation by political or social activists

?



2015: turning point

2006

2015

Sensationalism

2001                            2015

(Title length in characters) Eat bacon, don't jog and NEVER eat fruit: 

Health guru reveals the 10 surprising ways 

YOU can shed the pounds and get fit



Binary thinking and moral divides

HATHOR
Known as Hesat in her earthly form as

a dairy cow and as primordial Mother

Goddess of fertility; initially a blood-

thirsty deity unleashed by Ra to punish

humans for their sins, toppling cities

and tearing up fields

What is a cure 

and a poison?

Φάρμακον – a pharmakon, in philosophy and 

critical theory, is a composite of three meanings: 

remedy, poison, and SCAPEGOAT.

Sarcophagi and 
pyramids

What happened, how, and why?



If it’s not the cow, but the how – what do we use to measure impact? 5

Overgrazing 

Soil erosion

Eutrophication

Water pollution

Climate change

Healthy topsoil

C sequestration

Rain, sun, grass

Deforestation 

Monocultures

Fossil fuels

kg CO2-eq per kg bovine meat in the year 2000 (Herrero et al., 2013)

Huge variability in environmental impact

CO2

eq



But: CO2 from fossil fuels and biogenic CH4 are very different GHGs 6

CO2

CH4

CO2

CH4

Frame, Macey & Allen, The Conversation 2018

Adaptive multi-paddock grazing 

produces lower emissions than 

feedlot production but sequesters

large amounts of soil C that can 

offset emissions

Soil C sequestration from well-

managed grazing may help to 

mitigate climate change

CO2
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But: CO2 from fossil fuels and biogenic CH4 are very different GHGs 7
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Adaptive multi-paddock grazing 

produces lower emissions than 

feedlot production but sequesters

large amounts of soil C that can 

offset emissions

Soil C sequestration from well-

managed grazing may help to 

mitigate climate change
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86% feed is non-edible

Vegetarian

- 0.5 t CO2-eq

Vegan

- 0.8 t CO2-eq

Rebound effect

Flexitarian

- 0.3 t CO2-eq

3%

2%

1%

6%

4%

2%

t CO2-eq

Less meat

1-6% effect

Total footprint of a Frenchman (12 t CO2-eq/y)

GHGEs need to be put in perspective (even based on reductionist CO2-eq) 8

CO2

eq

Nutritional and greenhouse gas impacts of 

removing animals from US agriculture 
– White & Hall (2017) – PNAS

The plants-only systems had greater excess of 

dietary energy and resulted in a greater number of 

deficiencies in essential nutrients. 

Vegan US

2.6% effect

Hällstrom et al. 2015

Wynes & Nicholas 2017



We need to factor in nutrition! 9

“One question is whether the higher GHGE 

cost of some foods can be offset by their 

higher nutritional value”

CO2

eq

But!!?

GHG emissions (t CO2e) per 

million calories consumed



Dietary advice: constructed along a ‘plant-animal divide’ 10

Purgatory
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But what are the scientific standards of evidence? 11

The [low to very low] certainty of evidence for the
potential adverse health outcomes associated with meat
consumption

2

Elevated visceral fat                        Colon cancer                          Meat eating

<1.2 

times 
the risk

5.9 times 

the risk

+ associations with 

insulin and leptin 

resistance

Epidemiologists have only primitive tools, which for small relative 

risks are too crude to enable us to distinguish between bias, 

confounding and causation; when estimates are much below 2.0, 

we are simply out of business

Shapiro 2004, Pharmacoepidemiology & Drug Safety

The rationale for our recommendation to continue rather than
reduce consumption of unprocessed red meat or processed
meat is based on the following factors.

There was a very small and often trivial absolute risk
reduction based on a realistic decrease of 3 servings of
red or processed meat per week

1



There is more than data and numbers…

auntyflo.com
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[Even] if the very small exposure effect is true, given
peoples' attachment to their meat-based diet, the
associated risk reduction is not likely to provide sufficient
motivation to reduce consumption of red meat or
processed meat in fully informed individuals

3

12

The [low to very low] certainty of evidence for the
potential adverse health outcomes associated with meat
consumption

2

The rationale for our recommendation to continue rather than
reduce consumption of unprocessed red meat or processed
meat is based on the following factors.

There was a very small and often trivial absolute risk
reduction based on a realistic decrease of 3 servings of
red or processed meat per week

1



Is there a ‘need for meat’ to begin with? 13

Nutrition

Security

Community

Status

*

Abraham Maslow

Leroy F & Praet I (2015). Meat traditions. The co-evolution of humans and meat. Appetite 90, 200-211.
Leroy F (2018). Meat as a pharmakon: an exploration of the biosocial complexities of meat Consumption. Adv Food Nutr Res. 87, 409-446. 



14

Nutrition

Security

Community

Status

*

1932

Zoophage    →      Sarcophage

Natural

Normal

Necessary

Nice

NecrophageValue shift 

Masculinity

Vitality

Sensuality

Generosity

Etc.

Post-industrial paradigm



Inversing the pyramid(s)? 15

N

Security

Community

Status

Self-actualization

But…

Poor metabolic health

Fragile (food) security

Loneliness

Class anxiety

Loss of purpose

Democratic values and openness

Vulnerable to threats

Individualism 

Autonomy 

Inequality and 

insecurity

Authoritarian

reflex
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“Revaluation of all values” 16

N

Security

Community

Status

Self-actualization

POISON

Abnormal

Unnecessary

Unnatural

Disgusting

CURE

Normal

Necessary

Natural

Nice

Values?

Friedrich Nietzsche
(1844-1900)

• ‘Revaluation of all values’

• Driven by ‘ressentiment’

• Focus on purity and self-

restraint to improve one’s 

self-assessment (status)

• Appetites as moral 

failings, disgust for life



Creation of the healthy user bias: positive feedback loop

N

Security

Community

Status

Self-actualization

Lower body fat, 

BMI, WC

Western artefact

• >218,000 participants
• 50 countries, five continents

"our results show that dairy products and meat are beneficial for heart 

health and longevity. This differs from current dietary advice"

Associations vanish or invert (!) 

when taken out of a US context 

or when study design improves 

(cohort vs. case-control studies)

Salim
 Yu

su
f

Essentially: measuring class effects, not healthiness

NECD my be more anthropological than physiological



Rather than focussing on the obvious…

N

Security

Community

Status

Self-actualization

18

HCA

PAH



… we are stuck in a superficial, urban, middle-class, and Western-centric paradigm

N

Security

Community

Status

Self-actualization

19



Unethical? Unhealthy? Unsustainable?

N

Security

Community

Status

Self-actualization

Land use and climate change on the Yamal Peninsula 

of north-west Siberia: some ecological and socio-

economic implications  - Forbes 1999 Polar Res

Since the discovery of super-giant natural gas fields in the 1960s,

extensive exploration has resulted in direct withdrawal of large areas for

infrastructure development [pushing] reindeer onto progressively

smaller parcels of pasture [and thus] excessive grazing [and] erosion

Industry blames the Nenets, claiming they simply have too many

reindeer. The Nenets, more plausibly, attribute the problems to […]

long-term restrictions placed on them […] which directed movement of

animals within narrow corridors, thus robbing them of the freedom

needed to adjust for changes in climate and pasture conditions and put

lichen-rich areas previously kept in reserve for emergencies into

continuous use; the slow but steady removal of pasturelands via either

de facto “withdrawal” for infrastructure or default withdrawal via genuine

degradation (e.g. pollution, dust, sand) or prudent avoidance behaviour

20



Disconnected, dogmatic, and monolithic health advice

N

Security

Community

Status

Self-actualization

"Enjoy your country foods" is the message behind the new Nunavik

Food Guide, released March 27 2012 by the Nunavik Regional Board

of Health and Social Services. The new version better reflects today’s

nutrition issues and better corresponds to the needs of Nunavimmiut”

21



The Great Dietary Reset? Rather more of the same.

‘Davos for food’



The future of food?

Problem: nutritionism

According to 
most people.

According to 
a loud minority.

Food. 



Grand Narratives require solid backers: but what’s in it for them?

• Economic capital

• Cultural capital

• Scientific capital

= the Narrative

Pleasure

Convenience 
Global 

markets

Novelty

& lifestyle

marketing

(Quarterly 

revenue ) 

growth

Where next?

High prices

Added value 

= ultra-processing 

+ story-telling

Cheap materials

Difficult sector (welfare, farmers, …)

limited processing, small margins

Lofty promises

$$$$$$



An old recipe

Margarine was created in 1869 to meet a

request of Napoleon III to create a butter

substitute for the army and lower classes

(from beef tallow), the patent was bought by

Jurgens (NL, now Unilever). In 1911, P&G

introduced Crisco, initially intended to make

soap from cottonseed oil.

25



"Food studies scholars ought to cultivate awareness about the complexities in the 

food system; about diverse approaches to production & consumption owing to 

different cultures, places & local traditions; about the beauty & resilience of diversity"

Ryan Katz-Rosene (2020) – Canadian Food Studies

CONCLUSION - Where next? 
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