“A cohesive, passionate case linking meat-eating to the oppression of
animals and women. . . . [Tt is] a well-researched, provocative, and stimu-

lating argument.”
—The [Ausiralian] Age

“The Sexual Politics of Meat is an excellent book. Combining a knowl-
edge of recent work in language studies . . . with a clearly defined moral
line, Adams argue that the cruelty and doublethink involved in meat
eating is closely linked to the attitudes that have supported the oppres-
sion of women.”

—QOxford Times

“With this bold and provocative book, a powerful champion of animal
rights has entered the lists, challenging the patriarchal domination of the
Western world’s eating habits.”

—National Women’s Studies Association Journal

“The Sexual Politics of Meat couldn’t be more timely, or more dis-
turbing.”

“The Sexual Politics of Meat is a book from which those opposed to all
forms of tyranny can draw sustenance.”
—San Antonio Light

“I found this book to be loaded with ideas and connections that I never
before read or heard. Drawing on historical and literary parallels be-
tween feminist and vegetarian movements, Adams details the interrela-
tionships between meat eating and male dominance. To talk about
vegetarianism, she says, is to threaten one of the pillars of patriarchy.
Adams also makes a strong case for animal rights.”

—Vegetarian Times
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The selling should always be spéciﬁc and mention a definite
item.

Wrong: “Anything else?”

Wealz: “What about something for breakfast?”

Better: ““We have some wonderful ham slices, Mrs. Smith—just
the thing for breakfast. They’re right in the case.”

Watch her face and if she doesn’t show interest then say:

“Or perhaps yowd rather have fresh pork sausage tOMOrrow
for breakfast.”

This method centers her interest and attention on one item at
a time and plainly implies that some meat item is necessary for
breakfast. '

—Hinman and Harris, The Story of Meat

The abbess has just put the kipehook on all other purveyors of
the French flesh market. She does not keep her meat too long on
the hooks, though she will have her price; but nothing to get stale
here. You may have your meat dressed to your own liking, and
there is no need of cutting twice from one joint; and if it suits your
taste, you may kill your own lamb or mutton for her flock is in
prime condition, and always ready for sticking. When any of them

are fried they are turned out to grass, and sent to the hammer,

or disposed of by private contract, but never brought in again;

consequently, the rot, bots, glanders, and other diseases incidental .

to cattle, are not generally known here.

—From a nineteenth-century guidebook to brothels
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chapter
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Myth from tlf‘ie Bushman:

In the early times men and women lived apart, the former
hunting animals exclusively, the latter pursuing a gathering
existence. Five of the men, who were out hunting, being care-
less creatures, let their fire go out. The women, who were
careful and orderly, always kept their fire going. The men,

—————having killed—a—sprir
cook it, so one of their number set out to get fire, crossed the
river and met one of the women gathering seeds. When he
asked her for some fire, she invited him to the feminine camp.
While he was there she said, “You are very hungry. Just wait
until I pound up these seeds and I will boil them and give you
some.” She made him some porridge. After he had eaten it,
he said, “Well, it’s nice food so [ shall just stay with you.”
The men who were left waited and wondered. They still had
the springbok and they still had no fire. The second man set
out, only to be tempted by female cooking, and to take up
residence in the camp of the women. The same thing hap-
pened to the third man. The two men left were very fright-
ened. They suspected something terrible had happened to
their comrades. They cast the divining bones but the omens
were favorable. The fourth man set out timidly, only to end
by joining his comrades. The last man became very frightened
indeed and besides by now the springbok had rotted. He took
his bow and arrows, and ran away.

—desperatefor-means to———————————————————



._[ left the British Library and my research on some women of the 1890s
whose feminist, working-class newspaper advocated meatless diets, and
went through the cafeteria line in a restaurant nearby. Vegetarian food in
hand, T descended to the basement, A painting of Henry VIII eating a
steak and kidney pie greeted my gaze. On either side of the consuming
Henry were portraits of his six wives and other women. However, they
were not cating steak and kidney pie, nor anything else made of meat.
Catherine of Aragon held an apple in her hands, The Countess of Mar
had a turnip, Anne Boleyn—red grapes, Anne of Cleaves—a pear, Jane
Seymour—blue grapes, Catherine Howard—a carrot, Catherine Parr—a
cabbage.

People with power have always eaten meat. The aristocracy of Europe
consumed large courses filled with every kind of meat while the laborer
consumed the complex carbohydrates. Dietary habits proclaim class dis-
tinctions, but they proclaim patriarchal distinctions as well. Women, sec-
ond-class citizens, are more likely to eat what are considered to be
second-class foods in a patriarchal culture: vegetables, fruits, and grains
rather than meat. The sexism in meat eating recapitulates the class dis-

meat is a masculine food and meat eating a male activity.

Male Identification and Meat Eating

Medt-eating societies gain male identification by their choice of food,
and meat textbooks heartily endorse this association. The Meat We Eai
proclaims meat to be “A Virile and Protective Food,” thus “a liberal
meat supply has always been associated with a happy and virile people.”*
Meat Technology informs us that “the virile Australian race is a typical
example of heavy meat-eaters.”? Leading gourmands refer “to the virile
ordeal of spooning the brains directly out of a barbecued calf’s head.””
Virile: of or having the characteristics of an adult male, from vir meaning
man. Meat eating measures individual and societal virility.

Meat is a constant for men, intermittent for women, a pattern painfully
observed in famine situations today. Women are starving at a rate dispro-
portionate to men. Lisa Leghorn and Mary Roodkowsky surveyed this
phenomenon in their book Who Really Starves? Wormen and World Hun-
ger. Women, the conclude, engage in deliberate self-deprivation, offering
men the “best” foods at the expense of their own nutritional needs. For
instance, they tell us that “Ethiopian women and girls of all classes are
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obliged to prepare two meals, one for the males and a second, often con-
taining no meat or other substantial protein, for the females.”

In fact, men’s protein needs are less than those of pregnant and nursing
women and the disproportionate distribution of the main protein source
occurs when women’s need for protein is the greatest. Curiously, we are
now being told that one should eat meat {or fish, vegetables, chocolate,
and salt) at least six weeks before becoming pregnant if one wants a boy.
But if a girl is desired, no meat please, rather mill, cheese, nuts, beans,
and cereals.’

Fairy tales initiate us at an early age into the dynamics of eating and
sex roles. The king in his countinghouse ate four-and-twenty blackbirds
in a pie (originally four-and twenty naughty boys) while the Queen ate
bread and honey. Cannibalism in fairy tales is generally a male activ-
ity, as Jack, after clinibing his beanstalk, quickly learned. Folktales of
all nations depict giants as male and “fond of eating human flesh.”s
Witches—warped or monstrous women in the eyes of a patriarchal
world—become the token female cannibals.

A Biblical example of the male prerogative for meat rankled Elizabeth
Cady Stanton, a leading nineteenth-century feminist, as can be seen by

Hinctions with an —added"wvfsﬁ—a—myﬁidﬁgy—pﬁmm—qﬁ—cHSm—thmig %mmwmﬁmmi

delicately cooked by the priests, with wood and coals in the altar, in
clean linen, no woman was permitted to taste, only the males among the
children of Aaron.””

Most food taboos address meat consumption and they place more re-
strictions on women than on men. The common foods forbidden to
women are chicken, duck, and pork. Forbidding meat to women in non-
technological cultures increases its prestige. Even if the women raise the
pigs, as they do in the Solomon Islands, they are rarely allowed to eat the
pork. When they do receive some, it is at the dispensation of their hus-
bands. In Indonesia “flesh food is viewed as the property of the men.
At feasts, the pringipal times when meat is available, it is distributed to
households accardmg to the men in them. . . . The system of distribution
thus reinforces the.prestlge of the men in socwty 28

Worldwide this patriarchal custom is found. In Asia, some cultures
forbid women from consuming fish, seafood, chicken, duck, and eggs. In
equatorial Africa,, the prohibition of chicken to women is common. For
example, the Mbum Kpau women do not eat chicken, goat, partridge, o
other game blrds1 The Kufa of Ethiopia punished women who ate
chicken by making them slaves, while the Walamo “put to death anyone
who violated the restriction of eating fowl.”

Conespondmgly, vegetables and other nonmeat foods are viewed as
women’s food. This makes them undesirable to men. The Nuer men

|
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think that eating eggs is effeminate. In other groups men require sauces
to disguise the fact that they are eating women’s foods. “Men expect to
have meat sauces to go with their porridge and will sometimes refuse to
eat sauces made of greens or other vegetables, which are said to be wom-
en’s food.”™?

Meat: for the Man Only

There is no department in the store where good selling can do
so much good or where poor selling can do so much harm as
in the meat department. This is because most women do not
consider themselves competent judges of meat quality and
often buy where they have confidence in the meat salesman.

—Hinman and Harris, The Story of Meart?
In technological societies, cookbooks reflect the presumption that men

eat meat. A random survey of cookbooks reveals that the barbecue sec-
tions of most cookbooks are addressed to men and feature meat. The
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hold,” observed Dr, Edward Smith in the first national food survey of
British dietary habits in 1863, which revealed that the major difference
in the diet of men and women in the same family was the amount of meat

. consumed.* Later investigators were told that the women and children

in one rural county of England, “‘eat the potatoes and look at the meat.”4

" Where poverty forced a conscious distribution of meat, men received
it. Many women emphasized that they had saved the meat for their hus-
bands. They were articulating the prevailing connections between meat
eating and the male role: “I keep it for him; he as to have it.” Sample
menus for South London laborers “showed extra meat, extra fish, extra
cakes, or a different quality of meat for the man.” Women ate meat once
a week with their children, while the husband consumed meat and bacon,
““almost daily.”

Barly in the twentieth century, the Fabian Women’s group in London
launched a four-year study in which they recorded the daily budget of
thirty families in a working-class community. These budgets were col-
lected and explained in a compassionate book, Round about a Pound a
Week. Here is perceived clearly the sexual politics of meat: “In the house-
hold which spends 10s or even less on food, only one kind of diet is
possible, and that is the man’s diet. The children have what is left over.

" foods recommended for a “Mother’s Day Tea” do not include meat, but

readers are advised that on Father’s Day, dinner should include London
Broil because ““a steak dinner has unfailing popularity with fathers.”!! In
a chapter on “Feminine Hospitality” we are directed to serve vegetables,
salads and soups. The New McCall’s Cookbook suggests that a man’s
favorite dinner is London Broil. A “Ladies’ Luncheon” would consist of
cheese dishes and vegetables, but no meat. A section of one cookbook
entitled “For Men Only” reinforces the omnipresence of meat in men’s
lives. What is for men only? London Broil, cubed steak and beef dinner.!?

Twentieth-century cookbooks only serve to confirm the historical pat-
tern found in the nineteenth century, when British working-class families
could not afford sufficient meat to feed the entire family. “For the man
only” appears continually in many of the menus of these families when
referring to meat. In adhering to the mythologies of a culture (men need
meat; meat gives bull-like strength) the male “breadwinner” actually re-
ceived the meat. Social historians report that the “lion’s share” of meat
went to the husband.

What then was for women during the nineteenth century? On Sundays
they might have a-modest but good dinner. On the other days their food
was bread witli butter or drippings, weak tea, pudding, and vegetables.
“The wife, in very poor families, is probably the worst-fed of the house-

There must be a Sunday joint, or, if that be not possible, at least a Sunday
dish of meat, in order to satisfy the father’s desire for the kind of food he
relishes, and most naturally therefore intends to have.”” More succinctly,
we are told: “Meat is bought for the men’ and the leftover meat from
the Sunday dinner, “is eaten cold by him the next day.”s Poverty also
determines who carves the meat. As Cicely Hamilton discovered during
this same period, women carve when they know there is not enough meat
to go around.!

In sitnations of abundance, sex role assumptions about meat are not
so blatantly expressed. For this reason, the diets of English upper-class
women and men are much more similar than the diets of upper-class
women and working-class women. Moreover, with the abundance of
meat available in the United States as opposed to the restricted amount
available in England, there has been enough for all, except when meat
supplies were controlled. For instance, enslaved black men received half
a pound of meat per day, while enslaved black women often found that
they received little more than a quarter pound a day.’” Additionally, dur-
ing the wars of the twentieth century, the pattern of meat consumption
recalled that of English nineteenth-century working-class families with
one vatriation: the “worker” of the country’s household, the soldier, got
the meat; civilians were urged to learn how to cook without meat.
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The Racial Politics of Meat

The hearty meat eating that characterizes the diet of Americans and of

the Western world is not only a symbol of male power, it is an index of

racisim. I do.not mean racism in the sense that we are treating one class

of animals, those that are not human beings, differently than we treat

another, those that are, as Isaac Bashevis Singer uses the term in Enemies:

A Love Story: “As often as Herman had witnessed the slaughter of ani-

mals and fish, he always had the same thought: in their behavior toward

creatures, all men were Nazis. The smugness with which man could do

with other species as he pleased exemplified the most extreme racist theo-

ries, the principle that might is right.”’*® [ mean racism as the requirement

that power arrangements and customs that favor white people prevail,

and that the acculturation of peaple of color to this standard includes the ‘}

imposition of white habits of meat eating. [
Two parallel beliefs can be traced in the white Western world’s enact-

ment of racism when the issue is meat eating. The first is that if the meat

supply is limited, white people should get it; but if meat is plentiful all

should eat it. This is a variation on the standard theme of the sexual

hierarchyo

race, class, and sex.

Nineteenth-century advocates of white superiority endorsed meat as
superior food. “Brain-workers” required lean meat as their main meal,
but the “savage” and “lower” classes of society could live exclusively on
coarser foods, according to George Beard, a nineteenth-century medical
doctor who specialized in the diseases of middle-class people. He recom-
mended that when white, civilized, middle-class men became susceptible
to nervous exhaustion, they should eat more meat. To him, and for many
others, cereals and fruits were lower than meat on the scale of evolution,
and thus appropriate foods for the other races and white women, who
appeared to be lower on the scale of evolution as well, Racism and sexism
together upheld meat as white man’s food.

Influenced by Darwin’s theory of evolution, Beard proposed a corol-
lary for foods; animal protein did to vegetable food what our evolution
from the lower animals did for humans. Consequently:

In proportion as man grows sensitive through civilization or through
disease, he should diminish the quantity of cereals and fruits, which
are far below him on the scale of evolution, and increase the quantity

of animal food, which is nearly related to him in the scale of evolu-

tion, and therefore more easily assimilated.'?
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In his racist analysis, Beard reconciled the apparent contradiction of this
tenet: “Why is it that savages and semi-savages are able to live on forms
of food which, according to the theory of evolution, must be far below
them in the scale of development?” In other words, how is that people
can survive very well without a great deal of animal protein? Because
“savages” are

little removed from the common animal stock from which they are
derived. They are much nearer to the forms of life from which they
feed than are the highly civilized brain-workers, and can therefore
subsist on forms of life which would be most poisonous to us. Sec-
ondly, savages who feed on poor food are poor savages, and intellec-
tually far inferior to the beef-eaters of any race.

This explanation—which divided the world into intellectually superior
meat eaters and inferior plant eaters—accounted for the conquering of
other cultures by the English:

The rice-cating Hindoo and Chinese and the potato-eating Irish
peasant are kept in subjection by the well-fed English. Of the various

the chief was that for the first time he was brought face to face
with the nation of beef-eaters, who stood still until they were killed.

Into the twentieth century the notion was that meat eating contributed
to the Western world’s preeminence. Publicists for a meat company in
the 1940s wrote: “We know meat-eating races have been and are leaders
in the progress made by mankind in its upward struggle through the
ages:”"?® They are referring to the “upward struggle” of the white race.
One revealing aspect of this “upward struggle” is the charge of cannibal-
ism that appeared during the years of colonization.

The word “cannibalism” entered our vocabulary after the “discovery”
of the “New World.” Derived from the Spaniards’ mispronunciation of
the name of the people of the Caribbean, it linked these people of color
with the act. As Europeans explored the continents of North and South
America and Africa, the indigenous peoples of those lands became ac-
cused of cannibalism—the ultimate savage act. Once labeled as canni-
bals, their defeat and enslavement at the hands of civilized, Christian
whites became justifiable. W. Arens argues that the charge of cannibalism
was part and parcel of the European expansion into other continents.?!

Of the charges of cannibalism against the indigenous peoples, Arens
found little independent verification. One well-known source of dubious
testimony on cannibalism was then plagiarized by others claiming to be
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eyewitnesses. The eyewitnesses fail to describe just how they were able
to escape the fate of consumption they report witnessing. Nor do they
explain how the language barrier was overcome, enabling them to report
verbatim conversations with “savages.” In addition, their reports fail to
maintain internal consistency.

One cause of cannibalism was thought to be lack of animal protein.
Yet most Europeans themselves during the centuries of European expan-
sion were not subsisting on animal protein every day. The majority of
cultures in the world satisfied their protein needs through vegetables and
grains. By charging indigenous peoples with cannibalism (and thus dem-
onstrating their utterly savage ways, for they supposedly did to humans
what Europeans only did to animals) one justification for colonization
was provided.

Racism is perpetuated each time meat is thought to be the best protein
source. The emphasis on the nutritional strengths of animal protein dis-
torts the dietary history of most cultures in which complete protein dishes
were made of vegetables and grains. Information about these dishes
is overwhelmed by an ongoing cultural and political commitment to
meat cating.
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It is quite likely that someone who had strength, wisdom, and vital-
ity, who did not live that life in those tiny, crowded rooms, in that
lack of light and air, who was not bowed down with worry, but was
herself economically independent of the man who earned the money,
could lay out his few shillings with a better eye to a scientific food
value. Tt is quite as likely, however, that the man who earned the
money would entirely refuse the scientific food, and demand his old
tasty kippers and meat,?*

A discussion of nutrition during wartime contained this aside: it was one
thing, they acknowledged, to demonstrate that there were many viable
alternatives to meat, ““but it is another to convince a man who enjoys his
beefsteak.”’?® The male prerogative to eat meat is an external, observable
activity implicitly reflecting a recurring fact: meat is a symbol of male
dominance.

It has traditionally been felt that the working man needs meat for
strength. A superstition analogous to homeopathic principles operates in
this belief: in eating the muscle of strong animals, we will become strong.
According to the mythology of patriarchal culture, meat promotes
strength; the attributes of masculinity are achieved through eating these

Meat Is King

During wartime, government rationing policies reserve the right to
meat for the epitome of the masculine man: the soldier. With meat ration-
ing in effect for civilians during World War IT, the per capita consumption
of meat in the Army and Navy was about two-and-a-half times that of
the average civilian. Russell Baker observed that World War II began a
“beef madness . . . when richly fatted beef was force-fed into every puta-
tive American warrior.”?? In contrast to the recipe books for civilians
that praised complex carbohydrates, cookbooks for soldiers contained
variation upon variation of meat dishes. One survey conducted of four
military training camps reported that the soldier consumed daily 131
grams of protein, 201 grams of fat, and 484 grams of carbohydrates.?
Hidden costs of warring masculinity are to be found in the provision of
male-defined foods to the warriors.

Women are the food preparers; meat has to be cooked to be palatable
for people. Thus, in a patriarchal culture, just as our culture accedes to
the “needs” of its soldiers, women accede to the dietary demands of their
husbands, especially when it comes to meat. The feminist surveyors of
women’s budgets in the early twentieth century observed:

masculine foods. Visions of meat-eating football players, wrestlers, and
boxers lumber in our brains in this equation. Though vegetarian weight
lifters and athletes in other fields have demonstrated the equation to be
fallacious, the myth remains: men are strong, men need to be strong, thus
men need meat. The literal evocation of male power is found in the con-
cept of meat.

Irving Fisher took the notion of “strength” from the definition of meat
eating as long ago as 1906. Fisher suggested that strength be measured
by its lasting power rather than by its association with quick results, and
compared meat-eating athletes with vegetarian athletes and sedentary
vegetarians. Endurance was measured by having the participants perform
in three areas: holding their arms horizontally for as long as possible,
doing keep knee bends, and performing leg raises while lying down, He
concluded that the vegetarians, whether athletes or not, had greater en-
durance than meat eaters. “Even the maximum record of the flesheaters
was barely more than half the average for the flesh-abstainers.”?

Meat is king: this noun describing meat is a noun denoting male
power. Vegetables, a generic term meat eaters use for all foods that are
not meat, have become as associated with women as meat is with men,
recalling on a subconscious level the days of Woman the Gatherer. Since
women have been made subsidiary in a male-dominated, meat-eating
world, so has our food. The foods.associated with second-class citizens
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are considered to be second-class protein. Just as it is thought a woman
cannot make it on her own, so we think that vegetables cannot make a
meal on their own, despite the fact that meat is only secondhand vegeta-
bles and vegetables provide, on the average, more than twice the vitamins
and minerals of meat. Meat is upheld as a powerful, irreplaceable item
of food. The message is clear: the vassal vegetable should content itself
with its assigned place and not attempt to dethrone king meat. After all,
how can one enthrone women’s foods when women cannot be kings?

The Male Language of Meat Eating

Men who decide to eschew meat eating are deemed effeminate; failure
of men to eat meat announces that they are not masculine. Nutritionist
Jean Mayer suggested that “the more men sit at their desks all day, the
more they want to be reassured about their maleness in eating those large
slabs of bleeding meat which are the last symbol of machismo.””?” The
late Marty Feldman observed, “It has to do with the function of the male
within our society. Football players drink beer because it’s a man’s drink,

fnd-_ea+
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What is it about meat that makes it a symbol and celebration of male
dominance? In many ways, gender inequality is built into the species in-
equality that meat eating proclaims, because for most cultgres obtain_ing
meat was performed by men. Meat was a valuable economic commodity;
those who controlled this commodity achieved power. If men were the
hunters, then the control of this economic resource was in their hands.
Women’s status is inversely related to the importance of meat in non-
technological societies:

The equation is simple: the more important meat is in their life, the
greater relative dominance will the men command. . . . W}}en meat
becomes an important element within a more C_l()St_:Iy organized eco-
nomic system so that there exist rules for its distribution, tl:.en men
already begin to swing the levers of power. . . . Women’s social
standing is roughly equal to men’s only when society itself is not
formalized around roles for distributing meat.?

Peggy Sanday Sufyeyed information on over a hundred nontechnological
cultures and found a correlation between plant-based economies al.ld

113
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—and-eat-stealbeecauseit’s a-mar’s meal- Theemphasis is on “man-sized

" portions,” ‘hero’ sandwiches; the whole terminology of meat-eating re-
flects this masculine bias.’*28 Meat-and-potatoes men are our stereotypi-
cal strong and hearty, rough and ready, able males. Hearty beef stews are
named “Manhandlers.” Head football coach and celebrity Mike Ditka
operated a restaurant that featured “he-man food” such as steaks and
chops.

One’s maleness is reassured by the food one eats. During the 1973
meat boycott, men were reported to observe the boycott when dining out
with their wives or eating at home, but when they dined without their
wives, they ate London Broil and other meats.?® When in 1955 Carolyn
Steedman’s mother “made a salad of grated vegetables for Christmas din-
ner,” her hushand walked out.2

Gender Inequality/Species Inequality

The men . . . were better hunters than the womer, but only
because the women had found they could live quite well on
foods other than meat.

—Alice Walker, The Ternple of My Familiar*t

ties dependent on animals, women are rarely depicted as the ultimate
source of creative power.” In addition, “When large animals are hunted,
fathers are more :c:iistant, that is, they are not in frequent or regular prox-
imity to infants.””3? '

Characteristics of economies dependent mainly on the processing of
animals for food include:

o sexual segregation in work activities, with women doing more
work than men, but work that is less valued

 women responsible for child care

« the worship of male gods

o patrilineality

On the other hand, plant-based economies are more likely to be egali-
tarian. This is because women are and have been the gatherers of vegeta-
ble foods, and these are invaluable resources for a culture that is plant-
based. In these cultures, men as well as women were dependent on wom-
en’s activities. From this, women achieved autonomy and a degrc?e \?f
self-sufficiency. Yet, where women gather vegetable food and _thc_ d1e.t is
vegetarian, women do not discriminate as a consequence of chstnbutm‘,gr
the staple. By providing a large proportion of the protein food of a soci-
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ety, women gain an essential economic and social role without abusing
it.

Sanday summarizes one myth that links male power to control of meat:

The Mundurucu believe that there was a time when women ruled
and the sex roles were reversed, with the exception that women
could not hunt. During that time women were the sexual aggressors
and men were sexually submissive and did women’s work, Women
controlled the “sacred trumpets” (the symbols of power) and the
men’s houses. The trumpets contained the spirits of the ancestors
who demanded ritual offerings of meat. Since women did not hunt
and could not make these offerings, men were able to take the trum-
pets from them, thereby establishing male dominance.

We might observe that the male role of hunter and distributer of meat
has been transposed to the male role of eater of meat and conclude that
this accounts for meat’s role as symbol of male dominance. But there is
much more to meat’s role as symbol than this.

_“Vegetable”: Symbol of Feminine

Both the words “men” and “meat” have undergone lexicographical
natrowing. Originally generic terms, they are now closely associated with
their specific referents. Meat no longer means all foods; the word man,
we realize, no longer includes women. Meat represents the essence or
principal part of something, according to the American Heritage Diction-
ary. Thus we have the “meat of the matter,” “a meaty question.”” To
“beef up” something is to improve it. Vegetable, on the other hand, rep-
resents the least desirable characteristics: siggesting or like a vegetable,
as in passivity or dullness of existence, monotonous, inactive. Meat is
something one enjoys or excels in, vegetable becomes representative of
someone who does not enjoy anything: a person who leads a monoto-
nous, passive, or merely physical existence.

A complete reversal has occurred in the definition of the word vegeta-
ble. Whereas its original sense was to be lively, active, it is now viewed
as dull, monotonous, passive, To vegetate is to lead a passive existence;
just as to be feminine is to lead a passive existence. Once vegetables are
viewed as women’s food, then by association they become viewed as
“feminine,” passive.

Men’s need to disassociate themselves from women’s food (as in the
myth in which the last Bushman flees in the direction opposite from
women and their vegetable food) has been institutionalized in sexist att;-
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tudes toward vegetables and the use of the word vegetable to express
criticism or disdain. Colloquially it is a synonym for a person severely
brain-damaged or in a coma. In addition, vegetables are thought to have
a tranquilizing, dulling, numbing effect on people who consume them,
and so we can not possibly get strength from them. According to this
perverse incarngtion of Brillat-Savarin’s theory that you are what you
eat, to eat a vegetable is to become a vegetable, and by extension, to
become womanlike.

Examples from the 1988 Presidential Campaign in which each candi-
date was belittled through equation with being a vegetable illustrates this
patriarchal disdain for vegetables. Michael Dukakis was called “the Veg-
etable Plate Candidate.”?® Northern Sun Merchandising offered T-shirts
that asked: “George Bush: Vegetable or Noxious Weed?”” One could opt
for a shirt that featured a bottle of ketchup and a picture of Ronald
Reagan with this slogan: “Nutrition Ouiz: Which one is the vegetable?”3
(The 1984 Presidential Campaign concern over “Where’s the Beef?” is
considered in the following chapter.)

The word vegetable acts as a synonym for women’s passivity because
women are supposedly like plants. Hegel makes this clear: *The differ-
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Men correspond to animals, while women correspond to plants because
their development is more placid.”?” From this viewpoint, both women
and plants are seen as less developed and less evolved than men and ani-
mals. Consequently, women may eat plants, since each is placid; but ac-
tive men need animal meat.

Meat Is a Symbol of Patriarchy

In her essay, !“Deciphering a Meal,” the noted anthropologist Mary
Douglas suggests that the order in which we serve foods, and the foods
we insist on being present at a meal, reflect a taxonomy-of classification
that mirrors and reinforces our larger culture. A meal is an amalgam of
food dishes, each a constituent part of the whole, each with an assigned
value. In addition, each dish is introduced in precise order. A meal does
not begin with a dessert, nor end with soup. All is seen as leading up to
and then coming down from the entrée that is meat. The pattern is evi-
dence of stability. As Douglas explains, “The ordered system which
is a meal represents all the ordered systems associated with it. Hence
the strong arousal power of a threat to weaken or confuse that cate-
gory.”’38 Tg__rerriove meat is to threaten the structure of the larger
patriarchal culture.

|
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Marabel Morgan, one expert on how women should accede to every
male desire, reported in her Total Woman Cookbook that one must be
careful about introducing foods that are seen as a threat: “I discovered
that Charlie scemed threatened by certain foods. He was suspicious of
my casseroles, thinking I had sneaked in some wheat germ or ‘good-for-
you’ vegetables that he wouldn’t like,”3?

Mary McCarthy’s Birds of America provides a fictional illustration of
the intimidating aspect to a man of a woman’s refusal of meat. Miss
Scott, a vegetarian, is invited to a NATO general’s house for Thanksgiv-
ing. Her refusal of turkey angers the general. Not able to take this rejec-
tion seriously, as male dominance requires a continual recollection of
itself on everyone’s plate, the general loads her plate up with turkey and
then ladles gravy over the potatoes as well as the meat, “thus contaminat-
ing her vegetable foods.” McCarthy’s description of his actions with the
food mirrors the warlike customs associated with military battles. “He
had seized the gravy boat like a weapon in hand-to-hand combat. No
wonder they had made him a brigadier general—at least that mystery
was solved.” The general continues to behave in a hellicose fashion and
after dinner proposes a toast in honor of an eighteen-year old who has
enlisted to fight in Vietnam. During the ensuing areument about war the
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Men who choose not to eat meat repudiate one of their masculine priv-
ileges. The New York Times explored this idea in an editorial on the
masculine nature of meat eating. Instead of “the John Wayne type,” epit-
ome of the masculine meat eater, the new male hero is “Vulnerable” like
Alan Alda, Mikhail Baryshnikov, and Phil Donahue. They might eat dead
fishes and dead chickens, but not red meat. Alda and Donahue, among
other men, have not only repudiated the macho role, but also macho
food. According to the Times, “Believe me. The end of macho marks the
end of the meat-and-potatoes man.”* We won’t miss either.

“general defends the bombing of Vietnam with the rhetorical question:

“What’s so sacred about a civilian?” This upsets the hero, necessitating
that the general’s wife apologize for her husband’s behavior: “Between
you and me,” she confides to him, ““it kind of got under his skin to sce
that girl refusing to touch her food. I saw that right away.”4

Male belligerence in this area is not limited to fictional military men.
Men who batter women have often used the absence of meat as a pretext
for violence against women. Women’s failure to serve meat is not the
cause of the violence against them. Controlling men use it, like anything
else, as an excuse for their violence. Yet because “real” men eat meat,
batterers have a cultural icon to draw upon as they deflect attention from
their need to control. As one woman battered by her husband reported,
“It would start off with him being angry over trivial little things, a trivial
little thing like cheese instead of meat on a sandwich.””** Another woman
stated, “A month ago he threw scalding water over me, leaving a scar on
my right arm, all because I gave him a pie with potatoes and vegetables
for his dinner, instead of fresh meat.””*

Men who become vegetarians challenge an essential part of the mascu-
line role. They are opting for women’s food. How dare they? Refusing
meat means a man is effeminate, a “sissy,” a “fruit.” Indeed, in 1836,
the response to the vegetarian regimen of that day, known as Grahamism,
charged that “Emasculation is the first fruit of Grahamism.”*
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