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Meat, in all human cultures, has been and still is a sensitive subject. Highly 
valued or prohibited, symbolically always very powerful, it has often been 
at the core of all food lore. This book is an attempt to understand some 
aspects of the complicated relationship between Man and Meat.

There are all sorts of animal foods. Possibilities range from insects and 
reptiles to fish, fowl and all other warm blooded animals. Every human 
society, culturally, has selected and established the animals it considers 
edible, and this may vary from snails to beef, bugs to fish, rabbit to reindeer. 
It is not inconceivable that humankind at some point or other has tasted all 
living creatures.

From a nutritional point of view, animal flesh is not absolutely essential 
to the human diet. Proteins of animal origin can be absorbed through 
milk and milk products, as well as eggs. Thus we have several cultures, 
such as Buddhists and Hindu groups, who, for philosophical or religious 
reasons, have abstained from the flesh of animals and maintained an 
excellent level of health. But groups abstaining from all animal products 
whatsoever have been few and far between. In the post-Pythagorean 
Western world, these have never established structured societies, and even 
today, if such groups develop, they are small and not really representative;  
the very exacting effort they have to make to achieve a diet that provides 
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all necessary types of protein, relegates them rather to the sphere of 
philosophical or religious peculiarities.

Conversely, societies where meat is a staple are also extremely rare, and 
confined today to the Arctic, the best example being the Inuit. 

However, one of the most important topics discussed and researched by 
food anthropologists and primatologists has been the original condition of 
humanoids: were they vegetarian or meat eaters? It is indeed a major topic 
still today, possibly because it carries strong philosophical interpretations of 
the “true” nature of Man. And this remains so even if the general consensus 
is that our ancestors were, like most primates, occasional meat eaters.

Many differing ideologies have imagined early man as a vegetarian, 
mainly fruit-eating, a simple gatherer. Others stressed the importance of 
meat and hunting for our distant ancestors. Patrick Pasquet and Marcel 
Hladik discuss this topic and show the ambiguous omnivore status of our 
species and our considerable ability to adapt to various types of diet. This 
ambiguity and the intricate meandering of the human relationship with meat 
are analysed by Igor de Garine through the African examples he adduces.

Cultures have shaped human foodways, and in space and time determined 
what flesh was to be food or whether flesh was to be food at all, and 
what was inedible or what prohibited. For most cultures today, meat is 
the flesh of warm blooded animals. It means that the animals have to be 
killed, unless of course scavenging is considered normal. If indeed our 
distant ancestors practised this, one must say that it is extremely rare 
today. Hunting thus has a long tradition all over the world. Yet, there is 
a peculiar relationship between the hunter and his prey. If various rituals 
of purification or preparation are performed by the hunters in traditional 
societies, we can consider that our own western traditions of the hunt can 
also be related to rituals: typically there are special costumes, sometimes 
special music, well defined roles, and emphasis on the supremacy of men. 
In certain cases special blessings are still an important part of hunting, 
as if the pursuit and killing of an animal needed a formal framework 
to legitimate this kind of “ritual murder”. Even today, whether in Africa 
or Europe (Mechin, 1992: 124), game retains a special quality, that of 
strong meat – almost dangerous meat. It was for centuries the privilege of 
aristocrats, prestigious flesh for prestigious people.
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But then, what happens with domestication, when humans started raising 
animals for their work force, their produce (milk, eggs, and wool) or their 
flesh and skins? The act of killing is not considered free of danger and here 
again we have surrounded it with ritual. We do not “kill” an animal: we 
“sacrifice” it, even when speaking of laboratory mice. In most traditional 
societies, previous to its consumption by humans, the animal is offered 
to God, spirits or ancestors. The necessary sacrifice (Kilani, 1996: 14-20) 
legitimises the consumption. Thus for example in Yao societies of south East 
Asia, every pig, chicken or cow eaten has previously been duly sacrificed and 
offered to the ancestors and local spirits. (Hubert, 1985: 53-180). But this 
applies only to animals they kill themselves: it is perfectly legitimate to go to 
the market and buy a pound of pork for home cooking. It is the act of killing 
which requires precaution, as, for example, in the observance of ritual action 
in Islamic or Jewish traditions: the bleeding of the animal by an established 
“sacrificer”, thus insuring the purity of the flesh to be eaten. 

Is the offering up of a life-giving food at the heart of the tradition of 
sacrifice as a means of communication with unseen forces? Much has been 
written about this, and it only shows more clearly the importance and 
necessity of ritual sacrifice in most human cultures. The animal’s flesh and 
blood, that carry power and life, become a natural vector of communication 
with God, or invisible forces. It links the visible to the invisible, as it does 
in Christianity through the sacrifice of Christ. We should note, however, 
that Catholicism has “cleansed” the commemoration of that sacrifice of 
all “animal” connotations: in the celebration of mass, the bread signifying 
flesh becomes unleavened wafer bread, totally unlike our staple daily bread, 
and red wine in remembrance of Christ’s blood (now seldom drunk by 
laymen taking communion) has been replaced with white wine.

But this need for ritual surrounding the slaughter of an animal is not 
just for “traditional” cultures. Our own western approach to it has been 
extremely ritualised. How else are we to interpret the complicated and 
hidden actions within modern slaughter houses? The hiding of all violence, 
the cleansing of all blood and dirt on the premises, the “hygienic” costumes 
of the actors, the sharing of the various sequences that lead to the death 
of the animal, making it difficult to point specifically to one particular 
“sacrificer”? (Vialles, 1987: 36-41; 80-85) Hygiene and food safety are not 
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the only reasons. Unbeknown to our rational thinking, we are ritualising the 
killing, as most humans in most cultures have done in the past.

Why is meat often considered specifically a man’s fare? If we speak 
of man’s meat, why not of woman’s meat? (Mechin, 1992: 73-86) The 
ancestral division of labour and the male need for strength have disappeared 
from our culture, yet the stereotype of red meat and manliness is still going 
strong in the Western world, with various connotations of course, whether 
seen through feminist eyes or those of old-fashioned rugby players!

Meat is indeed troublesome, and especially if it is the flesh of warm 
blooded mammals, so alike our own. That very resemblance has led to a 
great deal of elaboration in most cultures, and to universal fears, starting 
with that which is closest to us: our own flesh. Gilles Boetsch tells us of 
the various ways cannibalism was discussed in anthropological circles of 
the 19th century. Was it a “savage” trait left over from a dark prehistoric 
past, and a clear marker of inferior status in the evolutionary chain? Did 
it disappear when “civilization” approached – western civilization, that 
is; naturally the only conceivable model? Or was it a practice culturally 
coherent and understandable internally speaking, that is in “emic”, 
indigenous logic? He gives us an interesting view of our anthropological 
predecessors and the way this particular topic could be used morally and 
politically in the context of their time.

Nevertheless, cannibalism has probably been among the most ritualised 
forms of flesh consumption, and to this day it leads to strong denials of its 
existence, or to excessive rationalisation, such as in the theory of Marvin Harris 
(1985: 199-225), which explains Aztec consumption of the flesh of sacrificed 
warriors by the elite as due to lack of animal protein in their environment.

Meat is still, for many human cultures, a major source of nourishment, 
and for Arctic populations it is actually a staple, the only substance 
deserving the name of food, as it must have been for our Ice Age 
ancestors. Hunting is the main activity, the only source of food, yet 
here too, the relationship between hunter and prey is specific: respect 
is shown to the victim who gives its flesh to feed humans (Victor and 
Lamblin, 1993: 14-21). Seen as the essence of life and strength, meat 
is, as mentioned by Joëlle Robert-Lamblin, the food par excellence and 
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animals have been the source of most material goods in an environment 
where vegetation plays a very minor role.

In other climates, meat has been or has become a major food, as shown by 
Ricardo Ávila et al. for western Mexico. Spanish colonisation brought cattle 
to the American continent, and in the wake of this event there was developed 
a craving for meat as the most satisfying and fulfilling of foods, a very human 
craving as it goes, which has emerged wherever culture and environment 
have permitted. It permeates all levels of society and I think this phenomenon 
is comparable to what has happened in other great cattle raising countries of 
the American continent: Argentina, Uruguay and parts of Brazil, as indeed in 
certain parts of the United States, such as Texas or Arizona, and some regions 
of Australia. In these cultures a real meal includes meat, and is indeed centred 
on it. Any food that lacks meat belongs to the category of snacks or “play 
food”. In this context, we should note the paradox mentioned by Ávila of 
these meat-centred cultures eating it “overcooked”. Indeed, in these cultures, 
rare or undercooked meat is considered inappropriate, and disliked. Could 
it be that there is a need to “humanize” it by cooking, as a secondary form 
of ritual to establish a well-defined line between the “wild” or “savage” and 
the “human” or “civilized”, as mentioned by Lévi-Strauss (1964: 106-107)? 
What then of our own European gourmet diktats of today, requiring meat 
to be rare to be really enjoyable? Yet a British friend finds American rare 
steak slightly revolting, northern European countries sometimes prefer meat 
well done, like the southern American and the Arab world, thus showing this 
possibly very old trend of “cooking to humanize”.

Other human groups have given a high value to meat, even if, or perhaps 
because, it is scarce, scarcity enhancing its highly valued status and nutritional 
importance. Françoise Aubaile, surveying Muslim Mediterranean cultures, 
shows us how a very little meat can mean a great deal. The various cooking 
styles and techniques allow people to make the most of each cut and a little 
can go a long way. Meat and fat are then the symbol of plenty, of prosperity, 
heralding feasting times. While it is daily food for the rich and powerful, it is 
highly valued by the poor, and indispensable ritually for the yearly sacrifice 
of Aïd el Kbir. As in other societies of Central Asia, also of pastoral 
and nomadic origin, such as the Turco-Mongolian people, fat, meat and 
bones are the symbol of life, the most highly valued in the hierarchy of 
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foods for humans. Returning to the Mediterranean tradition, Xavier Medina 
shows again the importance of meat in societies around this sea, the crossing-
point of so many civilizations. This goes against the stereotype of the 
“Mediterranean diet”, in which, according to western nutritionists, fish is the 
important animal protein, a central food, and meat a negligible part. Clichés 
lead charmed lives, and most western urbanites today are ready to believe 
that Mediterranean peoples are fish eaters, mainly vegetarian, and olive oil 
users. Helen Macbeth, among contemporary researchers has also shown the 
importance of pork and lard in so called “Mediterranean populations”, such as 
those in Cerdanya (Macbeth, 1996: 103-114). We have here another occasion 
to reflect on the varying patterns of human diet around the Mediterranean 
and the necessity of dismantling current stereotypes if only for the sake of 
scientific exactitude. 

This past century has seen the Western world through two great wars, 
and great fluctuations of food availability for Europeans. What happens 
when food is abundant once more? We eat more meat. This meat hunger is 
not necessarily a nutritional need (Ossipov, 2002: 16-26). It reflects once 
more the powerful symbol of flesh as a provider of life-giving energy 
and health, common to a majority of human cultures. This is particularly 
well illustrated by Jana Parizkova’s presentation of consumption trends 
in Czechia. In times of plenty, one can indeed consume too much meat, 
as a way of compensating for previous want, with hazardous effects 
to one’s health, as shown in the case of young Czech athletes’ diets. 
Yet, humans being unpredictable creatures, we can encounter a totally 
different situation in Spain, for example. After years of rationing and 
scarcity, with extremely little meat available to the general population, 
as described by Mabel Gracia Arnaiz in reference to Barcelona, we 
discover that a strong anti-meat, pro-vegetarian movement is developing. 
This trend is strongly felt in northern Europe (Ouedraogo, 1998: 59-76; 
Ossipov, 1994: 127-136) and is beginning to make adepts in the southern 
half of the continent, as it is in North America (Bratman, 1999: 87-112). 
Carme Garcia Gimeno analyses these attitudes in Catalan society, and 
shows that they stem from many different influences. Whether because 
of animal welfare and health food movements, environmentalism or on 
general moral grounds, a meatless diet is seen as purer, healthier and 
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ethically correct. That this happens in a town where the population 
suffered greatly and for years from lack of food and poor food, with an 
almost total absence of meat, illustrates particularly well the emotional 
and contradictory links we humans have with all flesh.

But, can we today eat meat with a clear conscience? Parallel to the 
concept of a vegetarian diet has developed the concept of animal welfare. It 
has taken time to gain hold, and has needed a society of plenty to develop 
seriously. Particularly strong in the Anglo Saxon world, animal welfare 
groups not only promote a vegetarian diet, but a diet devoid of all animal 
products, and also a rejection of animal matter: wool, silk, bone, shell, 
etc. In a more reasonable and moderate voice, Anne Elène Delavigne gives 
us an extraordinary view of what is happening in Denmark. Traditionally 
people who eat meat, especially pork, the Danes have developed a high 
awareness of environment, conservation, and the health of the planet. 
Their attitude towards meat is based on moral grounds. Eating meat is 
all right, as long as the animals have been happy and well treated during 
their lives. Animal welfare here has taken the upper hand, together with 
environmentalism. All animal products, including meat, of course, have 
to come from happy animals, which have led a normal life in natural 
surroundings. This type of movement is by no means restricted to Denmark: 
it is present in most of Scandinavia, as well as Great Britain. What is 
interesting about it is that it does not preach vegetarianism, but moral 
kindness to other species for the sake of a harmonious planet. Meat here 
retains its value, both affective and nutritional. Admittedly it is only possible 
in a society of plenty and surplus. An interesting question would be: is 
game a happy meat? (Provided it does not come from protected species, 
of course!) Which raises another moral question: is environmentalism 
a movement that forces other small, but existing human cultures into 
a culturally western-centred policy? Is the prohibition of hunting for 
food (or even of agriculture under certain circumstances) for the sake of 
environmental protection, but at the cost of survival and quality of life for 
other human beings, morally tolerable? (Peterson, 2003: 64-71) Are whales 
endangered if Inuit and other indigenous peoples hunt them for food? Are 
we right in committing without questioning all human societies to our own 
way of thinking and managing the world?
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Although not directly contemplated in this book, the BSE (Bovine 
Spongiform Encephalitis) crisis of the past years is in the background: 
whether in the caring and feeding of animals in Denmark and other 
Scandinavian countries, or in the fear of meat consumption among new 
converts to vegetarianism in Spain and other European countries. To put 
these fears in perspective, in France there was a total of 3 cases of 
human BSE by the end of 2002 in a population of more than 60 million 
inhabitants. It must be remembered that in southern Brazil, the landless 
farmers’ movement made it known that they would welcome the European 
cattle which were being sacrificed, and had little fear of eating the meat 
(considering the statistical risk) since it was a commodity they hardly ever 
had access to. Hunger for meat, fear of meat… Humans are never neutral 
on this topic. M. Kilani (1996: 14-20) has attempted to analyse this fear 
through the idea that it has grown with the disappearance of the ritual 
and sacrifice surrounding it, although, as I said earlier, our own ways of 
slaughtering are indeed ritualised, unbeknown to the public. This crisis, 
which shook most of the European continent, has revealed a whole new 
set of representations of food, health, politics, and environment. (Fiddes, 
1997: 252-267). It could have become an important topic in sociology and 
anthropology; on risk, statistics and reality; yet it was taken up mostly by 
psycho-sociologists and environmentalists, and used as a political argument, 
but few explored its hidden significance for a number of different cultures. 
(Fishler, 1998: 45-57; Hubert, 2002: 30-50)

The sharing of the flesh of an animal, whether sacrificed or hunted, can 
be a good example of how a society is structured, and how kinship systems 
work. Probably extremely ancient, the ritual of cutting up and distributing 
the various pieces of meat to those present (and their kin) at the hunt 
or the sacrifice, often reveals the inner workings of a social system. 
There is a complex hierarchy of anatomical parts, and a way of selecting 
and carving them, for each according to his rank and kinship ties. This 
is particularly well described in Frederic Visner’s article for Australian 
indigenous cultures and by I. de Garine for African cultures. A kangaroo 
becomes a complex map of related bits and pieces, each with a particular 
meaning and destination. All the different actors in the hunt and the sharing 
of flesh have a specific part they can or cannot touch, they can or cannot eat, 
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and the whole is in complete harmony with the Pitjanjara’s way of thinking 
about the world and its inhabitants, as well as the ties that link one to the 
other, and the place of that very kangaroo in the human and non-human 
landscape. The same happens with Arctic peoples, Inuit or other Siberian or 
North American groups, when they carve and share sea mammals, caribou 
or any other game. Come to think of it, some of this sharing ceremony 
can still be observed in some of our still surviving (though who knows for 
how long) western households, where the head of the house at the head of 
the table carves the Christmas turkey or Sunday roast, distributing choice 
pieces around the assembled group at the table. (Castelot, 1972: 238). To 
the hierarchy of men goes the hierarchy of pieces.

Finally, what is meat and for whom? There are strange meats, even in our 
own cultures. Lizard in Spain is a choice fare, as described by Luis Cantarero. 
A man’s meat, more than a woman’s. We find that same lizard again in North 
African cultures, described by Françoise Aubaile. Varans, snakes and other 
amphibians are indeed meat for many peoples, as are monkeys, pangolins, 
rats, horses, bears, dogs, and indeed any other animal, with hair or feathers, 
that just happens to be around. Meat is what we decide is meat, from 
whatever animal, just as we decide what is food and what is not. Yet, humans 
will express in one way or another that particular link that ties us to the living 
animal world, by making meat a controversial, troubling issue.
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