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Not So Nice to Meat You

If you drive at all, you have likely seen McDonald’s billboards sporting mountainous hamburgers and this pithy line: “nice to meat you.”  At least I think it’s McDonald’s- someone who sells a lot of hamburgers in any event.

Presumably somebody on Madison Avenue thinks the line very clever, but personally, I find it a bit crude.  Images of Monty Python knights hurling cows out of catapults come to mind.

But if that is my reaction, I can scarcely imagine what passing such a billboard would feel like to Stephanie Smith, or anyone who knows and loves her.

On October 3rd, the New York Times told us Ms. Smith’s gripping and heart-rending tale.  Basically, tens of thousands of cattle, millions of pounds of beef, hundreds of miles of transport, and acres of food processing plants all came together to produce the hamburger patty that destroyed this young woman’s life.  Ms. Smith developed an unusually dire case of E. coli 0157H7 infection after eating a contaminated, pre-packaged ground beef patty, prepared at home by her mother.
The Times did a fine job of highlighting the lapses and vulnerabilities in food processing and food inspection that account for food-borne illness in general, and the destruction of Ms. Smith's life in particular.  No need for me to revisit those here.
But the Times limited its investigative assault to aspects of the food supply and its oversight.  The true problem resides one layer deeper than that, in the food demand.
Because we eat quite a lot of meat, quite a lot of meat must be produced.  Large volume meat production means large farms, large herds, and large, centralized, highly-efficient processing plants.  At best, this all translates into relative neglect of any individual steer, and a relative inability to inspect the quality of every steak.  At worst, it offers reminders of the “jungle” to which Upton Sinclair introduced us all at the turn of the 20th century.
And it means feed animals are raised as an industrial commodity, rather than as creatures.  Their natural diets are disregarded, and they are fed whatever leads to the fastest growth and greatest profit.  The origins of E. coli 0157H7 are not mysterious; they relate to changes in the feed of cattle.  We say “you are what you eat,” and since the construction materials for growing bodies come from food and nowhere else, it is literally true.  It is just as true if you happen to have hooves.

Cattle eating grasses have a healthy gastrointestinal tract that is not conducive to the growth of this mutant germ.  Cattle being fed grains instead of grasses- and in many cases ground up bits of other animals including their own species- develop abnormal conditions in their GI tract, such as a change in the pH.  It is this abnormal environment within cows on abnormal diets that gave us the bug that destroyed the health and perhaps the life of Stephanie Smith.
Of course, the effects of diet on the animals we eat go well beyond their intestinal tracts.  Modern meat is generally high in fat content, most of which is of the saturated and thus unhealthful variety.  In contrast, the flesh of deer and antelope- thought to resemble the flesh of animals our Stone Age ancestors ate- is as much as 7 times lower in total fat content, and the fat present is mostly unsaturated.  Some of it, in fact is of the omega-3 variety- now referred to as “fish oil” because we have domesticated it out of everything else.

We- and our resultant health- not only are what we eat; we are to some extent what we feed what we eat.
Go as far as the Times article takes you, and you will be left to believe that to prevent the next Stephanie Smith-like tragedy, we need a higher standard of corporate responsibility, more vigilant inspection by federal authorities.
Go one step beyond, however, and you will see we need to rethink our food.  As long as we indulge our appetites for so much meat, hamburgers will be dangerous to our own health, as well as that of the planet.  And they will challenge any semblance of morality by fostering, and apparently condoning, the brutal treatment of our fellow creatures their large-scale consumption inevitably requires.
I am not intending to indict meat consumption; Homo sapiens have long, perhaps always, included some meat in our diet.  But in a world of 6 billion human beings and modern food production methods, our dietary patterns reverberate in ways they never did before.  In the end, we must concede it is an appetite for large quantities of meat derived from abused, drugged, mass-produced, mass-slaughtered cannibalistic cows that is responsible for E. coli 0157H7, and mad cow disease for that matter.  It is our appetite for beef on a massive scale that destroyed the life of Stephanie Smith.
Not so nice to ‘meat’ you, after all.  Or to put it all quite bluntly: we have ‘meated’ the enemy- and in our excessively carnivorous multitudes, it is us.
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