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Chewing on Vegetarianism

An article recently published in the JOURNAL demonstrated an association between vegetarianism in adolescents and eating disorders.  The article generated considerable media attention, including comments from me which in turn generated correspondence, some of it hostile.  How dare I contribute to the notion that vegetarianism has a dark side?


In fact, I contributed to no such notion if by vegetarianism we are focused on the plant foods people eat.  For the faults here lie not with the plants, but with the people.


The most iconic statement on a plant-based diet at present belongs to nutrition writer and critic of agribusiness-as-usual, Michael Pollan: “eat food, not too much, mostly plants.”  My only concern about this advice is how difficult it can be to apply in a society where foods come overwhelmingly in bags, boxes, bottles, jars and cans, rather than rinds, peels, and skins.  But that is a topic for another time.  For now, I can say I agree with Mr. Pollan.


A mostly plant based diet is strongly associated with health benefits, encompassing weight control, cancer prevention, diabetes prevention, and both the prevention and treatment of heart disease.  For the most part, studies of vegetarian, or entirely plant-based diets, demonstrate comparable if not greater benefits.  The current study suggested such benefits in the adolescents surveyed.
Research to date does not include head-to-head assessments of varying diets all considered among the best for health.  Well balanced vegetarian and vegan (vegetarianism that excludes all animal products, including dairy and eggs, rather than just all meat) diets would certainly be in this pool, but so would optimized omnivorous diets, such as the Mediterranean Diet, which traditionally includes fish and seafood, and even small amounts of meat.  Other potential contenders would be diets limited to plant foods and fish, or even diets containing plant foods and game.


One thing is quite certain: the typical American diet would appear nowhere in any contest among contenders for the ‘most healthful diet’ laurels.  Both mostly-plant-based, and entirely-plant-based diets would represent a considerable step up from where both our money and our mouths predominantly are at present.


Among objections raised to vegetarianism- in particular by advocates of low-carb diets- is that our Stone Age ancestors certainly ate meat, so we should, too.  As a proponent of learning from our long evolutionary history, I cannot dismiss this issue out of hand, but I can refute it quite effectively.

Yes, our Stone Age ancestors ate meat, although most anthropologists consider it more appropriate to refer to them as “gatherer-hunters” rather than the reverse, since their diets were, as ours should be, mostly plants.  But that is only the most obvious, not the most compelling, reason to reject modern fantasies of carnivorousness based on images of the Stone Age.


A more compelling reason is that the meat our ancestors ate was nothing like the meat we eat today.  Consider, for example, that the meat of modern beef cattle is often as much as 35% fat by calories, and much of that fat is of the potentially harmful saturated variety.  In contrast, the meat consumed by our ancestors- represented by the likes of modern antelope- is thought to have been as low as 7% fat by calorie content, and that fat was mostly polyunsaturated, and some of it, even, was omega-3 fat.  Before we domesticated it away, fish oil was not limited to fish.


Our adulterations of modern meat go well beyond fattening our cattle.  Herbivorous animals are often fed processed meal that contains, among other things, ground up animal parts.  We turn herbivores into omnivores, and at times, even, cannibals.

We all know the saying “you are what you eat.”  It is true at a profound level.  And if true of us, it is no less true of other creatures.  The creatures we eat “are” what we feed them.


So it should come as no surprise that the flesh of grass-fed cattle is different from, and potentially more nutritious than, the flesh of grain and meal-fed cattle.  The implications of feeding chickens to pigs, and potentially pigs to cows, are disturbing, and extend in directions that include nutrition, the risks of food-borne infection, the ethical treatment of our fellow creatures, and harm to the planet.  For more on the topic, I recommend “Six Arguments for a Greener Diet,” by Michael Jacobson, PhD, and colleagues at the Center for Science in the Public Interest.

The planet deserves more than passing mention here.  When plants are raised to feed animals that we then eat, much food energy is lost in the process.  A cow must eat many pounds of grain to produce a pound of cow flesh, in other words.  Were we, instead, to eat those pounds of grain directly, we could feed many more people and cultivate many fewer acres.  The environmental impact of eating mostly, or all, plants at the population level would be monumentally positive.

So how, given all the benefits to people and planet of plant-based diets, could vegetarianism apparently have gone so wrong in the new study?  Because while it’s true we are what we eat, who we are before we start eating matters, too.  The reasons for vegetarianism vary.

While most such reasons are good ones, among them is the motivation of adolescents vulnerable to eating disorders to impose restrictions on their diets.  If vegetarianism is associated with disordered eating in teens, it’s not because the diet is the cause.  Rather, the dietary choice in such cases is the result of a disorder already beginning to express itself.


The take-away message from the new study, therefore, is simply that parents and health care providers should not be satisfied by knowing an adolescent is vegetarian.  They need to find out why the choice was made.  
One final issue that relates somewhat preferentially to vegetarianism in teens, but could pertain to anyone: not all vegetarian diets are created equal.  The variety of modern, processed foods makes it quite possible to be vegetarian, and eat very poorly.  The title alone does not confer health benefits.  For guidance toward the food choices that do, I recommend “Becoming Vegetarian,” and “Becoming Vegan,” by Davis and Melina.

When the reasons are sound and the diet balanced, vegetarian teens should certainly be encouraged- indeed, I would encourage the adults doing the probing to consider emulating their example.  But when either sensible reasons or balanced choices are in question, guidance and perhaps clinical intervention will be warranted.  

Eating plants- mostly, or even only- could offer considerable benefits to people and planet alike.  But even the most healthful things can be done in unhealthful ways, and for misguided reasons.  When that occurs, the faults lie not with the diet, but with the judgment of the dieters.  The new study merely points out to be on alert for such faults, and to address them.
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