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Gensequentlyany comprehensive study of vegetarianism and feminism
must consider how vegetarianism is received as well as what vegerarianism
1tsel'f claims. Why has vegetarianism been considered a fad when, like
fe_mmist insights, it is a reform and idea that has recurred throughout
history? Why is the vegetarian aspect to a writer or her work often
ignored by literary critics? I struck upon the idea of the texts of meat to
answer these questions. :

By 'speaking of the texts of meat we situate the production of meat’s
meaning within a political-cultural context. None of us chooses the
meanings that constitute the texts of meat, we adhere to them. Because of
the personal meaning meat eating has for those who cofisume it,” Wwe
generally fail to see the social meanings that have achually predeterminied
the personal meaning. Recognizing the texts of meat is the fifst step in
identifying the sexual politics of meat.

In defining the patriarchal texts of meat, part 1 relies on an expanded
notion of what constitutes a text. These include: a recognizable message;
an unchangeability of the text’s meaning so that through repetition thé
same meaning recurs; and a system of relations that reveal coherence.2 So

© with meat: It carries a recognizable message—meat is seen as an item of

V/{-" food,.for most meat is an essential and nutritious item of food; its
© meaning recurs continuously at mealtimes, in advertisements, in con-

{ versations; and it is comprised of a system of relations having to do with
| food production, attitudes toward animals, and, by extension acceptable
i violence toward them. ’
The texts of meat which we assimilate into our lives include the expec-
tation that people should eat animals and that meat is good for you. As a
“result the rendering of animals as consummable bodies is one of those
presumptions that undergirds our attitudes. Rarely is this cultural text
that determines the prevailing positive attitudes about consuming animals
closely examined. The major reason for this is the patriarchal nature of
our meat-advocating cultural discourse. Meat’s recognizable message in-
cludes association with the male role; its meaning recurs within a fixed
gender systerit; the coherence it achieves as 4 meaningfil item of food
arises from patriarchal attitudés including the idea that the end justifies
the means, that the 6bjectification of other beings is a necessary part of

. life, and that violence can and should be masked. These are all a part of

‘the sexual politics of meat.

Wg will see in the following chapter that sex-role assignments determine
Fhe distribution of meat. When the meat supply is limited, men will receive
it. Assuming meat to be food for men and consequently vegetables to be
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food for women carries significant political consequences. In essence,
because meat eating is a measure of a virile culture and individual, our
society equates vegetarianism with emasculation or femininity.

Another aspect of the sexual politics of meat becomes visible as we
examine the myth of Zeus' consumption of Metis. He, patriarch of pa-
triarchs, desires Metis, chases her, coaxes her to a couch with “honeyed
words,” subdues her, rapes her, and then swallows her. But he claims that
he receives her counsel from his belly, where she remains. In this myth,
sexual violence and meat eating are collapsed, a point considered in
chapter 2, “The Rape of Animals, the Butchering of Women.” It is also a
myth about masculine consumption of female language. In discussing
meat we must direct our attention to issues of patriarchal language about
consumption; such a discussion is found in chapter 3. :

People do not often closely scrutinize their own meat eating. This is an
example of the prerogative of those in the dominant order to determine
what is worthy of conversation and critique. Resultingly, earnest vege-
tarians become trapped by this worldview, and while they think that all
that is necessary to make converts to vegetarianism is to point out the
numerous problems meat eating causes—ill health, death of animals,
ecological spoilage—they do not perceive that in a meat-eating culture
noneé of this réally matters. This dilemma is explored in chapter 4, “The
Word Made Flesh.”

Part 2, “From the Belly of Zeus,” provides the beginnings of a feminist
history of vegetarianism by focusing on the time period of 1790 to the
present in Great Britain and the United States. It attempts to free Metis’
voice from the belly of Zeus by freeing vegetarian meaning from the
sexual politics of meat and by freeing women’s voices from patriarchal
interpretation. Rather than analyzing contemporary culture, the focus of
this middle section is literary texts and their vegetarian influences. How-
ever, the literary=historical analysis found here makes use of the ideas
introduced in part 1. It explores answers to the question “what charac-
terizes texts that challenge the sexual politics of meat?” The idea of
“bearing the vegetarian word” is examined in chapter 5 as one answer to
this question. This idea facilitates the interpretation of the relationship
between women’s texts and vegetarian history.

In chapter 6 1 explore the meaning of vegetarianism in Frankenstein, a
feminist text that bears the vegetarian word. I am not attempting to
compress Frankenstein into a didactic vegetarian tract. It is, of course, not
that. But vegetarian nuances are of importance in the shaping of the story.

Part 2 also examines representative texts by women writers since World
Wiar I that posit a connection between meat eating, male dominance and
war. Like The Great War and Modern Memory after which the title of
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A member of the only extant species, Homo presumpluous,
distinguished by a highly developed narcissism, the capacity for
routine institutionalized cruelty, and the ability to communi-
cate cndless self-justification by means of organized religion
and to record prejudices as if they were fact within a variety of
speciesist, sexist, and otherwise oppressive systems.

Men would then shun man and mankind and eagerly substitute
humankind—or womankind—for the species. Instead of monopoliz-
ing species membership, and its attendant glory, they would urge full
{or exclusive) membership for women, who could then bear the
blame.

Having defined man as “the men and women who uphold pa-
triarchal values” {19), Collard and Contrucci (1989) identify what
“man” regards as “his greatest glory: his passage from ape to human”
(34). Alert to the link between speciesism and sexism, these ferni-
nists reverse the standard self-aggrandizing definition of our species,
exposing humans’ negative traits, connecting our history of devasta-
tion and cruelty to those with the mentality of dominance, and

3 saying to “man”: “Now, recognize the massive destruction and suf-
~ fering you have caused!”

Patriarchal men have depicted themselves as “more human” than
women because they have viewed human as’ signify@gg?fe”rﬁthmg
superior and deserving, everything that supposedly sepatates hu-
mans from “animals.” “Our view of man,” philosopher Mary Midg-
ley .(1978) argues in Beast and Man, "has been built up on a supposed
contrast between man and animals” (25).2

Through the false opposition human vs. animal, humanamaintain
a fantasy world in which chimpanzees, snails, barracudas, and tree
frogs are somehow more alike than chimpanzees and humans (see
Clark 1988).2% The evolutionary bush on which humans occupy one
of .myriad branches is reduced to a single stalk, with nonhuman
apimals mired at its roots and humans blossoming at its tip. In
reality, species do not evolve toward greater humanness but toward
greater adaptiveness in their particular ecological niche. Nor is spe-
cies something stable and fixed (see Clark 1988; Dawkins 1993). The
human species, like all others, continues to undergo variation_. n
capacities and tendencies humans vary across vast range (see Midg-
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all humuimns but by no other animals!?

Fluman superiority is as muoch a lic as male superiority. Gorillas
pee gtronger yet gentler than humans, cheetahs swifter and more
graceful, dolphins more playful and exuberant. Bees who perceive
_wltraviolet light.and dance a message of angle and distance; fish who
s pimultancously see forward, above, below, and behind while swim-
. ming through endlessly varied tropical color; birds who navigate
- tiver hemispheres, sensing the earth’s magnetic field and soaring in
tliythm with the rest of their flock; sea turtles who, over decades,
grpuricnee vast stretches of ocean—what wisdom and vision are
theirs? Other animals have other ways of knowing. .

Qur individual worlds are only as wide as our empathy. Why
Jcdentify with only one species when we can be so much larger?
*Anlmal encompasses human, When human society moves beyond
Ypecicsism—to membership in animalkind—"animal” imagery will
o longer demean women or assist in their oppression, but will
spvesent their liberation. When we finally cross the species bound-
by that keeps other animals oppressed, we will have crossed the
gundary that circumscribes our lives.

Notes

¢'I'he relationship between speciesism and sexism is not unjdirectional.

{: us speciesism contributes to women's oppression, sexism contributes to
i oppression.of nonhuman animals. For example, sexism permits concern
At nonhuman animals to be dismissed as “effeminate” or as “female senti-
fintality.” A number of feminists have detailed ways in which sexism and
ieiesism are mutually reinforcing {see, for example, Adams 1990, 1994;
|lard with Contrucci 1989). '

. 1 believe the sexual subjugation of women, as it is practiced in all the
nown civilizations of the world, was modeled after the domestication of
{ithmals,” writes feminist Elizabeth Fisher in Woman'’s Creation {1979, 190}.
'l cxploitation of women for breeding and labor, she observes, followed
iy after enslavement of nonhuman animals (190, 197). Fisher sees an en-
furing “connection between dependence on animals and an inferior posi-
ilon for women” (194). Addressing oppression in general, social historian
¢¢lth Thomas {1983) presents strong evidence that the domestication of
witbuman animals “became the archetypal pattern for other kinds of social
ithonlination” (46).

Y. Nopative images created by speciesist practices and wielded against
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