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Abstract
This paper discusses variegated scholarly approaches to what is here typified as a
political economy of meat. Identified as a multifaceted, transdisciplinary and most
dynamic field of research, inquiries into the political economy of meat imbricate
key issues of social and economic development, across the human–animal divide.
While some scholars interpret livestock production as “a pathway from poverty”,
others observe deepened marginalization and exploitation. The argument raised in
this paper is that concise engagement with multiple critical perspectives may facilitate further explorations into the social dynamics that characterize the political
economy of meat.
Keywords Meat consumption · Livestock revolution · Development ·
Commodification · Speciesism

Food as Political Economy
Vivid debates on globalized meat consumption now surges in critical food studies.
These scholarly discussions entangle, as we will see in this paper, various layers
of analysis, thus requiring a transdisciplinary approach to understand the social,
political and economic nature of the meat commodity. Overall, systemic analyzes
of globalized meat consumption seem to reflect broader inquiries into the political
economy of food. Such historical studies of change and continuity in global food
commodity chains have typically been conceptualized through the food regime
framework, a theoretical approach following a classic economic-historical periodization. The first food regime is here linked to the free trade era between the 1870s
and the First World War; and it is replaced by a second food regime, characterized
by heavy state subsidizes for domestic food production (Friedmann and McMichael
1989). Following economic de-regulations in the 1970s, and the subsequent consolidation of corporate power over global food chains, political economists identify
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an emergent, third food regime (McMichael 2009; Pritchard 1998, 2009). This contemporary food regime is particularly marked by conflict between intensified corporate power and alternative food chain arrangements (Friedmann 2005; McMichael
2005); the political economy of food is accordingly recognized as emblematically
contentious (Fine 1994; Koç et al. 2017). In this precise scholarly vein—the study of
social, economic and political dimensions of globalized foods—now emerges what
we might call the political economy of meat. Scholarly inquiries into that field of
research answer, as we will see, to changed patterns in consumption and production
of livestock products, observable worldwide over the past four decades. Given the
variegated social outcomes entailed by these transformations, studies of the political
economy of meat hence articulate an equally diverse—and indeed conflictual—field
of research. This paper aims to facilitate critical examination of globalized meat
consumption by connecting a variety of scholarly approaches.

Meat Consumption Globally
Over the past four decades, patterns in global meat consumption have changed dramatically. As indicated in Fig. 1. below, among the ‘big three’ of animal-derived
food products—bovine, pig and poultry meat—we see how pigs and especially
chickens are increasingly incorporated into the expanding meat industry. The average yearly meat consumption has, on the global level, risen from 23 to 43 kg/year
between 1961 and 2013. Furthermore, as we can see in Fig. 2. below, the rise in
meat consumption is quite unevenly distributed across the globe; while ‘emerging
economies’ like China and Brazil (though not India) hold the most rapid consumption increase, Europe consumes a disproportionately large amount of animal-derived
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Fig. 1  Global meat consumption, 1961–2013. Source: FAOSTAT database, “Food Supply - Livestock
and Fish Primary Equivalent”, accessed 2018-04-11
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Fig. 2  Regional meat consumption patterns, 1961–2013. Source: FAOSTAT database, “Food Supply Livestock and Fish Primary Equivalent”, accessed 2018-04-11

meat, while the US remains the leading meat consumer (Pica-Ciamarra and Otte
2011; Rae and Nayga 2010). At the same time, an average citizen in the world’s 50
least developed countries, according to the UN categorization, still consumes less
than 15 kg meat per year.
This economic-historical observation has generated a variety of scholarly interpretations and research agendas; most topical are now the environmental studies
linking the livestock sector’s alarming relation to greenhouse gas emissions (Hedenus et al. 2014; Steinfeld et al. 2006), freshwater usage (Deutsch et al. 2010), biodiversity loss (Reid et al. 2010), land degradation and deforestation (Dickson–Hoyle
and Reenberg 2009). Apart from this environmental topic, the scholarly focus has
particularly concerned social outcomes produced by the changed patterns of global
meat consumption—in turn fuelling the contentious feature that encapsulates what
we accordingly recognize as a political economy of meat.

Meat Production and Rural Development
The main host of increased livestock production is the so-called developing world.
Interestingly enough, this observable development has once again activated the
‘revolution terminology’ to denote the social significance of this transition, without, most notably, recognizing any political subject of that ‘revolution’. In direct
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reference to the Green Revolution launched in the late 1960s, rural development
scholars now speak of a Livestock Revolution, a demand-driven economic transition
linked to, the argument goes, stronger purchasing power from food consumers in the
developing world. The term Livestock Revolution was initially coined in a discussion paper from the International Food Policy Research Institute, as a most deliberate paraphrase to the Green Revolution’s establishment of industrial agriculture in
Asia and Latin America. By framing the Livestock Revolution as “the next food revolution” (Delgado et al. 1999), the concept underlines how this particular economic
transformation—the meat consumption rise—generates imperative opportunities
for small-scale farmers in developing countries, since livestock typically provides
substantially more net income than do cereals, legumes and vegetables (Kaufmann
and Fitzhugh 2005; Nin et al. 2007). The aligned ‘development argument’ is that
marginalized small-scale farmers now have access to previously unreachable global
markets through large agri-food companies (Waldron et al. 2003), which therefore
provides”a significant opportunity to the rural poor” (Delgado et al. 2003, 20).
However, enhanced markets access also requires, at the production end of the
political economy of meat, a rigid adoption of “more capital-intensive technologies”
(Nin et al. 2007, 2468). For the small-scale farmer, this generally means submission
to a process of vertical integration; agri-food companies—purchasing, processing
and distributing animal flesh as meat—rely heavily on standardized on-farm-production (Kaufmann and Fitzhugh 2005; Nin et al. 2007). Livestock Revolution advocates here assert that vertical integration empowers marginalized small-scale farmers to answer high consumer demands, which then generates increased profits for
livestock smallholders (Hall et al. 2004; Nin et al. 2007). Standardization procedures
furthermore establish uniform nutritional standards that allegedly improves animal welfare (Fraser 2008), as well as food safety for low purchase-power consumers (Bradford 1999; de Haan and Steinfeld 2008; Hall et al. 2004; Kaufmann and
Fitzhugh 2005). Furthermore, by construing the global meat boom as a “pathway
from poverty” (Brown 2003), Livestock Revolution advocates depict how potentially negative social outcomes ought to be amended by technological advancements
(Steinfeld and Gerber 2010), stronger institutions to reduce transaction costs (Narrod
et al. 2010), and overall responsible policy making (Dijkman and Steinfeld 2010;
Thomas and Rangnekar 2004). This scholarly advocacy hence derives, it should now
be clear, from an ideological standpoint that links poverty alleviation to technological development and increased market access.
On that exact note the political economy of meat has also been critically evaluated; cross-disciplinary approaches are now questioning the scholarly belief that
“small-scale livestock farmers of developing countries […] view livestock as a way
out of poverty” (Hall, Ehui, and Delgado 2004, 426). Critical scholars point out that
such a presumption countervails documented analyzes from farmers themselves;
small livestock holders report being highly dependent on agri-food companies (Heffernan 2004), unable to afford the required technical upgrading which often leads to
severe indebtedness (Lundström 2011), while at the same time having few options
other than submitting to the vertical integration process (Khan and Bidabadi 2004;
Millar and Photakoun 2008). Building on the fact that intensified livestock production requires expansive agricultural production for animal feed—approximately one
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third of all grain produced worldwide is now being used for meat production—some
scholars also warn that the so-called Livestock Revolution propels an already severe
competition for agricultural land (Davis and D’Odorico 2015; Dickson–Hoyle and
Reenberg 2009). That is in fact a most traumatic rural transformation that peasant
movements, especially in the meat producing context of Brazil, have resisted, decisively, over the past four decades (Lundström 2017; Ondetti 2008).

The Political Economy of Meat
From a political-economic perspective, then, consumption of meat—of food animals—is inherently contentious; it is a political affair (Neo and Emel 2017).
Accordingly, the political economy of meat most notably entails conflict; it comprises resistance to dominant economic arrangements, counter movements that
struggle for equality and autonomy across the food chain (Lundström 2018; Williams 1999). Such an array of resistance is commonly conceptualized as food sovereignty, a deliberate critique of the UN-derived concept of food security, aimed at
political autonomy, and economic equality, within food commodity chains (Ayres
and Bosia 2011; Patel 2006, 2010; Riches and Silvasti 2014). That approach has
now become increasingly applicable to studies of meat consumption patterns. On
behalf of nothing less than global justice, agrarian scientists have come to disqualify
the meat industry as an inefficient way of producing food (Bradford 1999), estimating that, by the year 2050, “the loss of calories by feeding the cereals to animals
instead of using the cereals directly as human food represents the annual calorie
need for more than 3.5 billion people” (Nellemann et al. 2009, 27). In the same vein,
development scholars warn that high-input meat products gradually inflate food
prices, meaning that animal protein accessibility relies heavily on monetary assets
(de Haan et al. 2001; Rosegrant et al. 2001). This critical observation challenges
the presumably demand-driven feature of the so-called Livestock Revolution (Hall,
Ehui, and Delgado 2004; Rae and Nayga 2010). Some scholars have in fact pointed
out that, when it comes to the political economy of food, little is accomplished by
too distinctly separating the forces of consumption and production (Goodman 2002;
Holloway et al. 2007), which potentially leads to “continued marginalization of animals and peoples” (Neo and Emel 2017, 11). This line of thought nurtures, in turn, a
severe critique, and a direct opposition, to the political economy of meat.
Drawing on a most classic political-economic notion—the process of commodification—critical scholars now theorize the economic and very much cultural transformation of non–human animals into food products (Morton 2017; Neo and Emel
2017; Torres 2007). From this critical perspective, the political economy of meat is
fundamentally propelled by generating profit, not food (Gunderson 2013), grounded
on ideological bedrocks that establish non–human animals as property (Francione
2004; Wilkie 2010). The increasingly inclusive vision for global justice has in this
vein come to encompass all “sentient beings with whose lives our own are inextricably and complexly intertwined” (Nussbaum 2004, 319). This critical line of
research specifically sets out to study how “the production, distribution and consumption of meat is encoded within a cultural context” (Williams 1999, 154). With
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the social–historical recognition of meat-eating as deeply variable and contextually
embedded (Chiles and Fitzgerald 2018), the political economy of meat surfaces
as inseparable from the psychosocial process in which humans come to view animal flesh as edible food (Dowsett et al. 2018; Joy 2010). The entailed theorization
accordingly construes the function of speciesism—the hierarchical division between
human and non–human animals—as an ideological scaffolding for the intensified
commodification of meat. Hence, questioning the legitimacy of that commodification process (for instance through conscious, dietary changes) clearly adds to the
conflictual, dynamic character defining the political economy of meat (DeLessioParson 2017; Glover 2017; Hamilton 2016; Young 2016).
A noticeable development here is the emergent, transdisciplinary research field
epitomized as critical animal studies, which has now come to bypass entrenched
discussions on the moral status of non–human animals to instead focus on both
social and economic aspects of human–animal relations (DeMello 2012). From this
scholarly perspective, speciesism denotes the very “complex, dynamic, expansive
system that is materially and ideologically imbricated with capitalism as such” (Sanbonmatsu 2011, 21). As a linchpin to the political economy of meat, the speciesist logic more precisely operates, if we follow this critical theory, as a biopolitical
instrument; it sways the power to produce, and therefore to destroy (non–human)
life. Building on biopolitical theorization on the human–animal relation (Agamben
2004), scholars critically analyze the “biopolitics of food animals and a broader
political economy of livestock which aim to modernize and extract greater economic
capital out of food animals” (Neo and Emel 2017, 3, 44–49). Hence, by focusing on
the social aspects of an “embodied political economy” (Youngs 1999, 2), intersectional approaches aim to uncover innate, discursive linkages between speciesism and
parallel logics of domination (Adams 2016 (1990); Lundström 2018; Nibert 2002).
Analysing these intersected operations of social differentiation, critical animal studies now document how the speciesist logic—recognized as the very motor of the
political economy of meat—is mirrored in parallel, interlocked workings of sexism (Adams 2010; Allcorn and Ogletree 2018; McWeeny 2014; Rothgerber 2013),
racism (Monteiro et al. 2017; Morton 2017; Olivier and Cordeiro-Rodrigues 2017;
Svärd 2014), and ableism (Schatz et al. 2017).

The Livestock Revolution
From this critical understanding of the political economy of meat, the labor exploitation, and slaughtering, of non–human animals becomes conspicuously problematic. With the speciesist logic exposed the so-called Livestock Revolution gains, I
would argue, additional meaning; it urges us to reconsider its (non-existent) revolutionary subject. It is actually rather tellingly that the Livestock Revolution architects apparently neglect the implicit agency the concept carries, that is: domesticated
non–human animals as political subjects. Nevertheless, by utilizing E.P. Thompson’s ‘history-from-below’ approach, it has been documented that animals in human
captivity actually perform a great deal of resistance (Hribal 2007, 2010). The political implications of this critical standpoint accordingly stretches from post-humanist
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approaches that endorse minimal human interference with non–human life (MacCormack 2012), to advocacies for democratic inclusion of domesticated livestock
into collaborate, human–animal societies (Kymlicka and Donaldson 2014). Disregarding these diverse, political implications, we may recognize how evermore critical perspectives enrich the analysis of workers’ realities, all across the global meat
factory. By exposing the speciesist logic, and its workings within global capitalism,
we arguably become better equipped to critically study—and to change—the political economy of meat.
Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution,
and reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.
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