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Beef

The food isn’t that bad here, for a hospital. The only problem is that 
everything arrives in small, off-white packets that contain healthful 
enzymes. “The packets are to be eaten prior to any other food,” it 
says in bold print on them. “Significantly boosts immune responses.” 
So I don’t throw them out; that’s not how I’ve been raised. Even 
though they taste like overcooked pasta, and I think they leave a 
weird aftertaste. The protein inside of the packs arrives in whatever 
form I request: steak, burger, filet, chicken cubes, sausages, ribs. My 
favorite is the ribs.

None of it, of course, is actual meat. Not that I would eat meat, 
but they’ve banned it in hospitals and schools since the E. coli 
outbreak in England.

I remember that before that time, back in college, when we’d 
order paper-thin slices of filet or a few cubes of chicken on a stick 
as a special treat, the way people order fancy wine. The last beef 
burger I ate was at my high school graduation. Mom took us to a 
locally sourced restaurant. That was before Brazil and Argentina 
joined HEPP, and there was not yet much control, or consumer 
interest, on what country beef came from.

The summer right after that last hamburger, I took my first 
required college class: a pasture-to-table course in sustainability. I 
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was excited to take the pre-frosh requirement off-campus instead 
of hauling furniture for the moving company, which I had done the 
two summers before that. I picked a program at a small college in 
Virginia so that I could stay at Uncle Wynn and Aunt Sophia’s place 
on the weekends. I wanted to know what I was eating. The instruc-
tor encouraged our different points of view, but it was clear that her 
agenda was to get us off meat entirely. For our class, they had raised 
a couple of pullets that had just gotten big enough for slaughter. The 
hens were more like pets than farm animals. They ran around the 
place and even into the dorms to look for food, while the instructor 
explained the principles of sustainable and free-range farming to 
us under a grove of sycamore trees. The hens settled in our rooms 
at night, sitting on top of dressers or bedframes, and one of them 
loved getting into the shower with me. We were taught the history 
of different types of slaughter, from ancient times to today, and how 
these methods developed into religious rules to protect humans 
from disease rather than out of respect for the animals. We also 
read every food guru’s treatise on responsible eating, and listened 
to several post-humanist philosophers who couldn’t find a logical 
justification for slaughtering animals without also agreeing to end 
the lives of severely handicapped or injured human beings. “But 
that’s not philosophy,” one of my classmates said. “This is just soph-
istry, when you push any given argument to an extreme.”

We were required to feed and care for our hens. Mine had been 
named Lincoln before I got there. Lincoln was a Cornish cross 
pullet, white with a speck of brown on the wings when I arrived, 
which faded away over the summer. When I placed my hand on 
her back, she became totally quiet and wouldn’t move, and I could 
carry her around like a lap dog or a bunny. We had to make sure 
they were inside when the hawks were circling at midday, chase 
them indoors again at dusk when the foxes came out. Mix their 
feed, pick worms from the worm box, clean up. We practiced on 
bamboo shoots how to slice a chicken’s neck. For days, we stood 

at long wooden tables and chopped. “With gusto!” our instructor 
cried out, while we slashed and hacked away.

Lincoln sat on the table next to my tablet and books, scratched a 
bit on the wood, and then settled down so close to me that I couldn’t 
see all of my readings. Like a cat. I would push a bit but she would 
slide right back to be as close to me as possible. Weird bird. On 
the big day, we all had to catch our hens. After weeks of reading 
and arguing, and feeding and protecting, we were instructed to 
put our hens in upside-down large metal cones with their heads 
sticking out the bottom. As soon as they were upside down, they 
froze in place. No movement, just the beady eyes looking at us, as 
if to ask, why upside down? Why this now? Then, slice! I didn’t do 
it right. I had to hack away at Lincoln’s neck while blood sprayed 
at me as if from a fire sprinkler for what felt like a minute or two. 
Finally, the head came off. I almost puked. After that, I’ve eaten 
meat exactly three times.

Freshmen year, Sharmenie, who has probably become Keon and 
my best friend with the exception of Bev, and I made friends with a 
girl from Los Angeles who’d taken a similar class in her high school. 
We all were down on meat, me because of my memory of Lincoln 
and everyone else because of the risks. But we also looked down a 
bit on the militant vegans for being so sanctimonious and for trying 
to shock people into better behavior. Like most kids in our dorm, 
we were officially vegetarian but once Sharmenie, the L.A. girl, and 
I sneaked off to get a club sandwich with turkey bacon, just so we 
didn’t feel bullied. We didn’t really eat it, but we had ordered meat, 
which felt like we had broken our vows.

The three of us also went to a protest in D.C. during our first 
semester to demonstrate at the EPA. The focus there was beef. I had 
grown up with the idea that locally grown and slaughtered cattle 
was acceptable and safe from mass-farm outbreaks. I assumed that 
it was possible to raise cattle responsibly by farmers who cared 
about their herds and about the land, and that the size of a herd, 
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the stuff they ate, the way they had been bred mattered in terms 
of our health. We all thought that in college. Responsible farming. 
Conscious cattle. Certified beef. Crossbred resistance. Sustainable 
meats. Back then, I had no idea how the government worked, and 
certainly had no clue that a protest at a federal agency was the one 
surefire way to be ignored by everyone from Congress to the White 
House to the media. It would have been more effective to stand in 
the middle of a farm in Kansas or wave some flags and project stuff 
onto the walls of a Walmart.

Looking back at those two days, which were really my intro-
duction to politics, the protest was such an unholy alliance. We 
chanted alongside big, sweaty union workers, who had long ago 
lost most of their jobs in hog farming and trucking to automation, 
and a good many regular folks who carried professional-looking 
signs in Spanish and English demanding “farmer’s rights.” We tried 
talking with them, but there was little interest. Even then Shar-
menie and I suspected that these defenders of “sustainable beef,” 

“green growth,” and “responsible farming” were on the payroll of 
Big Cattle. We listened to them rage about government overreach 
because “Washington,” to which they referred as if it were Sudan 
or a satellite above the South Pacific, had ordered the destruction 
of whole herds, including those raised by small farmers in sus-
tainable ways. They had videos of brown-and-white cows on green 
pastures being herded onto “killing trucks,” where they claimed 
federal agents shot them all and dumped them in trenches to be 
destroyed. That was awful, of course, but where had those cows 
been headed in a few months anyway, if the disease hadn’t gotten 
to them? And there had been huge protests at supermarkets, fast-
food joints, and restaurants. Several truck drivers had been dragged 
from the cabs of large refrigerated trucks and nearly beaten to death 
by enraged parents. A few burger joints had been set on fire, and 
several chains were successfully boycotted. Whole school districts 
stopped serving meat.

Our college protest, which consisted of marching in circles in 
front of the departments of health and trade, and even in front of 
the White House fence for our allocated twenty minutes, was not 
as dramatic. Through the police barricade I spoke with a reporter, 
who kept glancing at her wristband, to explain in as few words as 
possible that everyone had a right to eat “safe beef,” that cattle could 
be raised in “sustainable ways,” and that “our generation” was ready 
to “demand real change.” It was terribly obvious to me that things 
could be improved. I thought that the problem was the way cattle 
had been bred and raised in factories only for slaughter, rather than 
in herds where individual animals took on more natural roles, and 
farmers culled herds with an understanding of these roles.

“You’ve learned something important about your role in an 
animal’s death,” my teacher in Virginia had said when Lincoln’s 
blood had sprayed my face and chest while I hacked away at the 
chicken’s neck. “The point is to make you aware of what happens 
before food arrives on your plate and make your own choices with 
that knowledge.”

Sharmenie and I locked arms, and chanted with the other pro-
testers in the street and on social media. We were genuinely excited 
to participate. It wasn’t exactly Dr. King on the Mall, but we very 
much felt it was our generation’s moral cause. I admit that Shar-
menie and I had felt a twinge of pride and self-righteousness for 
bussing to D.C. on a beautiful fall Saturday to change the way we 
eat, instead of jumping in my roommates’ SUV for the season’s 
last run to the beach. We did not delude ourselves in believing our 
actions would change the world overnight, and maybe not even in 
the long run. “But people can change,” I said to Sharmenie while we 
looked at the White House through the intimidating fence. “They 
will do the right thing, if they have the right information.”

What I didn’t know about myself then was that I was looking 
for leadership as well, that although we had read and listened to a 
lot of ideas, we were searching for someone to channel and amplify, 
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but more importantly, to give real content to our voice. We had a 
complaint, an issue, something that we cared deeply about. Some-
thing that was greater than ourselves: the survival of our species, 
and the moral duty we had toward all the other species on earth. 
We worried about the degradation of the environment, and the way 
our food system created health risks for everyone.

But we didn’t yet know how to transform our complaint into 
something to inspire others to change. The problem was not that 
we suspected the others in those protests of being on Big Cattle’s 
payroll, although it was quite possible. The problem was that every-
one saw the same problem, but that their solutions did not converge 
in a common goal. For me, for America, and for the world, I didn’t 
yet know that we needed Lucia.

“Progress is not inevitable,” Sharmenie said. “People won’t do 
the right thing, unless it benefits them. The only way they’ll care 
about the planet is when they get sick.”

“I know,” I responded. “Unfortunately the arc of our moral uni-
verse does not inevitably bend toward justice. But that’s exactly why 
we are out here!” The arc of humanity winds its way like a weed fed 
by rainstorms and manure toward a source of light. It may be the 
sun. But Klieg lights will also do. An inspiring leader can also bend 
the arc of humanity toward doom. Change, both good and bad, is 
possible, and politics — the right kind of politics — are necessary.

My summer class with Lincoln had involved a lot of reading. We 
studied Socrates’ and Plato’s question of whether there is any inher-
ent reason for people to be good. Socrates’ answer that being good 
means being more in harmony with oneself appeared to me, for the 
longest time, as if he had just posited the reason for being good as 
its outcome. We read Sappho, about the way desire functions as the 
engine of the world, and how satisfaction is so difficult to achieve 
since, as humans, we want not this or that, not one shiny object 
that puts an end to our craving or to be with this particular person, 
but we want to want: we want the thrill of desiring for the sake of 

feeling that urge, of falling in love over and over again, or getting 
something new as a goal in itself. We want desire to go on, not for 
it to be sated. Getting what we want aligns us with new needs, and 
then we want more and different things. We want to live, but the 
only way we know how to do that is to consume life itself. It was 
the summer before college, and while I didn’t really understand 
much about philosophy, I knew what that meant, always wanting 
something or someone else. It meant being awake to the world 
and living for the future. I hadn’t dated anybody in high school, 
but I had had my share of crushes: on several boys and on one or 
two girls. And I had always surprised myself when, suddenly, my 
interest in that person was gone, like a flame that had been blown 
out, even though nothing had happened, and I soon found myself 
obsessing about someone else. And how wanting someone led to 
wanting someone else.

In class, we jumped to Dante as the first great humanist, to 
understand how our post-religious, modern age started with some-
one who employed reason to examine and deepen, rather than 
abandon, faith. I developed my first and only crush on a teacher, 
the philosopher with the blond curls and rows of tiny silver chains 
with small charms flowing down her chest over her indigo shirts. 
She argued that the Enlightenment did not end superstition and 
belief, but smuggled these ideas into our modern age as our stead-
fast belief in progress, and a better future.

While we collected worms from the compost and cleaned 
chicken poop, we debated Hume and Rousseau, trying to figure 
out if humans are inherently good or bad, and whether social con-
ventions serve to enchain or liberate our true nature. I read a lot 
of Leopardi that summer, too, which challenged the idea that the 
world will inevitably improve. I can’t imagine reading Rousseau 
in any other setting than a farm, when he describes how man first 
staked a little plot, told everyone else that they couldn’t step on it, 
and how this small move got us all, or at least those of us whose 
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governments let us own land, all the way to today’s world order. 
Rousseau seemed sentimental and wrongheaded about all sorts 
of things and, as our teacher didn’t tire of explaining, about most 
people in the world who were not European males. But when you 
had to clear your small patch of land from poison ivy, which gave 
me a rash that required shots after the natural remedies only made 
it worse, the idea about fencing in your field and telling everyone 
to walk around rather than through it sounded pretty solid. And 
Rousseau’s idea that one would set up rules and laws and legitimize 
the threat of violence to keep it that way also seemed reasonable. I 
wrote an impassioned defense of Rousseau’s unrealized and radical 
idea that animals ought to have a share in natural rights, and that 
men are bound by a “certain form of duty” toward them. My only 
A+ in all of college, and it had been my very first assignment. We 
read Robespierre’s famous speech in which he extols his unshake-
able faith in the future in the exact language of the religion he 
had just overthrown. And we debated how the Founding Fathers 
injected a particular notion of inevitable progress into America’s 
self-understanding, like a slow-burning fuse that everyone from 
Washington to Dr. King tapped into, but that nobody thought to 
adjust until it got us into our current state of environmental disaster.

I also can’t imagine reading Jefferson anywhere but in Virginia. 
Most of these authors must sound terribly stilted and detached 
when read elsewhere, or deceitful and clueless. Our teacher was 
brilliant. She helped us to identify these ideas of progress as naïve 
and sentimental, and guided us to develop a moral system that 
did not depend on an assumption about human nature as being 
inherently good. She left it to us to find a position, with regard 
to the idea of progress as a good engine or the unstoppable force 
that compromised everything, while we worked the farm, kept our 
charges safe from hawks, foxes, and disease, and got ready for the 
big day of slaughtering and eating our hens.

Her idea of progress was veganism. But she created enough space 

so we could defend our ideas with the same seriousness with which 
I made sure nobody pinched any worms from my bucket after I’d 
spent the afternoon digging though the compost.

We read Marx and Engels on marriage, of course, as proof that 
our cherished moral conventions, and most social institutions, had 
been set up to protect property and male dominance. We looked 
at the introduction of matrilineal law, partus sequitur ventrem, in 
1662 Virginia, which ensured that an enslaved woman’s offspring 
inherited her and not the father’s status, to understand how a soci-
ety adjusts presumably inalterable assumptions to fit a new, and in 
this case, pernicious, plan. If America could give up patrilineal law 
to accommodate the evil of slavery, it could surely adjust contempo-
rary assumptions to change things for the better. And Darwin. Our 
teacher hammered into us that Darwin says nowhere that progress 
is inevitable, or that evolution inevitably leads to better outcomes.

“How we choose to live is one option among several,” she said, 
“and it’s up to us to determine the better alternative.”

It’s close to what Lucia has said in so many speeches, minus 
the references to European philosophy. While Lincoln put on the 
pounds that would get her to slaughtering size, in total oblivion 
that my affection and care for her had the goal of eating her later, 
it brought us full circle to Socrates, with a detour via species’ 
rights. “Better alternatives” meant living in a manner more in 
harmony with ourselves, but no longer as philosopher kings, but 
as one kind of animal among others.

Our teacher, as orthodox as she surely was about veganism as 
mankind’s proper calling, also advocated that we ought to love our 
food, which meant, for non-vegans, raising with care the animals 
you’d ultimately eat.

It was a great, long American summer, which I spent working 
and reading in the mornings on the farm, and chilling with my 
buddies on lawn chairs placed in the shallow end of a reed-lined 
pond until the daily thunderstorms rolled in, when I rushed into 
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the chicken coop to sit with the pullets to keep them calm. This 
seemed completely sane to me at the time. There was a little flirta-
tion, and a bit more one humid evening with a thoughtful guy from 
Mayotte who worked at a local store and had the most amazing 
golden eyes. Keon and I have seen him once since then, in Paris, 
and he’s invited me and “le boyfriend” to visit him in Réunion, 
where he works as a media host.

It must have been when I was already working in Washington 
and had almost entirely given up meat, when the Kansas school 
thing happened. Another friend from freshmen year who’d moved 
there, Sandra Glesson, with whom I had been in a global human 
rights course and who had sort of dated Sharmenie for a few 
weeks, lost her two-year-old son to E. coli. It was devastating, and 
it became a big story. I had kept in touch with Sandra only on social 
media, and I was shocked when she shared with me that her son had 
died because he ate certified but clearly unsafe beef in his daycare.

In her grief, Sandra started sharing clips of sick children. It was 
hard to look at those pictures but equally hard to ignore her. These 
were kids who had eaten certified safe and organic hot dogs, or a 
supermarket meat labeled as organic turkey that had apparently 
contained traces of beef. It was enraging to watch how everyone 
from the daycare center to the hospital had at first refused to 
acknowledge that he had died because of bad meat. Sandra’s media 
profile became hard-hitting. She arranged pictures of her son next 
to leaked footage from cattle factories, clips that so many people 
had gotten sued over because of ag-gag laws, so many times. She 
posted all of her hospital bills, plus documents showing congres-
sional funding for big cattle, trade exemptions for beef, claims that 
beef was safe from various suppliers in which people sound stupid, 
if it were not so serious. Some of the big aggregators picked it up, so 
of course Big Cattle immediately threw all sorts of injunctions at 
her. She posted those, too, probably indifferent to the legal threat 
to her after her little boy had died. Then the web host shut down 

her site. She went a little mad then. I remember a web show in 
which the host said to Sandra, “You seem understandably upset 
and emotional over all of this,” and Sandra responded, looking 
not at the woman but directly into the camera, “Oh no, I’m not 
emotional. I am dangerous.”

Antigone for our times. A public relations disaster for Big Cattle, 
for sustainable farming, for parts of the medical community, and 
above all, for the EPA.

On the big web shows, Sandra read her son’s death certificate, 
where the cause of death was listed as “adverse reaction to unknown 
toxin,” and then the legal letters threatening her with all sorts of 
things unless she stopped blaming beef. The Big Cattle lawyers 
had made a strategic error in that letter when they linked the kid’s 
death and beef, which the hospital, surely on advice from better 
lawyers, had refused to state as a possible cause.

People rallied around Sandra. To deny a mother’s right to post 
pictures of her dead son online: that touches a nerve. People began 
to worry about eating meat. It made people feel self-conscious when 
they ordered it, the way folks were at some point made to feel about 
buying coats made from the fur of rare animals. It seemed extrav-
agant and immoral, since it supported an industry that refused 
any responsibility for dead kids and attacked a grieving mother.

My decision to go vegan was influenced by Sandra, but it did not 
come overnight, the way some vegans mythologize their awakening. 
And it wasn’t only Lincoln who changed my mind. For me it was 
more of a realization that I could do fine without meat. The loss in 
pleasure was not so significant as to make me long for something 
that could endanger my health, and to support an industry that 
bullied parents and treated animals horribly. I kind of just stopped 
eating meat and then gradually lost interest, the way most people 
grow out of dirt bikes, long hair, and hookups.

“It’s because you’re an Aquarius,” Keon said, when I passed on 
the meat even at one of Bev’s sausage sizzles in her garden. “That’s 
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why it’s easy for you to give up things. But it would be nice if you 
had some compassion for those of us for whom it isn’t so easy.”

Today, beef is out of the question for most people, except on 
very special occasions. It is the insane prices, for one thing. And I 
don’t really know anyone who lets their kids eat beef. Way too risky, 
also for the elderly. A few people I know are really into horse meat 
now, Korean-style, or like the French, but that’s not for me. Maybe 
at some point we’ll forget the taste of beef, the way we forgot what 
passenger pigeons tasted like, or whale meat, or emu.


