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1. Historical Narration and Contemporary Theories on Food

What we know, or what we think we know, what we narrate, or the narratives 
we decide to adopt, significantly influence the scientific research orientation and the 
development of theories on human nutrition1. The diet that uses animals as food or as 
food sources, for example, has been a pillar of human behavior, as far as we know, for 
thousands of years. 

Recently, several theories in the nutritional field have been looking for a scientific 
foundation through a reconstruction of eating behaviors in the evolutionary history of 
Homo sapiens. The idea that humans have always eaten animals seems to constitute a 
“proof”, on the basis of which dietary and sometimes therapeutic approaches find 
numerous followers. An example is the so-called “paleodiet”, which, as one study indicates, 
is currently followed by 3 million Americans (D’Adamo & Whitney 1996). It is a diet that 
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only allows its followers to eat the foods typically eaten by their ancestors, who were 
hunter-gatherers, thus essentially preferring the use of meat, fruit and vegetables and 
excluding the consumption of processed foods, which would require cultivation or refining 
processes. These foods were difficult to obtain – according to the theory – when in this 
era humans had to quickly move from one area to another. Therefore cereals, cooked or 
prepared in any way, flour products, dairy products of all kinds were excluded. 

This kind of diet seems to bring benefits when compared to the classic pathologies 
of our consumerist society, such as diabetes, hypercholesterolemia, metabolic syndrome 
(Schwartz & Stapell 2013). Of course, there is no lack of criticism of this approach, or 
alternative explanations for the reasons why the exclusion of cereals and dairy products 
can be beneficial to some patients. An approach derived from the paleodiet is that of the 
so-called “blood groups”, proposed by P. J. D’Adamo in the book Eat Right for Your Type 
(1996). This theory, which has many followers, is based on the hypothesis that each blood 
group corresponds to a phase of human evolution, as the antigens of the blood groups 
would have “stratified” or been added over thousands of years (Cordain et al. 2005; 
Schwartz & Stapell 2013). 

According to this theory, group O is considered the ancestral blood group, from 
the time when humans were hunter-gatherers. A paleodiet would be recommended for 
these people, as we said earlier. Subjects with group A should follow a vegetarian diet, 
because it is believed that this antigen was added to red blood cells when humans had 
already become sedentary, i.e., they were living on the products of agriculture (grains, 
legumes, fruit and vegetables). The type B diet would be related to people whose genetic 
characteristics correspond to the historical era of nomadism, therefore to individuals who 
ate dairy products and meat (Jingzhou et al. 2014). However, research has not found high-
level evidence to confirm these hypotheses and the majority of the scientific community 
remains skeptical (Tarantino et al. 2015). 

However, this is a very interesting example of how a narrative concerning the past 
can influence food choices and can give them a scientific appearance. However, we note 
that evolutionary genetics has not yet clarified many lacunae of Darwinian theory2 and 
it still deals with processes that – with respect to macrophenomena such as speciation – 
cannot be easily reproduced experimentally or observed directly. A decisive consideration 

2  From the view of ethics, Darwin’s and Mendel’s discoveries have implications as follows: “when 
humans and non-human animals are part of a continuum, rather than qualitatively distinct forms 
of life, human meat-eaters confront a serious quandary. It becomes incumbent upon us to forge 
a contemporary justification for carnivorous behavior. Aristotle and Genesis will no longer do” 
(McWilliams 2011). Darwin’s personal statement on vegetarianism can be documented with his 
letter to Karl Höchberg: as to justify human dietary choices, “the only evidence in my opinion 
which would be of any value, would be the statistics in regard of the amount of labor performed 
in countries where the population lived on a different diet. I have always been astonished at the 
fact that the most extraordinary workers I ever saw, viz., the laborers in the mines of Chili, live 
exclusively on vegetable food, which includes many seeds of the leguminous plants. On the other 
hand, the Gauchos are a very active people, and live almost entirely on flesh. Further, it appears to 
me to be good evidence that in tropical Africa an extraordinary craving exists, which increases to a 
necessity at times, to eat flesh, though I presume that the seeds of leguminous plants abound there, 
for the earth nut is extensively cultivated” (Darwin 1880, 180).
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is also that no one can guarantee that hunter-gatherers were in good health – although 
this idea was already popular in Victorian Britain (see, e.g., Richardson 2019), or that a 
change in diet would have been harmful to them. We possess few elements to be able to 
define their physical condition, and in the light of the fact that life expectancy was about 
a few decades in the past, too little to see the effect of a diet on chronic degenerative 
diseases, which are characteristic of our age.

2. Psychological Influences in Dietary Choices

Nutrition is also fundamentally affected by psychic aspects, considered both as 
purely psychiatric traits and psychological or psycho-pathological characteristics. The 
pursuit of weight loss is now a constant in the choices of many people. Eating behaviors, 
as is known, can constitute nosographically assessed pathological entities, such as 
anorexia, binge eating disorder or anorexia nervosa. But there is also an important area 
of   correlations between emotional eating, negative affectivity, lower levels of self-esteem 
and self-efficacy (Kemp et al. 2013; Leehr et al. 2015; Norwood et al. 2019; Shimpo et 
al. 2014). There are also studies in the literature that have explored the correlation 
between psychological factors and food choices, such as vegetarian or vegan diets. 
Being a vegetarian is associated with positive personal traits such as morality, empathy, 
an aptitude to sacrifice oneself for a greater good. But the goal of better health or the 
rejection of animals suffering could be strong motivations as well (Fox & Ward 2008).

3. Ethical and Ecological Orientation

Alongside nutritional theories derived from an evolutionary narrative or 
favored by psychological traits, there is much discussion today about the compatibility 
between the various proposed models and environmental development and planetary 
economic sustainability. The expression “ecological nutrition” has many implications 
(Metz & Hoffmann 2009; Schneider & Hoffmann 2011). This concept encompasses 
several dimensions, including health, environment, but also economy and society. Food 
consumption is as just one link in a much longer chain, which includes agriculture, 
production and processing, sale, consumption and waste management. These aspects are 
taken into consideration within the ecological model with equal dignity and importance. 

A fundamental element is the attention to environmental sustainability. The 
production of food, as we know, has strong repercussions on the environment. The 
production of carbon dioxide (CO2), the consumption of resources, including water, land 
use, deforestation and the flora and fauna changing balance are factors that have great 
repercussions on society, health and economy (Rosengrant 2001; Steinfeld et al. 2006).

Vegetarian or vegan diets fall under an ecological nutritional model, but at the same 
time they often embrace an anti-speciesist philosophy, in the sense that they suggest that 
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it is necessary to overcome the anthropocentric vision which involves humans inflicting 
indiscriminate oppression on natural elements and other species, even when this is not 
essential for their survival. 

These choices are very diversified and range from abstaining from the consumption 
of meat or fish, or both, to abstaining from animal derivatives such as dairy products and 
eggs. Great attention is usually paid by vegetarians to the preference for “zero kilometer” 
food, grown with organic methods and not processed with pesticides. In general, seasonal 
foods are preferred. 

While in the West the consumption of vegetables is being re-evaluated and 
vegetarian movement is growing, in countries that until now had based their diet on 
vegetables there is an increase in meat consumption. In India and China, demand for 
meat is rising as a result of industrialization and the adoption of Western lifestyles, of 
which meat consumption is considered a welfare indicator, even a status symbol. Overall, 
resource consumption for livestock farming is accelerating climate change phenomena, 
such as drought and arable soils desertification (Baroni et al. 2007). Even if the effects in 
the short term are inconspicuous, in the medium- and long-term vegetarianism reduces 
both the amount of water consumed for the production of fodder and deforestation, which 
finds its main reason in the urgency of having more pastures available, in order to breed 
cattle for slaughter. Consequently, plant-based diets have a favorable impact on energy 
consumption and CO2 production (Marlow et al. 2009). 

Measuring the environmental impact of the various dietary regimes is complex and, 
in any case, it must be related to the achievement of adequate nutritional standards. The 
measurement of the negative impacts on the environment caused by meat-based diets 
is plausible only when high meat consumption (above 50 g per day) occurs (American 
Institute for Cancer Research 2007). On the other hand, the sustainability of the 
Mediterranean Diet – which consists of a reduced animal-derived food consumption and 
is mostly based on the use of fruit, vegetables, legumes and grains – is well demonstrated 
(Dernini et al. 2017; Fresán & Sabaté 2019; Serra-Majem & Ortiz-Andrellucchi 2018).

4. Effects on Human Health

Both vegetarian and vegan diets, if well conducted, are suitable for every phase 
of life (Melina et al. 2016). The kinds of diet that are included under the definition of 
“vegetarianism”, however, are different, so many that specific studies tend to differentiate 
between subspecies of diets, such as lacto-ovo-vegetarian, vegan, pescatarian, and so on. 
There is evidence that generally vegetarians have a lower BMI (Body Mass Index) than 
omnivores, a more favorable blood lipid profile (lower cholesterol and triglycerides), a 
reduced incidence of arterial hypertension, cardiovascular disease, metabolic diseases 
(e.g., type II diabetes) and arteriosclerosis. Numerous studies have shown a reduced 
incidence of cancer and insulin resistance (Clarys 2014; Key et al. 2009; Rohrmann et al. 
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2013; Pilis et al. 2014; World Health Organization 2003).
However, most of these studies are conducted on the Western population which 

has a high level of economic well-being and a high cultural standard. A vegetarian diet, 
especially a vegan one, conducted without adequate nutritional knowledge, that guides 
the choice and combination of foods, can expose people – more than the omnivorous diet 
– to the risk of anemia due to iron deficiency, vitamin B12 deficiency, protein deficiency 
and hyperhomocysteinemia.

In conclusion, the need to assess the impact of an anti-speciesist cultural approach 
on eating behaviors has become increasingly urgent. The resulting food choices can 
have an important impact on our quality of life, not so much and not only as individuals, 
but above all in global terms and with reference to the environment. Anti-speciesism, 
vegetarianism, ecological orientation, might soon become topics discussed out of the 
narrow circle of enthusiasts and supporters, and together with other key points they 
prove to be critical junctures, on the base of which we will be called to make choices in 
the interest of humankind and the future of life on our planet.
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