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Would you lke some more proten?
Olver Lepller and Estelle Fourat

e question of proteins is one that has developed over time. Today, it features 
in a range of public debates relating to important nutritional, economic and 
environmental issues. e excessive focus on proteins makes us run the risk 
of paying less attention to the need to reduce food consumption, as well as 
avoiding alarming issues surrounding the status of particular types of foods 
and animal-related concerns.

In debates on how to acheve a sustanable food supply that can feed the entre 
human populaton, protens are ubqutous, partcularly n terms of health and 
envronmental mpacts. e focus on these macronutrents contrasts wth 
everyday experence, where people mostly refer to the names of foods, that s, 
complex, cooked combnatons of foodstus, ngredents or products. At most, 
protens are featured as the man component of specc dets, namely medcal 
(severe malnutrton, old age) and performance-orented (sports, weght loss) 
dets.

We analyse ths dsconnect between academc, poltcal and meda dscourse 
on the one hand and the everyday experence of food on the other. In so dong, 
we shed lght on the factors that have led to ths focus on protens, whch has 
gven the latter such a sgncant role n our ktchens and cusnes. s focus s 
exempled by the use of the term ‘proten’ to desgnate all foods of anmal orgn 
or ‘plant-based proten’ to refer to pulses only, oen excludng cereals – some of 
whch are nevertheless hgh n proten. ese expressons reduce foods to ths 
component of nutrtonal nterest. Conversely, they reduce protens to the two 
man categores of anmal-based foods and pulses. As a result, these categores are 
presented as nterchangeable. However, whle ths substtutablty may hold true 
from a nutrtonal pont of vew, t cannot always be appled to culnary practces 
and eatng habts when t comes to cookng pulses or meat. Moreover, basng 
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substtutons between food categores on protens relegates other nutrtonal 
ntakes to the background, thus framng proten ntake as the most mportant 
health challenge. e tendency to reduce foods to just one of ther bochemcal 
components conceals other ssues assocated wth ther consumpton and wth 
contemporary nutrton more generally, whch we dscuss n ths chapter.

A recent hstory

To understand the focus on protens, t s useful to look at the hstory of ther 
dscovery. e story of protens begns n the 1830s, when they were dented 
by a new dscplne – bochemstry. e term tself was proposed n 1838 by a 
Dutch chemst, Gerardus Johannes Mulder, who demonstrated the presence of 
these organc molecules n all ‘anmal substances’. s ultmately led to the term 
‘proten’ beng gradually appled to all matter prevously descrbed as ‘anmal 
substance’ (Carpenter, 2003). s hstorcal lnk between anmal substance and 
protens fostered the analogcal relatonshp between the two and ncdentally 
led to the term ‘proten’ beng mapped onto symbols assocated wth meat, a 
food that conveys strength (Valles, 2007), wealth and ease (Goody, 1982). e 
German chemst Justus von Lebg also worked on protens from the late 1830s. 
He defended the dea that protens were not only the prmary component of 
anmal bodes (apart from water) but also the fuel for the bochemcal reactons 
responsble for muscle contracton and therefore anmals’ motor sklls. s 
ultmately led hm to present protens as the only true nutrent, an dea that 
was later dsproved (Carpenter, 2003). s poneerng work n the nneteenth 
century was followed by an nventory of the derent protens, the dentcaton 
of ther roles n a wde range of functons n lvng organsms and the dscovery of 
ther basc components, peptdes and – smaller yet – amno acds. Some amno 
acds are now called ‘essental’ n human nutrton, as regular ntake s necessary 
to mantan good health and the human body s not capable of syntheszng 
them tself.

Aer the Second World War, protens found themselves at the centre of 
nutrtonal and development research and publc health polces. Wth the 
challenge of recoverng agrcultural producton, the ssue of proten decency 
became the man concern n the ght aganst undernutrton n the poorest 
countres. s focus on the world proten ‘gap’, ‘crss’ or ‘problem’ was denounced 
by nutrtonst Donald S. McLaren (1974) n a landmark artcle publshed n 
e Lancet. Accordng to McLaren, whose stance was subsequently conrmed 



Would you like some more protein? 161

by scentc advances, ths focus on proten decency was the product of an 
overgeneralzaton based on cases of severe undernutrton. Scentsts partcularly 
concentrated ther attenton on the kwashorkor syndrome observed n young 
chldren. s syndrome was ntally wrongly attrbuted to a weanng det that 
was too low n proten, neglectng other mcronutrtonal, energy or nfectous 
factors (Brown, 1991).

Followng McLaren’s artcle, a crtcal revew wthn the scentc communty 
showed the role of poltcal and nancal nterests n the focus on the world 
proten gap, partcularly through the fundng of research n nutrton and other 
scentc elds such as the anthropology of health and development (Dener 
et al., 1980). Wth the Unted States havng majorly moblzed ts agrcultural 
sector to feed the countres devastated by the war, the surpluses generated by 
the gradual recovery of Europe’s producton capacty, partcularly n the dary 
sector, plunged the country nto an agrcultural crss. ese surpluses were 
then valourzed as mlk powder, a product wth a very hgh proten content, and 
exported to the least developed countres, thus securng outlets for US dary 
producton and ts proten and ol-proten crop supplers (Dener, 1984).

At the turn of the twenty-rst century, studes nvestgated the satatng power 
of protens n connecton wth the publc health problem of obesty. For the same 
calorc value, proten-rch foods were found to generate a greater and more 
sustaned feelng of satety than those contanng more fats and carbohydrates 
(Lous-Sylvestre, 2002). Gven the excessve and overly rch food ntake fuellng 
obesty, the proten content of dets and foods thus oers an nterestng avenue 
for research nto appette regulaton n a context of food abundance.

s bref hstory of protens hghlghts ther foundatonal, scentc and 
symbolc lnk wth anmals, the exaggeraton of ther role n certan nutrton-
related pathologes and the nterest n protens as a way to address the harmful 
eects of overabundance.

Let us now turn to the contemporary publc debates nvolvng protens, so as 
to better understand the food ssues wth whch they are assocated.

Protens n contemporary publc debates

e rst publc debate surroundng protens concerned the sustanablty of 
food, partcularly wth regard to human health and the envronment. ese two 
ssues were popularzed from the early 1970s, notably n a book by the Amercan 
Frances Moore Lappé, Diet for a Small Planet (1971). s book already ponted 
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to the negatve consequences of excessve meat consumpton for both health 
and the envronment, based on the argument of the low ecency of convertng 
plant-based protens nto anmal protens va lvestock farmng. s argument, 
whch has become commonplace today, has been revsed to consder ‘net feed 
converson ecency’, whch takes nto account the share of anmal feed that 
humans would not be able to dgest drectly themselves, such as olcake or straw 
(Lasse et al., 2018). Even n ts revsed form, ths argument stll calls nto 
queston the consumpton of anmal-based foods. For example, t sheds lght on 
the relatve envronmental mpacts of equal quanttes of plant-based protens 
and anmal protens. Over the last two decades, the envronmental mpacts of 
excessve ‘anmal proten’ consumpton have been wdely documented, startng 
wth the FAO’s global report Livestock’s Long Shadow (Stenfeld et al., 2006). 
In Europe, the report e Protein Puzzle (Westhoek et al., 2011) detaled the 
challenges of rebalancng the share of anmal foods n total calore ntake by 
ncreasng the share of plant-based foods, usng proten quantty as the unt of 
analyss. It has snce become wdely accepted n the scentc communty that, for 
both health and envronmental reasons, a reducton n per capta consumpton 
of anmal-based foods s desrable n the wealthest countres, where average 
consumpton levels far exceed requrements.1

A second publc debate, closely lnked to the prevous one, pertans to the 
geopoltcal ssues nvolvng protens. In 2019, durng the negotatons on the 
new Common Agrcultural Polcy, the presdent of France defended Europe’s 
‘proten soveregnty’. In 2021, a ‘Plant Proten Plan’ was launched by the French 
Mnstry of Agrculture and Food, whle the ssue of proten autonomy s beng 
addressed at regonal or farm level. Aer the last global conct, major trade 
lberalzaton agreements encouraged an nternatonal dvson of agrcultural 
producton. s largely devolved the producton of proten-rch anmal feed to 
the Amercan contnent, such that European anmal producton s now largely 
dependent on mports from the Amercas, partcularly for soybean (Boucly 
and Decoret, 2020). Wth the gradual decrease n per capta consumpton of 
meat and mlk, ths dvson of producton s now beng challenged n Europe, 
partcularly by France, whch s seekng to relocalze ts producton of plant-based 
proten foods. Protens are thus becomng a key geostrategc ssue, partcularly 

1 e European Food Safety Authorty (EFSA), the Food and Agrculture Organzaton of the Unted 
Natons (FAO) and the WHO recommend a total proten reference ntake of 0.83 g/day/kg of body 
weght, that s, for a person weghng 67 kg (the average weght of French adults), nearly 56 g/day, 
wth a 1:1 rato of anmal protens to plant-based protens. In France, the INCA3 food consumpton 
survey shows that adults consume on average 83.2 g/day.
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surroundng ol-proten crops – especally soybean, whch also provdes raw 
materal for bofuels at the same tme. e contentous dscussons between the 
French and Brazlan Presdents n 2020 on the topc of deforestaton by re n 
Brazl attest to the nternatonal sgncance of the ssue.

Protens are at the heart of a thrd publc debate on food-based self-optmzaton 
practces. ese practces rase questons about the cult of performance as well as 
moral and health perfectonsm (Dalgalarrondo and Fourner, 2019). One example 
s meal-replacement drnks, products ntended as tme-savng solutons whch 
present ther proten content – oen plant based – as the key to ther satatng 
power. Protens are also central to sports nutrton and weght-loss programmes. 
Lastly, they feature n dscourses on ageng as a necessary ngredent for healthy 
ageng as a form of performance (beyond the very real and documented ssues 
surroundng the ncreased proten needs assocated wth muscle mass loss n very 
old age).

Protens are furthermore ntegral to the rhetorc moblzed n a fourth publc 
debate on the ‘de-anmalzaton’ of food observed n rch countres such as France 
(Fourat and Lepller, 2017). s term refers to the trend towards challengng the 
centralty of meat and, more broadly, foods of anmal orgn n eatng habts. It 
has translated nto a drop n the consumpton of certan foods, such as red meat, 
and has gone hand n hand wth the growng mportance of plant-based foods n 
dets, from the strctest form of vegansm to extaransm followng a ‘less but 
better’ approach – eatng less food of anmal orgn but of better qualty, guded 
by greater concern for the dgnty of anmals. e ablty of these dets, especally 
the more plant-based ones, to meet nutrtonal proten requrements was long 
questoned. Recent studes have now shown that the practces observed among 
vegetarans and vegans satsfy ther proten and essental amno acd needs2 
(Marott and Gardner, 2020) and that the practces of lacto-ovo vegetarans 
provde the recommended ntakes of macronutrents, ncludng proten (Allès 
et al., 2017). Publc health authortes, as well as detetcs and culnary dscourses, 
now present pulses (peas, lentls, beans, soy etc.) and, to a lesser extent, cereals 
and nuts as alternatve proten sources to meat. e French Natonal Nutrton 
and Health Program states that ‘pulses are naturally hgh n bre and contan 
plant-based protens. [. . .] ey can also replace meat or poultry; n ths case, 
combnng them wth a cereal product s advsed’ (PNNS, 2021). In Western 
countres, where foods of anmal orgn have prde of place n culnary know-how 

2 For purely vegan dets, other nutrents may be a problem. For vtamn B12, for nstance, 
supplementaton s necessary.
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(unlke n Inda, for example), the challenge rased by the growng role of plant-
based foods n detary practces s therefore rst and foremost the acquston of 
culnary sklls and nutrtonal knowledge.

In connecton wth ths trend towards more plant-based dets, protens fuel 
a h and nal debate, pertanng to the emergng markets for meat and dary 
substtutes. For some years now, multnatonal food companes have taken an 
nterest n plant-based ‘mlks’, as llustrated by Danone’s acquston of the leadng 
Amercan organc plant juce company, WhteWave. More recently, startups 
specalzng n plant-based meat alternatves, such as Impossble Foods or Beyond 
Meat, have attracted nvestors from the dgtal world, and ther products are now 
dstrbuted by nternatonal fast-food chans (Porcher, 2019). In vtro meat, or 
cultured meat, whch s based on technques to grow anmal cells n boreactors, 
oers new promses of technologcal means to escape the need to slaughter 
anmals for meat and to reduce the envronmental mpact of farmng. However, 
these promses, whch are hghly dependent on the techncal sklls of large 
nancal actors, stll have a long way to go to prove ther valdty and rase many 
questons about the autonomy of eaters (Fourner and Lepller, 2019). e hgh 
‘proten’ content of plant-based alternatves to meat and dary s oen advertsed 
as a sellng pont. As for n vtro meat, t s commonly presented prmarly as a 
‘new source of anmal proten’ (Post and Hocquette, 2017).

e need for frugalty as a socal and poltcal ssue

Fnally, we hghlght several reasons for mantanng a crtcal dstance from an 
excessve focus on protens. Frst, crtcal examnaton of the world proten gap 
theory has shown that an exclusve focus on protens s by no means always an 
adequate explanaton for det-related health problems, ncludng n stuatons of 
undernutrton. e focus on protens appears even less relevant n stuatons 
of food abundance, as proten needs are largely met n populatons wth access 
to adequate calorc ntake provded by a sucently dverse det. Abundance 
and overeatng pose health and envronmental problems that prmarly call for 
decreasng total calorc ntake, followed by a reducton n the consumpton of 
anmal-based foods (Veux et al., 2012; Pergnon et al., 2017).

Second, the focus on protens n the formulaton of publc health standards 
and marketng campagns s part of a wder process of the medcalzaton of 
food (Poulan, 2009). It further entrenches the dea of ndvdual health as the 
prmary, f not sole, purpose of the act of eatng, at the expense of ts other 
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functons – socal, convval, hedonc or even phlosophcal and sprtual. s 
process encourages the subjecton of eaters to a bomedcal normatvty, as well 
as corollary feelngs of gult. Moreover, medcalzaton s based on an approach 
to nutrton that s tself reductve, tendng to solate nutrents whle neglectng 
the way n whch they are assocated wthn foods or n culnary practces. s 
leads to overlookng the nutrent densty of foods, the key varable n a health-
promotng det (Brown, 1991; Mallot et al., 2006; arrey et al., 2017). Proten-
rch foods are therefore nterestng to consder but more for ther mcronutrents 
(wth whch protens are assocated wthn these foods), partcularly calcum, 
ron, znc, vtamn D, long-chan omega-3 fatty acds and vtamn B12.

rd, the focus on protens encourages the reducton of anmals to ther 
bochemcal components and thus to ther physcal materalty. s can lead 
to the avodance of ncreasngly urgent questons, namely regardng the ethcs 
of breedng and kllng anmals, as well as the legtmacy of food-drven and 
workng relatonshps wth anmals (Porcher, 2011). Reducng the anmals that 
are sources of human food to ther materalty also leads to overlookng the 
dverse range of servces they provde (landscape mantenance, bodversty 
preservaton, sol fertlzaton, farm work etc.) and the assocated human–anmal 
relatonshps.

Fnally, ths focus on protens causes foods that play very derent culnary 
roles to be seen as equvalent. s has ts benets, for nstance, n rethnkng the 
place of anmal and plant-based foods n food repertores, though t also nvolves 
a process of translaton nto culnary language. But ths focus on protens and 
equatng them rases questons about the nterests they serve. s nutrtonal 
category can be nstrumentalzed to generate poltcal and moral opportuntes 
servng economc nterests, as n the case, for example, of ultra-processed plant-
based products sold as alternatves to anmal-based foods or of n vtro meat.

Concluson

Crtcal vglance s thus requred n order to ensure that protens do not dstract 
us from the real ssue: the need, n stuatons of abundance that allow t, to 
renvent food models to be less centred on anmal foods. ese models must 
promote a certan frugalty, makng the consumpton of those foods more of an 
excepton, more meanngful and, when they nvolve kllng anmals, perhaps 
more solemn. It s mportant to remember that n stuatons of food abundance 
and when dets are sucently dverse, the prmary challenge s to reduce total 
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calorc ntake. Reducng the consumpton of anmal protens does not ental a 
rsk of proten decency. It s therefore not necessary to compensate for reduced 
anmal proten ntake by ncreasng plant-based proten ntake; on the contrary, 
meat can be replaced wth vegetables.

e authors would lke to thank Ncolas Brcas, Damen Conaré, Mathlde 
Coudray, Ncole Darmon and Mare Walser for proofreadng ths chapter and 
for ther suggested mprovements.
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