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The Science and Culture of Meat Consumption:
Traditional Meanings of Meat and Their Modern

Reinterpretation

Abstract

Meat has played a central role in human diets throughout history, serving not only as a
source of essential nutrients but also as a significant cultural and social symbol. As a
rich source of high-quality protein, essential amino acids, vitamins, minerals, and
bioactive compounds, meat has contributed to human growth, health maintenance, and
evolutionary development. Beyond its nutritional value, meat consumption has been
closely associated with social hierarchy, religious practices, cultural identity, and
communal traditions across different societies and historical periods. This review
examines meat consumption from both scientific and cultural perspectives. First, the
nutritional and biological importance of meat is discussed, with emphasis on its role in
human health and evolution. Second, the historical development of meat consumption
and its symbolic meanings in various cultures are explored. Particular attention is given
to the role of meat in traditional Korean food culture, where meat has functioned as an
important element in ancestral rites, communal dining, hospitality, and social
relationships. In recent decades, growing concerns regarding human health,
environmental sustainability, animal welfare, and ethical consumption have led to a
reevaluation of meat consumption. These changes have accelerated the development of
alternative protein sources, including plant-based meat alternatives, cultured meat,
insect proteins, and microbial proteins, which are increasingly recognized as potential
components of future food systems. Consequently, the cultural and societal meanings of
meat are also being redefined in response to technological innovation and changing
consumer values. This review highlights the multifaceted role of meat as a nutritional
resource, cultural symbol, and evolving component of modern food systems.

Keywords: meat consumption; meat science; food culture; traditional foods; Korean cuisine
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Table 1. Major nutritional components of meat and their physiological functions

Representative

Component compounds Major physiological functions
Protein Myosin, actin Muscle synthesis, tissue repair
Lipid Oleic acid, phospholipids Energy supply, flavor development, cell
membrane structure

Vitamins V_|tam_|n B12, niacin, Hematopoiesis, energy metabolism
vitamin B6

Minerals Heme iron, zinc, Oxygen transport, immune function
selenium

Bloactive Creatine, carnosine Antioxidant activity, muscle function

compounds

Sources: Biesalski (2005), Arihara (2006), Geletu et al. (2021), and O'Leary and Samman

(2010).
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Table 2. Health benefits and potential risks of meat consumption

Category Major effects

Muscle maintenance, prevention of anemia, support of cognitive

Positive effects )
function

Increased risk of chronic diseases associated with excessive

Potential risks .
consumption of red and processed meat

Modulating Intake level, processing methods, cooking methods, overall dietary
factors pattern

Sources: Biesalski (2005), Phillips (2012), Godfray et al. (2018), and De Smet and Van Hecke
(2024).



613  Table 3. Changes in characteristics of meat consumption across historical periods

Period Major characteristics
IS-(I)uCril::;-gatherer Survival-oriented and irregular consumption
Neolithic period Domestication, preservation, and stable supply
Agricultural society ~ Consumption centered on aristocracy and ritual significance
Industrialization Mass production and popularization of meat consumption

Reevaluation focused on health and environmental
sustainability

614  Sources: Contreras (2008), Leroy and Praet (2015), Swatland (2010), and House et al. (2024).
615

Modern era




616  Table 4. Cultural norms and symbolic meanings of meat consumption across
617  cultures

Cultural group Characteristics

Judaism Kosher dietary regulations

Islam Halal dietary regulations and prohibition of pork
Hinduism Prohibition of beef consumption

Buddhism Partial orientation toward vegetarianism

Korea Emphasis on ancestral rites and communal dining culture

618  Sources: Contreras (2008), Douglas (2003), Fiddes (2004), and Heinz and Lee (1998)
619
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Table 5. Representative traditional meat products by region in Korea

Region Representative product

Characteristics

Meat dishes served with Andong-style

Andong heotjesabap and salted mackerel

Hamgyeong-do Abai sundae
Jeju Grilled black pork
Jeolla-do Tteokgalbi

Gyeongsang-do Jerky and beef soup

Associated with ancestral
ritual culture

Reflects North Korean
culinary culture

Based on indigenous
regional pig breeds
Characterized by rich
seasoning culture
Emphasis on preservation
and practicality

Sources: Pettid (2008), Lee and Cho (2012), Chung et al. (2016), and Eom (2025).
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Table 6. Major drivers of the modern reinterpretation of meat consumption

Factor Major characteristics
Health Preference for low-fat, low-sodium, and functional meat products
Ethics Animal welfare certification and reduced antibiotic use

Environment Carbon footprint and resource efficiency
Lifestyle Flexitarian diet and conscious consumption

Sources: Godfray et al. (2018), Broom (2010), Dagevos (2021), Font-i-Furnols and
Guerrero (2025), and Baek (2025).



627

628
629

630

631

632

Table 7. Types and characteristics of alternative proteins

Raw

Type materials Advantages Limitations

Plant-based meat ._.__.. Limitations in flavor and
- Soy, pea Easy commercialization
alternatives texture
Cultured meat Animal cells rSnlglltlar to conventional High production cost
. Edible Highly efficient .
Insect protein . ) Consumer aversion
insects production

Microbial protein Fungi, yeast Excellent sustainability Regulatory and

perception issues

Sources: Bryant and Barnett (2018), Post (2012), van Huis (2021), and Sexton et al.
(2019).



