
PHIL 220: Food Ethics       Dr. McKenna 
M/W 10:00-11:20       237 Susan Campbell Hall 
PAC 30 
       
Office Hours: Monday and Wednesday 11:45-1:00 
 
GE: Sara McLay  Office: SCH 159 
 
Course Description and Objectives: 
This is a class in ethics.  It is not the role of ethical theory to give answers to particular problems, 
but to provide frameworks which challenge individuals to think critically and clearly about 
ethical issues and help them come to their own conclusions.  Moral philosophy demands that one 
have reasons for moral decisions and explores possible principles one can apply in an attempt to 
arrive at a consistent and well thought out moral position.  Most of the issues we face have no 
obvious or immediate answer, but much can be gained by struggling with what appears to be 
irresolvable. 
 
Given this description of moral philosophy and ethics, one should not expect to sit passively in 
this class and receive answers.  It is expected that each student will engage this material actively 
and thoughtfully.  This means students must read carefully and critically, come to class prepared 
to discuss and ask questions, and be willing to engage alternative perspectives on many issues.  
This is not an easy thing to do and students should not be afraid to acknowledge the inevitable 
discomfort and fear that comes with encountering people who think differently.  To grow, 
however, we must fact this discomfort and stretch our thinking in new directions.  At its best, this 
class will help students do just that.   
 
Specifically, this course should empower students to: 
--analyze and critically evaluate various positions presented in the readings 
--raise thoughtful questions about the reading and their own experience in the journals and class 
discussion  
--develop well thought out responses to the positions of others, as well as develop positions of 
their own, in writing for the tests and the reflection piece. 
 
This particular class has a focus on ethical issues related to food.  Who and what we eat reflects, 
and has consequences for, who we are as individuals and as a society.  This course will examine 
some of the ethical concerns related to the conditions of human and other animal beings involved 
in the production of food and help students arrive at their own considered opinions regarding 
these issues.  Animal welfare and environmental issues will be a central focus.  Some specific 
issues will include: the environmental impacts of farming, livestock welfare, food waste, food 
safety, and food justice.   
 
Students in this class should bring their own questions and concerns about food to shape the 
reading and discussion.  Some questions might include: Does it make sense to love dogs and eat 
pigs?  If I am concerned about the environment, should I eat packaged food?  Should I buy food 
from companies that don't pay a fair wage?  How should we grow, harvest, transport, and prepare 
food?  How much should we eat?  Who is responsible for our food habits?  Are choices about 
food simply personal choices, or are there ethical, social, and political implications we must take 
into account? 



Texts (found at the Duckstore): 
 
Blatt, Harvey, America’s Food: What you Don’t Know About What You Eat (Cambridge: MIT 

Press, 2008). 
Pachirat, Timothy, Every Twelve Seconds: Industrialized Slaughter and the Politics of Sight 

(New Haven: Yale UP, 2011) 
Readings on Canvas as assigned. 
 
Assignments: 
 
Tests: There will be two essay tests and they will be completed on Canvas.  The essay question 
will ask you to evaluate specific food issues in terms of the ethical theories being studied (100 
points).  Time to prepare for, and take, each exam should be about fourteen hours. 
 
Journal:  Each student will keep a food journal.  In this journal you will keep track of some of 
what you eat, when you eat, where you eat, how you eat, with whom you eat,...  It should also 
include other things you notice about food—how it is packaged, how it is advertised, how it is 
priced, how it is prepared, where it comes from,… Each entry must also include some reflection 
on the content of the journal entry using the class readings for that week to prompt and guide this 
reflection.  At least one entry per week (you may skip ONE week of your choosing), excluding 
the first and last week of class (7 entries total).  These will be posted on Canvas by Wednesday 
of each week.  An A grade will require all journal entries to be complete, done, and on time.  A 
B grade will mean no more than 2 entries incomplete, missing, or late.  A C grade will mean no 
more than three entries incomplete, missing, or late.  A D grade will mean no more than 4 entries 
incomplete, missing, or late.  An F grade will be received if 5 or more entries are incomplete, 
missing, or late. Time to complete the journal each week will probably vary, but 20-25 minutes 
would be an average. 
 
Reflection Piece:  Each student will write a final reflection at the end of the course.  This 
reflection will consist of selecting two journal entries and discussing these in terms of two 
different approaches to ethical decision making.  Then each student will write a personal 
statement of their ethics of eating and provide one example of how they now see that they eat 
ethics every time they eat.  This piece will graded on the understanding of the ethical theories 
used (35 points), the ability to use these theories in the discussion of the food journals (35 
points), and the support provided for the personal statement of ethics and eating (30 points). 
Time to write the reflection piece should be about eight hours.  This piece will draw on writing 
completed in the journal and the tests. 
 
Participation: Discussion is an important part of any philosophy class.  Each student is expected 
to be in class, be prepared to discuss the material, and pay attention to the discussion.  At a 
minimum this entails having done the reading before class and being ready to engage in 
discussion—including attentive listening.  

A- Exceptional:  To achieve an A the expectations are that student has perfect attendance in 
discussion section and near perfect attendance at lecture, he/she is recognized as a leader in 
discussion sections and consistently both contributes to and brings the conversation to a 
deeper level, without dominating the discussion to such an extent that it inhibits 
participation by other students. 
B- Very Good.  To achieve a B expectations are that the student will miss no more than one 
discussion section and have very good attendance at lectures (present around 95% of the 



time).  Takes a very active role in discussion section and remarks are consistently helpful 
and on topic. 
C- Good.  To achieve a C expectations are that the student will miss no more than two 
discussion sections and has good attendance at lectures (present around 90% of the time).  
Participates in discussions, but not consistently. 
D-Poor.  To achieve a D expectations are that the student will miss no more than four 
discussion sections and attend lecture (around 80% of the time).  Participates in discussions 
sporadically. 
F-Failing.  Misses more than four discussion sections and/or has poor attendance at lecture 
and/or is not a positive contributor to discussions. 
To calculate grades for “participation” GEs will weigh all of these factors in a holistic 
manner at the end of the term.  

 
 
Grading: 
 

 Test #1     25% 
  Test #2     25% 
  Reflection piece    15% 
  Journal     20% 
  Participation     15% 
 
PLEASE NOTE: Failure to complete any assignment results in automatic failure of the 
class. 
 
Academic Honesty 
Students who engage in acts of academic dishonesty, which in this class would mean cheating on 
an exam or paper, will receive a failing grade for the assignment and may fail the class. For a full 
description of forms of academic dishonesty, please see: 
https://uodos.uoregon.edu/StudentConductandCommunityStandards/AcademicMisconduct.aspx 
 
 
Schedule: Plan on at about four hours of a reading per week 
 
Introduction to Ethics and Food 
January 
(M) 9 Introduction 
 
(W) 11 America’s Food, Ch. 2, “Soil Character and Plant Growth,” (pp. 25-48) 
 
(M) 16 NO CLASS 
 
(W) 18 reading found on Canvas—“Introduction and Rough Guide to Ethics” from From Field 
to Fork (1-21) 
 
Utilitarianism and plant and food animal production 
(M) 23 overview of utilitarianism, on Canvas; America’s Food, Ch. 4, “Organic Food,” (65-88) 
 
(W) 25 America’s Food, Ch. 6, “Chicken, Eggs, Turkey, and Duck,” (111-131) 

https://uodos.uoregon.edu/StudentConductandCommunityStandards/AcademicMisconduct.aspx


Virtue ethics, food animal production, and consumption of animal products 
(M) 30 overview of virtue ethics, on Canvas; American Food. Ch. 7, “Cattle, Milk, Swine, and 
Sheep” (133-149) 
 
February 
(W) 1 America’s Food, “Seafood” (151-174)  
 
Utilitarian and virtue ethics on issues of environment, labor justice, and personal choice 
(M) 6 America’s Food, Chs. 9 and 11, “Fruit and Vegetables” (175- 198) 
 
(W) 8 “Eating Poorly and Too Much” (223-249) 
 
(M) 13 America’s Food, Ch.12, Conclusion (251-268) 
 
(W) 15 Test 1 essay 
 
Pragmatism and the unseen aspects of meat production 
(M) 20 overview of pragmatist ethics on Canvas—excerpt from Fesmire’s Dewey (136-148) 
Every Twelve Seconds, chs. 1-2, “Hidden in Plain Sight,” “The Place Where the Blood Flows” 
(1-37)  
 
(W) 22 Every Twelve Seconds, ch. 3, “Kill Floor” (pp. 38-84) 
 
Rights and killing 
(M) 27 overview of rights based ethics, on Canvas 
Every Twelve Seconds, chs. 4-5 “Es todo por hoy,” “One Hundred Thousand Livers” (85-139) 
 
March: 
(W) 1 Every Twelve seconds, ch. 6, “Killing at Close Range” (pp. 140-161) 
 
Pragmatism and rights based theory on public welfare and food safety issues 
(M) 6 Every Twelve Seconds, ch. 7, “ “Control of Quality” (pp. 162-207) 
 
(W) 8 Every Twelve Seconds, ch. 8, “Quality of Control” (pp. 208-232) 
 
Ethics of Care and possible changes in food production 
(M) 13 overview of ethics of care, on Canvas 
Every Twelve Seconds ch. 9, “ “A Politics of Sight” (pp. 233-256) 
 
(W) 15 Conclusion and Reflection piece due. 
 
Finals: Friday, March 24, Test 2  
 
The University of Oregon is working to create inclusive learning environments.  Please notify 
me if there are aspects of the instruction or design of this course that result in disability-
related barriers to your participation. You are also encouraged to contact the Accessible 
Education Center (formerly Disability Services) in 164 Oregon Hall at 541-346-1155 or 
uoaec@uoregon.edu . 


