Sustainability Book Club Meeting Notes

Eating Animals by Jonathan Safran Foer
4 December 2009
I.  Presentation by Brad Campbell

Background on Foer 

· writer

· literary postmodernist

· unapologetic romantic

· author of polyvocal texts bending and blending genres

· committed to breaking down boundaries

Genesis of Eating Animals
· Family as primary site where envisioned changes might occur

· Fatherhood as impetus

· Birth of son as unifying tactic

· Burden of knowledge

· Where does my child’s food originate?

Purposes of Book

· Not a straightforward case for vegetarianism

· Pretty good case for veganism

· How to reconcile Foer’s claims?

· Creative, non-linear approach to exposing costs to animals and to earth of factory farming

Proposals

· An ethical collective (vegetarians, vegans and ethical carnivores)

· Rebuild rural infrastructure

· Exercise compassion in each food choice

Foer’s picking on Pollan’s Omnivore’s Dilemma
· Table fellowship (page 55)

· Myth of animal consent (page 99)

· Joel Salatin’s bird farm (page 113)

· Refusal to address slaughtering (page 228)

· Vegetarians are “disconnected dreamers” (page 255)

Criticisms of Foer

· Gimmicky and glib

· Equivocation

· Who are the “we” and “us” in the collective?

· Where is Peter Singer and Animal Liberation?

Tones of Home (Cal Poly)

· Pew Commission findings (page 87)

· “Feed the hungry / feed the world” rhetoric of meat industry (pages 95, 209)

· Nicolette Niman’s targeting of “Animal Science” department (page 206)

A Foer Effect?

· Nathalie Portman goes vegan

· Episode on Fox featuring death of industrial chicken

· Appearance on “Ellen”

II. Discussion

· Does the book have people dig their feet into the ground even deeper about their beliefs?

· Is Foer trying to showcase the worst of the worst to make a point?

· It pushes us to think more critically about our food choices.

· Where does consciousness stop? 

· Do plants have consciousness?  Self-consciousness?

· What is the actual continuum of consciousness?

· Why is it deemed alright by many to eat plants but not animals?

· Book seems “all over the place” -- lack of methodological approach, scattered, sprawling, undisciplined, and dogmatic, characterized by righteousness.

· Would it be more acceptable (ethical) to eat animals after they died naturally?

· How does this book relate directly to sustainability?

· Should we not also scrutinize the way/s we grow our plants?  Lots of people die in the process of harvesting vegetables, for example.

· Grass feeds cows; cows feed grass.

· Sustainable economy:  wages paid in animal harvesting business are more than in plant harvesting business.

· Killing animals employs more people than harvesting vegetables.

· It’s the overall system that is key.  What is needed to optimize it?

· How do Foer’s ethical arguments resonate with other people’s ethical arguments (those of the ecofeminists, for example)?

· What is Foer doing differently besides his creative-writing approach?

· Is this book new from a philosophical point of view?

· Structurally, there is nothing (yet) like it.

· The urgency that Foer communicates could ignite a significant economic movement.

· Of potential interest:  Heritage Foods website (http://www.heritagefoodsusa.com/); Roald Dahl’s “Pig” (http://www.podcastdirectory.com/podshows/2610622)

III.  Next Meeting:  8 January 2010 (discussion of Cradle to Cradle, by William McDonough & Michael Braungart)

[minutes submitted by Brian Kennelly]

