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• Personal views on evolution of thinking about food

• Current state of disagreements

• Ideas about change

• Focus: debates about meat
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Where are we today?

• “The food system is broken…” 

• But is it?

• How broken?

• What’s broken?

• Says who?



What do we talk about when we talk about food?

Problems

• Climate change

• Biodiversity 

• Water 

• Soils

• Nutrition and health

• Poverty & access

• Jobs and livelihoods

• Justice/inequality/power

• Trade and economics

• Animal ethics 

• …..

Approaches

• Agroecology / sustainable intensification

• Taxes 

• Regulation

• Green finance

• Labels and certification

• Public procurement

• New tech / trad practices

• Civic action

• Dietary change

• Education

• …..



What do we really talk about 
when we talk about food?



What do we talk about 
when we talk about 

food?

What’s 
fundamentally the 

problem
The locus of 

responsibility

Boundaries – need / 
greed

Beliefs about freedom

Us - nature

Different truths / 
different ideas about 

evidence



What’s really the problem?

Innovative/technical 
insufficiency

Inequality

Greed



Need / greed in relation to planetary boundaries



Necessary / greedy. Who gets to decide?  And who’s the ‘we’?

Is the metric 
Impact?
Pleasure?
Class?



Freedom – to, from, in?



What’s nature & how are we to it?

Kaplan et al (2009) Quaternary Science Reviews 28 3016–3034

(Why) should we work with nature?

Which nature? When’s nature?

Which (bits of) culture & 
when? 

Whose (idea of/ ownership of) nature?

Are we (good for) nature?

Do we need to do ‘unnatural’ 
things to achieve more ‘natural’ 
outcomes?



Source: OWID 2021 based on 
Poore & Nemecek 2018

What’s true & whose knowledge counts?
Splitting / lumping

Context, goals 
The nature of evidence; 
truth at different scales
‘science’



Onwards
Transformation

HOW?



To what / in what / by whom 
does change happen?



How to think about 
how change 

happens?

Disciplinary lens (e.g. 
neuroscience, psychology, 

economics, sociology, 
political sciences, 

organisational theory)

At different scales 
(biological through to 

global)

In different contexts 
(home, schools, farms, 

factories, retail, 
workplaces etc)

Agent of 
transformation 

(individuals through to 
governments)

Target of transformation 
(individuals through to 

governments)

Levers of change 
(information – regulation 

- paradigms)

‘Logic’ of change

Utopia vs realpolitik



Agent of 
transformation? 

The ‘consumer’

The ‘citizen’ / civil society

Government institutions (various 
levels)

Financial institutions

Corporations

The media

Legal frameworks



Everything, everywhere, all at once!



Target of transformation? 
The ‘consumer’

The ‘citizen’

Government institutions (various 
levels)

Financial institutions & 
capitalism

Corporations

The media

Legal frameworks



‘Logic’ of transformative change

• Knowledge → change

• Emotions → change

• (Dis)Incentives → change

• Change → change

• People are good / selfish

• People are rational / irrational

• People are powerful/powerless

• People (i.e. individuals) are 
important / irrelevant

• People make conscious choices / 
people are creatures of 
impulse/habit/context



Moral lens

• Focus on extrinsic values

• Focus on intrinsic values

• Views on which one ‘works’ – and which one really works



Levers of intervention

Source: Nuffield Council on Bioethics (2007)

Source: Fischer & Riechers (2019 adapted from 
Abson et al, adapted from Meadows (1999 )



Utopia or realpolitik? 
Q 1: what is Utopia
Q 2: Is it is it too risky to go for it?)

• Go for what we really want – or avoid what we fear?

• Easy wins or radical systemic change
• Lock in & moral hazard vs ‘the best is the enemy of the good’

• Top down / bottom up? 

• Precautionary vs proactionary principle?

• Act today or bet on the future?

• Polarise or collaborate?

• Think! Hurry!!



How ‘ought’ transformation to happen?

• What change is legitimate?
• ‘Governments should govern’ vs ‘the risks of the nanny state’

• ‘Empower’ the individual vs ‘stop blaming the individual’

• ‘Harness market mechanisms’ vs ‘markets are inherently self-serving’

• What change is actually change?
• ‘Incremental change is feasible’ vs ‘incremental change is a sticking-plaster 

solution’

• ‘Systems change is necessary’ vs ‘systems change is hopelessly vague’



The example of meat



Miraculous something from nothing or 
space guzzling bag of wind?

Ultra efficient OR inhuman & a waste of grain?

Techno-solution OR further alienation from 
nature?

Win-win balanced offering OR meagre 
fundamentalism?

Good meat?
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Which is radical 
& which is 
status quo?

Garnett T 
(2015) Gut 
Feelings & 
possible 
tomorrows

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&source=imgres&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAkQjRwwAGoVChMIxu3R47rQyAIVyHEUCh3gfQoT&url=http://www.hybridheatingsystems.co.uk/why-air-source-is-now-the-go-to-source-for-renewable-heating-on-poultry-farms/&psig=AFQjCNFrfxov9IoC-PBAPcSSykmnYFvwrQ&ust=1445410213019934
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjXk8yrpsnJAhWKHxoKHUG3DPwQjRwIBw&url=http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/aug/05/worlds-first-cruelty-free-hamburger&psig=AFQjCNGk_XBCo8pDeQREj_gD1Droc9YE9Q&ust=1449562239577822


Resources available at www.tabledebates.org

To get our newsletter Fodder plus 
regular jobs and events postings, 

subscribe at bit.do/Fodder

www.tabledebates.org

www.tabledebates.org/scale

www.tabledebates.org/research-
library

www.tabledebates.org/explainers

www.tabledebates.org/publications

www.tabledebates.org/podcast

@TableDebates www.tabledebates.org

https://www.tabledebates.org/power
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www.tabledebates.org

taragarnett@tabledebates.org
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