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Eating Well: Thinking Ethically
About Food

Roger J. H. King

I

Some people may find it difficult to take seriously the idea that it
matters morally how we eat. Usually we eat what we like, what we
are used to, what our families cooked, what’s cheap or fast or con-
venient. In this respect, eating seems like other kinds of consump-
tion. We suppose that producers should be held accountable for 
how they manufacture products that we use in our daily lives, but we
rarely think of our own consumption practices as acts for which we
should be accountable. My goal in this essay is to make a case that
it matters morally how and what we eat. Consumption, whether of 
food or other commodities, is an activity about which we can, and
should, think ethically. There are better and worse ways to con-
sume – ways that are morally defensible and ways that are morally
problematic.

What does it mean to eat well? The question is ambiguous. Eating
well can be interpreted as a question about human nutritional needs.
To eat well would be to consume sufficient calories, vitamins, 
minerals, fiber, and whatever else is needed to function well as a 
human organism. Eating well in this physical sense demands an 
understanding of how gender, age, physical activity, and general level
of health affect the organism’s nutritional needs.

Or eating well might be interpreted in aesthetic and cultural
terms: people eat well when the food they consume pleases their senses
and provides diversity of colors, textures, aromas, and flavors.
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Cultural traditions and habits affect what will be pleasing to a 
particular consumer, so that foods that are eaten with delight in one
society may be perceived with disgust in another. Popular writing 
and films about food often emphasize this sensuous and culturally
diverse character of eating well.

Neither of these two senses of eating well addresses moral 
considerations, strictly speaking. Yet even here we can see how the
question of eating well can be pushed in a moral direction. The 
ability to eat well in either the nutritional or the aesthetic sense depends
on how the individual consumer is situated in a broader social 
network of relationships. Not everyone is able to meet their nutri-
tional needs. Low-income communities in rural and inner-city areas
of the United States, for example, have less access to supermarkets
and to high quality, affordable food than people living in more affluent
areas.1 Indeed, access to adequate nutrition in all societies depends
on many different social factors, including class, gender, and age, that
make eating well in this basic sense dependent not just upon indi-
vidual choice, but also on the moral and political character of the
broader social network. And when it comes to the aesthetic sense of
eating well, even those who do have access to nutritious food may
have lost the cultural knowledge or cooking skills to make eating an
interesting, diversified, or culturally authentic aesthetic experience.
The causes of these failures may lie in moral and political injustices
that deserve moral analysis.

For the purposes of this essay, the particularly moral sense of 
eating well begins to emerge with the recognition that eating creates
relationships. These relationships may be narrow and local or of a
much broader scope, but how we eat unavoidably links us to other
people, animals, habitats and soils, and to our own sense of personal
identity. These relationships, both to others and to our own selves,
are potent subjects for moral reflection. Before we can take re-
sponsibility for our eating, we must learn to perceive the relational
dimension of consumption.

The relationships created by how we eat reach out in many 
different directions. Close at hand are the relationships created by
eating a meal with other people. Meals bring families together, 
sustain business relations, and create opportunities for romance.
People concerned about the breakdown of the family sometimes 
point to the fact that many families no longer eat meals together as
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symptomatic of the problem. Eating together has a social signi-
ficance and meaning that transcends the biological functions of
nourishment. It may, therefore, be just as important to think about
with whom we are willing to eat, as it is to reflect on what we eat.

How we eat also sustains relationships to ancestors, ethnic
groups, or regional location. Despite the fast food industry – and as
a rebuke to its homogenizing impact – many regional eating tradi-
tions in the United States still exist. Maine cuisine is different from
that in Louisiana or New Mexico; New Yorkers eat differently than
residents of Dubuque or San Francisco. Many Americans of dif-
ferent ancestries express personal and community identity partly
through an allegiance to particular ways of eating. To give up the
food of one’s people can be not only a symptom of betrayal but also
a form of betrayal in itself.

Our habits of eating also create relationships to animals and to
the soil. Thousands of wild animals are killed annually in the pursuit
of sport hunting. Millions of animals are housed each year in 
stressful and diseased conditions before being slaughtered to feed those
who eat meat. The meat industry is the largest consumer of fresh
water in the country and a major consumer of land and grain crops.2

The conditions in which animals can be housed profitably for mass-
market consumption require extensive use of hormones and antibi-
otics, relating both the meat industry and consumers of meat to the
pharmaceutical industry.3 The concentration of animals in feedlots
before they are slaughtered creates vast amounts of waste that can
pollute local waters, poison fish, and harm human health.4

The relationship to soils created by our use of plants is often equally
problematic. Mono-cropping for the economically efficient produc-
tion of large quantities of grains and vegetables encourages pests 
who are then dealt with by spraying pesticides.5 Corporate con-
centration in the food industry is replacing family farms and the 
traditions and livelihoods of both small-scale farmers and the com-
munities within which they have flourished. National and interna-
tional marketing of foods encourages companies both to experiment
with genetic engineering and to select seeds that produce foods 
that can be harvested by machine, stored for longer periods of time,
and made visually attractive to consumers. These processes do not
necessarily preserve the nutritional or aesthetic qualities of the food
we ultimately consume.
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Finally, how we eat relates us to citizens in other parts of the world.
Much food in our supermarkets is imported from other countries.
Our eating, therefore, links us to the people who produce the food,
the processes they use to grow and handle it, and the companies that
control food production and distribution. Sometimes this connection
implicates us not only in what is done but also in what is not done. In
some poorer countries, land designated to grow crops for export could
have been used to produce food for local consumption. Poor and illit-
erate farmers are often given agricultural chemicals without adequate
training in how to use them safely.6 To the extent that people are
hungry in those countries or exploited by those who employ them in
the fields, our choices of how to eat link us inextricably to their plight.

Earlier, I suggested that we often think of eating as a personal act,
something that we do as individuals, an act for which we don’t con-
sider ourselves morally accountable or responsible. In this section,
however, I have implied that how we eat creates multiple relation-
ships to other people, animals, and the land. It links us to corpora-
tions; chemicals and drugs; farm laborers; and those who are made
ill by fecal wastes, pesticides, herbicides, hormones, or exploited labor.
We are implicated in deforestation for pasture, soil erosion from poor
plowing or crop rotation practices, and ground water depletion
from irrigation that turns fertile soil into desert. Our eating choices,
then, might be seen as nodal points in a vast web of interrelations,
interactions, and flows of energy. As such, it seems plausible to ask
whether we can say something about moral and immoral, better and
worse, ways of eating. Consumption begins to look like it has con-
sequences, just as production does.

II

To say that there might be right and wrong ways to eat suggests that
there are goals to be attained in eating that go beyond the merely
nutritional and aesthetic aims we have already identified. From the
nutritional point of view, our goal in eating is to acquire the proper
balance and quantity of the nutrients needed to remain healthy. This
aim requires significant knowledge of the qualities of various foods,
as well as human needs at different stages of development and under
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different conditions of health or disease. Similarly, from an aesthetic
point of view, our goal in eating is to create a particular kind of 
aesthetic experience: one perhaps that juxtaposes particular colors
or matches food qualities with complementary qualities in wine.7 So
what goals might be appropriate to eating well from a moral point
of view?

One answer might be that eating well means achieving sustainability.
According to one prominent definition, sustainability requires that
we meet our human needs in the present without compromising the
ability of future generations of people to meet their needs.8 To 
the extent that we are not meeting needs in the present and are, 
at the same time, passing on hardships to the future, we are not eat-
ing well, morally speaking. Following this line of thought, morally
responsible consumption requires attention to the implications of our
eating choices for the wellbeing of contemporary and future genera-
tions of human beings. This wellbeing is clearly contingent on the
nature of the various relationships to soil, waters, animals, habitats,
and farm laborers already described.

This definition of sustainability is perhaps both too narrow and
too vague. It is narrow in that it refers only to meeting the needs 
of contemporary people and future generations. It is vague because 
the definition does not clearly specify what are to count as needs.
The requirements of this definition of sustainability might, in theory,
be met while compromising large areas of the planet and harming
uncounted numbers of animals. It seems odd to think that we could
be acting sustainably while destroying the fertility of agricultural 
soils, so long as new technological developments allowed following 
generations to meet their nutritional needs by substituting artificial
foods. To use a science fiction example from the popular Star Trek,
what if everyone could one day have access to the food they need
through machines that artificially replicate various molecular com-
binations? In such a society, we would have met current needs and
enabled future generations to meet their needs, although not from
“natural” sources, which will have been destroyed. Is this what we
want to mean by using sustainability as the measure of eating well?

Economists such as Julian Simon do not find this to be a prob-
lematic implication.9 In Simon’s view, environmental resources, such
as fertile agricultural soils or crop species, are only valuable because
of the economic services they render human beings. If the same 
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services can be provided by alternative materials and technologies,
then we have no grounds to lament the loss of any particular
resource. Indeed, in Simon’s optimistic view, the scarcity of a 
particular resource encourages the search for and creation of an 
alternative way of delivering the service that is threatened. If fertile
soils, diverse species of domesticated plants and animals, or clean water
become scarce resources, then human needs can be adequately met
by finding technologically sophisticated ways to substitute artificial
means for providing the services these resources give us.

While there are a number of problems with this approach, for 
our purposes it is sufficient to note that focusing on the economic
value of resources does not facilitate an assessment of our moral 
relationship to them. While soil, animals, and indeed people have 
economic value in certain circumstances and for certain purposes, 
and in that context may be seen as economic resources providing 
economic services, they can at the same time be seen in a moral 
context as things or beings that can be harmed. While forests and
wetlands, for example, function as resources possessing economic 
value, they are also habitats essential for the survival of non-human
species. Domesticated animals, too, provide economic and nutri-
tional services, yet they are frequently made to suffer severely in 
the process. And the same can be said for the economic vision 
of human beings in their function as labor. To narrow our vision 
of sustainability to what affects human economic interests alone
obscures the moral dimension of our relationships to animals 
and the natural world.

If we take these relationships seriously, a more fruitful way of think-
ing about sustainability might be one that explicitly defines sustain-
able human actions in terms of our impact on the wellbeing of both
the environment and other people. Sustainability would then be nei-
ther purely human-centered nor purely Earth-centered. Sustainable
eating practices will certainly transform habitats and environments,
but they must do so in ways that preserve the evolutionary integrity
of the organisms that constitute them. Sustainable eating practices
should also be conceived as ones that promote equitable and just 
relations to producers, laborers, and other consumers as well. Our
goal as consumers must be, then, to find out how to eat in ways that
do not require the suffering of factory farms, the chemicals of mono-
cropping, habitat destruction, or the loss of soil fertility through
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desertification. Taking seriously the relationships that eating sustains,
we may be forced to reevaluate what our food needs really are.

Some may object here that taking this network of relationships 
created by our eating practices so seriously is both unworkable and
ethically excessive. Not only is it impossible for the individual 
consumer to meaningfully take all impacts into account, but some
relationships deserve less ethical attention than others. These con-
cerns are worth some consideration.

It is true that we will never be able to identify all the actual 
individuals affected by all the choices we make in consumption. 
In some cases, this failure is a result of the sheer number of people
involved, and the magnitude and diversity of the impact on animals
and environments. In some cases, the failure results from our very
real inability to find the information we would need in order to 
know all the specific differences that would be entailed by making
one choice rather than another. Recognizing these limitations, 
however, does not absolve us of all responsibility. Some of our ignor-
ance is the result of our own willingness to stay blind to the con-
sequences of our choices. Much information is indeed available
about the conditions in which farm laborers work both here and
abroad, the conditions in which animals are raised, and the envir-
onmental impacts of industrial agriculture. While we may not be 
able to know everything about the particulars, we can get sufficient
information about the generalities to warrant making our eating choices
a matter of moral concern.

But having said this, is it not excessive to expect that we take all
these relationships equally seriously from a moral point of view? Each
of us stands in relationship to many things. Some of those relation-
ships are fairly distant and abstract; others are quite intimate and
concrete. Some relationships are entered into intentionally, or by some
choice of our own. Some are created by the action of others, or by
accidents of association and mere existence. The differences between
types of relationship are arguably relevant when it comes to under-
standing what requires our moral attention. In the context of our
discussion of the network of relationships created by our eating 
practices, it might be argued that the relationships in question are
too thin, too abstract to carry much moral weight.

Acknowledging the various kinds of relationship a person may form
complicates the moral picture, but does not change it in essential
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respects. The relationships that eating creates are often hybrid in nature:
both near-at-hand and distant, both concrete and general. We may
feel the pull of certain elements of the relational network more read-
ily than others, but the more distant links exist nonetheless. The moral
urgency of reflecting on how we act, and what eating well means,
derives from the fact that eating does in fact connect us to others in
ways that are more than just abstractions. While our relationships
to poor farmers in other parts of the world are not as intimate 
and rich as our relationships with family and friends, or with local
farmers in our own community, these relationships still demand our
attention. We depend upon the services of others – of land, animals,
and people. We are being provided with the things we need to live,
and to live well, by a network of others, often quite remote from 
us geographically. Often these things are provided at significant
sacrifice to them, in the form of low wages, poor working condi-
tions, environmental degradation, and death. The argument of this
essay is that these others make a moral claim that eating well
requires us to address.

III

How we eat – and whether we hold ourselves accountable for how
we eat – depends to some extent on what we see. Eating either obscures
the world or helps to make it visible. Current practice suggests that
most of us fail to see what we consume. Nature is simply there as a
storehouse of resources to be used to satisfy human preferences,
whether for food or other types of consumption. We live toward nature,
as Martin Heidegger might say, as a Bestand (a standing reserve).10

The objects of nature are visible only to the extent that they meet a
need or desire, or stand in the way of something we wish to accom-
plish. This mechanical way of looking obscures the internal and
autonomous workings and directionality of natural beings and
place.

Of course, a parallel problem emerges in our failure to see the human
beings who are also integrally enmeshed in the web of relation-
ships created by our eating habits. To the extent that we do not see
them, or the conditions in which they work, we act as if they are 
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but instruments to serve our own ends. And this blindness to the 
subjectivity of these human subjects is precisely the treating of other
rational beings as mere means, rather than as ends in themselves, that
Kant argued against so persuasively.

A person will not take responsibility for how they consume if their
impacts on nature and other human beings are invisible to them. If
sustainability requires that human transformation of nature must 
preserve nature’s evolutionary integrity, then such sustainability will
be impossible if we do not know how to see this integrity or the 
ecological processes that support it. And while sustainability requires
that we enable present and future generations to meet their needs, 
it matters greatly whether we allow those others to determine what 
their needs are, or whether we impose our own concept of basic needs 
on them. In other words, sustainability, pursued blindly, might only
promote a minimal standard of biological need satisfaction, rather
than a standard that is culturally appropriate and autonomously 
chosen by those whose needs are in question.

It does no good here to object that we cannot know what the needs
and preferences of future people will be, so our impact on them can-
not be a moral concern. In fact, we can know what some future needs
and preferences will be, because we share a common humanity and
a common biological condition.11 But more specifically, the needs and
preferences of future people are affected in part by what we in this
generation do; the future is not entirely independent of the present.
Our present choices will affect the magnitude of future generations’
needs and the ease with which they can meet them. The present 
will also determine what resources, institutions, technologies, world-
views, ecosystems, and species will be available for future people to
use, admire, respect, and desire. Pursuing sustainable consumption,
then, requires more attention to the standpoint of others: other 
people, other generations, other species.

We might talk here about an “ethics of seeing.”12 How we see a
person, for example, goes a long way in determining who they are,
especially if the person is less powerful than we are. We often
obscure the people around us by the categories we use. Race, gen-
der, class, appearance, or educational level can be used to abstract
an image of people from the full complexity of their real identity.
We relate to them mono-dimensionally, seeing a distorted aspect while
remaining blind to the rest. Given that we act on our perception of
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other people, our actions become equally distorted, even perhaps unjust
and exploitative. Holding ourselves responsible for how we act
toward other people requires that we learn to see them clearly as
they are in themselves, not as mirror images of our own needs and
prejudices.

This ethics of seeing is as relevant to the moral problem of how
we eat as it is to our moral responsibilities to other human beings.
If we see a cow as just meat and leather, wheat simply as flour 
and bread, or trees only as boards and paper, then we adopt a 
mono-dimensional, reductive perspective that blinds us to the con-
sequences of these categories. Seeing someone or something as “just
an X” may encourage us to act in ways that we would recoil from
if we saw X in a different light.

Of course, the process of seeing the other for what they are in 
themselves, rather than as a reflection of our own prejudices, is a
problematic and difficult achievement. Marilyn Frye’s distinction
between loving and arrogant perception is suggestive.13 The latter mode
of seeing projects our own ideas and agendas on to the other. We
see the other – whether human or nature – in relation to our own
desires and projects. Loving perception, on the other hand, proceeds
with some humility towards its object. The goal is to see the 
other in its own terms, as having its own life and purposes. But 
loving perception does not evolve just from the positive desire to 
see the other clearly. Such perception must emerge from the co-
operative and dialectical engagement with the other that allows 
the other to communicate, to reveal its own limitations as well as
potentialities.

The mono-dimensional seeing in arrogant perception takes place
when we abstract our eating from the network of relationships to
which eating immediately links us. When I only see meat, grains, or
vegetables, but not how and where they were produced, I miss
something essential in these foods. I miss the chemicals that may have
polluted the waterways to make them, or the exploited labor that
may have been used to grow them. And this blindness makes choices
between local or foreign produce, or between organic and industrial
agriculture, appear to be irrelevant or nonexistent. Indeed, this
blindness makes the very notion of morally good and bad ways of
eating difficult to understand.
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IV

There is a constant pull to turn the question of eating well into a
question about the consumer’s health. This is quite apparent in
many discussions of genetically engineered food. The increasing use
of genetically engineered foods provides an opportunity to illustrate
the thesis of this essay, that eating well has a moral dimension. Should
a person who is eating well be eating genetically engineered food prod-
ucts? How should we go about answering this question?

Much of the debate about the ethics of genetically engineered 
foods centers on whether the new foods are harmful to human health
and whether consumers have a right to know if the foods they buy
have been genetically modified. Obviously, if genetically engineered
foods make people ill, then, from a purely physical point of view,
eating well must exclude them. Industry argues that the foods 
are safe for human consumption and that, therefore, there is no 
need to label them – doing so will simply worry consumers for 
no good reason.

Of course, there is some disagreement about this view about the
impacts on human health. Since genetically engineered foods contain
genes from species of plants or animals that would not normally be
found in the natural food product, the risk that consumers will 
eat foods to which they are allergic increases. Foods that are not 
normally a risk may become hazardous even though their outward
appearance gives no warning of the danger. For this reason, labeling
genetically engineered food is a good idea. In addition, there are 
concerns about the long-term implications of antibiotic markers
used during the insertion of the new genetic material. And plans to
develop and grow various medicines in genetically modified crops raise
questions about how these medicines can be contained and prevented
from cross-pollinating with other crops that are grown for food.

However, let us abstract from the parameters of this debate. Sup-
pose that genetically engineered foods did not harm the consumer
and provided the nutrients that good foods should, such that these
foods would be compatible with eating well from a biological and
nutritional point of view. Given these hypothetical suppositions,
should we be satisfied that there is no further moral issue here?
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This essay argues that the moral dimension of eating well lies 
in the relationships created or disrupted by particular choices about
how we eat. Our relationship to the health of our own bodies is 
only one of these relationships. The moral status of eating gen-
etically engineered foods depends, therefore, on how eating them affects
the entire network of relationships to which our eating lends sup-
port and legitimacy. The difficulty many people have in deciding about
genetically engineered foods may lie in the fact that it is difficult 
to trace out the different effects they have on animals, plants, soils,
tradition, labor, and other people. Given our tendency to be blind 
to many of these relationships, the task of sorting out the moral 
problems with genetically engineered foods becomes even more 
complicated.

A quick look at the broader implications of eating genetically 
engineered foods suggests that there is a potentially significant impact
on our relationships to the environment and to other people.14 For
example, genetic engineering may affect where a particular crop can
be grown, and thus who will profit from growing it. Successful 
substitution of engineered vanilla for natural vanilla, for example,
threatens the livelihood of growers in Madagascar for whom 
natural vanilla beans are the only source of income.15

Moreover, introducing genetically engineered foods in the food sys-
tem amounts to involuntary experimentation on consumers because
the long-term effects of these foods have not been investigated.
While engineering pesticides into a food crop may obviate the need
to spray pesticides in the environment, the process still produces insect
populations that are resistant to the pesticide, while raising questions
about the health impacts on humans who consume the pesticide in
their food.

Companies who create and invest in genetically modified organ-
isms naturally seek control over their creations. Industrial control over
the source of seeds for genetically engineered crops through patents
and licensing agreements deepens farmers’ dependence on seed manu-
facturers, siphons profits out of local communities into the coffers
of multinational corporations, undermines age-old farming practices
that depend on saving seed from year to year in order to promote
the local adaptability of particular seed lines, and makes the global
food supply more vulnerable by reducing its biodiversity.
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When industry inserts genetically engineered foods into the market
while blocking efforts to label them, it infringes on the freedom 
of consumers to make informed food choices based on their own 
values and preferences. Despite widespread popular belief that pro-
ducers should provide what consumers want, the manufacturers of
genetically engineered food products imply that consumers’ desires
for information are irrational.

For the purposes of this essay, then, a consumer has not exhausted
all morally relevant questions when they determine whether genetic-
ally engineered foods will cause harm to their health or to the health
of their families. We must expand our moral vision. Genetic engi-
neering transforms the way people relate to the land, to workers in
other countries, and to their own rights of self-determination. When
widespread, it fundamentally changes the meaning of eating well. Eating
is a transaction with the natural environment that has far-reaching
ramifications, as we have seen. The development of genetic engineering
creates another mediating relationship, another perturbation in the
relational network, which threatens the integrity of that transaction.
By industrializing eating, whether through factory farms, mono-
cropping, or genetic engineering, we corrupt relationships through-
out the vast network our eating creates.

I started this essay with the concern that people might not 
take seriously the notion that eating well is a moral issue and a 
task for which we should take responsibility. If my argument has 
been sound, we should now be able to conclude that how we 
eat does indeed raise moral issues because of the impact our choices
have on relationships with people, animals, and the environment, 
both near at hand and far afield. Becoming morally accountable 
for our eating is not just a matter of making sure that we all 
have enough to eat, nor is it limited to the legitimate outrage at 
how animals are treated in the industrialized food system. Rather,
most broadly, eating well means opening our eyes to the vast 
network of effects created by our eating practices. We must then 
use what we see to guide our consumption in ways that protect 
the health and integrity of the soil, the wellbeing of wild and 
domesticated animals, the health and rights of those people who 
work the world’s fields and farms, and our own sense of self and
community.
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