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Spring 2007 Second Year Seminar: Do You Really Want Fries with That?  Choice, Identity and Food

Course Description:  In America we are constantly confronted with choices-- what to buy, what to do, and what to eat.  But we are also struggling with a national crisis that comes out of that available food:  levels of obesity and type-II diabetes are epidemic and rising.  You might wonder:  how did this happen, and what can I do about it?  What, if anything, should I do about it?   We are going to look at food and eating from a number of perspectives, including:  as an individual activity, as a cultural -practice, as a part of the corporate-controlled food economy, and as a source of satisfaction and pleasure in our lives.  We will read some works on food, on dieting, on agriculture, and on the pleasure of cooking and eating (some actual tasting sessions will be included in class time).  What is our goal?  To try to understand what roles WE play in our own eating, and how much and what sorts of control we DO have and we CAN have while living in the land of the Super-Sized.  Students will also do a project to assess the BSC eating environment and make recommendations to the administration for improving the quality and availability of choices available to the community.

Readings:  selections from the following:

The Omnivore’s Dilemma by Michael Pollan

Fast Food Nation by Eric Schlosser

The Paradox of Choice by Barry Schwartz

The Hungry Gene by Ellen Ruppel Shell

The Atkins Diet and Philosophy, edited by Lisa Heldke, Kerri Mommer, and Cynthia Pineo

philosophical articles

public health articles

a review of popular diet books

some films—Diet Wars, Supersize Me

Course Themes:  We will begin the course with something everyone in the US knows about:  dieting.  This will provide a way to uncover some of our preconceptions about food as well as debunk the view that individual diets are an effective way to control and change our eating behaviors.  Then we progress to develop a more theoretical understanding of how human action and choice are affected by outside features of the environment.  We will read and discuss some classic literature from philosophy and the social sciences.  

The theme then changes to environmental influences on our eating:  from advertising to agribusiness, we will look at where our food comes from and what goes into creating the array of choices we have.  We will look at how public health models address large-scale social phenomena in order to make changes in the lives of individuals.  

Finally we turn back to ourselves:  what can WE do to help create a better food/activity environment?  Students will work on identifying important areas for change, develop some plans, and take those plans outside the classroom to the community.  They will report on progress they made, obstacles they encountered, and what are the next steps in the direction of being able to choose a healthier life for themselves.  

Assignments:  Students will keep a binder of notes on readings, along with answers to discussion questions.  Classes will start with student reactions to discussion questions.  Given a background of reading and research, students will turn to focus on giving oral powerpoint presentations on a variety of topics from the course.  The final project will involve an examination of the local environment at BSC and the community—students will identify features that lead to fewer healthy choices and then work on ways to help expand their range of choices.  Each group will be responsible for meeting with an outside entity (e.g. Sodehxo, Star Market, Dunkin’ Donuts, BSC administration) to present their concerns and ideas for community-level change.  Presentations will also be prepared for the ATP student conference, to be held in late April.  

Attendance policy:  Attendance of 80% of class meetings is required for a passing grade.  No exceptions will be made for any reason.  This translates as follows: anyone who misses more than 5 class meetings for any reason automatically fails the course.  Period.  Do not ask about excused absences; there are none.  There are 5 allowed total absences.

Grading:  Students’ course grades will be computed as follows:

notes/discussion questions binders

25%

oral group presentations/reports

25%

final project/report



40%

misc other





10%

total






100%

A week-by-week syllabus of readings and activities will be handed out separately.  

