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OVERVIEW

• 1. The Planetary Boundaries concept & Dairy

o Steffen et al. 2015. Planetary Boundaries: Guiding human development on 

a changing planet. Science Vol. 347 no. 6223

• 2. A Fair Milk Price? 

o Cardwell, M.N., 2015. Farmers, Milk Prices and Rural Indignation. Oñati 

Socio-legal Series [online], 5 (1), 51-72. 

• 3. Food Citizenship

o De Tavernier, J., 2012, Food Citizenship: Is There a Duty for Responsible 

Consumption? J Agric Envir Ethics, 25: 895-907.



1. The Planetary Boundaries Concept



1. PB: A Safe Operating Space for 

Humanity

• The Planetary Boundaries framework sets out 

precautionary boundaries for nine critical processes of 

human-‐driven environmental change. Beyond these 

boundaries, we all face the possibility of abrupt, large-

scale changes in Earth system functioning and significant 

risks to societies and economies worldwide. 

• Together the planetary boundaries defines “a safe 

operating space” at the global level, providing a dashboard 

for global sustainability. 

• The PB framework does this by proposing boundaries for 

anthropogenic perturbation of critical Earth-system 

processes.  



1. Four Planetary Boundaries 

Transgressed

• Four of nine planetary boundaries have now been crossed 

as a result of human activity: climate change, loss of 

biosphere integrity, land-system change, altered 

biogeochemical cycles (phosphorus and nitrogen).

• Climate change and biosphere integrity are "core 

boundaries". 

• Steffen: "Transgressing a boundary increases the risk that 

human activities could inadvertently drive the Earth 

System into a much less hospitable state."



1. Planetary Boundaries



Environmental impact of milk production

Impacts & resources used Non-organic Organic

Primary energy used, MJ 25,200 15,600

GWP100, kg 100 year CO2 equiv. 10,600 12,300

EP,  kg PO4
3- equiv. 63 103

AP,  kg SO2 equiv. 162 264

Pesticides used, dose ha 3.5 0.0

ARU, kg antimony equiv. 28 14

Land use, ha 1.19 1.98

N losses

NO3
--N, kg 71 117

NH3-N, kg 40 63

N2O-N, kg 7.1 7.6

(Adapted from table 59, Williams et al., 2006)

Table: Comparison burdens of production of some alternative milk production systems (per 10,000 l milk) - UK

PB Biogeochemical flows

PB Climate change

PB Land-system change 
PB Biosphere integrity

How to interpret within the context of 
the Planetary Boundaries framework?



(A–D) Environmental performance of the key livestock categories in the US diet, jointly accounting for >96% of animal-
based calories. We report performance in resources required for producing a consumed Mcal (1 Mcal = 103 kcal, 
roughly half a person’s mean daily caloric needs). For comparison, resource demands of staple plants potatoes 
(denoted p), rice (r), and wheat (w) are denoted by arrows above A–D. E displays actual US consumption of animal-
based calories. Values to the right of the bars denote categories’ percentages in the mean US diet. The demands of 
beef are larger than the figure scale and are thus written explicitly next to the red bars representing beef. Error 
(uncertainty) bars indicate SD. In A, for beef and dairy, demand for pastureland is marked with white hatching, and a 
vertical line separates demand for cropland (to the left), and processed roughage land (to the right).

Table: Comparison of animal based food categories by their resource use - US

(Eshel et al., 2014)

PB Biogeochemical flows

PB Climate change

PB Land-system change 
PB Biosphere integrity

Feed/animal and resource use 



1. PB – Precautionary principle

• The precautionary principle suggests that human societies 

would be unwise to drive the Earth system substantially 

away from a Holocene-like condition. 

• The capacity of the Earth system to persist in a Holocene-

like state under changing conditions (henceforth 

“resilience”) depends from regulating biogeochemical flows 

(e.g., the terrestrial and marine biological carbon sinks) or 

from the capacity for ecosystems to tolerate perturbations 

and shocks and to continue functioning under changing 

abiotic conditions. 



1. PB – Precautionary principle

• Examples of such processes: land-system change, 

freshwater use, change in biosphere integrity (rate of 

biodiversity loss), and changes in other biogeochemical 

flows in addition to carbon (e.g., nitrogen and phosphorus). 

• Placing boundaries for these processes is more difficult 

than for those with known large-scale thresholds but is 

nevertheless important for maintaining the resilience of the 

Earth system as a whole. 



IPPC Climate Change 2014 (5th)



1. PB – Climate change

• We retain the control variables and boundaries originally 

proposed—i.e., an atmospheric CO² concentration of 350 

parts per million (ppm) and an increase in top-of-

atmosphere radiative forcing of +1.0 W m–2 relative to 

preindustrial levels. 

• The radiative forcing control variable is the more inclusive 

and fundamental, although CO² is important because of its 

long lifetime in the atmosphere and the very large human 

emissions. Human-driven changes to radiative forcing 

include all anthropogenic factors: CO², other greenhouse 

gases, aerosols, and other factors that affect the energy 

balance.



Living Planet Report 2014



Living Planet Report 2014



Living Planet Report 2014



1. PB – Climate change and ecological 

footprint



1. PB – Changes in biosphere integrity

• A two-component approach is proposed, addressing two 

key roles of the biosphere in the Earth system. 

o The first captures the role of genetically unique material as the 

“information bank” that ultimately determines the potential for life to 

continue to coevolve with the abiotic component of the Earth 

system in the most resilient way possible. Genetic diversity 

provides the long-term capacity of the biosphere to persist under 

and adapt to abrupt and gradual abiotic change. 

o The second captures the role of the biosphere in Earth-system 

functioning through the value, range, distribution, and relative 

abundance of the functional traits of the organisms present in an 

ecosystem or biota. 



1. PB - Biogeochemical flows

• The original boundary was formulated for phosphorus (P) 

and nitrogen (N) only, but we now propose a more generic 

PB to encompass human influence on biogeochemical 

flows in general. 

o Although the carbon cycle is covered in the climate-

change boundary, other elements, such as silicon, are 

also important for Earth-system functioning.  

o We may ultimately need to develop PBs for other 

elements and their ratios, although for now we focus on 

P and N only. 



1. PB - Land-system change

• The biosphere integrity boundary provides a considerable 

constraint on the amount and pattern of land-system 

change in all terrestrial biomes: forests, woodlands, 

savannas, grasslands, tundra, etc. 

• The land-system change is focused on the biogeophysical 

processes in land systems that directly regulate climate—

exchange of energy, water, and momentum between the 

land surface and the atmosphere. 

• The control variable is the amount of forest cover 

remaining, as the three major forest biomes—tropical, 

temperate and boreal—play a stronger role in land 

surface–climate coupling than other biomes. 



1. Planetary boundaries in a societal 

context

• Sustainable development implies that the PB framework, 

or something like it, will need to be implemented alongside 

the achievement of targets aimed at more immediate 

human needs, such as provision of clean, affordable, and 

accessible energy and the adequate supply of food. 

• Only recently has it become possible to identify, evaluate, 

and quantify risks of abrupt planetary shifts due to 

overshoot of key Earth-system parameters: (i) the 

emergence of global-change thinking and Earth-system 

thinking; (ii) the rise of “the Planetary” as a relevant level of 

complex system understanding; and (iii) observable effects 

of the rapid increase in human pressures on the planet.



1. PB in a societal context

• The PB approach is embedded in this emerging social 

context, but it does not suggest how to maneuver within 

the safe operating space in the quest for global 

sustainability. E.g. the PB framework does not take into 

account the deeper issues of equity and causation. 

• The current levels of the boundary processes, and the 

transgressions of boundaries that have already occurred, 

are unevenly caused by different human societies and 

different social groups. 

• The wealth benefits that these transgressions have 

brought are also unevenly distributed socially and 

geographically (= task of global governance). 



Living Planet Report 2014 – One Planet 

Perspective



The Oxfam Doughnut



2. A FAIR MILK PRICE?

• Cardwell, M.N., 2015. Farmers, Milk Prices and Rural 

Indignation. Oñati Socio-legal Series [online], 5 (1), 51-72. 



2. Farmer’s protest against low milk 

prices

• The countryside is often represented as a rural idyll, free 

from politics; yet there may also be detected numerous 

instances where it has proved the locus for protest against 

socio-economic inequality (e.g. the Peasants’ Revolt of 

1381 in the UK)

• Recent years have seen a re-awakening of such 

indignation. For example, farmers were to the fore in the 

fuel protests of 2000, with their blockades of oil refineries 

in the UK and in 2002, 400,000 people were reported to 

have participated in the March for Liberty and Livelihood, 

organised by the Countryside Alliance (UK). 



2. Farmer’s protest against low milk 

prices

• For over a decade there have been a series of protests by 

farmers against the low prices which they receive for their 

milk, a phenomenon not confined to the United Kingdom 

(as may be seen in the spraying by farmers of thousands 

of litres of milk at the European Parliament in November 

2012 and the manifestation in Brussels on September 7, 

2015).

• The scale of these manifestations of indignation has been 

sufficiently great to prompt suggestions that a new social 

movement is in the course of development, based around 

notions of ‘rural identity’.



2. Farmer’s protest against low milk 

prices

• Of course there remain divergent strands of rural 

indignation. 

• Focus is here on the numerous protests by farmers over 

low milk prices, which may offer at least two notable 

advantages as a subject for study. 

o First, most of the direct action taken by the farmers remains 

reasonably differentiated, in that it may fairly be characterised as a 

sectoral industry dispute. The immediate actors are the farmers 

themselves, dairy processors and major retailers, notwithstanding 

that a clear objective of the protests may have been to generate 

wider publicity – and, in turn, public sympathy and government 

intervention. 



2. Indignation of farmers

o Secondly, there are good grounds for believing that the ‘law’ has 

played a major part – and that it retains the capacity to do so. In 

particular, the low prices received by dairy farmers have been 

attributed to a regulatory framework which leaves them at a 

structural disadvantage, while a constant source of controversy is 

the extent to which the law should intervene (whether on a 

voluntary or compulsory basis) so as to rebalance the market.

• What would seem reasonably clear is that the indignation 

expressed by farmers has not been ineffective. To the 

extent that the purpose of their protests was to attract 

media attention, they have enjoyed much success, the milk 

price debate now being firmly conducted within the public 

arena.



2. Milk price debate

• Moving beyond publicity, the protests would also seem to 

have enjoyed at least a degree of success in terms of 

raising milk prices paid to farmers. While direct cause and 

effect may be difficult to measure, there is no doubt that 

the protests in 2002 and 2003 did have some influence on 

the behaviour of the supermarkets. As has been seen, the 

2 pence per litre increase implemented by Tesco was ‘to 

appease the farmers’. 

• By May 2014 the United Kingdom average farmgate price 

for milk was 32.6 pence per litre (Department for 

Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 2014a), a 

considerable advance on the 16.91 pence per litre 

recorded during 2002-2003. 



2. Milk prices debate

• On the other hand, it should be noted that globally prices 

subsequently fell back over the summer and autumn of 

2014 (Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

2014b). This state of affairs has persisted, with the United 

Kingdom average farmgate price for milk in January 2015 

being only 26.3 pence per litre.

• It is less easy to determine the extent to which such 

indignation may be regarded as part of a more extensive 

rural social movement. Without doubt, as has been seen, 

rural indignation finds expression across a diverse range of 

issues, which may at times even be contradictory (e.g. in 

the UK: FFA, NFU, The Land is Ours). 



2. Milk price debate

• A defining feature of the protests over both fuel and milk prices has 

been the extent to which influence has been exerted by relatively small 

groups of individuals. 

• It would not seem correct to depict supermarkets as the ‘one per cent’. 

Tesco and the other supermarkets may not have had purely altruistic 

motives for seeking to secure a higher price for dairy farmers in 2002-

2003, but they did nonetheless take concrete steps which alleviated 

the financial position of their primary producers. 

• Indeed, there must be some truth in the statement by Paul Kelly of 

Asda to the House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

Committee (2012, Q 21) that: ‘while every drama needs a villain, to 

simply point at the supermarkets and say that we are the solution to all 

the problems in the sector is perhaps a little bit misleading’.



2. Milk price debate

• More generally, the indignation of farmers, and the 

consequent protests giving expression to that indignation, 

may be viewed as a response to a dysfunctional market. 

What now determines price is very hard to judge. However, 

it would not seem controversial to suggest that it is not 

purely a question of bargaining on an open market, free 

from any artificial constraints. 

• This ‘false’ market would seem to propagate a general 

sense of unease across the dairy industry: supermarkets 

continue to be conscious of adverse publicity; processors 

continue to feel squeezed in the middle; and farmers 

continue to find profits elusive. 



2. A guaranteed price?

• Significantly, a way forward increasingly evident in practice 

has been determination of milk prices not by ‘the market’ 

but by reference to the cost of production as stipulated in 

specific contracts between supermarkets and dedicated 

suppliers, with some supermarkets also guaranteeing to 

pay over the cost of production (House of Commons 

Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee 2012, QQ 

22 and 23, Glotz 2012). 

• Thus, it would now appear to be the case that the ‘proper 

share’ attributable to farmers is often to be determined by 

reference to such cost of production. 



2. A guaranteed price?

• (House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

Committee 2012, Q 27). This approach has readily 

apparent advantages in terms of financial stability: for 

example, in March 2013 the cost of production formula 

operated by Tesco saw dairy farmers receiving an 

additional 1.19 pence per litre. 

• On the other hand, a disadvantage is the potential to 

generate a ‘two-tier’ system, with farmers who do not 

succeed in securing status as a dedicated supplier 

potentially suffering material disadvantage. 



2. A guaranteed price?

• In addition, even where such contracts do apply, questions 

arise as to the mechanism which should be employed to 

calculate the cost of production and as to the extent that 

account should be taken of the individual circumstances of 

individual farmers. 

• Setting prices by reference to the cost of production may 

have adverse consequences for dairy farmers where world 

market prices strengthen and ‘leap-frog’ those payable 

under the contract.



2. A guaranteed price?

• See e.g. when the water, gas, electricity and other 

privatisations took place during the 1990s in the UK, the 

legislative template employed would as a rule include the 

appointment of an industry regulator to address 

substantially similar questions to those now faced by the 

dairy industry. Accordingly, there would still seem to be 

scope for introducing a more structured mechanism for 

determining milk prices. The alternative is to persist with a 

state of affairs where it can credibly be suggested that a 

key factor prompting their movement is rather the extent to 

which financial pressures and a real sense of injustice 

drive indignant farmers to ‘negotiate’ through direct action.



3. Food Citizenship

• Traditional  ethics  of  food  is  usually  related  to 

questions  concerning  food quality, food safety, 

sustainable food production, and social concerns, like 

availability and accessibility of adequate food for all. Future 

politics of food in rich countries will probably be based on a 

transformation of safe commodity food consumption 

towards food choices expressing a kind of citizenship.

o Ward and de Vreese: ‘‘Evidence  suggests  that  purchasing  

products  for  ethical  or political   reasons—also   known   as   

political   consumerism—may   be   gaining   in importance.” 

Speculating  on  the evolution of citizenship, life-style-based food 

consumption is expecting to become increasingly relevant. 



3. Food Citizenship

• These developments point to  an  interest  in  

understanding  political  consumerism  and  its  

relationship  to citizenship. 

• Much  more  than  in  the  past,  ‘‘citizen- consumers’’ will 

use their power to direct their buying behavior. Both 

sustainable, socially conscious, and responsible 

consumption of food seems to become a new terrain of 

political  action,  to  which  citizen-consumers  contribute  

by  presenting  their  food preferences  as  expressions  of  

a  new  kind  of  social  agency (‘‘Thursday:  Veggie-

day’’). Food consumption acts more than in the past as a 

key boundary maker of identity. 



3. Food Citizenship

• Although  there  are  huge differences  between  regions  

and  countries, people in general prefer to have clean 

hands.

• Traditional forms of ethical consumption, such as organic 

food and fair trade, focusing on production methods and 

less-than-standard working conditions, are no longer the 

only motivations through which the identity of the moral 

self is built up in relation to food consumption practices.

• Above fair and organic food production and food safety 

practices the ecological foot print and the kind of things we 

eat matter to citizens.



3. Food Citizenship

• Three subthemes: 

o (1) Food labeling: the right not to label versus the right 

to label and the duty to label. 

o (2) Which impact could the new understanding of the 

idea of food citizenship have on the existing equilibrium 

between the principles ‘‘the right to know/not to know’’ 

and ‘‘the duty to know?’’.

o (3) Has the present legal framework on labeling 

defending the individual’s interest in knowing a limited 

amount of particular information (ingredients, nutritional 

value, genetic modification, animal welfare) to change? 



Food Citizenship and Informed Consent

• The  principles  of  informed  consent  and  refusal  are  

based  on  the  respect  for autonomy, in casu the respect 

for autonomous food choices of persons. Evidently, 

autonomy presupposes capacities  of  reasoning  and  

autonomous  choosing. 

• Autonomy, which is derived from the Greek ‘‘autos’’ (self) 

and ‘‘nomos’’ (governance, law), refers to self-governance. 

In case of personal   autonomy,   self-rule   means   at   

minimum   being   free   from   paternalist influences  and  

controlling  meddling  by  others  and  from  information  

deficiency, preventing responsible choices and intentional 

action.



Food Citizenship and Informed Consent

• Beauchamp  and  Childress  define  autonomous  action  

in  terms  of  agents  ‘‘who  act (1) intentionally, (2) with 

understanding, and (3) without controlling influences that 

determine their action’’. 

• The first characteristic is not a matter of degree: acts are 

intentional or not, but both other conditions (understanding 

and absence of controlling paternalistic attitudes) can be 

satisfied to a greater or lesser degree. 

• To the degree that consumers are able to achieve 

substantial autonomy in their buying behavior, they realize 

themselves as responsible persons. This is not often the 

case due to poor transparency of the food market.



3. Food Citizenship

• Why should consumers be given reliable information about 

food stuff? Respecting consumers as autonomous agents 

is minimally acknowledging consumer’s rights to make 

choices based on personal views and beliefs. 

• All involved in food marketing have the obligation to 

stimulate and to build up consumer’s capacities for 

autonomous food choices. 

• Why do we owe such respect to consumers? Violating the 

autonomy of a person is treating  a  person  merely  as  a  

means.  Cf. Kant’s acknowledgement that every single 

person has unconditional worth, because persons have the 

capacity to define their own destiny. 



3. Food Citizenship

• The principle of autonomy implies two kinds of obligations.

o As a negative obligation the principle of autonomy requires that 

autonomous actions should not be made subject to paternalist 

constraints by others. In that  sense,  the  principle  needs  

appropriate  specification  (f.i.  telling  the  truth  in marketing, in 

making health claims, about production methods and 

circumstances).

o As a positive obligation, the principle  of  autonomy  demands  

careful  disclosing  of  necessary  information  and anything needed 

in order to foster autonomous decision-making. The question is 

what information must customers know? ‘‘If customers have a right 

to know what they are buying,  then  what  does  that  right  

include?’’



3. Restricting autonomy?

• Respecting  autonomy  should  be  considered  as  a  

prima  facie  obligation.  It could be overridden by 

competing considerations, such as concern for public 

health and personal health. Others sometimes have 

proportional reasons for restricting in a justifiable manner 

our autonomy in food choices. What a person ought to be 

free to know and what counts as a valid proportional 

reason for restricting autonomy is not determined  by  the  

principle  of  respect  for  autonomy.  



3. Food labelling

• The Right Not to Label Versus the Right to Label and the 

Duty to Label

• Traditional food labeling legislation (e.g., EU-Directive 2000/13/EC), 

focusing on ingredient  labeling,  ensures  that  consumers  were  not  

defrauded.  Even  in  the  new EU-regulation on the provision of food 

information to consumers, adopted by the European Council in 

September 2011, the idea of fair information practices and rules of 

responsibility is put central (Arts. 7–8) in order to avoid potential 

misleading of the consumers. Since the public is aware about 

suspected links between saturated fat, cholesterol, and coronary heart 

disease, nutritional guidelines have been added to the labels.



3. Food labelling

• Interest in nutritional labeling was shown for instance for 

the amount of mono-saturated, poly-saturated and 

saturated fats. Through labeling, additional information on 

nutrients and fibre that relate to high blood pressure, 

obesity, osteoporosis or a heart disease is provided. Food 

safety agencies were required to draft definitions of ‘‘high 

fiber,’’ ‘‘light,’’ ‘‘low fat,’’ the amount of calories, etc. 



Food labelling

• With  the introduction of genetic modification in plant and 

animal production, a new debate started, i. e. the  public  

desire  to  have  a  free  choice between  conventional  

and genetically engineered products. 

• Some were of the opinion that there was no need at all to 

do this because the only criteria that really count for 

consumers are food safety and  nutritional  value.  If  

genetically  engineered  products  were  declared  safe  

and having  the  same  nutritional  value  as  conventional  

alternatives,  no  extra  labeling information  is  needed. 

Proponents therefore defend the right not to label. 



Food labelling

• Opponents defend the opposite strategy while asking to 

move the labeling issue beyond the safety and nutritional 

issue. They were of the opinion that consumers have a 

right to know, not only about ingredients and nutritional 

value but also about genetic modification and the kind of 

production method that is used, even if this information has 

no impact on the quality of the final product (e.g., information 

on eggs about husbandry systems used for hens). See: (EC) No 

1830/2003 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 22 

September 2003 concerning the traceability and labeling of genetically 

modified organisms and traceability of food and feed products 

produced from genetically modified organisms (amending Directive  

2001/18/EC) 



3. Food labelling

• Above the guarantee that safety and risk standards are 

kept, consumers receive information  about  ingredients,  

nutritional  values,  presence/absence  of  genetically 

modified products (duty to label), and a non-obligatory right 

to label for fair trade and some animal  welfare conditions.

• There is already a duty to label for eggs on which the 

husbandry system has to be mentioned in a code. Will that 

also become the case for other practices in the future?



3. Food ethics

• I believe that other aspects should also become subject of 

labeling, e.g. the impact of food choices on international 

justice, the preservation of regional foods, and the  natural  

environment. Due  to  climate  change, citizen-consumers 

desire to act more responsibly in food  matters and feel 

good about their food choices.

• Many  of them are  concerned  about  the  environmental 

impact of what they are eating (ecological foot print) but 

could not behave in a similar way because they lack  

knowledge at  present.

• E.g. the right to know could include a life cycle analysis 

measurement (also known as Life Cycle Assessment).



3. Food Ethics

• Purpose of a Life Cycle Assessment = to  measure  the  

environmental  and  societal  impact  of  particular  

products  and services,  in  order  to  be  able  to  choose  

the  least  burdensome one.  

• LCA = a  holistic assessment that takes into account the 

production process, processing, distribution, use, disposal,  

and  all  kinds  of  transportation. Although there is still 

disagreement on the weighing factors to each impact  

category,  we  expect  that  a  kind  of  LCA-model  will  be  

welcomed  as  a necessary step towards more food 

citizenship and a values-based food consumption.



3. Food Ethics

• The  impressive societal costs of f.i. obesitas could be 

avoided if prevention strategies, like awareness about food 

choices,  could  increase.  Since  governments  are  

required  to  defend  the  ‘‘bonum commune’’  (the  

common  good),  included  the  protection  of  the  health  

of  their citizens, they have an increasing interest in ‘‘more 

adequate’’ consumption choices.

• The government could choose to empower consumers in 

order to opt for more ‘‘correct’’ food consumption choices 

and stimulate retailers and producers to facilitate such 

behavior. 



3. Food Ethics

• The aim of both downstream (focusing on the individual) 

and upstream strategies (focusing on the commercial food 

sector) is to strengthen the element of individual 

responsiveness. But priority has to be given to the 

individual as active consumer. Citizens are expected to 

hold a healthy life style. Does responsibility not mean now, 

first and last, ‘‘responsibility to oneself’’?

• Beauchamp and Childress defend a principle of respect for 

autonomy with a correlative right to chose, but not a 

mandatory duty to choose. They do not accept a forced 

choice. 



3. Food Ethics

• Their view  is  often  contested  for  being  ‘‘autonomist.’’  

According  to  some,  it  gives  too much  weight  to  the  

autonomy  of  consumers,  not  paying  enough  attention  

to  the question  what  consumers  should  eat  from  a  

more  objective  health  viewpoint, e.g. what is a beneficent 

diet?

• What if he/she makes  irresponsible  choices and refuses 

to eat healthy food stuff.  Should  therefore  a  caring  

government  not  have  the  right  in  particular 

circumstances to override consumer’s refusal to eat  

healthy? Is such a kind of soft paternalism, inspired by 

beneficence, justified? (e.g. parents)



Food Ethics

• No  doubt  that  the  principle  of  beneficence  or  personal  

well-being sometimes necessitates to restrict autonomous 

actions. Protecting consumers from harm “done to them 

beyond their control’’ is not debatable (Feinberg)

• But the question is: under  what  circumstances  and  to  

what  extent  may  we  give  up  autonomy  and respect  

for  autonomous  choices  in  order  to  benefit  the  

beneficence  of  individual persons? In  other  words,  

paternalism  becomes  questionable  when  discussing  the 

conditions and criteria under which we ‘‘should protect 

others against self-caused harm.’’



Food Ethics

• Feinberg’s distinction between strong/hard and weak/soft 

paternalism is helpful  in  this  regard,  although  ultimately  

it  does  not  solve  the  problem  but  it reframes  it  in  

terms  of  proportionality.

• In cases  of  weak paternalism intervention is justified on 

motives of beneficence or  non-maleficence  in  order  to  

protect  substantially non-voluntary  actions (consumers 

which ability to deliberate is compromised).

• Weak paternalism prevents substantially non-voluntary   

behavior   on   the   basis   of   arguments   of beneficence   

and non-maleficence. 



3. Food Ethics

• Strong  paternalism refers to interventions benefiting 

consumers. By overriding substantially voluntary and 

autonomous choices, strong  paternalism depreciates the  

ability  of  consumers  to  determine  themselves what is 

good for them to buy and eat. In  fact, strong  paternalism  

justifies too much intervention (f.i. abstention from 

smoking, drinking, eating frites).



3. Food Ethics - Conclusion

• In sum, existing  labeling  information  does  no  longer  

meet  the  full  complexity  of  the motivations and 

intentions through which the identity of the moral self is 

built up in relation  to  food  consumption  practices.

• For  citizens,  not  only  information  about ingredients and 

nutrition but also about food production practices and the 

life cycle assessment of food products does matter. ‘‘We 

are what we eat’’: a major driver in this is the idea that we 

ourselves have to take care of our own bodies and that we 

are supposed to feel good about our food patterns. 

Therefore consumers have ‘‘a right to know.’’



3. Food Ethics - Conclusion

• Since  obesity  has  become  a  major  public  health  

concern  in  all  Western societies, our  governments  

develop  an  interest  in  defining  how  citizens  ought  to 

behave as  consumers  and how retailers  and  producers  

should  facilitate such responsible behavior. 

• The huge need for counterbalancing the health 

consequences of poor diets and sedentary lifestyles is not 

only a matter of improving the quality of personal life but 

also of reducing costs. Since governments have to cut 

their social security  expenses,  they  have  an  increasing  

interest  in  ‘appropriate’  consumption choices and thus in 

imposing a ‘‘duty to know.’



• THANKS


