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THE BIG QUESTION:

What is it about
“fake” meat that gets people so 

worked up?

What’s the right thing for us to 
do?



OUTLINE:

I. About us; disclosures; why this debate
II. Our current historical moment: 

Multiple sustainability crises
III. Making sense of the alt protein debate:

• Ethical theory (a very brief intro)
• “Sociotechnical Imaginaries”
• “Meat Attachment”: The 4 Ns

IV. The Alt Protein Ethical Matrix
V. Postscript: Food tech justice and the 

moral imagination
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https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/04/10/opinion/coronavirus-us-economy-inequality.html
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Our Current Historical Moment: 
Multiple Sustainability Crises

“I think that a post-truth society is a reflection of something deeper 
which is a basic lack of authority or the decline of authority of 

institutions across the board… If you think about the things that 
defined our society, they were corporations, labor unions, the family, 
churches, political parties… Over the last 40 to 50 years, every single 

one of those institutions has seen a decline in the number of people 
saying they trust those institutions.”

“The biggest backlash, resentment and fear are coming from those who 
feel that they're part of the middle class but are in danger of falling 

downwards into genuine poverty. Fear of losing one's social status…”
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Ethical Theory (A Very Brief Intro)

A trolley is coming down the tracks, and it’s about to hit 5 people. If 
you pull a lever, it will divert the trolley and kill 1 person.

Do you pull the lever?

YES: The greatest good for the greatest number. (Utilitarianism)

NO: The ends don’t justify the means. (Deontological/rights-based 
theory)
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Washington Post, 2012
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Ethical Perspectives on Technology

Sociotechnical imaginaries are defined as “collectively held, 
institutionally stabilized, and publicly performed 
visions of desirable futures, animated by shared 

understandings of forms of social life and social order 
attainable through, and supportive of, 
advances in science and technology.”

- Jasanoff (2015:4)



“Wizards basically believe that science and technology, 
properly applied, can let us produce our way out of dilemmas. 

Prophets believe that there are natural limits, and we 
transgress these limits at our peril.

One is saying, “Be smart, make more, and that way everyone 
can win.” The other is saying, “Hunker down, conserve, 

obey the rules, otherwise everyone is going to lose.”

Wizards: Industrial-scale, Centralized, 
Technology-focused (Utilitarian).

Prophets: Local-scale, Decentralized, 
Culturally-focused (Rights-Based).

Ethical Perspectives on Technology
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High-Tech Vegans
Techno-Optimism + Meat Attachment↓

WHAT THEY SAY: 
“We wish people would become ethical vegans, but it’s not 

happening. Instead, we need to make “meat” without animals.”
WHO SAYS IT:

Mission-Driven Startups, (Some) Animal Rights Advocates. 



Ecomodernists
Techno-Optimism + Meat Attachment↑

WHAT THEY SAY: 
“The world demands more protein. We should be innovating 

protein in all its forms, from conventional meat to alternatives.”
WHO SAYS IT:

Meat/Protein Multinationals, Tech R&D Advocates.



WHAT THEY SAY: 
“We need to reduce meat consumption, but tech isn’t the 

solution. Let’s eat more beans and eat local instead.”
WHO SAYS IT:

“Good Food Movement,” (Some) Animal Rights Advocates

Plant-Based Foodies
Techno-Skepticism + Meat Attachment↓



Carnivore Traditionalists
Techno-Skepticism + Meat Attachment↑

WHAT THEY SAY: 
“It’s not the cow, it’s the how. The problem is industrial food, 
from factory farming to lab meat. Eat MORE grass-fed beef.”

WHO SAYS IT:
Local Ranchers, Regenerative Meat Advocates
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Food Tech Justice
Break the Alt Protein Matrix

“I don't know the future. I didn’t come here to tell you how this 
is going to end. I came here to tell you how it’s going to begin… 

I'm going to show them a world without you. 
A world without rules and controls, without borders or 

boundaries. A world where anything is possible. 
Where we go from there is a choice I leave to you.”
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“Moral imagination entails being able to see and think outside 
the box, envisioning moral alternatives that others do not.”

- Drumwright and Murphy (2004:17) 



Food Tech Justice
Break the Alt Protein Matrix

Thank you Food Forum!
- Garrett & Rob

broad@rowan.edu/@garrettbroad
rchiles@psu.edu
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