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Abstract: In this paper I argue that America’s current national food policy, as well as our
overall attitudes towards food, is extremely wasteful and harms our health and the health of
our environment. I argue that the primary reason we find ourselves in this predicament is
that we have lost our sense of place in nature, and no longer retain a sense of closeness in our
relationship with the environment around us. In response I argue that the notion of the flesh, as
articulated by Maurice Merleau-Ponty in his work, The Visible and the Invisible, may be able to
help us repair our relationship to the environment, and help us to solve our wasteful food crisis in
America.
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Introduction

In contemporary debates about the environment, especially in America, most people find  

themselves stuck in an unhelpful political  language when discussing where protection of,  or  

one’s relationship to, the environment is important. More often than not, anyone who is looking  

at the preservation of some significant aspect x of the environment is called a “tree hugger” who  

does not care about people’s jobs, and the one who questions whether we should preserve aspect  

x is inevitably considered someone who wants to bulldoze all the forests and does not care at all  

about the environment. The typical American terms of “liberal” and “conservative” are then tied  

to these two views, and we retain the status quo, all while yelling epithets at one another. It  

should be evident however, that no one working within this broken framework will ever be able  

to deal with the environmental challenges we are now facing or will face in the future. Nowhere  

is this increasingly dangerous diversion most evident than in our current discussions and debates  

regarding the serious amount of waste inherent in America’s national food policy.  American  

attitudes towards food, I would argue, may be some of the most disordered and wasteful in all of  

human  history;  further,  these  attitudes  are  clearly  incompatible  with  one  another,  yet  most  

Americans hold a combination of them. These views center on the potential health benefits of a  

certain food, the possibility of acquiring cheap and inexpensive food, the quantity of food in a  
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particular  meal,  or  the  speed  of  fast  food chains.  These  views,  particularly  those  about  the  

quantity of food, are exceedingly wasteful and damaging to us and our environment. Americans,  

for the most part, treat food merely as a vehicle of sustenance, rather than a fully integrated  

pleasurable experience, such as we find in many European countries. In America, children grow  

up with parents who say not to eat butter because of the high amounts of saturated fat, yet this is  

the  country  that  invented  fast  food  and  Hungry-Man® dinners;  parents  who  say  “eat  your  

vegetables”, all the while serving up enormous portions, most of which will be thrown away.  

These attitudes towards food affect our health, our environment, and our national food policy.

American attitudes towards food are codified in the national food policy, specifically the  

ideas  that  whatever  is  fastest,  cheapest,  and  still  provides  large  quantities  is  the  best.  With  

millions of federal dollars funneled to huge agribusinesses through government subsidies, one  

finds an ever increasing amount of pressure being placed on the small family owned farm, as  

well as the environment which suffers from unprecedented levels of pollution and damage from  

GMO seeds  and from the  treatment  of  food as  fuel. 1 These  attitudes  increase  the  way that 

Americans waste their food; in fact, by treating food as merely fuel, it has become easier for us  

to waste our food. At the root of these misguided ideas that are increasingly becoming very  

dangerous to the environment, is the position that humans are not connected to their environment  

in any way, so much so that one can drive many miles and not have to worry about what the  

environmental cost may be. Because of this attitude, Americans are so distant from their food,  

meaning that most Americans encounter food in a sanitized shopping center, far away from the  

farms and fields where livestock and produce are raised. We do not see what happens to the  

waste  that  our  attitudes  incur.  If  Americans  are  to  ever  break  through  these  perilous  

1These problems are not only happening in the US, but around the globe, and increasingly in Europe as this recent  
article explains. Harrabin, Roger. "Biofuels targets are 'unethical', says Nuffield report." BBC News, April 13, 2011 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-13056862.
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misconceptions, there must be an awakening of the American consciousness to what relation  

food ought to have in one’s life, and how it connects one to the environment. In this paper, I  

argue that Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s idea of the “flesh”, as described in his final, uncompleted  

work The Visible and the Invisible, can help us break free from our misconceptions about food,  

waste,  and  the  environment,  and allows  us  to  understand better  our  place in  nature.  Before  

explaining how Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the flesh is a corrective to the disordered state of  

American food policy, I will provide some more detail on how this food policy affects individual  

people as well as the environment around them. Overall, I hope to show that it is not too late to  

change course, and that Merleau-Ponty can help us make this change.

American Food Policy

The  current  food  policy  in  America  rests  on  the  assumptions  I  mentioned  in  the  

introductory section, but the details are far more frightening. According to research taking from  

census data,  “factory farming now accounts for more than 99 percent of all  farmed animals  

raised and slaughtered in the United States.” 2 These “farms” do not provide for the care of their  

livestock, instead they inject hormones to make the animals bigger, and give them antibiotics to  

treat the diseases these animals catch from living in unclean conditions that are in quarters too  

small to properly house these animals. The conditions in these factory farms have been well  

documented elsewhere, the details of which are both disturbing heartbreaking. For those who  

take part in this industry, however, they will argue that they are merely trying to turn a profit,  

since apparently that is all that matters in life. The failure of American culture to understand and  

appreciate our place in the environment is at the heart of why these kinds of practices are still  

2Farm Forward. "Factory Farming." http://www.farmforward.com/farming-forward/factory-farming.
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allowed. When the livestock are treated poorly in these factory farms the quality of the meat  

drops significantly since the animals are under so much stress, so even if the prime motivation is  

to make a profit, it would seem that by putting out an inferior product these companies would be  

losing money. Unfortunately this is not the case in America, where if people see a cheaper price  

on their meat, they will not question why. 

In addition to our meat,  the overall  attitude to agriculture in America is  increasingly  

profit  driven,  and  takes  little  to  no  regard  for  the  quality  of  the  land  or  produce  that  the  

agribusinesses which control almost all food production put on the market. The small farm, the  

traditional backbone of American agriculture is going the way of the horse and buggy, primarily  

because these huge agribusinesses have begun forcing their way in, and destroying what is left of  

our rural communities. Americans have lost their connection with the land and the means to  

produce their food, since now one does not turn to his or her neighbor or local farmer for food,  

but rather one goes to the shopping center and buys items that have been shipped hundreds if not  

thousands  of  miles.  One  would  think  that  for  a  country  that  was  built  on  rural  values  the  

government would have a food policy in place that protects those values; unfortunately this is not  

the case, in fact out of the many government subsidies that are allocated to agriculture between  

1995 and 2004 “seventy-two percent…were granted to just 10 percent of U.S. farms,” which  

means that agribusinesses and factory farms are the ones receiving the subsidies. 3 With such 

institutionalized acceptance the loss of rural and agricultural communities, due to the lack of  

appreciation for what is small, local, and natural. With the loss of the family farm, communities  

lose  importance  ideas  and  values  that  they  once  held  dear,  since  “in  traditional  farming  

communities, information is passed from generation to generation and is woven into the culture  

3Katz, Sandor Ellix. The Revolution will not be Microwaved: Inside America’s Underground Food Movement.  8. 
White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green Publishing, 2006.
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of the region.”4 It is no wonder that people no longer have a sense for the natural, since they no  

longer have the knowledge necessary to cultivate the land and provide their own food. The idea  

that whatever is cheap, fast, and easily accessible is always a good has clouded the judgment of  

so many people in America that it is almost impossible to see a way out of the current crisis.      

When looking at the incompatibility of holding the idea that fast, cheap, and healthy are  

consistent, there are numerous accounts of Americans who actually believe that this can be true;  

the fast food companies make sure that they keep up the ruse as well, for example, the people  

who run McDonald’s® actually want their customers to believe that they can still get healthy  

choices, fast and cheap if they just come through the local, suburban drive thru. 5 The disconnect 

between Americans  and their  food,  exacerbated  by  the  fact  that  we live  in  an  increasingly  

urbanized environment, separated from the land where our food has always come from, is not  

merely a  product of progress,  but is  primarily  a  factor following from the idea that  all  that  

matters is the monetary price, and that there is no intrinsic value in the produce itself. The only  

way to combat these misunderstandings about our food and our relationship towards food, is to  

reassess our place in nature, and to ask serious questions about how one ought to live.

Repairing our Relationship to Food             

Food is not merely sustenance, it also provides pleasure in the form of a wonderful meal,  

it is one of the most obvious ways we interact with our environment, and it has a symbolic nature  

also.  This  symbolic  nature  of  food is  one  that  I  find  to  be  captured  well  in  the  following  

sentiments  of  the  French  philosopher,  Bernard  Charbonneau.  In  an  article  devoted  to  

4Orr, David W. “Prices and the Life Exchanged: Costs of the U.S. Food System .” 176. In Earth in Mind. 
Washington, D.C.: Island Press, 2004. 

5See their website’s section on “Food to Feel Good About.”  
http://www.mcdonalds.com/us/en/food/food_quality/nutrition_choices/kids_nutrition/food_to_feel_goodabout.html 
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Charbonneau’s views on ecology, the author writes that for Charbonneau agriculture should not  

just provide “nutrients”, but rather food which reflects natural diversity in both the product and  

in particular methods of cooking, so that it expresses “the complex relationships that connect  

people with nature, to their land and their social groups…sharing bread or wine has a strong  

symbolic dimension; it is not simply a utilitarian operation.” 6 This idea is one that is rich in 

meaning;  so  different  from  what  we  find  in  contemporary  ideas  about  food  production  in  

America, where utility is the prime motivation in any discussion about food policy. Tied up with  

food are memories of past meals and dinner conversations, memories of loved ones and friends,  

and  just  simple  memories  of  a  well  prepared  meal.  Even  religion  is  tied  to  food,  in  some  

circumstances; Catholics relive Christ’s last meal on earth with every Mass celebrated. This deep  

rooted connection to food has been lost  in contemporary American culture,  for many of the  

reasons discussed above. I propose as a solution to the problem the work of Maurice Merleau-

Ponty, specifically his concept of the flesh, the intertwining among living things.

Merleau-Ponty’s unfinished final work  The Visible and the Invisible  is one of the great 

works in 20th century philosophy, and if it had been finished before Merleau-Ponty’s unexpected  

death it  may have easily been called  the  greatest philosophical work of the century. In it  he  

develops his notion of the flesh. Flesh, in the context Merleau-Ponty here writes on, is not a  

material flesh of a body, but rather “the coiling over of the visible on the seeing body, of the  

tangible upon the touching body.” 7 This intertwining is the way one lives in the world, whether  

one realizes it or not, and it is the best way of describing how we are able to interact with our  

6Cérézuelle,  Daniel.  "Nature  and  Freedom:  An  Introduction  to  the  Environmental  Thought  of  Bernard  
Charbonneau." In  Rethinking Nature: Essays in Environmental Philosophy , Bruce V. Foltz and Robert Frodeman,  
324. Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 2004.

7Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. The Visible and the Invisible . Translated by Alphonso Lingis. Claude Lefort, 146.  
Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1968.
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own selves and the world around us. The significance of this idea of intertwining, this chiasm,  

the flesh, is that without it we would have no ability to experience fully our own bodies, let alone  

the external world around us. Judith Butler explains that with this idea “we see that the body is a  

set of relations, described through a figure, the figure of a coiling or rolling back, and then again,  

within  sentences,  as  a  ‘fold.’” 8 Not  only  is  there  interrelatedness  within  the  body,  but  that  

interrelatedness or intertwining extends out into the world, so that our relationships with the  

world around us is bound up in a reciprocal giving, both of ourselves and of the life in the world.  

For Merleau-Ponty, “the flesh is an ultimate notion…it is not the union or compound of two  

substances, but thinkable by itself.” 9 Through the flesh we are bound up within the world, never  

separated from it, and by being so we find that through our sensory experiences relationships  

develop between us and others in the world. The others not include other humans, but also other  

animals, plants, natural objects, such as mountains and seashores, and so also our food. 

The idea of the flesh is a radical departure from so much of what people typically think  

about when viewing themselves and their surroundings. It is a shot across the bow of the dualist  

mentality, that not only sees the mind separate from the body, but also the body as being separate  

from the rest of the environment, and so, by extension, from our food. Holding the idea of the  

flesh, one could not view food as merely a vehicle of sustenance that has no connection to the  

body or the surrounding environment; instead, by accepting the idea of the flesh one is forced to  

recognize the intertwining of body and world so that every decision one makes will be seen to  

have enormous consequences for all those living in the world. Further, to have a worldview that  

forces  one  to  see  the  interconnectivity  of  life,  it  would  be  almost  impossible  to  keep  the  

8Butler, Judith. "Merleau-Ponty and the Touch of Malebranche." In The Cambridge Companion to Merleau-Ponty, 
Taylor Carman and Mark B. N. Hansen, 196. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005.

9Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. The Visible and the Invisible . Translated by Alphonso Lingis. Claude Lefort, 140.  
Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1968.
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mentality that cheaper and faster is always better, especially in regard to food, since the idea that  

food could be merely a type of fuel is completely incompatible with the idea of the flesh. With  

the flesh, it would be much easier than it is today to hearken back to the idea of plants having a  

type  of  soul,  in  fact,  a  notion  of  the  vegetative  soul  can  help  us  better  understand  this  

intertwining of life, since, as Michael Marder argues “the plant’s life is expressed in an incessant,  

wild proliferation, a becoming-spatial and a becoming literal of intentionality.” 10 Even plants, 

then, deserve respect and care. This does not mean that somehow plants ought to have some kind  

of rights; rather, this view requires every person to make a commitment to understand better the  

roles their lives and choices play in the grand scheme of things. Until we acknowledge that we  

are not separate and cut off from our environment, and that somehow we can continue on the  

path of destruction we are currently on with no real repercussions, the situation will continue to  

grow increasingly more urgent. 

Conclusion

I argue that at the heart of the crisis of contemporary American food policy one finds a  

mistaken idea of the role of food in our lives as well as a mistake in the role of human beings in  

the world. These mistakes are, namely that we are not part of the environment and that it is an  

object “out there”, outside of us; nothing non-human has any relationship to us in any significant  

way; faster cheaper products are all that matters; and that food is merely a fuel to keep us alive.  

All of these mistakes rest upon a the false beliefs of radical individualism, that each human is a  

completely autonomous individual,  not only separated from each other, but clearly separated  

from the environment, as well as the idea that responsibility does not extend past your fellow  

10Marder, Michael. "Plant-Soul: The Elusive Meanings of Vegetative Life." Environmental Philosophy  VIII, no. 1 
(2011): 95. 



Food, Waste, and the American Way: A Merleau-Pontyian Response

humans. In regards to the ideas of radical individualism, this issue is one that has constantly crept  

up throughout American history, so much so that Alexis de Tocqueville once called Americans  

the most Cartesian people, when it comes to issues of individual autonomy, despite never having  

read Descartes. The second false belief, however, is the more insidious one since even those who  

rail against the dangers of radical individualism usually hold the belief that responsibility is only  

due to other humans, and that nature must be subjected and tamed so that there might be order in  

the land. The modern day heirs to this belief see land and food as means to the ends of making  

profits;  rather  than  praising  the  virtues  of  growing  one’s  own  food,  raising  livestock,  and  

providing  for  the  needs  of  others,  the  mentality  has  become  one  of  an  extreme disconnect  

between people and the means of producing their food. I  would go so far  as to say that by  

treating food merely as fuel we are becoming less human since we no longer see the benefits of  

having food as a pleasurable experience. 

In the end, Merleau-Ponty provides the best way out of the darkness of the American  

mentality towards food policy. By seeing all life as an intertwining and relational attitude, one  

can overcome the gravely mistaken beliefs inherent in the current American food policy. Until  

there is a wide acceptance of Merleau-Ponty’s claim there will be no possible way to bridge the  

divide between us and our food, since the only voices to be heard will be those telling us that  

cheaper  and  faster  are  better,  that  the  family  farm  is  not  necessary  for  our  needs  or  the  

environment, and that anyone who cares for the environment and the quality of their food is  

somehow a  “tree  hugger.”  Merleau-Ponty’s  notion  of  the  flesh  can  pull  us  out  of  the  false  

political dichotomies at work in the debate over food, and it can help us to be better people as  

well. If we do not take his considerations to heart, the problem of the current American food  

policy will only get worse.
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