Josi Kate Berry

RHE 309K Course Proposal

Food Fight: The Rhetoric of Food
Course Description: From the grocery store and the Food Network to the Texas Union’s food court, you are surrounded by competing messages about food: What should you eat? Why should you eat it? What food tastes best? Various authorities offer different answers to these questions, answers supported by compelling arguments that appeal to your health, beauty, morality, patriotism, family values, and identity. In addition to questions of what to eat and why, the rise in the slow food movement and green/organic food trends raises the question of how you ought to eat—that is, where should your food should come? The way you eat, these arguments suggest or assume, reflects your values, as well as your lifestyle. 

This course will examine the rhetoric surrounding food and food production in contemporary American culture. It will analyze everything from food manifestos, editorials and columns by food critics, advertisements, grocery stores, fast food restaurants, our own Student Union and local eateries, to the Food Network and the celebrity of chefs in an effort to understand competing visions of food’s role in human life. This course will attempt to answer the following: What assumptions and values underlie the divergent representations of food in American culture? How does availability and price shape our attitudes toward food and eating? How do ads and packaging make arguments? How does context shape our relationship to food and eating? What contexts shape our relationship to food? How do they do it? What do your food choices argue about your values?

Unit One: Analyzing debates

By looking at contemporary controversies in food culture, the students will practice the skills of summarizing arguments, synthesizing information, practicing attribution, as well acquiring and using analytical and research methods. By exploring different, and often competing versions of food life, the students will look at how different interested parties construct their version of food’s role in human life as well as how notions audience and context shape and inform arguments. One of the goals of this unit will be the recognition of critical and rhetorical choices within arguments. 

Paper 1: One 5-7-page paper comparing two disparate visions of food culture. The assignment’s goal is to give the students a chance to show off their summary and synthesis skills, as well as to identify and analyze different types of arguments. In paper one, the students will compare arguments made by two competing positions on one food-related topic such as eating green, the definition of obesity or “organic,” or industrial farming . For this first unit, we will read either The Omnivore’s Dilemma,  A Defense of Food, or Fast Food Nation. The topics the students choose to pursue in the first paper will be extracted in some way from the text and refined through the students’ own research.

Unit Two: Food and the Visual: Presentation, Context (Setting) and Audience.  

How do ads, eating spaces, and television shows (specifically shows related to eating and food) inform our understandings of food? How do they persuade us?  This unit will engage the skills of visual analysis and description. We will do readings that inform us about how pictures and spaces make arguments about eating. We will focus this unit on modeling and practicing rhetorical, analytical, and descriptive skills as well as thinking about representation in terms of critical persuasive choices. 

Paper 2 with visual/oral presentation: One 5-6-page rhetorical analysis (textual and contextual) of a visual text (broadly defined) with a visual/oral presentation. This assignment uses the skills practiced in unit one and two, and emphasizes analysis of audience and context. Paper 2 requires that the students do a thorough analysis of a visual text, ad, television show, restaurant, or food retail space and create original argument about the visual text’s attitude towards food and eating as well as its persuasive strategies. Beyond investigating, perusing, and describing the visual “text,” this paper will require a research component concerned with audience and context.

The visual/oral presentation will act as a type of peer review and project sharing. As I see it now, after the first submission of the paper and before the second, each student will give a brief oral presentation of paper 2.1 accompanied by a visual of some sort (poster, power-point, video, collage, etc.) to demonstrate for the rest of the class how they approached their analysis and why them came to the conclusion they did. The class can then offer suggestions and feedback for paper 2.2 based on the presentation.

Unit Three: Past, Present and Future of Food.  

This unit will look at how representations of eating have changed over time and the links between this change and the changing agricultural economy of the US. How is food production linked to assumptions concerning how one ought to eat? This unit will analyze arguments that weigh in on this issue. 

Paper 3: 5-7-page proposal argument. Using their research methods and rhetorical skills acquired and practiced over the course of the semester, the students will make a proposal argument concerning the future of food. The students may write on any aspect or controversy that we looked at over the course of the semester, but their goal will be either to propose a possible solution to one of the controversies we explored during the semester or to advocate/propose their own eating practices. Some questions that could be taken on in this final paper: Should the government ban or limit fast food chain expansion in low-income neighborhoods? What kind of foods should be available to children during school hours? What types of “diets” seem to be on the horizon and why?  Should there be different food options or outlets in the Student Union? Should a school intervene in students’ food choices? 

Possible texts, readings:

Everything’s an Argument
Good Reasons 
Omnivore’s Dilemma
Fast Food Nation

Op Eds from Newspapers on Food related topics

Introductions to Cookbooks, like Rachael Ray’s 30-minute meals and Rory Friedman and Kim Barnouin’s Skinny Bitch in the Kitch
Advertisements

Television Shows like Hell’s Kitchen, Top Chef, and No Reservations
Local eateries and grocery stores

Grade Breakdown:

Paper 1.1: 5%

Paper 1.2: 10%

Paper 2.1: 10%

Presentation oral/visual: 5%

Paper: 2.2: 15%

Paper 3.1: 15%

Paper 3.2: 15%

5 Short Summary and/or analytical/research assignments: 10%

Short assignments and in class work (such as group work, peer review, etc.): 15%

