YOU ARE WHAT YOU EAT

Tell me what you eat, and I'll tell you what you are.

—JEAN ANTHELME BRILLAT-SAVARIN,
French gastronome, in The Physiology of Taste (1825)

Why do people care so much about food? More than just physical
sustenance, people’s food choices tell others who they are. Eating
home-cooked food, around the dinner table, has become a symbol
of people’s commitment to family life and good health. Food can
also be a symbol of our cultural roots, of where we come from and
where we belong and don't belong. Food is never just food.




ROOM 105

“You need to come say grace before dinner;” Patricia Washington
announces as she removes a sizzling Tony’s pepperoni pizza from
the microwave. Patricia’s age is hard to judge. She keeps her salt-
and-pepper hair short, with her bangs pushed back. Given her
smooth brown skin, she could be in her late forties. But her two
missing front teeth and stooped posture create the appearance of
someone beyond her fifty-eight years.

“It’s hot,” she advises her grandchildren, carefully divvying up
slices of pizza between four-year-old Mia and one-year-old Jayden.
She puts Jayden’s three small slices in a blue plastic bowl. Mia’s
three slices sit in a black plastic bowl, recycled from last night’s TV
dinner.

Patricia picks Jayden up from the carpet and expertly situates
him on her hip. Without prompting, Mia scrambles onto the bath-
room vanity to wash her hands. With her knees on the counter to
steady herself, she hunches over the sink basin, trying to grasp the
knob of the faucet. She wears skinny jeans and a pink T-shirt. At
four, Mia is small for her age. Her petite frame, combined with her
broad smile and infectious laugh, seem to have a magical effect on
adults, who often comment on how cute she is.

Teetering, Mia manages to turn the faucet on and wash her
hands. But getting down presents a dilemma. “I can’t get down,”
Mia tells Patricia, who has her hands full with Jayden. Mias legs
dangle over the side of the counter, searching for a foothold.
Eventually, her foot finds the edge of the beige plastic wastebasket
under the sink. She steadies herself enough to get down and walks
over to where Patricia is sitting with Jayden on her lap. Like his
sister, Jayden is petite. At his last doctor’s visit, he was in the fifth
percentile for height and weight. He has delicate features and dark
hair, cut close to his head. He is dressed in a T-shirt and diaper.
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Patricia decided it wasn’t worth putting his shorts back on after she changed
him the last time, since it will be bedtime soon.

Finally, with everyone situated, Patricia begins the dinner prayer. “God is
great and God is good,” she says in a soft voice. Mia repeats each line after her.
“And we thank Him for our food. By His hand we must be fed. Give us Lord,
our daily bread.”

Steam rises from the slices of pizza. Mia holds her bowl up to her face.
Delicately, she blows on it.

“Still hot, Mama,” she reports.

Jayden copies her, blowing dramatically into his bowl.

After a minute, Mia bites into the chewy crust, struggling to tear it away
from the rest of the slice.

Jayden pops an entire wedge of pizza, half the size of his hand, into
his mouth.

Patricia doesn’t cat.! Saundra, Patricia’s daughter and the children’s mother,
usually joins them for dinner. Today, however, she is still out job hunting and
won’t be back until later.

An episode of Family Feud is playing on the outdated television set. One
of the contestants shouts something out.

“Oh, yeah, that’s a good answer,” Patricia tells the contestant, glancing at
the television.

It’s a familiar scene, except that Patricia and the kids aren’t at a kitchen
table, or even in a kitchen. With plates on their laps, they are all crowded
into a hotel room, sitting on one of the two full-sized beds that take up most
of the space in room 105, where the family has been living for the past four
months.

Most people have an idea of what family meals should look like. Maybe they
pullit off on a regular basis, maybe they don’t, but they hold in mind a similar
ideal of what it means for a family to sit down and eat together.

From her cramped hotel room, Patricia looks forward to better times,
when her family will have a home, a table, and tableware. “I'd really like to
have a kitchen table, you know?” she says in her soft voice. She envisions Mia
and Jayden setting the table and everyone gathering around it. “The kids will
put the table in order, and everyone will sit down and eat together.”

‘This is how Patricia remembers the mealtimes of her youth. She has good
memories of eating with her family growing up. She was born in a small town
a few hours from where she is now. “I grew up in the old days and I grew up
on beans, you know, so I love beans,” Patricia says. She breaks into a broad grin
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with the memory. It’s only as an adule, looking back, that Patricia realizes her
family was dirt poor. They rarely ate meat. Instead, a good meal consisted of
soul food staples like beans, cornbread, fatback, and greens. Patricia’s mom
would send her to the little grocery store down the street to get fresh collards
and mustard greens. “I still like mustard greens to this day,” she says, smiling.?
She remembers pinto and lima beans simmering on the stove for hours, later
served with corn bread. After Patricia’s mother died, she moved in with her
aunt.’ She knew her aunt was better oft because they regularly ate meat and
dessert.

When Patricia thinks of greens and beans, she is transported back in time,
to the days when her mom was still alive and they ate simple meals together
as a family. Patricia misses those times. Adults and kids would eat dinner to-
gether at the table, and afterward, the adults would sit around on the frone
porch and talk. She worries about how things have changed since then.
“Sometimes when I reminisce on my childhood, I just look and think about
this generation in comparison to my generation,” she says. Things are different
today. People have bigger houses, shifting schedules, and everyone is looking
at a screen. The effect, Patricia feels, is that people no longer make time to cat
together.

“Growing up, there might be two or three kids to a room, and everybody
cats at the dinner table together,” Patricia says. “Now everybody eats at their
own time, whatever they want to eat. You still do have some people who are
doing it the old-fashioned way. Some families still eat together, but most of
this generation, they just slip through.”

Family dinners are deeply symbolic. For Patricia, the past represents a
simpler time, when it was easier to gather everyone around the table, Saundra
agrees. When Saundra thinks about the past, she remembers the whole
family—Patricia, her dad, her brothers, and Saundra—eating together. “As
we got older, that’s where everything started taking its toll,” she reflects. “Back
then, we were actually closer as a family.”

“Back then” was before Saundra got pregnant at the age of thirteen. Before
Patricia’s husband left her. Before they got evicted and had to move into the
hotel room.

Most people think of the family meal—coming together around a dinner
table for the evening meal—as stretching back through the ages, but it’s a rel-
atively new phenomenon. As cultural historian Abigail Carroll notes in her
history of mealtime rituals in the United States, the family meal as we know it
today has only been around for about one hundred and fifty years.*
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Dinner in the colonial era was a midday activity focused more on phys-

Many people didn’t take kindly to the change. In 1870, cookbook author
Jane Cunningham warned, “Six o'clock dinners destroy health.” She cautioned
that eating so late in the day was bad for digestion and encouraged idleness.
Freed from the responsibility of preparing and serving a traditional meal in
the late morning and early afternoon, women would surely “give the day to
gossiping and visiting,” she speculated.’

But Cunningham and other critics of the evening meal were wrong, Rather
than bringing American families to ruin, the evening meal instead became a
symbol of family cohesion. Dinnertime offered a chance for family members
to bond after spending most of the day apart. It was also an opportunity to
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ideas of patriotism and abundance.®
Images and messages about the importance of family meals continue to
infuse popular culture, Fven though there’s good evidence these claims are
overstated, many people fear the family dinner s in danger, including Patricia.”
Patricia believes the problem with today’s generation is that people refuse
to turn the television off and eat together, like her family did when she was a
child. But chis is the very situation Patricia finds herself in these days. Patricia
t toc casenseof home an cinthehote  m;theyeat m
t ther, nifitisonabed,and their prayers rehand. Howe
Patricia often eats later, after she is sure the kids have had enough to eat, or she
doesn’t eat at all. And the TV is always on. It’s Patricias lifeline to the outside
world from the dark, curtained hotel room.
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Americans across the income spectrum also eat out quite a bit.!’ In short,
there is often a disconnect between what people want and what they are ac-
tually able to do. As is true in Patricia’s case, ideals are sometimes out of sync
with the realities of people’s lives.

Married for twenty years, Patricia raised six children, including Saundra, the
youngest, and five sons. Saundra dropped out of school when she was preg-
nant with Mia. A year after Mia was born, Patricia’s husband left her. Without
his income, they could no longer afford to pay the rent for the house they
were living in. Eventually they moved into a cheaper place—a dingy white
duplex, just down the street. Saundra’s second baby, Jayden, was born shortly
after they moved in. The kids’ father is in the picture, but it’s complicated. He
has an older child with another woman and drifts in and out of their lives.
When Jayden was just two months old, Saundra went back to school to get
her General Equivalency Diploma (GED) while Patricia watched the kids.
Just a few months later, the bank foreclosed on their house. They found a
new place, but they had to pay an additional $100 in rent and the insulation
was bad, so their gas bills went up. They didn’t have enough money, so they
started paying half the rent and half the utility bills. Their landlord took them
to court, and they were evicted." They've been in the hotel ever since. It’s a
dilapidated hotel just off the exit from a busy highway. The room costs $270 a
week, making it one of the cheapest rooms in the city."

Fortunately for Patricia, who has trouble climbing stairs, they secured a
room on the ground floor. One drawback is that they have to keep the heavy
starched curtains closed if they want any privacy from people passing by.
Pecking out of the curtains one day, little Mia, who is wise beyond her years,
offers an accurate assessment. “A lot of people stay here,” she states plainly.
Patricia explains to Mia that sometimes people hit hard times. They are not
the only family in this hotel that is in transit. An assortment of items—a grill,
a folded-up air mattress, and a swivel chair—is heaped around a dumpster.
People come and go, carrying plastic bags and plastic laundry baskets filled
with clothes. Hotel lore has it one family stayed there for three years.

Patricia is certain her family won’t be living in the hotel for three years.
But she didn’t imagine they would be here for as long as they have. Their
room is cramped. It’s a typical roadside hotel room that barely accommodates
the two full-sized beds, nightstand, dresser, and plastic chair by the door.
The bathroom sink and counter are located just outside the bathroom.
Black trash bags, filled with clothes and other possessions, are lined up
around the perimeter, making the room seem even smaller than it already
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is. Some of their things, including the kids’ toys, are in storage, but other
items and furniture have been lost permanently between the moves. With
almost no room to move around, the family uses the beds for just about
everything: eating, sleeping, and hanging out. The counter along the wall
is stacked with Styrofoam Popeye’s cups and 20-ounce plastic soda bottles.
Ahot plate, currently not in use, is buried under a pile of clothes. There isn’t a
sparc inch of space in the whole room. Clothes sit in piles on the nightstand,
shoes are scattered under the chair, and packages of diapers and other odds
and ends are stashed underneath the counter.

A sour, musky smell pervades the air, and the hotel is prone to bug
infestations. A few weeks ago, they had roaches crawling up and down the
walls and into their bags. Unlike some of the landlords Patricia has known
in her years of renting, the hotel management promptly called in an extermi-
nator, and the bugs disappeared for the most part. At least for now.

Patricia has gout and asthma, and the bones in her hand are deteriorating.
She plans to apply for disability but isn’t optimistic. The approval process can
be long, and she knows that she might not end up getting any benefits. They
have no income besides food stamps, Medicaid, and Women, Infants, and
Children (WIC) vouchers. The only way they can afford the hotel room is
because Patricia’s son Doug, who works for a moving company, helps them
pay the rent. He helps as much as he can, but business has been slow lately.

The family is among the one and a half million households in the United
States that poverty scholars Kathryn Edin and H. Luke Shaefer (2016) call
the “poorest of the poor”: households getting by on cash incomes of less than
$2 per day per person in any given month, far below the official poverty line
set by the federal government.

Patricia and Saundra are pursuing the few viable paths they see. Saundra
recently passed her GED exam. She hopes to enroll in classes at the same for-
profit technical college as Leanne Armstrong, introduced at the beginning of
the book, so that she can get certified as a medical assistant. In the meantime,
Patricia watches the kids in the hotel room while Saundra looks for a job.
They try their best to support each other.

“Mia is real attached to me, real close,” Patricia confides. The kids have
lived with Patricia their whole lives. “She was close to my husband, too, but
he left, so I got to be the grandma and the granddad—to not let her down,
because I feel that he let her down a lot” But at fifty-cight and with mobility
issues, Patricia finds it hard to take care of two active children. She tries to get
the kids out of the hotel at least a couple of times a week. They go downtown,
to the library or the post office. Sometimes they visit friends on their old
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screet. Qutings are infinitely more difficule without a car. Patricia has trouble
wrangling two kids onto the bus, which often runs behind schedule. And her
asthma makes it hard for her to walk long distances. If she had a car she would
take the kids “out to see things,” or to the park or library more often.

Mostly, they all look forward to getting out of the hotel. Saundra spends
a lot of time looking through help wanted ads on the internet and calling
people. Patricia tries her best to navigate the cor  cated rules for ring
long-term Section 8 housing, but she finds them  cult to underst

As it is, they spend most of their time in the hotel room, Mia and Jayden
pass the time by making games out of climbing in and out of cardboard
boxes. Jayden rolls around on the beds, sometimes hiding his face as if playing
peckaboo. Mia likes to mimic the adules around her, Pretending to talk on a
cell phone, she feistily tells an imaginary caller, “Oh my God. My mama’s at
her job. Best leave me alone, girl! Mama call you back. I'm not gonna keep
messing with you. Bye, girl.”

But without toys or space to run around, the kids get bored and be-
come easily frustrated. Patricia and Saundra spend many days whiling away
the afternoon, lying on the bed, half watching TV, half sleeping, as Mia and
Jayden climb over them. They spend a significant amount of time dreaming
about when they will move on to bigger and better things. But Patricia is also

grateful for what she has.

Mia and Jayden finish their pizza slices as the final round of Family Feud is
starting. The host looks at his oversized index card and reads the question.
“Name something one is thankful for at Thanksgiving.”

“Life,” Patricia says to the TV.

The contestant answers, “Family!” and receives fifty-one points. Out of
one hundred people surveyed, fifty-one said that family is something to be
thankful for at Thanksgiving. The host asks the next person the same question.
Again, Patricia urges him co say “life.”

It is a scriking moment. Maybe it’s because without a job or a house, and
with few people she can depend on, theres little for Patricia to be thankful for
aside from the fact that she is alive. But it may also be Patricia’s way of saying
that the small things don’t matter. To be alive is to appreciate life.
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Across town, Rae Donahue smiles as she opens the door to her
family’s home. She and her husband, Kenny, bought the one-story
brick ranch, which resembles all the other 1970s-style houses in
their neighborhood, five years ago. Large oak trees line Rae’s street,
providing some relief from the hot North Carolina summers. Rae
likes the neighborhood, which is mostly quiet. They have a back-
yard where Kenny sometimes throws around a football with their
six-year-old son, Tyler, on the weekends.

Rae kicks off her shoes as she closes the door. Her bare feet sink
into the white carpet in the living room. She pads to the adjacent
dining room, painted a warm shade of olive green, and sits down at
a large glass dining table that takes up most of the room. It’s where
Rae does the books for the salon she bought a year ago.

In her mid-thirties, Rae has a round face, clear brown skin, and
soft brown eyes. Other than a subtle application of pale pink lip
gloss, her face is free of makeup. She wears faded black skinny jeans
and a V-neck black sweater. The sweater is loose but hints at a bulge
around her middle.

When she talks, Rae’s bright red and orange hoop earrings
shake and shimmy, giving her outfit a dash of color and verve that
matches her warm, vivacious personality. But when the topic turns
to her health, she frowns. “I definitely consider myself overweight,”
she says matter-of-factly. Rae has been conscious of her weight
since elementary school, where she felt big compared to her peers.
“Until I went to school, I was around other people who were my
size and people in the neighborhood. But when I went to school,
I went to a pretty much all-white elementary school and they are
very, very small. I wasn't huge, but I was not tiny.”

It was in elementary school, Rae remembers, that she and her
sister started thinking, “I guess we are a little chunky.” Track and
dance helped Rae slim down in middle school, and she stayed what
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she calls “a decent size” throughout high school. As an adult, her fears about
being overweight have reemerged. It’s been six years since she gave birth to
her son, and she is disappointed that she still hasn’t lost the weighe she gained
during pregnancy.

Becoming a mom offered Rae little shelter from the harsh judgment
women face about their bodies. “After Tyler was born, I realized that he was
only eight pounds, and the other forty-two were mine to keep. I was like,
“Wow! Really!?”” she says, poking fun at herself. “So I'm still getting used to
having a new body.” Around the same time, a family member told her that she
was “getting a little chunky,” which only reinforced her concerns.

Sometimes, Rae can laugh about her struggles. But she admits it’s been
“emotional,” and she doesn’t feel good about her current weight. “I would love
not to be overweight,” she says. “I would love to be back like maybe at 140
[pounds], or something like that, and just healthy.”

Rae’s story is familiar to many mothers. Pulled in many directions, Rae
feels like she doesn’t have a minute to focus on her own health. “After Tyler
was born, I was so focused on him,” she remembers. “And even now, I am still
focused on him and my husband and family. So I don’t have the time that
I had before. I used to go to the gym a lot, and cook a lot. So I tried, but never
really got my groove back.”

Rae’s dilemma is common. It’s also tied to shifts in motherhood and family
life over the past few decades in the United States. In the mid-1990s, socio-
logists began documenting how motherhood had become increasingly all-
encompassing.' Even though many mothers, like Rae, work long hours to
earn income for their families, many also believe that children must be their
number one priority, even if it means sacrificirig other pursuits or goals, in-
cluding health.?

But its not just motherhood that makes it difficult for Rac to be healthy.
It's also her experiences as an upwardly mobile black woman and her taste for
southern comfort foods, the foods that she loved as a kid but now thinks are

unhealthy.

Rae and Kenny have deep roots in the South. They both grew up in Raleigh,
only leaving to attend college. “We moved to go to school—my husband
and I—for four years and then we came right back,” she says, her pride in her
hometown showing through.

Although Rae loved growing up in Raleigh, there were times when she felt
isolated. She lived in a predominantly black neighborhood, but the schools
she attended were mostly white. There were never more than three black kids
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in her classes in elementary school, as she remembers it. Her high school was
more racially diverse, but the advanced classes she took were srill mostly filled
with white students. She often felt like everyone was watching her. As she
explains, “Like you definitely didn’t want to be in an advanced history class,
or advanced English or math class, and be the dumbest one in there.”? She
adds, “But definitely if all cyes are on you . . . you just kind of feel like you're
kind of being judged a little bit more. So, yeah, I did want to kind of stand
out, in a good way.”

Rae’s experiences—of being a black person in a sea of white faces and
feeling judged on the basis of her skin color—are familiar ones for many
African Americans, especially those who are upwardly mobile. These
situations, along with other forms of discrimination black people encounter
as they climb the economic ladder, help explain why upward mobility—for
example, an increase in household income—brings health benefits for white
people, but not for black people.*

Going to a historically black university for college was transformative for
Rae. For the first time, her classes were filled with other black students. She
met Kenny there, and she also learned a lot about African American history
and culture. “I really loved it,” she recalls, smiling. “I broke out of my shell

an ed to nt plays ng t history—really being
en in hi and lear td nt parts of the culture
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soul food has such a complex history in black communities.

The term “soul food” twentiet ury. It o re-
ferred to the black ch e soul.”® ver, the n’t
take off until the 1960s; when soul food “became a rallying cry for black sol-
idarity,” writes culinary historian Adrian Miller.® Civil rights activists and
soul food cooks proudly claimed that foods like chitlins, greens, and corn-
bread, which had been cooked by their ancestors under incredibly adverse
circumstances, were symbols of their shared hcritage and a banner under
which black people could unite politically.”
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reasserted themselves.? Echoing arguments made in the early 1900s by Booker
T, Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois, who famously called on black people
to dethrone the “deceitful pork chop” from its place of prominence in many
African Americans’ diets, many black people denounced the foods associ-
ated with soul food as unhealthy, a scourge on black communities.” Another
critique focused on the hypocrisy of celebrating a cuisine that descended
from slave food.™® Civil rights activist Dick Gregory argued that contrary to
being a source of racial pride, soul food was deadly, a legacy of what white
slave owners had forced or allowed black slaves to eat. He stated, “I person-
ally would say that the quickest way to wipe out a group of people is to put
them on a soul food diet.”" Class fissures also emerged, with many upper-class
African Americans “snub[bing] the cuisine as poor people’s food.”2

Rae waded into these debates in college and came down on the side of
those who see soul food as unhealthy. But these are still the foods she loves
to eat.

“My favorite meal [as a child] was fried chicken, potato salad, and sweet
potato pie. Collard greens,” Rae says with an embarrassed laugh. Before she
went to college, Rae didn’t think the foods her parents and grandparents
made were so bad. “My grandmother and grandfather didn’t cook absolutely
healthy,” she says, in a confessional tone.

The words tumble out as Rae thinks back to her childhood. “It was a lot
of fried this and that. My granddaddy had a garden right beside the house.
So whatever grew in the garden—Dbeans, peas, you know, string beans—we
ate, And a whole bunch of fried fish, fried chicken. Yeah. That’s it. Fried meat
pretty much every night. Fatback. Stuff like that. A lot of us grew up cat'{ng
those things, and that’s what we learned how to cook. Maybe it’s a good thing
I wasn’t in the kitchen when mom was cooking, I don’t know. But those are
the things that we learn—it depends on where you grew up and what you
could afford to eat. And you just carry that on from one generation to the
other generation.” ‘

Rae points to the way food traditions are passed from one generation to
the next, but rather than viewing this continuity as a celebration of family
and community, she sees it as one way African Americans have embraced un-
healthy eating practices.

Taking on the perspective of an outsider, she says, “So from the outside
looking in, it’s like, “Why don’t you just eat more broccoli? Do you knox:z how
to eat vegetables and fruit?’ It's—I guess it’s kind of difficult to explain.

As she struggles to convey how she can simultaneously love the foods of
her childhood and consider them unhealthy, Rae channels a collective black
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“we.” “We want to be healthy. We want to know how to cook better, but not
at the risk of starving or eating small tiny portions, or eating food that does
not taste good. You know, you trying to retrain your whole way that you do
things. And there’s really not a whole bunch of black folks that can say, “You
know what? If you like fried chicken you should really try this recipe that
doesn’t consist of your fried chicken.” You know, maybe gear more towards

what we like to eat, but healthy”

The foods Rae remembers from her childhood, foods that are beloved by
both white and black people across the South—fried chicken, collard greens,
sweet potatoes, field peas, string beans—are rooted in the knowledge and
practices of enslaved black people.” In The Cooking Gene, culinary historian
Michael Twitty traces the story of African American food “from Africa to
America, from slavery to freedom.”* Slaves were fed corn, rice, and yams on
the months-long journey across the Atlantic.” Those who survived the brutal
passage typically ate corn for their first meal after they arrived. Sweet potatoes
in the antebellum South replaced yams.* Collard greens were introduced to
Africa by Portuguese colonists, then cultivated by slaves in plantation gar-
dens. Chickens were often the only animal slaves were allowed to raise.””

Corn mush, field peas, okra, sweet potatoes, and greens were the foods
that literally allowed enslaved people—like Rae’s ancestors—to survive. In
many African American families, fried chicken has long been the centerpiece
of the Sunday dinner. In the first half of the twentieth century, fried chicken
and biscuits, packed in “shoebox lunches,” sustained black travelers when Jim
Crow laws prohibited them from buying food at restaurants along their way.®
In the 1950s, black cooks sold fried chicken and cakes to raise money for the
Montgomery Bus Boycott, when Rosa Parks and other blacks took a stand
against racial segregation by refusing to move to the back of the bus.” Fried
chicken, collards, and other emblematic foods of African Americans and of
the South are thus sources of pride, sustenance, celebration, entrepreneurship,
and protest.

But Rae’s conflicted feelings about the foods she associates with black cul-
ture and history are rooted in long-standing and complex racial dynamics.
The vital contributions made by African American chefs to the evolution of
food in the United States, and to the South in particular, have been almost
entirely overlooked, argues food writer Toni Tipton-Martin.?* Moreover, as
American Studies scholar Psyche Williams-Forson notes, whites have long
used the foods associated with black culture to perpetuate racist stereotypes, as
when a Jim Crow-era postcard depicted a black man dressed in stereotypical
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tribal garb frying a white woman in a caldron, with the copy, “Well Fry Mah
Hide! . .. Ab’'m Having Chicken for Breakfast!”? The postcard associated
fried chicken with a primitive and predatory black nature, a stereotype used
to discourage black-white relations and justify the violent reign of terror black
people were subjected to under Jim Crow segregation laws.2

The cuisines associated with African American heritage and black chefs
have become more diverse since the 1980s, less tethered to “the narrow per-
spective that black food meant only pork parts, greens, and cornbread,” argues
Tipton-Martin.” But the debates that have played out throughout the twen-
tieth century—whether soul food is a celebration of resilience or a symbol
of oppression, an important link to the past or a way African Americans are
killing themselves in the present—keep resurfacing. “The food we have been
eating for decades and decades has been killing us,” black vegan chef Jenné
Claiborne tells the New York Times.** Rae agrees, but she’s conflicted.

Health is critically important to Rae. In fact, one of the main reasons she
decided to enroll Tyler in a private school was becausc it offered a healthier
lunch menu. “One of their bigger selling points is their nutrition thing,” she
says. “Like they don’t cook any pork, and they serve vegetables every single
day. Healthy snacks and stuff like that. So the nutrition part was huge.” Rae
also wanted Tyler to have a different school experience from the one she had
growing up. His classes are small, and most of the other students are black,
she says. “They focus a lot on African American history. So he can tell you
about black inventors, he can tell you about, you know, discoveries that were
made and a whole bunch of different things like that. He knows he’s African
American, He knows what that means. He knows about President Obama
and, you know, a lot of the history.”

Rae is pleased that Tyler is learning about African American history and
traditions and getting healthy meals at school. But she personally hasn’t found
a model of good eating for herself. Rae says the foods touted as healthy don’t
look anything like those she ate growing up. What she means is that they
don’t look like the southern comfort foods of her childhood.

“It’s nowhere that I can go to and say, ‘Okay, this person eats like I eat. And
they’re healthy. So let me follow this person to see what they are doing ‘cause
they seem like they know what they are doing. They’re not going to tell me to
cat mustard on asparagus or something like that.” Learning to eat other food
requires nothing short of “retraining” her southern taste buds, Rae believes.
But she keeps trying. She is constantly looking for healthy recipes online, even
though she keeps coming up short.
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Despite its diverse population, the United States has yet to truly embrace
diverse definitions of healthy eating, The foods Rac identifies as healthy, like
broccoli and asparagus, are foods stereotypically associated with white diets.
They are foreign foods to Rae, a far cry from the foods she loves.

“Do you just eat stuff because it’s healthy or do you eat it ‘cause it’s good to
you? Or do you make it good for you or what?” Rae wonders. The only thing
she knows for certain is that the foods she enjoyed in childhood aren’t healthy.
She believes that these foods have contributed to the diabetes that runs in her
family. “My aunt on my father’s side just got her leg cut off about a month ago.
And she still cats the same way even with the leg—oh wait, both of her legs
are gone now!” Rae has even lost family members to diabetes. “All the older
people, that’s what they died of. It’s not like they just had it and lost a limb.
They died.” Diabetes isn’t an issue on Kenny's side, but high cholesterol is.

Yet, for Rac, eating “healthy” involves replanting her roots in a culture
where she is not convinced they will be nourished or thrive.

BY THE BOOK

From the road, the b doesn’t anything special.
It’s a squat brown bu a small ot out front. The
midwives’ offices are on the third floor, above an acupuncture prac-
tice. A reverence for women and the art of motherhood permeates
the waiting room. A decorative plaster cast, of a woman’s breasts
and swollen belly, hangs above the reception desk. A corkboard on
the wall is with fliers an array of parenting,
birth, and ing classes groups.

When it’s time to give birth, women are attended by a midwife
in one of the three rooms on the first floor, each painted in soft
pastels. On the whole, the birth center clientele tend to follow the
creed that the best intervention is no intervention, so they do most
of their laboring at home. By the time they show up, some of them
have to hold their legs together to prevent the baby from arriving
before they make it onto one of the beds.

The birth center has a warm, albeit low-budget, feel. The furni-
ture is quaint bur outdated. The examination rooms are cramped
and the paint faded. Blood draws are done in the back room, on a
padded medical chair with a frayed armrest. Yet many of the birth
center’s clients are middle-class women who have chosen to give
birth here instead of opting for the modern hospital down the road.

Marta Herndndez-Boynton is one of those women. Marta is a
calm, no-nonsense type of person. Her athletic frame, short bob
haircut, and full eyebrows are congruent with an aesthetic that
prioritizes function over form. She rarely applies makeup to her
light olive skin. On weekends, she prefers to dress casually, in polo
shirts, jeans, and sandals.

Marta prides herself on the inside track that her degree in ex-
ercise science gives her when it comes to navigating the med-
ical world. After doing a lot of research and talking with friends,
Marta concluded that a traditional hospital was the last place she
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wanted to give birth. Friends had told her the nurses at the hospital didn’t
know anything about coaching women through a drug-free labor, and that
their monitoring policies would prevent her from being able to move around
during the birth. Marta wanted to feel free while giving birth, or at least not
be forced to lic on her back, “loaded up with drugs.” “I wanted a little more
of a natural birth,” she explains. She felt the birth center would give her the
security and control she sought.

Having a baby growing inside her felt fascinating to Marta, and she took
the job seriously. In preparation for motherhood, she made every effort to
“read the books.” Prompted by a deepening sense of maternal responsibility,
Marta became more conscious about what she ate.! Her burgeoning belief
that every bite of food could impact the baby intensified when the midwives
instructed her to keep a food diary for three days and bring it to the next
check-up. This was routine practice, but it made Marta feel self-conscious. She
suddenly felt guilty about the extra desserts she'd been eating, “So I would try
to think of the three days that I ate the best,” Marta laughs, remembering how
worried she was about what the midwives would say.

That was the diary she presented to the midwife: the best-case scenario.
Afterward, because Marta wanted her practices to reflect what she had re-
ported, she decided to lay off the desserts altogether. A couple of months later,
eyeing her chart, the midwife suggested that Marta wasn’t gaining enough
weight. She told Marta that it wouldn’t hurt for her to indulge in some ice
cream, which Marta then dutifully did. Her efforts appeared to pay off. Marta
gave birth to a healthy, seven-pound boy, Sebastian.

Five years later, Marta returned to the center to give birth to a second son,
Mateo, whose weight (ten pounds, three ounces) shocked even the midwives.
Marta proudly tells anyone who asks that not only did she give birth to such
a big baby, she did it “completely vaginal. No drugs.”

The birth of Sebastian, her first son, marked a new journey for Marta, one
characterized by intensive research and monitoring of food. Little did she re-
alize how much effort this would take.

Although nutrition advice is often presented as if it’s a simple formula—
eat right and in moderation—people today have a vast array of advice to
choose from, much of it conflicting and almost all of it susceptible to change.
Nutrition advice has always reflected more than just scientific findings, and
that’s because it is shaped by popular wisdom and current trends, which are
also constantly shifting. Following this advice can be hard to pull off, and
doing so on behalf of your children can be even more stressful.

By the Book « 33

Many parents in the United States today are anxious about their children’s
safety and well-being. Public policies emphasizing individual choice and re-
sponsibility over collective protections, and the rise of cultural narratives
stressing the importance of parents protecting kids from risk, have led
mothers, especially, to “up” their parenting game.? And the rising expecta-
tions around motherhood include how (and what) we feed our children. It’s
not sufficient to just get dinner on the table. On billboards and bus stops,
on television and in magazines, messages about how to best feed children
and protect their health are everywhere. Buy organic. Avoid additives. Build
children’s food repertoires.’

Being a good mother has long involved raising healchy children. The
problem is that the bar today has become exasperatingly high. Mothers are
expected to be fully invested in protecting their children while also being eth-
ical and informed consumers.’ The seemingly never-ending job of mothering
includes navigating shifting expert advice on how to cultivate children’s
healthy eating habits while minimizing their contact with harmful food
additives and chemicals.® In this context, feeding children becomes a high-

stakes activity.

Marta moved from Mexico to the United States after college, to get her
master’s degree. She never intended to stay, but she met James, now her hus-
band, while in graduate school. After they got married, they realized it would
be much easier for them to get jobs and live in the United States. It was hard
to imagine moving back to Mexico when they had good job prospects here.

After Marta found work as a wellness program manager at a local hos-
pital, and James as a clinical coordinator for a nonprofit health organization,
they began looking for a place to raise a family. They took their time before
finally selecting the right place: a cream-colored, two-story house in a sub-
urban neighborhood.

“We're lucky,” Marta says. “The neighborhood has a lot of trails. That’s one
of the reasons that we chose it, that there were a lot of walking trails.” With
its tree-studded lawns and wooded trails, the neighborhood seemed perfect
for the nature-loving couple. Marta’s suggestion that they were “lucky” to
find their home belies the extensive research that went into choosing the
house and location, however. They didn’t end up in the neighborhood by
coincidence.” They wanted a house that had easy access to walking trails and
was close to a grocery store, so that’s what they looked for. “We wanted to be
able to walk to the grocery store, or bike,” she explains. “We haven’t done it

yet. But we could if we wanted to.”
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Marta and James brought Sebastian home the same day he was born.
While this was standard practice at the birth center, their friends and family
were shocked to learn that the new family of three had come home so quickly.
“Everybody was horrified,” Marta laughs. “Like, ‘Oh my God, I can’t believe
they let you come home!” But I was glad. We got home and we slept really
well, all of us.”

Other things didn’t go so smoothly. Marta’s forchead creases when she
recalls the early days of breastfeeding. It was excruciatingly painful. “T was just
at a conference and we were talking about working with infants and toddlers
and breastfeeding,” she says. “And the woman who was giving the conference
was saying “Well, what I always say is thac it doesn’t hurt” And U'm just like,
‘T'm sorry. I just do not agree with that People always told me that!” Marta
imitates the dreamy voice of the breastfeeding expert: “It shouldn’t hurt; if it’s
hurting they’re not latching on correctly.” She rolls her eyes. “That’s what they
tell you. And thac just makes you feel horrible, like obviously I'm not doing
this right. ‘Cause with both of them I was in pain.”

To make matters worse, Marta’s son Sebastian was not gaining weight at
first. Marta tried to stay calm. She had help from James and from her mother,
who had come from Mexico to stay with them for six months. Like many
middle-class women, Marta was determined to breastfeed her babies.® But
Marta’s mother had old-school beliefs about raising and feeding babies. She
didn’t breastfeed Marta or any of her other children.

Aseries of small clashes about feeding ensued. “It was difficule,” says Marta,
choosing her words carefully. “Because it was like having somebody else who
wanted to make the decisions. So it was very hard. And she was always second
guessing what we were choosing to do.”

Pausing to gather her thoughts, Marta adds, “And we were definitely
like—we had read the books. Like with the breastfeeding, she didn’t under-
stand that. She was always kind of questioning.”

The books did not convince Marta’s mom, who saw her daughter taking
a very different approach to infant feeding than she had. “My mom did not
breastfeed any of us. And she was constantly telling me that I was not giving
Sebastian enough food when he was just nursing, She and my aunt—who is a
doctor—they kept saying that I wasn’t feeding him well. And I was like, ‘He’s
getting everything he needs! He’s fine.”

It was a long six months.

“I'was following it whole by-the-book,” Marta explains. The books said to
wait to introduce solids until the baby could sit up propetly, so that's what she
did. “T waited until six months. And, of course, my mother was freaking out,
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like: ‘Oh my God! You're waiting so long!” It was difficult . . . We wanted to
do it a certain way and she did noz get it.”

Marta believes that, in many ways, her parenting is a radical departure from
her own childhood in Mexico. Sometimes she feels good about this, but at
other times, she questions the legitimacy of doing things differently.

When Martas mother was still staying with them, baby Sebastian got a

rta and Jam to wait and see. “I mean there is nothing

r is going to us home and tell us to watch for the signs.”
Marta reasoned. Her mother disagreed. “My mother is like, ‘As soon as they
seem like they’re sick, take them to the doctor” And so that was very hard.
’Cause it kind of was a lot of friction. And, of course, I'm stuck in the midd]e
and I always felt like, ‘Am I doing the right thing? You know, like she’s my
mother. She raised three kids. Maybe I should do what she says?’”

Ironically, even when Marta does try to reproduce some aspects of her
own childhood, like letting Sebastian play outside by himself, she faces crit-
icism. Playing outside alone, even going to the store down the road on her
own, was an everyday part of Marta’s life growing up. “You know, we could go
out in the street and buy something,” she reminisces. “I don’t ever remember
that being a big deal. It was like, ‘Can I go buy some potato chips?” Some adult
would say, ‘Sure, go.” With that, Marta would zoom down the street with a
fistful of change. “So, I think there was a lot more freedom about that scuffin
my house growing up.”

She wants the same freedom for her kids. But despite the manicured lawns
and nature trails in Marta and James’s neighborhood, very few people seem
to actually take advantage of the green spaces. When children do go outside,
their parents guard them like hawks. One time, seeing one of the neighbor
kids outside, Sebastian wandered over and asked if he wanted to play. Minutes
later, the child’s father walked over to Marta’s house, the two kids trailing
silently behind him. When Marta opened the door, the man looked her
squarely in the eye.

“Is it okay for him to be out here?” he asked, nodding to Sebastian.

Flushing with embarrassment, Marta replied, “Yeah. It’s fine.”

Before that, Marta had occasionally allowed Sebastian to take their dog
for a walk in the neighborhood. But after the incident with the neighbor, she
was reluctant to let him do it again, for fear of being judged a reckless mother.’

Some of the biggest differences between her own childhood and Sebastian’s
revolve around food. As a kid, Marta didn’t eat junk food around the clock,
but she was mostly allowed to have it whenever she wanted it. “One of the
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things I remember is that my mom always had a candy bar in our lunchbox,”
it’s one of those things that I'm so careful
s box.” In the Herndndez-Boynton house-

r
Marta often feels proud of the decisions she and James make around
feeding their family, but she sometimes questions herself, and she is some-
times questioned by others, for their hardline approach. When Sebastian was
four, he told Marta’s sister that she shouldn’t eat at McDonald’s because “you
could have a heart attack if you eat there too much.” She was mad, Marta
remembers. “My sister, she just I was way too healthy. She was like,
‘Okay, whatever. You have your -old repeating this mantra.” To this,
Marta shot back: “It’s fine. I want him to know the difference.” But these
moments stay with Marta and add to her ambivalence about whether she is

getting it right.

Although she grew up in Mexico, Marta has a lot in common with many
middle-class people born in the United States. She feels torn between her

mem apast ern
realit ich fo the
food and t are

as parents and citizens. Every food choice carries moral, ethical, and health
implications.! But it can be hard to know what is good or bad, or right or
wrong, in today’s shifting food and health landscape.

Marta is constantly reading up about food and nutrition. When her mother
was diagnosed with cancer, Marta turned to the research for solace and a sense

And then I started being like, “Well, let’s eat more broccoli, even ifit’s frozen,
It’s one step in the right direction.”

Marta and James are especially to orient themselves in the right
direction since the birth of their But its difficult, sometimes, to
know what the right direction is. “I think it’s hard to be a parent in general,”
Marta muses. “Because everything has changed so much with nutrition. Like
one day it’s good to do this, and one other day, it’s good to do that”

When the winds of nutritional science change, Marta tries to change

course. During her pregnancy, she ate the healthiest diet possible. But she
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followed the midwife’s advice when she suggested Marta wasn't gaining
enough weight and should indulge in some ice cream.

After Sebastian was born, Marta and James went back and forth about
whether to buy organic food. As they came across more studies pointing to
the benefits of organic food, they decided to start buyingit." And when Marta
read about the pink slime scandal at McDonald’s, she immediately stopped
cating there.'” “Apparently they’ve now removed it;” she says. “But, that’s kind
of gross. I've never liked the chicken nuggets. I don’t think they taste good.
My son likes them. But I've always thought it’s not even real chicken.”

Not that Marta makes a habit of eating fast food. As a rule, they only eat
fast food on road trips. It’s part of the treat of going on vacation. But ever
since the pink slime scare, Marta drives right past the highway exits for
McDonald’s, despite protests from her family. “My son hates that” she says.
“Now we try to do Chick-fil-A, because we sort of feel like that tastes better.
And it does look like chicken. But the kids don't like it as much because they
don't geta toy. So, there’s like always this fight about it. Sebastian wants to go
to McDonald’s. He says he prefers the food. But we know better.”

It’s a constant battle, trying to avoid the junk food and sugar that are
staples of the US (and Mexican) diet. Marta remains ever vigilant, yet she’s
not fully confident she’s doing enough. “I feel like we've given Sebastian good
enough messages,” she says. “But I think if we weren’t constantly offering good
choices, it would be really easy for him to just be like, “Well, those Doritos
taste pretty good. I want that”” Case in point: Even though Sebastian once
chided Marta’s sister about the health hazards of eating at McDonald’s, he still
likes to go there and is mad that Marta has struck it from their list of places to
cat on family vacations.

In the face of uncertainty and conflict, Marta goes by the book. But it isn’t
easy. Following expert advice often requires charting unknown territory, with
no guarantee that things will turn out as we hope. Ironically, writes cultural
studies scholar Robert Crawford, we live in an age in which individuals are
expected to take responsibility for being healthy, and yet our efforts to do so
tend to yield less security and more worry.”®
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A rickety white mailbox marks the turn into the dire driveway
leading to the Richards’ tan modular home. To the left is a re-
cently plowed field. A makeshift garden, hemmed in by a circle of
cinderblocks, struggles to come to fruition in front of the house.
The potted plants next to the garden are having more luck, with
small tomatoes ripening already and strawberries not far behind.
A sign on the back door reads: “We hope you come as friends and
leave as family.” Melanie Richards and her husband, Kevin, have
been renting the home for a little over a year. They live there with
their two children, fourteen-year-old Justin and four-year-old Jade,
and Melanie’s mother, Judy.

Dressed in gray slacks and a hot pink top, Melanie sits straight-
backed on the couch, her green eyes offset by her rosy checks and
bright shirt. A strand of light brown hair has escaped from the
plastic clip holding her hair back; as she tucks it behind her ear,
Melanie reflects on how rural the area is. Her neighbors on the right
have “been there since they were born,” she says. She has gradually
gotten used to hearing the sound of gun shots piercing the weekend
silence. She thinks there’s a local gun club that takes advantage of
the isolated setting to get in some target practice on Saturdays.

Melanie’s family can’t really afford to move someplace else, so
she tries to make light of it. “Like I said, if there were to be an inva-
sion we'd be A-Okay. It doesn’t bother me too terribly bad. My son
thinks it’s just awesome.” For Melanie, the most important thing is
that she feels safe. They know their neighbors.!

Their modest house accommodates all five of them: Melanie,
Kevin, the two kids, and Melanic’s mother, Judy. Judy moved in
with them a decade ago, after a tray fell on her during a waitressing
shift and damaged the bones in her hand. She now works as a home
health aide. The work doesn’t pay well and the hours are incon-
sistent, but it’s something,
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Things got a lot more difficult about five years ago, when Kevin, still in
his thirties, was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease. The disease has affected
Kevin's muscles, moods, and memory. Within the year, he had to cut back on
his hours as a delivery truck driver for a supermarket. Not long after, he was
forced to quit his job. He still does the odd delivery run when the family des-
perately needs the extra income, but this is increasingly rare.

Living with a chronic illness has worn Kevin down. His shoulders hunch
over and his rounded belly protrudes from his faded T-shirt, making him
seem shorter than his actual six feet. Dark circles under his deep-set brown
eyes contribute to an overall air of fatigue and resignation. He is prone to
bouts of d n and anger. If someone casually asks Kevin how he’s doing,
he’sapt to “Oh, good, I guess.” After a pause, he'll add, “Except for we
got a truck that don’t run, a car that don’t run, and I ain’t workin’ So, good if
you don’t count that!”

Six months after Kevin received his diagnosis, Melanie found out
she was pregnant with Jade. Financially, things were the toughest they'd
ever been.

“Since we found out about her is pretty much when we started gecting
food stamps, since he hasn’t really been able to work since then,” says Melanie
matter-of-factly.

Melanie largely supports the family on her paycheck. She earns $21,000
a year as the director of children’s education at a local church. When she
describes her daily life, Melanie is clear-headed and practical. It’s a struggle
sometimes, but they get by, with God’s help.

“I think we do pretty well with the money we have;” she says. “We have a
decent house. We have a crappy car. We've had to lose a lot. You have to learn
to be humble when you have a disease. We had to let go of both of our vehicles
and, you know, we had to give up all of our credit in order to just, just get by.
But we get by. We have, you know—the kids have Christmas every year. They
have the food they need. . .. We're very blessed to live in this country and—
and have what we have.”

Melanie’s patriotism and faith give her a sense of hope and self-worth.
Biblical scripture also orients Melanie’s thinking about food and the body.
She believes all God’s creatures are beautiful and that our bodies are gifts from
God. But it’s not always casy for Melanie to embody or practice a philosophy
of reverence toward her own body.

Melanie would like to lose weight. By clinical standards, she is obese. Like
many women, Melanie is unhappy with her body.? And, like many women,
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she’s experienced a lot of attention toward her body over her lifetime. She has
been ridiculed for her weight ever since she was young,

“In fourth grade, one girl told me that I would be absolutely beautiful
if I weren’t so heavy,” she says, staring at the floor as she recalls the painful
memory. Melanie was constantly teased for being overweight and always
picked last in gym class.

For as long as Melanie can remember, food has been her “weakness,” as she
describes it. “You know I could be rigid with everything else, but when it comes
to food, that’s probably the one place I just don’t have enough willpower. I grew
up in an Italian home. So when we’re lonely, or when we're bored, or when we
want to make everybody happy, we find food. Because food makes us happy.”

Her parents worked a lot when Melanie was young, leaving the kids to
be fed by relatives. Melanie remembers her grandmother giving them choc-
olate cake for breakfast. For snacks, they would eat donuts or heat up frozen
burritos and slather them with sour cream. A lot of the food they ate was what
she now calls junk food.

Yet from an early age, she also got the message she shouldn’t enjoy food
because she was heavy. Her older brother and sister resented having to help
care for Melanie and made fun of her weight. Melanie found herself caught
in a vicious cycle of self-loathing, restricted eating, overeating, and more
self-loathing.®

Melanie also blames her mother for her negative relationship with food. “I
had a very bad example,” she begins, taking a deep breath. “She did the Ackins
Diet for a while. She binges. Like for months she’ll eat a bunch of junk and
she’ll go, ‘Oh I feel terrible. I look like crap. I look so fat. Blah, blah, blah.
And then she’ll decide that she’s not eating but once a day. Or she’s not eating
certain things.”

Her mom has an unhealthy view of her body, according to Melanie. “My
monm, to this day, when I take pictures of her [she says], ‘Oh delete me, I look
horrible” And I'm like, ‘Do you realize—I mean when you say that, do you re-
alize what the children hear? They hear that they should care about thar too,
because that’s what I grew up thinking. I learned to be just like her, until I got
older and realized how negative that opinion is. And how harmful it is to say
negative things about yourself.”

But Melanie admits that it’s not just Judy she’s gotten these messages from.
It’s all the kids who taunted her in school. Her siblings who teased her. The
doctors who have treated her.

“One doctor was so horribly mean,” she remembers, thinking back to her
first pregnancy. “He said, “You shouldn’t get pregnant when you're this heavy.
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It’s like asking a little small Toyota pick-up truck to pull a house’ He was
hateful. He almost indicated that I should not have the baby, because I'm just
going to kill it with being too fat.”

In an effort to defend herself from others’ thoughtless comments, Melanie
built up a wall around herself. “I guess in my mind it was easier to not talk to
people and shut them out,” she says. “Because my feelings were very tender and
I was casily wounded. It was much easier just to stay aloof, so they couldn’t
hurt me, as opposed to give them a chance, you know ?”

But that moment in the doctor’s office stayed with Melanie. She wanted
desperately for Justin, her firstborn, to start off on the right foot. Trying to get
things right, Melanie did a lot of reading during her pregnancy, just like Marta
Hernandez-Boynton. And like Marta, she committed herself to breastfeeding
her children.

“I'm a very knowledge-hungry person,” Melanie says with an uncharacter-
istic hint of pride, “So as soon as you start having a baby you read everything
that’s available out there. I was in college at the time, so I had already had
some child development classes where they talked about it [breastfeeding].
And so I automatically knew that that was much more beneficial than for-
mula. Thonestly wonder if a lot of the obesity that we're seeing in our children
hasn’t come from the fact that bottle feeding was so prevalent for seventy
years.”

Melanie speculates that maybe parents who bottle feed are unable to rec-
ognize when their children are full and end up overfeeding them. She was de-
termined to avoid being one of those parents. She breastfed both of her kids,
because that’s what the experts reccommended.*

“Please forgive me, people who bottle feed,” Melanie says, raising one hand
to signal that what she is about to say might offend someone but needs to be
said anyway. “I mean, like I can’ imagine getting up at night to make a bottle.
Like my sister-in-law. [ love her. But she’s...”

Melanie glances around to see if Kevin is within earshot. “I don’t have the
word for it,” she continues in a lowered voice. “I don’t want to say she is less
educated, because that sounds really awful. But she just doesn’t seem to care
enough.”

Breastfeeding was difficult for Melanie, but now she’s glad she persisted.
Having done so gives her a sense of being an extra-caring mother.

One of the reasons people care so much about food is because they see a direct
connection between what we eat and how we look. Our physical appearance
symbolizes the kind of eater we are, and hence the kind of person we are. Are



we a person with willpower? Or are we lazy? Are we commiteed to health or
do we not care?

When people are thin, it's assumed that they watch their weight and
care about their health. But thin people—especially women—shouldn’t be
too thin or too vain, and they shouldn’t be too controlling or care too much
about food or weight, either.> On the other hand, fatness—again, particularly
for women—is portrayed as a moral and personal failure, as evidence that a
person has failed to manage their eating and weight.®

Americans have gotten larger over the last three decades, and as our
collective waistlines have expanded, the stigma around fat has intensified.’
In the face of evidence that children have also gotten bigger, attention has
turned to their parents. What are they doing wrong?

The message that parents are mostly responsible for their kids’ eating habits
and body sizes—and to blame for things like childhood obesity, disordered
cating, and poor body image—is widespread.® Melanie thinks her own up-
bringing played a big role in her bactles with her weight and body image, and
she wants better for her children.

“Having grown up always overweight, T have always tried to be careful with
my children, making sure that they're eating properly,” Melanie says. “We're
really careful with how many vegetables we get and that we don’t eat junk.”

Melanie tries to avoid buying snacks, ice cream, or soda. She makes fruits
and vegetables a high priority in her family’s diet. Even though they don’t
have a lot of money, when they moved into the house last year, she bought a
small above-ground swimming pool and playset. She wants the kids to have a
fun place to get exercise outside,

Yet Justin is getting chubby. He can’t do a sit-up, and although he isn’t the
very slowest kid running the mile in gym class, most of the boys in his class
are well ahead of him. And not long ago, Melanie got the news that Jade had
gained more weight than she should have.

also maintain his self-esteem, on the other. The self-loathing she’s struggled
with all her life is something she earnestly wants to help Justin avoid. She
acknowledges that he is “probably not as active as he could be” and wishes he
would add more vegetables to his diet, so she tries to convey m bout
eating better and being active. At the same time, Melanie feels that
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just because Justin doesn’t like vegetables or can’t do a sit-up, that “doesn’t de-
fine who he is.” “And it doesn’t define what we can db,” she says, stressing the
last three words.

Melanie is caught between the widespread belief that there are universal
standards for health that everyone should achieve, and her commitment to
seeing her child for all of his positive qualities.

She believes that it is important to take care of our bodies, too, because
they are gifts from God. “It’s more of a stewardship, a care of the spaceship
God has given us to live in until we die,” she explains. “We should take care of
the body that we have, so it’s healthy for as long as possible.”

At the same time, her religious faith emphasizes that a person’s appearance
does not define who that person is. Certainly, she doesn’t want Justin to feel
ashamed of his body, like she has for much of her life.

Jade’s relationship with her body is also a concern. “I hate that girls
think they have to be the thinnest or the lightest,” Melanie reflects. “They
don’t realize that most of the pictures they see [in magazines] are of
people who are unnaturally thin. We expect a grown woman to look like
a twelve-year-old. That’s our image of a healthy woman. And it’s just not
appropriate.”

Messages about the ideal female body affected Melanie when she was
younger and have stayed with her today. “I should be happy with how I am
and how God made me,” she says, “but you pick up magazines everyday or
look on the TV everyday and we're constantly confronted with these images
of very thin .. .” she trails off. It’s a topic she is passionate about. So much so,
it’s sometimes hard for her to express.

At four, Jade’s round face, long blonde hair, and impish smile garner pos-
itive comments. People are always telling her how beautiful she is.” Melanie
tries to temper these comments by emphasizing to Jade that it’s what’s on the
inside that counts. She worries about how she’ll handle the pressures about
her looks that she’ll inevitably face as she gets older. Melanie wants Jade to
know that her body and appearance aren’t all she is.

“I say, Jadie, what makes you beautiful?” And she says, ‘God makes me
beautiful.” And I say, “Well, what is it about you that makes you beautiful?’”
Melanie recounts. “I'm trying to instill in her that her beauty is the kindness
and the caring and the gentleness in her spirit. Those are the things that make
people attracted to her. And T hope that’ll have an impact.”

Like many mothers today, Melanie is concerned with maintaining her
children’s physical health and psychological well-being. Promoting children’s

self-esteem is increasingly understood to be part of the work involved with
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raising healthy, happy children.’® The expectation to raise both emotionally
and physically healthy kids, though, can sometimes put mothers in a double
bind, especially when kids’ bodies deviate from the norm. If a child starts to
get heavy, does Mom say something? Is it dangerous or unhealthy to put too
much emphasis on a child’s weight? As Melanie does, many mothers try to
find a middle ground, avoiding hurtful words and emphasizing to their chil-
dren that they are unique and valued, regardless of their size.!

When it comes to her own body, however, Melanie hasn’t managed to
internalize the belief that all of God’s creation is'beautiful. When she talks
about her appearance, she is besieged by memories of being ridiculed for her
weight and a lifetime of guilt and shame around food.

Looking at photos of her younger self, Melanie can now say that she was
beautiful, that she wasn't as heavy as she imagined. But Melanie has a hard
time cutting her adult self any slack. “Too bad I'm not beautiful now.” she says.
“Ishould be happy with how I am, and how God made me.” But she’s not.

MAKE TIME FOR FOOD

There are now millions of people who spend more time watching
food being cooked on television than they spend actually cooking it
themselves.

~—MICHAEL POLLAN, food writer, in Cooked (2013)

Food reformers tell us that it’s time to return to the kitchen ez
masse, to restore the health of the nation and the planet. The time is
there to cook, they believe, if only people would get their priorities
straight. But modern-day families juggle many, often competing,
demands on their time. Not everyone has full control over the
thythm of their day, and even people with predictable schedules
may still feel they’re coming up short at the end of the day.
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balance the demands of parenthood. See Chapeer 28.
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graduates. Mothers with higher levels of education also tend to breastfeed longer.
For example, while 40.9 percent of mothers with a high school degree report
breastfeeding until the 6-month mark, this number is markedly higher (72.5%) for
mothers who graduated from college. On the pressures and challenges middle-class
women experience related to breastfeeding, see Afflerback et al. (2013) and Avishaj
(2007).

9. Rutherford (2011) argues that as middle-class children have gained more private
freedoms within their nuclear families (for example, by being given choices and
having their viewpoints taken into consideration), their public freedoms have
eroded. Fewer children are allowed to roam neighborhood streets, catch the school
bus on their own, or run down to the corner store to buy milk for the family. See
also Lareau (2011) on the ways middle-class children are heavily supervised by
adults.

10. Cairns et al. (2013); Cairns and Johnston (2015); MacKendrick (2018); Waggoner
(2017); Warin et al. (2012).

11. Organic food sales totaled around $47 billion in 2016, more than doubling since
2007 (OTA 2017). Despite the rising popularity of organic foods, a review article
finds that while consuming organic foods may reduce exposure to pesticide residues
and antibiotic-resistant bacteria, evidence that they are more nutritious than con-
ventional foods is lacking (Smith-Spangler et al. 2012).

12. *Pink slime” is a meat-based product derived from beef trimmings heated and then
treated with ammonium hydroxide or citric acid to kill bacteria. It is used as a food
additive or to reduce the fat content of meat. McDonald’s removed pink slime from
its burgers in January 2012 after the British chef Jamie Oliver led a campaign against
it (Annable 2012) and a few months before ABC aired an exposé about its use in the
beef industry.

13. Crawford (2006).

CHAPTER 5

1. Melanie also checked online before they moved to the area to confirm that no one
nearby was a sex offender. On parents’ fears about sex offenders and efforts to pro-
tect their children from sexual hazards, see Elliott 2012).

2. Body dissatisfaction is present in women of all ages, and across the life span, al-
though there’s some evidence that body dissatisfaction decreases as women age; but
middle-aged women and obese women are most likely to report dissatisfaction with
their bodies, preferring a body that is leaner/slimmer (Runfola et al. 2013).

3. In a study that followed people over a fifteen-year period, Puhl and colleagues
(2017) found that people who experience weight-based teasing (i.e., who were fat-
shamed) as children are more likely to be obese as adults, especially women. Further
studies are needed to examine how individuals internalize shame around weight
and what the consequences are for future weight-related outcomes and body image
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2001, and the increased militarization of the border (Holmes 2013).





